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Dear Chair, 
Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am honoured, and delighted, to have the privilege to present to you the Fourth Periodic Report of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia under the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. Together with the members of the inter-ministerial delegation of experts that I have the honour of heading, I look forward to working with you today and tomorrow in an open and constructive dialogue.

The Republic of Slovenia approaches the reporting to the United Nations treaty bodies with all due responsibility and seriousness. The reporting process is conducted through regular inter-ministerial discussions that directly include non-governmental organisations and the Ombudsperson. We deeply appreciate the efforts of the Committee against Torture aimed at the protection and promotion of human rights, embodied in the Convention. Your mission and mandate are an indispensable building block of the global human rights framework, and at the same time, demanding and challenging, particularly in contexts of socio-economic instabilities, health and humanitarian crises, or armed conflicts and other situations of systemic or mass violence.

Slovenia takes its obligations under the Convention most seriously and firmly believes that all acts of torture or any other cruel or inhuman treatment or punishment must be prevented, eliminated and prosecuted to the best of our individual and joint abilities.

In Slovenia, torture is absolutely prohibited under Article 18 of the Constitution, and incriminated in the Criminal Code – in accordance with Article 1 of the Convention against Torture. Several important rulings of the Slovenian courts have likewise confirmed the absolute nature of the prohibition of torture – most recently, this year, the Constitutional Court reiterated this principle in a ruling relating to extradition. 

Mr Chair, Members of the Committee,
You received Slovenia's report in the autumn of 2019. Today, I would like to provide you with an overview of the legislative, institutional and other measures and policy initiatives that followed the submission of our report. This period has been greatly marked by the COVID-19 pandemic, which, much like for many other countries, has created unexpected new challenges for Slovenia with regard to upholding human rights and fundamental freedoms. While Slovenia did not formally declare a state of emergency at any point during the pandemic, some of the measures and actions taken in that period excessively interfered with the rights and freedoms of individuals. In particular, in view of the current government, the systematic imposition of fines for minor offences arising from breaches of Government decrees aimed at curbing the spread of the virus, that were issued between March 2020 and May 2022, amounted to excessive punishment and abuse of repressive powers. The Constitutional Court of the Republic of Slovenia has confirmed, in a series of rulings, that these measures were unconstitutional and in violation of basic rights and freedoms due to lack of respect for the principle of legality.  In view of the systemic and mass nature of those infringements the Government that took office in June 2022 took a proactive approach to overturn the injustice. Following the proposal put forth by the Ministry of Justice, the National Assembly, in October 2023, adopted by an overwhelming majority, a special Act that will enable automatic reimbursement of fines paid on the basis of the unconstitutional government decrees, and the deletion of data of the persons penalised from the records. I should note that no fines imposed for offences involving elements of violence will be repaid. We believe that we will thus be able to at least partly correct the injustices that have been committed towards people because of excessive punishments for minor offences.

The Prison Administration of Slovenia also faced a number of challenges during the pandemic. Various measures were taken to ensure separate accommodation for convicted persons, such as the suspension of imprisonment, early release from imprisonment and the postponement of summons to start serving a prison sentence. Particularly in the case of release from prison, expert decisions were carefully weighed in a way that included an assessment of security concerns and did not jeopardise people's safety. Following the implementation various social-distancing measures and restrictions on people-to-people contacts, the Prison Administration launched a pilot project for Skype contacts with convicted persons, which has since become a regular option and is particularly welcome for imprisoned foreign nationals, for whom visits in person are difficult for various reasons.

Yet another, and greatly concerning side-effect of the Covid-19 pandemic has been the increase of risk factors for domestic violence and violence against women and girls. Other types of human distress, particularly in the areas of mental health and addiction, have also since been on the rise. This is why, even during the pandemic, Slovenia ensured that social work centres and social assistance programmes were available at all times. Field intervention services competent for the area of violence were also functioning smoothly. Additional helplines were set up and the scope of counselling services increased. Cooperation between social services and the police intensified to better prevent and address situations of domestic violence; this included the courts, where violence-related hearings were classified as urgent while, while the procedural deadlines were not suspended. During the pandemic, the state also launched an additional call for proposals to co-finance projects aimed at the most vulnerable population groups in the wake of the epidemic, and at mitigating its consequences. In addition, accommodation providers within social assistance programmes would admit users to crisis accommodation despite positive tests or infectious disease symptoms.
Regretfully, while the pandemic has ended, violence against women and domestic violence remains gravely present in our society despite all the efforts. Consequently, we strive to work even harder to raise awareness, prevent and effectively redress this deeply concerning pattern of violence. With the aim of raising public awareness about the extent of domestic violence and violence against women, we have launched the “Love doesn't Hurt” campaign. Its activities include the training of professional staff at social work centres, the publication of a book, a special room, designed as a haunted house, with testimonies of victims, a media campaign, and the organisation of several consultations. The final activities of the project will take place during the Days of Activism against Gender-based Violence from 24 November to 10 December 2023.
On 24 November, marking the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, three key ministries (Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Labour, Family, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, and Ministry of the Interior) will jointly organise a now-traditional national conference on combating violence against women, bringing together all relevant governmental and non-governmental stakeholder to address these issues at the highest political and professional level.
[bookmark: _Hlk148686052]The National programme on preventing and combating domestic violence and violence against women is currently being discussed and coordinated at the inter-ministerial level and we expect that it will be adopted by the end of this year. For the first time, the draft Programme combines both domestic violence and violence against women. The programme aims to identify the key areas where shortcomings or underperformance are perceived, and define the objectives and measures to achieve improvements. The draft Programme includes 104 measures, ranging from soft measures aimed at raising awareness about domestic violence and violence against women, to legislative changes.

Every year, professionals from social work centres, including the violence intervention services, are trained to carry out their violence-related tasks. Slovenia places special emphasis on training all those coming into contact with the victims of violence. The police have thus developed a training method based on the “train-the-trainer” system, which includes the help of external experts from non-governmental organisations, as well as from experts in medicine, sociology, social welfare and justice. 
A Domestic Violence Action Plan 2023–2024 has been drawn up. When dealing with domestic violence, the police strictly check whether the perpetrators or suspects are in possession of firearms; where found, firearms are confiscated.

[bookmark: _Hlk148685679]In the context of police training and education, I would like to point out in particular that we pay special attention to human rights and fundamental freedoms as the main criteria and guidelines for police procedures; this is also evident in the use of coercive means. In the period from 2018 to 2022, the most powerful means of coercion – the use of firearms – was applied by police officers in three cases, while the electric stun gun, the use of which was legalised in 2017, has been used by police officers in two cases to date. This shows the respect for human dignity, personality and, ultimately – life. It further shows that police officers observe the principle of proportionality when applying coercive measures against individuals, and tend to use the mildest coercive means when carrying out police duties, resorting to more powerful coercive means only exceptionally, when this is strictly necessary and unavoidable.

[bookmark: _Hlk150749039]I would next like to turn to the respect for human rights and freedoms in the context of enforcing criminal sanctions: we make no secret of the fact that Slovenia, much like many other countries, faces prison overcrowding – a situation worsened by the global migration situation and an increase in offences relating to illegal border crossing and organized cross-border human smuggling. 
On an optimistic note, the foundation stone for the new Ljubljana Prison was laid in October 2022 and its completion is expected in 2025. The new prison will provide both the staff and the prisoners with a modern, safe, humane, and inclusive space, focused on re-socialisation. The new prison will also feature facilities for group work, occupational therapy, leisure activities, training and education, various treatment programmes, family visits, as well as patient rooms. It will ensure that persons with physical and functional disabilities can also be adequately accommodated. 
The prison officers are committed to treating all persons with dignity and respect in all circumstances following the European Code of Ethics for Prison Staff, and we actively cooperate with the Ombudsman in prison staff training.

Chairperson, Members of the Committee,
Since the adoption of Slovenia’s first National Mental Health Programme in 2018 Slovenia has made significant progress in the field of mental health. The National Programme shifts the focus of services for mental health from the secondary health care level to the local environment. Today, there are 19 child and adolescent community mental health centres and 16 adult community mental health centres in Slovenia. They include mobile teams set up on a regional basis. 

The development of community-based mental health services is thus contributing to the process of deinstitutionalisation of people with mental health problems and conditions.
Compared to the European average, Slovenia still has a relatively high number of people living in institutions, even though deinstitutionalisation processes have been underway for more than two decades. This is mainly manifested in the creation of residential group care units, and the relocation of people from large institutions to smaller community units. Our aim is to enable the residents to live independently with the support of community services; the aim is to transform the care and support system to suit each individual. That is why by the end of the year we intend to adopt the Strategy for Deinstitutionalisation in Social Care 2024–2034. The objective of the strategy is to transform the institutions into a solid public non-profit network of community services and ensure an adequate quality of social care services. The final aim of all these activities is to transform the existing institutions, which are often too large, impersonal and disconnected from public life, and to find a place for them in the community. We also want to ensure that the individuals who are able to live independently with the support and those who need residential care can do so in a community.

Another challenge that Slovenia is facing is the ageing society. In response to this demographic change, and after more than two decades of efforts, various proposals and unsuccessful regulation in the field of long-term care, the Long Term Care Act was finally adopted by the National Assembly on 21 July 2023. The Act provides a comprehensive and important legislative framework for building a strong and accessible public long-term care system. The Long Term Care Act puts the people requiring long-term care at the centre of the process, and gives them the choice to decide for themselves how they wish to exercise their right to long-term care: through home care, institutional care, day care, a family carer or a cash benefit.

Slovenia is also home to a Roma community. Care and efforts to improve their situation, as well as to preserve the culture, language and identity of the Roma community, are ensured through the national programmes of measures. The most recent, namely the National Programme of Measures for Roma for the Period 2021–2030 was adopted in December 2021. It was developed through a lengthy process of consultation and cooperation with the representatives of the Roma community and all those institutions and organisations that have been working with Roma on the ground, in the communities where they live, for many years. One of the key challenges is to address the phenomenon of forced and early marriages of underage girls in the Roma community in relation to human trafficking. 
In 2017, important steps have been taken by establishing a working group comprised of all stakeholders, including the representatives of the Roma community and non-governmental organisations, by organising an awareness-raising campaign, and by providing training for all stakeholders.
In the framework of the National Roma Platform project, led by the Government Office for National Minorities, a Handbook on recognising and acting in cases of early and forced marriages in the Roma community was published in 2021. Its publication was followed by professional trainings and consultations with professionals in the regions or environments where this problem has been detected. These activities, which have proved positive, will be continued and efforts and activities to raise awareness among Roma will be stepped up. 
I should also point out that forced marriages are incriminated under Article 132a of the Criminal Code.
Slovenia also puts special emphasis on encouraging education of Roma children and youth. A special project, entitled “SCHOOL – THE PATH TO SUCCESS”, has been running to this end. The overall goal of the project is to increase the safety of all citizens in Roma settlements as well as other inhabitants of Slovenia, especially the vulnerable groups, such as children; improved socialisation reduces the possibility of them becoming victims or perpetrators of criminal acts.

Chairperson, Members of the Committee,
New realities also bring new challenges. Slovenia is situated on the Balkan migration route and is consequently increasingly and disproportionately confronted with the problems relating to illegal migration and human trafficking.
In order to combat human trafficking, the Anti-Trafficking Service was established within the Ministry of the Interior in November 2018, in line with the recommendations of the GRETA other international monitoring mechanisms. In March 2021, the National Assembly of the Republic of Slovenia amended the Foreigners Act so as to provide new grounds for the Police to allow victims of human trafficking (as well as victims of domestic violence) to stay in Slovenia for a period of 90 days, due to the existence of personal circumstances that justify their stay in our country.
Another important legislative measure in this context was adopted in 2023: the conditionality of citizenship either of the Republic of Slovenia or of the European Union was removed from the Crime Victim Compensation Act. Consequently, the victims of human trafficking from third countries who have been identified as such can now qualify for this state compensation in Slovenia.
Let me also point out the PATS Project, in the framework of which a selected non‑governmental organisation holds interviews with asylum seekers and persons with temporary protection in the shelter for asylum-seekers, and thus identifies potential crime victims, including trafficking in human beings and informs them about the dangers of such crimes. The project is managed by the Government Office for the Support and Integration of Migrants, which also carries out all preparatory activities.
The Ministry of Labour, Family, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities finances the Assistance to Victims of Trafficking in Human Beings – Crisis Accommodation project, which provides a 30-day period of assistance to victims of human trafficking in the form of accommodation, recovery and care, informing them about the possibilities of cooperation with state authorities. The project also regularly runs prevention workshops in Slovenian primary and secondary schools. Informative material on the dangers of human trafficking has been produced and distributed to all primary and secondary schools, and to various educational institutions, student halls of residence and other institutions (social work centres, community health centres, safe houses and women’s shelters).
Labour inspectors are trained to identify victims of human trafficking through the guidelines adopted last year. Unfortunately, they also encounter cases of exploitation and forced labour, especially of migrant workers.
The Labour Inspectorate programme documents have identified areas where the incidence of migrant labour is higher; in 2023, these have been monitored particularly closely. In April 2023, an online service of the Labour Inspectorate and the Employment Service was launched to carry out inspections of employers and natural persons relating to work permits and consents for the employment of foreigners.

The increased number of foreigners applying for international protection in Slovenia has put pressure on accommodation capacities. We have resolved staffing problems and I am pleased to inform you that in October this year the Government adopted the Decree on providing appropriate accommodation, care and treatment of unaccompanied minors. 
This decree regulates the accommodation of unaccompanied minors with various statuses under the Foreigners Act, the International Protection Act and the Temporary Protection of Displaced Persons Act. The Decree provides for the establishment of three types of accommodation facilities, namely a reception centre, accommodation units, and youth apartments. In the first two types of accommodation units, unaccompanied minors receive 24-hour care.

Chairperson, Members of the Committee,
Before I conclude, I would like to point out yet another positive development of great importance for the human rights system in Slovenia: on 25 January 2021, Slovenia’s Ombudsperson obtained status A under the Paris Principles. The Office of the Ombudsperson had worked hard to achieve status A since 2015. The relevant legislative basis was provided through the amendment to the Ombudsperson Act in 2017. The Act expanded the Ombudsperson's competence in the areas of education and the promotion and advancement of human rights, provided for the establishment of the Human Rights Centre and the Human Rights Ombudsperson's Council as a consultative body, in which civil society is strongly involved. The Act has also significantly increased the Ombudsperson’s budget for such purposes. 

We believe that this, together with other improvements, reflects Slovenia’s uttermost commitment to respect and promote human rights and freedoms. Our goal, and the driving force behind all our efforts, is to ensure, through legislative framework and in practice, that human rights do not remain an abstract notion, a mere democratic aspiration, but rather, that they are effectively implemented for all and continuously developed through constructive dialogue and cooperation with all the relevant stakeholders in our society.

Distinguished Members of the Committee, I thank you for your time and attention.

The Slovenian delegation is now ready to answer your questions to the best of our abilities.
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