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Mr Chairperson, 
Honourable Members of the Committee, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,
The Estonian delegation welcomes this opportunity to present to the distinguished members of the Committee the second Report of Estonia on the implementation of the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

I would hereby like to introduce the Estonian delegation.
Mr Jüri Seilenthal, Ambassador, Estonian Permanent representation in Geneva
Mr Riho Rahuoja, Undersecretary on Social Policy, Ministry of Social Affairs
Ms Anne-Ly Reimaa, Undersecretary on International Relations and Cultural Diversity, Ministry of Culture
Ms Hede Sinisaar, Head of the Social Policy Information and Analysis Department, Ministry of Social Affairs
Ms Eha Lannes, Advisor of the Social Welfare Department, Ministry of Social Affairs
Ms Käthlin Sander, Advisor of the Gender Equality Department, Ministry of Social Affairs
Ms Ene Augasmägi, Head of Health Policy of the Public Health Department, Ministry of Social Affairs
Ms Maie Soll, Advisor of the General Education Department, Ministry of Education and Science
Ms Kaili Didrichson, Advisor of the Migration and Border Policy Department, Ministry of the Interior
Ms Piret Urb, Second Secretary, Estonian Permanent representation in Geneva

Ms Merje Jõgi, Lawyer of the Division of Human Rights, Ministry of Foreign Affairs

We are looking forward to the constructive dialogue with the Committee and will do our best to assist the Committee’s consideration of our report to the greatest extent possible. 
I would like to take this opportunity to give a brief overview of the developments in employment, social policy, health care, education and culture that have taken place since the last report of Estonia, which was submitted in October 2008. Additional information, including legislative and institutional amendments can also be retrieved from the replies to the list of issues submitted to the Committee by Estonia July this year.

Labour market

With regard to labour issues, a new Employment Contracts Act entered into force in July 2009, designed to increase the flexibility of employment relations. The entire regulatory environment for individual employment relations – work and rest time, holiday and leave, proprietary liability and wage regulation – was brought together into one comprehensive Act.

In order to better serve the ranks of the unemployed and raise the quality of service provided to them, employment service reforms were carried out in 2009. The activities of the Labour Market Board were terminated and the agency’s functions of providing active labour market services were transferred to the Unemployment Insurance Fund. The new organisation’s management bodies also include representatives of social partners. This merger between the employment services has laid a very good foundation for a more effective implementation of labour market policy. We are able note that the number of participants in active labour market services has increased significantly and the quality of labour market services has risen. 
Along with the employment services reform, expenditure on active labour market policy was increased. Compared to 2008, spending on active labour market policy has tripled and at present amounts to 0.44% of the GDP.

Due to changes in the economic climate, the supply of active labour market measures was adjusted, starting in early 2009. Emphasis was put on services which support employment, placement and job creation. The amount of different types of labour market services has increased since.

Measures taken by the state have been efficient. According to Eurostat, compared with one year ago, the unemployment rate fell in fourteen European Union Member States and increased in thirteen. The largest fall in the unemployment rate was observed in Estonia (17.9% to 12.8% between the second quarters of 2010 and 2011).
 Active labour market measures are continuously implemented by the state in order to increase further employment among the population.
Social policy

With regard to social policy, despite the fact that major fiscal consolidation packages approved in Estonia during 2008-2010 concentrated on reducing expenditures rather than enhancing revenues and to the significant reduction of public expenditure in 2009-2010, the main social protection schemes, including family benefits and social services have been retained. During the global economic crisis, when some benefits were cancelled and amounts reduced, our pensions increased by 5%. New services, specifically keeping in mind the situation of the economic crisis, were introduced. Changes in the social assistance budgets are made in a flexible manner in order to meet the current needs. For example, the budget for subsistence benefits has been increased.

Social transfers have a significant role in reducing the at-risk-of poverty of the population. Social transfers reduced poverty for a quarter of the population in 2009.
In order to deal with the issue and reduce the gender pay gap, a comprehensive analysis about the reasons and factors of the gender pay gap has been carried out. The elaboration of the action plan for reducing the gender pay gap is being initiated.

The “Children and families development plan for 2012-2020” was adopted just recently in October 2011. The development plan is aimed at increasing the wellbeing and quality of life of children and families.

In order to provide more visible and enhanced protection to the rights of children, since the beginning of 2011 the Chancellor of Justice acts as the children’s ombudsman in compliance with article 4 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Chancellor of Justice fulfills various functions relating to the rights of the child - he is able to investigate cases of infringement of the rights of the child and to make relevant inquiries; able to prepare and disseminate opinions, recommendations and reports on all issues relating to the promotion and protection of the rights of children; to promote the harmonisation of national legislation, regulation and practice with the Convention.
Health policy
With regard to developments in health policy, in 2008 the Estonian government adopted a National Health Plan for the years 2009-2020. The general objective of the plan is to increase the number of healthy life years by reducing mortality and morbidity rates. The strategy defines five thematic areas, focusing on the increase in social cohesion and equal opportunity, ensuring the healthy and safe development of children, developing a health-supportive environment, promoting healthy lifestyles and securing the sustainability and quality of health care.
The availability of possibilities to engage in sports has improved, partly thanks to the opening of several new and renovated health sports centres and sports halls. Emphasis is also placed on regional health sports centres and sports events aimed at promoting sports for all. Extensive attention is also paid to the development of sports for disabled people.
According to the assessment of the World Health Organisation, Estonia has developed adequate systems to support the people with substance-dependence and reduce harms related to drug-use. ARV and methadone treatment are free for the patients. The number of new cases of HIV has decreased in Estonia since 2006. The awareness-raising campaigns in the field of HIV, substance abuse and alcohol have been carried out twice every year. The yearly consumption of alcohol has decreased from 12 litres of absolute alcohol per capita in 2008 to 9,7 litres in 2010.
Since the beginning of 2010 Estonia initiated the system of digital prescription of drugs. This means that doctors prescribe medications for patients using their computer software and forward an electronic prescription to the national database. The e-prescription is then immediately accessible in every pharmacy on a patient’s request. 

A patient can actually see the log-file for every prescription. The e-system thus increases transparency of handling of prescriptions and delicate personal data by physicians, pharmacists and civil servants.

Gender equality policy

Regarding gender equality policy, in addition to the Gender Equality Act of 2004, the Equal Treatment Act entered into force in the beginning of 2009. Although the main purpose of the Equal Treatment Act is to provide better protection to persons against discrimination on the grounds of nationality (ethnic origin), race, colour, religion or other beliefs, age, disability or sexual orientation, the Act has also influenced gender equality protection. Pursuant to the Act the competence of the Gender Equality Commissioner was expanded, thus creating an institution of the Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner.

The Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner is an independent and impartial expert, who monitors compliance with the requirements of the Equal Treatment Act and the Gender Equality Act. The Commissioner’s tasks include, among others, advising and assisting persons in submitting complaints and claims regarding discrimination, providing expert opinions regarding possible cases of discrimination and taking measures to promote equal treatment and gender equality.
In order to promote gender equality in working life, various activities were carried out under the Estonian European Social Fund programme “Promotion of Gender Equality in 2008 – 2010”. In addition to the aforementioned gender pay gap study, this included, for example:
· training of Gender Equality Consultants to provide know-how and consultations to private and public sector employers on how to promote gender equality in an organisation; 
· a media campaign aiming at decreasing labour market segregation by promoting non-stereotyped career and employee choices;
· seminars on gender equality for employers and representatives of employees from the private and public sectors.
The Ministry of Social Affairs is currently implementing the Estonian European Social Fund programme “Promoting Gender Equality 2011-2013”. The measures to be taken include, for example - various trainings, studies and a media campaign, such as:
-
a study of possibilities for greater flexibility in measures aimed at supporting reconciling work and family life, which should result in policy recommendations;
-
a study on the work and family life of non-ethnic-Estonian population; 
- 
trainings relating to gender equality in the workplace.
In April 2010, the Estonian government accepted Development plan for reducing violence for years 2010-​2014. Implementation of the development plan is coordinated by the all relevant ministries together with the agencies within the area of their government. Local governments and non-profit associations participate in the implementation of the development plan. 

The development plan covers four areas: violence against children; violence committed by minors; domestic violence and violence against women, and trafficking in human beings, including prostitution. For each area a special network has been created, consisting of officials and NGOs representing adequate institutions responsible for the issue.
The development plan is comprehensive also regarding its activities, covering three important aspects such as prevention, victim support and improvements of prosecution and law enforcement work.

Education policy
On the general education level individuality of the needs of the students is emphasised. Pupils with special education needs include pupils whose learning or behavioural difficulties, health problems, disabilities, long-term absence from study activities or outstanding talent create the need to change or modify the study content, the learning process or the learning environment.
A new national curriculum, implemented gradually during 2011-2013 is aimed at helping resolve several issues in general education, amongst others: reducing the school dropout rate and supporting children with special educational needs; achieving a safe school environment; achieving greater competence and increasing interest in the exact and natural sciences, and technical/technological fields; supporting the development of ethical, responsible, and active citizens; supporting students with native languages and cultural backgrounds that are not Estonian; and utilising the possibilities provided by information technology in teaching.

With the amendments to the Vocational Educational Institutions Act passed on in 2009, opportunities were created to establish uniform bases for taking previous studies and work experience into consideration, as well as to tie the types and curricula of professional education with the Professions Act and qualifications framework, thus, creating more flexible possibilities to combine previous work experience and studying.
Since 2007, the state has begun to provide significantly more funding for work-related adult education. The goals in adult education are diversification of the possibilities of study and also creation of suitable and motivating study conditions to vulnerable groups, for example the unemployed and related risk-groups.
Work-related training and training are provided to develop key competences for lifelong learning, which include communication in the mother tongue; communication in foreign languages; mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; digital competence; learning to learn; social and civic competences; sense of initiative and entrepreneurship; and cultural awareness and expression. Support is being provided for the acquisition of the Estonian language by students as adults, in order to create equal opportunities to study and participate in the Estonian labour market.
Culture

As to cultural developments, during the current year of 2011 Tallinn, the capital of Estonia, carries the title of the European Capital of Culture. This has given both the capital and entire Estonia an excellent opportunity to introduce itself through culture in all of Europe and even beyond. 

By the percentage of expenses incurred on culture, the Estonian state is in the absolute lead in Europe. In 2004-2008, the share of culture in the state budget remained around 3.2%. According to Eurostat’s data of 2011, expenses on culture in Estonia form 2.3% of public sector expenses, which is more than in other EU Member States. Furthermore, the consumption of culture in all its forms is above the EU average figures in Estonia. The cultural sector in Estonia employs 3.2% of the number of employees and Estonia is the leading country in the European Union by the ratio of cultural employees with higher education.

The digitalization of the Estonian cultural heritage, as well as investments into culture and the increased availability of culture and sports are important priorities of Estonia’s cultural policy. 

The introduction of the Estonian cultural heritage in a virtual environment, in archives, museums and libraries, and the mediation of culture into other languages improves the availability and comprehensibility of the necessary information for all the residents in Estonia. The administrative area of the Ministry of Culture includes the Repository Library of Estonia, one of the tasks of which is to prepare documents, records and materials in different formats for the blind and to provide library services to the blind and the visually impaired. 
The current focus is on the inclusion of the representatives of different ethnic groups in Estonian cultural life as well as the introduction of Estonian cultural space and the expansion of the common sphere of information of Estonian-speaking communities and communities where other languages are spoken.
The strategic document in the area of integration is the area-specific development plan Estonian Integration Strategy for the years 2008-2013. The objective of the Strategy is to support the Estonian residents’ sense of belonging in the Estonian society through sharing common values and being proficient in the state language. As a result of successful integration, every resident of Estonia will be able to take part in the economic, social, political and cultural life of the society; people shall have equal opportunities for self-realisation.
The Integration Strategy supports the learning of the state language as well as the skills necessary for living in a multicultural environment. Possibilities have also been created for preserving and developing the ethnic culture of the ethnic minorities living in Estonia. 
The aim of cultural integration is to support ethnic minorities in studying and preserving their mother tongue and culture in Estonia, to encourage citizens’ activity and contacts between people of different citizenship and cultural background. 

Surveys conducted in 2010 show that the Estonian language skills of the non-Estonian-speaking population have improved, particularly among young people. Contacts between Estonian residents of different nationalities and mother tongues have increased and the integration related attitudes of Estonians have become more open.
Thank you very much for your attention.
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