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INTERNATIONAL COVENANT ON ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS: CONSIDERATION OF THE FIFTH PERIODIC REPORT OF FINLAND 

ADDRESS BY THE DELEGATION OF FINLAND; GENEVA, 7 MAY 2007

COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS

38h SESSION

30 APRIL - 18 MAY 2007

Madam Chairperson,

Distinguished Rapporteur

Members of the Committee,

Ladies and gentlemen,

In the following I will mainly and briefly point out some legislative and administrative changes that have or are going to take place, or have been planned during those two years that have passed since the end of the reporting period.

Optional Protocol to the Covenant

My country has supported the drafting of an optional protocol to the Covenant establishing an individual complaint mechanism. 

Indeed, in the sphere of the Council of Europe, Finland is already a party to the Additional Protocol (1996) to the Revised Social Charter (1995), establishing the collective complaints mechanism. In addition, my country has accorded to the non-governmental organisations the same right of complaint. 

In general, these kind of mechanisms certainly contribute to the interpretative formation of the bulk of the relevant rights. 

In summer 2006 my unit for Human Rights Courts and Conventions organised a two-day expert meeting at the European level to contribute to the work of the relevant Working Group due to convene here in Geneva next July. 

New Government Programme

According to the brand-new Government programme, the underlying values are a balance between man and nature, responsibility and freedom, caring and rewarding, and education and competence. The programme guarantees all citizens the right to influence, participate in and be included in decision-making.

A new sense of community is presupposed. Continuing to build Finland's welfare society, the Government seeks to clarify the division of responsibilities between individuals, communities and society as a whole. 

In this connection, it should be mentioned that on 6 of December Finland will celebrate the 90th anniversary of its independence. 

Measures to combat discrimination

On January 2007, the Ministry of Justice set up a committee on equality to make a proposal for the comprehensive equality legislation, the mandate is given for two years. The point of departure lies on the Finnish system of fundamental rights and on the fact that the same legal remedies and consequences are provided for all grounds of discrimination.

Right to work

Objectives and implementation of the Employment Policy Programme 

The objective of the Employment Policy Programme is to reinforce the Government's political steering in matters concerning several ministries and to make the Council of State's inter-administrative preparation more efficient. The priority is lowering structural unemployment and increasing the supply of labour force. Other main objectives are ensuring the availability of skilled labour, encouraging workers to stay on longer in the labour market and increasing the productivity of labour. The programme has been implemented through four strategic sub-projects, such as reforming the public employment service, activation of the labour market support, developing active labour market policy measures and training and extending careers.

Development of employment during the Government period as of April 2003

The main objective of the earlier Government Programme of 2003-2007 was to increase the employment by 100,000 persons. In December 2006, the number of the employed was about 2,5 million people, which is indeed about the figure to be achieved. 

Supply of labour and unemployment

The unemployment rate has gone down clearly slower than the employment has gone up. It has decreased during the period from April 2003 to December 2006 from 9.1% to 7.3%.

Decreasing structural unemployment

The structural unemployment is measured by the number of jobseekers who are difficult to employ. In December 2006, there were 139,000 such jobseekers, which was 24,200 less than the year before.

The measures taken have clearly succeeded in reducing the in-flow of long-term unemployed from the monthly level of approximately 5,000 persons to the number of 3,300. 

The number of jobseekers difficult to employ have been influenced from 2006 on by the activation reform of the labour market support. By this reform the financing shares of labour market support between the State and the municipalities were changed so that the municipalities are encouraged to organise active measures for persons who have been unemployed for long periods. Also the conditions of taking part in active measures were made more stringent for the jobseekers. 

Employment of the aged

During the early years of the current decade, the expectation of the employment period of 50-year-old workers has been extended by approximately one year. The employment rate of the 55-64 age group in Finland has become the fourth highest of the old EU member states. 

The employment of the young 

As the labour resources decline, the proportionate position of young people in the labour market has improved. The number of the unemployed jobseekers during the whole Government period (2003-2006) had decreased by an average of 20%, whereas this figure for young people was 27%. 

The Emplyoment Policy Programme addresses access to education, training and employment by young people. The educational guarantee ensures that by 2008, a minimum of 96% of young people finishing comprehensive school will start in a general upper secondary school, vocational educational institutions or additional basic education schooling in the same year. The share of those continuing with their studies has already increased to 95%. 

Minimum wages 

The point of departure in the Finnish minimum salary system is that the level of minimum salary is agreed by the sector-specific contracts between trade unions. The system of the general applicability of collective agreements ensures the comprehensive application of sector-specific contracts. In sectors and employment to which no collective agreement is applied, the salary applied may be agreed in the framework of employment contracts. In these cases, too, the terms of salary must be reasonable. In practice this means that work must be remunerated by a regular-level salary, the reference being the local level of salaries generally applied to the type of work in question or comparable employment – which reference is usually sought from the collective agreement of another sector close to the employement in question. The bottom line is the provision in the Penal Code that criminalizes paying a remuneration clearly below the general salary level.  

Fixed-term employment contracts 

The legislation on fixed-term employment contracts, including the extensive use made of such contracts, has recently been considered by a working group set up by the Ministry of Labour. The working group suggested the intensification of surveillance in order to reduce the unfounded use of such contracts. Furthermore, by a penal provision the obligation by the employer to give an account concerning the central conditions of an employment relationship is proposed to be intensified. In addition, the Act on Labour Protection Surveillance is proposed to be amended to make the employers consider more thoroughly the grounds for making fixed-term contracts. 

Social welfare and health care

Structural reform

The Act on the Reform of the Structure of Municipalities and Services entered into force in February 2007. Its core is to guarantee the access of people to services of the same quality in all the regions of the country. One of the most central duties of the municipalities is to provide health and social services. With the aging population, the need of services will increase and the availability of workforce diminish. 

Amendments to the regulations on family leaves

The provisions on family leaves have been improved this and last year. Apart from the primary paternity leave, the father of a child is entitled to 12 supplementary days in case that his share of the parental leave is a minimum of two weeks (this makes up the so-called paternal month of 2+2=4 weeks). Furthermore, the right of an adoptive parent to take child-care leave applies to the care of children up to 3 years of age and this right continues until a period of two years has elapsed from the adoption, or at the most until the time the child starts school. In addition, a person living in a relationship as referred to in the Act on Registered Partnerships is entitled to parent's daily allowance. The right is extended to the spouse of the same sex of the biological or adoptive parent of a child if the child has been born or adopted under the age of seven. 

Violence

Decreasing violence was set as one of the objectives of both the previous and current Government programmes. Several programmes to combat violence are being implemented and many of the measures concentrate on reducing violence against women. They include efforts to facilitate the means of interfering, giving support and facilitating access to help. 

In 2004, the Government adopted an Internal Security Programme which aims at increasing the security of the citizens. The priorities of this programme are expanded by the new Government to include also domestic violence.

Trafficking

A comprehensive cross-sectoral national plan of action against trafficking in human beings has been finished in 2005 and relevant ministries have drawn their own more detailed plans of action. In its implementation, close cooperation of all authorities and third-sector actors has been stressed. Various services and support measures are organised for the victims. These are coordinated by the two asylum reception centres appointed for this task. A victim referral mechanism has been established to ensure that victims are referred to the reception centres. The Government has intensified its preventive efforts both domestically and in source countries, and has ceased the deportation of victims of trafficking. Currently the national plan of action is being reviewed and the need for further measures studied.

Finland has become a party to the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children. And in 2005, it signed the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings.

Culture and education

Education

The Constitution of Finland guarantees the right to basic education free of charge. The education policy is to ensure that education system guarantees equal opportunities for all children in the basic education. Realising basic educational security is one element in successful prevention of exclusion. 

According to the new Government Programme creativity, knowledge and a high level of education are preconditions for the success of both Finland and Finns. The school must equip everyone to learn.

The Government will secure the equal opportunity for the quality education from the early childhood education to the higher education. Every school-leaver will be offered a place in further education or training and have access to sufficient guidance and support services.

Global education plays an important part in inculcating knowledge, skills and attitudes needed in a multicultural society. This future-oriented activity is the right of everyone living in Finland. The Ministry of Education has published the national programme of Global Education 2010, based on the UN Millenium Declaration. The first project "Global Education for Global Responsibility" has just started.

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is one of the most influential and visible projects in the OECD. One reason for the first-class performance by young Finns in that study is based on the fact that the Finnish education system guarantees equal opportunities for all children in basic education, irrespective of their social and ethnic background and gender, and that this all is accomplished within the sphere of the unified, comprehensive school system - intended for the whole age group. Also the effective teacher education is one of the main reasons for the success.

Culture

In April 2005, the Minister of Culture initiated a project for reviewing the ethics and ethical dimensions of cultural policy, with cultural rights as a starting point. The project analysed cultural policy documents and documents influencing cultural policy (treaties, declarations, legislation, government programmes, strategies and norms, and administrative practices). Several initiatives have been taken for creating international indicators of cultural policy ethics which policy is described through the notion of "fair culture".

Madam Chairperson, Members of the Committee, Ladies and Gentlemen, we highly appreciate the possibility to continue the constructive dialogue with your Committee.

