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Distinguished Chair,
 
Distinguished Members of the Committee on the Rights of the Child. 

It is indeed an honor, and a privilege for me to address you on the occasion of the consideration of our combined 4th to 6th periodic reports, which were submitted under Article 44 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Ahead of today`s and tomorrow`s proceedings, I would like to assure you that the members of the Greek Delegation and I are looking forward to our deliberations in an open and forthright manner. Our shared goal is the best possible protection, promotion and implementation of the Rights of the Child, as envisaged within the Convention and as reality necessitates. 

Allow me to begin by stating that the drafting of our Report (submitted in 2018) was coordinated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in close cooperation with all relevant Ministries. Α draft has also been submitted to the Greek National Commission for Human Rights, our NHRI with Status A accreditation, where forty-two NGOs and other institutions active in the field of Human Rights protection, participate. As you are aware, the Greek National Commission for Human Rights has already submitted its own reports to your Esteemed Committee.

I will now move on to the most significant developments and main challenges faced by Greece, as initially evident in our combined report, putting emphasis on the more recent (November 2021) comprehensive replies to the submitted List of Issues. 
Naturally, one cannot but begin by referring to the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent exacerbation of challenges as the pandemic has affected us all in unprecedented ways. Greece has been facing its own tragic result of the pandemic; we are counting more than 20,000 lives lost thus far. According to recent data by the Ministry of Health, a very small percentage of children -in absolute numbers, only 4 of them- have perished; of course, we grieve for their loss. Government Authorities, scientific experts and civil society organizations have been deploying dedicated joint efforts to respond to the specific challenges faced by children, in particular those in vulnerable situations, during this pandemic. Vaccination of children 5-18 years old begun during the previous year and is continuing successfully. The vaccination campaign has born fruit and is proceeding with a renewed ever increasing dynamic. At this point, allow me to pay tribute to all front-line workers and medical personnel and to thank them for their sacrifices, their endurance and their dedication to keeping everyone safe. 

Continuously working on alleviating the aftermath of the recent very severe economic crisis, we maintain the strong belief that financial constraints do not justify shortcomings in Human Rights protection, especially regarding the Rights of the Child. In this respect, we have been working, inter alia, on a National Strategy for Social Integration and Poverty Reduction, which has been elaborated by the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, with the aim of lessening disparities. 

In the same vein, we have adopted three National Action Plans of major importance, namely on Children, on Persons with Disabilities and on combating Racism and Intolerance. 

Let me elaborate on the National Action Plan on the Rights of the Child for the period 2021 - 2023; the first ever, for Greece, such dedicated Action Plan which was adopted in June last year. An issue very close to my heart, its adoption has been a labour of love for the National Mechanism for the Elaboration, Monitoring and Evaluation of Action Plans on the Rights of the Child, which I have the honor to preside. This inter-ministerial body was established by Law 4491 of 2017 and is working together with the civil society representatives and UNICEF, which participates in the Mechanism since last year. Hence, the fruitful result of enthusiastic work by the Ministry of Justice and all members of the Mechanism, the first National Action Plan on the Rights of the Child aims, inter alia, at combating child poverty and its effects, building a child-friendly justice system, protecting children in the context of migration and refugee flows, ensuring children’s right to health and education. It also promotes the protection of the family and children in the community, pursues deinstitutionalization and elimination of existing discrimination, supports horizontal action for children with disabilities, stresses the importance of the Rights of the Child at the international level etc. These priority areas are in line with those provided for by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the recommendations of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, the European Union Strategy for the Rights of the Child and UNICEF’s Country Program Document for Greece. They are also complemented by additional actions aiming at the elimination of discrimination, the promotion of rights, and the protection of minors in a digital environment. The implementation of the National Action Plan is already underway; In January, the National Mechanism held its first meeting on its implementation, while during its most recent meeting, held on April 13th, the National Mechanism for the Elaboration, Monitoring and Evaluation of Action Plans on the Rights of the Child decided in favor of the participation of children, initially during the process of drafting and preparation of the next Action Plans. It was also decided that the process of evaluation of the on-going Action Plan will begin in November, together with the drafting of the next one.  

It is to be noted that last November, the Prime Minister presented a new initiative for a new National Action Plan; this will be dedicated to the protection of children from sexual abuse and exploitation. Its elaboration is aligned with the Council of Europe’s Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse (“the Lanzarote Convention”) and the European Union’s Strategy to fight child sexual abuse, developed by the European Commission.

Regarding school violence and bullying, according to Law 4823/2021, schools are supported by: a) Education Counselors who, in collaboration with Centres for Interdisciplinary Assessment, Counseling and Support, arrange for the implementation of compensatory programmes to tackle phenomena such as school bullying and b) Interdisciplinary Support Committees, where available. The Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs has declared March 6th as the national day against school violence and bullying. On this day, general and special schools implement various programmes on the subject. Moreover, Presidential Decree 18/2018 established “Unit C” as the Department of the Directorate for Special Education responsible for the protection of the rights of students with disabilities. The Unit, inter alia, receives complaints from parents of students with disabilities or from these students themselves. In such cases, it may request the opening of an official investigation by competent local Directorates of Education, which may result in disciplinary action.

The General Secretariat for Demography, Family Policy and Gender Equality of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs supports all efforts that promote the principle of equality in education. In past years, it has broadened co-operation with the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, the Institute of Educational Policy and the educational community. It has undertaken clear and concrete initiatives to sensitize teachers on gender equality issues to prevent gender-based violence from an early stage of child development. Indicatively, it has signed relevant cooperation agreements, conducted competitions and organized school visits.

In terms of equal parenting and work/life balance arrangements, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, through the General Secretariat for Demography, Family Policy and Gender Equality, is implementing the "Nannies of the Neighborhood" project, designed to support working mothers in taking care of their babies, aged 2 months to 2.5 years, by giving them access to accredited caregivers. The program has already begun its pilot implementation in 33 municipalities all over Greece; this initial phase will be completed by the end of the year. The long-term aim is to implement this project horizontally, through the co-financing mechanism of the government’s new programming period 2021-2027. This special initiative has been institutionalized by national legislation as a complementary service to already existing childcare services. In that same framework, the “Childcare units within large companies” project of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs has been approved under the Recovery and Resilience Facility, providing funding for the creation and equipment of childcare units within the premises of 120 companies, aiming to enhance work/life balance and support women’s employment. 

Regarding our policies against discrimination, I would like to mention that the new National Roma Integration Strategy and Action Plan, elaborated by the General Secretariat for Social Solidarity and Fight against Poverty of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, has been put under public consultation. The National Strategy is constructed on four pillars: prevention and fight against poverty and social exclusion, equal access to social services, fight against stereotypes and discrimination; and promotion of Roma participation in the community, including Roma children. All four pillars include targeted measures and monitoring processes with special focus on disadvantaged Roma children and youth, addressing also issues of Roma children poverty, early school leaving, discrimination and violence. Supportive social measures, such as the Guaranteed Minimum Income, the financial assistance / allowance granted to families for their children, or “school meals” aim at encouraging and promoting school attendance of pupils belonging to vulnerable social groups, including Roma children. In the same vein, various education-oriented programmes are also being implemented by the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs focusing on Roma children with a view to promote 1) inclusion in the national education curriculum and 2) remain in the educational process, i.e. reduce drop-out rates. 
 
On the issue of combating domestic violence, which -as in many other countries- has been exacerbated during lockdowns due to the pandemic, I would like to inform you that Greece has ratified the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention. The General Secretariat for Demography, Family Policy and Gender Equality of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs is operating a number of dedicated structures across the country for the prevention and treatment of victims of domestic violence, including mothers and their children, as well as relevant help-lines. 

With the emergence of the «Metoo» movement in Greece in 2021, the first governmental e-platform to collect information on issues of sexual harassment, abuse and violence was created under an initiative of the General Secretariat for Demography, Family Policy and Gender Equality. It includes information and supportive material aiming at the protection of all citizens, women and men, girls and boys, from domestic violence, sexual harassment and rape. This assistance is provided, inter alia, through the main help-lines for immediate aid and support, such as the Police, the Smile of the Child and the Cybercrime Prosecution Authorities. There is an on-going process for the coordination of a multi-stakeholder Management Team, in order for this project to be efficiently developed and to better serve and protect the victims, and/or persons at risk, of gender-based violence. Moreover, a significant number of domestic violence-response units are already operational within the Hellenic Police. When Police services become aware of incidents pertaining to the abuse, exploitation or neglect of a minor, they promptly inform the competent Prosecutorial Authorities to ensure the protection of minor victims. Five additional Specialized Services called “Offices for the Protection of Minors” were established in October 2021, to combat abuse of minors.

Additionally, I would like to underline the following: ever since the 2015 Syrian refugee crisis, Greece has received unprecedented numbers of migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers, including children. Although decreased in recent months, the numbers of arrivals are still considerable. We deplore, however, the fact that many lives are lost, including children’s lives, due to the inhumane activities of traffickers and we have repeatedly condemned as immoral the cruel instrumentalization of human beings, especially children, which is against the spirit and the letter of the 1951 Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees.
 
We have already made considerable progress with tangible results on: significantly decongesting the Reception and Identification Centres at the Aegean islands, improving reception conditions, increasing relocations and transfers to the mainland, accelerating asylum procedures and operationalizing the new Multipurpose Reception and Identification Centres. Special attention and care is being awarded to the protection of unaccompanied minors, which is a matter of great priority for us. Furthermore, the principle of family unity is respected and promoted in all relevant legal provisions, procedures and practice. The Special Secretariat for the Protection of Unaccompanied Minors, within the Ministry of Migration and Asylum, has undertaken responsibility for the management and provision of support and assistance to unaccompanied minors. In this context, it has developed and implements the National Strategy for the Protection of Unaccompanied Minors, in which the best interest of the child is a core principle. As a next step, integration of recognized refugees, including children, is a huge undertaking to which the Government is dedicating considerable efforts. 

However, enhanced solidarity and international burden-and-responsibility sharing are needed to respond to the challenges faced by migrant and refugee children. 

The fight against trafficking in human beings remains a top priority for the Greek authorities. In this respect, the Greek National Referral Mechanism was launched in 2019; its work is supervised by the Office of the National Rapporteur at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Office of the National Rapporteur has also drafted a National Action Plan on Human Trafficking, incorporating a wide range of relevant policy-making projects. Last July, the Minister of Citizen Protection and the National Rapporteur launched the Ministry’s Strategy against Trafficking in Human Beings. In this light, it should be noted that considerable progress has been achieved in identifying possible victims of trafficking among migrants and asylum-seekers, including children. 

The Hellenic Police has established twelve Groups for combating Trafficking in Human Beings and two Departments in Attica and Thessaloniki. The officers serving at the above services have received specialized training on how to approach potential victims and to investigate cases of trafficking. Furthermore, protection of minors is one of the main goals of the above mentioned "Strategy of the Ministry of Citizen Protection against Trafficking in Human Beings 2021-2025".

On the issue of cyber crime, the Hellenic Police Cyber Crime Division operates a Unit of Minors’ Internet Protection and Digital Investigation, responsible, inter alia, for investigating cases of cyber bullying, as well as for fighting crimes committed against minors through the internet and other electronic or digital means. These cases are assigned to specialized officers, supported by a Unit psychologist. The Hellenic Police Headquarters have placed cyber crime prevention as a top priority, by drawing-up programmes on awareness-raising and also by implementing innovative actions for informing on / fighting against cyber crime, such as videoconferences with school units, TV spots on cyber-bullying and “sextorsion”, as well as on the safe use of social media platforms etc. 

Relating to foster care and adoptions, the National Foster Care and Adoption Council was established by Law 4538 of 2018, aiming, inter alia, at speeding up procedures, collecting national data, updating and enriching regulations concerning National Registers etc. The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs last year launched a campaign to raise public awareness regarding the institution of foster care (for example advertisements in public places, TV commercials etc). The campaign is planned to continue throughout this year. 

Furthermore, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs has elaborated a National Deinstitutionalization Strategy and Action Plan, with the support of the European Commission and consultations with the disability movement in Greece. The aim of the Strategy is to develop an institutional and financial framework for services that meet the individualized needs of children.

In addition, Law 4855 adopted last year, which amended the Penal Code and the Code of Criminal Procedure, further enhanced the protection of minors victims of crimes. Special protective provisions are in place to safeguard the best interest of the child in criminal cases. 

Also, pursuant to Law 4478/2017, victims of crime are properly assisted, supported and protected in order to participate in criminal proceedings. According to this Law, individual assessments of victims are conducted to identify any specific protection needs. These assessments take into account the age of the victim as well as any history of past victimization. The same Law foresees the establishment of Special Offices in certain big cities for the protection of minor victims, which are called “Houses of the Child”. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Such Houses, in the Athens / Piraeus region, are fully operational, while the one in Thessaloniki is already underway. The "Houses of the Child" will be in charge of conducting individual evaluation of the perceptual ability and mental condition of minor victims; they will also provide general support services and assistance to all competent Authorities for the proper child-friendly examination of the victim during criminal proceedings, by applying an interdisciplinary approach to this end. The Ministry of Justice, in cooperation with other competent Ministries, is responsible for training professionals in this context.

Distinguished Chair,

We remain fully aware that keeping our children safe and protected, in today’s inter-connected, ever-demanding and challenging world, is a constant necessity and concern. However, it is above all an expression of love, care and hope; hope in a better world for our children, for all children around the world.

I believe I have provided you with a brief synopsis of recent positive developments and continuing challenges in my country. We look forward to our discussion and your questions. 

Thank you. 
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