CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY


Opening Statement by the Head of the Delegation of the Czech Republic

Ms Andrea Baršová,

Head of the Human Rights Department-Office of the Government of the Czech Republic

Presentation of the second periodic report of the Czech Republic, 

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 52nd Session (9th May 2014)

Dear Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Committee Members,

My name is Andrea Baršová, and I am the Head of the Human Rights Department at the Office of the Government of the Czech Republic. I would also like to introduce the other members of the delegation. Sitting next to me is my colleague from the Government Office, Mr. Jakub Machačka, Head of the Secretariat of the Government Council for Human Rights. Other members of the delegation are Mr. Josef Vymazal, Deputy Minister of Health; Ms. Daniela Grabmüllerová, Head of the Department of European Affairs of the Ministry for Regional Development; Mr. Pavel Janeček, Head of the Unit of International Cooperation of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs; Ms. Pavla Růžková from the Department of Financing and Development Tools of the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports; Mr. Dominik Korčák from the International Cooperation Department of the Ministry of Justice and Mr. Pavel Štěpáník from the Department of Security Policy of the Ministry of the Interior.First I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to discuss the second periodic report of the Czech Republic concerning the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, as well as the latest developments and issues raised in the list of issues. We are looking forward to engaging in an open and constructive dialogue with the Committee.

Now I would like to draw the Committee’s attention to the most significant recent developments regarding the implementation of the Covenant since the submission of the report in 2007. I would also like to highlight some of the most important questions and topics raised in the list of issues. 

An issue of great importance for the protection of human rights was the adoption of the Anti-Discrimination Act in 2009, designed to strengthen the protection against discrimination in all major areas of social life like employment, social protection, health care, housing and education. The Act defines direct and indirect discrimination, harassment, persecution, instruction to discriminate and instigation to discriminate as well as permissible cases of different treatment objectively justified by a legitimate aim and pursued by reasonable and necessary means. The protection against discrimination is provided in two ways. Victims of discrimination can apply to the competent state inspection authorities who may prosecute violations of equal treatment of persons and impose fines. The second way is a court action against discrimination where the victim can request that the discrimination be ceased, the consequences of the discriminatory action remedied and reasonable satisfaction granted. As the national body promoting equality, the Ombudsperson provides assistance to victims of discrimination, conducts research and disseminates information on discrimination issues, in particular through recommendations intended for the general public. The Ombudsperson is now cooperating with lawyers providing pro bono legal assistance to discrimination victims in their law suits.

The Czech Republic supports equal opportunities for women and men by annually adopting the Government’s priorities and actions to achieve equal opportunities for women and men. The Government Council for Equal Opportunities for Women and Men, which includes representatives from the general public and academia, is closely involved in designing and monitoring these measures. The new Government is focusing mainly on the reconciliation of the working, private and family life of women and men as well as increase in the proportion of women in decision making positions and eliminating the gender-pay gap and domestic violence. Awareness rising campaigns addressing gender stereotypes and domestic violence are planned for the near future. 

Combating racism and extremism remains a top priority of the Czech Republic. The right-wing Workers’ Party was dissolved by the court in 2010. The arson attack on a Roma family in Vítkov in 2009 has been successfully investigated, its perpetrators received appropriate sanctions and the victims due compensation. In the area of prevention, the Police is developing new instruments designed to handle risky situations during extremist marches or attacks and provides training to its officers in their use by relevant experts. Among other important factors, community policing and cooperation with local inhabitants in municipalities with socially excluded neighbourhoods contribute to effective social integration and also increase mutual respect and tolerance. The Minister for Human Rights speaks out against any racist discourse or incitations to violence or intolerance. With the support of the Agency for Social Inclusion, the Minister is heading up an inter-ministerial working group to prevent and solve social unrest. Special anti-racism campaigns have been conducted in the past and will be resumed this year.

The Czech Republic is focusing on maintaining the quality of its human rights protection system. Independent courts are protecting the human rights and freedoms of individuals, including economic, social and cultural rights. The mandate of the Ombudsperson is gradually being extended to encompass new human rights portfolios as the national equality and antidiscrimination body, as mentioned earlier, or the protection of the rights of foreigners during detention and expulsion procedures. In this manner, the Ombudsperson exercises many of the functions of a National Human Rights Institution according to the Paris principles, although not registered as such. Currently the mandate of the Ombudsperson is being revised to encompass all those functions and to be able to apply for accreditation as a National Institution for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights. Other human rights protection bodies mentioned in the report, such as the Government human rights advisory bodies, continue to deal with human rights issues. They have also collaborated on the periodic report. The present Government has replaced the Commissioner for Human Rights with a Minister for Human Rights and Equal Opportunities who is a member of the Government and can elevate the status of the human rights agenda within the Government.

In the field of economic and social rights, the Government’s main goal is the social inclusion of every person. The Social Inclusion Strategy for 2014-2020 is the general policy document for the fight against poverty and social exclusion with specific goals to reduce poverty with the help of EU structural funds. The main tool is the promotion and support of social field work with people in need implemented by the state and local communities. The strategy is being elaborated through specific strategies on the promotion of the human rights of various vulnerable groups. Children are the target group of the 2012 national strategy entitled “The Right to Childhood”. The strategy is accompanied by detailed action plans, which are designed to meet the obligations arising from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in full. The main objective is to promote measures enabling the child to live in family settings with the help – if need be – of adequate social services and protection. The Czech Republic also adopted the new National Action Plan promoting Positive Ageing for 2013-2017, which explicitly emphasises the protection of the human rights of older persons as one of its key principles. The two main strategic goals are to improve public awareness concerning the needs of the older persons and to provide them with protection against all forms of discrimination, abuse or neglect. The National Action Plan for Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period 2011-14 implements the principles of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, mainly regarding accessibility and equal opportunities. The plan is now being revised and a new one is being prepared for the new period from 2015. A special strategy has been developed to tackle the problem of homelessness. The Concept of Prevention and Solution of Homelessness till 2020 sees the situation of the homeless from a complex perspective. The functional definition of homelessness includes not only people without a home, but also people at risk of losing their home and in need of preventive social work. A crucial part of the prevention of homelessness is the system of accessible social housing consisting of social housing benefits as well as provision of social flats by the state and municipalities for people in need of housing. Currently, the system is being gradually drafted and introduced.

A major task for the Czech Republic is the integration of the Roma minority. The Strategy of Roma Integration for the period 2010 – 2013, which is now being revised for the period up to 2020, and the Strategy for Combating Social Exclusion for the period 2011-2015 focus on the integration of the Roma minority and other persons threatened by social exclusion in all areas of social life. In addition to social inclusion, the Strategy of Roma Integration also aims to promote the rights and interests of the Roma, both as individuals and as a national minority. The Roma benefit from various active employment policy instruments designed to improve their prospects on the labour market. The national legislation protects the access of all, including Roma, to housing and provides protection against illegal eviction. The lease of flats can be terminated only for enumerated legal reasons and with due regard to the rights of the tenant. Any termination can be subject to a judicial review where the tenants can seek protection of their rights. The Czech Republic is preparing a new complex system of social housing with appropriate legislation and practical measures to help municipalities provide adequate housing for their inhabitants. The Government also supports social work programmes run by municipalities and NGOs providing assistance for people in need in solving housing and other problems. The Agency for Social Inclusion offers municipalities assistance with the development of their own effective local housing and integration strategies. 

Due to the economic crisis, in the period 2011-2012 the Czech Republic introduced some austerity measures, the aim of which was to target social benefits better and prevent their abuse, so that more funds could be spent on people in need of assistance. The present Government is now analysing the effect of those measures and will prepare changes which will enable the administration to implement them better as well as to avoid any social hardship, which also means to enable better exercise of the rights set forth in the Covenant. One of them is the planned increase in the minimum wage to 40 % of the average wage in the coming years. The full indexation of retirement pensions will be reintroduced from 2015. The previous Governments have already strengthened the capacity of the Labour Inspection bodies to perform labour inspection, in particular regarding undeclared work and informal economy. The staff of the Labour Office of the Czech Republic will be reinforced to be able to effectively implement the active employment policy focused on people disadvantaged in the labour market. These activities will go hand-in-hand with field social work and social services, whose financing will also be improved to provide a stable and accessible assistance to persons who need them. The Czech Republic maintained its high level of protection of the employee in labour relations.

The health service system is subject to new laws governing the provision of health services with respect to the modern standard of health care and medical methods as well as the rights of the patient, including those with disadvantages and disabilities. Free and informed consent is a general prerequisite for the provision of any service. Only in extreme cases of medical necessity to save the patient’s life or health may the patient be hospitalised and necessary care provided without prior consent. Any involuntary hospitalisation has to be notified to the court within 24 hours and is subject to judicial review where the court has to decide within seven days whether the hospitalisation is justified and necessary to protect the patient’s interests or not. A justified hospitalisation may only be prolonged with the court’s permission. The court will assess its justification annually, or at any time at the request of the patient or his or her close persons. The present Government is continuing the process of de-institutionalisation of the mental health care and residential social services as well as reforms aimed at better accessibility of health care and financial sustainability of the health care system. The Government is also focusing on prevention of drug abuse among the public, especially the youth, and is providing financial support to health and social services working with drug abusers and their families.

The Czech Republic sees equal access to a quality education system as the basis for the country’s future development. The present Government is developing its long-term strategy in cooperation with experts to include modern trends and improve the competitiveness of the country. Education is free of charge from the last year of pre-school education up to tertiary education, and its affordability and accessibility to all persons is further supported by social scholarships. Special attention is being paid to pupils with special education needs, such as pupils with disabilities or pupils with social disadvantages, especially the Roma. Legislative changes were implemented in order to decrease the high proportion of Roma children in special education. They follow a modern, individual approach to the integration of persons with special education needs by introducing supportive measures adapting the environment in order to increase the individual achievement of every learner. The law now lays down the placement of children in special education institutions as a temporary measure, under regular expert evaluation and the informed consent of the child’s parents. Children’s attendance at special educational facilities is subject to continuous monitoring and an annual evaluation. The new and revised diagnostic tools ensure “culture-fair” diagnosis of the educational needs of each child. Teachers, head teachers, child psychologists and other professionals are trained to increase their competencies in dealing with the special education needs of children. Roma children with social disadvantages are supported in their schooling in kindergartens and preparatory classes, and by pedagogical assistants (who also assist children with disabilities to become integrated within the mainstream education). The ethnicity and number of children in each educational program is being monitored so as to avoid any possible indirectly discriminatory impact. The results show that the proportion of Roma pupils educated within the special education system is decreasing. All measures are elaborated and discussed with relevant experts and stakeholders from the general public as well as being appropriately financed. 

Dear Mr. Chairman, Dear Committee Members, 

I have tried to summarize the development of the situation in the Czech Republic over the past years and the core topics of the list of issues. The Czech delegation would be pleased to respond on these and any other issues when we take questions from the Committee.

I would like to conclude my remarks by reiterating the Czech Republic’s firm commitment to upholding its obligations under the Covenant. 

Thank you for your attention.
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