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Dear Madam Chairperson, members of the committee, ladies and gentlemen, 
[bookmark: _GoBack]My name is Hanna Vseviov, I am the head of the delegation and work in the Ministry Of Social Affairs as Deputy Secretary General of Social Affairs.
· I am honoured today to join you at the 96th session of the Committee of the Rights of the Child for the consideration of the combined fifth to seventh periodic reports of Estonia on the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Optional Protocol on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography and Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict.
· Let me start by saying that Estonia has made significant progress in different areas concerning the rights of children during the last reporting period. Our national strategies as well as the working plan of our sitting government, include actions and goals to support the welfare and rights of the child.
· One of the strategic goals of our Welfare Strategy is supporting the welfare and coping of families and children. The Strategy is focusing on creating a supportive environment for children and families, focusing on prevention and on targeted interventions. The working programmes of the strategy are connected to the state budget and being updated every year in order to ensure and monitor the effective implementation of the strategy. 
· Despite the several crises that we have experienced all over Europe, Estonia has managed to allocate additional funds to support the wellbeing of children. We have recently increased child support benefits and allocated additional funds to support children and families in alternative care, rehabilitation and mental health support, creating additional measures for single parents, medical care for children with rare diseases, and support for juvenile offenders. 
· We are continuing with the development of our national child protection system, focusing on prevention and cross-sectoral cooperation to improve the early detection of children in need and increasing the efficiency of support. Also, we are planning to update the casework model for child protection services, the monitoring system and quality assurance of child protection services. The first legislative changes should take effect in 2025. 
· Digital environment gives us challenges but also opportunities. One of the next steps in the Estonian digital transformation is the development of event-based services, which make the consumption of public services as easy and convenient as possible. This will facilitate easy access to information about services and benefits for parents as well as automates processes increasing efficiency of the services provided and making the road to help shorter.
Violence and abuse 
Now let me give you an overview of recent policy changes, including those that are not covered in the report. Firstly I will cover the area of victim support and prevention of violence.
· In 2022 many amendments to the Penal Code entered into force, notably the age of sexual self-determination was raised to 16 years with a Romeo and Juliet clause added. In addition, the legal age of marriage is now unambiguously 18 since the possibility to contract marriage with the court’s permission from age 15 was repealed.
· The new Victim Support Act entered into force from 1st of April 2023 which improved the availability of assistance to victims of violence, crime or crises incidents. All victim support services are also provided to children without the requirement of a commenced criminal procedure. Protection of victims of domestic violence and their access to support services has been enhanced.
Children with disabilities
Secondly I will briefly describe the recent reforms initiated to support children with disabilities.
· Grants for children with disabilities increased significantly in 2020. The allowance for a child with an average and severe disability was doubled, the allowance for a child with a severe disability was tripled. Also, the allowance for a child with a severe disability was extended to children with certain rare metabolic diseases in order to prevent a disability from developing.
· In 2021 the Ministry of Social affairs together with the Ministry of Education and Science initiated a reform of support systems for children with special needs. Currently the support system is quite fragmented and there is a shortage of certain specialists. So the goal of the reform is to improve the quality and availability of different support services by better integrating services in the fields of healthcare, education, social protection and employment. This year we have put special focus on redesigning the rehabilitation system.
· In addition, in 2023 we established an automatic data exchange to give child protection specialists of local governments the right to proactively assist families in need, thereby preventing an aggravation of the need for assistance. Further improvements are planned for 2025 that will allow more rapid and proactive support to families with children with an irreversible condition by automatising information exchange between the healthcare and social services.
Support to families and single parents
Now I will share some of the changes made in order to support families with children and single parents.
· In 2022 the national family mediation service was launched, which is intended for parents who are separated or going through a separation and have failed to agree on issues related to their underaged child(ren)'s living arrangements. The service is free of charge. 
· During the reporting period much attention is paid to parenting support. We have expanded support measures to families already before childbirth and developed a home visiting programme where midwives visit families after childbirth. In addition, the accessibility of the parental programme Incredible Years was expanded and we are preparing additional support programmes for parents, including special interventions for parents with teens and newborns.
· In 2023 we increased the amount of several family benefits including benefits for single parents and families with multiple children, latter being now one of the highest in Europe. In addition, the amount of maintenance allowance was doubled and currently we are making changes in the survivor`s pension scheme so that all children who have lost a primary income earner will begin to receive a uniform indexed allowance, which covers at least half of the child’s maintenance costs.  
Health
Now let me move on to health policies as we have also initiated several actions to improve the health and wellbeing of our children. 
· Many countries have challenges with the mental health of children and youth. In 2023 we launched a large-scale study on the mental health of children and the results of the study will be available by the end of 2024. We have also established a cross-sectoral ministerial working group to address the factors affecting children’s mental health in general and to develop proposals for changes in both the physical and social environment in all areas of life and at any level during 2024.
· With the support of the Ministry of Education and Research, the Education and Youth Board is adapting the YAM (Youth Aware of Mental Health) programme, which is an evidence-based programme for mental health promotion and suicide prevention, for use in Estonian schools. The Ministry of Social Affairs is also supporting local municipalities with the provision of mental health support services and the hiring of psychologists.
· Currently we are in the process of updating our alcohol policy green book and one of the aims is to reduce and prevent alcohol consumption of children. 
Education
· There are also important reforms planned in the field of education, where a greater focus will be placed on restructuring the field of early childhood education, the transition to Estonian-language education and extending the school-leaving age for compulsory education. 
· The transition to Estonian language education is one of the most extensive reforms in the recent years. The reform will start in September 2024 and last till 2030. The main goal of the reform is to reduce inequalities between children with different native languages.
· In addition, a reform on compulsory school attendance is planned to be carried out, with an aim to support the continuation of every student’s education beyond the basic school level and to reduce dropout from vocational or upper secondary schools, so that all Estonian young people attend school until they reach the age of majority, thus keeping opportunities open for future studies to acquire a profession or degree. 
· An example of success is the field of school meals: Estonia is one of the countries in Europe and the whole world that contributes the most to school meals, both from the state budget as targeted subsidies and as a contribution from local governments to ensure free school lunches to all pupils. 
Crises
The last area I would like to cover is coping with crisis situations.
· Over the recent years, as we all know, we have experienced the COVID pandemic and the economic crises resulting from the pandemic as well as Russia’s war in Ukraine. As a small country we have had to create quick and efficient solutions to support the most vulnerable groups of our society.  For instance, we introduced a temporary family allowance during the pandemic for families with children with special needs.
· During the pandemic children were attending classes from home, which meant new measures were needed to support the continuation of education and support the mental health of the children. Ministry of Education and Science introduced a pandemic exit strategy for the years 2021-2025 to address the mental health challenges of students and teachers and overcome educational gaps.
· Due to Russia’s war in Ukraine, Estonia has welcomed more than 52 000 war refugees, that make 4% of the population. Out of the total number of refugees, 9000 are children out of which 40 have entered Estonia without a parent or a legal guardian and therefore required alternative care. We have provided alternative care services for all child refugees from Ukraine under the same conditions that apply to Estonians. We do not enable child refugees to be adopted in Estonia and we support the return of the children to their families in Ukraine as soon as it is possible.
· This year, we had more than 9000 Ukrainian students in our educational system, most of them in lower secondary education. Equal rights and access to education is provided for students from outside of Estonia. In Tallinn we have opened two schools for students from Ukraine and our Government has allocated additional funding to support the education of Ukrainian refugee children. In addition, summer camps are organized for Ukrainian refugee children to help them integrate to the Estonian society and familiarise with the language, to support their readiness to continue their education in Estonian. 
Optional protocol
Madam Chairperson, we have another important announcement to make for the Committee. Estonia is a party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child since 1991 and has already ratified the first two Optional Protocols. This year we are starting the process of ratifying the Third Optional Protocol on the Rights of the Child on a communications procedure. The Ministry of Social Affairs is currently preparing the necessary analysis and materials to initiate ratification procedure in the Parliament. We hope to finalize the ratification process by the end of the year. This will reinforce the Convention’s practical significance and will provide another mechanism to better protect children’s rights in Estonia.


Delegation
And now let me briefly introduce our delegation, which is very comprehensive and includes delegates from seven different ministries. 
Next to me is Her Excellency Ambassador, Ms Riia Salsa-Audifren.
At the table are my colleagues from the Ministry of Social Affairs, Justice and Education and Research and fice experts joining us online from the Ministry of Social Affairs, Interior and from the Defence Resources Agency
Final words
Madam Chairperson, dear committee members, ladies and gentlemen, thank you for the opportunity to introduce the recent developments in Estonia regarding children’s rights. We are ready to answer your questions regarding Estonia’s 5th to 7th periodic review of the Convention of the Rights of the Child. 

