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Dear Mrs. Chairperson of the CEDAW Committee, Dear Mrs. Miko, Dear members of the CEDAW Committee, representatives of institutions, international organizations and CSOs,
I am grateful for the opportunity to address you on behalf the Government of Montenegro, its Ministry of Human and Minority Rights, the delegation of Montenegro and on my own behalf at this session which reflects upon key topics and challenges of gender equality and women's rights in our country.
I will focus on several key areas outlining the progress we have made, the challenges we face and future plans to improve the status of women in Montenegro.
First, Iet me underscore our full commitment to the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Montenegro has undertaken commitment to respect, protect and realize the rights of women according to the provisions of this Convention and to actively work on their application in the national context.
Montenegro, as a country in the process of its EU integration, recognizes the importance of consistently applying and respecting international human rights standards, including the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Through cooperation with the CEDAW Committee, we have been actively working on identifying challenges and improving legislation, policies and practices in order to promote full respect of women's rights in our society.
Bearing in mind the passage of time, my introductory intervention will highlight the progress achieved and the challenges faced in the period running from 2017 up to now, namely the time between the 67th session, when we received your recommendations and this 88th session where we present the third Periodic Report.
Our country has made significant progress in the field of gender equality and advancement of women's rights. In the past period, we have achieved visible results in the fight against violence against women, in the field of women's participation in political and public life, and in provision of access to education, health services and economic resources. However, we recognize that there are still challenges that require our full attention and engagement.
Also, let me emphasize that we are aware of the impact of frequent political changes on our ability to make continuous progress in the implementation of this Convention. However, the current convocation of the Government following the elections in July 2023 pledged its commitment to working more actively towards achieving gender equality in Montenegrin society. Nevertheless, stereotyping of women, presence of gender-based violence, including online violence, as well as discrimination in certain areas of society, remain pressing concerns that we are actively addressing.
I use the opportunity to emphasize that cooperation between the government and non-governmental organizations plays a key role in the advancement of human rights, gender equality and the achievement of sustainable development goals. In Montenegro, this cooperation is particularly prominent in the context of the shadow report for the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). These reports are the key instrument in monitoring the implementation of CEDAW as they furnish alternative perspectives and analyses that complement the member state’s official reports.
Non-governmental organizations in Montenegro have played an important role in the making of these reports as they provided detailed analyses of the state of women's rights, pinpointed challenges and recommended improvement measures.

           As of 2018, the Government of Montenegro has continuously funded projects and specialized NGO services concerning women's rights and gender equality. This support enables NGOs to implement programs and activities aimed at empowering women, combating violence against women, improving women's economic participation and promoting gender equality in all segments of society.
           Through this long-term support, the state and NGOs work together to achieve the CEDAW objectives and improve the position of women in Montenegro. This partnership shows the commitment of all actors towards building an inclusive and fair society where women's rights and gender equality are ensured.
The National Strategy of Gender Equality 2021-2025, including its biennial action plans, is the fourth national strategic document dedicated to this key issue in Montenegro. The main goal of this strategy is to advance gender equality in the country by improving the application of the existing legislative framework and implementing measures that strengthen the capacities of institutional mechanisms responsible for the application of anti-discrimination legislation. At the same time, the goal is to establish more efficient and effective coordination, supervision over implementation and reporting on the progress.
In cooperation with other stakeholders, we strive to strengthen awareness within key social spheres— media, education, culture — so as to generate better protection of women's human rights and the human rights of persons of different sexual and gender identities.
The strategy focuses on the need for more intensive engagement of all segments of society in addressing problems related to discrimination based on sex and gender, and in the empowerment of women and people with different sexual and gender identities.
  One of the key measures laid out in the national strategy is the development of the Instrument for assessing the degree of gender sensitivity of strategic documents to be used as a tool when giving opinions on strategic documents before they are submitted to the Government for adoption.
This Instrument spells out precisely defined criteria for evaluating the level of gender mainstreaming of government strategic documents, thus ensuring that the gender perspective is incorporated into all relevant policies and plans. The Strategy’s implementation is expected to render significant progress in achieving gender equality in Montenegro, which will in turn contribute to the strengthening of a society that respects and promotes the rights of all its members, regardless of their gender or gender identity.
The National Strategy for Gender Equality also seeks to upscale activities in the fields of education, culture and media endeavoring to abate stereotypes and prejudices towards women and people with different gender and gender identities. Through this approach, we want to promote an inclusive society that respects diversity and provides equal opportunities for everyone.
In addition, the Strategy aims to increase the participation of women and persons with different sexual and gender identities in the areas of access to resources and benefits from their use. This includes encouraging their greater engagement in the economy, politics, science and technology sectors, as well as in other areas that are key to achieving social progress.
Some of the most significant findings of the research conducted under the auspices of Westminster Foundation project relate to the motivation for the inclusion of women in politics in our country. Asked to what extent an increase in the percentage of women in decision-making positions would motivate them to get involved in political activities, 40% of respondents answered that they would be motivated by it for sure. The respondents argued that a greater presence of women in public sphere should inspire other women, especially young ones, to see their prospects in politics.
Through educational programs that promote gender equality, cultural initiatives that challenge stereotypes and prejudices, and promotion of inclusive media contents, this strategy strives to create a social environment where differences are accepted and appreciated. This builds the basis for a sustainable development of a society based on the principles of justice, equality and respect for human rights for all.
Government of Montenegro is committed to strengthening institutional capacities, improving the legislative framework and implementing measures to ensure equality and justice for all citizens, with special emphasis on vulnerable ones. This includes women from rural areas, women with disabilities, members of the LGBTI community, and members of minority national communities.
Since membership in the European Union was set as one of the main external political goals, Montenegro has been committed to achieving European Union standards in the field of gender equality and protection against discrimination based on sex and gender.
Montenegro continues to strengthen its legislative framework for the protection, promotion and improvement of human rights. Montenegrin institutions have been constantly working on the transposition of European Union directives into the national context. We have pinpointed, though, some shortcomings concerning the current Law on Prohibition of Discrimination arising from the general structure of the law and its incomplete harmonization with the EU acquis.
In this regard, we have been working hard to adopt a new umbrella anti-discrimination law - the Law on Protection of Equality and Prohibition of Discrimination. The law regulates discrimination based on gender identity, sexual orientation and/or intersex characteristics. This law emphasizes the obligation to harmonize all other laws that regulate the prohibition of discrimination and improve their normative character in the promotion of equality as the key principle. This implies that the process of harmonization of the current Law on Gender Equality with the umbrella anti-discrimination law once this law enters into force.
Let me emphasize that we have been cooperating with the non-governmental sector, international partners and representatives of relevant institutions to make our legislative framework for the protection of the rights of members of the LGBTI community complete. Our cooperation with different actors in our society helps us actively address and accommodate different perspectives in order to better attend to the needs of women and girls in our society.
By adopting the Law on Same Sex Life Partnerships in 2020, Montenegro made quite a leap towards respecting the position and rights of members of the LGBTIQ population, thus enabling same-sex unions which, in terms of status, with certain exceptions, can be equated with marriage, i.e. with extramarital union governed by the Family Law.
The drafting of the Law on Legal Recognition of Gender Identity Based on Self-determination is underway. This law is expected to ensure that citizens who wish to change their gender designation and identity number in registers and personal documents based on gender self-determination do not have to change gender or undergo other medical procedures and interventions. By adopting this law, we seek to strengthen the system of protection of equality and the prohibition of discrimination in Montenegro, which was missing precisely in the part regulating the equality of all on the basis of gender identity and the way in which that gender identity can be expressed to the full extent, without upsetting day-to-day and private lives of all concerned.
The latest amendments to the Criminal Code of Montenegro from 2023 prescribe 17 new criminal offences, including forced conclusion of marriage, cohabitation or life partnership of persons of the same sex, which is in accordance with the Law on Life Partnership of Persons of the Same Sex.
These changes are instrumental in protecting persons exposed to various forms of violence and harassment. They improve legal framework that guarantees safety and integrity to all members of our society, and they are in line with our obligations stemming from international human rights standards. We will continue our dedicated work on advancing our legal system to ensure that all citizens of Montenegro enjoy freedom, respect and justice.
One of the key challenges we face is promoting women's economic participation and narrowing gender pay gap. According to the data coming from the report titled “Gender Pay Gap in Montenegro – A Statistical Update and Policy Implications” from December 2023, the average gender pay gap in Montenegro was 21.6% in 2021. This means that women earned on average 78.4 cents for every euro earned by men. This is an increase compared to 2014, although results coming from alternative measures to narrow gender pay gap are less conclusive regarding its evolution over time. The analysis also shows that the gender gap is larger for women at the top of the wage distribution and in several categories: older workers, highly educated workers, foreign workers and temporary workers. These differences in wages persist even though working women in Montenegro in general have higher professional qualifications than their male counterparts. This indicates that gender pay gap cannot be explained by differences between men and women in terms of education, age, sector, occupation or other observable factors. This suggests that the gender pay gap may also be attributed to a direct or indirect wage discrimination between men and women.
Improving women's economic independence is key to achieving sustainable development and reducing poverty. Still, we face challenges in the fight against violence against women, especially in the domestic environment, where prevention, protection and support for victims need to be advanced. Research shows that victims of psychological violence in more than 50% of cases do not report violence. It indicates that their trust in institutions is not at a high level.
This, in conjunction with the data that victims of violence confide in their family and friends in only approximately 30% of cases, shows that psychological and other types of violence are still a taboo in our society. Therefore, one of the elements that we are targeting in order to improve this situation is further advancement of legislative framework and institutional mechanisms of prevention and protection.
Labor Law from 2019 prohibits any direct or indirect discrimination of persons seeking employment and employees based on gender, gender change, gender identity or sexual orientation. This law grants right to parental leave to mothers and fathers alike. Both parents have the right to parental leave in equal parts.
The Law on Temporary Child Support defined that money is allocated from a special alimony fund to single parents whose partners do not fulfill their legal obligations, and that the state collects it from them subsequently. Alimony Fund is provided from the state budget, as well as from the funds obtained from the sale of confiscated criminal proceeds and other sources. The amount, method and dynamics of provision of funds for the Alimony Fund are prescribed by the Ministry of Finance.
In December 2021, the Law on Compensation of Former Users of Benefits Based on the Birth of Three or More Children was adopted, and it entered into force on April 1, 2022. The Law eliminates the consequences caused by the abolition of the legal right to lifetime compensation for women based on the birth of three or more children. Some 14,935 beneficiaries were awarded the right to compensation. However, it is important to note that it once the minimum pension in Montenegro was set to €450.00 by the Decree from January 1, 2024, numerous beneficiaries of the compensation based on the birth of three or more children have renounced their right to this compensation for the sake of getting pension, even though they previously waived it.
Gender Equality Index 2023 in Montenegro was 59.3, which is an increase of 4.3 index points compared to the Index 2019. Compared to European Union’s gender equality index of 68.6, Montenegro scored lower by 9.3 index points. The index of the main domains of gender equality shows that the biggest inequality gap comes from the domain of finances, while the smallest gap in Montenegro compared to the European Union average is recorded in the domain of health.
The analysis of the gender gap in real estate ownership in our country showed that women make up slightly more than a third (36%) of the total number of registered real estate owners in Montenegro, where almost two thirds (64%) are men, which very strongly impacts women’s credit worthiness. All these are potent indications that we must not overlook the domain of economy and finance in the process of advancing gender equality.
In the field of digital technologies, Montenegro got its e-platform “Gender Map” which represents an innovative approach in presenting the complex socio-economic overview of society in different spheres. The gender map offers a wealth of data, analyses and other contents enabling decision-makers, as well as the general public, to learn more about certain social trends, but also about problems that affect the future development of Montenegrin society.
Another important aspect is the improvement of women's political and public participation. Although we have made some progress in this area, there is still a significant gender imbalance in the setting of political institutions and governing bodies. Our government is taking steps to strengthen women's capacities for political leadership and participation. However, we do recognize that further efforts are needed to achieve gender balance in political decision-making.
At the initiative of the Women's Political Network, founded in 2017 by female politicians from 16 governing and opposition parties, the Law on the Financing of Political Entities and Election Campaigns was amended to ensure allocation from the state budget be set aside  for the work women's organizations within political parties. As a result, political parties in Montenegro are entitled to €700,000 from the 2024 state budget to finance the work of their women's organizations.
Our activities are particularly focused on gender-responsive budgeting, which we recognize as a key instrument in achieving gender equality in Montenegro. Gender-responsive budgeting implies a systematic analysis of the budget so as to identify and evaluate gender-specific needs and impacts. In this way, we seek to ensure that public resources support equal participation, fairer distribution of goods and reduction of gender poverty.
As part of our strives to achieve gender equality, we have implemented gender-responsive budgeting in cooperation with our international partners. We organized trainings for employees in budget units in order to improve the application of the methodology for gender budget reporting, and from this year on the Law on the Budget of Montenegro will stipulate that spending units plan and spend funds as per gender indicators.
The third key aspect, previously elaborated, is the fight against all forms of discrimination against women, including those who face intersectionality due to their belonging to minority groups, coming from rural communities or their disability. Our government has been working on advancing anti-discrimination policies and legislation to ensure every woman's right to equality and fairness.
At the initiative of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the government has set up the operational team for the implementation of the Istanbul Convention and national legislation. The team will analyze practices and cases and propose changes to public policies and institutional practices in the fight against violence. Team members come from relevant institutions and non-governmental organizations.
Our goal is to eliminate institutional failures, strengthen the trust of victims, and affirm the work of the team. The Ministry of Internal Affairs is also working on defining guidelines for the protection of minor victims of sexual violence and strengthening the capacity of police officers to combat gender-based and family violence.
 Through campaigns and research that our ministry, along with other ministries, supports and runs, we contribute to the analysis of the current situation and provide a forum for sharing recommendations and solutions to tackle gender-based discrimination and violence. Let me reiterate that through a multi-sector approach, cooperation with civil society, academic community, numerous international partners and other stakeholders, we strive to raise awareness on the importance of gender equality in order fight discrimination against women and persons of different sexual and gender identities that is still present. 
Finally, I should emphasize that Montenegro remains committed to improving the position of women and protecting their rights. Through further cooperation with the CEDAW Committee, we will remain engaged in constructive dialogue and achieving support in achieving our goals. 
Thank you for your attention and we look forward to further discussion on these important issues.
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