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The report has been prepared based on the desk research of the most reports and studies prepared by various NGOs working in Azerbaijan, UNICEF, WHO, UNFPA, World Bank, SOS Children’s Villages Azerbaijan and international standardized surveys conducted by various government agencies in the last 7 years. Moreover, it takes into consideration the experiences/case studies of Azerbaijan NGO Alliance for Children’s Rights member organizations working in the field of child rights.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Since the last periodic review in 2012, Azerbaijan Republic has made a significant progress with implementation of CRC especially in regards to the rights to the family environment, protection from violence, juvenile justice, health care and overall improvement of child rights related policies.

During 2012-2015 government closed several large-scale child residential institutions (boarding schools and orphanages), established two small group homes and changed several boarding schools into general public schools with the effective return of children back to their respective families. At the beginning of the reform (2006) there were over 40 orphanages and boarding schools with more than 24,000 children in state care. Today, the number of children in state residential care is about 10.000 with only about 3.000 children staying in these institutions overnight. 
However, with the completion of 2006-2015 State De-Institutionalization Program, the government has not adopted new program or particular plan of actions and as the result the process of deinstitutionalization halted with thousands of children still remaining in residential care.

Also, the implementation of State De-Institutionalization Program did not fully address the issue of children’s referral, intake and discharge and family reintegration. The existing legislation including Law on the rights of the child and Law on Commissions on Rights of the minors and protection of their rights do not fully cover these issues and significant gaps remain. Hence, the need for child referral and intake procedures to be in place to provide the care and protection for children who suffered from various forms of violence, left without parental care, and are in conflict with the law. These procedures shall include the guidelines/rules for identification, assessment and interventions and require all involved government agencies to align their activities. 
Although significant provisions are in place in CC and CPC in relation to sexual violence against children, however, the social and legal protection of children-victims of sexual violence are lacking. Several organizations were accredited by Ministry of Labor and Social Protection as rehabilitation services for children who suffered violence for several years now and some of them even receive the funding from the ministry. However, the coverage is very limited and they only serve as shelters with little interventions related to legal representation, protection, social reintegration and psychological rehabilitation. 
CSA is criminalized in Azerbaijan and Criminal Code of Azerbaijan (CC) provides punitive measures for sexual assaults and abuse of children and aggravated circumstances are applied, but timely referrals to relevant state structures does not often take place. Improvements are necessary in all directions, starting from proper enforcement of legislation to providing adequate treatment and compensation to child survivors and most importantly the psycho-social rehabilitation and reintegration of children.

The CC and CPC of Azerbaijan has been tremendously improved with more and more emphasise placed on alternatives to imprisonment for adults and children who committed less serious and non-aggravating crimes. The juvenile diversion center has been in place since 2007 and covered Baku city and several large regions of the country and continues to provide social rehabilitation, legal counseling and social support to juveniles in conflict with the law and their families through support from Ministry of Internal Affairs, UNICEF and Ministry of Education and Ministry of Social Protection and Labour. However, the diversion center and rehabilitation center for juvenile offenders is still only supported by donor agencies with little to none government financial support. In 2018 the UNICEF initiated the project on improvement of probation services for juveniles considering the fact that the service itself is a new concept for Azerbaijan and the capacity of probation service is lacking in the field. The project is still ongoing and will enable to increase the capacity of probation service and its officers, expand the utilization of social integration and prevention work by the service and support the development of necessary guidelines for continuous development of the service in Azerbaijan.
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LETTER TO UN CRC COMMITTEE
To: 
UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 
Palais des Nations, CH-1211 Genève, 10 Switzerland

Tel.: (41-22) 917-9301, (41-22) 917-1234 
Fax: (41-22) 917-0118. 
The Reliable Future Social Initiatives Public Union NGO Alternative Report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child on the situation of children and to the combined fifth and sixth periodic State Party Report on implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child between 2012 and 2019 and the Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child of 2012. 
Dear CRC Committee, 
The Reliable Future Social Initiatives Public Union in cooperation with Azerbaijan NGO Alliance for Children Rights is pleased to submit the NGO Alternative Report on the situation of children in the Republic of Azerbaijan. This report was prepared based on Article 45(a) of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The report also includes our review of the combined fifth and sixth periodic State Party Report on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child covering the period 2012-2019, and the Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child of 2012. 
It is important to note that compared to the first and second alternative reports, provided for the appropriate State Party Reports, this current report has been developed through the extensive and cooperative work of many NGOs – members of NGO Alliance for Children’s Rights, over the period of eight months. This shows a growing attention and interest of the Azerbaijani civil society and society in whole to the problems of children and also to the increased application of UN human rights treaties for advocacy and lobbying for children’s rights thanks to the support from country Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights in Azerbaijan. 
We would like to ascertain that this NGO Alternative Report can be freely disseminated and shared with the public in electronic and printed formats. The experts of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child may make reference to it, whilst discussing and debating with representatives of the Azerbaijani government delegation. This Alternative Report has been published in Azerbaijan in Azeri/English and distributed widely amongst interested organizations and general public. 
Representative of the Reliable Future SIPU will be available to take part at the pre-session meeting with experts of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in designated time. The Reliable Future will initiate public debates and discussions on the State Party Report and widely distribute the Concluding Observations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, which is expected to be available in 2021. 
The NGO Alternative Report includes special sections with Practical Recommendations to the State Party for improvement of the situation, particular areas of concern, and also the List of Issues that would be helpful for experts of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in their discussions with the government delegation. Due to the large volume of information sourced by NGOs from the months of various activities and studies, it was sometimes difficult to follow the requirements regarding the size of the Alternative Report as mentioned in the special guide for NGOs on development of alternative or shadow reports. Attempts were made to reduce the content of several sections of the NGO Alternative Report in order to stress the most important issues, which had been jointly selected as emerging problems by all members of the Azerbaijan NGO Alliance for Children’s Rights. In reference to the NGO Alternative report, we would like to bring the following emerging issues to your attention, which we believe need urgent intervention by the State Party: a) children with disabilities; b) children in conflict with the law; d) children’s access to the affordable health care system and quality of health care; e) violence against children and f) children in state care, including in state residential institutions. 
Another important point we would like to emphasise once again, is the importance to establish the office of Ombudsman for Children’s Rights in Azerbaijan, in order to protect the rights of over 3.0 million children. 
We sincerely hope that this report will play its substantial role in the improvement of the situation of children and assist in further implementation of UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in Azerbaijan Republic in the years to come. 
Yours sincerely  
on behalf of Reliable Future SIPU, 
Kamala Ashumova
Executive director
Chapter I. Overview of the political, economic and civil rights situation in Azerbaijan

1.1. General social, cultural, economical and political information about Azerbaijan

Azerbaijan gained its independence from USSR in 1991. It consists of 71 regions and one autonomous republic. As one part of the country, Nagorno-Karabakh and 7 regions surrounding it were occupied by Armenian armed forces and it is not yet under control of the Government of Azerbaijan. Population of Azerbaijan is about 10 million. Nearly 2.8 million (31%) of population is under the age of 18. Approximately one half of the population lives in cities, the other half in villages. 11% of the population is ethnic minorities. 
Nearly 690.000 citizens of Azerbaijan, as well as more than 250.000 children were forcefully made to leave Nagorno-Karabakh and surrounding regions as the result of Nagorno-Karabakh conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia and as the 20% of the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan has been occupied by Armenian forces.

In the years after independence political instability and severe economic slope happened which was grounded by the export of economy, oil and gas. However, sustainable growth is observed in economy since the year of 2003 with stunned developed during world economic crisis and subsequent devaluation of Azerbaijani national currency that lost its value during 2016-2017. 
Azerbaijan joined to the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1992. The first submitted report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child by Azerbaijan was considered in 1997, the second one in 2006 and third in 2012. 

In 2001, Azerbaijan was elected as a member of Council of Europe and in the same year joined to the European Convention on Human Rights. UNICEF established a country office in Azerbaijan in 1993.

2. GENERAL IMPLEMENTATION MEASURES (Articles 4, 42 and Point 6 of the Article 44)

During the reporting period number of laws and decrees were adopted by the Azerbaijani Government in order to bring the national legislation in compliance with the international standards and the UN Child Rights Convention, and at the same time to strengthen social protection of different child groups. 
General Evaluation:

The Government of Azerbaijan did not adopt a National Strategy on Implementing the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the institutional mechanisms available cannot fully guarantee the implementation of the Convention because there is no set of concrete measures to be taken. The law on child rights of 1998 is outdated and does not fully meet the needs of children in XXI century with its new challenges and concerns. 

The general review of the Azerbaijan legislation on human rights, demonstrates that the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child is impeded, by both institutional and legislative problems, though significant improvements in the national legislation has been made during the last 10 years through harmonization with international requirements/standards and humanization of penal codes.

Azerbaijan ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1992. This resulted in Azerbaijan taking on a number of international obligations, including those set out in Article 44 of the Convention, to submit reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, established in accordance with this Convention, documenting the measures the State has adopted in order to uphold the rights recognized by the Convention and the progress made towards children’s access to these rights. 

Moreover, according to point 6 of Article 44, the state parties are obliged to make their reports widely available to the public in their own countries. However, little actions were made to widely disseminate, discuss and follow up on the Committee’s Concluding Observations published in 2012. However, UNICEF and UNHCHR offices in Azerbaijan translated and printed concluding observations in very limited numbers, which were made available mostly to NGOs and others interested parties in or involved in child rights work. 

Quite extensive efforts have been put in place by government agencies, mainly by Ministry of Education, Ombudsman Office, Azerbaijan Youth Foundation and State Council for the Support of NGOs through funding to number of NGOs to disseminate the text of the UN CRC in the last several years since 2012. However, the non-representative study by NGO Alliance conducted in 2015-2016 has shown that children and parents in many rural areas have still limited knowledge and understanding of the UN CRC Convention. More efforts shall be in place to make these documents widely accessible and available to the public and that the process of its consideration will create a basis for constructive discussion, concerning access to and promotion of the rights of the child in Azerbaijan.
The situation is further aggravated by the fact that many staff members of city mayors or district executive powers, child inspectors within police departments, staff of departments for education, youth, sport, tourism and judges, who are responsible for the application of the convention, are not well informed about this document and do not fully understand the rights protected by the Convention and its implementation in daily life. During monitoring visits, the absence of copies of the convention, was evident in all of these agencies.

The Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan states that “International treaties ratified by the Republic have a priority over domestic laws and are applied directly, except in cases when in conformity with the international treaty, its implementation requires the adoption of a separate law” and also, according to this Article, the Convention on the Rights of the Child de jure constitutes a part of the Azerbaijan legislative framework. Significant work has been done in the last years to further harmonize the legislation and bring it in conformity with the international legislation on child rights. Although, more judges, prosecutors and attorneys have started to refer to UN CRC, however this is not widespread and Azerbaijani courts are still not fully recognizing such legal referencing.

In Azerbaijan there is lack of judicial practice of direct application of provisions of ratified international treaties, including the Convention on the Rights of the Child. We do not know of any cases when courts have directly applied the provisions of international child rights and even human rights instruments. On the contrary, we know of cases when law-enforcement and judicial bodies have refused to directly apply the provisions of the Convention on the rights of the child, particularly in the areas of juvenile justice, rights of children with disabilities and children without parental care. The judges have always been referring to legal difficulty and absence of direct guidelines in applying or even in referring to the international treaties.
With the adoption of changes to the law on Attorneys and law on administrative proceedings, the government abolished the institution of public defender or representative. These representatives were playing significant role in providing pro-bono or additional support to families/defendants with no access to lawyers/attorneys. Currently, only members of College of Advocates can provide legal representation to children and often times they have limited knowledge and understanding of international child rights law. Also, the payments to attorneys dealing with children’s cases is low and thus is the interest of lawyers to take the children’s cases. 
The Role of Civil Society and NGOs:

In comparison with the previous report covering 2006-2012, it is important to mention that Azerbaijan has made significant progress in recognizing the pivotal role of the civil society structures and accepting them as partners even so not always as equal ones. During this period the State Council for Support of NGOs and Azerbaijan Youth Foundation have become strong agencies with funding mechanism targeting social and other problems in the society and continue to provide grants to NGOs in the country. Also, enabling ministries of social protection and labor, education, culture and youth & sport to provide grants and other financial support to civil society organizations and young individuals contributed to revival of NGO sector that was on the verge of disappearance during 2015-2016. 
During the 2017-2019 the NGO’s role have got further recognition and expanded support from government ministries. In 2019 the government ministries joined their forces with State Council for Support of NGOs and announced grant projects to support the implementation of projects targeting main problems or concerns in their respective fields. Children’s NGOs have got support from Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Education and Ministry of Social protection and Labour to continue or strengthen the work related to fight with child trafficking, violence against children, provide rehabilitation work with victims of violence and with juvenile offenders, prevent the child marriages and others. 
Government expanded its efforts to bring in the NGOs and their experts to discussions on reforms of legislation, public structures and the practice of law. However, it is important to note that government does not fully accept the local NGOs as professional and as strong and influential as their international colleagues. However, serious efforts have been made to promote the development and strengthening of existing NGOs. 
The Need for a specialized Ombudsman for the Protection of the Rights of Children
Azerbaijan still does not have a specialized body, like Children’s Rights Ombudsman, responsible for the protection and promotion of children’s rights. Although there are specific articles for the protection of the rights of the child, within the existing legislation of Azerbaijan (including Law on the Rights of the Child), the rights of the children are still being violated and not sufficiently promoted and protected. The establishment of the Ombudsman’s office for Human Rights although has had some impact on promotion and protection of the rights of the child in the country in last several years, however, this impact is limited in scale and continuity. 
The NGO background and personal dedication and enthusiasm of immediate past Human Rights Commissioner (ombudsman) of Azerbaijan made possible to promote the rights of the children to some extend. However, in order to achieve long-lasting results and for the sake of better efficacy, the establishment of position of Commissioner for Children’s Rights as part of current Ombudsman Institution is imperative. 

The very vague and unfortunate recommendation by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child made to Azerbaijan in 2006 on the establishment of sort of “children’s rights desk officer or consultant” have been proven to be ineffective. The subsequent stronger recommendation by UN CRC Committee in concluding observations of 2012 stated that: 

“Independent monitoring. 
15. The Committee notes the efforts made by the Human Rights Ombudsman Institution to record and investigate complaints of violations of children’s rights. The Committee also welcomes the submission of the Ombudsman’s first specialized report on children’s rights to the State party’s Parliament. However, it remains concerned at the continued absence of a specific commissioner with an adequately authoritative mandate for specifically addressing children’s rights. 

16. The Committee recommends that the State party, taking into account the Committee’s general comment No. 2 (2002) on the role of independent national human rights institutions in the promotion and protection of the rights of the child, include within its Human Rights Ombudsman Institution an identifiable and specialized commissioner or deputy commissioner specifically responsible for children’s rights. The State party should empower this commissioner with an authoritative mandate and immunities identical to those of the Human Rights Ombudsman, and ensure the provision of adequate human, technical, and financial resources for the commissioner to effectively deal with complaints from children in a child-sensitive and expeditious manner as well as provide remedies for violations under the Convention.“
However, this provision has not be implemented and thus currently there is no effective mechanism to promote and protect children’s rights and restore their violated rights throughout the country. It is strongly believed that children, who constitute about 3 million of the country’s population, deserve and are in major need of an Ombudsman who can protect and restore their violated rights. Such an Ombudsman can become a strong ally of NGOs working in the field as well.

It is also strongly believed that through the Ombudsman for Children’s Rights the children would get an effective mechanism for appeals and complaints placement.

A. The Best Interests of the Child (Art. 3)

Although there are various laws, which stipulate that, in certain cases, the actions concerning the child have to be performed in the best interests of the child, there is no explicit interpretation of the notion “best interests of the child”, in the national legislation. The national legislation needs to be revised to accommodate the best interests of the child. This can be achieved by: institutional reform, at an administrative level, in law (including a separate chapter on child protection in the state budget), training personnel on social work and child protection services and also by developing the legislative framework for social support services. 
The State currently refers to the Commissions on Minor’s Affairs and Protection of the Rights, as main agencies, which protect the best interests of children. However, these Commissions are composed of non-professionals with no training in children’s rights and very little interest and vested time in doing children’s rights work due to their other commitments. And their performance was evaluated extensively by NGO Alliance, UNICEF, OSCE and other agencies and was found to be ineffective and in most instances very damaging to the children and their families.

All children must benefit from the legal assistance of a lawyer, whose services shall be paid for by the State. It is therefore necessary to train specialists in the judiciary who are capable of examining cases involving juveniles and who can represent the position of the child in a court of law.

From the perspective of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, all legislative acts, that contain provisions affecting children, need to be revised and targeted more towards the best interests of the child. 
The development of DOST services by the Ministry of Social Protection and Labour can bring in the necessary improvement in provision of standardized social work/social services targeting children in need of care and support. However, the DOST employees working with children and the families need significant training in child rights, international children’s rights law and skills in social work with children emphasizing holistic approach. 
SECTION III. VIOLENCE AGAINST AND INHUMAN TREATMENT OF CHILDREN. 
Sexual exploitation, sexual abuse against children and child prostitution 
At present, the studies and statistical information reflecting the real situation related to child sexual abuse in Azerbaijan is very limited. It is however obvious that legislative provisions protecting the children form sexual abuse and violence shall be improved and punishment for such an acts of violence towards the children shall be even stronger. Although, there are certain provisions in the plan of actions on prevention of domestic violence, however the Azerbaijani has not adopted any state program or plan of actions directed to prevent the child sexual abuse, sexual exploitation, labour exploitation and child pornography. 
The Republic of Azerbaijan signed the Convention of the Council of Europe on the “Protection of children from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse” in 2008, but ratified it only in 2019 and no particular plan of actions have been in place to ensure the implementation of provisions of this convention. It is worth to mention that, the level of awareness of specialists of state agencies in this field of protection of children from sexual abuse and exploitation as well as their level of understanding of current national and international legislation in the field is very low. This in turn does not create favorable grounds for effective and coordinated work among the government agencies to tackle these issues. 
Reliable Future Social Initiatives Public Union is head of a secretariat of NGO Alliance has been calling the government to pay serious attention to the issues of sexual abuse and exploitation of children since 2004. The special Sample National Plan of Actions to tackle these issues were developed by NGO Alliance with the support from NGO Group on CRC and submitted to the Cabinet of Ministers and State Committee on Family, Women and Children’s Problems in 2006, but with no further actions from the government since then. 
NGO Alliance and its several members have been alarming the government about the further spread of “internet grooming and sexual abuse and exploitation of children via internet-based as well as spread of pornographic materials via mobile phones”. The increased number of children and youth using internet, the broadened internet social networks, the decrease in the age of children using internet an make this problem more serious in Baku capital and other big cities of Azerbaijan. 
2. Violence against and inhuman treatment of children in state residential facilities (UN CRC, article 19) 
Government adopted State Program on De-institutionalization in 2006 and completed its implementation in 2015 with decrease in number of children in residential care facilities from 23.000 to 9.000. However, the number of children increased again during 2015-2017 and reached about 10.000 children. Unfortunately, the prioritization of De-Institutionalization and alternative care did not happen and there have been very limited or no major interventions in this area. 
Generally, it should be noted that, boarding schools and orphanages are located in different regions of the country and the number of children there is different and often varies throughout the year. Only about 4.000 children live (stay overnight) in state children’s institutions. The rest of 10.000 children in residential care do go back to their families on a daily basis. They function as a secondary school. 

The last research on violence against children in state child institutions was conducted by several member organizations of NGO Alliance during the years of 2009. With limited access of NGOs to boarding schools prevent them from doing an independent monitoring of situation, though every year the media reports several cases and e-media even publishes the videos or voice recordings of teachers/educators and children about the violence they face in their residential care institutions. 
2.1. Analysis of general situation in the institutions 
Interviews conducted with children and general observations shows that conditions of boarding schools and orphanages have significantly improved over the last years thanks to joint efforts of Ministry of Education, executive powers and with support from Heydar Aliyev Foundation and special interest of first lady of Azerbaijan. 

However, the limited observations and monitoring visits have shown that the level of education and training in residential care institutions is significantly lower than in regular schools and these children have limited access to information, leisure time and life skills development. 
It shall be reiterated that children’s right to privacy is not ensured in the residential care institutions with most children (particularly of older age) having neither any private spaces, and lockers, nor own corner or shelves. 
Moreover, according to the analysis of media reports and interviews with children in several boarding schools, bullying/peer violence is indeed a problem in residential care and educational institutions and more than it is in regular schools. The findings once again reiterate the need for effective and immediate measures needed to be undertaken to combat violence/bullying against children. Development and piloting of School Friends or School Patrol system from among young trained volunteers by Ministry of Education in schools of Baku has been a great success and shall also be instituted in residential care institutions. 
2.2. Existence of acts of violence against children in the institutions 
Though not widespread, bullying and other types of violence against children is mostly observed in state residential children’s institutions where children stay overnight. This is easily explained by the lack of oversight from public and from parents or relatives who either do not visit or visit children in these institutions very rarely. Another shortcoming is the absence of effective and simple mechanisms for children to complain about deficiencies of the institution and violence they suffer. 
Although the situation in boarding schools where children do not stay overnight is better, however the bullying and violence is observed there too. Most often occuring type of violence in boarding schools is psychological-emotional violence, which is defined as threatening and humiliating and degrading treatment of children. The second one is the physical violence - corporal punishment - against children, i.e. they are beaten, their labour is exploited, etc. 
At the legal level, protection of children from violence, including corporal punishment is enshrined in the Criminal Code; the Law on Elimination of Domestic Violence and Law on Child Rights (1998), which prohibits the use of physical violence. Despite the fact that Draft Law on Prohibition of Corporal Punishment has been developed and submitted to the Parliament of Azerbaijan for many years now, it has not been adopted yet for subjective reasons including difficulty for reinforcement. 
Despite the general provision on prohibition of violence against children in Azerbaijani legislation, it doesn’t explicitly prohibit corporal punishment of children as enshrined in the international standards. The corporal punishment is still not considered to be a criminal crime despite the degree of its severity.

The issues of sexual abuse and sexual harassment still remain a taboo (forbidden theme) and the society, as a whole, prefer not to talk or discuss these issues. The sexual abuse and violence is mainly committed by adults against children, but also by children. 
Azerbaijan has criminalized domestic violence and adopted special law on prevention of domestic violence in 2010. The special national program of actions coordinated by State Committee for Family, Women and Children’s problems was also adopted until 2018 and new one is being currently developed. However, concerns are expressed by civil society experts about underreporting due to gender stereotypes as well as lack of due diligence on the part of law enforcement officers in investigating such cases and insufficient protection measures for victims, including insufficient enforcement of restrictive and protective orders and a limited number of State-funded shelters and support services.

3. The cases of suicide among children 
Cases of suicide have been steadily increasing among adult and children populations in the last years. Also, the official statistics on suicides have two limitations. Firstly, the unsuccessful attempts are not taken into account and secondly, the results of investigations are not available to fully differentiate between suicide and accidental death. Inability to get information about causes of suicides and circumstances that lead to attempts prevent the NGOs and government to develop targeted interventions for prophylaxis and/or identification and acting upon early warning signs.

According to the deputy ministry of social protection and labour 3.000 people committed suicide during 2015-2019 and 1/3 of them were women. During the same period 173 children committed suicides. Majority of those who committed the suicides are from low socioeconomic layers of the society, including jobless adults. 
Article of the Criminal Code of Azerbaijan defines the “Pushing someone to commit suicide” as “pushing the person...to attempt a suicide via threats, cruel treatment or regular humiliation of his/her dignity – shall be punished by imprisonment for up to three years”. Though, several criminal cases were started on several suicide cases, none or very limited information about the outcomes of these investigations is available. 
The increase of suicides among children directly also linked to bullying within the family and among peers in schools have created significant turmoil in the society in 2019. This was due to suicide by schoolgirl who has allegedly committed suicide due to peer bullying and degrading/cruel treatment by teachers. Thus, there is a need for a greater attention and active participation of pedagogical staff, school psychologists and parents to prevent the suicides among children. 
The Azerbaijan Child Helpline Service established in 2010 by joint forces for Reliable Future NGO, Ministry of Education, State Committee for Family, Women and Children’s Problems, UNICEF, Save the Children, World Vision and Azercell Telecom in Baku city enabled to provide children with psychological and emotional support as well as referrals to certain services/agencies and also legal counselling over phone. About 40.000 children and concerned adults have called with annual increase in number of calls. In 2017 and 2019 the Child Helpline introduced web site and facebook page and mobile application to ensure better access of children to helpline services. In 2019 with the support of State Committee for Family, Women and Children’s Problems and Ministry of Transportation, Communications and Information Technologies, the Azerbaijan Child Helpline Service acquired 116-111 phone number and introduced it among children in October 2019.
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Diagram 1. Calls classification

Analysis of calls identified the followings:

*Calls related to psychological problems -7476;

*Calls related to education problems - 9624;

*Social support related calls - 8402;

*Legal counselling and legal aid - 5943;

*Health care related calls - 1948;





*Other calls - 2896 olmuşdur.

Despite above-mentioned available resources and support from Azercell Telecom since 2010, there is still an acute need for ‘child helpline service to expand its coverage via advertisement campaign, grand meetings with school children, TV ads that can enable to reach out to more children particularly in the rural regions. Currently, the only Azerbaijan Child Helpline Service mentioned above provide children with modern and variety of communication technologies including landline telephone services; mobile phone SMS/text messaging; what’s up messaging, internet site-based online services such as email, and soon the secured forum will also be available for children. However, the continuous 24/7 hr work of Azerbaijan Child Helpline Service requires more tangible support from government agencies, including technical and some financial support. 
Following the case of child suicide in 2019, the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Social Protection and Labour have quickly established two new separate helplines for children and adults to report bullying or violence in schools. Although, the need for dedicated helpline on violence/bullying is undoubted, however establishment of new help lines is not effective and confusing for children and there is no capacity in these government agencies to run such a helpline. 
4. Capacity of Professionals working in the field of Violence against Children 

The reporting of the violence cases has become more crucial considering the scale of the violence against children. The disparities in data also indicate that there is still issue of not having a common understanding of violence against children among various professionals and there are difficulties in coordinated measures. Various agencies face challenges in terms of differences in technical capacity, terminology, skills and attitudes. In addition, the practice has shown that restrictive orders work more effectively in relation to cases of women and child victims of domestic violence given the backing up by State Committee for Family, Women and Children’s Problems and Ministry of Internal Affairs. The police have very limited cooperative work with social workers and these agencies involve each other less frequently in the process where restrictive orders are issued to protect both mothers and children. 
What may appear as reliable sign in terms of child abuse/neglect for social workers, does not necessary seems trustworthy for the police officers. For instance, police needs to have visible signs of physical injuries to perceive the fact as child abuse. However, the presence of visible injuries is not necessary when it comes to the identification of child victims of abuse/neglect in the family. Thus, in cases of absence of physical signs of injury, the issuing of restrictive orders is very rarely done and child victim cannot be removed timely from the violent environment.

There is still a significant gap in recognizing child abuse and neglect (CAN), including bullying in school settings as not all of the schools personnel is able to identify cases of CAN at early stages and communicate with children effectively. Despite the numerous recommendations including 2018-2019 methodological guidebooks developed by NGOs in partnership with the Ministry of Health’s Public Health and Reforms Center, there is no unified approach for prevention, recognition and interventions in cases of CAN.
Schools and healthcare institutions do not report suspected or actual cases of child abuse and neglect for subjective reasons and lack of or soft legal requirements and provisions. The situation in preschools is particularly dire as they are part of city executive powers and not directly report to Ministry of Education. 
Independent monitoring by NGOs and/or Ombudsman office has not been done systematically and thus the data is not fully available. However, the limited interviews with staff of schools and children and their parents in capital schools, helped to identify that majority of staff of school and preschool institutions did not know about any referral procedures they need to follow when encountering possible cases of violence against children.

5. Child sexual and physical abuse 
Children are mostly subject to abuse in their families, at school and less often in the  police custody and healthcare institutions in many countries of the world, including Azerbaijan. In addition, children undergo sexual and physical abuse by their peers. Street children and children who undergo exploitation constitute a definite part of children who are exposed to abuse daily. 
One of the main problems in this field is the lack of institutionalised and specialised Rehabilitation Centers and Shelters for children–victims of sexual and physical abuse in Azerbaijan. 

The study by NGO Alliance in 2016 and 2017 revealed that no any psychological, emotional support or social work is carried out with children that face physical, emotional and sexual abuse. 
The analysis of existing data and interviews helped to identify the following gaps/concerns:

· Sexually and physically abused children and often their parents or guardians are not well aware and are afraid to demand the investigation of the violence against them;

· Cases with respect to sexually and physically abused children are not treated with due sensitivity  and priority by relevant government agencies;

· Information on sexually and physically abused children are not reported or reported late by parents or other people with vested interest due to fear, stigma and threats;
· Adult-perpetrators who commit sexual and physical abuse against children do not get sufficiently stricter punishment.

· There are no specialised rehabilitation programs/centers and shelters to provide necessary social, psychological, legal and emotional support work with children - victims of violence and their families.

5. PROPOSALS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1. General recommendations on prevention of child abuse and violence against

children.

(a) Regular uninformed monitoring, as well as interviews and meetings with children on an individual basis and in group should be held to prevent child abuse cases in the state

institutions by NGOs and/or Ombudsman office.

(b) Public Councils under the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of Population, Ministry of Health and other state agencies should work closely with NGOs and support the NGOs to conduct independent evaluations and monitorings of child rights in the related agencies.

(c) Special training courses about the rights of children and issues of violence against children should be continued for all the staff of state children’s institutions, police and justice agencies, including police child inspectors, police investigators and interrogators, the staff of child protection and de-institutionalization agencies to properly investigate child abuse cases and protect the children as well as follow the guidelines and referrals when needed.

(d) Establishment of special Rehabilitation Center/Community Programs for rehabilitation of children facing violence and abuse and also ensure continuous support of government to the only Baku-based Rehabilitation Center for Juvenile Offenders and help with establishment another juvenile diversion center in Gyandja city is of great importance.
(e)Training courses with respect to “child abuse” should be organized for the doctors and paramedical personnel of children’s polyclinics and hospitals to timely establish children’s and infant abuse cases and improve their protection.

(f) Adoption of the Law on Prohibition of corporal punishment can be a significant step in

the field of protection of children from the violence.

(g) There is a need in expansion of coverage and capacity of Azerbaijan Child Helpline Service that was established by Reliable Future NGO and Ministry of Education in 2010 in order to enable more and more children in need of urgent and continuous counseling, advise, psychological and emotional support to get help. 
(h) TV companies, including mainly Public TV shall provide time for free or for very low prices to NGOs and other public organizations for demonstration of social advertisements targeting various social issues, including issues of child rights, violence against children and others.

(j) The marriages not registered officially by the state should be registered as “civil marriage” in the Family Code and Civil Code to ensure protection of the rights of children

born out of wedlock and their mothers. This will ensure more effective protection of the rights of a child born within this “civil marriage”, and his parents.

(k) There is a great need in establishment of position of Children Rights Commissioner (Ombudsman) as part of Institute of Human Rights Commissioner in Azerbaijan to ensure the protection and advancement of rights of children more effectively.

(l) Psychological work with children at schools should be strengthened and school psychologists and teachers shall be trained on how to work with children from difficult families, children who were victims of physical and sexual abuse, children having emotional problems.
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