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Dear Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Members of the Committee,

My name is Andrea Baršová and I am the Director of the Human Rights and Minority Protection Department at the Office of the Government of the Czech Republic. I would like to take this opportunity to introduce the other members of the delegation. Sitting beside me is His Excellency Mr Petr Gajdušek, Ambassador and Plenipotentiary Permanent Representative of the Czech Republic to the United Nations in Geneva; Mr Jakub Machačka, Head of the Secretariat of the Government Council for Human Rights at the Office of the Government and Mr Ludvík Eger from the Permanent Mission of the Czech Republic to the United Nations in Geneva. Other delegation members are: from the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports: Mr Jaroslav Faltýn, Director of the Department of Pre-school, Basic, Artistic and Special Education; from the Ministry of the Interior: Ms Pavla Dršková from the Department of Crime Prevention and Ms Nataša Chmelíčková from the Department of Asylum and Migration Policy; from the Ministry of Justice: Ms Helena Klima Lišuchová, Junior Deputy Minister in charge of International Affairs, and Mr Ondřej Lebl from the Legislative Section; from the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs: Ms Lenka Simerská, from the Department of Family Policy and Protection of the Rights of the Child and Ms Jitka Modlitbová from the Department of Social Services, Social Work and Social Housing; from the Ministry of Health: Ms Jana Hlaváčová, Head of the Unit of the Promotion for Patients’ Rights; from the Ministry of Regional Development: Ms Daniela Grabmüllerová, Director of the Department of International Relations, and from the Ministry of Culture, Mr Martin Martínek, Head of the Office of Economic Analysis and Concepts . 
I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to discuss the Czech Republic’s fourth periodic report on the implementation of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and to draw the Committee’s attention to the most significant developments.
The institutional framework of human rights protection continues to be based on independent courts tasked with the protection of human rights. Their independence and impartiality is guaranteed by the Constitution and implemented through many practical measures. Currently, the procedures for selecting and nominating judges and public prosecutors are being reformed to support their quality and independence. Measures to improve the effectiveness of the judiciary are also being proposed in line with modern trends and technologies.

Another important actor is the Ombudsperson as an independent body contributing to the protection of human rights. Her powers are regulated by a special Act providing her with her own staff, office and budget. The Ombudsperson can receive individual complaints, inquire into infringements of the law and recommend improvement measures and remedies. She presents her observations to the Government, Parliament and the general public and also organises conferences, seminars and meetings to raise awareness on various topics. The Ombudsperson thus complies with the most of the Paris Principles. At present, we are carefully analysing the issue, examining her mandate to fill any possible lacunae and to enable her accreditation.

I would like to stress that the Czech Republic is strongly committed to the promotion of equality and to protection against discrimination. The Anti-Discrimination Act protects against discrimination in the areas and for the grounds covered by EU law. Other areas and grounds are covered by the open-ended list of discrimination grounds in the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, which is part of the constitutional order, as well as other laws like the Labour Code. International treaties like the Covenant, which take precedence over national law, can be directly applied by national courts including the Constitutional Court when assessing the compliance of national legislation with human rights.
The Czech Government is aware of the difficulties faced by some groups in having equal access to their rights and has adopted special strategies to promote and improve their position in society to an equal basis with others. In the area of gender equality, the Czech Republic implements the Strategy for Gender Equality for the years 2014 – 2020 through an annual list of priorities and actions. The strategy includes the topics of the gender pay gap, work-life balance, equal representation in decision-making positions, domestic violence and gender stereotypes. Specific action plans focus on equal representation in decision-making positions and the fight against domestic and gender-based violence. Special projects address the gender pay gap and public awareness. At present, the government is trying to improve awareness about domestic and gender-based violence, in order to facilitate the ratification of the Istanbul Convention.
The Roma Integration Strategy up to 2020 strives to improve the situation of the Roma minority in housing, education, employment, health care and services and to aid the development of the Roma culture and language. Other topics are the fight against discrimination and hate crime, and support for social cohesion. Access to housing for Roma is supported by social benefits and subsidy programmes providing municipalities and other subjects with the finance to construct housing for socially defined target groups, including people in need of housing or people facing social exclusion. Between 2003 and 2018, more than 24,000 such flats were supported out of the state budget. In April 2019 a new subsidy programme has been introduced connecting social housing with social work and assistance for tenants. This programme will allow for the construction of up to 2,000 housing units in the coming years. Protection against illegal evictions is guaranteed by the civil-law protection of tenants against unlawful notice and by judicial remedies if necessary. 

Equal access to education for Roma children has been reinforced by the reform of the inclusive education system in 2016. Pupils with special educational needs are provided with support measures and all of them underwent re-assessment of their educational needs by 2018. Teachers, counsellors and other staff are trained in new teaching and assessment methods. The special curriculum for the education of pupils with mild mental disability was abolished in 2016 and their education has been integrated into the standard curricula. Since 2016, Roma children are better prepared for primary education by the obligatory last year of pre-school education. Thanks to those measures, the number of Roma children outside mainstream education is steadily declining. 
The Czech Republic has well-developed institutional arrangements for Roma integration and participation. The Government Council for Roma Minority Affairs brings together representatives of central government and the Roma minority to discuss topics linked to Roma integration. All regions continue to have a coordinator for Roma affairs and major municipalities should employ a Roma adviser.  The Agency for Social Inclusion continues to provide expert assistance to municipalities with socially excluded localities. By the end of 2018, the Agency had worked in about 140 cooperating municipalities, where local partnerships of all relevant actors were created to draw up local social inclusion strategies. 

A major step has been achieved in the commemoration of the Roma Holocaust. In 2017, the government approved the purchase of the pig farm on the site of the Roma concentration camp in Lety near Písek. The transaction was finalised at the beginning of 2018. The whole area has been transferred under the administration of the Museum of Roma Culture in Brno to guarantee the creation of a dignified Roma Holocaust memorial. The pig farm left the site in 2018 and the buildings will be demolished during 2020. An archaeological excavation is ongoing and a tender for the architecture of the new memorial has been opened. Another Roma Holocaust memorial has opened at the site of the Roma concentration camp in Hodonín near Kunštát, since 2018 also under the auspices of the Museum of Roma Culture in Brno.

The fight against racism and xenophobia continues to be one of the Czech government’s priorities. Czech criminal law allows for the prosecution of hate speech and hate crime based on race, religion and other motives, either as specific crimes or taking into account the hate motive as a general aggravating circumstance. Under the Act on the Victims of Crime, victims of hate crimes are treated as especially vulnerable and are entitled to free psychological and social counselling and legal assistance, as well as to sensitive treatment during criminal procedures. Victims may also petition the court to order the convicted perpetrator to pay damages or compensation or to ask for monetary aid in order to remedy the consequences of the crime.
The annual Concept for Combating Extremism and Prejudiced Hatred is based on five pillars – communication with the general public, education and awareness raising, mutual cooperation, expertise and assistance to victims. Public authorities are required to work together to detect and prosecute hate crime. Recently, the Police and prosecutors have focused intensively on hate crime on the internet and on social networks. A special web Hot Line shall encourage the general public to report hate crime online. Education institutions continue to provide training for judges, prosecutors and police officers. Last year, the Judicial Academy started to cooperate with the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) on training public prosecutors to improve the prosecution of hate crime. 

Since 2014, the Campaign Against Racism project run by the government Agency for Social Inclusion has played an important role in raising public awareness. Its main feature has been the Hate Free media campaign which has created a community of more than 5,800 members and more than 300 Hate Free zones around the country. On the campaign’s blog there are over 1,600 contributions on various issues connected with tolerance, diversity and multiculturalism. More than 66,000 people like or follow the campaign’s Facebook page. A follow-up project called “A Place for All - building a space for co-existence” is currently being prepared, building on existing activities and expanding them further. The Agency for Social Inclusion will continue to be the project promoter, in order to build on existing expertise and capacities. 
The improvement of the prison system follows the government concept from 2016. The treatment of prisoners must respect their dignity and all abuses are subject to an appropriate response. In line with the legal regulation, any limitation or restriction of rights must be applied only when strictly necessary and in a proportionate manner. Their application is under strict control. The concept also focuses on the improvement of custody conditions by reconstructing prison premises and allowing for more privacy in cells. Treatment programmes are at the core of the concept to enable an effective reintegration of released prisoners into society. They include social work, debt counselling, drug recovery, education and retraining. Work for prisoners is also an important resocialisation measure. The number of working prisoners is increasing and their remuneration will be calculated according to the minimum wage. One prison facility was designed as an “open prison” in 2017, allowing prisoners to prepare for life after their release. 
Psychiatric care in the Czech Republic is currently undergoing major reform. Its main aim is the shift of psychiatric care from closed institutions to in-field services provided in the natural environment of the patient. The institutions are undergoing a transformation and will be replaced by ambulant centres equipped with multi-disciplinary teams bringing together the necessary health and social care services. At present, 5 of those centres are already providing their services and the other 25 will follow by 2021. The regions are developing nets of community health-social services to cover the needs of patients. An important issue also is the quality of care, where new standards in line with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the World Health Organisation are being introduced and their implementation is supervised by quality managers from the Ministry of Health. Each hospital will have its internal rules and mechanisms of care analysed and subsequently recommendations for improvement will be proposed. One of the topics will be also the use of restraints where a new methodology was introduced in 2018 and new methods of alternatives and de-escalation are being applied in practice. In the future new health care standards will also be developed in line with modern trends and human rights standards.
The Government is also focussing on the rights of foreigners living in the Czech Republic. Since 2015, the Czech Government has implemented a new Migration Policy Strategy, which fully endorses legal migration and international protection of refugees in line with international law. Public authorities provide counselling and assistance to legal migrants to ensure the swift and profound integration of foreign nationals into Czech society. At the same time, the Czech authorities are trying to tackle illegal migration having regard to the rights of foreigners in accordance with international commitments, including the principle of non-refoulement. All migrants, including illegal migrants, must be treated with respect and dignity. Their detention is a measure of last resort, especially in cases of unaccompanied minors or families with children. In case of their detention, a special centre has been refurbished for their stay, to provide all the necessary services. Asylum seekers are placed in special closed facilities only for their initial identification, health checks and the start of the asylum procedure. Subsequently, they can stay in open centres that are equipped with all necessary services for the life of asylum seekers and their families. A wide range of leisure time activities, including Czech language courses, is available in the centres, together with legal and social counselling. 
The protection of children against abuse and violence remains at the core of the Czech legal system. Serious physical attacks as well as any sexual attacks against a child are regarded as crimes and prosecuted and punished accordingly. The Police treat child victims appropriately, providing them with maximum protection against secondary victimisation or any other harm. Law enforcement authorities receive special training in dealing with children during criminal investigations and special investigation rooms are available. The law also treats child perpetrators with utmost care and respect. The child is duly represented in the proceedings by an attorney, can exercise all procedural rights, and all law enforcement bodies have to show respect and care for their rights and interests. The same rules and principles apply to children who have committed illegal acts when below the age of criminal responsibility. 

Mr Chairman, Committee Members, 
I have tried to summarize the development of the situation in the Czech Republic in relation to the topics of the list of issues. I would like to re-iterate the Czech Republic’s firm commitment to upholding its obligations under the Covenant. We are looking forward to engaging in an open and constructive dialogue with the Committee and to responding to the questions posed.
Thank you for your attention.
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