[bookmark: _GoBack]
90th Session of CRC
Opening Statement by Iceland in relation to its fifth and sixth combined periodic report under the Convention on the Rights of the Child
4 May 2022

Madam Chair, Distinguished Members of the Committee, and other guests.

On behalf of the Icelandic Government, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to present and discuss our combined fifth and sixth report on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 


With me in the Icelandic delegation are Páll Magnússon, the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Education and Children, Sóley Ragnarsdóttir, my Political Advisor as well as representatives from several ministries: 
 
· Elísabet Gísladóttir, Senior Legal Advisor at the Prime Minister‘s Office,
· Guðni Olgeirsson, Senior Advisor at the Ministry of Education and Children,
· Hjördís Eva Þórðardóttir, Senior Advisor at the Ministry of Education and Children,
· Ingibjörg Sveinsdóttir, Senior Advisor at the Ministry of Health,
· Silja Stefánsdóttir, Senior Legal Advisor at the Ministry of Education and Children,
· Ragnheiður Kolsöe, Counsellor at the Permanent Mission AND
· Christina Heggli, also from the Permanent Mission. 


Madam Chair.

It is a great honour to be with you here today to discuss Children’s Rights in Iceland.
Children’s Rights are very close to my heart. 

When I became Minister of Social Affairs in 2017, I was determined to achieve big structural changes for and with children. At that time Iceland had never had a special Minister for Children, but that changed in 2019 when my proposal to become Minister of Social Affairs and Children was accepted. Why: I wanted Iceland to be the best country in the world to be a child. I wanted to use all my political power and experience to fight for these changes. Even though some people told me it was not a good idea. 


After last election, In November 2021 I then became Minister of Education and Children and in February this year, a new Ministry of Education and Children was established. The aim of these structural changes is bringing together different policy areas that impact children’s lives – including the educational system, from preschool to upper secondary, the youth and the sport sector as well as the child protection system –  and thereby increasing cooperation and coordination and giving them more weight. These changes reflect the Government’s strong priority to further the rights and wellbeing of children in Iceland – with a focus on tearing down silos and walls when it comes to services in the interest of children.

As reflected in our report and in the replies to the list of issues we have seen a lot of progress in recent years. At the same time, we are fully aware that various challenges remain, and we need to be mindful of this fact and constantly strive to take further steps to make children’s rights a reality, keeping in mind the different needs of children that belong to diverse vulnerable groups, the ever changing society we live in and the challenges that follow for the implementation of children’s rights. In this work we are lucky to have the Convention as our foundation and the observations of this committee as our guiding hand.

That is why we found it important that our report would provide as accurate picture of the implementation of the Convention as possible and to that end an emphasis was placed on wide-ranging consultation during the drafting process. The views of children are especially important when evaluating how the rights of the convention are put into practice. We therefore put a special focus on active child participation and a special report containing the views of children was submitted alongside the periodic report. Because who knows better how we are performing than children themselves?

Madam Chair. I would now like to mention some key developments that have taken place in the recent years, as well as address some issues that have been raised. 

In 2013, the Convention on the Rights of the Child was incorporated directly into Icelandic legislation, along with the first two Optional Protocols. Although this was an important step, we know that the implementation of the Convention is an ongoing process.

In order to take a more systematic approach to the implementation of the Convention, a policy and an action plan - Child-Friendly Iceland – was adopted by Parliament in June 2021. The Policy and Action Plan was based on a wide-ranging consultation, including with 785 children from all over the country.  (350.000 in Iceland)

The Action Plan includes diverse, scheduled and fully financed actions, that among others aim at increasing child participation, the development and implementation of a child rights impact assessment for the government, and education on children’s rights.

One of the many projects that fall under the action plan is child friendly municipalities in Iceland – which is a UNICEF project that aids municipalities in systematic implementation of the Convention. The Ministry of Education and Children and UNICEF Iceland are partners in the project that already reaches 55% of all children in the country and by 2024 we aim to have reached 70%.

Furthermore, the action plan aims at addressing the criticism the Icelandic Government has received regarding the lack of a comprehensive mechanism for the collection of data concerning children. We are currently in the final stages of developing a dashboard that will give a comprehensive overview on the status of children all over Iceland. All municipalities that become child friendly are implementing this dashboard. 

Madam Chair. 

In recent years we have been putting increased effort into breaking barriers within the Government Offices and between different authorities in order to increase coordination and cooperation when it comes to children’s rights. A central part of this was the establishment of a Government Steering Committee on Human Rights, a Government Steering Committee on Children’s Affairs, and a Parliamentary Committee on Children’s Affairs. This has increased knowledge about children’s rights with

Since 2018 an extensive revision of laws and social frameworks on matters concerning children has taken place through wide-ranging consultation and cooperation. A special focus has been placed on the participation of children during this process.

At the beginning of this year a new comprehensive Act on the Integration of Services in the Interest of Children’s Prosperity entered into force. The aim of the legislation is to improve children’s prosperity in Iceland, by integrating and strengthening services. The new act will give service providers the right tools for co-operation with the interests of the child in mind. The Prosperity Act provides a framework for early support with the objective of reducing the need for more severe interventions. Various new provisions can be found in this body of law, including on policy-making, both at the State and municipal levels.

At the same time amendments to the Child Protection Act entered into force. These changes, among others aim at strengthening the right to participation within the child protection system as well as increasing the right to child friendly information and a child friendly environment. Additionally, a comprehensive revision of the Child Protection Act is underway and will be completed during this Government ‘s term of office. 

Significant efforts have also been made in recent years to make sure that students at all school levels are offered inclusive and equitable education, have equal rights and equal opportunities. To that end, the Parliament adopted in 2021 a resolution on the Education Policy 2030 with the aim to safeguard and strengthen our education system.
I would also like to mention that several amendments have been made to the Children Act to strengthen the rights of the child. The right to participation has also been strengthened considerably. If a child is not satisfied with current arrangements on custody, residence or visitation, they can contact authorities and ask that their parents be invited to take part in a discussion on these matters, in order for the child to be heard and to find a solution that is in the best interests of the child.


Madam Chair.

A great emphasis has been placed on ensuring the equal rights of all children and special measures have been taken to protect the rights of children belonging to vulnerable groups. 

An Act on Services for Persons with Disabilities with Long-term Support Needs entered into force in 2018. The Act contains several provisions aimed at better ensuring the rights of children with disabilities and to ensure their opportunity to full and active participation in society. I would also like to mention that I recently appointed a Steering Committee that will evaluate the needs of children with long-term support needs with the aim to further improve access to services and ensure sufficient resources to fully meet the needs of each child.  Additionally, a decision has been made to appoint a special Steering Committee to address the status of waiting lists and how we can ensure better efficiency in services provided to children. We are fully committed to addressing these challenges and additional funding has already been secured.

Steps have been taken to better ensure the rights of children seeking international protection and children with immigrant background and most recently a decision was made to establish  special Steering Committees that will focus on the rights of children that belong to those groups with the aim of coordinating different services, decisions and assessment of the wellbeing of children seeking international protection or children of foreign origin in Iceland – independent of where they come from. This decision was made to streamline the different responsibilities and services of the number of ministries and government agencies that are responsible for fulfilling the rights and providing services to these children. 

Regrettably, violence against children remains one of our greatest challenges.  Increased effort has been put into educational measures, awareness raising activities, aimed at reaching the whole society, and other actions to prevent violence against children, including a special plan on the prevention of sexual and gender-based violence and harassment against children, adopted in 2020.  

Additionally, there has been an increased emphasis on providing victims of violence with the necessary support and children’s access to child-friendly information, education, counselling and assistance in relation to violence has been greatly improved, for example by making it more accessible for children themselves to contact the relevant authorities. 

We are firmly focused on continuing strengthening our systems to fight all forms violence and providing children with the support and services they need. 

This can be seen from the clear emphasis put on special measured aimed at reaching all children during the COVID-19 pandemic, which brought about conditions that put children in an even more vulnerable situation. A special awareness campaign on violence against children was launched, aimed at reaching children and families with different language backgrounds by distributing videos in several different languages. Another example are special leisure activity grants that where offered to children during the pandemic. 


Madam Chair. 

In Iceland we have taken many steps towards the goal of fully implementing the Convention. While we are proud of our achievements, we will not stop here, but actively continue our drive. As I said earlier, we want Iceland to be the best place to be a child. We take our responsibility seriously when it comes leading the way in promoting the rights of children in Iceland and all over the world. 

This discussion over the next two days is a valuable opportunity for us to reflect on our commitments and challenges that remain. We consider your questions, comments and recommendations an important input for our current and future work towards ensuring full respect and fulfilment of Children’s Rights. 

The Icelandic Government is committed to continuing working towards the protection and promotion of children’s rights as children’s rights have been, and should always be, a priority of the Icelandic State. 

I look forward to our dialogue. 

Thank you. 




