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Opening Statement by Mr. Vytautas Šilinskas
Vice-Minister of the Ministry of Social Security and Labour of the Republic of Lithuania 
at the 73rd session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
22 February 2023

Mr. Chairman, 
Distinguished Members of the Committee, 

I am privileged to lead the delegation of Lithuania, which includes representatives from six Ministries, the Permanent Mission in Geneva, the Department of National Minorities, the Employment Service and the State Labour Inspectorate. 

The members of the delegation are prepared to provide a full picture of the situation, and I am honoured to present a concise introduction to the third national report of Lithuania. 

War in Ukraine and inflation are the greatest short-term challenges for Lithuania. The country ranks fourth in the EU in terms of war refugees per capita from Ukraine (IOM Lithuania). The annual inflation rate reached over 20 percent in 2022. We believe that Lithuania’s response to these imminent challenges was quick and adequate.

The transition from mid to high added value economy, increasing the quality of education, healthcare services and reducing income inequality are among the top long-term challenges in Lithuania.

Despite the current and remaining challenges, Lithuania has greatly improved economic, social and cultural rights since the last report.

Lithuania has strengthened institutional protection of human rights. Funding of the Offices of the Ombudspersons for Equal Opportunities and the Office of Ombudsperson of the Parliament has been steadily increasing. In 2017, the Office of Ombudsperson of the Parliament was also accredited as the National Human Rights Institution under the Paris Principles at A level. Lawyers and judges participate in more than 50 seminars on various human rights issues each year. As of 2019, the Constitution of Lithuania has provided the right to individual constitutional complaints to the Constitutional Court. Citizens have won more than half of these cases.

Considerable progress has been made in the integration of the Roma. The number of Roma children in preschool education has increased to 50 percent. Almost 87 percent of Roma households have amenities, and Roma’s income has increased almost twice per person over the last five years. We are striving to further improve the living conditions of Roma in Lithuania.

Lithuania continues its efforts to fight discrimination. The Law on Equal Opportunities was amended to improve legal protection against harassment, sexual harassment and victimization. This involves family status as one of the grounds for discrimination, including same-sex families. It also provides legal protection in public and administrative services. Since 2017, national courts have allowed the changing of identity documents for transgender persons without gender-affirming surgical procedures. The Minister of Health adopted an order to envisage health services for adults suspected and/or diagnosed with a gender identity disorder. These and other measures have made our society more inclusive. 

Our country implements horizontal principles of equal opportunities and gender equality. Lithuania is among top countries in the world by women’s participation in the labour market (Eurostat 2020: the lowest employment gap was reported in Lithuania (1.7 p.p.), followed by Finland (3.3 p.p.) Latvia (3.8 p.p.) and Estonia). Lithuania leads in Europe by the share of female scientists. Gender pay gap is also lower than the EU average with 11.1 percent in 2021. It has decreased by 1 percentage point compared to 2020 (Statistics Lithuania). The current Government is lead by a woman Prime-Minister. It has compromised adhering to the principles of gender equality with seven women and eight men in it and. The newly adopted Law on Protection against Domestic Violence together with the “protection order“ provision, serves as a remedy for the operative separation of a person at risk of violence from the abuser. Additional funding was allocated to strengthen emotional, psychological and counselling assistance for victims of domestic violence. A National Program, that includes information campaigns and training for specialists was launched. Stalking was criminalized in 2021, with the aim of prevention and greater protection of private life. These and other measures should further improve woman’s position in Lithuania.

Lithuania has achieved major progress in its fight against corruption. According to the 2022 Corruption Perceptions Index reported by the Transparency International, our country ranks 33rd out of 180 countries. 

Lithuania strives to reduce poverty. In 2023, all basic social benefits grew up to 42 percent compared to the 2018. Universal child benefit has been approved for all children and have greatly reduced children’s poverty in Lithuania to the levels average in the EU. The non-taxable income threshold for low-income earners is steadily increased with the goal to reach the minimum monthly wage. The minimum monthly wage has also been steadily increasing from 380 euros in 2017 to 840 euros (before taxes) at the beginning of 2023. Absolute poverty declined considerably in Lithuania. 

Lithuanians see work as an essential tool in fighting poverty. Lithuanians have employed more than half of Ukrainian refugees of working age. With the recent reforms, we are also trying to remove obstacles to employment, even for those who are not looking for a job due to psychological reasons, care responsibilities, lack of transport, etc.  Specific attention is being paid to people with disabilities and their integration into the open labour market. Despite the COVID-19 business closures, record high inflation, war in Ukraine, and influx of refugees, the employment level was record high in Lithuania with above 80 percent in the third quarter of 2022.

Working conditions are also improving. Amendments to the Labour Code have introduced flexibilities for employees. This change resulted in additional obligations to employers and the broader protection of employees’ rights, particularly family interests. A strong emphasis is placed on psychological well-being in the workplace. Employers are obliged to create an environment free of violence and harassment. We want people to feel appreciated at their work. 

The protection of children’s rights is among main priorities of Lithuania. Lithuania completely prohibited all forms of violence against the child, including domestic corporal punishment. The child rights protection system reform in 2018 introduced urgent response services 24/7 to ensure the safety of children. Support and help mechanisms have been established for children and families in crisis. Awareness raising activities are aimed at the non-violent upbringing of children. In 2022, Lithuania ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure.  Society’s tolerance of violence against children is steadily decreasing.
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Reform of the health care is underway. Special focus is given to day hospital services, assertive community treatment teams and primary mental health care centres. To address the long-term negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health, innovative community-based prevention and crisis management services have been launched. The population can enjoy better access to mental health support hotlines and psychological consultations at healthcare institutions. Our goal is to establish modern and efficient health care system.

The Government has also laid out an educational reform plan that prioritizes access to the quality of education. The Programme of Millennium Schools was approved in 2022. It aims to create high-quality educational conditions in every municipality by 2030. This should reduce gaps in student achievement. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To sum up, being part of the EU has contributed greatly to improving economic, social and cultural rights in Lithuania. Not only through sharing good practices in the EU, but also with the EU investment into important reforms. The latest Recovery and Resilience Plan will allocate over 2 billion euros (approximately 3% of Lithuania’s GDP) to address Lithuania’s long-term challenges. Investments should be allocated to digitalization and green transition, ensuring the quality and efficiency of health services, improving social protection, prioritizing education and innovation, and increasing the efficiency of the public sector. Many challenges remain in Lithuania, but we are proud to escape the Russian sphere of influence and greatly improve economic, social, and cultural rights.

Mr. Chairman,

We look forward to answering the additional questions raised by the committee members.

Thank you.
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