Consolidated Alternative Report to the UN on the Situation of the Protection of Children's Rights and the Implementation of the UN CRC Recommendations in Latvia, in connection to the Consolidated Latvian State Report (2004-2015)

Children’s Report to the United Nations on Implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in Latvia 2003 – 2014

Latvian Protect the Children (previously Latvian Save the Children, until 2015,) presented the Consolidated Alternative Report to the UN (2003-2014) during the 70th pre-session in February 2015. All materials were submitted to Children’s Rights Connect and the UN and permission was granted to publish the reports online.
Unfortunately, the Latvian government asked for the session to be moved to the 71st session in 2016, which makes us very worried about whether the UN experts taking part in the 71st session will be familiar with our reports and presentation from the 70th session, which directly apply to the 71st session. Are the UN experts of the 71st session the same experts who were in the 70th session in 2015 – to whom we submitted and, presented, and further discussed our reports with?
Due to the size of our submitted reports, it would be most efficient to see at least the 3rd part of our Alternative Report of 2015, which still applies to 2015, and consists of straightforward recommendations to the government of Latvia which we would like the UN committee to consider including in the upcoming UN recommendations to the government of Latvia. We have added a small update pertaining to significant changes during this past year and attached these along with our report’s 3rd Recommendation part to this email and uploaded it to Child Rights Connect provided report upload link.
Just in case, we have also uploaded our reports presented at the 70th pre-session in 2015 to the Child Rights Connect website. However, please note that these have been marked as “70th session” and “2015”, although they still apply to the 71st session of 2016.


Update for 71st session 2016
The society in Latvia is very worried about the fact that children and families in Latvia are worst off among the three Baltic States. What is more, this has been the case seen regaining independence, when Latvia was best off in many areas. As the three Baltic States regained independence under the same economic conditions, it is clear that the situation today is worse in Latvia than in our neighboring countries due to the shortcomings of our policy makers. With the help of scientists, the network has researched multiple causal relationships with regard to child and mother mortality, and have found that the reason is not the country’s economic situation, but the state’s ability to adequately create a social and healthcare system favorable to inhabitants. Therefore, UN recommendations are always very important to us, as they seriously help our network achieve significant improvements in terms of the children’s and family situation in the country.  
During this past year of 2015 not much has changed, and our Latvian NGO Child Rights Network’s  as well as Children’s report, is also applicable to 2016 and therefore the 71st session. 
This update is an addition to the 3rd part of our Alternative Report – Recommendations we suggest the UN used to draft the UN Recommendations to the Latvian government. Update includes main changes/issues of the past year of 2015 and comments on the written replies of Latvian government to UN.
Main changes and issues during 2015 (as an addition to our Alternative Report 3rd part – Recommendations we suggest the UN used to draft the UN Recommendations to the Latvian government):
1. Infant mortality for the first time in 25! years has fallen below that of neighbouring country Lithuania remaining still higher than in other -  Estonia. 
2. However, access to healthcare is more limited than in the past few years. Annual quotas for diagnostic tests both for families and children have been used up long before the end of 2015, and child family members cannot sign up for diagnostic tests free of charge because they are told that the first months of next year (2016) are fully booked, but for next months after that – people aren’t allowed to sign up yet. Families have a collective budget, and due to unaccessible healthcare to parents in the end result harm is done to their children. 
3. It must be emphasized, that Latvia is only country in the Baltics and among those rare EU countries that still does not have an adequate mandatory state healthcare insurance system. 
4. Before influenza epidemic for extended period of time state funded influenza vaccines are not available, and for a period of time it wasn’t possible to buy them in Latvia even for full price (last  month of 2015). 
5. Emmigrant issue became topical in 2nd-4th quartile of 2015, and a Law On asylum seekers was put together in the parliament. Latvian Protect the Children together with Latvian Paediatrician Association discovered that healthcare of asylum seeker children is not covered by the state to the necessary extent and submitted the respective proposal - that asylum seeker children should be provided all necessary healthcare services. Also Ombuds office supported our proposal. Nevertheless the Human Rights Commission of the Parliament after 5 repeated meetings finally rejected our proposal, motivating this with the corresponding EU directive that “only primary and emergency care” has to be provided. In truth, they had translated the EU directive wrong, by interpreting “essential care” as “primary care”. After lengthy advocacy and lobbying by Latvian Protect the Children our proposal was finally accepted during meeting of Parliament, which we are proud of. 
Comments on written replies of Latvian government to UN
1. It is important to note, that written replies were accessible to the Latvian public only in English, which is not the state’s official language, and most of Latvian inhabitants including most members NGO’s do not know English at the level necessary to comment this kind of specific and complicated Ministry-prepared document. When we raised this issue, we were explained that only the State Report must also be prepared in Latvian, but not any other documents related to communication with the UN. Due to this the public could not adequately engage in commenting on the State’s written replies to UN.
2. Several NGOs managed to overcome the language barrier and sent us their comments, summarizing their feedback:
· The State’s replies are too general, do not specifically answer UN questions, but simply discuss the general topic;
· Many of the replies do not represent the actual situation, there are mistakes;
· 
3. Further comments of NGOs on issues raised:
3.1. Child rights, development, health and even life are most in danger due to inadequate family healthcare, which in connection to the level of child poverty in Latvia (above EU average) places public health in significant danger ( chronization of  diseases, invalidization, metastasis of tumors etc.);
3.2. Latvia is still among the first places in EU regarding prevalence of violence among school children, incidence of newly detected cases of HIV/AIDS; reproductive health of our young people is among the most endangered in the EU;
3.3. It has already been previously reported that Latvian high school diplomas are not recognized at the world’s leading universities, although the diplomas of neighbouring countries are recognized. We reported this fact to the UN already a long time ago, however, even though our reports were accessible online, Latvian Ministry of Education “had found out about this only at the end of 2015, when two Latvian university applicants submitted this information to journalists.”
3.4. Latvia has a huge Ministry and society has a negative attitude towards it because it does not fulfil the functions of a ministry. Several years ago a Cambridge graduate became minister of education, he wanted to make radical reforms by decreasing the large amount of civil servants employed and reorganize the educational system, however ministry employees and many Latvian teachers managed to “push” him out and to resign.
3.5. Latvia still has one of the highest government civil servant to population ratio and 2nd highest Gini coefficient in European Union, which points to significant injustice of the division of state income and the existence of  nepotism and corruption in the state governing and institutional system (previously already pointed out several times by studies  done by US government).
3.6. The lack of healthcare system reform mentioned previously has not been done due to the abovementioned reason.
3.7. A state support system for underage pregnant girls has not been created.
3.8. A new law has been passed that forbids “non-virtuous/unchaste” things to be taught to children in schools,  which is a very dangerous tendency, because the meaning of this word cannot be measured/assessed, and there have already been precedents where it has been forbidden to teachers to teach children about famous writer’s works that contain “inappropriate expressions/content” and discuss sexual intercourse, sexual violence and homosexuality in schools, although the children who therefore lack proper information on these subjects are the ones who become endangered.
All of this has been described in more detail in our Alternative Report which is accessible on our webpage, UN webpage, and has been uploaded to Child Rights Connect just in case it has gone missing from 2015 records.
Some other comments to the Latvian State written replies:
Part I
As for the Committee’s questions: 
1. Please inform the Committee whether the national courts have invoked the rights contained in the Convention, either as a ground for a case or as interpretative guidance for legal norms.
1. - discrepancy still exists between national law, UN CRC and Rules of Council of Ministers of Latvia (well described in Latvian Alternative NGO CR report).
6. Please indicate whether any special measures have been taken to eliminate corruption, which affects the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
 6. - no actions against corruption except some undertaken by Ombudsmen of Latvia with regard to situation in orphanages;
7. Please indicate the steps taken to combat stereotypes and discrimination against girls, children belonging to minority groups, children with disabilities, children living with HIV/AIDS and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex children. Please also provide information on measures  taken to ensure that children from rural areas have adequate access to health care and education. In addition, please provide information on the measures taken to monitor the presence and activities of the right-wing extremist and skinhead groups in the State party, as well as to address this problem through educational activities and awareness-raising.
  7. - no actions have been taken at any level to combat stereotypes and discrimination of children belonging to sexual minorities; insufficient action to improve access to healthcare for children in rural areas; 
8. Please provide further information on how the right of the child to have his or her best interests taken as a primary consideration is applied by the judiciary and administrative authorities in practice, including whether any guidelines exist in that regard for all professionals who take decisions relevant to children.
  8. –guidelines exist only for some areas of child rights, and these are very limited; family courts should be established in Latvia like in other countries  to avoid further problems and violations against best interest of children  within  present investigational/court system (specialized judges, prosecutors etc.  are necessary to assess and solve cases in best interest of child);
11. Please provide more information on the measures adopted to provide appropriate support services for families, in particular families at risk or in vulnerable situations, with a view to avoiding the removal of children from their family environment. Please also provide detailed information on  the measures taken  to increase the number of foster families, to provide them with adequate support and to promote deinstitutionalization.
11. – insufficient work done to provide risk families with efficient support in order to improve environment  for children returning from crises centres, orphanages, foster or guardian families back to their real families (no social psychologists working with family members));
12. In the light of the information provided in paragraphs 350 and 353 of the State party’s report, please update the Committee on the concrete measures taken to fully address inadequate living conditions and violations of children’s rights in medical treatment institutions and psychiatric hospitals where children are placed. Please also clarify whether those children have access to independent legal or other appropriate assistance.
12. - no action undertaken; 
13. Please provide more information on the measures taken to implement the Committee’s previous recommendations relating to children with disabilities (CRC/C/LVA/CO/2, paras. 40 and 41), in particular concerning awareness-raising with a view to changing negative societal attitudes, eliminating barriers to accessing public buildings and leisure services, and ensuring effective and high-quality inclusive education.
13. - not at the necessary level. Most public buildings and leisure activities are still inaccessible for the majority of children with special needs, one of the exceptions being the parliament of Latvia, which is equipped with elevators.
14. Please provide information on the measures taken to ensure that health care is free, without hidden costs, including efforts taken to abolish the quota system for doctors, and to improve the quality of health services. Please also provide detailed information on the measures taken to combat child mortality and indicate whether adolescents have access to reproductive health services, including access to contraception and safe abortion.
14. – unsolved. One of the most dangerous problems for Latvia’s children, is the inadequate healthcare system (if compared to any other EU member state except Romania and Bulgaria!) Adolescents still do not have de facto access to reproductive health services, contraception and abortion. They avoid visiting a gynecologist in their own region, being afraid of their private problems being announced – the Law prohibits abortion in adolescents without parental consent.
School youth has no funds to purchase condoms and other similar preventive items against pregnancy and infections.
15. Please provide further information on the measures taken to prevent suicide and accidents of children, in particular drowning and traffic accidents.
15. – there are no resulting actions undertaken at the state-level  to prevent the highest drowning  rates of children within the EU. Swimming lessons have not been provided despite good availability of water sources in the country.
The informative material for the prevention of suicide (edited by DPKC in 2012) can in no case be regarded as a successful tool for the prevention of suicides in children. The main reason for suicide has still not been identified, as screening does not exist for detection of neither early  signs of depression, nor attention deficit disorder in young-  and schoolchildren.
16. Please provide information on the measures taken to improve the quality of education and indicate whether human rights education is part of the school curricula. Please also inform the Committee on any results achieved in the follow-up to the Ombudsman’s report on the right to acquire education free of charge. In addition, please inform the Committee of steps taken to reduce school dropout and repetition rates.
16. – human rights education on a significant level is not part of neither school nor university curricula in general
17. Please provide updated information on measures taken to prevent and reduce juvenile delinquency, including alcohol- and drug-related delinquency, and to improve the living conditions of children in detention. Please also inform the Committee of practical steps taken to address incidents of ill-treatment of children in detention centres. Further, please clarify whether children, in detention, including pretrial detention, have access to free legal or other appropriate assistance and independent, effective and child-friendly complaints mechanisms. In addition, please provide further information on the use and objective of social correctional establishments.
17. – as  we mentioned earlier  in our NGO report, as well as under point No. 11 of the current comments, the investigation of cases related to the given topic takes such a long time, that the individual often grows up (reaching 18) and therefore no longer has the rights  to receive the corresponding treatment as a victim of violence.]
18. Please provide information on the measures taken to strengthen the integration of children belonging to minority groups, migrant children and asylum-seeking and refugee children. Please also inform the Committee regarding the plans to change the current system of bilingual education for minorities.
18. – described under  No. 7, and in point No. 5 of the aforementioned mentioned  part, named -  Main changes and issues during 2015…
Part II
Law On Asylum seekers – completed with proposal elaborated by  LPC, stating that children of asylum seekers have to be provided with any necessary medical assistance free of charge within the framework of the state budget (instead of the former redaction – to cover emergency and  primary care only).
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