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Geneva, May 1, 2024


Mr. Chairman,
Distinguished Committee Members,

            In my capacity as Head of Delegation, allow me to express my strong and sincere belief that during the reporting period, the Government diligently worked on respecting and protecting human rights in accordance with European standards, particularly with the zero-tolerance policy towards acts of torture and inhuman and degrading treatment. 
The right to be free from torture is part of the corpus of fundamental freedoms and rights enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic of North Macedonia, and upholding the fundamental freedoms and rights of citizens recognized in international law is a cornerstone of the Constitution. 
Implementing the concluding observations and recommendations of the Committee against Torture was integral to the penitentiary and judicial system reform in the Republic of North Macedonia, aimed at improving access to justice for all citizens, as well as preventing and protecting against torture. 
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           In this regard, allow me to mention the following:
           The implementation of the Strategy for Reform of the Judicial Sector 2017-2022 has been finalized. The annual report on the implementation of activities was adopted by the Council for Monitoring the Reform of the Judicial Sector.
           In December 2023, the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia adopted the new Judicial Sector Development Strategy (2024-2028) with its Action Plan. This strategy represents a roadmap for restoring citizens' trust in the judiciary and is in line with the opinion of the European Commission, as well as the recommendations of the Assessment Mission for the Judicial Council. 
An overall training program for continuous education of judges and public prosecutors for the years 2023-2024 has been adopted and implemented, including topics related to criminal acts of torture, ill-treatment, and inhuman or degrading behavior by police officers or members of the prison police, with a special focus on judgments of the ECtHR.
          With the amendments to the Criminal Code in 2023 concerning provisions related to torture and ill-treatment in the performance of duty, the content has been redefined, and penalties for these criminal offenses have been intensified. Non-statute of limitations for the criminal offense of torture has been introduced. Additionally, these amendments are carried out in order to align with the Istanbul Convention. 
            In March 2024, the first conviction ruling that sanctions hate speech based on sexual orientation in Macedonian case law was adopted. This demonstrates our serious commitment to addressing instances of violence and ensuring a safe environment for LGBTI people.
In November 2022, the Law on Compensation for Victims of Violent Crimes was adopted, which is in line with European legislation.
The Law on Justice for Children has been adopted, defining the principle of the best interests of the child, aiming to transpose EU directives with regards to procedural protection for children suspected or accused in criminal proceedings and establishing minimum standards for the rights, support, and protection of victims of crime.
            In March 2023, we ratified Protocol 16 to the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.
[bookmark: _Hlk162516902]            In terms of institutional capacities for the prevention and fight against torture, I would like to report the following:
[bookmark: _Hlk163115615]            The National Preventive Mechanism (NPM) has been fulfilling its legal mandate for 14 years. Its reports and recommendations serve as an additional contribution to national activities for the prevention of torture and other forms of cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment.
            The Unit for Investigation and Prosecution of Criminal Offenses committed by persons with police authorizations and members of the prison police at the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office for Prosecuting Organized Crime and Corruption has been carrying out its legal duties in investigating and prosecuting criminal offenses committed by persons with police authorizations and members of the prison police.
             In January 2024, with the election of the third non-governmental organization, the selection of non-governmental organizations in the field of human rights, police law, and the judiciary, which will participate in the Mechanism for Civilian Control within the framework of the Ombudsman, was finalized. This mechanism represents an additional corrective to the criminal investigation system for violations of the right to life and the prohibition of torture.
             The fight against corruption and organized crime remains a key priority of ours. The State Commission for Prevention of Corruption, as our preventive body, is proactive in addressing cases of nepotism, cronyism, and political influence in the recruitment process for employees in the public sector and in appointing members to supervisory and management boards.
	In 2019, a new Law on Prevention of Corruption and Conflict of Interest was adopted, which, as the sole systemic law, lays out measures for preventing corruption and conflict of interest, as well as the status, composition, and competences of the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption.
	The new Law on Criminal Procedure and the Criminal Code are in the final stages of development. These laws will incorporate all relevant international standards and the practice of the ECtHR, harmonize with European legislation, and address the previous weaknesses of the existing law that have emerged in practice.
          The Directorate for Execution of Sanctions continuously focuses its efforts on improving the conditions throughout the entire penitentiary system, in close cooperation and coordination with the Committee for the Prevention of Torture and our supporters, the Council of Europe.
          A National Strategy for the Development of the Penitentiary-Correctional System in the Republic of North Macedonia (2021-2025) has been adopted, the implementation of which is monitored according to the information adopted by the Government.
           During the period from 2019 to 2024, a total of 134 trainings on various topics (initial, continuous, specialized) were conducted, involving 1,776 employees in the penitentiary system, with some receiving project support and others trained by personnel within the penitentiary system.
           In 2023 and 2024, trainings on torture, inhuman and degrading treatment, and punishment were conducted by the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights, as well as trainings on the topic "The Role of the Ombudsman in the Execution of Sanctions". Additionally, some basic training models for newly recruited prison staff included training on the use of coercion.
At the beginning of 2024, a Prison Staff Training Strategy (2023-2026) was adopted as part of a project with the Council of Europe, developed with the support of an international expert and containing international practices and experiences for prison staff training.         
The Directorate for Execution of Sanctions has developed an Action Plan for implementing recommendations related to the entire prison system and is continuously following and implementing recommendations from the Committee for the Prevention of Torture. Additionally, the Directorate has prepared a specific Action Plan to address the situation at the Penitentiary-Correctional Facility Idrizovo. 
           We revised all Standard Operating Procedures for the work of the prison police, including those for the use of coercion. 
           In 2023, proceedings were initiated against two members of the prison police in the Unit for Investigation and Prosecution of Criminal Offenses committed by persons with police authorizations and members of the prison police at the Basic Public Prosecutor's Office for Prosecuting Organized Crime and Corruption. For these cases, final court decisions for the criminal offense of "Ill-treatment in the performance of duty" have already been adopted.
            In terms of monitoring and implementing recommendations from international and domestic institutions and bodies overseeing penitentiary institutions, there was a need to amend the Law on Execution of Sanctions. 
	I am pleased to inform you that in March of this year, the Law Amending the Law on Execution of Sanctions was adopted and is now in force. The amendments to the Law strengthen the role of the director of the Directorate, ensure professional prison management, and establish a clear hierarchy among directors. For high-level positions in the prison police, the amendments provide for the selection or appointment of individuals exclusively from within the prison system. Additionally, the amendments provide for the establishment of prison intelligence units and intervention teams in penitentiary institutions, as well as the use of body cameras.
In 2023, a total of 192 positions were filled within the penitentiary system, of which 125 only at the Penitentiary-Correctional Facility (PCF) Idrizovo, to address the crisis caused by staff shortages.
Improving conditions in penitentiary institutions remains one of the top priorities of our state, and continuous work is being done through the implementation of the Reconstruction of Penitentiary Institutions Project, which is progressing in two parts. From 2019 to 2024, material conditions in almost all penitentiary institutions have been improved. In 2020, construction was completed on the Tetovo Educational-Correctional Facility (ECF) and Bitola Prison, bakeries were equipped in the PCF Prilep and the PCF Shtip, and children’s corners were equipped in the PCF Prilep, the PCF Shtip, and Kumanovo Prison. Additionally, continuous renovation of almost all penitentiary institutions is underway.
            The first phase of construction of the largest Penitentiary-Correctional Facility in the country, PCF Idrizovo, is fully completed, providing space for 546 sentenced persons in the semi-open and open units. The new facility has been fully operational since the end of August 2018. 
The second part of the Reconstruction of Penitentiary Institutions Project is currently ongoing and is divided into three stages. The first stage of the second phase will involve the construction of facilities in the closed unit of the PCF Idrizovo, a completely new detention unit with accompanying facilities, and complete infrastructure.
 The second stage will involve an additional construction of 4 new facilities for accommodating sentenced persons in the closed unit, while in the third stage, construction of workshops, a sports hall, and reconstruction of the women’s unit will commence. 
The entire project is expected to be completed by the end of 2027. In terms of implementing the second phase in the PCF Idrizovo, a decision was made at the beginning of April 2023 to secure €41,000,000, plus €7,380,000 for VAT. 
 Since 2022, the Corruption Risk Assessment Tool has been introduced, along with internal procedures for receiving reports from whistleblowers and conducting public procurement. An Annual Report on the Implementation of the Plan for the Prevention of Corruption in the Prison System (2022-2026) has been prepared, along with Quarterly Reports on the activities undertaken to prevent corruption.
Currently, there are eleven (11) probation offices in the country, employing a total of 29 probation officers. Cooperation between the probation service and all state institutions, local self-government units, and the non-governmental sector has been established in conducting probation work, as well as with the Academy for Judges and Public Prosecutors. 
In November 2017, with the opening of the first probation office, the number of probation cases was 2, whereas at the moment, the probation service handles 600 active probation cases. 
Between 2019 and 2021, as part of activities under the Twinning project "Strengthening the Penitentiary System and Probation Service," probation officers underwent 30 professional training sessions.
In 2021, a Strategy for the Development of the Probation Service (2021-2025) and an Action Plan were adopted.
Since the beginning of 2021, activities and training have been ongoing through the IPA Project: "EU Support for Rule of Law - Component 4: Enhanced Protection of Fundamental Rights and Stronger Uptake of Alternative Means to Detention" to achieve strategic goals.
Probation is slowly but surely finding its place in the criminal justice system. However, we still have to make more efforts to promote probation through continuous training and round tables that will raise awareness of the implementation of probation.
With the aim of improving living conditions for individuals in closed institutions, the Ministry of Health carried out reconstruction and equipment procurement at the PHI Psychiatric Hospital Skopje and the PHI Psychiatric Hospital Demir Hisar.
            According to the activities of the Council of Europe and the European Union project "Enhancing the Capacities of the Penitentiary System and the External Oversight Mechanism in North Macedonia," a "Suicide Prevention Strategy" and a "Standard Operating Procedure for Health Care in Prisons" have been adopted.
Since June 2019, the Directorate for the Execution of Sanctions regularly disburses financial resources to the Fund for the insurance of sentenced persons, detainees, and juvenile offenders undergoing educational measures.             
Medical equipment has been procured for the penitentiary institutions at an approximate cost of 50,000 euros. In order to provide better access to quality health services for sentenced persons and to incentivize healthcare workers, a collective agreement that provides for a 30% increase in the salaries of healthcare workers employed in penitentiary institutions has been adopted. 
          The Ministry of Health, in collaboration with UNDP and UNFPA, and the civil sector have been intensively working on establishing three referral centers for victims of sexual violence in accordance with the Istanbul Convention. These centers operate within the University Clinic of Gynecology in Skopje, as well as in the hospitals in Tetovo and Kumanovo. 
          The Government of the Republic of North Macedonia adopted the "Strategy for Inclusion of Roma 2022-2030" and prepared the Action Plan of the Ministry of Health to improve healthcare for the Roma community.
           With the amendment of the Law on Internal Affairs in 2022, in accordance with GRECO recommendations, the implementation of Integrity Tests for every candidate undergoing the recruitment process in the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and Professional Integrity Test for MoI employees was introduced. 
           In February 2023, the MoI adopted the Integrity Plan for workplace integrity in the MoI 2023-2025 and an Action Plan for Implementation. 
           In April 2022, the Minister of Interior signed the Integrity Policy, implemented in collaboration with the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption and other relevant institutions. 
           In 2020, the Code of Ethics for employees of the MoI was adopted and revised in 2021 according to GRECO recommendations. 
           In 2023, a positive report was received from the Ombudsman regarding the conditions and treatment of individuals housed in the Reception Center for Foreigners.
The National Strategy and National Action Plan for combating human trafficking and illegal migration, as well as the National Action Plan for combating trafficking in children 2021-2025, are continuously being implemented through the preparation of annual Operational Plans and annual reports.
Starting the new reforms in the social protection system in 2018, the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia adopted the Law on Social Protection and two key strategic documents aimed primarily at promoting the rights, dignity, and quality of life of persons with disabilities. These include the National Deinstitutionalization Strategy of the Republic of North Macedonia 2018–2027 and the National Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2023-2030.
          Finally, I would like to emphasize that we remain committed to achieving the highest standards for the protection and promotion of human rights, which align with the commitments outlined in the Roadmap for the Rule of Law, in accordance with the recommendations received from the European Commission and within the context of the country's candidate status.
           Thank you for your attention. 
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