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Distinguished Chairman,

Distinguished members of the Committee,

Ladies and gentlemen,

On behalf of the delegation of the Republic of Serbia, allow me to express my pleasure for being given the opportunity to present to you today the Third Periodic Report of the Republic of Serbia on the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
· At the beginning, I would like to present the members of the delegation of the Republic of Serbia: 

· Ambassador Dejan Zlatanović, Permanent Mission of the Republic of Serbia to the UN and other international organisations in Geneva,
· Aleksandra Rašković, Head of the Cabinet of the Minister of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue,
· Mina Rolović Jočić, State Secretary, Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue,
· Livija Pavićević, State Secretary, Ministry of Justice,
· Anamarija Viček, State Secretary, Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development,
· Milka Milovanović Minić, State Secretary, Ministry of Family Welfare and Demography,
· Gordana Predić, Special Advisor to the Minister for the field of Information, Ministry of Culture and Information,
· Ivana Joksimović, acting Assistant Minister - Sector for Human Rights, Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue,
· Aleksandar Radosavljević, acting Assistant Minister - Sector for Social Dialogue, Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue,
· Dr. Snežana Vuković, Head of the Department for Human and Minority Rights in Education, Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development,
· Svetlana Ristić - Head of the Department for Housing, Communal Services and Housing Policy, Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure,
· Miroslav Zotović, Attaché to the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Serbia to the UN and other international organisations in Geneva,
· Svetlana Velimirović, Deputy Commissioner, Commissariat for Refugees and Migration,
· Igor Popović, Assistant Director, Office for Kosovo and Metohija,
· Dejana Kovačević, Assistant Director of the Police,
· Milan Andrić, Chief Coordinator II in the Police Directorate,
· Mitar Đurašković, Head of the Office for Coordination of Activities in the Fight against Trafficking in Human Beings of the Police Directorate,
· Milenka Milošević, acting Head of the Department for Foreigners of the Border Police Administration of the Police Directorate and

· Emilija Joksić, Head of the Asylum Office of the Police Directorate.

· Dragana Kralj, Head of the Department for Affairs in the Field of Social Dialogue, Collective Bargaining and Wages; Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans Affairs and Social Affairs,
· Snežana Bogdanović, Head of the Department for Normative and Analytical Affairs and Studies in the Field of Labour, Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans Affairs and Social Affairs,
· Snežana Pantić Aksentijević, Head of the Public Health Group, Ministry of Health,
· Danijela Čukić Vlahović, Senior Advisor, Sector for Family Care and Social Protection, Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans Affairs and Social Affairs,
· Jelena Vasić, Senior Advisor in the Department for Active Employment Policy, Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans Affairs and Social Affairs,
· Svetlana Đorđević, Senior Advisor, Sector for Human Rights, Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue,
· Ivana Čikarić, Independent Advisor, Sector for Labour, Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans Affairs and Social Affairs,
· Tina Janjatović, Independent Advisor to the Sector for Environmental Management, Ministry of Environmental Protection,
· Aleksandra Đorđević, Advisor in the Sector for Creative Industries, Ministry of Culture and Information,
· Branislava Mitrović, Independent Advisor, Office for Kosovo and Metohija,
· Jovana Konjević, Advisor, Commissariat for Refugees and Migration.
The Republic of Serbia is committed to strengthening the democratic society, which includes, above all, respect of human and minority rights.

As a member of eight core international human rights instruments, our country regularly reports on their implementation, and in January 2018, we passed the third cycle of the Universal Periodic Review. We support the work and are open for cooperation with the special procedures of the United Nations. In the previous period, our country submitted over 300 reports through this mechanism.

The Republic of Serbia is also a candidate country for membership to the European Union. As part of the ongoing reform in this context, special attention is being paid in our country to promoting the rule of law and protection of human rights. The comprehensive reform refers to changes in the legislative framework, but also in the field of strengthening institutional capacities and improving human rights in every segment of society. 
Serbia is also committed to the human dimension of the OSCE and, as a member of the Council of Europe, has ratified a number of conventions in the field of human and minority rights including the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, as well as the Lanzarote and the Istanbul Convention.

According to the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, generally accepted rules of international law and ratified international treaties form an integral part of the domestic legal order and are directly applicable.

The main goals of our country's economic and fiscal policy are to maintain macroeconomic stability with a further reduction of the public debt and its return to a sustainable range, to continue implementing structural reforms, especially in the field of public enterprises, and to raise the efficiency of the public sector. Numerous activities aimed at creating new jobs, increasing the minimum wage, fighting the shadow economy, and increasing pensions have been initiated. We are continuing with the reform of the educational system, as well as with the reform of the system of social benefits so as to allocate funds from the budget of the Republic of Serbia in a better and more equitable way.

Mr. Chairman,

I would especially like to point out that, although Kosovo and Metohija is an integral part of the territory of the Republic of Serbia, as a State Party, the Republic of Serbia is not able to monitor the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in Kosovo and Metohija. Pursuant to United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 (1999), the management of the Province is entirely entrusted to the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK). This is the reason why the report before you does not contain detailed information on the application of the Covenant in this part of the territory of the Republic of Serbia.

In this regard, I propose that the Committee invite UNMIK to provide information on the implementation of the Covenant in Kosovo and Metohija and thus complete the Report of the Republic of Serbia as a State Party. In this context, the Government of the Republic of Serbia is ready to provide all the information in its possession and thus contribute to the work of the Committee in considering the implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

Mr. Chairman,

In the past period, the Republic of Serbia has paid great attention to improving the institutional framework and has established a series of mechanisms that represent examples of good practice in the region and beyond.

First, we would like to point to the fact that since 2014, the Government of the Republic of Serbia has been systematically monitoring the implementation of recommendations of all UN human rights bodies and the UN Human Rights Council. The established Council for Monitoring the Implementation of Recommendations of the UN Human Rights Mechanisms aims to monitor them more efficiently, but also to improve cross-sectoral cooperation required for their implementation. In order to provide more secure monitoring of the implementation of all recommendations, contact persons and their deputies have been appointed in all relevant line ministries. The establishment of this Council has created another solid basis that will further strengthen our cooperation with UN human rights mechanisms, but also improve cooperation with the civil sector.

The work of the Council is based on the principles of inclusiveness and transparency. Inclusiveness means that in addition to the executive branch, representatives of the Parliament, independent bodies, civil society organisations, and other relevant actors are involved in the work of the Council. The fact that the Council organised a joint review of shadow reports with civil society organisations, which those organisations also submitted to this Committee, speaks in favour of transparency.

The Council drafted a plan to meet the recommendations of the UN human rights mechanisms to the Republic of Serbia. This plan also contains information on their status, goal, deadline, as well as on the competent authorities in charge of fulfilling them. In order to more effectively monitor compliance with the recommendations, the Council is currently developing indicators in cooperation with the civil society, independent state bodies and the Parliament, with the support of the UN Office and the OSCE Mission to Serbia. The implementation of each of the recommendations was linked to the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals included in the UN Agenda 2030. 
Another specific mechanism that we have established is the Council for National Minorities, with the purpose to achieve full inclusion of national minorities in the process of monitoring and full coordination of state bodies and to provide the highest level of support for the implementation of planned activities.

Also, a Coordination Body for Improving the Position and Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women and Monitoring the Implementation of the Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2016 to 2025 was formed.

Seminars on the social inclusion of Roma men and women in the Republic of Serbia also have their continuity. Since 2011, the Government of the Republic of Serbia and the European Commission have been holding seminars on the social inclusion of Roma men and women in the Republic of Serbia every other year, during which operational conclusions are adopted, the implementation of which is then reported twice a year. The current Operational Conclusions for the period 2021-2023 agreed at the last Seminar were confirmed at the technical meeting held on 23 June 2021. 

The National Contact Person for LGBTI Issues has been operating continuously since 2016 within the Intergovernmental Equal Rights Coalition and the informal network of government contact persons for LGBTI issues at the Council of Europe, which also attends IDAHO forums.

The Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue, the Ministry of Family Welfare and Demography, as well as the Ministry of Rural Welfare, which were formed after the 2020 elections, are also a novelty. 

The scope of work of the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue includes, inter alia, initiating dialogue with the civil society on issues of common interest. During 2021, 25 thematic social dialogues were held. We consider that the establishment of this mechanism has proved to be very significant and that it is necessary to further develop and improve the social dialogue.
Mr. Chairman,

In terms of legislative activity, we would like to emphasise that many laws have been adopted. We expect that the implementation of these laws in the coming period will contribute to reducing discrimination and increasing equality and better enjoyment of a number of fundamental human rights. The newly formed Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue set a priority in its work and that was adopting and amending anti-discrimination laws. In a broad participatory process and in accordance with the Law on the Planning System, we invested efforts to draft these laws. On 20 May 2021, the National Assembly adopted the Law on Gender Equality and Amendments to the Law on Prohibition of Discrimination, while the Law on Same-Sex Unions has not yet been adopted.
During 2021, within the work plan of the Ministry of Family Welfare and Demography, activities were implemented to draft the Law on Amendments to the Family Law. The Preliminary Draft Law contains provisions on the abolition of the possibility of child marriages, the prohibition of corporal punishment as an educational tool, the abolition of complete deprivation of legal capacity and other very important amendments aimed at improving the rights and position of children and other persons under family law. Due to the scope and complexity of the amendments, the need to make certain analyses in accordance with the law and the upcoming elections, the adoption of this law was postponed to 2022, as one of the activities within the purview of the Ministry of Family Welfare and Demography.

Also, several core laws have been adopted, such as the Law on the Rights of Users of Temporary Accommodation Services in the Social Protection System. This law is part of a strategic solution for implementing the transition from institutional protection of users to life in the community. To improve the adequacy of social benefits, the Social Card Law was adopted, the implementation of which will begin on 1 March 2022.
The provisions of the Law on Financial Support to Families with Children have been amended twice in 2021.

The Law on Amendments to the Law on Financial Support to Families with Children was drafted based on an analysis of its previous application in practice and the need to amend existing legal solutions in order to improve it and correct the provisions of the Law that the Constitutional Court declared unconstitutional.

To improve the population policy, the Law on Amendments to the Law on Financial Support to Families with Children was adopted and entered into force as from 1 January 2022. the Law introduced a new, higher amount of 300,000.00 dinars of parental allowance for the first child.

As to culture, the Law on Culture has been amended on three occasions. These amendments have improved the text of the law related to ​​the composition of the Council for Culture, the work of cultural institutions, the status of independent artists and gender equality.

Based on the Law on the Memorial Centre "Staro Sajmište", a new cultural institution was established – the Memorial Centre "Staro Sajmište", for whose operation funds are provided on an annual basis from the budget of the Ministry of Culture and Information starting from 2022. Also, we note that on 26 February 2020 the Government of the Republic of Serbia adopted the Working Definition of Anti-Semitism as proposed by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA).
I would also like to point out the fact that the Government's Work Plan for 2022 envisages the ratification of the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

Mr. Chairman,

Over the past period, the Republic of Serbia has strived to maintain continuity of strategic documents and accompanying action plans. Also, taught by experience that the monitoring of the implementation of measures and activities from accompanying action plans is of essential importance, we introduced the practice of establishing the necessary mechanisms to monitor their implementation.
We would like to point out the adoption of the Strategy for Violence Prevention and Protection of Children from Violence for 2020-2023, as well as the accompanying Action Plan for 2020 and 2021, as well as the Strategy for Improving the Position of Persons with Disabilities in the Republic of Serbia for 2020-2024, which was adopted in 2020. The two-year Action Plan for the latter was adopted in 2021.

The Strategy for Preventing and Combatting Gender-Based Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence for the Period 2021-2025 was adopted in April 2021. The Strategy for the Prevention and Protection against Discrimination for the period from 2022 to 2030 was adopted at the session of the Government on 20 September 2021.

At its session on 14 October 2021, the Government of the Republic of Serbia adopted the Strategy for Gender Equality for the period from 2021 to 2030. Also, a preliminary draft of the Draft Action Plan (for the period 2021-2023) for the implementation of the Strategy for the period from 2021 to 2030 was prepared.

I also emphasise the adoption of the Strategy for Deinstitutionalisation and Development of Social Protection Services in the Community 2022-2026. 

At its session on 3 February 2022, the Government of the Republic of Serbia adopted the Strategy for Creating a Stimulating Environment for the Development of Civil Society in the Republic of Serbia for the Period 2022–2030, which provides the legal and institutional framework necessary for civil society organisations to act independently and smoothly and be encouraged to participate more in the reform processes.

At the same session, the Government of Serbia adopted the Strategy for Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women in the Republic of Serbia for the period 2022-2030.
In order to prevent HIV infections and other sexually transmitted infections, as well as reduce mortality and improve the quality of life of people living with HIV, the Government of the Republic of Serbia has adopted a Strategy for the Prevention and Control of HIV Infections and AIDS for the period 2018-2025, with the accompanying medium-term action plan for the period 2018-2021. I would also like to point out the adoption of the Mental Health Protection Programme in the Republic of Serbia for the period 2019-2026. 

In the field of information, the Government of the Republic of Serbia adopted in 2020 the Strategy for the Development of the Public Information System in the Republic of Serbia for the period 2020-2025 and the Action Plan for the implementation of that strategy, for the period 2020-2022. 

What we especially emphasise is that the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue has started preparing the Baseline for the drafting of the Strategy for Monitoring and Improving Human Rights in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2023 to 2030. Public online consultations started on 9 December 2021 and will last until 1 March 2022. 

Also, at the session of 16 December 2021, the Government adopted the Report on the Status of Protection and Gender Equality in the Republic of Serbia for 2020. This report is publicly available and contains data disaggregated by gender, including an analysis of the position of women and men in the Republic of Serbia in various segments of social life.

Mr. Chairman,

The at-risk-of-poverty rate in Serbia was 21.7% in 2020 (these individuals are not necessarily poor but are at a higher risk of becoming poor), which is above EU levels (EU-27; 17.1%, SILC, 2020). The decrease in the at-risk-of-poverty rate of 1.5 pp compared to the previous year is attributed to incentives during the pandemic that were introduced to protect jobs and income. The at-risk-of-poverty threshold was 22,000 dinars (183 euros) on average per month for a one-member household.
The share of public expenditures for social aid, benefits, and transfers from the budget in the GDP of Serbia was 14.8% of GDP in 2020. The structure of expenditures is dominated by pensions with 72.4% of total expenditures for social aid, benefits and transfers or 10.7% of GDP. The expenditure on social aid amounted to 2.9% of GDP in 2020, which is insufficient to systematically target those beneficiaries who need assistance the most.
As to providing access to appropriate housing within the right to an adequate standard of living, in the period 2019-2021, numerous activities were carried out. Bearing in mind that the Roma live in the most difficult conditions in substandard settlements, which are mostly informal settlements, it was necessary to first start with activities regarding the spatial planning of settlements, through the adoption of appropriate spatial regulatory plans and preparation of technical documentation to provide the necessary infrastructure and utilities to settlements. The results of these activities are numerous.

In accordance with the Law on Housing and Maintenance of Buildings, several successful resettlement procedures have been carried out, and Guidelines for the Protection against/during Displacement Caused by Development and an appropriate Manual are being drafted in order to strengthen the capacity of local self-governments to implement this law.

During the COVID 19 pandemic (March-April 2020), access to the GIS database on substandard (Roma) settlements was provided, in order to identify settlements that do not have adequate hygienic conditions, and in order to urgently provide support to the most vulnerable population by providing them means of protection and access to drinking water.

Following the outbreak of the pandemic and the introduction of a state of emergency in the country (March - May 2020), social aid was automatically extended to beneficiaries whose rights expired during the first wave of the crisis (including those under child protection). Some local governments distributed aid packages, and with the help of UNICEF, humanitarian aid was provided to a number of Roma settlements. During the state of emergency, several local self-government units approved the deferred payment of utility bills and gave up initiating forced collection during the state of emergency, and the Electric Power Industry of Serbia announced that it would not charge interests to those who are late with the settlement of electricity bills.

The capacities of the social protection system have been strengthened by employing 825 employees for an indefinite period in 2020 and 122 employees in 2021 in the homes for the accommodation of beneficiaries and in social welfare centres. All adult citizens of the Republic of Serbia have received universal financial assistance several times in order to mitigate the consequences of the crisis (2020, 2021 and 2022). Pensioners and beneficiaries of financial social aid did not need to apply and were granted this assistance automatically.

The Covid crisis also brought to the surface the problem of unequal access to and use of digital technology, especially among older persons, who were therefore not only physically but also socially isolated from their families and friends. The Ministry of Social Affairs responded by providing donor support to institutions in the procurement of technical means as well as for the training of users to acquire digital skills.

        Mr. Chairman,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
The Republic of Serbia manages migrations in accordance with human rights standards and commitments. The Republic of Serbia provides basic conditions for all migrants, regardless of their status, for living, accommodation, food, hygiene, clothes, if they are in need. Emergency health care is provided to everyone, regardless of status, and persons who have regulated their stay are provided with health care in the same way and to the same extent as to Serbian citizens. Female refugees and asylum seekers have the right to protection of reproductive health, as well as protection in connection with childbirth and motherhood.

Refugees and asylum seekers have the right to work, health and social protection, support in integration, in accordance with the possibilities of the Republic of Serbia. Special attention is paid to the protection of children, especially unaccompanied minors, who must be assigned a guardian. All migrant categories are involved in national operational procedures for protection against gender-based violence and prevention and protection of victims of trafficking. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on different categories of migrants was manifold, especially during the period of complete restriction of movement in the country. Immediate consequences were reflected in the loss of jobs and income due to reduced economic activities, reduced psychosocial support due to the withdrawal of most NGOs that are the main providers of such support, the introduction of online classes for all, including migrant children. Indirectly, the slow implementation of investment projects intended for the construction of apartments intended for the integration of different migrant categories, has led to these people having higher housing costs for a longer period of time. Also, due to the redistribution of budget funds to the financing of measures to fight against the pandemic, budgets for all other programme activities were reduced.

The situation was especially challenging for persons accommodated in asylum and reception centres, where it was necessary to increase capacities by 50% during the state of emergency. In coordination with the competent health care services, and above all the inclusion of accommodated persons in the organisation and implementation of preventive measures, in the first wave of the pandemic, when the state of emergency was introduced, no accommodated person was infected.

Roma, refugees, asylum seekers, irregular migrants, displaced persons, persons deprived of their liberty and patients suffering from cancer receive health care services in accordance with the provisions of the Law on Health Care and the Law on Health Insurance. The health care service for migrants is also financed from a EU Project.

We emphasise that in accordance with the Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2016 to 2025 and the Action Plan of the Ministry of Health for Improving the Health of the Roma Population, the Ministry of Health has expanded the health mediators programme and increased the number of health mediators by another 26. The Ministry has a team of a total of 85 mediators in 60 municipalities in the Republic of Serbia.

Mr. Chairman,

The efforts of the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development in the field of inclusive, equitable and quality education for all children are in line with the fact that education is the most powerful means of sustainable development. The results of the reform of the education system have contributed to the reduction in the number of students with disabilities who are educated in special schools for students with disabilities and an increase in the number of students attending classes according to individual education plans in regular schools. The effects of continuous support measures in the education of Roma children and students contributed to the reduction of dropouts by 7%, an increased coverage of children by preparatory preschool education (by 20%) and by primary schools (by 15%). The high school completion rate is now 61% (an increase of 20%), and the percentage of Roma girls attending secondary schools has increased by 12% in the last three years. The crisis caused by the COVID 19 pandemic has shown that the education system is flexible enough. The effects of organising distance learning are improved digital competences of teachers and students, greater cooperation among staff in educational institutions and a focus on ensuring that no one is left out, especially students from vulnerable groups. More than 5,000 IT equipment for distance learning has been provided to students from vulnerable social groups, as well as uninterrupted internet access and the support of pedagogical assistants. To bridge the digital gap, learning clubs were opened in 30 schools, 200 tablets and laptops have been provided to students, and all pedagogical assistants in Serbia who provide support to Roma students have received laptops and trainings on how to provide psychological and social support and improve digital competencies.

An online platform with recorded classes in Serbian and 8 languages ​​of national minorities has been established for distance learning, over 7,000 online classes in national minority languages ​​and more than 3,000 TV lessons in Serbian for primary and secondary schools are available to students and teachers. school. There are also 50 short video activities available (physical and health education, health education and psychological messages). In order to reduce the negative impact of the pandemic on the quality of education of students with developmental and other disabilities, the Education Reform has resulted in the continuous strengthening of the competences of employees in the education system. More than 11,000 employees have improved their knowledge and skills in the field of dropout prevention, implementation of an inclusive approach in education, as well as recognition and action in the field of protection against violence and discrimination.
The Republic of Serbia has joined the UNESCO Initiative ResiliArt. On the occasion of the World Day for Cultural Diversity for Dialogue and Development, on 21 May 2020, the Institute for the Study of Cultural Development organised an online debate on its Facebook page, The Art of Resistance to the Pandemic, on ways how to deal with the consequences of the pandemic in the cultural sector. Prominent artists and experts from various fields of culture took part in the dialogue, answering questions from the audience.

In 2021, the Institute for the Study of Cultural Development organised a Digital Tribune entitled "Gender and Culture in Serbia: Progress on the Edge" and the slogan "She Creates", with the aim of raising awareness of the importance of culture, especially during the pandemic, as well as to emphasise the importance of the position of female artists in the modern world. In addition, by supporting the initiative of the Danube Networkers Education Network, the Institute participated in the creation of the European online collection "The Age of Corona - My Experience".

In connection with the crisis caused by the pandemic, in 2020 and 2021, the Ministry of Culture and Information paid a one-time financial aid to 3,139 persons -– independent artists, independent cultural experts, independent cultural programme performers and independent cultural associates – in the amount of 30,900 dinars each for a period of two months. 

Mr. Chairman,

In conclusion, I would like to emphasise that the Republic of Serbia, aware of the existing challenges, remains consistent in its efforts not only to fulfil its international obligations but also to reach standards in terms of improving the enjoyment of economic, social, and cultural rights of citizens.

We also see today's dialogue with the Committee as an integral part of the process, which can lead to desired results only when continuity and multisectoral cooperation are provided. I am convinced that today we will consider all the issues that the Committee considers to be crucial. For us, the dialogue will be a useful experience in our efforts to continue to improve and strengthen the human rights protection system in the Republic of Serbia.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

