[image: image1.png]on»

ngo group for the crc




State Party Examination of Sweden’s

fourth Periodic Report 

51st Session of the Committee on the Rights of the Child

25 may – 12 June 2009

Contents 

 Opening Comments
1
 General Measures of Implementation 
2
 General Principles 
4
 Civil Rights and Freedoms 
4
 Family Environment and Alternative Care 
5
 Basic Health and Welfare
6
 Education, Leisure and Cultural Activities 
6
 Special protection measures
7
 Concluding Remarks
8



Sweden ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on 29 June 1990. On 27 May 2009, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined the fourth periodic report of Sweden. The third periodic report of Sweden was last examined on 11 January 2005. Under the CRC, Sweden has made a declaration on Article 3 of the CRC.

Opening Comments

The delegation of Sweden was led by Ms. Karin Johansson, State Secretary to the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. She was supported by a high-level delegation consisting of the Ambassador to the Permanent Mission of Sweden to the United Nations and representatives from the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Education and Research.  The delegation primarily consisted of Deputy Directors and Desk Officers.

Ms. Johansson began her introductory statement by briefly referring to the fundamental elements of the implementation of the Convention in Sweden. She talked about the national strategy for the implementation of the CRC by the Swedish parliament, which underwent its last periodic update in March 2008. There is a monitoring division, Coordination on the Policy for the Rights of the Child, which ensured that all government decisions or measures regarding children reflected the provisions of the CRC. She further explained that the Children’s Ombudsman was an essential component of the national mechanism for the implementation of the CRC at local, regional and national level. With an independent legislative framework, the Ombudsman’s annual report was disseminated in the government office and the responsible ministries addressed recommendations. Furthermore, Ms Johansson explained that following the Committee’s recommendations on Sweden’s third periodic report, Internet protective measures for children had been strengthened. Dialogue with Internet providers and other actors in the media environment resulted in a joint initiative to establish an Internet portal that would provide children with information concerning the protection of children from websites containing harmful information.

Internationally, Sweden had launched an initiative aimed at strengthening children’s rights in the Council of Europe. As Sweden would be taking over the presidency of the European Union (EU) starting from 1 July 2009, it intends to focus on combating violence against children in all settings. Ms Johansson said they would also draft and introduce an Omnibus resolution on the rights of the child on behalf of the EU in the UN General Assembly. 

Mr. Puras, Co-Rapporteur, thanked Sweden for continuously demonstrating political will to invest in a child rights-based policy, but said he would reiterate some concerns that still needed to be addressed. In particular, he questioned the role and mandate of the Children’s Ombudsman and the creation of a permanent structure while implementing the Convention. Mr. Puras also asked for more information regarding the coordination between central and local authorities and NGOs; data collection; and issues with unaccompanied children, sex-tourism, healthcare, and drug and alcohol use. He asked how to ensure that domestic laws and regulations fully comply with the Convention and which case laws referred to the Convention. In addition, Mr. Puras was interested in the quality of relations between the government and civil society, as well as what had been done by the government to ensure that article 12 on the right of children to be heard and to express their views freely, was practically implemented. Lastly, he asked about the situation of undocumented children and children in hiding, their right to education and right to health. 

After welcoming the delegation Ms. Al-Asmar, the country Co-Rapporteur, requested more details about the new child rights forum, and about the monitoring and systematic follow-up on violations in children’s code. She asked for clarification on the role of Children’s Ombudsman, particularly whether it was an independent monitoring body or it was under the governmental control. Finally, she inquired about the separation of children from their parents and the limits placed on family reunions. 

General Measures of Implementation 

Implementation of the Convention 

The Committee made a reference to Sweden’s allocation of 1 percent of its GDP to children’s issues and asked whether the financial crisis would force the government to reduce this rate. The delegation responded that they did not intend to revise this commitment. 

The Committee inquired about the role of the Ombudsman and questioned its independence from the government. It also asked whether the Ombudsman prepared annual reports and who was responsible for the follow-up to the report. The delegation explained that they were not concerned about the independence of the Ombudsman. Ministers were not allowed to interfere in State agency’s daily work, though they did influence the State through making financial allocations, adopting laws and instructions. Regarding the Ombudsman, there was a framework to promote his/her independent work and there had been no daily instructions addressed to the Ombudsman. Through the law, the Ombudsman had special legal powers and tasks covering all areas concerning children. He/she could review individual matters to gain understanding of the extent to which the concerned practice was in line with the basic principles of the Convention. Based on this review, the Ombudsman could assess whether there waslack of compliance due to poor legislation or if the government agencies failed to take sufficient account of the CRC in the application of the law. The delegation said there was room for improvement in the Ombudsman reporting process. At the moment, the recommendations were divided among respective ministries for further discussion with political leadership. There were no mandatory reports submitted by these ministries, which according to the delegation, was subject to changing. 

The Committee asked to whom children could submit complaints about the violations of their rights, to which the delegation replied that it depended on a particular problem. If the complaint was about the right of a disabled child to go to school, the family would have to turn to a local authority in charge of monitoring legislation on children with disabilities. A revision of the Children’s Ombudsman policies would allow parents and children to contact relevant agencies asking for the relevant institution that could be of help. The Committee was surprised that the Ombudsman did not have investigatory power for individual complaints. The delegation explained that the Ombudsman could review individual matters, but more often looked at issues in a general way to analyse trends taking place in different municipalities. The Committee asked for more information on whether the Ombudsman offered effective remedies or directed individuals to relevant institutions. The delegation confirmed that the Ombudsman directed individuals to institutions that could proceed with investigation, penalisation and reparations. 

The Committee asked whether Sweden intended to establish local Children’s Ombudsmen. The delegation responded that it did not plan to do so, though it was the prerogative of each municipality to set-up their own local Ombudsman for children if they wished to. Thus, some cities did have them. The Committee also inquired about the coordination with civil society and NGOs. The delegation said they often met with NGOs working on children’s issues. It had several meetings with NGOs before preparing the State party report. In addition, the government initiated a Child’s Rights Forum, and civil society representatives were invited to attend it 2-3 times per year where they met with governmental representatives. Neither the government nor NGOs were satisfied with this kind of dialogue, so they used to organise forums on specific issues, such as violence against children. 

The Committee requested information about the extent to which Swedish law was in line with the Convention. The delegation replied that the CRC was not a Swedish law, since human rights treaties have not automatically become part of the legislative system. Before the CRC ratification, the government analysed the legislation to bring it in line with the Convention. There was a unit established within the government that implemented the CRC within the legislation. When the government prepared its proposals, the text was shared with all governmental departments, including the Unit for the Coordination of Policy for the Rights of the Child. Colleagues had to approve that the proposal was in accordance with the CRC. All ministries had to submit their approval before law entered into force The Committee asked whether judges were aware of the Convention and if the provisions of the Convention were invoked in some cases before the courts. The delegation responded that most judges did know about the CRC and that Swedish legislation was interpreted in a way that conformed to the treaty. 

Finally, the Committee asked about a national plan of action for children. The delegation said there was a national plan of action for human rights, which covered the period of 2006-2009. This human rights plan covered many measures focusing on the rights of the child, including criticism from NGOs and the Ombudsman, as well as concrete measures to improve the child rights awareness and their implementation. The delegation said it would propose a national plan on the implementation of children’s right to its political leadership. 

Dissemination 

The Committee asked to what extent Swedish children were aware of the Convention. The delegation replied that according to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the CRC was the best-known human rights convention in Sweden. The government had completed many initiatives to spread the information among people working with and for children. They appreciated that information must be adapted to each age group, and that they often informed young children about their rights even if they did not specify the provisions of the CRC. The commemoration of the UN day was the peak of child rights activities in schools. The government was prepared to, if possible, financially support the dissemination of the Convention. 

The Committee asked about incorporation of child rights information into school curriculum. The Education Act stipulated that all school activities should be carried out in accordance with fundamental democratic values, including the Convention. The government was considering to present a plan on integrating the CRC into the school curricula. The Committee commented that there were troubling reports from the Ombudsman and civil society about the lack of training and respect for children's views. The delegation replied that it had recently taken initiatives to increase the knowledge of the Convention, but that it was important and continuous work.  

General Principles 

Best interests of the child 

The Committee inquired about the healthcare for asylum seeking children. The delegation explained that the legislative framework on healthcare for asylum seekers entered into force in July 2008. Child asylum seekers had full access to health services, including mental health and dental care. This legislation also embraced children who were in hiding and undocumented children. Also, no one could be denied emergency care on the grounds of not being able to pay. The delegation said that they were going to appoint a chair to investigate healthcare of hidden and undocumented persons to assess the needs of these children. 

The Committee further inquired about the best interests of the child in the situation of migration. The delegation replied that in the new Alien Act of 30 March 2006, the CRC was given a more prominent place than before. The right of the child to be heard had been moved up to the first chapter and the right to a residence permit could be sought on several grounds. Furthermore, there was a new act setting up a system for appeals, in which one could appeal the decisions regarding migration to the Swedish migration board. There would be an evaluation report about this new system by the end of June 2009. The migration board guidelines had a specific section on children’s rights and the board had information on interviewing asylum-seeking children. According to the board’s instructions, staff needed a special competence and training on child development to ensure the migration board had the best interests of the child integrated in all migration acts and processes. 

Civil Rights and Freedoms 

Freedom of thought, conscience and religion 

The Committee noted that 87 percent of the population in Sweden was Lutheran, while the other 13 percent represented other world religions. It asked whether there were measures to ensure the respect for children’s rights in relation to religious teaching in public schools or institutions. The delegation explained that religious education was part of its compulsory school education. The syllabus covered all world religions to promote open discussion, curiosity and interest in religion and life philosophy.

Protection from abuse and neglect 

Although corporal punishment was banned in Sweden, there continued to be cases of violence in families, schools and institutions. The Committee requested information about corporal punishment. The delegation described the effect of the ban on corporal punishment within Sweden, namely that positive attitudes towards corporal punishment had decreased since the 1960s. In 2000, less than 10 percent of parents had positive attitudes towards corporal punishment, and about 10 percent of children in preschool were exposed to corporal punishment. The delegation acknowledged that it was important to continue following developments and identifying actions to be taken in combating all forms of violence against children, along with disseminating information about the ban. In July 2009, the government and Save the Children Sweden would publish a book in Swedish and English on results of the campaign to ban corporal punishment to ensure that parents received information on the rights of the child. 

The Committee enquired about measures taken to stop bullying, particularly through mobile phones and virtual meeting places. The delegation replied that there was still a problem with bullying, although the numbers were low from an international perspective. The government had committed 45 million Swedish crowns to evaluating programs to counter bullying and in-service training for teachers. In December 2008, the Swedish National Agency for Education had had discussions about the information available on the Internet. The Swedish Data Inspection Board produced information on how students could react when harmful information about them was posted on the Internet. Moreover, the government had initiated dialogue with Internet providers to improve the protection of children in media. 

Family Environment and Alternative Care 

Family reunification 

The Committee enquired about family reunification processes in Sweden. The delegation explained that chapter 5, section 3 of the Alien Act stipulated that residence permits were given on the grounds of having ties to Sweden. The average rate of applications granted on this ground of established relationship was 89 percent. The Committee asked whether families needed certain finances to be reunited with their children. The delegation replied that a maintenance requirement, that was a condition for granting residence permits, will aim to promote integration for people already living in Sweden. Almost all EU States applied this form of maintenance requirement. 

Protection of a child without family 

The Committee asked about the appointment of guardians for children. The delegation explained that guardians were arranged as quickly as possible, though it was a sensitive task and municipalities devoted time to finding an appropriate guardian. Time to arrange interpreters must also be considered. There had been discussion in the Parliament on improving these routines and ensuring that guardians were competent in their work. The delegation further responded that once the children arrived, the social workers were taking care of them until a guardian was identified. The Committee asked who appointed the guardians and what requirements were needed for guardians to which the delegation replied that guardians had all parental powers. They looked for people who spoke the same language as the child did. In 2005, the responsibility for accommodation and care of children without families was transferred to municipalities to ensure children received full range of assistance. Migration boards entered into an agreement with municipalities regarding the acceptance of unaccompanied children. This was a voluntary position for municipalities, who were compensated for costs during the asylum process. More municipalities needed to enter into these agreements. The Committee requested statistics on children in out-of-home care. The delegation responded that for 2007, approximately 11,000 children were in foster care, 3,000 were in institutional care, and 570 children were in care under the National Board of Institutional Care. They did not have statistics on ethnic backgrounds of these children, but did know that children with foreign backgrounds were more likely to be in out-of-home care. 

Adoption 

The Committee requested information on adoptions, including sale of children disguised as adoptions. The delegation suggested that people avoided adopting children through cooperative projects, and that it had taken steps to ensure more secure environment for children in adoption circumstances. It also said that all countries should ratify the Hague Convention to make international adoptions safer. 

Basic Health and Welfare

Health and health services

The Committee enquired about children’s access to complementary alternative medicine. The delegation replied that personnel who were not qualified to work within the ordinary healthcare system, could not treat children under the age of 8. 

The Committee requested information about suicide prevention among young people. The delegation explained that the government announced a public health bill to prevent suicide and suicide attempts among young people, and that education was key. NGOs played an important role in this work and the government was supporting several organisations to raise awareness and inform about these questions. The Committee further enquired about abortions and measures to be taken in cases of unexpected pregnancy among teenagers. The delegation responded that it worried about the increasing rate in abortion. Preventive measures needed to be undertaken both in schools and healthcare settings. The virtual youth centre had also been successful (found at www.umo.se). With more than 100,000 visitors every month, the centre offered specialised advice for boys and girls. 

The Committee asked if there was a national breastfeeding strategy. The delegation replied that they did not have a mandatory breastfeeding strategy at the national level, but that all mothers were trained in breastfeeding in hospitals and that the rate of breastfeeding among mothers in Sweden was high.

Education, Leisure and Cultural Activities 

Education

The Committee asked about the access to minority languages in the education system of Sweden. The delegation responded that the legislation on languages applied to different geographical areas. In certain municipalities, children had the right to preschool in minority languages. The Sami people were considered indigenous children and could complete school in their mother language if they wished. The Committee also enquired about human rights education in schools. The delegation replied that all school activities were carried out in accordance with fundamental democratic values, and that human rights were taught in Civics. 

Leisure, recreation and cultural activities

The Committee commented that Sweden had generated high-level sportsmen, but that sports were described as being very expensive. The delegation responded that it was, indeed, important to engage everyone in sport activities from an early age, and that certain sports were more expensive than others, such as ice hockey. An NGO called Friends focused on preventing bullying among children in sport activities. In regards to childhood obesity, the delegation said they were becoming more focused on prevention. There were new guidelines about obesity developed by the National Board of Welfare and Health in Sweden. 

Special protection measures

Refugee children

The Committee asked about the disappearance of isolated refugee children. The delegation explained that in 2008, there were 1,510 unaccompanied minors arriving in Sweden. Of these, 122 absconded, and of these, 69 were still on the run. Of the 69, 49 were still under the age of 18. As of late May, the year 2009 showed 453 unaccompanied minors, 59 of whom had absconded, with 55 still on the run. In January 2008, a common action plan between border control police, the migration board and social services was established. The plan listed measures to be taken first by border control police to investigate origins of the unaccompanied child. It emphasized the importance of cooperation between various authorities. 

Drug abuse

The Committee requested information on under-age drug and alcohol users. The delegation said their statistics came from self-reporting surveys conducted among children in the last year of primary schools and second year of secondary school. According to these surveys, 2-3 percent of young persons regularly used drugs. There did not seem to be a big problem with heavy drugs among young people in Sweden, although people under 18 smoked, drank and snuffed drugs. Very few injected. Municipal social services were responsible for assessing the needs of young people and for providing different services. They always worked with the whole family and this could occur in institutional settings. A lot of work had gone into after-care treatment and most facilities were open to anyone. Young offenders, below the age of 15, were reported by police to municipal social services. They assessed children's needs by using “barns behov i centrum” (BBIC) to decide what kind of services was best through improved collaboration between children, their parents, family, care givers and professional networks.
 

The Committee enquired about children in families with drug and alcohol abuse issues. The delegation responded that they put a lot of efforts in identifying children in these families and trying to meet their needs for social services. Many municipalities had groups for children whose parents were substance abusers or victims of psychiatric illness. A booklet called “Free From Abuse” had been published on drug consumption and the government’s plan of action on alcohol, drugs, doping and tobacco. It included self-reports from students in schools, and showed that consumption among children was increasing, then decreasing, and had levelled off. The delegation said that the trend among adolescents was to not drink because many of their role models abstained from drugs and alcohol. The delegation confirmed that there was a law prohibiting the sale of tobacco and alcohol to minors.  

Sexual exploitation

The Committee asked about sexual tourism, including the number of adults who had been prosecuted for offences related to sale or trafficking of children, child prostitution and pornography. The delegation expressed concern about the sexual exploitation of children and the possibility of Swedish citizens travelling abroad and using children for sexual purposes. There was national plan of action against sexual exploitation of children, which offered different measures to address this issue. For example, the web page of the Minister of Foreign Affairs had instructions on what to do when one was exposed to this phenomenon while abroad. There was a liaison office in Thailand with Swedish police that coordinated information about commercial sexual abuse of children in the region. The government also supported Interpol’s three-year project with police forces in Vietnam and Cambodia. It had also supported the World Congress III Against the Sexual Exploitation of Children in Brazil, by financing child participation in Rio de Janeiro. In Sweden, the government initiated dialogue with private sectors working in tourism. It met with ministers and 12 representatives from different private companies working with children. Some were conscious of the problem, while others did not take it seriously. The delegation intended to continue tackling the dialogue and said that the outcome of the World Congress in Brazil would be reflected in an updated plan of action against sexual exploitation of children in Sweden, due to be published this summer or fall. 

Sale, trafficking and abduction

The Committee enquired about measures regarding trafficking and bilateral/multilateral cooperation. The delegation explained that child victims of trafficking were cared for by social services. A booklet produced by Swedish UNICEF and the National Board of Health and Welfare answered questions about trafficking. Within the framework of the Council of Baltic Sea States, there was an expert group on cooperation over at-risk children. Countries around the Baltic Sea had met to address this issue and to create a system of national contact points. An agreement made at a Stockholm conference regarded protecting children who were victims of trafficking within the region and ensuring safe return. 

Concluding Remarks

In a very brief concluding remark, Mr. Puras, Co-Rapporteur, thanked the delegation and representatives of civil society for their concerted efforts to make Sweden one of the most child-friendly countries in the world. Ms. Johansson, Head of delegation, noted she felt the questions had been fair and acknowledged the need to cover identified weaknesses in the system. She remained determined and committed to improving the welfare of children in Sweden.  

�	The text of the declaration is available at: http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/Statusfrset?OpenFrameSet


�	 More information about delegation members can be found on the OHCHR website, under CRC sessions, available at:� HYPERLINK "http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/crcs51.htm"��http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/crcs51.htm�. 


�	 More information about BBIC can be found in the PowerPoint at: www.dubu.dk/ICS/index.aspx?id=6d3a7140-f0f6-463a-b417-fafb9a196ac5
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