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– Minister of the Family, Veterans’ Affairs and Intergenerational Solidarity, Prof. Tomislav Ivić 
Dear Madam Deputy Secretary General of the Council of Europe Maud de Boer- Buquicchio, Esteemed Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia Nikola Novaković, Representative of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe Stefan Schennach, Madam Ambassador to the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Croatia to the Council of Europe Anica Đamić, Esteemed Secretary of State, Distinguished Representatives of the Council of Europe, Participants in the Regional Conference, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is an honour and duty for me to speak before this distinguished gathering about what governments can do to help the effective implementation of the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse with a view to responding to the demands of today's society.  

Sexual exploitation and abuse are among the gravest violations of children's rights, leaving an indelible mark on the child's memory and development. It is because of the very idea of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse that we must identify with the role of the parents, and only then with the roles of the community as a whole and the government. 

There are ongoing activities in the Republic of Croatia aimed at ensuring more effective protection for children against sexual violence, preventing this form of violence and protecting its victims. 
I have to point out that the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia provides that "no one shall be subjected to any form of abuse ..." ( Art. 23), which is indicative of the high value assigned to non-violence in Croatian society. Protecting children against all forms of violence, including sexual violence, is covered by the provisions of a number of laws, in particular the Penal Code, the Criminal Procedure Act, the Juvenile Courts Act, the Protection against Domestic Violence Act, the Family Act, the Media Act, the Electronic Media Act and the Probation Act. 
The precondition for further progress in the protection of children against sexual exploitation and sexual abuse was the passage of the Ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse Act on 15 July 2011, which was followed by the ratification of the Convention on 21 September 2011. The Convention will come into force on 1 January 2012. By ratifying the Convention, the Republic of Croatia has become the 15th Member State of the Council of Europe to do so, joining the efforts to combat these unacceptable forms of violation of children’s rights. 

We are proud to inform you today that shortly after the ratification of the Convention, the Croatian Parliament passed a new Penal Code on 21 October 2011, which will enter into force on 1 January 2013 and which incorporates the  substantive criminal law provisions of the Convention. The new Penal Code places particular emphasis on the crimes of sexual abuse and exploitation of children, and it fully covers the crimes dealt with by the Convention, namely: sexual abuse of a child under the age of fifteen years, sexual abuse of a child over the age of fifteen years, sexual gratification in front of a child under the age of fifteen years, grooming children for the purpose of satisfying sexual needs, procuring a child, exploiting children for pornographic purposes, exploiting children for pornographic performances, introducing children to pornography and heinous crimes of sexual abuse and exploitation of a child. 


I would also like to point out that in order to improve the protection of children against all forms of violence the Croatian Government has adopted a series of strategic documents, including the National Plan of Activities for the Rights and Interests of Children from 2006 to 2012, The National Youth Programme from 2009 till 2013, the National Strategy of Prevention of Behavioural Disorders  of Children and Youth from the Year 2009 until the Year 2012 and the National Strategy of Protection against Family Violence for the Period from 2011 to 2016.  The Program of Activities for Prevention of Violence among Children and Youth and the Rules of Procedure in Cases of Violence among Children and Youth was drawn up in 2004, and the Rules of Procedure in Cases of Family Violence in 2005 and their amendments in 2006. 

It should be noted that the National Plan of Activities for the Rights and Interests of Children from 2006 to 2012 in its sections entitled The Role of the Family in the Raising and Upbringing of Children and Abused and Neglected Children encompasses a wide range of objectives and measures that primarily involve the strengthening of prevention and the protection of children against all forms of abuse, including sexual abuse, and exposure to abuse via the Internet. The Council for Children of the Croatian Government, as an advisory body of the Croatian Government, has been active since 1998, coordinating its implementation. 
With regard to the institutional framework for the protection of children's rights in the Republic of Croatia, I would like to emphasise that the Office of the Children’s Ombudsman has been active in the Republic of Croatia since 2003 and that there are 18 family centres at the county level continuously carrying out activities aimed at raising awareness, informing and disseminating knowledge among children, adolescents, parents and citizens about identifying, curbing and preventing child sexual abuse. To increase the awareness and knowledge of pupils about sexual violence and help reduce risks and the number of cases of violence, the implementation of activities has also involved primary and secondary schools, and an important role in the system of protection of children against violence is played by civil society organisations and their practical professional work, which is constantly supported through the provision of financial aid to projects aimed at combating the sexual exploitation and abuse of children. 
In the wake of the Council of Europe Initiative and the official launch of the One in Five campaign to end sexual abuse (Rome, 29 and 30 November 2010), the Republic of Croatia has joined the Council of Europe Member States implementing national campaigns and has drawn up the  Action Plan for the Implementation of the Council of Europe Campaign to Stop Sexual Violence against Children in the Republic Of Croatia for the Period from February to December 2011. In accordance with the Action Plan, numerous activities are being intensively carried out at the national and local levels, and the Ministry of the Family, Veterans’ Affairs and Intergenerational Solidarity is coordinating the implementation of the activities at the national level. I believe that the collaboration of all relevant government bodies, scientific and professional institutions and civil society organisations through the implementation of the Campaign will ensure better protection for children against violence, particularly sexual violence, as well as protection against risks associated with the modern way of living. 
With regard to the strengthening of institutions in preventing and combating the sexual abuse of children, I would like to mention the project entitled Strengthening the Capacity of the Ministry of the Interior in the Prevention of the Sexual Exploitation and Abuse of Children and Providing Police Assistance to Vulnerable Victims of Crime, co-financed as part of the European Commission’s IPA pre-accession assistance programme for 2009, the implementation of which is underway. 
Finally, I would like to underscore that ensuring the effectiveness of the system is the obligation of all those involved in child education and development, not only state agencies and the government, but also other sections of society, including families, schools, the professional and scientific community and each and every member of society, while governments can and must implement legal reforms commensurate with the rights of children, co-ordinate and monitor the implementation of various activities aimed at protecting children against sexual violence and provide social support to the family as the basic unit of our society in the performance of its educational role. 

It is my hope that today’s gathering will send a clear message to the governments of the Member States of the Council of Europe, particularly the governments of the countries of the region, that they must take responsibility and ensure the establishment of a strong and effective system for the protection of children against sexual exploitation and sexual abuse and the effective implementation of the Convention of the Council of Europe on the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse, and I therefore urge all States that have not yet done so to sign and ratify the Convention. 

Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for your attention. 

PAGE  
2

