	
	

	
	


	
	

	
	


         REPUBLIC OF CROATIA

OMBUDSPERSON FOR CHILDREN

DPR –910-04/11-043

Zagreb, 1st October 2011

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                         Office of the High          

                                                                                             Commissioner for Human Rights

                                                                                             

                                                                                                 to the attention of Ms. Imma  

                                                                                                   Guerras-DelgadoYared

                                                                                                  children.street@ohchr.org
Dear Ms. Yared

With reference to your invitation to submit articles on child labor and vagrancy as the basis for developing a study to be presented at the 19th session of the UN Human Rights Council we would like to report the following:   

The Office of Children’s Ombudsperson of the Republic of Croatia as independent and autonomous body ensures that the children’s rights are upheld in all segments of their lives, including the segment of your interest. Protection of the rights of “street children”, i.e. children working and/or living in the streets, has been preoccupation of the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson of the Republic of Croatia for a number of years. 

The only statistics available in connection with the problem of children working in the streets as an illegal form of child labor, are those regarding child beggars.  Statistical data on the number of children sighted begging are collected by the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, but these data do not entirely correspond to each other, which makes monitoring of the phenomenon and providing  adequate protection for children even more difficult. The activities of the Office of Children’s Ombudsperon are aimed at raising public awareness of this gross violation of children’s rights and stimulating proper authorities to respond adequately to this phenomenon by providing necessary protection for this category of children, since they are the ones most often deprived of numerous rights such as the right to safety, health care, upbringing and education, but also the right to leisure, play and socializing with their peers. Using mass media the Office appeals to general public to recognize the necessity of reporting such cases to the police, thus making it possible to take appropriate measures against parents and protect children by engaging family in treatment at the Social Services Center, supervising parental care and providing all necessary help, including support and guidance in the upbringing of children. In an attempt to utilize services in solving the observed problems, the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson encouraged proper authorities to establish interdepartmental collaboration, to enact a protocol for procedure in cases of children found begging, to establish a proper and uniform record keeping on cases of children caught begging, to network social services centers through electronic media in order to solve the problem of competence demarcation in procedures, to increase the number of facilities for accommodation of nursing mothers or mothers with under-age children  caught begging, to encourage citizens to take more initiative, as well as to raise the public awareness of the responsibility to report any sighting of children begging incidents. 

For this last purpose the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson posted on its website a leaflet entitled “Protect Child Beggars”, which explains what risks the child beggars are exposed to and which of their rights are violated. The leaflet also appeals to public to promptly report incidents of children begging and clarifies what happens to a child after the incident is reported to the police. The aim was to decrease public’s distrust of actions undertaken by the police and social workers and to convince them that filing a report will not lead to the “punishment of a child”, but quite the opposite, their involvement will give a child the opportunity to get out from this circle of exploitation.

Protection of the rights of children running away from home or children’s institutions, with no accommodation while on the run, and consigned to live on the streets, is also the object of interest of the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson, particularly protection of the unaccompanied children of  foreign nationality.    Children’s migrations, individual or in groups, with or without accompaniment of legal guardians are quite frequent all over the world. This phenomenon has not bypassed Croatia, although it is not present to such a degree as in some other European countries. Regardless of the number of children of foreign nationals found unaccompanied by their legal guardians, it is the responsibility of the state to undertake measures for protection of every child found, and ensure he/she is taken care of accordingly to their needs. In order to adhere to the principles of the Convention on Children’s Rights and provide proper protection for each child, a foreign national, who happens to be on the territory of the Republic of Croatia unaccompanied by parents or legal guardians, the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson, with participation of other entities concerned with the protection of this vulnerable group, organized training for social care experts, police, Red Cross, judges of the Misdemeanor Court and others.  The aim of this training was standardization of procedures in protecting the unaccompanied children for all cases that the experts in this field may encounter in practice so as to ensure prompt action and provision of equal forms of care for all children of foreign nationality. Considering the necessity for education of broad range of professionals in the field, the Office of Children’s Ombudsperson published an Almanac containing articles offering a framework for procedure applied to children found unaccompanied by their guardians, interpretation and application of regulations, principles of good practice, form of care for children placed in institutions providing such care, and experiences of children separated from their parents, foreign nationals. This almanac was intended to serve as the basis for standardization of practice for the field, since its appendix contains a questionnaire entitled “Children separated from their parents”, which enables a more systematic collection of (unified) data on unaccompanied minors of foreign nationality in order to simplify the monitoring of this phenomenon and thus contribute to a more comprehensive protection of children of foreign nationality in the Republic of Croatia.

The Office of Children’s Ombudsperson believes that high quality protection for “street children” can only be obtained by forming an operating unit at the national level so as to achieve better coordination of all sectors involved in child protection, and by establishing a specialized institution that would provide adequate accommodation for unaccompanied minors, employing experienced professionals who have been additionally trained to work with this population and who will create a unified database. Setting up of such a referral center for this particular category of children would allow a comprehensive analytical approach to the phenomenon and create conditions for providing adequate psychosocial, medical and legal support for children. At the same time, it would enable intersectoral collaboration and propose guidelines, based on the systematic analysis, for the more efficient operation in accordance with the principles of good practice at all levels. 

For protection of this category of children it is vital to allow children access to accurate and easily obtainable information, presented in an understandable way, about the forms and possibilities of their protection. An effective protection system must be a child-oriented, focused on eliminating child’s fear of police and social service. Its foundation must lay in trust-based relationships between children and the ones protecting them, as well as the child’s active participation in creating individual plans for his/her protection. All this can be attained by setting up info points in the streets, specifically in sites where children spend their time or gather, making the information easily accessible to them.

It is of outmost importance to improve international collaboration within the given framework and establish regional and European network with the purpose of exchanging relevant information and ensuring timely and effective child protection.

Yours sincerely

                                                                                      OMBUDSPERSON FOR CHILDREN

                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       Mila Jelavić, LL.B.

