Boris Altshuler 

Head of the “Right of the Child” NGO, Moscow

A Russian Perspective

Talk at the BEARR Trust Annual Conference 

"Young People in Trouble", 19 November 2010, London 
                                                              “Russia needs modern system of protection of childhood. 

                                                                                          At present there are no system at all !”,

                                                               President Dmitry Medvedev, at the Meeting dedicated 

                                                             to prevention violence against children, 16 March 2009

I am grateful to the BEARR Trust for the possibility to speak here in London about problems of Russian children and young people. 

“Russia is a paradoxical country. Russia meets enormous problems in the field of childhood and children’s rights. At the same time there is very effective local organizational pilot-experience in some Russian regions and municipalities which shows that problems may be easily and economically resolved; and there are high level experts who generalized this experience in the draft-laws and drafts of regulative documents which being adopted will permit to distribute these best practices all over the country. And in spite of it the best experience is not implemented and situation is not improved during years and decades”, - said (I repeat from the memory) Carel de Rooy, that time UNICEF Representative in Russia, at the Preliminary Meeting with UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in Geneva in June 2005. During three hours three of us – Mr. de Rooy and two co-authors (Sergei Koloskov, President of the Down Syndrome Association, and Boris Altshuler) of the “Alternative Report – 2005” to CRC – answered plenty of questions of the CRC member. The “Preliminary Meeting” with representatives of Russian NGOs preceded the 29 September 2005 consideration by CRC of the Russia’s Third Periodic Report on fulfillment of Convention of the Rights of the Child.

And 6 years before, in February 1999, I together with another Russian NGO-colleague took part in the same Preliminary Meeting with CRC members – before the consideration of the Russia’s Second Periodic Report to CRC. The main message of our Alternative Reports-1998, 2005 which I also repeat now – in 2010 is as follows: Russia persistently does not fulfill the Recommendations on implementation of Convention on the Rights of the Child formulated by CRC in its 1993, 1999, 2005 Concluding Observations to Russia’s Periodic Reports. The only exception perhaps are the reforms which resulted in stable decrease of number of children in custody.

Among non-fulfilled CRC’s Recommendations: 

-Juvenile Justice is not implemented yet, and application of Juvenile technologies remains just a local pilot experience for years; teenagers are still handled by Russian judicial system on equal with adults;

- no effective mechanism of consideration of complaints on cruel and degrading treatment – in the family, in schools, in children’s institutions – is created, 

- no social work with vulnerable families is introduced which results in non-ceasing “flood of new orphans from the population” (in 2009 there were revealed 314 new orphans daily in average, 138 from them became orphans because of Courts’ decisions on deprivation of their both parents or single parent of parental rights);

- providing of social services, following Soviet tradition, is still monopolized by State – contrary CRC’s recommendations to involve public initiatives in it;

- and mechanisms of effective deinstitutionalization of orphans are not elaborated yet (although there was direct Order by that time President Putin, dated 10 May 2006, to work out such mechanisms);

- children’s institutions remain non-transparent, system of public inspectorate of these institution repeatedly recommended by CRC is not created at all;

- segregation in education and excessive diagnostic of mental disability depriving the child of the education are still the routine practice;

- enormous disparity between 82 Russian regions (provinces) in providing social services vastly developed during last 5 years (in the recent Report by the Russian League of Health it is said that regional health care budget per capita differs between some regions up to 6 times);

- and there is no Body in the Russian Government authorized to implement, or even to read, the Recommendations of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child; this last, but not the least, item is transparent today when Russia must submit to CRC in March 2011 its united (4-th and 5-th) Periodic Report.

All this is summed up in the short words by President Dmitry Medvedev given in epigraph. Surely the absence of effective social system, of system protection of children’s rights gives strong impact upon teenagers and young people behavior. The Talk will cover the above named topics and the hopes of the present moment will be outlined (Russia through all its history lives with hopes for better future which is like a horizon). 

In this Abstract I’ll tell about something good which already happened, about number of child-delinquents deprived of freedom. At the beginning of 2009 there were 8550 teens-inmates in corrective colonies, 581 from them were girls (in 1999 there were 22000 children in corrective colonies, in 2000 – 17200, in 2001 – 18700, in 2002 - 10900). And there were 4444 teens in custody under investigation (in 1999 – 13400, in 2000 – 12300, in 2001 - 9500). In general this is about 13.000 children in custody. Not bad, although still essentially above the European standards. The problem is that those children delinquents who were sentenced to the punishment not connected with deprivation of freedom are left as a rule in the same social environment which pushed them to the crime. This is the lack of effective social preventing system, absence of probation system in particular.

Yes Russia vitally needs the creation of modern system of protection of childhood. The lack of positive move in this direction, even when definite top level political will is shown, results from the strong resistance of the bodies and influential circles financially interested in preservation of traditional system. Because this system permits to receive enormous budget money under pretext of child disaster. Surely we should not step efforts to improve the situation. However there is another dramatic possibility which will resolve all children’s problems in Russia.

Demography. Russia without children. On the National Day of Knowledge 1 September 2010 number of schoolchildren of Russia entering schools after Summer vacations was equal 12.8 million. In 1998 doors of schools were opened on the 1-st of September for 22 million children. In 1998 there were 38 million children under age 18 in Russia; now there are 27 million of them. As I said in my Talk at the Plenary Session of the Public Chamber of Russia on the 3-d of November: “We did not approach the brink of an abyss. We already stepped over it long ago and are now in a state of quick falling.” There are evident reasons of this demographic catastrophe. And the first one is in the fact that giving birth to child in Russia form most families is a guarantee jump to poverty and unbearable living conditions. This is real shame for the  country which concentrates 60% of the world nature resources. But these resources are just a factor which paradoxically kills the country.

Thus Russia is a country of tragic paradoxes as was cleverly pointed out by the UNICEF Representative in Russia – see quotation in the beginning.

