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INPUT OF THE SLOVAK NATIONAL CENTRE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS TO THE REQUEST OF THE OFFICE OF THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

Slovak National Centre for Human Rights (the “Centre”) is a national human rights institution established in the Slovak Republic, accredited with status B by the Global Association of National Human Rights Institutions. As an NHRI, the Centre is a member of the European Network of NHRIs (ENNHRI). The Centre was established by the Act of the Slovak National Council No. 308/1993 Coll. on the Establishment of the Slovak National Centre for Human Rights. Pursuant to Act No. 365/2004 Coll. on Equal Treatment in Some Areas and on Protection from Discrimination, and on amendments and supplements of certain acts, as amended (the Anti-discrimination Act), the Centre also acts as the only Slovak equality body. As an NHRI and Equality Body, the Centre performs a wide range of tasks in the area of human rights and fundamental freedoms including the observance of the principle of equal treatment. 

The Centre among other powers: 

1)
monitors and evaluates the observance of human rights and the observance of the equal treatment principle;

2) 
conducts research and surveys to provide data in the area of human rights; gathers and distributes information in this area; 

3) 
prepares educational activities and participating in information campaigns aimed at increasing tolerance of the society; 

4) 
provides legal assistance to victims of discrimination and manifestations of intolerance; 

5)
issues expert opinions on matters of the observance of the equal treatment principle; 

6) 
performs independent inquiries related to discrimination; 

7)
prepares and publishes reports and recommendations on issues related to discrimination; and

8)
provides library services and services in the area of human rights.

The Centre submits following answers to the request concerning the report on realizing children’s rights through a healthy environment:

1. Please share any information or evidence on the impact of environmental degradation, pollution or childhood exposure to hazardous substances on children’s rights, including the right to health. 

There are several negative impacts faced by children concerning the environmental degradation, pollution or their exposure to hazardous substances. The most persisting issues is in this regard is conditions of living in Roma settlements. Roma children living in the settlements are facing hazardous living conditions, such as contamination of drinking water and soil due to the open-air defecation and lack of sewage disposal, waste management and engineering networks. 

Moreover, some school facilities, community centres and orphanages are located in buildings that are built of material hazardous to health, such as volatile substances in painting and coatings (e.g. benzaldehyde, phenol), asbestos or aromatic hydrocarbons. This is usually due to the materials used for building or location of these buildings in close proximity to infested areas.

In terms of schools, the provision of food services is also problematic. Children are often served food and beverages of low quality containing chemicals, pesticides or being contaminated by bacteria. The situation is not satisfactory, even though the Ministry of Education, Research, Science and Sport of the Slovak Republic issued recommendations and guidelines for selection of suppliers of food and beverages used in school facilities.   
2. Please identify noteworthy and globally significant examples of good practice towards ensuring children’s rights through a healthy environment, including good practices to mitigate childhood exposures to harmful levels of air pollution and hazardous substances, such as pesticides or other toxic chemicals. 

Not applicable.

3. What legal and other measures are in place to ensure that the activities of companies do not damage the environment, either domestically or in other countries?
There are several legal measures concerning the activities of companies and their harmful impact on the environment. All legal measures solely concern the territory of the Slovak Republic and do not directly address these impacts in the international context. Currently, there are 239 laws that regulate the protection of environment in the Slovak Republic. Out of all these laws, only 15 laws (+ relevant implementing regulations) directly or indirectly concerns activities of companies. The Act No. 17/1992 Coll. on Environment, as amended is a core law regulating basic principles, obligations and responsibilities of the companies concerning the usage of the environment and its protection. Remaining laws are regulating very specific areas of the protection of environment such as protection of sources of drinking water, protection against industrial accidents, waste management, environmental management and other. 

On the policy level, there is Action Plan for the Environment and the Health of Inhabitants of the Slovak Republic No. V. The policy includes five priority areas and mainly addresses issues such as improvement of the atmosphere, ensuring the sustainable access to drinking water, ensuring the protection against toxic chemicals, improving the sustainable access to healthcare system etc. However, the policy document is silent on the role of the companies in achieving the goals and targets of the action plan as well as on their role in overall protection of environment. 

The set of policy measures aiming at decreasing the negative impacts of companies on the environment is the National Investment Plan of the Slovak Republic for the Years 2018 – 2030. This investment plan is an outcome of the adaptation and implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in the Slovak Republic. As a part of the investment plan, there are twenty-three measures implementing the sustainable goals no. 3, 6, 11, 12 and 15. To close the policy gap and to ensure that companies are not damaging the environment, it would be beneficial to implement the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights in the Slovak Republic via respective action plan. As of today, there is not such an action plan; however, the Slovak Republic accepted recommendations on its adoption as a part of the Universal Periodic Review in 2018.
Challenges:

The biggest challenges in the application of the legislative and policy measures regulating the protection of environment in relation to the impacts of companies is high level of corruption as well as the lack of understanding of the applicable laws by the companies and ineffective inspections and law enforcement in this regard. In general, there is a high level of corruption in the Slovak Republic. The score of the Slovak Republic in the 2018 Global Corruption Index published by the Transparency International is 50 while the average score of the European Union is 66. The situation has been constantly worsening. It is common for the companies to provide decision-making officers on all levels – local, regional and national with a bribe to avoid meeting strict conditions on emissions, waste management, and protection of water sources or to build object in protected areas. This situation has not improved even by adopting the Anti-Corruption Programme of the Slovak Environment Inspection – the national authority for inspecting the application and implementation of all rules and regulation concerning the protection of environment.

4. Please provide information on national laws and policies to ensure that companies undertake environmental and human rights due diligence and do not contribute to abuses of children’s rights.

Child labour in Slovakia is prohibited by Article 32 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU, enforced by the Slovak Labour Code, which prohibits child labour under the age of 15. According to the National Labour Inspectorate, it does not encounter with child labour when carrying out its inspection mandate.
In general, companies in Slovakia do not monitor their impacts on children’s rights and do not carry out human rights due diligence on a regular basis. However, based on the short survey conducted by the Centre last year, many companies operating in the Slovak Republic have adopted policies on corporate social responsibility. As a part of these policies, companies usually commit to not using child or slave labour as well as to prevent and mitigate negative impacts of their activities on the environment, usually through recycling or reducing the waste production. However, only very few companies report on implementation of these commitments publicly. 

5. What measures are in place to fulfil children’s right to participate and be heard in decisions affecting their rights and environment, including their right to remedy in the case of violations of their rights linked to pollution or exposures to hazardous substances?

To ensure participation of all groups of society, especially vulnerable groups, including children, the Government has set the Office of the Plenipotentiary of the Government for Development of the Civil Society. Its office is responsible to strengthen the participation of the society, including young people and children, on policymaking. Children and young people can participate on policymaking on their own or via civil society organisations such as the Youth Council of the Slovak Republic and its regional and local branches. As an example may serve implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, where special participatory rounds for young people and children where organised. Young people attending the meetings did not have to be members or to be affiliated with any civil society organisation. 

Moreover, youth organisation can also contribute to law making via inter-ministerial commenting procedure and comment the laws being adopted, in status of public entities. However, it is concerning that the majority of representatives of youth organisations and their statutory bodies are not young people and usually are older than 30 years of age. This can have detrimental impact on the voice of young people being really heard.  
Finally yet importantly, the Slovak Republic adopted the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention) ensuring participation in decision-making processes in respect to environment. The Slovak Republic is also bound by the legislation adopted on the level of the European Union, therefore, the Directive of the European Parliament and the Council No. 2003/35/EC providing for public participation in respect of the drawing up of certain plans and programmes relating to the environment was also implemented on the national level. Both of these sources of law acted as a basis for the process of the environmental impact assessment that forms part of every legislative procedure. 
6.
How are environmental risks to children being monitored and measured in your country?

There is no specific measure or initiative aiming at measuring and monitoring the environmental risks to children. Moreover, there is no systematic research in the field of human bio monitoring (just small projects and initiatives). This is due to the non-existence of relevant action plan. 

The only policy measure focusing on monitoring and measuring environmental risks and environmental burden is the State Programme for Remediation of Environmental Burdens for the Years 2016 – 2021. However, this action plan focuses more on the environmental burdens than risk monitoring and does not pay little, if any, attention to the impact of environmental risks to children. 
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