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Eritrea ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on 3 August 1994. On 2 June 2008, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (the Committee) examined Eritrea's consolidated second and third periodic report. 

Opening Comments

Ms. Askalu Menkerios, the Minister of Labour and Human Welfare, began the session with an explanation of the state’s current situation, including progress in the economic and social sectors and a new security strategy to better protect all citizens, especially children. She cited developments since the last report in 2003, including new plans to combat tobacco and female genital mutilation and the State Party signatures on the two Optional Protocols to the CRC. She explained that all regions and sub-regions had social workers trained in the provisions of the CRC and that an integrated approach was taken at the national level. Morbidity and mortality rates for mothers and children had decreased and a new five-year education plan was launched in 2005. She noted that substantial resources were channelled to child protection, especially orphans and at-risk children. She also noted Eritrea’s commitment to promote juvenile justice as a result of more than two generations of children suffering in the country.

Mr. Krappmann, the Country Rapporteur, thanked the delegation for the substantial amount of information provided. He noted the unfortunate situation of both the economic and political situation, but commended the progress made in these areas. He asked for information regarding the expulsion of humanitarian organisations, noting that their cooperation would be very helpful. He asked for further information about basic health (mortality rates and vaccinations), school enrolment and services available for disabled, orphaned, poor and homeless children. He asked if progress had been made in centralising the data collection system, especially regarding budget allocations and military expenditures and mentioned Eritrea’s reputation of corruption. He requested more information about coordinating units for the budget, staff, and working procedures. He also asked whether the State Party considered creating a comprehensive plan for children to integrate the various existing plans, programmes and strategies.

Ms. Khattab, the Country Co-Rapporteur, noted the fact that no representatives from the National Committee on the Rights of the Child were part of the delegation and requested more information about the role of this Committee. She congratulated the delegation for its timely report which demonstrated that children were a priority in Eritrea. She commended the progress on infant and child mortality, but asked how the growing food and fuel crises would be addressed. In terms of discrimination against girls, she expressed concern that statistics on female genital mutilation (FGM) remained high and enquired about awareness-raising programmes. She further enquired about efforts to reduce discrimination in general. She asked what was being done to raise the literacy rate among girls and noted regional disparities in health services and education. 

General Measures of Implementation

Legislation

The Committee asked about the status of the civil, penal and customary laws, as it seemed that they were still in draft form. The Committee also asked when these codes would be finalised. The delegation explained that all three codes of law were valid but it was taking longer than anticipated to finalise them.

Administrative Measures

The Committee asked several questions about the system of data collection, especially enquiring about UNICEF’s help in collecting statistics, as there was a serious lack of data. The delegation explained that efforts were being made to improve it and an evaluating committee was being established. The delegation cited the short timeframe given for responses as a source of discrepancies in compiling data from several ministries and expressed their willingness to correct and resend data. The delegation explained that data was compiled within the capacity of the Ministries and that UNICEF’s cooperation was not appreciable. The delegation acknowledged the need to integrate data into the action plan, but claimed that data collected from the facilities was insufficient.

The Committee asked about financial allocation to child protection programmes. It further enquired about the balance between the budget for the military and social protection. The delegation replied that social protection received the largest portion of the budget, but acknowledged that military spending was a high priority for the defence of the country. Specific data was not available because child protection was carried out by several ministries. The delegation also asserted that Eritrea was free of corruption.

The Committee asked whether there was political will to create an independent monitoring body in line with the Paris Principles and General Comment 2. The delegation affirmed this sentiment. The delegation also reiterated that the National Well-being Committee, still in its pilot phase, attempted to consider cases as quickly as possible.

The Role of Civil Society

The Committee asked about cooperation with NGOs, especially regarding aid in poverty-alleviation programmes. The delegation explained that some NGOs were not in line with the provisions set by the state regarding NGO activities and thus had to cease their activities. The delegation explained that the state covered all taxes on imports for poverty-alleviation programmes to help fulfil these mandates. 

General Principles

Birth Registration

The Committee requested more information about the process of birth registration and efforts to minimise discrimination within the system. The delegation explained that both state institutions and accredited religious institutions had the power to register children. This service was almost always free, ensuring that every child was registered.

Non-Discrimination

The Committee asked about efforts to eliminate discrimination across the country, as a lot of different groups of children appeared to be the victims of some form of discrimination. The delegation expressed its hatred for discrimination and assured the Committee that efforts were taken to ensure that hospitals would be built in every region (not just the capital) in the coming years in an attempt to alleviate regional discrepancies.

Civil Rights and Freedoms

The Committee requested more information about marriage practices involving young girls. The delegation responded by citing the customary law provision that allowed for religious particularities in the question of marriage.

The delegation addressed the question of freedom of religion of its own accord. The delegation explained to the Committee that the influence of religion on politics was intolerable but that, apart from these attempts, freedom of religion was enjoyed by children. Catholicism, Christianity, Islam and Protestantism were the four official religions. Children could therefore be had to register their children through the civil authorities.

Protection from Abuse and Neglect

The Committee asked about corporal punishment, noting that it was allowed under certain circumstances. The delegation confirmed that parents were allowed to physically discipline their children in order to encourage their educational studies. The delegation assured the Committee that they would review the provision with the goal of harmonising it with the CRC. In addition, the Committee asked if there was a hotline for children to report cases of abuse. The delegation stated that there was no such hotline in Eritrea. 

Family Environment and Alternative Care 

Adoption

The Committee asked if the views of the child were taken into consideration in adoption cases. The delegation explained that children above the age of ten could contribute to their hearings. The delegation further explained that adoptions were overall discouraged, both nationally and internationally. Decisions were made on the basis of investigating the potential parents and evaluating the suitability of the extended family instead, as the latter was preferable under customary law.

Basic Health and Welfare

The Committee asked about child involvement in HIV/AIDS awareness programmes. The delegation cited a second five-year plan that specifically addressed children. The plan provided children with care centres and antiretroviral medication according to need. HIV/AIDS information was also included in school curricula.

The Committee enquired about efforts to eliminate FGM. The delegation explained that traditional beliefs made this practice hard to stop, but acknowledged recent cooperation between religious leaders to move towards ending this practice. Awareness-raising campaigns were central to this effort.

The Committee and the delegation agreed that while there had been progress, mother and infant mortality rates were still high. The delegation cited national efforts to coordinate responses from several ministries and reduce these statistics.

The Committee asked if there was a strategy to maintain the high levels of breastfeeding. The delegation explained that breastfeeding enjoyed a long tradition in Eritrea. The Code of Marketing reduced the sale of milk substitutes as much as possible, thus encouraging breastfeeding.

Disabled Children

The Committee enquired about programmes available to help children with disabilities. The delegation explained that such programmes took time, but assured the Committee that plans were in progress to create rehabilitation programmes in the 8 remaining zones (3 had already been established).

Education, Leisure and Cultural Activities 

The Committee enquired about regional discrepancies in academic achievement. The delegation noted that this was a legacy of the colonial period and assured the Committee that while the government was conscience of the need to address this issue, it took time to make progress in this area. The delegation cited the need to change public attitudes to ensure that girls were enrolled at equal rates to boys.

The Committee asked about efforts to reduce high dropout rates from school. The delegation pointed to the following reasons for high school dropout rates and agreed that they needed to be addressed. The reasons included: long commutes to schools, parental worries regarding distance travelled, opportunity costs, and the cost of school attendance itself.

The Committee noted that more teachers were needed, as there was on average one teacher for 60 students. It also asked what happened when the teachers had to fulfil military service. The delegation explained that there were plans to train more teachers at the universities that were to open in the near future. There was a programme to get all elementary and middle school teachers their high school diplomas. There were only 600 out of 2100 teachers enrolled in this programme. In cases of elevated military conflict, teachers could be requested to take part in the military operations. The delegation explained that teachers would only be mobilised for 2-3 months so as to minimally disrupt academic studies. The delegation emphasised that almost no teachers participated in military action, but that, like every other citizen, they too were subject to the 18-month compulsory military service.

The Committee requested information about the school year which took place near a military base. The delegation explained that the last year of secondary school, grade 12, took place at a boarding school in Sawa. The facility was located next to a military camp, but the delegation assured the Committee that no military service or labour was included in the curriculum. As for other schools, this school operated under the Ministry of Education.

The Committee enquired about the status of the national university in Asmara, as it had heard that the university was closed. The delegation explained that the university was not in use because human and financial resources had been redirected to open eight regional universities in coming years. The Committee was concerned about the impact this would have on the professions that need qualified employees. The delegation also mentioned a student, parent and teacher committee that provided for transparency in education.

Special Protection Measures

Orphans

The Committee asked about protective measures for orphans. The delegation referred to the Orphanage Protection Programme, stating that children were reunited with their parents whenever possible or were sometimes placed with foster families. Rehabilitation programmes existed for children who worked as domestic servants or sex workers.

Armed Conflict

The Committee commended the State Party on its rehabilitation and reintegration programmes for children affected by armed conflict. The delegation concurred that children under the age of 18 were not allowed to participate in military activities.

Child Labour

The Committee enquired about plans to ratify ILO Conventions 138 and 182. The delegation stated that they had been passed onto the competent authorities but progress was delayed. The delegation claimed that child labour did not occur in Eritrea, but remarked that the labour code allowed for children to work starting at age 14. It also noted that children helped their families (although it was not considered to be child labour).

Juvenile Justice

The Committee asked if courts used the CRC in their rulings. The delegation replied that there was often no need to do so, as most previsions included the rights held under the CRC. Specialised child courts did not exist because it was logistically impossible to have three judges employed solely for child rights cases. The delegation explained that the penal code applied to children ages 12 to 20, but that the death penalty could not be used for children under the age of 18. There were rehabilitation centres for children.

The Committee asked about the standards of facilities for juvenile detention. The delegation explained that new facilities were being built, but they were not yet functional as work still needed to be done.

Concluding Remarks

Ms. Khattab thanked the delegation for their patience with the many questions and welcomed the fact that the dialogue was much warmer towards the end of the meeting. She noted that the Concluding Observations would be very detailed, mentioning almost every item discussed during the day. She recognised the fact that Eritrea was a young country, but remarked that children should be a priority as they were an investment for the future. She reiterated that the Committee would refer to the 2003 recommendations, especially those that had not been addressed, and underlined above all the need to harmonise national legislation with the CRC. Finally, she emphasised the need to disseminate the Concluding Observations as broadly as possible and hoped that the State Party would use all available resources, including international organisations and foreign donors.

Mr. Krappmann thanked the delegation for their answers and the additional documents provided during the meeting. He noted that all the information provided would be considered for the Concluding Observations. 

Ms. Menkerios remarked that the level of support from the Committee was not as high as it had been five years earlier. Nonetheless, she expressed her concern for Eritrea’s children and noted the fact that budgetary restraints had resulted in a less-than-favourable situation. She expressed her desire to meet the coming challenges and assured the Committee that their recommendations would be taken into consideration.

Ms. Lee assured the delegation that they could ask for assistance from the Committee to implement the CRC. She thanked the delegation for the fruitful discussion and hoped the dialogue would serve to promote change in child rights in Eritrea.
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