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Austrian Report 2008
Dear colleagues, 

we would like to report the following news from Austria:

- Not very much has changed in youth politics in 2007/2008. In 2006 it was stated in a government programme for the second time that the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) should be included in the federal constitution, which, however, has not happened so far. 

- The content of the government report on the provisional conclusion of the National Action Plan on the implementation of the rights of the child is weak, it has an ineffective structure and is not known to the public – but has been completed in November 2007.

~ Surprisingly there will be new elections at the end of September 2008, i.e. all plans and actions came to a standstill – we are anxious what changes will occur in the Austrian federal government and in the National Council …

+ In Austria the voting age will be 16 for the first time for this election.

- In the past year it became obvious – unfortunately due to tragic individual cases! – that the youth welfare does not meet the requirements and challenges neither with regard to its organisation, laws and least of all its staffing. 

+ Therefore since March 2008 the Bundesjugendwohlfahrtsgesetz [Federal Law on Youth Welfare] (which is the skeleton law for the provinces) will be reviewed in a process involving officials, experts, NGOs and the ombudsoffices for children and youth. 

- Due to the upcoming election, we suppose that the law will not be amended. That means that modifications to the significantly more important youth welfare laws of the provinces will take even more time or will never be made at all. 

+ The victim protection for children was significantly improved with the introduction of professional accompaniment during trials for victims of violence (in the Domestic Violence Act, among other things). 

- The negative thing is that the child protection organisations and the ombudsoffices had very much to advocate the prevention of an obligatory “duty to inform in case of suspicion of violence to children”. 

- The treatment of unaccompanied (minor) refugees is still humiliating.

1. Achievements that happened with support of or following the suggestions of the ombudsoffices … or are only in line with the opinion of the ombudsoffices (2007/08)

Politics and laws:

+ The Law for the Protection of the Youth (Vienna) was amended with regard to a prohibition of the sale of tobacco, alcohol and an age limit for PC games
+ The Building Code (Vienna) was improved in favour of a consideration of open spaces for young people 

+ The Subsistence Advance Payment (of the state to families with separated parents where one partner does not provide support to his/her children) is paid out a little quicker for some time – one small success.
+ The Austrian ombudsoffices for children and youth have issued numerous comments on bills (such as the Domestic Violence Act, Youth Welfare Act, Family Law Reform Act, Code of Criminal Procedure, …)

- but due to the political situation no decisions are made to some extent ... 

Publicity

+ Raising awareness of the (professional) public on: unaccompanied minor refugees, forced marriage; protection of victims, youth welfare, youth protection, violence to children, violence among children, rights of children into the constitution, … 

- The ombudsoffices have repeatedly argued against media agitation in case of youth violence and crime
* Repeated public comments on the obligatory duty to inform for teachers, kindergarten teachers, child protection staff, physicians, children and youth lawyers, … in cases of violence to children 

+ Like every year, all ombudsoffices for children and youth had information desks at children, youth and family events 

+ The ombudsoffices participated in many discussions and working groups across Austria and held lectures on children and youth-relevant subjects. 

2. The focuses / projects 

Austria:

* Joint conference with UNHCR and several NGOs on the subject “Assessment of the age of unaccompanied minor refugees” “ because the methods which are in use in Austria are oldfashioned, not reliable and sometimes forbidden
* The project “child assistance” (a neutral person represents the child in a litigious separation/divorce of the parents) was continued. It will be evaluated in autumn 2008 (in Vienna, Salzburg, Vorarlberg, Burgenland).

* Youth protection: the ombudsoffices participate in the networking, at events and in public relations

* The touring exhibition “Jugend ohne Netz - Armut von Kindern in Österreich” [Youth without support – poverty among children in Austria] has received several awards 

* The National Coalitions for the implementation of children’s rights from Germany, Switzerland and Austria have jointly staged the 1st conference on the rights of children (at Lake Constance) – the ombudsoffices contributed to its preparation and performance.

* Mentoring programme: voluntary adults accompany young people for a certain time who need assistance, support and information (Vienna, Salzburg, Styria, Tyrol (in consideration) – parts of this are still performed by the ombudsoffices, to some extent already assigned to other associations.

* continuous networking of the assisting facilities (such as children protection centres…) for a successful cooperation in the accompaniment of minor victims of violence during trials

Vienna:

* Game City: the ombudsoffice supports the event with expert knowledge and special youth and family information on the subject “sensible PC games” 

* The Austrian court of law particularly for young people is to be re-established 

+ The state of things in the Clinic for Paediatric Psychology (in Vienna) have finally been picked up by the public, and are now inspected in an inquiry commission of the Vienna parliament

Upper Austria:

* The Upper Austria tour of the ombudsoffice in cooperation with the Institute for the Prevention of Addiction reached more than 12,000 students either with the theatre piece “Mama geht's heute nicht so gut” [Mum isn’t very well today] or with the Musical for young people “Helden – von Sehnsucht und Zuversicht” [Heroes – about yearning and confidence] (50 performances at 25 different locations). In more than 50 school workshops, these subjects were intensively investigated, around 300 teachers participated in the associated further training

As shown in many studies, children of addicts, in particular with parents addicted to alcohol, suffer a higher risk for mental illnesses than other children, and they are considered as one of the greatest risk groups for addiction disorders in adolescence and adulthood. With the theatre piece for children, contents that prevent addiction and supportive messages are communicated in an entertaining and age-based manner. The simultaneous increase in individual consultations at the ombudsoffice for children and youth also indicates that the children and adolescents are given courage to get help. 

* “Ombudsoffice of Upper Austria on Tour” 2009/2010: subject: violence and mobbing 

Lower Austria:

* The project “Mediative educational science” (social learning and conflict resolution) could be extended also to special schools

* Student parties without alcohol and smoking (Lower Austria)

* Column in family gazette and radio transmission on regional radio (Lower Austria)

Salzburg/Tyrol/Styria/: 
* “ambassadors” of the ombudsoffices reach many adolescents in schools
Tyrol: 
* The project social work in schools will be launched in 2008 after many years of negotiation

Salzburg:

* "Mutmachen – Encouraging": the project that volunteers are informing, accompaning and helping adolescents with less chances or of social handicapped environments is going on and will be extended to the whole province. 

* Tour of the theatre piece for children (8-12 years) “Mama geht's heute nicht so gut” [Mum isn’t very well today] 

* Childs Rights Award: every 2nd year

Styria:
* Preparations of the conference Children's rights strategy in Styria (February 09)

* Adaptation of the Children’s Rights Impact Assessment for Styria based on the SCCYP Model (Ombudsoffice of Scottland) 

* Visiting support for children (with divorced or separated parent) – still activities to combat the extensive deficit
* Submission of a EU-Daphne project on the “Effects of being witness in cases of domestic violence” at the advocacy for children and adolescents of Lazio (Rome, Italy) together with the ombudsoffice of Styria and with one Italian and one Styiran NGO

Actions / Programmes for raising awareness on children's rights

* “Platform for children’s rights” (regional coalitions of NGOs) to raise awareness by specific public relations are shared

* Publications on children’s rights subjects, such as Child rights periodicals, “Conflicts are there to be solved” (for special schools), New brochure on the UN CRC (Lower Austria)

* Children’s rights party and child protection award 08 (Upper Austria): award to the laureates and start of hundreds of children’s rights balloons

Conferences organised by the Ombudsoffices

* “Jugendoffensive” [Youth offensive] Further educations for all persons involved in youth work (clubs, associations, etc.) in the communities (Tyrol)

* Series of training programmes for kindergarten teachers on the subject Children as victims and witnesses of domestic violence (Tyrol)
* Interdisciplinary conference “Efficient collaboration for children as victims of violence by networking of assisting facilities” (Upper Austria) 

* Conference "Souls are Speaking in a lot of Languages": Children with foreign backgrounds need more and better health care e.g. by a multicultural hospital and multicultural Teams of protection and emergency (Salzburg)
* “Conference on procedural accompaniment” with the Chamber of Lawyers (pending in Tyrol)

3. Problems and challenges we (and other NGOs) have to face:
* Extension of procedural accompaniment in several provinces

* “Protection of children against sexual assaults by teachers, (sports) coaches, supervising tutors at school and in associations – involvement in working groups

* Better information for children/adolescents on child protection (projects in schools)

* Abuse, mistreatment, traumata – who can help, how competent, …?

* Children of preschool age and their testimonies in court in case of sexual abuse – what significance do these testimonies get?

* Youth welfare laws that are modern and tailored to the requirements

* Establishment of youth welfare emergency teams that can be reached even after official hours

* Collaboration with social workers of the youth welfare offices in individual cases

* “Young adults (18-21 years of age)”: Is youth welfare still responsible, although these young people are considered as adults?

* Underage sexual offenders do not get care places in flat-sharing communities and are altogether “neglected“ – what support do underage sexual offenders require? 

* What rehabilitation/ support/help/ ”punishment” … do underage offenders should get (sentenced for e.g. robbery, assault, …) – camp or compensation for the offence? – discussion across Austria under ideological aspects 

* Generation of expert opinions: not enough experts, generation of expert opinions takes too long
* Improvement and acceleration of court trials in case of divorce/separation

* Children suffering under the consequences of divorce/separation of their parents or being victims of the separation/divorce

* Insufficient family mediation, visiting support, regulation on visiting rights, …

* Subsistence advance payment for families – still very insufficient

* Increasing school problems of children/adolescents

* Education policy still conducted according to ideological approaches

* Extension of infant care only according to quantitative aspects, not according to quality requirements

* Kindergartens that are to be converted into a pure learning institution – playing as a development field appropriate for the development is subordinated to tuition

* Optimisation of child care primarily for infants (0-3 years of age)

* Playgrounds and free spaces for children and adolescents are still an issue: this shows the anti-child attitude of adults most clearly. Objective: e.g. modification of the building code (Tyrol)

* Handling new media (mobile, internet) in connection with violence and education competence

* too few or inadequate contact points for children from families with alcohol problems (establishment by ENCARE network)

* Poverty of children and families has been increasing for years – against the background of massive rises in the cost of living (food, energy) even faster – first effects = less education!

* Improvement of the training and professional opportunities of migrants 

* Approx. 10,000 missing apprenticeship positions for young people (in Austria)

* Awareness-raising public relations – how achieve this with modest means?

* How to gain interest of politicians and journalists for children and their rights ;-)
4. Activities on the “implementation of the CRC”
* new attempts “to lay children’s rights down in the provincial constitutions” – e.g. by comments of the ombudsoffices on this subject, and 

* by the consultation of political parties
* by attempted co-determination in legislation

* Events and discussions together with the National Coalition for implementation of the children’s rights into “children’s rights into the constitution”

* Participation in “Child-Rights-Consultation” a working group in Lower Austria to build a children’s rights indicators team 

* Children’s rights strategy: Considerations for a policy based on children’s laws, justified by a check for fairness to children (Styria)

5. participation in the establishment of independent children’s rights institutions 
* Russia: delegation received and informed (Vienna)

* France: delegation from Paris received and informed (Vienna)

* South Tyrol (province of Italy): further observation of development – bill has been passed, implementation has not taken place yet

6. Changes in our ombudsoffices 

* Authority for the prevention of mobbing and violence (Upper Austria) implemented and provided with more staff – lots of workshops and consultations for individual cases

* Change of staff members in nearly every ombudsoffice

* Change of provincial governments - hopefully a cause for new spirit of optimism

7. Special issues, miscellaneous
* The acoustic device “Mosquito” that is used to drive young people away is taken on

* Preparation of a sensible anti-aggressiveness training
* Participation in the set-up of a telephone-hotline: “Young people without violence” and subsequently of a specialist department for the prevention of violence
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