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WRITTEN SUBMISSION IN RESPONSE TO THE SECOND PERIODIC REPORT OF FINLAND

(D10)

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child have expressed their concern regarding the impact of State budgetary cuts, decentralisation and privatisation policies on children, and particularly the most vulnerable groups. 

Since the initial report of Finland, the Finnish economy, affected by recession in the first half of the 1990s, is recovering and improving. However, the growth is not clearly visible in the economy of the local authorities. The measures to stop the trend of exclusion have not been sufficient in Finland, although the problem is widely recognised. 

Finnish NGOs have set up many projects in order to prevent the exclusion of children and families with support of the Finland's Slot Machine Association (RAY). However, the role of NGOs in Finland is to experiment with and develop new forms of services as well as to complement the services produced by local authorities – neither to replace them, nor to fill gaps. Nor can they cover all regions of country. Therefore it is not possible to stop the trend of exclusion solely with the development projects run by NGOs, but state and local authority measures are needed in the first place.

(D11)

The Committee is concerned at the insufficient attention paid to the need for an efficient co-ordination mechanism between various ministries as well as between central authorities. The Committee recommends an ombudsperson for children. 

The Central Union for Child Welfare in Finland would like to point out that Finnish policy on children and families has been uncoordinated and unpredictable in recent years. The structure of the state administration makes it difficult to attend to the interests of children in different sectors of the society and their policies. For example, none of the ministries has as its function to monitor and coordinate child welfare policy.

In our opinion, cooperation of the state, the local authorities and NGOs is needed in the implementation of children’s rights in Finland. An alarming sign of the lack of coordination is that even the word ’child’ has disappeared from the nomenclature of the state administration. Yet, the state administration has a key position in the safeguarding of children’s rights. The Government’s Report on the Policies Applied to Children (1995) proposed setting up of an office for a national, governmental Children’s Ombudsman and placing child issues under the competence of one of the Assistant Parliamentary Ombudsmen. Indeed the office of an Assistant Parliamentary Ombudsman was filled in September 1998 to develop supervision of issues related to the rights of the child. A governmental Ombudsman’s office has not been set up yet. 

In the opinion of the Central Union for Child Welfare neither of the proposals mentioned above would increase the coordination of child welfare policy nor the monitoring of the best interests of the child sufficiently. The Central Union for Child Welfare has proposed that a unit of child welfare as well as a cross-sectoral council on child welfare be set up in the state administration. The council would consist of government officials representing different sectors of administration as well as representatives of local authorities and NGOs.

The monitoring and coordination of child welfare policy also requires a stronger investment in research and production of data; the second periodic report makes reference to this issue as well. A regular, large-scale collection and analysis of data is, however, the function of the Government, not a duty of the NGOs. 

(D14)

The Ministry for Foreign Affairs issued a publication containing the text in Finnish and English of the Convention in its series of publications. Now the publication is out of print and the text of the Convention is included in the Treaty Series of the Statute Book of Finland as well as in the collection of Finnish law in the section on child legislation, both are published in Finnish and Swedish. In this way public officials and lawyers will perhaps better take the Convention into account. However, a separate edition available to ordinary citizens is needed in order to make the Convention known more widely. According to our experience even professionals working with children are not aware of the Convention and its contents well enough. Therefore the spirit and contents of the Convention should be included in the education of social workers, teachers, nursery school teachers, lawyers and other relevant professional groups.

The Central Union for Child Welfare and other NGOs have been active in making the Convention known as part of their training and information. There is, however, a need for more receiver-oriented, tailored information addressed to different target groups.

(D16)

There is an alarming increase of mental health problems among children and young people in Finland. Many social factors are contributing to this problem. At the same time, the availability of psychiatric treatment and support has been reduced: there are long queues for both hospitals and family counselling clinics; meanwhile, the situation of those in the queue for treatments is getting worse. There are also regional differences in the mental health service provision. According to a survey in some areas young people in crisis, in need for treatment and examination, are even left without the care needed. A special problem is the treatment of young people with violent symptoms of drug/substance abuse and destructive behaviour. The number of acute admissions into psychiatric care has increased. Also the increase of attempted suicides amongst children (reported by experts) can be considered as one of the indicators of the increased distress and disorders. 

For example, by October 1999 the Helsinki University Children’s Hospital received 70 children in the age of about 10 years who had attempted suicide.

In the autumn 1999, approximately 7% of children under 12 years and 15% of young people needed immediate psychiatric examination and treatment. Those with symptoms of mental distress were double the number. The number of places reserved for children and young people is 450 out of approximately 6500 places available in psychiatric establishments. This is one of the reasons why psychiatric treatment is still not always provided for children separately from adults. In 1997, the number of psychiatrists of working age in Finland was 790, out of whom child psychiatrists 170.

The Central Union for Child Welfare is delighted to see that the present Government of Finland has paid attention to this problem and to the need for a solution in its programme as well as in its action programme for social welfare and health. A working group has been set up to carry the action programme further, including the issue of mental problems of children and young people. In addition, the Parliament granted an amount of 90 million Finnish marks (approximately 15 million USD) to be used for psychiatric care of children and young people during year 2000. Out of this provision, 70 million marks will be allocated to local authorities for the provision of support to children and young people, preventive work and care services. 

The Central Union for Child Welfare hopes that the situation can be improved with the help of the Government grant. It is clear, however, that the problem as such cannot be solved with the grant. Therefore a significant contribution by the state and the local authorities will be needed, resources need to be allocated to the prevention and recognition of mental problems more than before.

Professionals working in the basic services need training in order to recognise mental problems of children at an early stage. As a basis for the prevention of the problems, 

we need research on which factors have contributed to the increase of mental health distress and disorders in recent years. 

In its Concluding observations on the initial report of Finland, the Committee also expresses its concern about the non-separation of children from adults occurring at times in psychiatric establishments. The situation has not changed since. Also the Assistant Parliamentary Ombudsman noted the way the psychiatric treatment of children is organised contrary to the law in her report for 1998.

The Committee was also concerned by the increasing rates of drug abuse among youth.

The substance abuse seems to be increasing constantly in Finland. A particular concern is the drug abuse among children and youth, which has spread all over the country. According to research, 27% of boys and 22% of girls of 14 to18 years get in an advanced state of intoxication at least once a month. The abuse of hard drugs in the metropolitan area has increased at least by 40% in a few years in the age group 15 to 55.

The present child welfare service system is unable to respond to the growing need for services. Also, there is not enough knowledge and appropriate service forms to meet the needs of those clients who lack motivation (particularly children and young people with both drug and mental problems) and who are so difficult to treat that they are not easily admitted to the existing services.

The second periodic report of Finland does not pay sufficient attention to the increase of serious drug problems nor to the needs treatment services. In the opinion of the Central Union for Child Welfare, substance abuse problems must be recognised in the preventive services earlier than it is done at present. After the recognition of the problem, there must be appropriate treatment available to children and young people. For the treatment of more serious substance abuse problems, specialised units must be available. The local authorities must take responsibility for the care of the young people after the rehabilitation.

The Central Union for Child Welfare wants to underline that substance abuse of children and young people should always be considered as a problem of child welfare, and child welfare measures should be used in solving the problem. Appropriate training and knowledge is needed in this area as well as cooperation with the treatment of substance abusers. As it is not possible for all the local authorities to provide these services, a survey of the use of the care services and resources provided should be conducted regionally so that the provision of services could be shared.  An example of this kind of thinking is a project on networking special services (VEP), run by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, including child welfare.

(D17)

The Committee was concerned about the need to improve the training of social workers. 

We would like to refer to the needs for training for social workers and other professionals working with children we have pointed out in this statement.

According to a survey conducted by the Central Union for Child Welfare, there is a need to set up a multiprofessional and interdisciplinary centre, specialised in the research, investigation and treatment of child sexual abuse. In connection of the survey it came out that there is a need to include the problems of neglected children in the work of such a centre. This unit would be in charge of research, training and consultation in the field. The Helsinki University Children's Hospital has shown an interest in setting up such a centre. The planning and development of the centre would be carried out in cooperation with the Central Union for Child Welfare.

The findings of a project run by one of the member NGOs of the Central Union for Child Welfare confirm that family violence always affects children in a negative way; serious and long-lasting family violence causes psychological damage in children. In addition, in families where violence occurs between adults, there is often also violence towards children. In cases of family violence, an intervention should always take place at an early stage, especially when children are concerned. The later the intervention takes place, the more difficult and the more expensive the damages caused by the experiences of violence are to treat. An early intervention is always also about preventing and reducing human suffering. In cases of family violence, it seems to be a matter of chance that the situation is examined from the point of view of children, the service provision is not sufficient and the services are adult-centred. There are great regional differences in the service provision related to family violence situations. All localities do not have emergency social work services or shelters for battered family members where to flee. Also, some local authorities only give consent to a 24-hours' stay in a shelter (i.e. they only cover the cost of 24h), which is a merely cosmetic measure.

In the opinion of the Central Union for Child Welfare it is most important to increase the training of professionals working in adult services - the police, health care and mental health care services - so that they could pay more attention to the needs of children living in the middle of family violence and to the ways to help them. In addition, it is important to develop the cooperation, from a child point of view, between services for adults and services for children, especially concerning family violence but also the treatment of substance abusers and mental health care.

(D19)

Recently the media have published news about Finnish child sex tourists travelling to the nearby areas of Finland (areas of the former Soviet Union). NGOs working in these areas had already called attention to the problem, requesting cooperation between the Finnish and the Russian authorities in order to abolish the problem and to bring the sex offenders to justice. At present the problem of sex tourism to these countries is more acute and relevant from the point of view of Finland, compared to sex tourism to more distant countries, for example Southeast Asia. The occurrence of child prostitution in the nearby areas of Finland is due to the explosive growth of poverty and social problems during the transition into market economy. 

There has also been public debate on whether professionals working with children should be vetted in order to prevent persons convicted of sexual abuse of children from being selected to such jobs as well as debate on giving information about convicted paedophiles to the public at large.

The Central Union for Child Welfare has adopted a positive attitude to the possibility of vetting persons seeking jobs involving working with children, i.e. in this case, to checking their criminal record. Naturally this does not solve the problem, and therefore it is essential to improve the security of children in different institutions by developing the organisation of work and the openness of the institution as well as by investigating all suspicions or allegations of abuse. However, the Central Union for Child Welfare adopts a negative attitude to the proposal debate on giving information about convicted paedophiles to the public at large.

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health has, with support of a working group set up in 1998, prepared a national programme for measures to prevent commercial sexual exploitation of children. Also the Central Union had a representative in the working group.

III GENERAL PRINCIPLES

D Views of the child

The periodic report states that the research carried out by the Ministry of Justice when the Act on the Enforcement of the Child Custody and Right of Access Act was under preparation showed that the practice followed by the conciliators in respect of hearing of children was relatively consistent. The conciliators had in nearly every case heard a child who has attained the age of 7, and quite often also children from 4 to 6 years old.

According to the knowledge of the Central Union's member NGOs, children are indeed heard by the conciliators in enforcement disputes, but not in child custody and access disputes taken to court. Altogether 800 custody and right of access disputes are settled in courts yearly, whereas the number of enforcement disputes is less than 200. 

In case the parents do not agree on how to settle the child’s affairs, the child should also be heard by the social welfare services in connection of an examination of the social conditions, related to the custody and right of access dispute. In practice, the authorities fail to hear even 12-year-old children, and children in pre-school age are heard very rarely.

A representative is not ordered regularly for the child even if there is a risk that the best interests of the child will be overlooked because of a conflict between parents. 

In the opinion of the Central Union, a child-centred approach should always be the aim in the conciliation of divorce and family affairs. This kind of conciliation is being experimented in some localities in Finland. The main principle is listening to the child in a genuine way. Parents are supported in dissolving their marriage and building a new relationship based on interaction and cooperation.

V FAMILY ENVIRONMENT

Child Welfare

Child welfare and substitute care of children are discussed in chapter V of the second periodic report (V A: Parental guidance (art. 5) and V C: Separation of a child from his or her parents (art. 9). As the report states, the number of children placed outside their families grew constantly in the 1990s, which is one of the indicators of the distress of children and families. According to the most recent statistical data (1998), there were 

12 132 children placed outside their homes (1,1 % of children under 18 years). The number of clients in the open care measures and services was 38 632, which is 2 648 clients more than the previous year. According to a report by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, the number of children placed outside their homes would be even higher, if local authorities had not failed to take children into care and place them outside their homes in order to cut costs. Almost all the care units are full; new facilities have been set up. Due to the delayed placements into care, children are more and more difficult to be cared for. These problems also affect staff and cause exhaustion amongst the staff. 
A national equalisation system for child welfare came into force on March 1, 1999, after several years of lobbying by the Central Union for Child Welfare, among others. It is hoped that this system will safeguard and facilitate the access of children and families to child welfare services as early as possible, especially in the small municipalities,

Although there are still very few experiences and very little knowledge about the functioning of the equalisation system, it can be considered as a remarkable improvement for two reasons. Firstly, it is no more possible for the local authorities to neglect to take child welfare measures on the plea of the cost. Secondly, the system requires that a case plan must be made for every child in all cases of family-oriented and individual child welfare. Until now, there have been shortcomings in the drafting and reviewing of case plans. - The Child Welfare Act obliges the drafting and reviewing of a case plan. 

The main reasons for taking children into care and placing them outside home are still the substance abuse and mental health problems of parents. The Central Union for Child Welfare has underlined the importance of early intervention, i.e. the importance of examination of the situation from the point of view of children in services for adults (mental health services; treatment of substance abusers). One of the member organisations of the Central Union points out that for example in the psychiatric care of adults, the needs of the children are not recognised. The situation of children and their need for child welfare measures should always be considered when care and treatment are planned for adult clients.

Professionals must be able to intervene in the problems of children and families as early as possible and at an opportune time. The Central Union for Child Welfare has started up a survey of what kind of projects are going on in Finland related to early intervention and what kind of working methods and models should be developed as part of the basic services.

In substitute care units in Finland there are children with severe symptoms who would need special attention, even involuntary treatment. Special attention and involuntary treatment requires, however, sufficient staff resources. In the Central Union's opinion, all municipalities should have access, when necessary, to the services of units providing special attention and care. It is also important that the conditions set to and the resources required of such services are prescribed clearly by law.

In the Central Union view, the supervision and control of child welfare units, as well as methods and resources for the control, should be developed further. In addition, there is a need to clarify the rights of the child placed in care outside home as well as the rights of the parents of the child. Precise instructions should be given on how to inform the children and their parents of their rights. If desired, the child should have an opportunity to discuss issues related to his or her clienthood and be heard by a disinterested outside person or body.

B  Parental responsibility

The responsibility for the upbringing and development of the child is primarily vested in the parents. In practice, however, it is not self-evident that parents can cope with the duty. Recently there has been a lot of debate in Finland on the feelings of insecurity parents have as educators and how these feelings affect children. The Central Union sees a clear need to support parenthood and prepare future parents for family life. Supporting responsible parenthood is also included in the programme of the present Government, but so far there are no practical actions. The family and child guidance clinics should be developed further to give better support to living as a couple, parenthood and fatherhood in order to promote the well-being of families. From the point of view of the child, the most important is to be able to build and maintain long-term relations. Close, long-term relations in family, day-care and school protect the child and prevent problems.

The Central Union would also like to remind that concrete measures to reconcile work and family life are still missing in Finland. However, according to its national action programme on social welfare and health, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health is preparing a proposal on how to introduce a system combining a child-care leave and a child-care allowance. The proposal will be prepared during the spring 2000. Families live more and more on conditions of the working life: accelerated rhythm of work, over-time, short-term contracts and even unemployment dominate the everyday life. Fathers with small children do proportionally most overtime work, which means that they do not have enough opportunities for early interaction with their children.

C. Separation of a child from his or her parents

The periodic report states that efforts should be made to make the conditions more favourable for meetings between the child and the parent with whom he or she no longer resides.  In addition to supporting the living conditions of a person liable to pay maintenance, the possibility to support meetings between the child and the parent living far away from the child with travel vouchers should be investigated. The right of access should been seen expressly as a right belonging to the child, its implementation should not be restricted or determined by the financial situation of the parents. 

F. Recovery of maintenance for the child 

In the Central Union's view the amounts of maintenance allowance should correspond more closely to the real maintenance costs in each case, taking into consideration various income transfers. The principle of the child's right to two parents, visible in the legislation, is not applied on the level of social security at present.

VI  BASIC HEALTH AND WELFARE

A. Disabled children 

Action Programme on Disability Policy
The periodic report mentions the Action Programme on Disability Policy, adopted by the National Council on Disability in 1995, but does not describe the implementation of the Action Programme. 

Education

All children have a right to use his or her own language. In the new school legislation, sign language is given a status of mother tongue. In the Central Union's opinion, in addition to this, a right to sign speech and other substitute communication languages (for example Bliss) should be secured to those children who have such a language as their mother tongue. Guidance to use these facilities should be included in the education and further training of teachers. 

More attention should be paid on individual needs in the integration of the education of disabled and chronically ill children with public education. According to the new school legislation, every child who has been transferred to part-time or full-time special education must be given a personal school curriculum. Special education is organised as integrated in the public education, in a special school, in a special class or in other appropriate place. This is why the education of teachers and nursery school teachers should include more initiation into issues related to integration. At present there is not enough trained, competent staff in the special education groups of day-care centres and schools. 

Some of the disabled and chronically ill children need the support of a school assistant or a personal assistant for school attendance. Social welfare services and school services should have more cooperation when hiring assistants, because disabled and chronically ill children need assistance both in the school and in their free time. In order to cut down the costs, many municipalities have hired assistants on 6 months' contracts with support of unemployment subsidies. From the child’s point of view, short contracts and constantly changing assistants are not good. A school assistant has an important role in supporting the child’s growing up and becoming independent.

Organising the care of the child in the afternoon, after school, is still a big problem to many families with disabled and chronically ill children; also the school summer holiday is a problem, because parents’ holiday is always shorter.

B. Health and health services 

According to the periodic report, the national programme adopted by the Government for 1998-2001 concentrates, inter alia, on improving the health and welfare of children and young people and on the prevention of exclusion. It is important that the need for help of children, young people and their families is identified and that the social welfare and health services meant for them are ensured and developed. In connection with the consideration of the initial report of Finland, the Committee was concerned at “the insufficient attention paid to the need for an efficient coordination mechanism, between various ministries, as well as between central authorities and local authorities (municipalities), in the implementation of comprehensive policies for the promotion and protection of the rights of the child”.

In its present state, the legislation on social security benefits is obscure and leads to inequality between families with disabled and chronically ill children. In their joint project, the Central Union for Child Welfare and KELA (the Social Insurance Institution) have proposed an integrated model of service delivery as a solution to the problem (see below section C Social security and children’s day care). The model would help authorities to implement the rights of disabled and chronically ill children in a comprehensive way.

Also appropriate care of children in hospital should be secured. The principles of good care set by the EACH Charter for Children in Hospital were originally drafted in the Nordic countries. Now the Charter is approved by member associations of EACH (European Association for Children in Hospital) in 16 countries. It includes ten principles for how to develop care of children in hospital.

The principles are not fully implemented in Finland. According to a survey conducted by the Central Union, children are cared for in adult wards, even in the same rooms. On the plea of the cost, a number of children’s wards have been closed and many are threatened with closing.

The normal development of a child in hospital should be supported. However, the Finnish legislation does not guarantee the same educational support to children in hospital as to children in day-care, neither is the provision of pre-school education secured in hospitals.

According to the new legislation on pre-school education (coming into force in August 2001), parents have a right to demand pre-school education and the local authorities have the responsibility to organise it. Before the legislation comes into force, sufficiently information should be circulated about it so that also hospitals have time to plan the education arrangements and demand that the local authorities take action. 

Children and their parents have the right to be informed in a manner appropriate to age and understanding of the illness of the child and the medication given as well as of their legal and social rights related to the care in hospital. Legislation regarding the status and the rights of a patient requires that views of a patient under 18 years old are heard and that the treatment is given in mutual understanding with the patient and his or her custodians. However, parents and children feel that they are not getting enough information appropriate to their understanding and guidance to help them make decisions.

Children shall be cared for by staff whose training and skills enable them to respond to the needs of children and families. Official regulations regarding  the number of staff in hospital care of children are still missing. At present there is not enough staff specialised in children and young people in units where adults and children/young people are cared for in the same wards.

C. Social security and children's day care

The periodic report states that disabled or chronically ill children are entitled to several benefits. In practice, however, people have found securing benefits to be problematic, and not all people entitled to such benefits have been aware of their rights,  which leads to inequality between families with disabled and chronically ill children.

In addition, many of the relevant laws - the Act relating to the services and support measures to be provided on the basis of disability (the Services Act), among others - are so called skeleton laws, which can be interpreted in very different ways by the local authorities.

In their joint project, the Central Union for Child Welfare and KELA (the Social Insurance Institution) have proposed an Integrated Model of Service Delivery as a solution to the problem. The model includes a Cooperation Team consisting of the child, his or her parents, a case manager and professionals working with the family representing for instance social welfare, health care and day care authorities, the school, KELA. It also includes a Service Delivery Plan, which summarizes all the factors affecting the illness or disability. With the help of the model, the benefits and services, which are now scattered, administered by different authorities and experts, would be integrated and targeted more accurately to the families who need them. The model would also promote cooperation and the exchange of information between authorities and experts. The coordination of the services would increase goal-orientation and efficiency as well as cost-effectiveness in the long run. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health and KELA will experiment the Integrated Model of Service Delivery with a number of local authorities during 2000. 

The periodic report also states that there has been public debate on making the benefits more uniform. As such, the proposed Model of Service Delivery is only a "first aid" measure in the coordination of social security and will not abolish the complexity of the legislation, which is considered one of the main problems. The experiment of the Model will, however, provide useful information for plans to unify the legislation. 

According to information compiled by the Central Union, NGOs for disabled people and parents' organisations are concerned about the emotional well-being of the families of the disabled and chronically ill children. The exhaustion of the families is caused by the insufficiency of mental and financial support and the problems of getting temporary help and help in the care for the child.

VI  BASIC HEALTH AND WELFARE

C. Social security and children's day care

VII  EDUCATION, LEISURE AND CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

A. Education including vocational training and guidance

In the opinion of the Central Union, the most important principle in the day care is quality and the development of quality; requirements brought by the change in the role of the family in society. Families live more and more on conditions of the working life: accelerated rhythm of work, over-time, short-term contracts and even unemployment dominate the everyday life. The quality of day-care and pre-school education - for example the size of the day-care group - have a significant effect to the development and well-being of the child in the changing circumstances. 

In the opinion of the Central Union, it is necessary to determine the maximum number of children in a day-care group. The present child/staff ratio, determined by the Day Care Act, is not sufficient to guarantee a good growth milieu to children, as the number of children in groups may be far too high in proportion to the space. The local authorities should develop and increase the variety of day-care services available in order to meet the present needs of children and families. 

According to research findings, there are great regional differences in the situation of children needing special attention and care. In order to secure non-discrimination and equal opportunities of these children, special day-care services should be developed. Special day-care is a significant form of preventive child welfare work.

The fact that the Finnish school system does not include pre-schools, has been actively criticised recently, although our day-care system has always included pre-school education. For some reason or other, pre-school education in the day-care has not gained a high profile. 

The new legislation on free pre-school education will come into force in August 2001, but some local authorities will start to provide pre-school education already during 2000. In principle, the provision of free pre-school education for all six-year-old children is a good thing. However, the Central Union is afraid that if attending pre-school education remains voluntary, i.e. on parents’ own initiative, children living in the sparsely populated areas of Northern and Eastern Finland may be left without pre-school education – unless special arrangements required by the circumstances are made (for example transport).

The provision of free pre-school education for all six-year-old children also requires that care of these children (as well as that of other young school children) is organised in the afternoon, after school. In the Central Union’s view, pre-school education should be organised so that the child’s day is taken care of in a comprehensive way. From this point of view, our present day-care system, where care, teaching and education form an integrated whole and where pre-school education is organised in a natural way, showing consideration for the child, still remains an appropriate way of organising pre-school education in the future.

Children’s day-care has been an essential part of the Finnish social welfare services for a long time. Based on a solid tradition of kindergartens, it combines care, education and teaching according to the modern ‘educare’ thinking. In the Central Union’s view, the day-care services should remain under the administration of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health.

D. Standard of living 

According to the second periodic report, the proportional standard of living of families with children did not decrease more than the standard of living of other groups of population, or the income disparities between groups of population did not increase during the 1990s.

 However, according to the first periodic report,  the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health had studied the effects recession on the economic situation of households. The study revealed that, on an average, families with children had been more affected by the recession than other groups of population.  

According to a survey conducted by the Central Union, there is a clear change in the distribution of income between families with children and families without children during 1991-1999. The real total net income (i.e. net income after taxation, including various allocations, with day care and other fees deducted) of families without children grew by 6,6% during that period whereas the real total net income of all the surveyed families with children decreased, in one of the groups by even 21,3% starting from 1991. 

VIII SPECIAL PROTECTION MEASURES

A. Children in situations of emergency

1. Refugee children 

In the view of the Central Union, refugee children and immigrant children are in particularly vulnerable situation when arriving in a new country. Therefore special attention should be paid on their situation on different levels of society as well in the service provision. 

Law reforms do not guarantee equal opportunities

After the publication of the second periodic report of Finland, there have been remarkable reforms in the position of foreigners, based on the Government's new Immigration and Refugee Policy Programme (Government Decision-in-principle of October 16, 1997). Both the reformed Alien's Act and the new Act on Integration of Immigrants and Reception of Asylum Seekers came into force on the 1st of May, 1999.

These law reforms include some remarkable improvements also from the point of view of children. The new Aliens' Act now includes also the principles of the best interests of the child and hearing children. In connection of the Act on Integration, a decree was issued to prescribe that the conditions of groups homes situated in connection of reception centres correspond the provisions of the Child Welfare Decree concerning institutional care.  Another significant improvement is ordering a representative for each  unaccompanied child who is applying for asylum. There are also reforms in the school legislation, according to which compulsory school education is now also applied to foreigners residing permanently in Finland. 

The new Act on Integration of Immigrants finalises the development of transferring the aliens' affairs from the social welfare and health administration to the labour and employment administration (the Ministry of Labour). (The translation of a paragraph describing the administrative arrangements of reception and integration of asylum seekers seems to be missing in the English version of the periodic report.) 

In the opinion of the Central Union, special attention should be paid on children's issues within the labour and employment administration because of the adult centred nature of this particular branch of administration. The problem is that resources have not been allocated to carry out the reforms required by the new legislation, and the development work relies to a great deal on project funding. For example the system of ordering a representative to each unaccompanied child is a significant reform as soon as it works in practice. However, there are no resources appointed to the coordination and development of the system, and there is a shortage of trained representatives. Securing the position of immigrant children requires sufficient coordination and resources on the part of the state administration. 

This concerns also the implementation of the school legislation: the right to equal opportunities is implemented only if the reforms required are carried out in practice. The school is an institution which develops very slowly, and despite the right direction of development sufficient resources have not been allocated to the improvement of the education of immigrant children. There are clear signs of a lower success at school among immigrant children compared to the majority of the population, for example school drop-out, less pursuing of  further studies after the comprehensive school curriculum. 

Measures have been taken to combat racism and ethnic discrimination in Finland. However, the main focus and research focus in these measures have been on discrimination in restaurants and in working life as well as on the media and the responsibilities of the media. In the opinion of the Central Union, racism and discrimination should be examined also from the point of view of child welfare and children's rights. 

Problems in the implementation of family reunification

Unaccompanied children seeking asylum in Finland have so far received a so called refugee status, which gives them the right to family unification. The Central Union follows closely whether the implementation of  this right is decreasing. To our knowledge, the Directorate of Immigration has recently given unaccompanied minors so called residence permits with lower status, which do not give a right to family reunification. 

The legislation regulating family reunification has been clarified and reforms have taken place in the reception of children, as described in the second periodic report. However, the report does not describe the fact that the processes of family reunification are still unreasonably long, which has a long-lasting negative impact on the children involved. The Central Union for Child Welfare and other NGOs have appealed to the authorities in recent years for solving the problems related to family reunification.

Another problem related to the implementation of children's rights related to family reunification is the determination of the child's age and identity in cases where documents are missing. A minor who cannot prove his or her age may be determined major. The medical methods currently in use do not give exact information about the age of a child either. In the opinion of the Central Union, resolutions in complicated cases should be done according to the principle of the best interests of the child. 

The Central Union is also concerned about the minors in need for child welfare measures who do not get appropriate protection and services. There are children who have arrived in Finland under false identity and age and who have stayed with relatives or acquaintances for years. These children have to carry the consequences of malpractice committed by adults. Long-lasting secrecy and separation from their own family may have lead to difficult problems and to an intervention by the child welfare authorities. After the revelation of the false identity, the asylum seeking process begins all over again and the systematic child welfare measures are  interrupted. In the case of some children the authorities have refused to change the identity data, because the children have not been able to prove it correct (i.e. as original). Living with false identity has both practical and psycho-social detrimental effects on the children. 

In the process of family reunification the period after arrival is significant. The asylum investigation and the information received during the investigation have an impact on the later stages. In the opinion of the Central Union, more attention should be paid on the methods of investigation, particularly the training of persons interviewing children. In practice, the investigation is still made by the local police, although there is a decision about transferring it to the Directorate of Immigration (the Government's new Immigration and Refugee Policy Programme).
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