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Opening statement at UPR 26 January by State Secretary Annika Söder 
Mr President, Excellencies, Distinguished members of the UPR working group,

Promoting and respecting human rights for all - women, men, girls and boys -  is a core value and a central priority for my Government. 

For Sweden, the UPR is a key mechanism for the protection and promotion of human rights, both nationally and internationally.  The composition of my delegation reflects the broad mandate to implement human rights in all areas of my Government.

I welcome the presence of Swedish and international civil society organisations in the room today. Sweden has strived for a transparent and inclusive UPR process. Civil society, including organisations representing indigenous peoples and national minorities, has actively contributed to the preparations for this UPR session. Several consultations have been held, both in Sweden and in Geneva, and a draft report was shared with civil society.  

Mr President, 

My Government is committed to ensuring that human rights continue to permeate and enlighten all aspects of the lives of all in Sweden. At the same time, we acknowledge that we face challenges, and look forward to discussing some of them here today.  

The report submitted by my Government in 2014 contains information on the development since the previous review in 2010. 

Mr President, 

Let me take this opportunity to address some of the questions and themes raised in the advance questions put to us. I would like to start by saying a few words on combating racism and hatred, a key priority for the Swedish Government.

Sweden strives to be an open and inclusive society, a country where people with roots in various parts of the world and of different religions can live side by side. In the Statement of Government Policy of October last year, the Prime Minister emphasized that racism and prejudices in our society restrict people’s lives. This is unacceptable in a democratic society. Furthermore, the Prime Minister emphasized that there must be no place in Sweden for anti-Semitism, antiziganism, Islamophobia or Afrophobia.

The fight against racism and xenophobia in Sweden focuses especially on awareness-raising, state funding to NGOs and continuing dialogue with groups that are subjected to racism and xenophobia. 

There is extensive legislation in place that can be used to punish hate crimes and hate speech. Swedish criminal law effectively prohibits all forms of racist expression. In particular, the provision on agitation against a national or ethnic group criminalises the dissemination of racist statements and threats, both to the general public and within a group. Thus in practice, our penal legislation makes it impossible for racist groups to operate without anyone breaking the law.
The Swedish Police, working in close co-operation with the Prosecution Authority and the Council for Crime Prevention, is currently carrying out an assignment to develop its efforts to combat hate crime. The assignment also includes acting to increase confidence in the police among groups who are particularly vulnerable. The Government will carefully study the results of this work, which will be reported in February.

Sweden firmly believes that freedom of expression, and in particular free and independent media, is a necessary precondition for people’s participation in public and political life. Experience shows that abuse, wrongdoing and intolerance typically fester in areas less exposed to scrutiny and free debate. Therefore, it is essential to secure the free exchange of opinion.
In Sweden, freedom of expression and freedom of the press are enshrined in our Constitution. However, the constitutional laws also clearly regulate in which cases interventions against the contents of publications may take place. One such case is the criminal offence of agitation against a national or ethnic group, as I mentioned earlier. 

However, the fight against prejudice and xenophobia cannot be successful if left solely to state agencies. It must be a task for all actors within the society, for all states and international organisations. Combating intolerance, hatred and also violent extremism is a global problem that Sweden firmly believes that we must deal with collectively. That is one reason why Sweden together with Indonesia is arranging a high-level panel today in New York on dialogue, diversity, inclusive participation and how we can find new ways to co-operate in order to counter violent extremism while safeguarding a culture of dialogue.
In order to prevent violent acts of intolerance on a national level, preventive efforts against violent extremism is coordinated by the Government's National Coordinator, Mona Sahlin. The government has recently announced that mandate and resources of the National Coordinator will be strengthened.
Mr President, 

Sweden has a feminist government. Our gender equality policy aims to change systems that preserve the gender based distribution of power and resources at societal level and to create the conditions for women and men, girls and boys to enjoy the same power and opportunities. 

Gender equality is to permeate all government policies. The main tool to reach this goal is through gender mainstreaming in all policy areas, including health and social affairs, infrastructure, culture and foreign policy. In addition, Sweden works to strengthen gender equality by special measures in different policy areas, such as enhanced gender budgeting or work to combat violence against women.

In Sweden, an average of 17 women per year lose their lives as a result of domestic violence. This is not acceptable. All forms of violence against women and girls comprise a major obstacle to women’s and girls’ enjoyment of human rights as well as to achieving gender equality. Preventing and combating all forms of violence against women is highly prioritized by the Government. 

In July 2014 Sweden ratified the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence also known as the Istanbul Convention. It contains, among other things, an important message that States shall ensure that culture, custom, religion, tradition or so-called honor is not regarded as a justification for any act of violence. Prior to the ratification, Sweden introduced new legislation that strengthens protection against forced marriage and child marriage. 

Wage discrimination is prohibited under the Discrimination Act. Between 1994 and 2013 the total pay gap between women and men decreased by 3 percentage points. Still there is a pay gap in Sweden of around 13 percent. According to Swedish law, employers should in particular aim to reduce and eliminate differences in salary and other employment conditions between women and men performing work that is considered to be of equal value. The Government has also appointed a Delegation for Gender Equality in Working Life that is investigating different conditions for women and men and will propose action that can promote gender equality and reduce the pay gap. 
Mr President, 

The fight against all forms of discrimination, including multiple discriminations, remains one of the key human rights objectives of my Government. In Sweden, as in many other countries, discrimination is still an area of concern, despite attempts to counter it. The effort to combat discrimination is therefore a continuing process.  

It is the Swedish government’s belief that an effective and comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation is necessary in order to combat actions that directly or indirectly violate the principle of equality of all people. 

The Discrimination Act of 2009 includes protection for seven grounds of discrimination; ethnicity (which includes racial discrimination), sex, sexual orientation, religion or other belief, disability, age and transgender identity or expression. 
The act was amended on 1 January 2015 to include inadequate accessibility for people with disabilities as a new form of discrimination. The Government’s disability policy is aiming at identifying and removing obstacles to full participation in society. This is a matter of equality and justice. Sweden has drawn up a strategy for the disability policy for the period of 2011-2016, based on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
Around 2 000 individual complaints in total are submitted every year to the Equality Ombudsman. The cases concern mostly discrimination on grounds of ethnic origin, followed by sex and disability. The Equality Ombudsman is tasked both to monitor compliance with the Discrimination Act and to combat discrimination and promote equal rights and opportunities for all. 

The fight against all forms of discrimination also includes efforts targeted specifically at various minorities’ enjoyment of equal rights. 

The efforts in Sweden to secure equal rights and opportunities for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) persons are carried out through a number of initiatives in various sectors of society. Equal rights have been strengthened. 

Nonetheless, LGBT persons in Sweden, as in other countries around the world, are still affected by discrimination and other violations. From the Swedish Government’s point of view, this is unacceptable and the promotion and protection of equal rights and opportunities for LGBT persons remain a priority. A comprehensive strategy for equal rights and opportunities irrespective of sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression was adopted in 2013 with the purpose to improve and strengthen the situation for LGBT persons in Sweden. 

A committee of inquiry is currently looking into the question of whether transgender persons should be protected by criminal law provisions on hate crime and hate speech, which already cover the ground of sexual orientation. The committee will report on its work later this year. It should be noted that, while not explicitly mentioned, transgender persons are already protected under provision on hate motives as an aggravating circumstance in the Penal Code.

Furthermore, measures against discrimination are also aimed at Sweden’s five national minorities: the Jews, the Roma, the Sámi, the Swedish Finns and the Tornedalers. Strengthening the protection of national minority languages and national minorities is a central element of Sweden’s systematic work for human rights at a national level. 

On the note of national minorities, I wish to address some of the questions raised on the Roma population. 

The work against discrimination of Roma and antiziganism is a priority for the Swedish government. Sweden’s national strategy for Roma inclusion from 2012 has a human rights focus, with special emphasis on the principle of non-discrimination. The entire implementation of the strategy is characterised by Roma participation and influence. A special Commission against antiziganism has been appointed.

In September 2013 media exposed a Police register of over 4 000 people. According to media, the register was set up for the main purpose to map individuals on the basis of their Roma background. 

The news brought about a number of investigations, including by the Commission on Security and Integrity Protection, the Data Inspection Board, the Prosecution Service and the National Unit dealing with complaints against the Police. The investigation conducted by the Commission on Security and Integrity Protection concluded that the processing of personal data by the Police in several aspects was against the law. The Police Authority is commissioned to report to the Government in February 2015 which measures have been taken to ensure that the legal framework is accurately applied as well as that required guidelines and administrative practices are in place. 

Individuals found in the register are entitled to apply for compensation at The Chancellor of Justice. So far about 3 000 applications have been approved.
Mr President,

Since 2011 the Swedish constitution gives an explicit recognition of the Sami as a people. 

The Sami parliament was established in 1993 in order to strengthen both the participation of persons belonging to the Sami indigenous people in political life and the recognition of the status of the Sami as an indigenous people and their right to self-determination.  The enhanced dialogue that has been initiated by the government with representatives of the Sami people aims will deal with issues of concern to the Sami people. Since the establishment and especially during the last years the Sami Parliament has gradually been given increased autonomy, in particular in the areas of reindeer husbandry and Sami language.

In 2010 the Sami Parliament’s right to participate in municipal planning and to monitor consideration of Sami needs, including reindeer husbandry interests in land and water use, was extended. Furthermore the Minerals Act and Ordinance was amended in 2014 so as to increase Sami involvement in the process of issuing permits for exploration for minerals. The amendments include an obligation to send the plan of operations to the Sami Parliament and that it be in Sámi language if the Sámi so request.
In spring 2011, Sweden, Norway and Finland initiated negotiations on a Nordic Sami Convention. The aim of the Convention is to confirm and strengthen such rights for the Sami people as to allow the Sami people to safeguard and develop their language, culture, livelihoods and way of life with the least possible restriction by national borders. Representatives of the three Sami parliaments are included in the negotiation delegations. 

Sweden is also actively engaged in UN mechanisms concerning the rights of indigenous peoples and fully supported the outcome document of the World Conference of Indigenous Peoples in September 2014. 

Among reindeer herders, several problems related to the mental health situation has been identified.  There are particular risk factors related to the challenges facing reindeer herders, primarily an increased risk for suicide. The Government acknowledges that there is a need for more efforts in order to reduce the risks. 
Mr. President, 

Sweden constantly seeks ways to strengthen the rights of the child in our country. The Government therefore recently decided to initiate work to incorporate the Convention on the Rights of the Child as a national law in the Swedish legal system. 
It is a priority for the Government to strengthen the rights of children to express their views in issues that concern them. It is important that every child have this right, regardless of age and functional capacity.  

The government has noted that the third optional protocol to the Convention has entered into force.  Since the Government took office in October 2014, preparatory work concerning the incorporation of the convention into Swedish legislation has been prioritized and the government has yet to consider a ratification of this last protocol.

One of the advance questions to my Government concerned the contact between asylum-seeking unaccompanied children and their parents and families. 

Unaccompanied asylum-seeking children is a vulnerable group with special concerns. 

In 2014 approximately 7 000 unaccompanied minors applied for asylum in Sweden.

Swedish law states that the Swedish Migration Board shall make efforts to locate family members of unaccompanied minors as soon as possible. Hence, the Migration Board works actively to trace the minor’s parents or other guardians. The best interest of the child shall always be taken into account. 

Family tracing is usually carried out through dialogue with the competent authorities and NGOs in the country of origin. The Swedish Migration Board is responsible for conducting this work.

Another special concern for children in Sweden is the topic of statelessness. More than 6 000 persons under the age of 18, with residence in Sweden, are stateless. As you know, last year UNHCR launched the ten-year Campaign to End Statelessness.  
Amendments to the Swedish Citizenship Act, with the purpose of reducing statelessness, will enter into force on 1 April 2015. Stateless children´s opportunities to obtain Swedish citizenship are facilitated through shorter domicile period requirements. Permanent residence permit is required but the residence period will be 2 years instead of 3 years. 

Stateless children born in Sweden who wish to acquire citizenship through a simplified notification process will be able to do so until they turn 18, instead of the current rules where they have to do so before they turn 5.  As for young stateless persons above 18 years of age, the age before which notification of citizenship should be made is extended by one year, to 21 years of age.

Mr President, 

Regarding the advance questions on pre-trial detention and restrictions I would like to state that in Sweden pre-trial detention and restrictions should only be used when it is necessary and proportionate. The reasons for the detention are regularly reviewed. It is important that the length of the pre-trial detention is kept as short as possible and that only necessary restrictions are used. The Prosecution Authority and the Prison and Probation Service (SPPS) are both taking steps to reduce the isolation of detainees. 

The Government is also examining ways of improving the overall situation for young offenders, including finding ways to ease any solitary confinement of young detainees.

Mr President,

I would like to take a moment to talk about the question of surveillance, including the 2008 Signals Intelligence Act, and its connection to privacy. An issue that has been widely discussed in Sweden and around the world. 

Sweden combines strong protection of the rights of the individual with efforts to prevent any interference with the right to privacy. The Foreign Intelligence Act and the Signals Intelligence Act contain mechanisms of legal security and control to ensure that the requirement of integrity protection is met.

The signals intelligence at the National Defence Radio Establishment is conducted within the detailed framework of Swedish legislation, under strict judicial control and with parliamentary oversight. The legislation guarantees that there is a proper balance between national security interests and personal integrity. The Government reports to the Parliament once a year, issuing a written communication on the signals surveillance conducted under the Act. The Government most recently issued this communication on 18 December 2014. 

This system aims at safeguarding that signals intelligence is carried out in accordance with the national legislation protecting privacy as well as with Sweden’s obligations under international human rights law. 

Mr President, 

Let me now address the issue of police violence and the question of investigating alleged police misconduct. 

Any casualty or harm as a consequence of police action is regrettable. When force has been used, it is key that each case is thoroughly investigated in order to establish if the force used was needed and proportionate. An internal investigation is initiated by default when an officer has used hers or his firearm in the line of duty. The outcome is also used for instance in internal training.

With regards to the issue of investigations on alleged police misconduct, on 1 January 2015 changes in the organisation of the Police service established an independent Department of Special Investigations within the Police at national level. 

Mr President,

Before I finish, let me stress that the Swedish Government is determined to continue to work systematically on human rights issues. Work on the Government’s long-term goal to achieve full respect for human rights is a continuous process. The Government has previously established two inquiries regarding the continued systematic work with human rights on a national level. These two inquires and the recommendations from this UPR process will be an important input for our continued work on human rights.

The government has announced in its budget bill for 2015 that we will intend to deliver to the parliament a strategy regarding the systematic work for human rights in Sweden. One important aspect of the coming strategy is to set out how an independent monitoring of the implementation of human rights in Sweden could take place.

On that note, Mr President, I would like to thank you and all of you here today, for your attention and patience. My delegation and I are now prepared to listen to your recommendations and answer any questions the members of the UPR working group may wish to ask.

