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Madam/ Mr. President, 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

At the outset, let me reaffirm that the protection of human rights is a core concern to the Austrian Government at every level. 
Respect for human rights and violations of international human rights obligations are not merely a domestic affair. It is a matter of legitimate interest for the international community to ensure that international human rights obligations are respected and implemented. 

Austria, therefore, is proud of its long-standing record of active engagement to advance the international system for the promotion and protection of human rights of the UN, and of regional organisations such as the Council of Europe, the OSCE and the European Union. As a current member of the Human Rights Council, our engagement has focussed in particular on the protection of minorities, freedom of expression, safety of journalists as well as gender equality and women’s rights.
Austria has acceded to all major international human rights treaties and has extended a standing invitation to all Special Procedures’ mandate holders. 
Madam/ Mr. President, 

The COVID-19 pandemic made this past year a truly demanding and difficult one for all of us. And the situation is still uncertain. As we speak, many countries – including Austria - are being ravaged by a second or even third wave despite having implemented strict measures to fight this global challenge. But the COVID-19 pandemic is more than a health crisis. It is an economic crisis, a humanitarian crisis and a global social and human rights crisis. 
Our response in Austria has focused on curbing the spread of the pandemic, protecting the health of all residents, as well as tempering its devastating social and economic impact. 
Austria’s crisis response is in full conformity with our international human rights obligations, which we have not derogated from or suspended. Quite the contrary: any restrictions on fundamental rights are limited in time and are evaluated on an ongoing basis to ensure their proportionality and non-discriminatory nature. 
Decisions on all measures respect democratic requirements and normal legislative procedures provided for under our constitution, with parliamentary approval where necessary. This happens under considerable time constraints, yet with robust and inclusive consultations with all stakeholders. Information on measures to combat COVID-19 and access to health care is available in 18 languages, including sign language, to ensure the broadest possible dissemination. 
All legislative acts and executive actions are subject to judicial review. The Austrian Constitutional Court has already examined a number of measures in the context of the pandemic as to their human rights conformity, overturning only parts of some laws and regulations. Even under conditions that are not ideal, the justice system has proven to be effective in providing a very high level of human rights protection and ensuring respect for the rule of law. 
We are taking special care to provide enhanced assistance to persons in vulnerable situations and those most at risk during the pandemic. Substantial financial support has been dispensed to families with children, single parents and low-income households. Incomparable funds are available for job-retention and employment programmes, and to support businesses. In fact, Austria’s generous economic stimulus package is among the highest in Europe, and includes direct payments to substitute revenue loss, tax breaks and measures to encourage investment and job creation. More than 2000 persons with disabilities have benefited from increased wage subsidies last year. A new mental health monitoring system and improved access to counselling are in place. The Austrian Health Promotion Fund supports new projects to strengthen social cohesion and solidarity specifically benefitting older persons, who may be experiencing increased loneliness. 
Madam/ Mr. President, 

The pandemic has made existing inequalities more visible. Women already do more unpaid care work than men, and the pandemic has further worsened the struggle of many women to balance work outside and within the home. Therefore, Austria has implemented a package of measures designed to ease the financial burden and the burden of care work for women in particular. 

As pointed out by Belgium and Sweden in their questions submitted in advance, the COVID-19 pandemic has also increased the risk of gender-based violence. Consequently, we have considerably strengthened measures to prevent and combat domestic violence, including facilitating the issuance of restraining orders and injunctions, increasing funds available for shelters in all regions, free telephone counselling and protection of victims as well as awareness raising campaigns. Austria has consistently placed a very high priority on preventing and combating violence against women and pioneered a very high level of protection against gender-based violence. Since Austria’s last UPR, I am pleased to report that we have further strengthened legislation to protect victims of domestic violence by amending the criminal procedure act in 2016, allowing special protection and privacy for witness statements. The new violence protection act entered into force on 1st of January 2021 and has further expanded protection for victims of domestic violence, for example to victims of persistent stalking, and has strengthened their rights in criminal proceedings. Moreover, the ministry of justice cooperates closely with victims’ rights advocates and NGOs, including on publishing updated guidelines for prosecutors, police and protection facilities. 
In response to Sweden’s advance question on femicide, I am pleased to inform that with the new violence protection act the Austrian government has specifically increased preventive measures, in particular where risk assessment and cooperation among relevant authorities is concerned.  We have significantly increased funds available for advice and support to women at risk of violence – in fact, the majority of the 43% budget increase for women’s affairs last year was dedicated to the prevention of violence against women. In addition, anti-violence programs are offered to raise awareness among men, neighbours and health care providers. 
Madam/ Mr. President, 

Violence against women is not limited to physical violence. About a third of women surveyed reported experiences of sexual harassment online or cyber stalking. More generally, we are experiencing an increasing spread of hate, discrimination and even instigation of violence online. Therefore, the fight against online hate speech is one of the priorities for Austria’s government. I am pleased to inform that a comprehensive package of legislation has been finalized and entered into force since our national report was published. 
The Federal Act to combat online hate entered into force on 1st of January 2020 and aims to better protect victims of online hate speech and hate crimes, and to strengthen measures against cyber-bullying. It extends the scope of the criminal offence of incitement to hate speech directed against individual members of protected groups. It explicitly criminalizes so-called “upskirting” and broadens the scope of the existing criminal offence cyber-bullying. It facilitates access to legal recourse and injunction procedures to remove hateful content online, extends statutes of limitations, raises damages payable under the Media Act . It also entitles victims to free psychosocial and legal assistance in criminal proceedings and reduces the costs of lawsuits. In addition, the new Communications Platforms Act places more responsibility on social media providers to monitor and quickly erase hateful content – within 24hours for obviously criminal postings. 
Targeted training is offered to judges, prosecutors and police focusing on hate crimes and hate speech online, as part of our efforts to combat racism, antisemitism, xenophobia and intolerance.
Madam/ Mr. President, 

Austria is fully committed to the fight against racism, xenophobia, antisemitism and related intolerance. Nevertheless, racist prejudices and attitudes, right-wing extremist, xenophobic, antireligious and racist acts continue to exist. We strive to improve protection continuously through legal provisions and their implementation as well as through awareness-raising measures and education. 
The current government programme includes a National Action Plan against racism and discrimination, as well as strategies and other measures to prevent and combat antisemitism, racism, xenophobia, radicalization and violent extremism. I am particularly proud to announce that we have already developed a comprehensive national strategy against antisemitism under my leadership. The strategy has been elaborated together with relevant stakeholders including the Jewish community and in line with the 2018 EU Council Declaration on combatting antisemitism and better protection of the Jewish Community. The new Federal Act on safeguarding Austrian-Jewish cultural heritage secures the tripling of our long-term financial investment for the protection of Jewish institutions and for the promotion of Jewish life. In addition, we have set up a special office and documentation centre, pledged to improve data collection, to revise the National Socialist Prohibition Act and to increase focus on prevention through education and awareness raising. [The strategy against antisemitism is expected to be adopted by the Austrian government yesterday / shortly.]

Madam/ Mr. President, 

The COVID-19 pandemic has overshadowed this past year, as social contacts, economies and global travel were put on hold. But the pandemic did not put on hold the threat of terrorism and violent extremism across the globe, nor did it prevent it from striking in the heart of Vienna. The attack on 2 November 2020 by a terrorist pledging affiliation with ISIS claimed the lives of several innocent people and injured many more. 

In addition to the comprehensive legal and policy framework already in place to prevent and combat radicalization, violent extremism and terrorism, the Austrian government has announced a range of additional measures targeting root causes of radicalization in the aftermath of the terrorist attack. Allow me to name a few: 
· systematic exchange of data and information among relevant authorities in Austria and the EU

· prohibiting activities of fundamentalist, anti-democratic, extremist or radicalized islamist groups and associations in Austria and effectively preventing foreign funds from financing their activities

· enhanced oversight and registration of imams visiting from abroad, ideally throughout the EU
· increased offers of counselling, educational and social services to prevent radicalization and
· enhanced individualized plans and programs for de-radicalization in prisons.

A set of amendments to the criminal code and criminal procedure is currently in the public consultation phase: They criminalize formation and participation in extremist religious associations, and ensure effective oversight of convicted terrorists if they continue to pose a threat after release from prison. 
In Austria, the fight against extremism is a cross-cutting issue, involving local, regional and federal actors from the security and justice sector, but also in education, employment, social, youth and family, as well as intercultural and integration affairs. Since our last UPR, we have adopted a nationwide strategy for the prevention and countering of violent extremism and de-radicalisation. Special emphasis is placed on prevention and early warning signs for radicalization in police training. Moreover, in the criminal justice system efforts are being stepped up where training, staff expertise, procedures for risk assessment and de-radicalization programmes are concerned.
In response to the advance question raised by Germany let me assure you that Austria takes its obligations under international human rights treaties very seriously. Respect for constitutionally enshrined human rights guides Austria in the design and implementation of its measures and policies to counter terrorism and violent extremism. As you well know, human rights, democracy, freedom and the rule of law are the strongest weapons we possess in the face of terrorism and violent extremism. 
Austria will act decisively to fight extremism and the ideology behind it with all its might. As Federal Chancellor Kurz clearly stated after the attack: We will certainly not allow ourselves to be divided as a society, because the divisions are not between Christians and Muslims or between Austrians and migrants. Regardless of origin or religion, together, we must fight with full determination against the enemies of our free society. 
Let me be clear today as well: Austria is proud of its tradition of tolerance and inclusion. Our measures to prevent and combat radicalization and extremism should not be understood as being directed against any particular religion. Rather, religious communities and faith leaders play a crucial role in countering radical tendencies and feelings of social exclusion, discrimination and marginalisation. In other words, religious communities are part of the solution.
Madam/ Mr. President, 

Austria is among those European States hosting the highest number of refugees and migrants considering the size of the country. In addition to providing accommodation and basic care to asylum seekers in need, Austria has expanded measures for integration, such as language and orientation courses. We remain firmly committed to our international obligations under the Convention relating to the status of refugees and the European Convention for human rights, including the right to family unity, as well as humanitarian principles. As I already mentioned today, Austria is a party to most international human rights treaties. While we regularly evaluate joining additional instruments we do not plan to ratify the international convention on migrant workers as it does not sufficiently distinguish between migrants who illegally entered the country and those who are legally present. 
Madam/ Mr. President, 

The Austrian Constitution also provides comprehensive guarantees of fundamental rights and freedoms. We are a country with strong institutions built to protect, promote and fulfil human rights. 
One of these institutions is the Ombudsman Board, which functions as the Austrian National Human Rights Institution in accordance with the Paris Principles. In 2012, the Board was entrusted with the explicit constitutional mandate to support and protect human rights. Since then, it has also been the OPCAT National Preventive Mechanism against torture.
Again, I would like to reiterate, the three members of the Ombudsman Board exercise their function in full independence, pursuant to the Austrian Constitution: 
· they cannot be dismissed from office
· they are elected by parliament upon nomination by the three largest political parties. This also allows opposition parties to nominate members.
· 
Human and financial resources have recently been increased to further strengthen its independence, and the Board has a separate budget.
Against this background the Austrian Ombudsman Board envisages to apply for “A Status” under the Paris Principles in due time.
Madam/ Mr. President, 

The current Austrian government presented an ambitious programme, including for strengthening human rights protection, almost exactly a year ago. Unfortunately, many projects have been delayed due to  the COVID-19 pandemic. 

But I am extremely pleased to inform that, since the submission of our national report, we have been able to significantly expand support for national minorities in Austria. Importantly, Austria has doubled the annual financial contribution in support of national minorities. In addition, federal funding for media of national minorities has also increased significantly. With reference to the advance question by Slovenia, I can assure you that we are fully committed to implementing further objectives enshrined in the government programme. In addition to the comprehensive steps taken by the Austrian government, last year’s 100-year-anniversary of the plebiscite in Carinthia was honored jointly by the Presidents of Austria and Slovenia, creating a powerful symbol of reconciliation towards a common future in the spirit of dialogue and cooperation.
Madam/ Mr. President, 

Austria’s international human rights engagement has always been guided by a spirit of cooperation and dialogue. 
We are looking forward to your questions and recommendations, of which we certainly hope to accept as many as possible. I will try to answer them in English and hope for your understanding in case I need to switch to German. After all, we are here to listen, to learn and to inform. 
I thank you.
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