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FACT SHEET

A Juvenile Justice Reform Initiative in Serbia 

· A partnership between UNICEF, the Government of Serbia - Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Education and Sports, Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Welfare and Ministry of Interior - and the Swedish International Development Agency (Sida) 

· Three-year project to assist Serbia and Montenegro government in its efforts to reform the Juvenile Justice system and promote the rights of children in conflict with the law and children at risk of coming in conflict with the law 

Why is this project needed?

Children entering into conflict with the law do so not by choice, but as a result of narrowed opportunities available for their development. These opportunites are even more limited once they have entered the penal system. Children at risk of coming in conflict with the law are frequently victims of abuse and neglect, indifferent and inadequate parenting and economic hardship. Juvenile delinquency is not a story about our success, but a testimony to our failure as a society to provide a protective environment for our children. Stigmatization of these children serves to exclude them rather than to help their rehablitation. If child offenders continue to be criminalised while being denied the ‘second chance’ they deserve, their ‘chances’ will remain limited to becoming society’s adult offenders. 

These children need to be supported while they are still children. Efforts by the society to guide the rehabilitation of these children are not sufficient enough to meet their developmental needs and are inconsistent with the respect of their rights. 

Current legislation does not fully incorporate the provisions of the U. N. Convention on the Rights of the Child and other relevant international instruments. In addition, no codes of conduct or sanctioning bodies exist to hold professionals accountable for neglect or abusive conduct while dealing with children in conflict with the law. Professionals also lack training on child rights and state-of-art practices in dealing with juveniles in conflict with the law. As a result, children’s rights to due process are not enforced to the extent that would meet international standards. 

Most successful contemporary policies and practices for dealing with juveniles in conflict with the law are based on UN guidelines and recommendations. These include alternative sentencing measures, diversion schemes and the well-established rehabilitation programmes proven to be successful in most of Europe. With “Children Chance for Change project”, we bring these practices to Serbia for the first time.

How will the project work?

The activities of the project are designed to reach and reform every component of the juvenile justice system in Serbia: development of alternative community-based care( including diversion measures); legislation (advocacy  for a separate comprehensive Juvenile Justice Code);  social services (enhancement of treatment of children in conflict with the law); judiciary (including  training of prosecutors and judges); police (revision of practices in the arrest and detention of children) and institutional care (improvement of  care and protection of children in custody). 

The most advanced experiences in Europe will serve as a reference. However the models will be based on the reality in Serbia and will be developed in a participatory manner together with children, their families, communities, JJ professionals and policy makers.

Who are the partners? 

UNICEF works in partnership with the Government оf Serbia - Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Education and Sports, Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Welfare and Ministry of Interior and governmental bodies, such as the Coordination Body for the Reform of Justice and the Council for the Rights of the Child - and with the Swedish International Development Agency (Sida), local and international organisations, institutions, juvenile justice professionals, law, psychology, social work and defectology professors and students, local citizens in selective communities and, of course, children in conflict with the law and children at risk throughout Serbia.

What are major achievements so far?

· Joint efforts of the Government and UNICEF in the establishment of prevention programmes for juveniles at risk and in conflict with the law have been officialized through signing of the Memorandum of Understanding. This document will serve as a guide for the establishment of diversion models in the local community.

· Victim-offender mediation, as an effective measure applied world-wide in order to have the number of children in custody reduced, and to effectively “divert” young children in conflict with the law from being referred to correctional institutions, has been introduced for the first time in the country. 

· Mediation Centre will be opened in municipality of Nis shortly. A group of selected professionals have been trained as mediators to more adequately guide the rehabilitation process of children in conflict with the law below the age of 14, their victims and local community.

· For the first time ever in any closed setting in Serbia, a Mediation Centre is opened for children living in the Juvenile Correctional Institution in Krusevac to offer an effective conflicts resolution method. 

· Professionals from the Juvenile Correctional Institution in Krusevac have been trained in contemporary approaches in dealing with antisocial behaviour of children. 

· Comments on the Draft Juvenile Justice Law have been prepared in order to assist the process of development of a separate and comprehensive Juvenile Justice Code harmonised with international standards.
This project started six months ago and the first results are already visible. There are, however, two and half more years of challenges and intensive work for all partners. 
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