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The neeting was called to order at 10 a.m

CONSI DERATI ON OF REPORTS OF STATES PARTIES (item 4 of the agenda)

Initial report of the Lao People's Denpcratic Republic (CRC/ C/ 8/ Add. 32;
CRC/C QLAO1L (list of issues to be taken up); witten replies fromthe

Lao Covernnent to questions raised in the list of issues (document w thout a
synbol distributed at the neeting))

1. At the invitation of the Chairperson, M. lLengsavad, Ms. Vongsak
M. Kietisack, Ms. Phommachanh and M. Phrakonkham (Lao People's Denocratic
Republic) took places at the Comrittee table.

2. The CHAI RPERSON wel conmed the Lao del egati on. She expressed appreciation
of the fact that it was conposed of very high-level representatives and
invited it to present the report of the Lao People's Denocratic Republic
(CRC/ C/ 8/ Add. 32) .

3. M. LENGSAVAD (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) said that the

Lao Peopl e's Denocratic Republic, one of the |east devel oped countries, was
doing its utnost to inplement its soci o-econom ¢ devel opment progranme and,

wi thin that framework, the Governnent was pursuing a policy designed to
safeguard the rights and interests of children. At the international |evel,
the Lao People's Denocratic Republic had signed the Declaration and Pl an of
Action adopted at the close of the World Summit for Children in 1990, and had
become a party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991. |In order
to take the appropriate steps on behalf of children, the Government had set up
t he National Commi ssion for Mdthers and Children in 1992 and reorganized it in
1996. Thanks to the support of the Governnent and the United Nations Save the
Chi |l dren Fund, the Comm ssion had already scored sone consi derabl e successes.
The npst noteworthy achi evenents had been in the spheres of vaccination

health care, basic education and inproving the situation of women.
Neverthel ess, many difficulties and obstacles still l[ay ahead and the
Governnent realized that it had to step up its efforts to inmprove the |iving
conditions of wonen and children

4, The Lao Governnent was grateful to its allies and the internationa
organi zati ons which were giving it valuable assistance in the field of nother
and child welfare. He was glad that on 20 Septenber 1997, the Executive Board
of UNI CEF had unani mously adopted a programme of cooperation between the Lao
Peopl e's Denocratic Republic and UNI CEF for the 1998-2002 period. Lastly, he
t hanked the Conmittee for its action and in particular he thanked the

Chai rperson for her visit to the Lao People's Denpcratic Republic in 1996.

The Lao del egation would do its utnost to ensure a fruitful dialogue with the
Committee when the initial report was exam ned.

5. The CHAI RPERSON i nvited the menbers of the Committee to put their
guesti ons on general measures of inplenmentation (arts. 4, 42 and 44 (6) of the
Convention) (questions 1 to 9 of the list of issues) (CRC/C QLAO1).

6. Ms. KARP thanked the head of the Lao delegation for his statement. She
wi shed the witten report had contained nore precise information and
statistics on children's living conditions and on the |egislative nmeasures
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taken to protect their rights. Neverthel ess, she was pleased that the report
had been frank and that the Lao Governnment had the political will to inprove
the situation of children. 1In that connection, she asked how the

Lao Government financed the action plans and programes referred to in the
report and pointed out that the inplenmentation of article 4 of the Convention
presupposed the adoption of the appropriate budgetary nmeasures to give effect
to the rights recognized in the Convention. In addition, she wi shed to know
how many children under 18 there were in the Lao People's Denpcratic Republic
and what the literacy rate was.

7. She al so wanted to know nore about the operating nmethods and activities,
at the central and local |evels, of the National Comm ssion for Mthers and
Children. Could children | odge conplaints with an i ndependent body, |ike an
ombudsrman? Wy did the National Conm ssion not include representatives of the
M nistries of Justice and the Interior, those being the departments conpetent
for the status of the child? She noted that nobst of the laws pertaining to
chil dren had been adopted in 1990, that was to say one year before the Lao
Peopl e's Denocratic Republic had become a party to the Convention. Did the
Lao Government intend to review the legislation in force in order to bring it
into line with the principles and provisions of the Convention? Lastly, in
what fields covered by the Convention were technical assistance needs
greatest?

8. Ms. OUEDRAOGO said she was pleased to note the efforts bei ng made by
the Lao Governnent, despite its limted resources, to provide the requisite
facilities enabling children to develop their full physical and nenta
potential. She particularly welconmed the soci o-econom ¢ devel opnment pl an
running until the year 2000, the introduction of |legal, adm nistrative and
institutional franmes of reference such as the Constitution, the Fam |y Law,
t he Labour Law etc. and the drafting of a national progranme of action for
chi | dren.

9. The transl ation of the Convention into Lao and its circul ation were

| audabl e, but not enough appeared to have been done to gain the genera

popul ation's active support for its inplenmentation. The Lao Governnent ought
to take the necessary steps to heighten the popul ation's awareness of the
Convention, in pursuance of article 42 thereof and to secure the community's
partici pation.

10. Noti ng that the National Commi ssion for Mdthers and Children was the
mai n governnental body responsible for the protection and wel fare of children
she questioned the advisability of |unping nothers and children together
because that nade them | ook |ike extrenely vul nerable and therefore margina
menbers of society. Wiile the rights of wonmen and children were interrel ated
it would definitely be preferable to have a separate national comm ssion for
children, which could target children's problens nore accurately and find the
right solutions to them

11. She wel coned the ratification by the Lao Governnent of the Convention on
the Elimnation of Al Fornms of Discrimnation against Wnen and the

I nternational Convention on the Elimnation of Al Forns of Racial

Di scrimnation and she urged it to consider acceding to the Internationa
Covenant on Economi c, Social and Cultural Rights (which had a close bearing on
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children's rights) and to other international instrunments. She regretted that
the Lao Governnent had not strictly followed the Conmittee's instructions
regarding the |layout of reports in presenting its initial report. For
exanpl e, why were the general and sone specific principles of the Convention
not dealt with in the report and why were certain notions such as the best
interests of the child not nmentioned? It would be hel pful to know whet her
such principles and concepts were taken into consideration in famly, schoo
and social life and whether they were reflected in the Constitution or any
other legislation. Simlar shortcom ngs existed with regard to the concepts
of non-discrimnation, the right to life and respect for the child's opinion
A single docunent enconpassing all the laws relating to children and the
Convention's provisions would be desirable. She also wondered why the

M ni ster for Foreign Affairs, rather than a specialized mnister, chaired the
Nati onal Commi ssion for Mdthers and Children. Lastly, she asked how many

| anguages were spoken in the country and why the Convention had been
translated only into Lao. How did popul ation groups which spoke a | anguage
ot her than Lao becone conversant with the Convention?

12. Ms. PALME said she was pleased that the Lao People's Denpcratic
Republ i c was cooperating with international bodies like the United Nations
Save the Children's Fund and non-governnental organizations. She hoped that
nati onal associations and bodies would |ikew se contribute actively to the

i mpl enentati on of the Convention, in accordance with articles 2 and 44 (6).
To that end, the Convention should be translated into the | anguages of the
various popul ation groups, even if that was expensive and all sectors of the
popul ati on should be fanmiliarized with the Convention and the report submtted
to the Commttee. Referring to the National Conm ssion for Mthers and

Chil dren, she, too, thought that it would be wise to separate the protection
of nothers fromthat of children.

13. M. RABAH inquired whether the econonic recession in the Lao People's
Denocrati ¢ Republic was hanpering the provision of social benefits to which
children were entitled. Noting that the Governnent had stated in its witten
replies that the National Comm ssion for Mthers and Chil dren had been
reactivated in 1996, he requested informati on about the previous situation as
wel | as that body's plans for the future. He also asked whether any nationa
laws conflicted with articles of the Convention. He wi shed to know if the
children frommnority popul ati on groups were discrimnated agai nst in any way
and why there were no juvenile courts. Lastly, he asked for details about the
speci al cases in which the m ninum age for nmarriage could be |owered from 18
to 15 years and about the circunmstances in which it was possible to change a
child's nane.

14. M. KOOSOV said that the Lao Governnent ought to be comrended for its
signature of the Convention, notw thstanding the difficulties it m ght be
encountering in its application. He considered that those difficulties had
been chiefly caused by financial problens, on the one hand and a | ack of
under st andi ng of the provisions of the Convention at various |levels, on the
other. Wth regard to the first cause, he wondered if the requisite steps had
been taken to optim ze the use of available resources and to ensure that, in
accordance with article 4 of the Convention, all the appropriate neasures had
been undertaken, to the extent permtted by avail able resources, to guarantee
children's enjoynment of their economic, social and cultural rights. As for
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t he second cause, he asked for details about the neasures taken to nake
judges, teachers, the general public and, above all, children nore alive to
the provisions of the Convention. For that purpose, it mght be advisable to
supply the Lao Governnment with technical and financial assistance in order to
have the numerous works interpreting the Convention translated into |oca

| anguages.

The neeting was suspended at 10.55 a.m and resuned at 11.10 a.m

15. M. LENGSAVAD (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) first stated that his
country was still consolidating its legal system It needed all the help it
could obtain to do so. He assured the Conmittee that even if no specific

| egislation yet existed to protect children, their interests were duly taken
into account in all fields of |aw

16. He regretted that he was unable to supply a precise breakdown of
resources. Appropriations were allocated to a nunber of programres in the
spheres of pre-school education, nursery schooling and i mmunization. He
stressed the inportance of the help given by UNICEF and of bilateral aid, in
view of his country's econonmi c predicanent. He said that the nmain purpose
behi nd the decision in 1996 to reorgani ze the National Comr ssion for Mthers
and Children had been to inprove coordination between the various conponents
including mnistries, the Winen's Union and village conmttees. The reports
of the National Comm ssion's quarterly nmeetings were distributed to al

concer ned.

17. He said that the Convention had been translated into Lao with UNI CEF s
assistance and that it had been circul ated anong all the ethnic groups of the
popul ati on, nmost of whom understood the official |anguage. The main trouble
was people's poor |evel of education. Priority had therefore been given to
spreadi ng the nessage of the Convention at events organi zed around vacci nation
canpai gns, for exanple. As far as the age of marriage was concerned, he said
that children fromcertain ethnic groups traditionally married young,
sometines at the age of 12. The Governnment was doing all it could to

di scourage such practi ces.

18. M. KIETISACK (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) returning to the
guestions about the | egal system acknow edged that penal |aw provisions
regarding children did not neet the Convention's requirenents. To overcone
those shortcom ngs, courts tried to apply the law with circunspection. For
exanpl e, offenders between 15 and 18 years of age were not normally arrested
unl ess they had committed a serious crinme. |If they were prosecuted, the
penal ties inposed on themwere |ighter than those applying to adults. Law and
order was further safeguarded by the Fami |y Law which gave parents educati ona
duties. Even so, the courts realized that the | ack of juvenile courts and
special laws protecting children was a maj or defect which woul d have to be
corrected.

19. M. LENGSAVAD (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) said that conpul sory
school i ng had been extended to the age of 10 and, as a result, schoo
attendance had risen from54 to 74 per cent between 1990 and 1995, while the
literacy rate had gone up from60 to 64 per cent over the sanme period. The
Government was al so trying hard to set up vocational training centres in the
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capital and the provinces. Forty-eight informl education centres were
already in operation in the country. Referring to international cooperation
he said that his country greatly needed the assistance and support of the

i nternational comunity, above all in order to train |lawers and specialists
in the | aw regarding children

20. The CHAI RPERSON wondered whether, in view of the social and economc
plight of the country, the university which had just been founded woul d

i nclude a departnment for training welfare workers who could further the
application of the Convention's provisions on the rights of the child. She

al so asked whet her the Government intended to call on the services of

i nternational NGOs which had had | engthy experience in the field of children's
rights. Lastly, what steps had been taken by the Lao Governnment to introduce
a programme of training in human rights in general and the rights of the child
in particular, in schools and civil society, during the United Nations Decade
for Human Ri ghts Educati on?

21. M . LENGSAVAD (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) said that the national
university had an Institute of Education, where schoolteachers and

ki ndergarten staff were trained and the Mnistry of Education was
contenplating the inclusion in school curricula of basic instruction in the
rights of the child. 1In the NGO sector, youth associations, wonen's

associ ations and voluntary organi zati ons were endeavouring to awaken the
popul ation's interest and to help the Governnent in the field of outreach
activities. Their nmessages were spread by the nedia (radio, television and
newspapers) and by | ocal organizations. |In the Lao People's Denocratic
Republic wel fare workers were not trained at university but by the Mnistry of
Labour and Soci al Welfare, which was responsible for child welfare throughout
the country and which had set up a centre for handi capped children and

or phans.

22. Ms. OUEDRAOGO urged the Lao Governnment to introduce a public awareness
programe ai med at changi ng soci ety's behavi our towards women. Furthernore,
she asked whether a father's responsibility for his children was nerely
financi al and whether conpul sory schooling was not difficult to put into
practice owing to sone of the country's traditions. |In that connection had
measures been adopted to prevent girls from being enslaved by duties in the
hone? Cenerally speaking, she thought that it would be for the country to

i ntroduce a national programme for wonmen, as part of its followup to the
Beijing Platformfor Action.

23. M . RABAH asked the Lao del egati on whet her national |egal provisions
conflicted with those of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

24. Ms. KARP requested details about the budget of the National Comr ssion
for Mothers and Children, the resources allocated to education and

avail ability of econom c assistance for needy famlies. She called on the
Governnment to gather specific statistical data which would nake it possible to
assess children's problens and take the necessary steps to solve them In her
opinion, it would be useful to launch canpaigns to informthe general public
and heighten its awareness of the new concept of the child as a person with
rights.
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25. M . LENGSAVAD (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) said that the Nationa
Commi ssion for Mothers and Children had a budget, but that the Government had
no plans to earmark particular funds for children under the headi ngs of
education, culture, information or public health. He admtted that his
country | acked experience in the matter. The National Statistical Ofice
collected data on children (especially on their health) and officials had been
trained to evaluate and plan various activities on behalf of children. The
Lao Covernnent was al so striving to protect children by circul ati ng new i deas
and knowl edge in the renote areas of the country, and cooperation had been
instituted with foreign conpanies to use satellite broadcasts on radi o and
tel evi sion frequencies which could be received throughout the country.

26. In reply to M. Rabah, he said that national |aws could not conflict
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child because there was no specia
law on the rights of children in the country. There were, however, plans to
set up juvenile courts and the Governnent intended to train | awers for that
pur pose.

27. The CHAI RPERSON invited the members of the Conmittee to put their
guestions concerning the definition of the child and general principles
(questions 10 to 18 of the list of issues).

28. Ms. KARP, noting the |long gap between the end of conpul sory schooling
at 10 and the age at which a child was authorized to work (15), asked what
happened to children in the neanwhile, if there were any problens and, if so,
how t hey were solved. She observed that the age at which a child could
testify in a court was 16, which seemed to run counter to the new i deas set
forth in the Convention. Could children under 16 testify and, nore to the
point, file conplaints, especially if their interests conflicted with those of
their parents? What was the effective age of consent to adopti on because,
under article 38 of the Famly Law it was 18, whereas the report stated that
such consent was required as fromage 10? Had any other age limts been set
for the consent of the child to other famly matters, especially custody? How
could children exercise their rights under the Convention, especially when
their interests conflicted with those of their parents?

29. She remarked that the four general principles enbodied in the Convention
were not expressly set forth in any legislative text relating to children, but
that that did not apply solely to the Lao People's Denocratic Republic. Such
a process required a change in attitude and therefore an education drive.
According to the Convention, a child had to be regarded as a human being with
rights and it would be useful to know, in that respect, whether children's
consent was required to various kinds of adm nistrative or judicial decisions
concerning themor if there was sone process whereby children coul d express
their views, gain an understanding of the issues involved and form an opinion
Once again, an effort to train judges, public prosecutors and teachers would
be necessary in order to institute a dialogue with the child. As there was
still a great deal to be done in that field, she asked if the Governnent
intended to take on board the novel idea of children's participation

30. Ms. OUEDRAOXO i nquired about the status of the Convention in the
Lao People's Denocratic Republic, what reception it had been given by the
popul ation despite its restricted circulation, what the first reactions had
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been to it and what difficulties had been encountered in securing its
acceptance. She also wi shed to know how children had received the instrunent
enbodying their own rights and how they were asserting those rights.

31. She asked whet her young people who nmarried between the ages of 15 and 18
were regarded as adults or nminors and what steps the CGovernnment was taking to
prevent early marriages. To what extent had Decree 52 of the Prine Mnister
been i mpl emented, especially in respect of free care for school children
students and the very poor? What programe was the project based on and how
was it financed? She was al so concerned about discrimnatory practices at
several |evels of society, viz. between nmen and wonen, ethnic groups and the
rich and the poor. To what extent were | egislative provisions ainmed at
combat i ng such discrimnation enforceable and ought not an attenpt be made to
hei ghten the awareness of the population or even to pronote a change in
attitude so as to elimnate various fornms of discrimnation? Lastly, she
asked the Lao del egation how it defined the best interests of the child, the
right of the child to express its personal opinion in the famly and in

soci ety and the participation of the child, as those were points which had not
been dealt with in sufficient depth in the report.

32. M. KOLOSOV was surprised that, apparently, in the Lao People's
Denocrati c Republic the age of mpjority had not been determ ned by the
Constitution or the Cvil Code but, according to paragraph 43 of the report,
by the Penal Code. Was that really the case? Paragraph 45 of the report said
that under article 9 the mninumage for nmarriage was 18, but failed to
indicate the text in question. Could some clarification be provided?

33. He considered that when it cane to inplementing the general principles
set forth in the Convention, the opinion of children should be sought and
their best interests taken into consideration, at least in all officia
procedures concerning them It was therefore essential that the nenbers or
representatives of the Mnistry of Justice or Mnistry of the Interior should
know about those principles and be involved in taking decisions ainmed at
securing respect for them He therefore asked if representatives of the

M nistry of Justice or Mnistry of the Interior sat on the National Comm ssion
for the Protection of Mothers and Children and, if so, what their exact duties
wer e.

34. M. KIETISACK (Lao People's Denocratic Republic) said that the Civi

Code established the age of majority at 18, but that a young person was
crimnally responsible as fromthe age of 15. The parents or guardi ans of the
child were responsible in the case of under-15s. The Famly Law set the

m ni mum age of nmarriage at 18. Sone exceptions were, however, nmade for 15 to
18-year olds, if they were living together, or in the event of pregnancy. The
| aw prohi bited the marriage of mnors of under 15, yet in sonme ethnic groups,
marriage was traditionally authorized as fromthe age of 12. Since the |aw
had no deterrent effect, an attenpt was being nade to educate rather than

puni sh, and such nmarriages were recogni zed de facto.

35. As in other countries, in the Lao People's Denpcratic Republic a child
could file a conplaint and be represented by its parents in nost cases. Wen
the interests of the child conflicted with those of its parents, the child
could be represented by another nenmber of the famly or a lawer. Children
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could testify in court and their testinmony was taken into account, but young
peopl e under 16 had to be acconpani ed by a parent or guardian. No provision
expressly stated that a child of under 18 was regarded as a citizen but, as a
signatory of the Convention, the Lao People's Denocratic Republic had

recogni zed that fact. |In the Constitution, the rights of nothers and children
were expressed in very general ternms, but, in reality, the provision in
guestion enconpassed the best interests of the child within the famly and
society. In the past, in traditional Lao society, there had been a tendency
not to recognize the rights of children and the Convention therefore
constituted a new departure. An attenpt was now being nade to take account of
children's opinions, and society was readier to listen to them

The neeting rose at 1 p.m




