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Introduction
01.

02.

03.

Human Rights in Croatia: Overview of 2021 is a report
published by Human Rights House Zagreb that provides
insight into violations, problems and challenges in the area
of protection and promotion of human rights in Croatia.
This report is the result of systematic, year-long monitoring and data collection from the media and relevant stakeholders from civil society and the academic community
engaged in human rights issues. Although comprehensive,
this report does not cover all human rights violations and
issues that took place in the course of 2021 but those recorded through the work of Human Rights House Zagreb
and the civil society organizations that contributed to the
preparation of this report.
We thank the civil society organizations and individuals whose insights helped us draft this report: Adopta,
Ambidekster, Are You Syrious, B.a.B.e. – Be Active, Be
Emancipated, Center for Peace, Nonviolence and Human
Rights Osijek, Center for Peace Studies, CESI – Center for
Education, Counselling and Research, Documenta – Center
for Dealing with the Past, Eko Zadar, Gong, Brave Phone,
Croatian Association of Deafblind Persons ’Dodir’, Croatian
Journalists’ Association, Youth Initiative for Human Rights,
Coalition of Associations in Healthcare, LORI, Croatian
Youth Network, PaRiter, Rehabilitation Center for Stress
and Trauma – RCT Zagreb, Parents in Action – RODA, Roma
Youth Organisation of Croatia, Roma National Council,
Alliance of Autism Associations of Croatia, Trade Union
of Croatian Journalists, Croatian Pensioners Union, SOS
Rijeka – Center for Nonviolence and Human Rights, Serb
National Council, Association Delta, Association Svitanje,
Association of Youth and Family Judges and Specialists,
Victim and Witness Support Service Association Children
First, Zagreb Pride, Friends of the Earth Croatia, Women’s
Room, Women’s Group Karlovac ‘Step’, and doc. dr. sc.
Zoran Burić and dr. sc. Lana Peto Kujundžić.
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04.

Expressions used in this report, whether in masculine or
feminine gender form, refer equally to all persons, except
in parts of the report dedicated to women’s human rights.

Methodology
05.

06.

07.

The methodology of research used in this overview of
human rights in Croatia is based on the United Nations’
Universal Human Rights Index. The Index includes all
relevant norms and standards of the global human rights
protection system and is applicable to research in the
national context.
The findings have been formulated on the basis of research
conducted in two stages. The first stage involved collecting information from secondary sources: media outlets,
monitoring of official announcements, statistics, reports
by public authorities and ombuds institutions, reviews of
civil society reports and publications, as well as analyses
of relevant legislation.
The second stage consisted of consultations with civil society organizations and the academic community on the
basis of systematized findings collected in the first stage.
In drafting the report, Human Rights House Zagreb is
guided by the principle of participation: civil society organizations and members of the academic community whose
work is dedicated to creating a tolerant, just, inclusive
and open society are represented in the research. Human
Rights House Zagreb shares these values and considers
cooperation with these organizations and individuals to
be a valuable resource in our work.

9

Social, Economic
and Political Context
08.

09.

10.

11.

In 2021, the social, economic and political context was
again marked by the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequences of earthquakes in Zagreb and Banija. Reconstruction of destroyed family houses and apartments
has been inefficient and too slow, impeded by excessive
administrative demands and the inertia of public bodies. Anti-pandemic measures, particularly restrictions on
the human rights of freedom to assembly and freedom
of movement, as well as the obligation to use EU Covid
certificates to access public services, continued to have
a negative impact on social life.
Unfortunately, a system of parliamentary oversight over
the Headquarters’ decisions restricting human rights was
not established in 2021 either, nor were steps taken to
develop a predetermined and clearly prescribed way of
limiting human rights in exceptional circumstances.
The first results of the census reveal critical data on Croatia’s population decline. The Croatian population has
decreased by as much as 396,360 persons, or 9.25%, since
2011. A decline was recorded in all counties, both in terms
of population and households,1 which will have negative
consequences for human rights, especially socio-economic
rights tied to the sustainability of the pensions and health
system and the availability of labor, social and other services.
There is still no significant progress in the exercise of
socio-economic rights. The at-risk-of-poverty and social exclusion rate has stagnated compared to last year,

1

Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census, available at: https://
popis2021.hr/
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meaning that over a fifth of Croatia’s population is still
at risk of poverty and social exclusion. It is devastating
that more than half of persons over the age of 65 are at
risk of poverty, and over half of pensions fall below the
Croatian poverty line.

12.

13.

14.

15.

The quality of life in Croatia continues to be severely negatively affected by an uneven quality of public services,
regional disparities in income levels, access to health care,
education and social protection, in addition to economic
inequalities. Of particular concern is the unequal availability of social services, which has a particularly negative
impact on vulnerable and marginalized groups and individuals’ ability to exercise their rights.
Despite the Government of the Republic of Croatia establishing the Human Rights Council, human rights unfortunately were not high on the list of the Croatian Government’s political priorities in 2021. We welcomed the end of
another year without active public policy measures for the
protection and promotion of human rights and the fight
against discrimination, as well as without policies in the
fields of gender equality and civil society development .
As a result, many of the problems and challenges in the
realization, protection and promotion of human rights in
Croatia are yet to be systematically addressed.
Still present are serious problems with the efficiency and
quality of the judicial system, while citizens’ trust in institutions remains low. The level of perceived independence
of the Croatian judiciary is still among the lowest in the EU.
The perception of corruption within public bodies remains
high while the powers of the Commission for the Resolution of Conflicts of Interest as an important anti-corruption
mechanism are being reduced.
Children and youth do not learn enough about democracy,
human rights, equality and solidarity, as evidenced by
low levels of political participation and trust in institutions
among youth. Citizens and civil society are often involved
in decision-making and consultation processes only as a

11

formality rather than in a way that is substantive, thus
weakening opportunities for civic participation.

16.

Unfortunately, as in previous years, Croatia has not done
enough to develop policies to address contemporary and
multilevel challenges and problems in the protection and
realization of human rights. Political actors and public
administration are unimaginative, unambitious, inactive
and have less and less capacity each year when it comes
to designing, developing and implementing human rightsbased public policies, which is a serious problem in the
context of complex challenges like climate change, population aging, war, migration, and social and economic
inequalities.

International Instruments, Legislation, Public
Policies and Institutions
17.

18.

Almost 15 years after signing, Croatia finally ratified the
International Convention for the Protection of All Persons
from Enforced Disappearance at the end of 2021.2 Unfortunately, no progress has been made on the ratification
of the European Social Charter (Revised). There has also
been no progress in accepting Article 14 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination, meaning that citizens remain deprived
of the possibility to make individual complaints to the
Committee that monitors its implementation.
In 2021, Croatia again did not sign the Optional Protocol to
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, denying citizens the possibility of submitting
2

Act on the Ratification of the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (OG 9/2021),
available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/medunarodni/2021_12_9_62.html
12

individual complaints to the independent UN Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Additionally, Croatia
once again did not express an intention to accede to the
International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of
All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families in 2021.

19.

20.

21.

Croatia still lacks a functioning system for the coordination and preparation of reporting and implementation
of recommendations from international human rights
mechanisms, leading to multi-year delays in reporting
on the implementation of conventions and unsystematic
implementation of received recommendations. The establishment of the Government Human Rights Council,
tasked with reviewing reports and recommendations of
international human rights bodies, marked a step in the
positive direction at the end of 2021.3 It remains to be seen
how the Council will carry out this function in the future.
Croatia continued to delay meeting its international obligations in 2021. Even after an 18-year delay, it failed to
submit a periodic report on the implementation of the
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the
Child on the sale of children, child prostitution and child
pornography, while the report on the implementation of
the International Convention on the Elimination of A ll
Forms of Discrimination against Women remains three
years overdue.
The report on the implementation of the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights was
finally adopted at the end of 2021 after a 17-year delay,4
while the report on the implementation of the Internation-

3

4

Government of the Republic of Croatia, 89th session of the Government of the Republic of Croatia, item 14. Proposal of Decision on the
Establishment of the Human Rights Council, December 2021, available
at: https://vlada.gov.hr/sjednice/89-sjednica-vlade-republike-hrvatske-33524/33524.
Government of the Republic of Croatia, 91st session of the Government of the Republic of Croatia, item 19. Second Periodic Report
on the Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights for the period up to 2020, December 2021,
available at: https://vlada.gov.hr/sjednice/91-sjednica-vlade-republike-hrvatske-33559/33559.
13

al Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, overdue by more
than one year, although adopted in early 2022, has not
yet been submitted to the UN nor is it publicly available.5

22.

23.

24.

It is worrying that human rights organizations and human
rights defenders have not been consulted in the preparation of periodic reports on the implementation of both
international covenants, which is a departure from the
current practice of organizing interactive dialogues with
civil society before adopting national reports for international human rights instruments.
In 2021, no progress was made in translating the recommendations and opinions of UN committees monitoring
the implementation of human rights conventions into
Croatian, thus failing to make them more accessible to
professionals and the general public.
The National Plan for the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights and Combating Discrimination for the period
2021-2027 has not yet been adopted, although this step
had been announced for the first quarter of 2021.6 The previous National Program for the Protection and Promotion
of Human Rights expired in 2016, leading Croatia into its
sixth year without a valid basic public policy in the field
of human rights.7

5

6

7

Government of the Republic of Croatia, 102nd session of the Government of the Republic of Croatia, item 20. Fourth Periodic Report
on the Implementation of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, February 2022, available at: https://vlada.gov.hr/
sjednice/102-sjednica-vlade-republike-hrvatske-33922/33922.
Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decision on determining strategic planning acts regarding conditions enabling the implementation of
European Union funds in the period from 2021 to 2027, with deadlines
and bodies responsible for their preparation, October 2020, available
at: https://razvoj.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/O%20ministarstvu/Pristup%20informacijama/Zakoni%20i%20ostali%20propisi/Odluka%20
o%20utvr%C4%91ivanju%20akata%20strate%C5%A1kog%20planiranja_27_10_20.pdf
Office for Human Rights and Rights of National Minorities of the Government of the Republic of Croatia, National Plan for the Protection
and Promotion of Human Rights and Combating Discrimination 20212027, January 2021, available at: https://ljudskaprava.gov.hr/nacionalni-plan-zastite-i-promicanja-ljudskih-prava-i-suzbijanja-diskriminacije-za-razdoblje-od-2021-do-2027-godine/989
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25.

26.

27.

Moreover, Croatia has not had a valid public policy on
gender equality since 2015, when the National Policy on
Gender Equality for the period 2011 — 2015 expired. Following last year, the National Plan on Gender Equality for
the period 2021-2027 has undergone drafting in 2021, but
has not yet been adopted.8
According to the Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, the
level of implementation of the recommendations from
the 2020 Report has increased – the Report was promptly
discussed in the Croatian Parliament in the year in which it
was submitted. From the 2020 Report, 43% of the recommendations have been implemented or are in the process
of implementation.9
Special ombudswomen and their deputies may still be
dismissed in case the Croatian Parliament does not accept
their annual reports, which de facto serve as reports on
the state of human rights in thematic areas of children’s
rights, gender equality and the rights of persons with
disabilities. No steps were again taken in 2021 to ensure
that special ombudspersons’ offices work independently
from politics.

8

9

Office for Gender Equality of the Government of the Republic of
Croatia, Development of the National Plan for Gender Equality 20212027, January 2021, available at: https://ravnopravnost.gov.hr/vijesti/
izrada-nacionalnog-plana-za-ravnopravnost-spolova-za-razdoblje-od2021-do-2027-godine/3429
Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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The Right to Participation,
Human Rights Defenders
and Civil Society
THE RIGHT TO VOTE
28.

29.

30.

The local elections held in May 2021 were marked by an
unregulated precampaign that began in March when unofficial candidacies were announced and election campaigns
of individual candidates began under the sponsorship of
their parties and top government officials. Numerous
candidates used their current positions as well as public resources for their campaigns. There was a worrying
lack of adequate response from city and municipal election commissions and the State Electoral Commission
to reported cases of potential misuse of public funds for
election campaigns.10
The pre-election period was also marked by disinformation
and discreditation campaigns on social networks and some
portals, which were aimed at defaming candidates, often
through misinformation and manipulative content.11
Individual candidates’ expenses were presented in
non-transparent ways and several instances of violations
of electoral silence were recorded. There was a lack of
alternatives to physically visiting the polls, denying a part
of voters the right to vote (for example, persons with a
coronavirus infection or those in self-isolation, persons
in hospital care and persons working all-day shifts or on
duty on election day).12

10
11
12

Gong, Electoral Patch: 2021 Local Elections, July 2021, available at:
https://gong.hr/2021/07/19/izborni-flaster-lokalni-izbori-2021/
Ibid.
Ibid.
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FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION,
ASSEMBLY AND THE RIGHT
TO PEACEFUL PROTEST
31.

32.

33.

In early 2021, the European Court of Human Rights ruled
in the case of Bon v. Croatia13 that Croatian courts had
violated the right to freedom of expression of an environmental activist who called a local politician a ‘real
cockroach’ at a public rally on environmental policy and
was consequently convicted of insult. The ruling of the
European Court once again pointed to a significant problem of the Croatian judiciary wrongly ruling in favor of
politicians in personal rights proceedings due to a failure
to take into account the democratic context, in which
harsh or insulting statements made in public debates on
a subject of public interest are protected by the right to
freedom of expression and represent a legitimate political
critique that underpins a pluralistic democratic society.
Concerning is the decision of the Municipal Civil Court in
Zagreb to ban the H-Alter portal from publishing content
containing information on the work of the Polyclinic for the
Protection of Children and Youth of the City of Zagreb and
its then director. This decision constitutes serious pressure
on media freedom and critical investigative journalism questioning the work of a public institution. It is of particular
concern that the court rendered this decision without holding a public discussion and hearing the publisher, which is
standard practice in deciding on temporary measures.14
The Information Commissioner’s Report for 202115 notes
the continuation of the negative trend of issuing illegal
13
14

15

Case of Bon v. Croatia, (Application no. 26933/15), available at: https://
hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-208646.
Index.hr, Court bans the H-alter portal from publishing articles about
Gordana Buljan Flander, September 2021, available at: https://www.
index.hr/vijesti/clanak/sud-zabranio-portalu-halter-da-pise-o-sefici-poliklinike-koju-je-optuzila-severina/2305772.aspx?fbclid=IwAR0q5UUZX3mnyoR5ZdapeSikFXXzrzfckAq7j0E3Wxw3tduNs8frZ_DT_dY
Information Commissioner, 2021 Report on the Implementation of the
Act on the Right to Access Information, March 2022, available at: https://
pristupinfo.hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/1.-Izvjesce-o-provedbi-ZPPI-za-2021.pdf?x57830
17

decisions on denial of the right to access information, of
public authorities insufficiently using the publicly available
and standardized practice of the Commissioner and the
High Administrative Court, the administration’s silence
and the failure to resolve requests for access to information within the prescribed period.

34.

35.

36.

According to an analytical report from 2021 on public authorities illegally using restrictions on the right to access information,16 the most common reasons for denying the right to
access information were abuse of rights (29.82% of cases),
protection of personal data (15.8%), lack of information
and lack of knowledge on where the information is located
(13.03%), business and/or professional secret (9.77%) and
denial of rights because the information is not considered
information as defined in Article 5, paragraph 1, item 3 of
the Act on the Right of Access to Information (9.27%).
The right to freedom of assembly was again limited in
2021 by anti-Covid measures, which made it difficult to
organize peaceful assemblies and protests. A number of
unannounced gatherings were recorded in front of hospitals and schools despite bans on assembly in these places,
while some protests included intimidation and threats to
health and media workers and school staff.17
The organization of peaceful gatherings and protests
in front of the most important state institutions on St.
Mark’s Square in Zagreb was hindered in 2021 as public
gatherings could only be organized on St. Mark’s Square
with prior notice, while access was possible only through
police checkpoints introduced after the shooting at the
Government building in late 2020.

16

17

Information Commissioner, Analytical Report on Public Authorities Illegally Using Restrictions on the Right to Access Information, December
2021, available at: https://pristupinfo.hr/dokumenti-i-publikacije/analiticka-izvjesca/
Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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37.

Hate speech remained present in public spaces in 2021,
especially online, with LGBTIQ persons, refugees, Serbs
and Roma as the most common targets.18 The lack of
preventive measures and an adequate and comprehensive
response to hate speech remains a cause for concern.

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION,
HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS,
ENABLING ENVIRONMENT FOR
THE DEVELOPMENT OF CIVIL
SOCIETY AND PARTICIPATION
IN THE DECISION-MAKING
PROCESS
38.

39.

Civil society organizations were not involved in the creation
of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan adopted in
mid-2021, which serves as the basis for the withdrawal of
EU funds that should enable social and economic recovery
after the pandemic.19
The National Plan for Creating an Enabling Environment for
the Development of Civil Society was again not adopted
in 2021, making this the sixth year without a fundamental
public policy in civil society development. The process
of drafting a new strategic document was initiated in
February,20 while the Working Group for drafting the National Plan for Creating an Enabling Environment for the

18

19

20

European Commission, Countering illegal hate speech online: 6th evaluation of the Code of Conduct, October 2021, available at: https://ec.europa.
eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/attachment/870187/2021%20
10%2007%20Factsheet%20Code%20of%20Conduct_SPP.pdf.pdf
Centre for Peace Studies, We need a resilience plan, not resilience to
change!, April 2021, available at: https://www.cms.hr/hr/javna-dobra/
potreban-nam-je-plan-za-otpornost-a-ne-otpor-promjenama
Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decision on initiating the procedure for drafting the National Plan for Creating an Enabling Environment
for the Development of Civil Society 2021-2027 (OG 10/21), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_02_10_195.html.
19

Development of Civil Society 2021 — 2027 was established
as late as June 2021.21

40.
41.

42.

According to CIVICUS, a global alliance for civic participation, the space for civil society in Croatia remained narrow
in 2021, the same as in the previous year.22
In 2021, civil society organizations faced numerous problems in access to funding, i.e., in applying for tenders
and the implementation of ESI funds, including excessive
administrative demands, slow tender announcements and
delays in making funding decisions.
Civil society organizations again pointed out in 2021 that
they are often involved in e-consultations only as a formality, i.e., that consultations are often primarily formal
rather than substantive.23 This is confirmed by the example of consultations for the 5th Report on the Implementation of the Convention on Access to Information, Public
Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in
Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention), during which
all highlighted comments from environmental organizations that point to systemic issues in the implementation
of the Convention were only taken note of or rejected with
unspecific explanations.24

21

22
23

24

Office for Cooperation with NGOs of the Government of the Republic
of Croatia, Decision on the Appointment of the Working Group for the
Development of the National Plan for Creating an Enabling Environment
for the Development of Civil Society 2021-2027, June 2021, available at:
https://udruge.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Odluka%20o%20
imenovanju%20Radne%20skupine%20za%20izradu%20Nacionalnog%20plana_CD%202021-2027.pdf
Monitor.civicus.org, Croatia, available at: https://monitor.civicus.org/
country/croatia/
European Commission, Rule of Law Report 2021, Chapter for Croatia,
July 2021, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/HR/TXT/
HTML/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0713&from=HR
Biom.hr, Dangerous Approach to Public Participation in Environmental
Issues, June 2021, available at: https://www.biom.hr/opasan-pristup-sudjelovanju-javnosti-u-pitanjima-zastite-okolisa/

20

43.

44.

45.

The Information Commissioner’s Report25 also points to
the continuation of the negative trend of shortening the
consultation period, still without justification. Of particular
concern is the fact that shortening the duration of consultations has become more of a rule, especially at the local
level, than an exception only resorted to in exceptional
cases. In addition to shortening the duration of the consultation period, there are still cases of reports on the
conducted consultations not being published, along with
public consultation plans not being adopted or published.
Another case of attempts to intimidate and criminalize the
work of civil society organizations protecting the rights of
refugees and asylum seekers was recorded in the previous
year. An activist from the association Are You Syrious
(AYS) was fined HRK 60,000 and HRK 1,300 in court costs
for helping the Hussiny family from Afghanistan ‘illegally
cross the border’ in 2018, even though his intention was
to facilitate access to asylum.26
Pressure on family members and harassment of refugee
human rights defender Tajana Tadić continued in 2021.
The Ministry of the Interior has withdrawn the decision
on refugee status to her partner, Iraqi citizen Omar Essa
Mahdi who was granted international protection in 2018,
because he was declared a threat to national security.
He believes the reason for this is his refusal to act as an
informant for the Security and Intelligence Agency as
well as his partner’s activist engagement. The procedure

25

26

Information Commissioner, Report on the Implementation of the
Act on the Right to Access Information for 2021, March 2022, available at: https://pristupinfo.hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/1.-Izvjesce-o-provedbi-ZPPI-za-2021.pdf?x57830
Jutarnji.hr, Paying a record-high fine with a veteran’s pension: ‘The police
should ask themselves what they’ve done’, December 2021, available
at: https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/rekordnu-kaznu-mora-platiti-s-braniteljskom-mirovinom-neka-se-policija-zapita-sto-su-ucinili-15133277 and Telegram.hr, It is now final: The volunteer who tried to
help little Madina’s family apply for asylum must pay a 60,000 kuna fine,
December 2021, available at: https://www.telegram.hr/politika-kriminal/
sad-je-i-pravomocno-volonter-koji-je-obitelji-malene-madine-pokusaopomoci-da-zatraze-azil-mora-platiti-60-000-kuna-kazne/

21

before the High Administrative Court to challenge the
withdrawal of international protection is ongoing, while
Omer Essa Mahdi, afraid of deportation, left Croatia in
order to seek security in another European country.27

46.

47.

During the campaign for the local elections in Zagreb
held in May 2021, the Homeland Movement conducted
a disinformation campaign against civil society organizations.28 The campaign was based on manipulating the
publicly available financial statements of several CSOs,
which were allegedly used to extract public money for
the private interests of mayoral candidate Tomašević and
various members of his party.
In 2021, the Ministry of Culture and Media established an
expert working group to provide advisory support in formulating a policy to combat SLAPP suits, bringing together
participants from the media sector, the judiciary, the legal
profession and academia,29 without representatives of
civil society organizations working in human rights. The
participation of human rights organizations in shaping the
policy for combating SLAPP suits is crucial for the protection of human rights defenders.

27

28

29

PortalNovosti.com, ‘They asked me to be an informant’, November 2021,
available at: https://www.portalnovosti.com/trazili-su-da-budem-dousnik
Faktograf.hr, The Homeland Movement Manipulates Data on Civil Society Funding, May 2021, available at: https://faktograf.hr/2021/05/28/
domovinski-pokret-financiranje-civilno-drustvo/
Ministry of Culture and Media, Press Releases on the First Working
Meeting of the Expert Working Group on Formulating a Policy for Combating SLAPP Lawsuits, July 2021, available at: https://min-kulture.gov.
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Media Freedoms
48.

49.

50.

Croatia ranked 56th out of a total of 180 countries on the
Reporters without Borders’ World Press Freedom Index.
Even though this is three places higher compared to 2020,
Croatia nevertheless remains in the group of EU countries that has a lower level of media freedom. Systemic
problems that impede media freedom, including frequent
lawsuits against journalists and editors for defamation,
insult and shaming, as well as attacks on and intimidation
of journalists, especially those investigating controversial
topics such as organized crime, corruption or war crimes,
were again not addressed in 2021. Interference of the authorities in the operation of public broadcasting remains
problematic, and the COVID-19 pandemic has deepened
the financial crisis in the media.30
Croatia has outdated media laws, and changes in media
legislation are made without first adopting a media strategy. Namely, the new Electronic Media Act entered into
force and the process of amending the Media Act began
at the end of the year, even though the decision to initiate
the drafting of the National Plan for the Development of
Culture and Media for 2022-2027 was made no sooner than
January 2022.31
One of the persisting problems is the lack of political independence of the public broadcasting service. According
to the report on media pluralism monitoring, there is a
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Reporters Without Borders, data for Croatia, available at: https://rsf.
org/en/croatia
Drafting of the proposal of the National Plan for the Development
of Culture and Media 2022-2027, January 2022, available at: https://
min-kulture.gov.hr/vijesti-8/izrada-prijedloga-nacionalnog-plana-razvoja-kulture-i-medija-za-razdoblje-od-2022-do-2027-godine/21879
Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom, Monitoring Media
Pluralism in the Digital Era, National Report: Croatia, July 2021,
available at: https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/71940/
hrvatska_results_mpm_2021_cmpf.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
Electronic Media Act (OG 111/21), available at: https://www.zakon.
hr/z/196/Zakon-o-elektroni%C4%8Dkim-medijima
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high risk in the area of independence of management and
financing of the public broadcasting service.32 The Croatian
Radiotelevision’s (HRT) Director General is still appointed
by the Parliament by a simple majority, and the Director
General in turn appoints the editors-in-chief. Therefore,
the organizational structures of the public broadcasting
service continue to depend on the parliamentary majority,
underlying an urgent need for amendments to the Act on
the Croatian Radio-Television which should provide the
framework for building a professional and independent
public broadcasting service.

51.

52.

53.

The new Electronic Media Act 33 has not envisaged changes
in the procedure for electing members of the Electronic
Media Council in a way that would ensure a higher level
of political independence of the Council. Members of the
Council are still appointed by the Parliament by a simple
majority on the proposal of the Government and on the
basis of a public call for nominations. The possibility of
appointing members of the Council for more than one fiveyear term and the decisive influence of the parliamentary
majority on the appointment of members call into question
the political independence of this regulatory body.34
There is still no independent and comprehensive self-regulatory media council (that would include print media) with
the authority and capacity to address media pluralism,
raise journalistic and media standards for reporting on
vulnerable and marginalized social groups, regulate and
sanction hate speech and protect freedom of expression
in the media and other areas that are important for media
freedoms in Croatia.35
The new Electronic Media Act contains a provision on the
responsibility of publishers of electronic publications for
34
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Human Rights House Zagreb, Comments and proposed amendments
to the proposal of the Electronic Media Act, September 2021, available
at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.hr/2021/09/23/komentari-i-prijedlozi-amandmana-na-prijedlog-zakona-o-elektronickim-medijima/
European Commission, Rule of Law Report 2021, Chapter for Croatia,
July 2021, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/HR/
TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0713&from=HR
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user-generated content, which aims to contribute to combating hate speech online. However, the provision is laid
out in such a way that publishers are obliged to register
users and warn them of the rules of commenting instead
of prescribing that publishers are responsible for moderating user-generated content and limiting the spread of
hate speech in accordance with the standards of protection of freedom of expression. Therefore, the extent to
which this provision will contribute to the suppression of
hate speech and the protection of freedom of expression
online is questionable.36

54.

55.

The freedom of expression and media freedom continued
to be negatively affected in 2021 by frequent lawsuits
against journalists and media outlets seeking disproportionately large compensation amounts. The Croatian
Journalists’ Association states that there are at least 924
active lawsuits against journalists and media outlets in
2021, with claimants demanding almost HRK 78.5 million.
It is still of particular concern that claimants include politicians in power and judges themselves. Many of these
cases involve SLAPP suits (strategic lawsuits against public
participation), lawsuits aimed at censoring, intimidating
and silencing critics.37
According to the statistics collected by the Croatian Journalists’ Association, 34 attacks on journalists were registered in 2021, of which 12 were death threats or threats
of aggravated bodily injury, 17 were other threats, 4 were
physical attacks and one was a threat to the Croatian
Journalists’ Association as a professional association, in
total almost three times more attacks and threats than
last year.38 Authorities often fail to offer a quick response,
36
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Human Rights House Zagreb, Comments and proposed amendments
to the proposal of the Electronic Media Act, September 2021, available
at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.hr/2021/09/23/komentari-i-prijedlozi-amandmana-na-prijedlog-zakona-o-elektronickim-medijima/
Croatian Journalists’ Association, CJA’s survey: At least 924 lawsuits
against journalists and media currently active in Croatia, April 2021,
available at: https://www.hnd.hr/anketa-hnd-a-u-hrvatskoj-trenutno-aktivno-najmanje-924-tuzbi-protiv-novinara-i-medija
Regional platform for advocating media freedom and journalists’
safety, available at: https://safejournalists.net/hr

25

and there is often no clear condemnation of violence by
officials. The Council of Europe’s Platform for the Protection of Journalism and Safety of Journalists recorded
eight warnings in 2021 regarding events in Croatia, while
the Croatian authorities provided a response to one case
only.39

56.

In 2021, no significant steps were again taken to increase
the transparency of media ownership, so determining the
beneficial owners remains problematic. The transparency
of media ownership is at medium risk, emphasizing that
in the current context, the identity of the end beneficial
owner may be obfuscated. High risk was recorded in the
area of market pluralism (71%) mainly due to the online
environment being insufficiently regulated.40
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Safety of journalist platform, Croatia, available at: https://fom.coe.
int/alerte?years=2021&typeData=1&time=1648825569584
Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom, Monitoring Media
Pluralism in the Digital Era, National Report: Croatia, July 2021,
available at: https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/71940/
hrvatska_results_mpm_2021_cmpf.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
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The Judiciary
and Human Rights
57.

58.

59.

60.

Although 2021 saw further progress in the functioning of the
judicial system, namely in shortening the length of court
proceedings, reducing the number of long-active cases and
digitalization, serious issues with the judicial system’s efficiency and quality remain present.41
Although the European Commission’s 2021 Rule of Law Report mentions that the Croatian judiciary showed progress
in resolving second-instance cases, first-instance courts
recorded an increase in pending cases and prolonged proceedings,42 thereby denying citizens standing trial before
Croatian courts the right to trial within a reasonable time
and, consequently, to a fair trial.
The judiciary’s inefficiency is further reflected in the fact that
out of a total of 416 judgments in communication against
the Republic of Croatia before the European Court of Human Rights in 2021, the vast majority concern the length of
proceedings and the judiciary’s inefficiency.43
Restrictions on access to justice and effective judicial protection are particularly pronounced in administrative proceedings as administrative courts do not, as a rule, decide in full
jurisdiction, which affects various administrative procedures
including asylum protection, conflict of interest and similar
cases in which administrative courts limit themselves only to
determining the illegality of the administration’s conduct.44
41
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European Commission, Rule of Law Report 2021, Chapter for Croatia,
July 2021, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/HR/
TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021SC0713
Ibid.
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Human Rights House Zagreb, Round Table “Rule of Law in Croatia Challenges and Obstacles in the Field of Justice and Other Institutional
Areas from a Human Rights Perspective”, December 2021, available
at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.hr/2021/12/03/okrugli-stol-vladavina-prava-u-hrvatskoj-izazovi-i-preporuke-u-podrucju-pravosuda-i-drugim-institucionalnim-podrucjima-iz-perspektive-ljudskih-prava/
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61.

62.

63.

The public’s persistently poor perception of the judiciary is another indicator of its inefficiency – the level of
perceived independence of the Croatian judiciary still
ranks among the lowest in the EU. A downward trend in
the level of perceived independence of the judiciary has
been recorded in Croatia since 2016. The main reason the
general public believes that courts and judges are not independent enough is the impression that the Government
and politicians interfere in their work or pressure them.45
2021 saw an increase in the use of e-communication among
participants in proceedings at commercial, municipal and
county courts and at the High Commercial Court. Although
e-communication is a positive step in the direction of digitalization of courts meant to allow attorneys, citizens and
other users to access the content of all documents, provided
they are registered in the application e-Spis (court case
management system), this possibility is still available only
to attorneys, court experts, insolvency administrators and
legal entities when filing motions with the court, i.e., direct
electronic communication with the courts is not available
to citizens who are not represented by an attorney.46
Transparency and limited publication of first and second
instance court decisions remained among the structural
challenges of the Croatian judiciary in 2021. The unavailability of case law is an important factor contributing to
the negative public perception. In Croatia, judgments
of the Supreme and Constitutional courts are published
in most cases, those of county courts only exceptionally
and those of municipal courts almost never, which further
contributes to the atmosphere of public distrust in the
judiciary.47
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Ibid.
Ibid.
Human Rights House, Analysis - Challenges for the rule of law in the
context of human rights with reference to the European Commission’s Rule of Law Report 2021, Chapter for Croatia, author: dr. Sc.
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64.

A Working Group was established in 2021 to develop the
National Plan for the Development of the Judiciary 20212027 as a strategic document aimed at improving, optimizing and digitizing processes in the judiciary and public
administration. The Working Group should address problems in the judiciary, such as unresolved cases and the
length of court proceedings, and improve the efficiency
and digitization of services and processes within the judicial system.48

COMBATING CORRUPTION
65.

66.

According to a survey conducted by Transparency International, an international anti-corruption organization,
Croatia had 47 out of 100 points in 2021, ranking 18th in
the European Union and 63rd in the world according to
the Corruption Perceptions Index.49 The European Commission’s 2021 Rule of Law Report mentions that experts
and business leaders perceive high levels of corruption
precisely in the public sector.50
According to a survey by the Regional Openness Index,51
the Croatian Parliament ranked third out of six parliaments in the region in terms of operational transparency.
Transparency was affected by the fact that the Parliament
stopped publishing individual results of voting in plenary
sessions, which are published by other national parliaments that were involved in the survey. At the same time,
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at: https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/croatia
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the Croatian Parliament did not regulate lobbying activities, which further affected the transparency of its work.
The Croatian Parliament ranked second on the issue of
efficiency and fourth in terms of accessibility. It achieved
the worst result and occupied the last, sixth place on the
issue of integrity, which is due to the lack of a code of
ethics for members of the Government and members of
Parliament.

67.

68.

69.

The code of ethics for members of the Government and
members of Parliament was not adopted in 2021 either,
although its first draft was prepared in 2016. The adoption
of a code of ethics could contribute to the prevention of
corruption by prescribing clear instructions for preventing
conflicts of interest, acceptance of gifts and other benefits,
prescribing rules on incompatible duties and on disclosing
links and contacts with third parties that may affect the
legislative procedure.52
The Code of Ethics for Civil Servants is applied at the national level, but there are generally no codes of ethics at
the local and regional level as they exist only if they are
adopted by local or regional self-government units.53 Due
to poor implementation of mechanisms for the prevention
of incompatible duties of locally elected representatives,
this ‘represents fertile ground for conflict of interest, i.e.,
potential corruption.’ 54
In 2021, the Anti-Corruption Strategy for the period
2021 — 2030 was adopted as a strategic framework for
combating corruption. The strategy proposes to strength-
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en the legislative framework for the immunity of members
of the Government by excluding immunity from corruption-related offences, as recommended by GRECO (specialized anti-corruption body of the Council of Europe).55

70.

The new Conflict of Interest Prevention Act was adopted
at the end of 2021 and represents a step backwards in
terms of transparency, impartiality and fair conduct of
state officials.56 The new Act does not contain provisions
on violations of principles of conduct nor sanctions for
these violations as one of the anti-corruption tools recommended by GRECO. The Commission for Conflict of Interest,
as an important anti-corruption body, will not be able to
perform its primary functions of preventing conflicts of
interest and will be prevented from determining whether
officials acted ‘honestly, fairly, conscientiously, responsibly and impartially, preserving their own credibility and
dignity and the citizens’ trust’ according to Article 6 of
the Act.57
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WHISTLEBLOWER PROTECTION
71.

72.

The process of transposing the EU Whistleblower Directive58
into Croatian legislation began in 2021. Despite some improvements, the initial Proposal of the Whistleblower Protection Act,59 referred to e-consultations, did not provide
for the strengthening of whistleblower protection by securing conditions for free legal aid access and psychosocial
support for whistleblowers. After the consultations, the
Proposal submitted for parliamentary procedure included
a provision on the right of whistleblowers to free primary
legal aid, but the Proposal does not provide for the right
to free secondary legal aid provided by attorneys, which
primarily includes representation in court proceedings,
nor for psychosocial support, which greatly weakens the
whistleblower protection system in Croatia.60
Although the situation in Croatia is still characterized by an
insufficiently supportive environment for whistleblowers
who often give up reporting due to a lack of understanding in their environment and for fear of consequences,
there was an increase in media appearances by persons
who pointed out irregularities and illegal actions in their
working environments in 2021.61
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PROCEDURAL RIGHTS OF
SUSPECTS AND DEFENDANTS
IN CRIMINAL AND
MISDEMEANOR PROCEEDINGS
73.

74.

75.

76.

As in the previous year, the COVID-19 pandemic caused a
range of problems in the work of judicial bodies, which had
a negative impact on the functioning of criminal justice,
especially when it comes to exercising the right to access
justice and the right to adequate defense, which had the
most significant effect on persons under the measure of
pre-trial detention.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of video hearings
for pre-trial detention has been significantly expanded
with the consent of the suspect. A shortcoming of conducting hearings through the use of video is reflected on
the exercise of the right to defense, as the cooperation
between the suspect and defense counsel is hampered
by the fact that they are not in the same room, while the
court is limited in gaining an immediate impression of the
person whose freedom is being decided on.
In 2021, no legislative changes were made that would
secure free legal aid for persons prosecuted for criminal
offences punishable by up to 5 years in prison who have
not been arrested and do not have the financial means to
pay for defense counsel. Free legal aid therefore remains
unavailable to this group of citizens in the earliest stages
of criminal proceedings.
No progress was made in 2021 on the quality of legal aid
for persons who are not able to afford the costs of defense counsel. There is a significant gap in the quality of
provided legal aid depending on whether the attorney is
paid by the defendant themselves or assigned to them by
the state. The compensation amount that the appointed
defense counsel receives from the state for their services is only 30% of the amount that the same attorney
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receives for their services at the tariff for attorney’s fees.
Therefore, the economic status of the defendant remains
a factor that significantly affects the quality of legal aid
and representation in criminal proceedings.

77.

78.

79.

80.

Furthermore, there is still no system in place that would
enable the effective exercise of the right to counsel at a
police station. A system of on-duty counsels that would
allow persons arrested and brought to the police station
outside regular working hours to have effective access to
the right to counsel has not been established.
Sanctions imposed on perpetrators of crimes with elements of violence are most often a suspended sentence
with a protective measure, namely addiction treatment or
psychiatric treatment. The Criminal Code also prescribes
a protective measure of psychosocial treatment for perpetrators of criminal offences with elements of violence,
which courts in the Republic of Croatia do not often impose due to a lack of legal and natural persons licensed
to implement this program. In some counties, no one has
been conducting psychosocial treatment for several years,
whereby general and special prevention are not serving
their purpose and there is no appropriate treatment for
perpetrators that would enable them to internalize patterns of nonviolent behavior.
At the end of 2021, a Working Group was established with
the aim of preparing amendments to the Criminal Procedure Act. The primary goal of the proposed legal amendments is to increase the efficiency of criminal justice by
expanding the use of modern technologies in criminal proceedings. Amendments to the Act should enable the establishment of an e-communication system between subjects
of criminal proceedings and the introduction of mandatory
recording of hearings in criminal proceedings, which should
contribute to more efficient and faster proceedings.
In 2021, the High Criminal Court began its work as a specialized court that decides on appeals against decisions of
county courts in criminal cases and as a second-instance
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court in corruption-related cases prosecuted by USKOK.
With the establishment of the High Criminal Court and
the transfer of a significant part of the Supreme Court’s
jurisdiction to it, defendants in criminal proceedings have
limited access to the highest court in the country, primarily through a system of regular legal remedies.

PRISONERS’ RIGHTS
81.

82.

83.

As in the previous year, the COVID-19 pandemic further
aggravated the positions of all persons in prisons, which
had a particular impact on maintaining family ties between
persons deprived of their liberty and their family members,
as visits were prohibited during certain periods due to
pandemic restrictions.62
Additionally, the pandemic further highlighted existing
problems in the prison system that we have systematically
highlighted in our previous reports,63 such as reduced
accommodation capacities, access to primary health care
and specialist examinations, lack of treatment staff and
judicial police, and implementation of organized activities.64
A positive step in 2021 is the adoption of the new Execution of Prison Sentence Act which introduced a number
of innovations, such as giving the Zagreb Prison Hospital
the status of a health institution and thereby enabling
easier and faster provision of adequate health care to
persons deprived of their liberty. Additionally, maternity
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protection will be more effectively protected by extending
the duration of the child’s stay with the mother in the
penitentiary until the child reaches the age of three, and
exceptionally until the end of the sentence if the mother
has six months left to serve.65

84.

85.

86.

New amendments to the Execution of Prison Sentence
Act expanded the possibilities of using new technologies
within the prison system, such as video visitations, online
training, video conferencing with state and public bodies
for the purposes of proceedings before the body in question, all with the aim of reducing the negative effects of
imprisonment and enabling prisoners to better prepare
for life outside while serving their prison sentence.66
Pandemic circumstances prevented prisoners from carrying out joint group activities.67 At the same time, civil society organizations have been prohibited from conducting
activities within penal institutions for the second year in
a row, which has undoubtedly had a negative impact on
the quality of prisoners’ leisure time. The Ombudswoman
points out that persons deprived of their liberty spend
most of their time in their rooms, while the situation
is further aggravated by excessive costs of phone calls,
which are the most common way of communicating with
children, family and friends in pandemic circumstances.68
The overcrowding of penal institutions is one of the major
challenges present in 2021. According to the Ombudswom-
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an’s Report for 2021, the overall occupancy rate of the
prison system was 104%, an increase compared to the
previous year. Out of a total of 13 prisons in Croatia, 12 of
them were over 100% full, whereby the most challenging
situation was found in the Prison in Zagreb (150%), Karlovac (155%) and Osijek (168%).69
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88.

89.

According to civil society organizations, individual penal
institutions use different practices in conducting resocialization and rehabilitation of perpetrators of criminal
offences, which is mostly conditioned by a lack of officers
within the prison system. The lack of treatment officers
and judicial police significantly affects the execution of
individual prison sentences, the success of special treatment programs and prisoners’ further resocialization, all
of which has a negative impact on both the degree of
respect for human rights of prisoners and the safety of
prison officers.
According to civil society organizations, problems persisted
in 2021 in the area of post-release support for prisoners
who have been serving long-term sentences and in terms
of their adjustment to life in the community. After release,
former prisoners are burdened with numerous difficulties ranging from the stigmatization that they and their
families experience to the inability to find employment,
debts, in some cases housing, all of which consequently
increases the chances of recidivism.
According to civil society organizations, penitentiaries
and prisons still lack special rooms that would allow for
intimate visits with spouses or common-law partners
without supervision.
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VICTIMS’ RIGHTS
90.

91.

92.

93.

In 2021, significant efforts were detected within the police system to make progress in addressing the needs of
victims through the training of police officers.70 On the
other hand, no similar efforts were made in state attorney and court practice. The situation can be considered
satisfactory in relation to those courts with established
departments for the support of victims and witnesses of
criminal offences.
Despite a well-established legislative framework, Croatia
did not reach satisfactory standards for the protection of
victims of domestic violence71 in 2021, which is particularly
evident in the mild penal policy in cases of violence against
women and domestic violence, as well as in the victims’
distrust in competent institutions which is why they are
still reluctant to report violence.
When it comes to exercising the right to testify via audio-video devices, civil society organizations note that some
courts still lack audio-video equipment and a sufficient
number of professionals to handle the equipment, including
a sufficient number of associates who provide assistance
and support to victims and witnesses of criminal offences.
The inadequate practical implementation of the legislative framework is particularly evident in misdemeanor
proceedings which are conducted in the majority of reported cases of domestic violence in accordance with the
Act on Protection against Domestic Violence. Civil society
organizations stress that such procedures are carried out
almost mechanically following the same pattern of courts
failing to provide adequate victim protection mechanisms
70
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such as individual victim assessments, questioning victims
separately from perpetrators of violence, more severe
punishments for perpetrators, etc. It is of particular concern that the police and courts tend to treat domestic
violence as an isolated event, outside the context of possible previous instances of violent behavior.

94.

95.

96.

97.

Additionally, misdemeanor proceedings are sometimes
conducted without the victims’ participation or prevent
victims from exercising their rights guaranteed by the Act
on Protection against Domestic Violence. Therefore, there
are still cases of perpetrators being brought before a duty
misdemeanor judge after reports of violence, who often
suggest perpetrators admit to a misdemeanor in order
for the confession to be valorized during sentencing, i.e.,
during sentence reduction. On the other hand, one of the
obstacles to obtaining effective protection for victims of
violence is the fact that the system of free legal aid does
not give victims of violence (except victims of sexual violence, children and victims of trafficking) the right to free
representation in misdemeanor and criminal proceedings.
Civil society organizations emphasize that, although to a
lesser extent than in previous years, there are still cases
of dual arrests of both the perpetrator and the victim
without distinguishing the perpetrator of violence as the
primary aggressor from the victim.
Compared to the previous year, there has been no significant progress on the issue of individual assessments
for victims of criminal offences. According to civil society
organizations, the process is inconsistent and often patterned, failing to identify victims’ actual needs. Competent bodies do not use the option of requesting individual
assessments of victims from civil society organizations
which were approached by the victims with trust. The
individual assessment procedure is almost never carried
out in misdemeanor proceedings.
As in previous years, civil society organizations warn about
the significant problem of the reluctance of the police as
the authorized prosecutor to appeal against acquittals of
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perpetrators. Victims in misdemeanor proceedings do not
have the right to appeal against verdicts which at this stage
depend entirely on the police as an authorized prosecutor.

98.
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Cooperation between civil society organizations and state
institutions is sporadic and underdeveloped when it comes
to the referral, support and individual assessments for
victims. Although the system of informing and referral is
legally regulated from the stage of police conduct onward,
witnesses and victims are still highly underinformed and
insufficiently empowered to report criminal offences.
Providers of psychosocial and psychological counseling
services remain unequally represented across Croatia.
Rural areas, islands and even some counties do not have
a system of psychosocial and psychological counseling
services in place.72
Authorities that come into contact with victims and victims
themselves are not sufficiently informed about the European Protection Order, which, according to civil society
organizations, is a trend that continued in 2021. Namely,
victims of criminal offences with elements of violence
and harassment are often unaware that, in the event of
moving to another EU member state, they have the right
to exercise judicial protection that had been granted to
them in the form of preventive, protective or security
measures in that member state on the basis of mutual
recognition of protective measures.
As in previous years, civil society organizations that provide legal and/or psychological assistance to victims of
violence point to the issues victims face in exercising their
right to financial compensation. The financial compensation provided to victims is restrictive as it applies only to
victims of crimes of violence and essentially covers only
those criminal offences committed with intent with the
72

Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
Directories, Psychosocial Support, available at: https://mrosp.gov.
hr/adresari/11829
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use of force or violation of sexual integrity. The six-month
deadline for filing the request is too short. While victims
have limited rights to compensation for pecuniary damage,
the right to compensation for non-pecuniary damage is
not provided at all.

102.

103.

Problems with realizing an associated action for damages
were present in 2021 as well, as judges, under the pretext
of avoiding to delay criminal proceedings, do not decide
on associated actions for damages and instead instruct
the injured parties to initiate civil lawsuits.
Victims in misdemeanor proceedings are not entitled
to monetary compensation from the state nor are they
entitled to file an associated action for damages within
misdemeanor proceedings.

FREE LEGAL AID
104.

105.

No significant efforts were again made in 2021 to improve the system of free legal aid and ensure more stable
funding models. Namely, the system of free legal aid is
burdened with numerous problems stemming from insufficient and inadequate funding,73 which, in turn, results
in uncertainty about the continuity of providers, quality
of assistance, availability of free legal aid in rural areas
and lack of awareness about the existence of this human
rights mechanism in the first place.
Although civil society organizations and legal clinics recorded an increase in provided free primary legal aid, their
financial resources for the provision of legal aid were reduced to only HRK 7,916.66, which is certainly insufficient
to ensure the continuity of work of authorized providers.74

73
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Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
Ibid.
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106.
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As in previous years, appeal proceedings continue to take
too long, beyond the time limit laid down by the Free Legal
Aid Act. Namely, appeals are on average resolved within
three years while the Ministry of Justice and Public Administration has a legal obligation to decide on appeals within
eight days from the date of receipt.75 The inertness and
length of the procedure defeat the purpose of free legal
aid because they prevent citizens from accessing justice
and consequently from exercising adequate protection of
their rights.
According to civil society organizations, the conduct of individual county administrative bodies in approving requests
for secondary free legal aid (assistance of attorneys in
representation) remains a matter of concern. In some
cases, citizens are required to, in advance, obtain the
consent of the attorney in representation for the administrative bodies to grant free legal aid. This is a significant
problem in smaller towns where only a few attorneys
work. However, in cases in which attorneys are unable to
provide the service due to overload, citizens are forced
to seek attorneys in larger cities and personally bear the
travel costs of the attorney traveling to the hearing, as
the payment of travel expenses is not approved to the
parties.
Uneven access to free legal aid remained an issue in 2021.
Authorized providers of primary free legal aid operate
in 11 counties,76 while there are none in the other 10 or
their activities are only sporadic. Particularly problematic
are rural areas and islands where citizens have difficulty
exercising their right to legal aid.

75
76

Ibid.
Ministry of Justice and Public Administration, Associations and Legal Clinics Authorized for Primary Legal Aid, May 2021, available
at: https://mpu.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Besplatna%20
pravna%20pomo%C4%87/Javni%20natje%C4%8Daj%20za%20
financiranje%20za%202021%20godinu/Odluka%20o%20dodjeli%20
finacijskih%20sredstava_za%202021%20godinu.pdf
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JUVENILE JUSTICE
ADMINISTRATION
109.

110.

111.

112.

113.

114.

According to Directive (EU) 2016/800 on Procedural Safeguards for Children who are Suspects or Accused Persons
in Criminal Proceedings, which Croatia transposed in 2019,
the Ministry of Justice is obliged to provide information
on children’s rights in simple and accessible language.
However, the Ministry has still not produced brochures
for children in conflict with the law.
As in previous years, there are still not enough specialized
juvenile judges, juvenile state attorneys, professional
associates, social workers, social pedagogues and psychologists who come into contact with juveniles in conflict
with the law. The Judicial Academy’s education programs
are not systemic nor continuous.
In 2021, there were again not enough special rooms secured for the examination of children at the police, the
attorney’s office and the court which would be adapted
to the specifics of child development.
The problem of referring juveniles to correctional facilities
remains a problem for children with psychophysical difficulties and behavioral problems. Namely, in 2021, no special correctional institution was established for juveniles
with mental or psychiatric difficulties or for those with
behavioral issues. Instead, these juveniles are referred
to correctional facilities that are inappropriate for their
specific needs.
Supervision over the implementation of disciplinary measures is not carried out regularly or continuously, even
though juvenile judges and state attorneys should visit
juvenile facilities twice a year and detention facilities once
a week, which is not the case.
Due to the epidemiological situation, for most of 2021,
juveniles carrying out sanctions in correctional facilities
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did not receive visits from family members and could
only contact them through video visitations. Pandemic
circumstances also affected the provision of health care,
with doctor visits canceled except in case of emergencies.
These circumstances have contributed to an increase in
the risk of impairing the mental health of juveniles in
conflict with the law.77

115.

In 2021, a declining trend was recorded in the number
of juveniles referred to out-of-court settlements and in
implemented measures of restorative justice, despite
relevant research78 suggesting that this is one of the more
effective responses to delinquency.

77

78

Report on the work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, April
2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
UNICEF Office for Croatia, Out-of-Court Settlement in Criminal Proceedings against Youth in Conflict with the Law in the Republic of
Croatia, authors: Nivex Koller-Trbović, Antonija Žižak, Anja Mirosavljević, Helenca Pirnat-Dragičević, Lidija Schauperl, Zagreb, 2013,
available at: https://www.unicef.hr/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/
Prirucnik_ISN_web-1.pdf and Croatian Yearbook of Criminal Sciences
and Practice, Restorative Justice in Criminal Law Theory and Practice,
authors: Aleksandar Maršavelski, Kornelija Ivanušić, Zagreb, 2021,
available at: https://www.bib.irb.hr/1169884/download/1169884.
Marsavelski_Ivanusic_Restorativna_pravda.pdf
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Transitional Justice and
Dealing with the Past
116.

117.

The most prominent challenges and problems in the field
of transitional justice and dealing with the past in 2021
were the glorification of war criminals in statements made
by senior government officials,79 through joint public appearances of government officials and war criminals,80 by
returning decorations to war criminals81 and muralizing
them in public spaces.82
A positive step forward in 2021 was the adoption of the
Law on Civilian Victims of the Homeland War83 and the
accompanying Ordinance on the Register of Civilian Victims of the Homeland War84 and Ordinance on the Realization of the Status and Rights of Civilian Victims of the
Homeland War,85 which created an opportunity to improve
the process of determining the status and exercising the
rights of all civilian victims of war.
79

80

81

82
83

84

85

Tportal.hr, Milanović announces that he will not let the army commemorate Operation Flash and says about the reception of General
Blaškić: ‘If he was guilty like Ratko Mladić, I would not have received
him’, April 2021, available at: https://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/clanak/
milanovic-o-skoroj-obljetnici-bljeska-i-delegacijama-vojska-mora-dezurati-kao-na-sanku-mislim-da-cu-im-reci-da-ostanu-doma-foto-20210427
Portalnovosti.hr, ‘County prefect, head of police and war criminal
together at ‘Osa’ anniversary, November 2021, available at: https://
www.portalnovosti.com/zupan-prvi-policajac-i-ratni-zlocinac-zajedno-na-obljetnici-osa
Jutarnji list, Documenta: Milanović’s decision on Glavaš is inappropriate and ethically unacceptable, May 2021, available at: https://
www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/documenta-milanoviceva-odluka-o-glavasu-neprimjerena-i-eticki-neprihvatljiva-15076941
Portalnovosti.hr, Walls of shame, September 2021, available at:
https://www.portalnovosti.com/zidovi-srama
Law on Civilian Victims of the Homeland War (OG 84/21), in force
since 31 July 2021, available at: https://www.zakon.hr/z/2851/
Zakon-o-civilnim-stradalnicima-iz-Domovinskog-rata
Ordinance on the Records of Civilian Victims of the Homeland War
(OG 127/2021), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/
sluzbeni/2021_11_127_2159.html
Ordinance on the manner of exercising the status and rights of civilian
victims of the Homeland War (OG 118/2021), available at: https://
narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_11_118_2027.html
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120.

However, the Law on Civilian Victims is still not comprehensive and certain provisions are subject to discriminatory
interpretations. Namely, the Law does not provide for the
possibility of refunding or reimbursing litigation costs to
civilian victims who had lost cases in proceedings against
Croatia under the Act on the Liability of the Republic of
Croatia for Damage Caused by Members of Croatian Armed
Forces during the Homeland War. The Act does not include
compensation for damage to property destroyed by unknown perpetrators in terrorist acts during the war period.
At the same time, the Act does not provide for the introduction of alternative methods of proof which undoubtedly
indicate the manner in which trauma or injury occurred,
such as witness statements, media records, reports of
international and non-governmental organizations, etc.86
There was again no significant progress in the prosecution
of war crimes in 2021. Hearings in a number of criminal proceedings for war crimes have not been scheduled. Problems
with the length of evidentiary proceedings (two years and
longer) are still present. Hearings often start over as legal
deadlines expire, and witnesses who had already been directly examined several times are called to testify again.87
In 2021, authorities did not take further positive steps
in terms of politics of remembrance of civilian victims in
official commemorations. However, it is encouraging that
representatives of the Serb National Council continued to
commemorate all civilian victims and defenders killed in
the war.88 While in 2020, the President of the Republic of
Croatia Zoran Milanović and Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Croatian Veterans’ Affairs Tomo Medved took
part in the commemoration in the village of Grubori, and
86

87

88

Youth Initiative for Human Rights, Civilian victims of war deserve a
quality, fair and comprehensive legal solution to protect their rights,
July 2021, available at: http://yihr.hr/hr/civilne-zrtve-rata-zasluzuju-kvalitetno-pravedno-i-obuhvatno-zakonsko-rjesenje-zastite-njihovih-prava/
Documenta – Center for Dealing with the Past, Slow Approach to
Justice, February 2021, available at: https://documenta.hr/novosti/
sporo-priblizavanje-pravdi/
Portalnovosti.hr, VIDEO: It is difficult to talk about Glina, and even
harder to remain silent, July 2021, available at: https://www.portalnovosti.com/o-glini-je-tesko-je-govoriti-a-jos-teze-sutjeti
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Prime Minister Andrej Plenković did the same in the village
of Varivode, where civilian victims of the war of Serbian
nationality were murdered in 1995, 2021 was not marked
by state-level government officials’ appearances at commemorations of civilian war victims of Serbian nationality.89

121.

122.
123.

However, 2021 saw progress in the culture of remembrance
when Zagreb Mayor Tomislav Tomašević, the first to do so,
participated in the commemoration of the Zec family killed
by members of the reserve of the Ministry of the Interior in
1992.90 On that occasion, the Mayor gave a speech marked
by messages of sincere remorse over the murder of the
Zec family members, acknowledging the unambiguity and
importance of recognizing all victims, regardless of their
nationality, and the need and necessity of prosecuting all
crimes.
Despite the demands of civil society, no cases of revoking
decorations of convicted war criminals were recorded in
2021 either.91
There has been no progress on prohibiting the use of the
Ustasha salute ‘Za dom spremni’, Ustasha insignia and
symbols, nor on prohibiting the denial of Ustasha crimes,
as proposed by the Coordination Committee of the Jewish
Communities in the Republic of Croatia.92
89

Tportal.hr, Commemoration in Grubori, Pupovac: People do not know
and need to be made aware of the difference between democratic
Croatia and Ustasha Croatia. We are discussing sanctions, August
2021, available at: https://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/clanak/u-gruborima-pokraj-knina-odrzana-komemoracija-za-srpske-civile-ubijene-nakon-oluje-20210825
90 Youth Initiative for Human Rights, Commemoration of the Zec family - 30 years later, December 2021, available at:http://yihr.hr/hr/
komemoracija-obitelj-zec-30-godina-poslije/
91 Youth Initiative for Human Rights, Three Years Following the Judgment
of the Appeals Chamber in the Prlić et al. case: The institutions of the
Republic of Croatia should revoke the decorations of war criminals
and compensate the victims, November 2020, available at: http://
yihr.hr/hr/tri-godine-nakon-presude-zalbenog-vijeca-u-predmetu-prlic-i-drugi-institucije-republike-hrvatske-trebaju-oduzeti-odlikovanja-ratnim-zlocincima-i-nadoknaditi-stetu-zrtvama/
92 Nacional, Kraus: ‘In the name of thousands of victims, I ask for a ban
on the Ustasha salute’, June 2021, available at: https://www.nacional.
hr/kraus-u-ime-tisuca-zrtava-trazim-zabranu-ustaskog-pozdravazds/
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The Right to an Adequate
Standard of Living
124.

125.

The National Plan for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion for the period 2021 — 202793 was adopted at the end
of the year after the previous strategy expired in 2020.
The accompanying Action Plan for a three-year period94
was adopted as well. Both documents, which formulate
key policies for combating poverty and social exclusion,
are unambitious, superficial and do not contain measures
for a whole range of vulnerable groups at high risk of
poverty and social exclusion. Concerning is the fact that
the plans are not based on an analysis of human rights
and the specific needs of individual vulnerable groups and,
furthermore, that the measures exclude the specific needs
of refugee children, single-parent families, elderly persons
living in single-member households, victims of domestic
violence and NEET youth, while failing to address a range
of problems in the areas of education, housing, health,
social protection and adequate standard of living.95
The at-risk-of-poverty and social exclusion rates have
stagnated compared to the previous year, with more
93

94

95

Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
National Plan for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion for the
period 2021-2027, December 2021, available at the link
Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion for the period 20212024, December 2021, available at: https://mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20
planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/
Akcijski%20plan%20borbe%20protiv%20siroma%C5%A1tva%20
i%20socijalne%20isklju%C4%8Denosti%20%20za%20razdoblje%20
od%202021%20do%202024.pdf
Human Rights House Zagreb, On the eve of the International Day for
the Eradication of Poverty and Social Exclusion: the new proposal of
the Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy to
combat poverty and social exclusion misses the point, October 2021,
available at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.hr/2021/10/15/uoci-medunarodnog-dana-borbe-protiv-siromastva-i-socijalne-iskljucenosti-novi-prijedlog-ministarstva-rada-mirovinskog-sustava-obitelji-i-socijalne-politike-za-borbu-protiv-siromastva-i-socijalne-is/
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than a fifth of Croatia’s population still at risk of poverty
and social exclusion. The at-risk-of-poverty rate remains
alarmingly high for some vulnerable groups, as more than
half of persons over the age of 65 living in single-member
households and 50% of women over the age of 65 living
in single-member households are at risk of poverty.96
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128.

It is further worrying that more than a fifth of Croatia’s
population is financially deprived. As many as 48.9% of the
population lives in households that cannot meet unexpected financial expenses, almost a half cannot afford a oneweek vacation away from home, and a third of households
find it very difficult or difficult to make ends meet.97
The risk of poverty and social exclusion is deepened by
significant regional gaps in the rates of unemployment and
development of individual regions in Croatia.98 Members of
national minorities living in isolated areas are additionally
exposed to the risk. Of particular concern is the unequal
availability of social services, which has a negative effect
on the exercise of the rights of vulnerable and marginalized groups and individuals.
The results of research on the availability of social services99 confirmed differences in the provision of almost
all social services between rural and urban local self-government units, while differences were also recorded at
the regional level. Differences between rural and urban
local self-government units are most noticeable in the
availability of social services for youth, persons with disabilities, persons with mental health difficulties, members
of national minorities and refugees. The largest number
96

97
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Central Bureau of Statistics, Poverty and Social Exclusion Indicator
for the Republic of Croatia, September 2021, available at: https://
podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/10019
Ibid.
Ministry of Regional Development and EU Funds, Development Index,
available at: https://razvoj.gov.hr/o-ministarstvu/djelokrug-1939/
regionalni-razvoj/indeks-razvijenosti/112
RCT Zagreb and Faculty of Law, University of Zagreb, Availability of
social services in the Republic of Croatia, authors: Dragana Knezić,
Ana Opačić, 2021, available at: https://rctzg.hr/-/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Dostupnost-socijalnih-usluga.pdf
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of regional differences exist in the availability of services
for children at risk.

129.

130.
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Social services are less available in assisted areas of
Croatia, and differences are the most prominent when it
comes to services for young persons at risk, persons with
disabilities, persons with mental health difficulties and
members of national minorities and refugees. The availability of services also varies in relation to the number of
inhabitants – social services are more accessible in cities
with more than 20,000 inhabitants.100
Social services for citizens who live in poverty (such as
delivery of groceries and/or hot meals, free school meals
for children in poverty or free legal aid, etc.) are less available in local self-government units in assisted areas,101
making it difficult to exercise human rights and getting
out of poverty.
Civil society organizations working in earthquake-affected
areas warn of increasing problems with access to basic
social, healthcare and educational public services as a
result of the earthquake and the pandemic, which further
deteriorated the disadvantaged situation in these areas.
Civil society organizations involved in the provision of
social services draw attention to the discontinuity in the
provision of project-funded social services, such as personal assistance, teaching assistance and home help.
Namely, the provision of such services is suspended or
terminated with the expiration of limited project funding,
and beneficiaries are left without the basic social service
they depend on.
The number of beneficiaries of the guaranteed minimum
benefit in Croatia is still declining, while its amount and
coverage remain inadequate. The new Social Welfare Act
increased the guaranteed minimum benefit from HRK

100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
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800 to HRK 1,000 per month.102 However, the guaranteed
benefit is still insufficient to realize fundamental human
rights and get out of material deprivation. The reduction
in the number of beneficiaries of the guaranteed minimum
benefit requires a more detailed analysis of the causes
of the decline in beneficiaries in order to reach correct
conclusions about the contributing factors, which is one
of the Ombudswoman’s recommendations.103
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Although the new Social Welfare Act was drafted in 2021,
it did not address some of the systemic problems, in particular the unburdening of social welfare centers in terms
of their powers and responsibilities in matters not closely
related to the social welfare system, the system being
poorly adapted to local needs, and regional inequalities.104
In 2021, civil society organizations again recorded cases
in which beneficiaries of the guaranteed minimum benefit
faced losing real estate at public auctions due to owing
mandatory maintenance fees and housing debts, which
points to the lack of adequate housing measures for the
beneficiaries of the guaranteed minimum benefit and
violates their right to a home.
The trend of housing costs overburdening the population
continued in 2021. According to the latest data,105 the
housing cost overburden rate is still higher among tenants
than property owners. Around a fourth of tenants who
live in market-priced apartments spend more than 40%
of their monthly income on housing, and almost a fourth
of tenants are at risk of poverty.106

102 Social Welfare Act (OG 18/22), in force since 17 February 2022, available at: https://www.zakon.hr/z/222/Zakon-o-socijalnoj-skrbi
103 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
104 Ibid.
105 Eurostat, Income living conditions, available at: https://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database
106 Central Bureau of Statistics, Poverty and Social Exclusion Indicator
for the Republic of Croatia, September 2021, available at: https://
podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/10019
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A comprehensive needs-based housing policy was not
developed in 2021 either. Issues with the legal security,
affordability, habitability, accessibility and access to housing have been further exacerbated in the aftermath of the
earthquakes in the Zagreb and Sisak-Moslavina County
and by the pandemic.
The one-off subsidy measure for housing loans107 remains
the main housing policy measure despite the fact that it
contributes to the rise in real estate prices, is applicable
only to citizens who are creditworthy and meet certain
criteria, and encourages citizens to go into long-term
debt.108
The European Systemic Risk Board issued a warning to
Croatia in 2021 about the real estate market and subsidized housing loans, highlighting that the rising real estate
prices could pose a threat to Croatia’s entire financial
system and stability in the foreseeable future. They point
to the rapid growth of housing loans and possible signs of
inflated real estate prices, while there are simultaneously
no measures that could mitigate the risks.109
There is still no progress in regulating the housing rental
system, while prices and ways of acquiring one’s own
real estate remain unfavorable. There is also a lack of
investment policies aimed at improving housing conditions. Citizens still face problems with the availability

107 Agency for Legal Transactions and Real Estate Brokerage, Road to
subsidized housing loans, available at: https://apn.hr/subvencionirani-stambeni-krediti/put-do-kredita
108 Croatian National Bank, Home sweet home: Impact of housing loan
subsidies on the real estate market in Croatia, authors: Davor Kunovac, Ivan Žilić, October 2020, available at: https://www.hnb.hr/
documents/20182/3596318/w-060.pdf/955d2e9e-76d7-8b3e-3c1a8a8732ff326e
109 European System of Finance Supervision, European Systemic Risk
Board, Warning of the European Systemic Risk Board, December 2021,
available at: https://www.esrb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/warnings/esrb.
warning211202_on_residential_real_estate_croatia~de0c87d337.
en.pdf
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and affordability of adequate heating (more than 5% of
households),110 as well as overcrowded living spaces with
as many as 36% of the population living in overcrowded
homes.111 These data are of further concern given the slow
recovery of earthquake-affected areas.
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142.

The reconstruction of earthquake-affected buildings is
extremely slow and inefficient. Many citizens in the Banija
area continue to live in inadequate living conditions, without clear information on the deadlines for the reconstruction of their homes. Many citizens continue to face a range
of obstacles to exercising their rights, increasing their
distrust of the system and institutions, with many embarking on repairs themselves, which leads to significant
financial investment and, consequently, credit borrowing.
During 2021, civil society organizations actively drew attention to the need for urgent action aimed at solving the
problem of homelessness and hazardous living conditions
in the Zagreb neighborhood of Struge, whose inhabitants,
among them 29 children, do not have access to basic infrastructure necessary for everyday life (electricity, water,
sewage), in addition to the problem of illegal dumping and
burning of waste in their neighborhood.

110 Central Bureau of Statistics, Poverty and Social Exclusion Indicator
for the Republic of Croatia, September 2021, available at: https://
podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/10019
111 Eurostat, ‘Quality of housing’, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/cache/digpub/housing/bloc-1c.html?lang=en
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The Right to Health
THE RIGHT TO ACCESS HEALTH
CARE INSTITUTIONS, GOODS
AND SERVICES
143.

144.

145.

IIn December 2021, the Government of the Republic of
Croatia adopted the National Health Development Plan for
the period 2021 — 2027 112 and the accompanying Action
Plan for the period 2021 — 2025.113 The National Plan is
meant to ensure an equal geographical distribution and
access to health care, improve the system and health
outcomes. These plans should also contribute to more
effective disease prevention, improvement of the health
care system, improvement of the model of care for key
challenges in health care and improvement of the health
care system’s financial sustainability.
The National Program for Rare Diseases expired in 2020,
and the development of a new program, which should
include departments of social welfare and education, work
and the pension system, along with the Ministry of Health,
did not begin in 2021.
Health care institutions continued to be unequally represented at the regional level, while the quality of the
provision of health care was again not measured nor is
there publicly available data on the actual performance
of health care institutions in 2021. A shortage of doctors
and nurses in the hospital system was recorded along
with a lack of primary health care clinics with available
112 Ministry of Health, National Health Development Plan for the period 2021-2027, available at: https://zdravstvo.gov.hr/UserDocsImages//2022%20Objave//Nacionalni%20plan%20razvoja%20zdravstva%202021.-2027..pdf
113 Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decision on the adoption of
the National Health Development Plan for the period 2021-2027 (OG
147/2021), December 2021, available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/
clanci/sluzbeni/2021_12_147_2536.html
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spots, especially in family medicine, women’s health care,
preschool health care and dental health care, which is
particularly pronounced in rural areas and on islands.114

146.

147.

148.

149.

150.

151.

Patient rights organizations point out that the low availability of health care continued in 2021 at all levels, evidenced
by the 51% reduction in the number of hospitalizations
compared to 2019.
They add that health care institutions reorganized their
operations and employees in order to prevent the spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic, but in such a way that patients mostly receive instructions and advice by phone
or e-mail. This mode of communication with patients in
primary health care does not meet the needs of patients,
especially elderly persons.
Patient rights organizations also warn that health care and
medical professionals and non-medical staff in health care
lack guidance and a uniform program for working with
citizens, resulting in arbitrary provision of health care and
discrepancies in its quality.
They further point out that the problem of long waiting
lists for diagnostics and treatment was not resolved in
2021 either, despite the reduced influx of patients into the
health care system due to epidemiological measures.
Patient rights organizations state that there is no information
on the number of cases in which treatment for the underlying disease for which the patient sought medical care was
dismissed or discontinued due to a COVID-19 infection.
The process of deciding on beginning, continuing or prolonging treatment is often time-consuming, leaving patients without active treatment for a month or more. Pa-

114 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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tient rights organizations state that breaks in treatment
are caused by a chain of decisions within the health system aimed at saving on the consumption of particularly
expensive medicine.

152.

153.

154.

155.

Vaccination against COVID-19 was carried out throughout
2021 and 53% of citizens had been vaccinated by the end of
the year, which is less than the EU average of 68%.115 Uncoordinated informing of the public, along with the presence
of numerous contradictory, partial or incorrect information
in the public space regarding COVID-19, vaccination and
security measures proved problematic. Therefore, patient
rights organizations cite examples of patients with chronic
or malignant diseases and patients undergoing long-term
therapy who could not obtain relevant information on the
permissibility, type, time and place of vaccination, neither
in primary care nor from specialists.
The measures introduced to counteract the pandemic continued to affect access to health care services in various
ways. For example, families whose family members were
hospitalized found it more difficult to obtain information
about the patient’s condition, while patients themselves
found it difficult to obtain relevant information about their
own health and necessary treatment due to difficult access
and communication with medical staff.
In 2021, there were again cases of parents being prevented
from visiting and staying with their children in hospital
treatment because of the pandemic restrictions. Such
conduct constitutes a serious violation of children’s rights,
while children’s rights organizations warn that rules and
practices differ between hospitals.
Patient rights organizations draw attention to the worrying practice of violating patients’ rights to confidentiality
and privacy. There are frequent cases of medical staff
sharing patients’ health and medical information among
115 European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, COVID-19 Vaccine
Tracker, available at: https://qap.ecdc.europa.eu/public/extensions/
COVID-19/vaccine-tracker.html#uptake-tab
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themselves or with others when this is not necessary for
the provision of medical services.

156.

When it comes to palliative care, patient rights organizations state that although all counties in Croatia have
mobile palliative care teams, not all of them provide the
same quality of service nor are they equally available.
There is only one official hospice in Rijeka with 14 beds,
while patients requiring palliative care are mainly left to
their families and oftentimes themselves. They also point
out that palliative care is seen as a charitable activity,
although it is an extremely important part of health care,
especially in a society with a large elderly population such
as in Croatia.

TREATMENT OF MALIGNANT
DISEASES
157.

158.

The National Plan for Healthcare Development mentions116
that Croatia is a country of medium incidence but high
mortality and low survival of malignant diseases. It highlights that the lack or outdatedness of clinical guidelines
and the fragmented state of health care do not allow for
adequate development of treatment models based on
centers of excellence that would, with quality and continuous support of e-healthcare solutions, directly lead other
institutions that provide patient care in order to achieve
good outcomes for complex forms of treatment.
Cancer is the leading public health problem in Croatia
and the second most common cause of death (after cardiovascular disease). Patient rights organizations have
expressed concern about the fact that the implementation
of the National Strategic Cancer Control Framework for
the period until 2030117 has not effectively started a year
116 Ministry of Health, National Health Development Plan for the period
2021-2027, available at: https://zdravstvo.gov.hr/UserDocsImages//2022%20Objave//Nacionalni%20plan%20razvoja%20zdravstva%202021.-2027..pdf
117 National Strategic Framework against Cancer until 2030 (OG
141/20), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2020_12_141_2728.html
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after its adoption, pointing out that the Commission for
the development and evaluation of the implementation of
the action plan did not meet until December 2021, while
its first meeting had been announced for summer 2021.118

159.

160.

161.

To the knowledge of patient rights organizations, cancer
patients receive uncoordinated oncological care and face
untimely and inadequate diagnoses and treatment. Although cancer is only a partially preventable disease and
only a fraction of malignant diseases can be linked to
known risk factors and causes, organizations that protect
and promote health rights emphasize the key role of primary and secondary prevention of diseases that currently
have limited impact.
Programs of primary prevention of malignant diseases
are aimed at reducing the abuse of tobacco and tobacco
products, reducing alcohol consumption, preventing excess weight gain and obesity, promoting healthy lifestyles
and controlling the impact of harmful environmental and
professional factors. However, health rights organizations
emphasize that successful primary prevention is possible
only if it is accompanied by efforts to raise public awareness of healthy habits and create conditions for citizens to
implement them in their work and learning environments.
When it comes to secondary prevention (early detection),
there are four programs in Croatia for early screening
for malignant diseases (early detection of breast cancer,
colorectal cancer, cervical cancer and lung cancer). There
is a need for early detection of prostate cancer and for
modifying the existing screening programs to ensure a
better turnout of citizens belonging to the target group.
Patient rights organizations state that the National Cervical Cancer Early Detection Program has been inactive
for three years.
118 We are not alone, Exactly one year has passed since the adoption of
the strategic document for the fight against cancer, and Croatia is
yet to take any steps. What should the priorities be?, December 2021,
available at: https://nismosame.com/savjeti/tocno-je-godinu-dana-od-donosenja-strateskog-dokumenta-za-borbu-protiv-raka-a-hrvatska-i-dalje-stoji-na-istom-mjestu-sto-bi-trebali-biti-prioriteti/
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162.

Patient rights organizations warn about a widespread
practice of dysthanasia in Croatia, i.e., forcing treatment
in cancer patients almost to the very end, most often at
the insistence of the family, when such treatment has no
effect and significantly negatively affects the quality of
the patient’s life.

MENTAL HEALTH
163.

164.

165.

Mental disorders still represent one of the most urgent
challenges in public health. According to the World Health
Organization’s estimates of the total disability burden for
Croatia (DALYs), mental disorders rank fourth, behind cardiovascular and malignant diseases and injuries. Patients
with mental disorders are also the leading group in terms
of days spent in hospital treatment.119
Mental health organizations point to an unchanged situation with the widespread stigmatization of persons with
mental health disorders, which often leads to social isolation and discrimination. Although the expert body appointed by the Ministry of Health has drafted a national
strategy for the protection of mental health, it was again
not adopted in 2021. This perpetuates the continuous lack
of destigmatization programs, mental health information,
prevention programs and the development of outpatient
treatment programs.
Measures introduced to prevent the spread of COVID-19
continued to reflect on all aspects of citizens’ lives and
consequently their mental health, which is confirmed by
the results of various research.120

119 Croatian Institute of Public Health, Mental Disorders in Croatia,
available at: https://www.hzjz.hr/sluzba-epidemiologija-prevencija-nezaraznih-bolesti/odjel-za-mentalne-poremecaje/
120 Social Research, The Effects of the Pandemic on Mental Health, author: Vesna Antičević, May 2021, available at: https://hrcak.srce.hr/
file/378732
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166.

167.

168.

169.

Although mental health organizations state that there
has been a growing awareness in society of the need to
reorganize the treatment of persons with mental disorders
by establishing a connection between inpatient and outpatient systems, developing different outpatient services
and providing mobile team services, this concept of community mental health services has not been implemented
at the systemic level in 2021.
They also add that despite the fact that the list of services that can be provided in psychiatry was prescribed
by a regulation121 in the previous year, there has been no
progress in practice in terms of the payment and contracting of these services by the Croatian Health Insurance
Fund, even though the services in question are basic and
essential. As a result, Croatian citizens are still at a disadvantage compared to EU citizens because the lack of
basic psychiatric services violates their right to adequate
treatment and guaranteed community support.
Numerous calls from citizens treated for mental disorders
to civil society organizations promoting mental health
confirm discrimination in employment. According to them,
there are cases of employers asking the person being
recruited to bring in a certificate confirming that they
do not suffer from mental disorders for jobs that are not
subject to health checks.
Organizations that promote m ental health state that, in
2021, they received numerous calls from citizens warning
that patients who signed a voluntary consent to treatment
are restricted in their right to the freedom of movement,
even though they are not admitted to treatment under
legal provisions on involuntary hospitalization on the basis
of posing a danger for themselves or others and endangering their own or another’s health, as laid down by the
Law on Protection of Persons with Mental Disorders.
121 Ministry of Health, Decision on the adoption of the Plan and Program
of Health Care Measures 2020-2022 (NN 142/20), available at: https://
narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2020_12_142_2753.html
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170.

171.

Performing the function of the National Preventive Mechanism for Prevention of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Ombudswoman warns122 that the uneven treatment of involuntarily
hospitalized persons with mental disorders, observed
during visits to psychiatric institutions, continued in 2021.
The Ombudswoman cites the fact that some psychiatric
institutions do not have a closed ward for forced commitment as one of the reasons for unequal treatment, but
also underlines that inadequate spatial conditions, lack
of staff or the need to discipline patients can in no way
justify their disproportionate physical restraint. The lack
of closed wards significantly affects the frequency of the
application of measures restricting freedom of movement,
which violates the rights of persons with mental disorders.
The 2021 survey on forced detention and involuntary
hospitalization of persons placed in psychiatric institutions123 reveals that persons with mental disorders in some
psychiatric hospitals and social care institutions live in
inhumane and cramped conditions, with a lack of medical
and technical staff and without access to their medical
records. Alarming is the use of involuntary procedures
and restraint measures, including medical procedures the
patient did not previously consent to, which is why experts
emphasize the need to further document and elaborate
voluntary restraint in medical records that clearly show
that the patient is capable of deciding on restrictions of
movement, that they agree to it and that they are aware
that they can withdraw their consent at any time.

122 Ombudswoman, Day of persons with mental disorders - improve
regulations, continuously educate health professionals and invest in
the system, June 2021, available at: https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/
dan-osoba-s-dusevnim-smetnjama-unaprijediti-propise-kontinuirano-educirati-zdravstvene-radnike-i-ulagati-u-sustav/
123 Human Rights House, Forced detention and involuntary hospitalization
of persons placed in psychiatric institutions from the aspect of human
rights, December 2021, available at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.
hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Istraz%CC%8Civanje_prisilna-hospitalizacija.pdf
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172.

The research conducted so far, along with the ongoing
complaints received by the Ombudswoman and the Ombudswoman for Persons with Disabilities, indicate violations of the rights of persons with mental disorders
regarding involuntary detention and commitment, involuntary medical procedures, coercive measures and
conditions in psychiatric institutions. As one of the main
problems, the Ombudswoman cites the lack of information
available to persons placed in psychiatric institutions, who
do not receive an explanation for their arrival/admittance,
about their rights and legal mechanisms for their protection, additionally warning about patients being uninformed
about the treatment plan and planned therapy as well.124

124 Human Rights House, Forced detention and involuntary hospitalization
of persons placed in psychiatric institutions from the aspect of human
rights, December 2021, available at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.
hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Istraz%CC%8Civanje_prisilna-hospitalizacija.pdf
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Human Rights
and the Environment
173.

174.

175.

The Ombudswoman’s report on the right to a healthy life
and on climate change from the beginning of 2021 emphasizes that the principle of sustainable development is
insufficiently applied in Croatia, as environmental protection requirements are often secondary to social and
economic development.125
Although, in principle, Croatia demonstrates a commitment to low-carbon and green development in line with EU
requirements through its numerous strategic documents,
the Low-Carbon Development Strategy of the Republic
of Croatia until 2030126 reflects a lack of ambition and
political resolve, while some segments are inconsistent
and in conflict with the EU development directions. On the
occasion of the publication of the text of the Strategy proposal, environmental organizations pointed out that it is
not clear from the text whether the Government plans to
include equity principles in the energy transition process,
including the EU Just Transition Mechanism, i.e., how it
will take care of workers in sectors in need of decarbonization and mitigate the socio-economic consequences of
the transition.127
The Act on Waste Management was adopted in mid-2021.
The Act transposes parts of the EU Single-Use Plastics Di-

125 Ombudswoman Report, The Right to Healthy Life and Climate Change
in the Republic of Croatia 2013-2020, February 2021, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/vjesce-o-pravu-na-zdravzivot-i-klimatskim-promjenama-u-republici-hrvatskoj-2013-2020-ukontekstu-globalnog-pokreta-za-klimu-i-pandemije-covid-19/?wpdmdl=10784&refresh=623c5d487fe251648123208
126 Croatian Parliament, Low-Carbon Development Strategy of the Republic of Croatia until 2030 with an outlook to 2050 (OG 63/2021), available
at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_06_63_1205.
html
127 FoE Croatia, Low-Carbon Development Strategy - Comments from
FoE Croatia, May 2021, available at: https://zelena-akcija.hr/system/
document/1271/doc_files/original/NUS_2021_komentari_ZA.pdf
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rective, which prohibits lightweight plastic bags and some
disposable plastic items. Environmental groups stressed
that the Act fails to ensure the orientation and transition
towards reuse and refilling systems as opposed to simply
replacing plastics with other disposable materials, i.e., it
fails to encourage a true circular economy.

176.

177.

178.

Part of the population of Croatia still has no access to
water needed to satisfy their basic needs. Official data
reveals that 94% of the population in Croatia has the
possibility of connecting to the water supply system, but
only 86% are connected, which indicates that 14% still
have inadequate access to water and drainage.128 After the
earthquake in Banija, part of the population lost access
to safely managed drinking water because the wells they
had previously used were damaged and the water in them
was muddy or because the containers they are housed in
are not (yet) connected to the water supply and drainage
network.129
Problems with inaccessible or outdated infrastructure are
mainly faced by smaller local self-government units and/
or areas of special state concern, as well as public water
service providers that lack the financial and human resources necessary to address the problem. The adoption
of the Service Areas Regulation at the end of 2021130 is the
first step towards solving these problems in the coming
period.131
In 2021, preparations for the implementation of the construction project for the Kosinj hydropower system contin-

128 Portalnovosti.com, Enes Ćerimagić: The right to water should be protected by the Constitution, December 2021, available at: https://www.
portalnovosti.com/enes-ceremagic-pravo-na-vodu-trebalo-bi-zastititi-ustavom
129 Ombudswoman, The right to water is important for health and quality
of life, March 2021, available at: https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/
pravo-na-vodu-vazno-je-za-zdravlje-kvalitetu-zivota/
130 Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decree on Service Areas
(OG 147/2021), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/
sluzbeni/2021_12_147_2535.html
131 Ombudswoman, The right to water is important for health and quality
of life, March 2021, available at: https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/
pravo-na-vodu-vazno-je-za-zdravlje-kvalitetu-zivota/
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ued. Fair compensation for the expropriation of land from
the inhabitants of the area was determined on the basis
of estimated appraisal reports, and the compensation
offered is extremely low and insufficient for alternative
housing solutions or alternative economic activities for
crop yields. Since this is a strategic project of the Republic
of Croatia,132 the competent body for the expropriation
procedure is the Ministry of Justice and Public Administration, which is not carrying out the expropriation on
the basis of a special law as prescribed by the Act on
Expropriation and Determination of Compensation, even
though the expropriation will evict a large number of citizens. Instead, individual expropriations are carried out,
which increases the risk of discriminatory treatment of
individuals and/or groups, which could in turn result in a
rise in the percentage of the population in the position of
social exclusion and poverty.133

179.

180.

Environmental organizations state that administrative
proceedings are the predominant way of resolving disputes in environmental cases. Conducting environmental
proceedings before administrative courts remains problematic because the courts rely solely on the credibility of
conducted studies, while the refusal of expert reports and
the absence of evidentiary proceedings have become routine court practice. Moreover, administrative litigation is
the last branch of the judiciary in which cases are assigned
to judges by the decision of the court president (so-called
manual instead of computerized, random and anonymous
assignment of cases), which poses an extreme corruption
risk and undermines trust in the judiciary.
According to the experience of environmental organizations, during the pandemic and in 2021, citizen participation in conducting public consultations on environmental
impact assessments was made difficult because of the

132 Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decision on declaring the
‘Kosinj Hydropower System’ project a strategic investment project
of the Republic of Croatia (OG 86/2021), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_07_86_1590.html
133 PortalNovosti.com, Inevitable accumulation, December 2021, available
at: https://www.portalnovosti.com/neumitna-akumulacija
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still-present inability to comment on spatial plans online,
which has had a negative impact on citizen participation
in making decisions of public interest.

181.

182.

183.

Measures to effectively prevent damage to the environment and public health, namely adequate measures to
reduce Adriatic Sea pollution and air pollution, are yet to
be taken. Particularly worrying is the situation in Slavonski
Brod, where the pollution index has on several occasions
indicated extreme air pollution which was 10 to 15 times
higher than admissible.134 According to the European Environment Agency (EEA), Slavonski Brod is the third most
polluted city in Europe in terms of air quality, while poor
air quality was also recorded in Zagreb.135
Due to the unsustainability of existing landfills, the danger they pose to the environment and the health of the
local population, in addition to the fact that citizens are
insufficiently informed about the practice and importance
of waste separation, waste management is still a problem
in Croatia. Improper disposal of used disposable protective equipment (masks and gloves), the use of which
has increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, continued
to have a negative effect on environmental protection in
2021. In addition to inadequate waste management systems, insufficient infrastructure for wastewater disposal
and treatment remains a continuous problem.
Due to violations of EU waste legislation – the Waste Framework Directive and the Landfill Directive – in late 2021, the
European Commission sent an official warning to Croatia
and called for proper waste treatment before its dispos-

134 RTL, Citizens of Slavonski Brod breathe catastrophic air, Mayor points
his finger at the Government: ‘Ćorić is one of the most flippant
ministers’, February 2021, available at: https://www.rtl.hr/vijesti-hr/novosti/hrvatska/3977182/gradjani-broda-udisu-katastrofalan-zrak-gradonacelnik-upire-prstom-u-vladu-coric-je-jedan-od-najneozbiljnijih-ministara/
135 European Environment Agency, European city air quality viewer, available at: https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/air/urban-air-quality/
european-city-air-quality-viewer
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al.136 Improper application of the Landfill Directive leads
to a higher risk to public health, greater environmental
pollution and unnecessary loss of economic material when
disposing recyclable waste. If disposal cannot be avoided,
member states must take measures to ensure that only
treated waste is disposed of, and studies and investigations reveal that deficiencies in meeting this requirement
have been identified at all sites visited, while municipal
waste is disposed of without any treatment. In addition
to the already existing damage to the environment, Croatia is facing large fines in case it fails to eliminate the
identified shortcomings in waste separation.

184.

185.

Croatia did not sufficiently engage in cross-border cooperation with neighboring countries for the purpose of
environmental protection in 2021 either. Obsolete thermal
power plants in neighboring countries are still operational,
affecting the environment and public health in Croatia and
other EU countries.
After an agreement failed to be reached between Croatia
and Slovenia on joint storage of nuclear waste from the
Krško NPP, the former Čerkezovac barracks in the border
municipality of Dvor, one of the poorest municipalities in
Croatia, is being mentioned as the most likely location for
future radioactive waste storage. The process of selecting
the nuclear waste disposal site is non-transparent, and
there were no consultations with the local community.
The plans were not abandoned even after the devastating earthquake in Banija, with the epicenter only a few
kilometers away from the planned location.137

136 European Commission, Press Release, Circular Economy: Commission Takes Measures Against Five Member States to Improve Waste
Management, November 2021, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/
commission/presscorner/detail/hr/IP_21_5649
137 Slobodna Evropa.org, Location for radioactive waste disposal in
Cherkezovac unchanged even after earthquake, January 2021, available at: https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/i-nakon-potresa-lokacija-za-skladi%C5%A1tenje-radioaktivnog-otpada-%C4%8Derkezovac-aktualna/31074351.html
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The Right to Education
186.

187.

188.

189.

The pandemic significantly affected the quality of education in 2021 as well. Research shows that the pandemic has
had a negative impact on the lives of a significant number
of pupils and students, especially on their mental health
and particularly among high-school-age students.138
Students and teachers negatively assess the impact of
some pandemic restrictions implemented in schools on
classes,139 while teachers faced higher loads, additional
health risks and lower benefits in the event of incapacity
due to COVID during the pandemic.140
The rate of early school leaving in Croatia is among the
lowest in the EU, while the quality of education still lags
behind.141 The quality of education is also negatively affected by an insufficient number of teaching hours in primary
and secondary schools, the short duration of compulsory
education of only eight years, schools’ infrastructural deficiencies, a lack of equipment and a lack of teachers in
certain subjects. Earthquake damage to schools also affects
the quality and availability of education.
The number of teaching hours, and thus the quality of
education, is also conditioned by school shifts: 831 schools
in Croatia operate in two shifts, 11 of them in three shifts
and 21 schools do not operate in shifts but continuously
throughout the day.142 At the end of 2021, a EUR 25 million
138 Institute for Social Research in Zagreb, National Monitoring of the
Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Education System in the
Republic of Croatia, authors: Boris Jokić, Zrinka Ristić Dedić, 2021,
available at: https://api.hrt.hr/media/8e/5b/prezentacija-nacionalno-pracenje-ucinaka-pandemije-na-obrazovni-sustav-idiz-za-medije-final-20210825122339.pdf
139 Ibid.
140 European Commission, Education and Training Monitor 2021 - Croatia,
available at: https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2021/en/croatia.html
141 Ibid.
142 Ministry of Science and Education, ŠeR - School e-Mine, available at:
https://mzo.gov.hr/ser-skolski-e-rudnik-3419/3419
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World Bank loan agreement was signed for a project supporting the development and implementation of a full-time
classes system and providing technical assistance and
infrastructure for the development and implementation
of full-time classes in 50 demonstration schools.143

190.

191.

192.

The higher education rate is below the EU average and
there are both gender gaps and discrepancies between
urban and rural areas. The employment rate of graduates
and the amount they receive as their first salary are lower
than the EU average.144
Participation in the adult education system remains very
low. Although Croatia has over 600 registered adult education institutions offering more than 11,000 educational
programs, there is still no quality assurance system that
would ensure the quality and effectiveness of education
focused on the needs of the individual and the labor market.145 A new Adult Education Act 146 was passed at the end
of 2021 and should provide a framework for addressing
these issues.
As in previous years, the rate of participation in early childhood and preschool education in Croatia from the age of
four until the start of compulsory education is on the rise
but remains among the lowest in the EU.147 The network
of early childhood and preschool educational services is

143 Ministry of Finance, World Bank supports Croatia in transforming
primary education and creating better learning opportunities, December 2021, available at: https://mfin.gov.hr/vijesti/svjetska-banka-podupire-hrvatsku-u-transformaciji-osnovnog-skolstva-i-stvaranju-boljih-prilika-za-ucenje/3231
144 European Commission, Education and Training Monitor 2021 - Croatia,
available at: https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2021/en/croatia.html
145 IUS-Info.hr, What comes with the proposal of the new Adult Education Act, October 2021, available at: https://www.iusinfo.hr/aktualno/u-sredistu/47951
146 Adult Education Act (OG 144/2021), in force since 27 December
2021, available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_12_144_2460.html
147 European Commission, Education and Training Monitor 2021 - Croatia,
available at: https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2021/en/croatia.html
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insufficiently developed, there is a lack of spatial capacity
and large regional differences in accessibility. Among the
main challenges of development is the situation with staff
in the system itself and its impact on the development of
programs, which includes issues ranging from a lack of
educators to job insecurity and working conditions.148

193.

194.

195.

There are still challenges in the quality of early childhood
and preschool education. Given that the funding of early
and preschool education is in the domain of local government, its availability and quality are significantly affected
by the large gap between richer and poorer regions.149
Moreover, funding from the state budget is deemed insufficient.150
Significant inequalities in the availability and quality of
early childhood and preschool education negatively affect
accessibility for children at risk – children of unemployed
parents (especially single-parent families), children at
risk of poverty, children belonging to the Roma minority,
children growing up in less developed areas and children
with developmental difficulties. An additional problem is
the unaffordability of programs – the price serves as a
barrier to the participation of children from families of
lower socioeconomic status.151
There are still no estimates of the coverage of children with
disabilities in early childhood and preschool education, nor
is there any system of monitoring inclusiveness or quality
of services as it pertains to them. There is no systematic
monitoring of data on the coverage of early childhood and

148 UNICEF, In-depth analysis of the situation and the basis for the
European Child Guarantee National Action Plan in Croatia, January
2021, available at: https://www.unicef.org/croatia/media/10146/file/
Dubinska%20analiza%20stanja%20.pdf
149 European Commission, Education and Training Monitor 2021 - Croatia,
available at: https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2021/en/croatia.html
150 UNICEF, In-depth analysis of the situation and the basis for the
European Child Guarantee National Action Plan in Croatia, January
2021, available at: https://www.unicef.org/croatia/media/10146/file/
Dubinska%20analiza%20stanja%20.pdf
151 Ibid.

70

preschool education programs in the education of children
belonging to the Roma national minority or children at risk
of poverty.152

196.

197.

198.

Results of the surveys on political literacy of high school
students in the school year 2020/2021153 indicate rather low
levels of political participation and trust in various institutions and sources of information, but also somewhat more
democratic socio-political attitudes of youth compared to
the same research from 2015. Given the pronounced differences in political knowledge and attitudes between high
school students in comparison to students in vocational
programs, the conclusion is that adequate progress has
not been made in the development and implementation of
civic education which was supposed to reduce differences
and increase political literacy of all students in Croatia.
In 2021, civic education was still implemented in primary
and secondary schools as one of the 6 cross-curricular
topics and, in some schools only, as an extracurricular
activity. This model of implementation of civic education
does not provide enough time and focus in the curriculum
for the quality development of civic competence.
Although civic education has been taught as a cross-curricular topic under the new curriculum since 2019, no evaluation has yet been conducted to provide for conclusions
on the effects of (non)implementation of civic education
and a possible need for improving the implementation or
the curriculum. In 2021, the European Commission against
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) issued a recommendation
to the National Center for External Evaluation of Education to conduct an evaluation of the implementation of

152 Ibid.
153 Institute for Social Research Zagreb, Research on political literacy of
high school students in the Republic of Croatia - research report for
2021, authors: Nikola Baketa, Kosta Bovan, Jelena Matić Bojić, available at: http://goo.hr/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/politicka_pismenost_ucenika_i_ucenica_2021_istrazivacki_izvjestaj.pdf
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the curriculum up to the present, especially in the light
of COVID-19 and online education.154

199.

200.

There is a lack of systematic and quality professional development of teachers for teaching civic education that
would enable quality learning outcomes in the areas of
democratic citizenship and human rights. Therefore, the
European Commission against Racism and Intolerance
(ECRI) recommended that Croatia provide comprehensive
and consistent initial and continuous training for educators
to acquire the skills necessary to teach human rights.155
The curriculum for the cross-curricular topic of Health for
primary and secondary schools156 addresses the topic of
sexuality and reproductive health in an inadequate and
outdated way and in no part mentions gender stereotypes,
gender equality, gender-based violence, LGBTIQ persons
and issues of respect for diversity and of tolerance towards different sexual/gender identities nor the promotion
of positive attitudes towards sexuality. At the same time,
internationally relevant guidelines for the development
of effective sexual education programs have been disregarded in developing the curriculum.157

154 European Commission against Racism and Intolerance, ECRI conclusions on the implementation of the recommendations in respect of
Croatia subject to interim follow up, March 2021, available at: https://
rm.coe.int/ecri-conclusions-on-the-implementation-of-the-recommendations-in-respe/1680a277b2
155 Ibid.
156 Ministry of Science and Education, Decision on the adoption of the
curriculum for the cross-curricular subject of Health for primary and
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia (OG 10/2019), available
at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2019_01_10_212.
html
157 Voxfeminae.net, CESI: The new health education curriculum reduces
sexuality to reproduction, February 2019, available at: https://voxfeminae.net/vijesti/cesi-novi-kurikulum-zdravstvenog-odgoja-svodi-seksualnost-na-reprodukciju
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VULNERABLE GROUPS:
Women’s Rights
201.

202.

Pandemic circumstances had a significant negative impact
on the exercise of women’s rights in 2021 as well, which
further deepened difficulties already present in the field
of women’s rights. In addition to gender-based violence,
the most significant problems are the same as in previous
years and range from the prevalence of sexism in everyday speech, media headlines and political discourse to
the lack of women’s political participation, inability of one
parent to contact the child, alienation of the child, inability to secure childcare when kindergartens were closed
and/or classes were held online, employment, inaction or
illegal conduct of institutions, online violence and sexual
harassment in the workplace and in the hiring process.
According to the EIGE’s Gender Equality Index for 2021,158
Croatia has made a minor shift in the field of gender equality and is now ranked 19th in the EU compared to a lower,
20th place in the previous year.159 Croatia achieved the
lowest ranking in the field of education and is in the penultimate place among all member states on the account
of shortcomings in educational attainment (measured by
the ratio of men and women in tertiary education and
the participation of men and women in lifelong learning
programs) and gender segregation in tertiary education
in the fields of education, health, social welfare and the
arts.160
158 European Institute for Gender Equality, 2021 Gender Equality Index,
available at: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021/
country/HR
159 Ibid.
160 European Institute for Gender Equality, 2021 Gender Equality Index, Knowledge in Croatia, available at: https://eige.europa.eu/
gender-equality-index/2021/domain/knowledge/HR
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203.

204.

205.

A gender analysis of the 2021 local elections161 indicates
that executive positions remain highly inaccessible to
women and that quotas prescribed by the Gender Equality
Act162 do not fulfill their purpose of ensuring a balanced
representation of women and men in decision-making
processes. Namely, only 27% of women were elected to
the representative and executive bodies of municipalities,
cities and counties, with 29% elected to representative
bodies and 11% to executive bodies.163
Croatia has been without a basic strategic document for
gender equality for six years now. The last such document
for achieving gender equality in Croatia was the National Policy for Gender Equality for the period 2011 — 2015.
Although the drafting of the National Policy for Gender
Equality for the period 2021 — 2027164 began in 2021, it was
not adopted during 2021.
In 2021, the tax on menstrual products was 25%, making
it the third largest tax on consumer goods in the world.165
Research has shown166 that every tenth woman in Croatia does not have the money to buy enough pads and
tampons, while as many as a third of women and girls in
Croatia are forced to buy lower quality menstrual products
because of their price. The high VAT rate on basic hygiene
items creates inequalities in society and discriminates
against menstruating women.
161 Gender Equality Ombudswoman, Gender Analysis of Parliamentary
Elections 2020, July 2020, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/uploads/Rodna_analiza_parlamentarnih_izb.%20(prs).
pdf
162 Gender Equality Act (OG 82/08, 69/17), available at: https://www.
zakon.hr/z/388/Zakon-o-ravnopravnosti-spolova
163 Report on the work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/cms/post/675
164 Office for Gender Equality of the Government of the Republic of Croatia, Development of the National Plan for Gender Equality 2021-2027,
available at: https://ravnopravnost.gov.hr/vijesti/izrada-nacionalnogplana-za-ravnopravnost-spolova-za-razdoblje-od-2021-do-2027-godine/3429
165 Peticijeonline.com, Support the reduction of the menstrual supplies
tax, available at: https://www.peticijeonline.com/podrite_smanjenje_enskog_poreza
166 PaRiter, Research on menstrual poverty, author: psych. prof. Maja
Močibob, 2021, available at: https://pariter.hr/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Menstrualno-siromastvo-izvjestaj-1-1-1.pdf
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GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
206.

207.
208.

In 2021, there was a slight increase in the incidence of
the criminal offence of domestic violence with a simultaneous decrease in the number of misdemeanor charges
for domestic violence by 1.4% compared to 2020.167 The
Gender Equality Ombudswoman points out that the multi-annual trend of a rise in domestic violence and decline
in the number of misdemeanor offences is a consequence
of the lack of effective and systematic measures for the
prevention of violence, mild sanctions imposed on perpetrators of violence and insufficient investment in long-term
and quality resocialization programs for perpetrators.168
Violence against women in smaller and rural areas who do
not report violence due to their environment is a particular
problem.169
Of particular concern is the fact that there was a significant, 27.3% increase in the number of rapes in the first
ten months of 2021 compared to 2020.170
In 2021, civil society organizations also recorded a 21.5%
increase in victims of sexual violence compared to 2020.
Although ratifying the Istanbul Convention committed
Croatia to providing a sufficient number of crisis centers
for victims of sexual violence, there is still only one specialized Center for Victims of Sexual Violence that is based
in Zagreb.171

167 Ministry of the Interior, Overview of Basic Security Indicators JanOct 2021 in the Republic of Croatia, available at: https://mup.gov.hr/
UserDocsImages/statistika/2021/Web_hrvatski-I-X-2021.pdf
168 Gender Equality Ombudswoman, International Day for the Elimination
of Violence against Women, November 2021, available at: https://
www.prs.hr/cms/post/573
169 Croatian Parliament, Bulletin no. 86, European Affairs in the Croatian
Parliament, October 2021, available at: https://www.sabor.hr/sites/
default/files/uploads/inline-files/bilten_listopad_2021.pdf
170 Ministry of the Interior, Overview of Basic Security Indicators JanOct 2021 in the Republic of Croatia, available at: https://mup.gov.hr/
UserDocsImages/statistika/2021/Web_hrvatski-I-X-2021.pdf
171 Center for Victims of Sexual Violence – Women’s Room, available at:
http://zenskasoba.hr/hr/centar-za-zrtve-seksualnog-nasilja/
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209.

210.

211.

212.

213.

As a result of the increase in the number of reports of
violence, civil society organizations also recorded an increase in the need for legal, psychological and emotional
support for victims of gender-based and domestic violence
in 2021.
The Criminal Code still does not recognize femicide as
a specific criminal offence. Although there is a criminal
offence of gender-based hate crime, in no case in 2021
have the competent authorities qualified and prosecuted
femicide as a hate crime.172
The development of the National Plan for Suppression of
Sexual Violence and Sexual Harassment for the period
2022-2027 as a strategic document that would systematically address the issue of sexual violence began in 2021.173
In 2021, amendments to the Criminal Code174 and amendments to the Act on Protection against Domestic Violence175 came into force, expanding the term ‘close person’
in a way that current and former partners in intimate
relationships are included in the definition of a family
member or close person. The reason for such an addition
is that the previous definition of close persons did not
include current or former intimate partners who do not
live together and do not have children together.
Although amendments to the Criminal Code176 have
changed the provision according to which the criminal
172 H-alter.org, Weapon against violence, December 2021, available at:
https://h-alter.org/ljudska-prava/oruzje-protiv-nasilja/
173 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
Drafting of National Plan for Suppression of Sexual Violence and
Sexual Harassment begins, August 2021, available at: https://mrosp.
gov.hr/vijesti/zapocinje-izrada-nacionalnog-plana-za-suzbijanje-seksualnog-nasilja-i-seksualnog-uznemiravanja/12406
174 Act on Amendments to the Criminal Code (OG 84/21), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_07_84_1562.
html
175 Act on Amendments to the Criminal Code (OG 84/21), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_07_84_1559.
html
176 Act on Amendments to the Criminal Code (OG 84/21), Article
15, available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_07_84_1562.html
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offence of sexual harassment is prosecuted ex officio, the
legal framework is still faulty as sexual harassment constitutes a criminal offence only if the victim is dependent
upon or subordinate to the perpetrator. Civil society organizations that provide assistance and support to victims of
criminal offences point to an additional problem of courts
interpreting sexual harassment as a criminal offence only
when it is happening over a longer period and repeatedly,
which puts victims at a significant disadvantage.

214.

215.

216.

Amendments to the Criminal Code introduced a new criminal offence into Croatian criminal law – Abuse of recordings
of explicit sexual content,177 which is an important first
step in combating the use of audio/video technology as
a means of committing violence against women through
social networks, most often through so-called revenge
pornography.178
Although the legislative framework is largely in line with
the provisions of the Istanbul Convention, civil society organizations state that there are still inconsistencies in the
application of the provisions of the Istanbul Convention in
civil proceedings as domestic violence is not considered a
relevant factor for assessing parental competencies when
deciding on parental care.
As in previous years, civil society organizations warn of the
worrying conduct of social welfare centers and the Child
Protection Centre Zagreb in parental care proceedings in
which perpetrators of violence and victims are treated
equally. Public appearances of victims of violence who
spoke out about their experiences of being forced to allow
free contact between the child and the abusive parent
because they would otherwise be accused of manipulating
or ‘alienating’ the child from the other parent, resulted
177 Ibid.
178 Zeneimediji.hr, Association B.a.B.e. submit a proposal for legal regulation of acts of revenge pornography, available at: https://www.
zeneimediji.hr/b-a-b-e-podnijele-prijedlog-za-zakonsko-uredenjedjela-osvetnicke-pornografije/
More on reporting revenge pornography at the link: https://babe.hr/
osvetnicka-pornografija-2/
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in the resignation of the director of the Child Protection
Centre Zagreb.179

217.

218.

219.

220.

As in previous years, the perpetrator and the victim continue to be invited to social care centers for compulsory
counseling and are forced to participate in the counseling
in the same room together rather than separately as
prescribed for cases of domestic violence.
Although to a lesser extent than in previous years, civil
society organizations continue to highlight the problem
of dual arrests and misdemeanor punishment of both the
victim and the perpetrator of violence. The police still often fail to distinguish between the perpetrator of violence
as the primary aggressor and the victim.
A positive development in 2021 is the opening of six new
shelters for victims of violence in counties where they did
not previously exist, thereby ensuring more accessible
and better protection and assistance for victims.180
Although the measure of housing victims of domestic violence under the Act on Housing Care in Areas of Special
State Concern is necessary, the prerequisites for obtaining housing care prove to be quite restrictive for victims.
In order for victims to be entitled to housing, they must
have a final court decision, resulting in victims not being
provided with housing care during lengthy court proceedings. Moreover, housing care is only provided in areas of
special state concern.181
179 H-alter.org, Child protection or abuse system?, July 2021, available
at: https://h-alter.org/ljudska-prava/sustav-za-zastitu-ili-za-zlostavljanje-djece/
180 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
High-level conference ‘Integrated approach to protection against
violence against women and domestic violence’, September 2021,
available at: https://mrosp.gov.hr/vijesti/odrzana-konferencija-visoke-razine-integrirani-pristup-zastiti-od-nasilja-nad-zenama-i-nasilja-u-obitelji/12423
181 SOS Rijeka – Center for Nonviolence and Human Rights, Functioning
of the measure of housing care for victims of domestic violence,
available at: https://www.sos-rijeka.org/wp-content/uploads/FUNKCIONIRANJE-MJERE-STAMBENOG-ZBRINJAVANJA-ZRTAVA-NASILJA-U-OBITELJI-1.pdf
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REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS, PREGNANCY AND MOTHERHOOD
221.

222.

223.

Even in 2021, no systemic changes were made in the
protection of women’s reproductive health, as suggested
by civil society organizations – there is still a lack of a systematic application of health education in schools, while
access to contraception and abortion remain difficult due
to variable prices and conscientious objection by health
professionals and pharmacists. Excessive abortion costs
and poor regional coverage of licensed physicians create
serious problems for lower income women.182
There is still a lack of gynecologists and gynecological
teams. Especially worrying is the statistic that at least
250,000 women in Croatia do not have a chosen gynecologist in public primary health care. Namely, there is a
shortage of as much as 31% of gynecologists in primary
health care, i.e., 104 of them compared to the Croatian
Health Insurance Fund’s planned network, while 46 teams
do not have a permanently employed gynecologist, and 58
teams are not contracted at all. A single primary health
care gynecologist cares for an average of over five thousand patients. Viewed by county, the most difficult situation is found in Brod-Posavina, Bjelovar-Bilogora and
Lika-Senj counties.183
In 2021, civil society organizations continued to warn
about the worrying practice of illegally charging for regular
check-ups of pregnant women by certain primary gynecologists, despite the fact that all pregnancy check-ups
are exempt from participation.

182 Amnesty International, Amnesty International Report 2021/2022, The
State of the World’s Human Rights, Croatia, available at: https://www.
amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/POL1048702022ENGLISH.pdf
183 Croatian Medical Chamber, Alarming data on primary health care in
Croatia, November 2021, available at: https://www.hlk.hr/alarmantni-podaci-o-primarnoj-zdravstvenoj-zastiti-u-hrvatskoj.aspx
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224.

225.

226.

The lack of gynecological examination chairs with a universal design prevents women with disabilities from having
regular gynecological examinations, which has a negative
effect on the reproductive rights of women with disabilities.
According to a survey conducted by the Croatian Institute
of Public Health, for over 67,000 women with physical
disabilities in Croatia, there are only 242 gynecological
chairs that they can use without the help of another person. Of those 242 chairs, as many as a quarter are owned
by private gynecological practices and polyclinics offering
gynecological care. Although a part of these chairs remain
available to women with disabilities free of charge as some
private gynecological practices are contractual partners
of the Croatian Health Insurance Fund, most women still
have to cover a part of the cost of the service themselves.
The inability to use gynecological services without the
help of another person significantly influences women’s
decisions to delay visits or not have gynecological examinations at all, be it for prevention or treatment, which
puts them at risk of developing health issues or failing to
meet their life goals.184
Access to reproductive health rights in 2021 was fraught
with numerous problems due to some maternity hospitals
prohibiting having a companion present during childbirth, in
addition to the issues of separating newborns from mothers,
the limited availability of examinations and tests, poorer
breastfeeding support, performing C-sections without medical indication and the unavailability of information.185
COVID-19 restrictions have resulted in disparities in the
practice of maternity hospitals across Croatia, with some
hospitals not allowing a companion during childbirth in all
cases and others conditioning it upon the presentation of
184 Croatian Journal of Public Health, Analysis of the availability of gynecological examinations for women with physical disabilities in the Republic of Croatia, vol.12, number 47, July 2016., available at: https://
hcjz.hr/index.php/hcjz/article/view/2284
185 Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/
uploads/Godi%C5%A1nje_izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e_2021_FINAL.
pdf
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a certificate of vaccination or recovery from COVID-19 or
a PCR test not older than 48 hours as an alternative, while
other hospitals only required a negative ‘rapid’ antigen
test upon entry. Conditioning having a companion present during delivery upon a PCR test puts the companion
in an unfavorable position as they have to perform the
test at their own expense (testing at one point exceeded
HRK 500). Barring a companion from being present during childbirth was not in line with the recommendations
of the World Health Organization for situations in which
safety precautions could be met, i.e., in case of having a
negative antigen test or wearing a mask.186

227.

Every year an increasing number of women in Croatia seek
the possibility of giving birth in their own home with the
support of a midwife. During the pandemic, there was an
increase in home births precisely because of the measures
prohibiting the presence of a companion during childbirth,
separating the mother from the child after childbirth and
banning any visits during and after childbirth.187 However,
despite an increasing growth of home births, midwifery
care in Croatia is available exclusively within maternity
hospitals, while outpatient delivery is not part of the health
care system, which often results in mothers and children
being denied health care and imposed with aggravated
administrative obligations. For example, hospital pediatricians, but also those in primary health care, often refuse
to examine newborns born outside health care institutions,
which entails vaccinating the child after birth as well as
performing screening tests and other similar problems.188

186 Parents in Action – Roda, Discrimination against birth companios by
requiring a PCR test violates parental rights, October 2021, available
at: https://www.roda.hr/udruga/dokumentacijski-centar/reakcije/
diskriminacijom-osobe-u-pratnji-na-porodu-zahtijevanjem-pcr-testa-krse-se-prava-rodilja.html
187 Parents in Action – Roda, Announcement after the tragic death of
a newborn during home birth, February 2021, available at: https://
www.roda.hr/udruga/dokumentacijski-centar/reakcije/priopcenje-nakon-tragicne-smrti-novorodenceta-na-porodu-kod-kuce.html
188 Jutarnji.hr, Association Roda: The Ministry of Health is responsible
for every bad outcome of outpatient births, February 2021, available
at: https://www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/udruga-rode-ministarstvo-zdravstva-je-odgovorno-za-svaki-los-ishod-izvanbolnickih-poroda-15049700
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Amendments to the Act on Medically Assisted Reproduction, which would allow lesbians and women who are not
married or in common-law marriages to access medically
assisted reproduction procedures, were not initiated in
2021 either. The current legal solution is discriminatory
against women based on their sexual orientation or marital or partnership status. In exceptional cases, a woman
without a partner may undergo the procedure of medically
assisted reproduction if she can prove infertility.189 There
is still a lack of ova and sperm banks, which can be crucial
for the treatment of some infertile individuals.
Legal provisions are still very vague regarding the destruction of embryos, and the existing possibility of embryo donation is not exercised in practice.190 As in previous years,
the fact that patients’ requests to stop storing frozen
embryos remain unprocessed and unanswered is a matter
of concern. The embryos continue to be stored without
patients’ consent and without the ability of patients to
access, i.e., decide on their own biological material, even
in cases of divorce or death of one of the spouses.
Croatia remains among the EU member states where men
(fathers) use maternity and parental benefits the least
at only 3.9%,191 which is a result of ingrained patriarchal
roles and stereotypes that discourage men from taking
parental leave.

189 Slobodnadalmacija.hr, Heterosexual couples can use assisted reproduction, but it is forbidden for lesbians in Croatia, ‘forcing’
them to find a man, embark on an adventure and - get pregnant, December 2021, available at: https://slobodnadalmacija.
hr/vijesti/hrvatska/heteroseksualni-parovi-mogu-ici-na-poptpomognutu-oplodnju-ali-je-ona-za-lezbijke-u-hrvatskoj-zabranjena-stoga-ih-se-sili-da-nadu-muskarca-upuste-se-u-avanturu-i-zatrudne-1154053
190 Parents in Action – Roda, Call to persons who have frozen embryos - the impossibility of freezing embryos, March 2021, available
at: https://www.roda.hr/udruga/programi/medicinski-potpomognuta-oplodnja/poziv-osobama-koje-imaju-zamrznute-zametke-nemogucnost-unistavanja-zametaka.html
191 Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/cms/post/675
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WOMEN IN THE LABOR MARKET
231.

232.

233.

There were still more unemployed women than men in
2021. Although there has been a general decline in the
unemployment rate in Croatia compared to the previous
year, as well as a decline in the unemployment rate trends
by gender, according to 2021 data from the Croatian Employment Service, women make up the majority of the
unemployed (55%192) and the majority in underpaid sectors. At the same time, women are underrepresented in
high decision-making positions.193
The prevalence of unequal opportunities for advancement194
remains a matter of concern and results in lower wages and
pensions for women, with a pay gap of around 7% and a
pension gap of 20.7%.195 The Gender Equality Ombudswoman concludes that the pay gap between men and women
has doubled in the past decade. The main causes are segregation in the labor market, discrimination made possible
by non-transparent policies and practices of employment,
work, wage setting, gender stereotypes, inadequate policies for reconciling work and family obligations, penalizing
parenthood/motherhood and a gender gap in unpaid labor
of caring for children and other family members.
A continuous under-representation of women in entrepreneurship was again recorded in 2021. The main causes are stereotypes tied to the role of women in society,
patriarchal gender roles that make it difficult to reconcile
work and private life, and insufficient access to financial
resources to start a business. Although the Strategy for
Development of Women’s Entrepreneurship in the Republic

192 Croatian Employment Service, Statistics, available at: https://statistika.hzz.hr/Statistika.aspx?tipIzvjestaja=1
193 Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2020,
April 2021, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/uploads/IZVJESCE_O_RADU_2020_Pravobranit.pdf
194 H-alter.org, Weapon against violence, December 2021, available at:
https://h-alter.org/ljudska-prava/oruzje-protiv-nasilja/
195 Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/
uploads/Godišnje_izvješće_2021_FINAL.pdf
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of Croatia for the period 2014 — 2020 has expired, no activities related to the adoption of a new strategic document
for women’s entrepreneurship took place in 2021.196

234.

235.

In the 2021 Report, the Gender Equality Ombudswoman
points out that relevant statistic data indicates a significantly higher presence of women in precarious and
fixed-term jobs, pointing to a more uncertain position of
women in the labor market.197
In 2021, there was a steep increase in the number of
cases of sexual harassment in the workplace and the
hiring process198 due to the initiation of the civil initiative
#nisamtražila (‘I did not ask for it’)199, which enabled
victims to share their experiences. In 2021, there were
98 criminal reports of sexual harassment, quadruple the
number of reports over the previous five years.200

196
197
198
199
200

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
NisamTražila.org, available at: https://www.nisamtrazila.org/
Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/
uploads/Godi%C5%A1nje_izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e_2021_FINAL.
pdf
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Children’s Rights
236.

237.

238.

The COVID-19 pandemic had a negative impact on the
realization of children’s rights in 2021 in the areas of education, cultural rights, sports, play and leisure, health
care, mental health, adequate standards of living and
security and protection from all forms of violence and
discrimination.
Like the first, the second pandemic year had a negative
impact on the educational system. According to the Report
from the Ombudswoman for Children,201 the transition to
online learning caused difficulties for children, parents and
teachers. On the one hand, children faced many challenges,
including isolation from peers, lack of support and assistance in home learning, lack of appropriate technology,
lack of uniformity in online teaching methods and lack of
free time. In some parts of Croatia, children were unable
to attend online classes due to weak internet connections.
On the other hand, parents were faced with the challenge
of reconciling work responsibilities with caring for and
helping their children with schoolwork, while teachers were
required to master new technologies and ways to encourage students to participate in a virtual environment.202
It is of particular concern that one in five children in Croatia is at risk of poverty,203 which indicates the need for
proactivity in implementing measures to combat child
poverty in order to better protect children from poverty
and social exclusion.

201 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, April
2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
202 Ombudswoman for Children, Annex to the Report of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, Children on Hold – Children’s Rights during
the 2020-2021 Pandemic, March 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/
hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
203 Central Bureau of Statistics, Poverty and Social Exclusion Indicator
for the Republic of Croatia, September 2021, available at: https://
podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/10019
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The Right of Every Child to a School Meal initiative continuously warns about the need to combat poverty through
ensuring a school meal for every child and notes in its
research that a significant number of children do not eat
at school because their parents cannot afford their meals,
pointing to the deficiencies in and the inadequacy of subsidizing meals for poor children.204
There was a significant increase in the number of children
killed in traffic in 2021 – as many as 17 children lost their
lives and 1,254 were injured in traffic accidents,205 which
indicates the need to increase the safety and protection
of the lives of children in traffic.
In 2021, there was a negative trend of violating children’s
privacy in media coverage of cases of severe violence
against children, coronavirus infections, violations of anti-Covid measures and protests against the obligation to
wear protective masks in schools. Excessive collection of
personal data on children and their health also applied to
schools, kindergartens, hospitals and sports clubs, which
makes it necessary to raise the awareness of the public
and other stakeholders about the need to protect the
privacy and dignity of children in all aspects of life.206
Parents were restricted from visiting and staying with
their children in hospital treatment in 2021 as well, which,
in some cases, constituted a violation of children’s rights.
Namely, the rules and restrictions regarding visits and
stays with the child were changed and adjusted according
to the epidemiological situation, which has resulted in
uneven practice in hospitals across Croatia.

204 PortalNovosti.com, Olja Družić Ljubotina: Let’s provide children’s
meals, available at: https://www.portalnovosti.com/olja-druzic-ljubotina-osigurajmo-djeci-obrok
205 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, April
2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
206 Ibid.
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Even though the main strategic document in the field of
children’s rights, the National Strategy for Children’s Rights
for the period 2014-2020, expired at the end of 2020, a new
strategy for children’s rights was not yet adopted in 2021.
Establishing personal relationships between children and
parents who do not live together remained difficult in 2021.
Pandemic conditions provided more room for parental manipulation in parental care, which violated the child’s right
to contact with the parent with whom they do not live.
In addition, due to the limited functioning of institutions
during the various stages of the pandemic, professional
assistance in exercising parental care was less available,
which contributed to the deepening of disagreements over
issues that affect the child.207
As in previous years, civil society organizations warn about
the unavailability of free basic health care to children who
were born in Croatia but do not have Croatian citizenship,
i.e., children whose parents have lived in Croatia since
the 1990s.
Although the fundamental social services of preschool
education and teaching assistants have become accessible
to a satisfactory degree, more needs to be done to make
social services accessible to children facing developmental
and environmental risks.208

207 Ombudswoman for Children, Annex to the Report of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, Children on Hold – Children’s Rights during
the 2020-2021 Pandemic, March 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/
hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
208 RCT Zagreb and Faculty of Law, University of Zagreb, Availability of
social services in the Republic of Croatia, authors: Dragana Knezić,
Ana Opačić, 2021, available at: https://rctzg.hr/-/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Dostupnost-socijalnih-usluga.pdf
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MENTAL HEALTH
OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH
247.

248.

249.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated problems
already present in the area of the mental health of children
and youth, most prominently the lack of mental health
professionals, the absence of a multidisciplinary approach
to treatment, lack of accommodation capacity and unequal
access to mental health for children and youth, especially
in smaller communities.209 According to estimates by the
World Health Organization, one in seven children aged 1019 has a mental disorder. Half of all such disorders begin
at age 14, but most are undetected and untreated.210
According to civil society organizations, more and more
children and youth are exhibiting symptoms of anxiety
and depression, behavioral problems, self-harm, social
media addiction, eating and sleeping disorders, difficulties
in mastering school materials, school phobias and the
like. This is especially prominent in children and youth
who have previously faced mental health risks as a result
of exposure to stressful and traumatic experiences and
unfavorable family and life circumstances. The Ombudswoman for Children emphasizes that the protection of
children’s mental health must be ensured in the long term,
systematically and continuously through easily accessible
mental health services in the community.211
Due to a growing need to protect the mental health of
children and youth, there is a lack of experts and service
providers working with children and youth, which results
in overly long waiting lists for support and assistance
services. There is a particular lack of free services for

209 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021.
godinu, April 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
210 Croatian Institute of Public Health, World Mental Health Day!, October
2021, available at: https://www.hzjz.hr/sluzba-promicanje-zdravlja/
svjetski-dan-mentalnog-zdravlja/
211 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021.
godinu, April 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
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children and youth whose mental health problems put
them in dire need of support.212

250.

The system of early childhood intervention has not been
established in Croatia in 2021 either.213 Croatia still lacks an
early intervention strategy or action plan for children with
developmental risks, developmental deviations, developmental disabilities and behavioral or mental health needs.
As in previous years, most early intervention programs are
clustered in urban areas, i.e., in the wider area of Zagreb
and other large cities. Insufficient services are provided
in rural, remote and island areas, as well as in minority
communities, especially Roma communities. Additionally,
there are long waiting lists for most early intervention
programs, and experts are reluctant to work in remote
rural and island locations.214

VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN
AND ITS PREVENTION
251.

According to the Report from the Ombudswoman for Children, the number of reports of violence and neglect of
children within the family increased in 2021. In addition to
corporal punishment, there was a large number of cases of
emotional abuse, emotional neglect and child manipulation,
especially in situations of high-conflict divorces and terminations of common law marriages between parents. It is of
particular concern that the system responses in these cases
are generally slow and ineffective, especially when it comes
to recognizing and responding to child manipulation.215
212 Ibid.
213 Croatian Association on Early Childhood Intervention, Early childhood
intervention, available at: http://hurid.hr/rana-intervencija-u-djetinjstvu/
214 UNICEF Hrvatska, Early childhood intervention, Analysis of the situation in the Republic of Croatia, May 2020, available at: https://
www.unicef.org/croatia/media/5001/file/Rana%20intervencija%20
u%20djetinjstvu%20-%20analiza%20stanja%20u%20Republici%20
Hrvatskoj.pdf.
215 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
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252.

253.

254.

255.

256.

It is worrying that the number of criminal offences against
children has increased by 16% (by 683 criminal offences) compared to the previous year. 318 criminal offences
against life and body of children were recorded, two of
which were attempted murders and three aggravated murders of a child under 14 years of age. Five criminal offences
of attempted aggravated murder were also recorded.216
The Ombudswoman for Children also drew attention to the
large number of reports of psychological violence against
children by means of exposing the child to developmentally inappropriate information, burdening them with the
family situation through direct or indirect pressure, and
child manipulation.217
The number of minors and young adults who committed
peer violence and criminal offences against minors also
increased in 2021, with the recorded number of perpetrators reaching 298. The largest number of criminal offences
were committed by minors aged 14 to 18 (159), and the
most frequently committed criminal offences were those
against life and body and criminal offences of sexual abuse
and exploitation of children.218
In addition to the increase in domestic and peer violence,
2021 also saw an increase in sexual violence against children. In her 2021 Report, the Ombudswoman for Children
warns that Croatia has not achieved a sufficient level of
protection of children from sexual violence – court proceedings take too long and perpetrators of sexual violence
against children are not appropriately punished. The lenient penal policy results in a faster onset of rehabilitation
and consequent deletion from criminal records, allowing
child sex abusers to freely find employment in jobs involving contact with children.219
The year 2021 was also marked by tragic cases of child
deaths caused by parental neglect or deliberate action.

216
217
218
219

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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These events sparked a public debate among many experts, institutions, individuals, media and civil society
organizations on the effectiveness of the system of child
protection against violence. Of particular concern were the
statements made by experts from social welfare centers
stating that there were no omissions and that all stakeholders acted in line with professional standards.220 The
Ombudswoman for Children points out that this outcome
has further damaged trust in the social welfare system
and once again confirmed the urgent need for reforms.221

257.

258.

259.

As in previous years, corporal punishment is still present
in many families as a discipline method, despite a high
degree of public agreement on the unacceptability of all
forms of physical violence against children.222
According to the observations of civil society organizations,
professional services that provide additional assistance
and support to parents in developing parenting skills, as
well as strengthening the family as a whole, were not
sufficiently available in local communities in 2021.
The number of reports of peer violence in educational institutions dropped in 2021. The probable reason is reduced
contact among children due to online classes and frequent
isolation. The Ombudswoman for Children points out that
schools still do not have a uniform practice in cases of peer
violence, with some schools ignoring peer violence, most
often so as not to tarnish the school’s reputation, while
other schools trivialize all violence by assuring children
and parents that it is ‘just children playing’. 223
220 H-alter.org, Murder by professional standards, March 2022, available
at: https://h-alter.org/ljudska-prava/ubojstvo-po-pravilima-struke/
221 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021.
godinu, April 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
222 Polyclinic for the Protection of Children and Youth of the City of Zagreb,
24 sata: ‘’Upbringing’ in Croatia: They hit them on the head with a
fist, on the back with a stick: Every fifth child is physically abused’,
April 2021, available at: https://www.poliklinika-djeca.hr/aktualno/
novosti/24-sata-odgoj-u-hrvatskoj-udaraju-ih-sakom-u-glavu-stapom-po-ledima-svako-peto-dijete-je-fizicki-zlostavljano/
223 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021.
godinu, April 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
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FOSTER CARE
AND ADOPTION SYSTEM
260.

261.

262.

The large number of children without adequate parental
care remains a concern, with 806 children placed in institutions, 76% more compared to last year. Of the 806
children in institutions, 562 were accommodated in institutions and 244 in organized housing. The Ombudswoman
for Children points out that the significant increase in the
number of children in institutions compared to previous
periods is probably the result of social welfare workers
fearing the recurrence of tragic events in which children
were severely or fatally injured in their families, and partly
the result of the system failing to make decisions in a
timely and professional manner and act in the best interests of the child.224
The Ombudswoman for Children states in her Report that
the increase in the number of separations of children
from their families and their placement in institutions is a
result of a lack of foster families, but also of more easily
available continuous therapeutic treatments for children
in need of therapeutic work.225 The increase in the number
of children in institutions implies that the deinstitutionalization process of children is regressing, which led the
Ombudswoman for Children to suggest considering the
possibility of adoption within the foster family if this is in
the best interests of the child.226
Civil society organizations that provide adoption and fostering support emphasize the need to develop standardized procedures and detailed analyses of all relevant

224 Ibid.
225 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021.
godinu, April 2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
226 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, April
2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
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aspects of the possibility of the child’s ‘direct’ transition
from social foster care services to filiation, i.e., adoption,
in connection with the indicators of the child’s welfare
(assessment of suitability and adequacy for adoption,
professional preparation of foster parents and the child
for adoption and forms of professional support for children
and foster parents, etc.).

263.

264.
265.

In the course of 2021, the existing problems in foster
care intensified due to the insufficient availability and
insufficient number of foster families, insufficient support
for foster parents, significant increase in the number of
children in institutions, increased number of requests for
placement in institutions and foster families under insufficient supervision and monitoring of foster parents and
professionals, uneven territorial representation of foster
families, lack of professional foster care, lack of foster
families in large cities, lack of specialized foster parents
further educated to care for children with behavioral disorders and children with specific physical or mental disabilities.227
Difficulties and challenges in the implementation of online
learning for children placed in homes and foster families
were recorded in 2021 as well.228
In 2021, 38 children re-entered institutional care after being placed in foster families precisely because of the foster
parents’ inability to cope with the specific challenges of
caring for the individual child. The Ombudswoman for
Children emphasizes the importance of solidifying continuous support for foster parents and developing a better
preliminary preparation of children and foster parents,
all with the aim of preventing further traumatization of
children.229

227 Ibid.
228 Ibid.
229 Ibid.
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266.

267.

268.

269.

The same problems with the adoption process were present in 2021 as in previous years. The procedure is lengthy
and characterized by slow decision-making from social
welfare centers and courts, keeping children without adequate parental care in the system for several years.230
Even when the conditions for adoption are met, children
are often of an age at which it is more difficult to find a
family, or they do not want to be adopted.
The average annual number of adopted children in Croatia
is one hundred, while there are more than a thousand
potential adopters and four times fewer children awaiting
adoption.231
In 2021, no amendments were again made to the Maternity
and Parental Benefits Act, which would provide adoptive
parents of a child over the age of eight with parental leave
for a period of 6 months232 (the same as adoptive parents
of a child under eight years of age) and therefore ensure
the time necessary for developing a bond and establishing
quality family relationships that are a prerequisite for the
child’s further healthy development, especially their self-esteem, self-confidence and life-long coping mechanisms.
Children adopted before 2015 continue to face a number of
obstacles and difficulties in various areas of life because
they are prevented from changing their Personal Identification Number (OIB). According to the current legal
solution, only children adopted after the amendments to
the 2015 Family Act are able to change their OIB, while
this is not possible for children adopted before 2015. This
violates the privacy of children adopted before 2015, at the

230 Vijesti.hrt.hr, A hundred children found a home in foster families in
2021, November 2021, available at: https://vijesti.hrt.hr/hrvatska/
adopta-predstavila-slikovnicu-lastin-novi-dom-3417218
231 Ibid.
232 Civilnodruštvo.hr, Association Adopta calls for a comprehensive reform
of state care for children without adequate parental care, April 2021,
available at: https://www.civilnodrustvo.hr/udruga-adopta-trazi-sveobuhvatnu-reformu-skrbi-drzave-za-djecu-bez-odgovarajuce-roditeljske-skrbi/
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same time exposing them to numerous risks of disclosing
personal data, in addition to the possibility of their biological parents finding them and disrupting their security
and stability.233

270.

271.

Unequal and discriminatory treatment was also recorded in accessing services through the e-Citizens portal
for children whose birth records contain a note on some
of the changes concerning parental care. Namely, access to services is possible only for persons registered
as the child’s parents in the birth registry, while parents,
adoptive parents and guardians are thereby placed at a
disadvantage because they do not have equal access to
services compared to parents and children whose birth
records do not contain such notes.234
As in previous years, children without adequate parental
care, children with disabilities and children with behavioral
problems (and associated difficulties) in the care system
are rarely or never mentioned and most often remain
‘invisible’ to the general population until tragic events in
which they are the victims.

233 Tportal.hr., Adopta: Comprehensive reform of state care for children
without parents is needed, April 2021, available at: https://www.
tportal.hr/vijesti/clanak/adopta-nuzna-sveobuhvatna-reforma-skrbi-drzave-za-djecu-bez-roditelja-20210406
234 Report on the Work of the Ombudswoman for Children for 2021, April
2022, available at: https://dijete.hr/hr/izvjesca/izvjesca-o-radu-pravobranitelja-za-djecu/
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Youth
272.

273.

274.

Although youth is not the social group that is most at
risk in the context of the pandemic, difficult access to
education, employment opportunities, participation and
social interaction significantly affected the exercise of
their rights, with probable adverse consequences for their
socio-economic rights in the future. Research has shown
that every second high school graduate surveyed (59.1%)
believes that the pandemic had a negative or extremely
negative impact on their lives. Moreover, the perception
of youth regarding the future of Croatia is more negative
than it is positive.235
A comprehensive youth policy has not been adopted in
the four years following the expiration of the previous
National Youth Program in 2017. Public consultation on the
new National Youth Program was completed in early 2020,
but the program has not yet been adopted. The evaluation
of the previous National Youth Program showed that only
36% of the measures were fulfilled,236 which points to the
need to adopt a focused, feasible and better new youth
program.
The Working Group for drafting the National Youth Program
was formed in 2021. Even though the new National Youth
Program is supposed to be implemented for the period
2022-2024, the draft has not yet been created and is yet
to undergo public consultation and a vote in Parliament.

235 Europa.eu, Conference on the Future of Europe, ‘Demographic challenges of the Republic of Croatia and the European Union after the COVID-19 pandemic’, August 2021, available at: https://futureu.europa.
eu/processes/OtherIdeas/f/7/meetings/36433?locale=hr&page=2
236 Croatian Youth Network, Discussion on the proposal of the National
Youth Program 2020-2024, February 2020, available at: https://www.
mmh.hr/uploads/document/doc/3/Bilje%C5%A1ka_-_rasprava_o_prijedlogu_Nacionalnog_programa_za_mlade_2020._-_2024._MMH.pdf
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Data from the Croatian Employment Service show that
in the last three months of 2021, the unemployment rate
for young persons aged 19 — 24 in Croatia was 16.5%.237
Compared to data from the same period in 2020, the youth
unemployment rate fell by 6.5%. However, according to
the latest Eurostat data, youth unemployment in Croatia
is still higher than the EU average.238
Civil society organizations warn about the statistics from
the Croatian Employment Service that reveal that the age
group of 21 — 29 contains the highest number of persons
who lost their jobs during the pandemic – almost 8,000
of them, which indicates that youth are unprotected and
disadvantaged in the labor market.
Youth work is an area that is not sufficiently recognized
and valued in Croatia, which is yet to recognize youth work
as a profession. The field of youth work lacks financial and
institutional support to ensure quality and continuity.
According to youth organizations and youth workers, conditions for housing independence of youth further deteriorated in 2021 as a result of earthquakes and rising prices
in the real estate market. The solution for youth housing,
which is imposed by the Government’s youth housing policy, is to subsidize the home loan of the Agency for Legal
Transactions and Real Estate Brokerage (APN) intended for
persons up to 45 years of age. This measure discriminates
against all those who are not creditworthy, mostly young
persons up to 30 years of age, and affects the increase in
real estate prices by as much as 10%, which has worsened
the socio-economic position of both youth who buy real
estate and those who rent an apartment.

237 Croatian Employment Service, Analytical Bulletin, 4th quarter, December 2021, available at: https://publikacije.hzz.hr/statisticke-publikacije/#analitickibilten
238 Eurostat - Data Browser, ‘Unemployment rate by age’, available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tepsr_wc170/default/table?lang=en
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280.

As many as 76.9% of youth in Croatia between the ages
of 18 and 34 still live with their parents, the highest percentage in the EU that is increasing year after year.239 This
indicates serious problems and inadequacies primarily in
the youth housing policy, and additionally in youth employment and protection policies for vulnerable groups.
Research results reveal240 devastating data on the mental
health of youth – 52% of students perceive their mental
health as worse and much worse than before the pandemic. Among the difficulties students experienced in
the previous academic year, 50% cited feelings of social
isolation and loneliness, in addition to problems with attention and focus. A significant number of students stated
that they felt anxious (46%) and depressed (29%) and
that they used social media in an unhealthy way (43%).

239 Eurostat - Data Explorer, ‘Share of young adults aged 18-34 living
with their parents by age and sex - EU-SILC survey’, available at:
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_
lvps08&lang=en
240 Agency for Science and Higher Education, Students and Pandemic:
How Did We Live (Through It)?,October 2021, available at: https://
www.azvo.hr/images/stories/novosti/Rezultati_istra%C5%BEivanja_
Studenti_i_pandemija_-_Kako_smo_pre%C5%BEivjeli_lektorirano.pdf
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The Rights of Elderly
Persons
281.

282.

283.

Elderly rights organizations warn that pensioners are at
high risk of poverty and social exclusion, while pension
amounts keep falling month after month. The so-called
relative value of pensions, i.e., the share of the average
pension in the average salary, is also on the decline and
barely amounts to 37%. The organizations add that 65%
of pensions fall below the Croatian poverty line of HRK
2,927, and the average pension for December 2021 was
only 2,646.90 HRK.
The at-risk-of-poverty rate for persons over 65 is 31% and
is the highest for women over 65. Along with the unemployed, pensioners are at the highest risk of poverty, in
addition to persons aged 65 and over living in one-member
households.241
At the beginning of 2021, the National Allowance for the
Elderly Act for Croatian citizens over the age of 65 with
no income entered into force, granting the right to a national allowance of HRK 800 per month to persons with
less than HRK 800 per month per household member.242
Elderly rights organizations warn that the Act is inadequate because of the low compensation amount, insufficient information on the right to compensation and overly
strict criteria and bureaucratic difficulties in obtaining
compensation, resulting in a large discrepancy between
the projected number of beneficiaries (19 thousand) and
actual beneficiaries (5.6 thousand).

241 Central Bureau of Statistics, Indicators of Poverty and Social Exclusion
in 2020, available at: https://podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/10019
242 National Allowance for the Elderly Act (OG 62/20), available at: https://
narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2020_05_62_1233.html
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At the beginning of 2021, the measure of COVID-19 relief
was adopted to mitigate the consequences of the coronavirus pandemic243 and consists of a one-time allowance
to pension beneficiaries in the amounts that depends on
the pension, divided into four categories (HRK 400, 600,
900 and 1,200). Pensioners’ rights organizations point to
insufficient information on and excessive bureaucratization of the procedure for exercising this right, in addition
to the exclusion from the right to the relief of citizens who
are employed part-time with a sum of pension and salary
below HRK 4,000 and Croatian citizens with permanent
residence in Croatia who receive their pension from an
employer based in a foreign country. Although the Government estimates that 850,000 pensioners should have
received the COVID-19 relief, 140,000 fewer pensioners
received it in September 2021 than projected.
The problems with accommodation in nursing homes
continued in 2021. Most homes were reported to have an
excessive number of residents in relation to accommodation capacity, inadequate space and a lack of staff, with
individual employees lacking professional qualifications
and licenses.244
In 2021, measures implemented in response to the pandemic continued to have a significant impact on elderly
residents of nursing homes as their functioning continued
to be hampered with occasional outbreaks among a large
number of residents and staff despite high vaccination
coverage. Thus, some homes applied more limiting restrictions than those provided by the Croatian Institute
of Public Health by preventing all residents from both

243 Government of the Republic of Croatia, Decision on the payment of onetime allowance to pension beneficiaries in order to mitigate the consequences caused by the COVID-19 epidemic (OG 39/2021), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_04_39_779.html
244 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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exiting and receiving visits. The lack of digital equipment
and the limited availability of the Internet have further
contributed to the social exclusion of home residents in
these circumstances.245

287.

288.

289.

Pensioners’ organizations receive daily complaints from
citizens regarding pensions and national benefits for the
elderly, received by most pensioners exclusively through
banks, which constitutes a significant difficulty due to the
isolation and suspension of public transport caused by the
pandemic. This is especially problematic for numerous
beneficiaries from smaller towns, the periphery and rural
areas with no easily accessible banks and ATMs.
Organizations also warn of the frequent occurrence of
abuse of lifelong support contracts, which often expose
elderly persons as recipients of support to violations of
dignity, fraud and abuse by support providers. As a result,
recipients of support are often forced to seek the termination of the contract in court, which they usually do not
get to receive due to their advanced age and the length
of court proceedings. In order to prevent further abuse
of lifetime support contracts by support providers, organizations protecting the rights of pensioners and elderly
persons emphasize the need for introducing a register of
concluded lifetime support contracts and involving social
welfare centers in drafting and monitoring the implementation of these contracts, as is common practice in most
EU countries.
It is still worrying that Croatia has a higher suicide rate
for persons over the age of 65 than the EU average.246

245 Ibid.
246 Croatian Institute of Public Health, Suicides in Croatia 2021, available
at: https://www.hzjz.hr/aktualnosti/izvrsena-samoubojstva-u-hrvatskoj-2021/
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The Rights of Persons
With Disabilities
290.

The end of 2021 was marked by the adoption of important
strategic documents for the protection and promotion
of the rights of persons with disabilities in Croatia – the
National Plan for Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period 2021 — 2027247 and the
accompanying Action Plan for the period 2021 — 2024248
in addition to the National Plan for the Development of
Social Services for the period 2021 — 2027249 and the accompanying Action Plan for 2021 — 2024.250 In addition to
the delay in their adoption, the public consultation for
these documents was conducted in half the duration of the
one prescribed, which made it more difficult to exercise
the right to citizen participation in the creation of public
policies.
247 National Plan for Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period 2021-2027, November 2021, available at: https://
mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/Nacionalni%20plan%20izjedna%C4%8Davanja%20mogu%C4%87nosti%20za%20osobe%20s%20invaliditetom%20
za%20razdoblje%20od%202021%20do%202027.%20godine.pdf
248 Action Plan for Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period 2021-2024, November 2021, available at: https://
mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/Akcijski%20plan%20izjedna%C4%8Davanja%20
mogu%C4%87nosti%20za%20osobe%20s%20invaliditetom%20za%20
razdoblje%20od%202021.%20do%202024.%20godine.pdf
249 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy, Proposal,
National Plan for Development of Social Services for the period 2021-2027,
December 2021, available at: https://mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/
dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/Nacionalni%20plan%20razvoja%20socijalnih%20usluga%20za%20razdoblje%20
od%20%202021.%20do%202027.%20godine.pdf
250 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy, Proposal,
Action Plan for Development of Social Services for the period 2021-2024,
December 2021, available at:https://mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/
dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/Akcijski%20
plan%20razvoja%20socijalnih%20usluga%20za%20razdoblje%20
od%202021.%20do%202024.%20godine.pdf
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Insufficient awareness and transparency of guaranteed
rights, caused in part by a large number of regulations in
this area, continues to present an obstacle to the exercise
of the rights of persons with disabilities in Croatia. The
inconsistency of data on persons with disabilities within
several systems in which they appear as beneficiaries and
the lack of adequate exchange of information between
sectors remain problematic. According to data from the
Register of Persons with Disabilities,251 there were 586,153
persons with disabilities in Croatia in September 2021,
which is about 14.4% of the Croatian population.
The first results of the research on the quality of life of
persons with disabilities in Croatia252 indicate a high degree of non-independence of persons with disabilities in
performing daily activities. Namely, self-feeding is difficult for almost 38% of respondents, 46% have difficulty
getting out of bed or chair, almost 21% of respondents
cannot get dressed or take off their clothes themselves,
and 18% cannot defecate without assistance.
The same survey reveals that as many as 83.6% of respondents believe that laws regulating the position of
persons with disabilities are not implemented in practice,
and 83.9% believe that state institutions do not sufficiently inform them on their rights. The rights most commonly exercised by persons with disabilities are the right
to a symbol of accessibility (47%), the right to a health
insurance policy (43%), the right to personal disability
benefits (39%), the right to an assistance and care allowance (34%), while as many as 14% of respondents
do not exercise any of the rights available to persons
with disabilities. When it comes to social services, most
respondents use the service of personal assistance (29%),
followed by psychosocial support at an association (23%),
followed in turn by physical therapy services in health
251 Croatian Institute of Public Health, Report on Persons with Disabilities in
the Republic of Croatia, September 2021, available at: https://www.hzjz.
hr/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Invalid_2021.pdf
252 Croatian Union of Associations of Persons with Disabilities - SOIH, Research
on the Quality of Life of Persons with Disabilities in Croatia: First Results,
April 2021, available at: https://dodir.hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/
SOIH_izvjestaj.pdf
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care institutions (20%) and at home (18%), while 26%
of respondents have a need for social services that are
currently not available to them.
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A continuous problem that is difficult to eradicate is the
use of incorrect terminology in referring to persons with
disabilities, which is still widely present in the media, legislation, among health professionals and the general public.
Despite constant efforts to raise awareness, this problem
remains unresolved.
In 2021, there were still significant discrepancies in the
accessibility of services for persons with disabilities in
urban and rural areas. Additionally, possibilities of exercising the rights of persons with disabilities and the quality
of services depend on the cause of disability. Systemic
problems still include a lack of quality diagnostics and the
unavailability of early intervention.
The Ordinance on Incentives for the Employment of Persons with Disabilities 253 constitutes progress towards the
employment of persons with disabilities. It has been in
force since the beginning of 2021 and introduced two new
types of incentives – subsidizing the costs of transporting
persons with disabilities and subsidizing wages for professionals in integrative and protective workshops. The
base for calculating the wage subsidy was also increased,
and the reimbursement of the costs of compulsory health
insurance has been made available for all employed persons with disabilities, while it had previously only been
possible for persons with disabilities employed in excess
of the quota.
According to the Croatian Employment Service records, a
total of 2,338 persons with disabilities are employed, which

253 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy, Ordinance on Incentives for the Employment of Persons with Disabilities (OG
145/2020), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/
full/2020_12_145_2804.html
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is 13.5% more than in the period from January to October
2020, while the number of persons with disabilities registered in September 2021 in The Register of Employed
Persons with Disabilities increased by 4.7% compared to
September 2020.254

298.

299.

300.

There was an increase in the use of personal assistance
services In 2021 and it was recorded that 2,338 persons with
disabilities used the personal assistance service, which is
an increase of almost 800 users compared to 2016.255
The concept of independent living in the community continues to be hindered by a number of problems, such
as the lack of non-institutional social services and the
issue of personal assistance, which is not systematically
provided. Instead of creating the preconditions for life
in a community, the social welfare system, almost as a
rule, offers accommodation in a home or foster family to
persons with disabilities who do not have access to care
and assistance in their household by family members.256
Organizations protecting the rights of persons with disabilities warn of the need to establish an appropriate legal
and institutional framework for housing that will provide
a sufficient number of adequate and affordable social
housing units to meet the housing needs of persons with
disabilities who cannot afford housing at market condi254 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy, Session of
the Government Commission for Persons with Disabilities held on the eve
of the International Day of Persons with Disabilities, December 2021, available at: https://mrosp.gov.hr/?id=12481&pregled=1&datum=Thu%20
Dec%2002%202021%2015:49:30%20GMT+0100%20(srednjoeuropsko%20standardno%20vrijeme)
255 Ministry of Labour and Pension System, Family and Social Policy, Session
of the Government Commission for Persons with Disabilities held on
the eve of the International Day of Persons with Disabilities, December
2021, available at: at: https://mrosp.gov.hr/?id=12481&pregled=1&datum=Thu%20Dec%2002%202021%2015:49:30%20GMT+0100%20
(srednjoeuropsko%20standardno%20vrijeme)
256 Report on the work of the Ombudswoman for Persons with Disabilities for 2021, March 2022, available at: https://posi.hr/wp-content/
uploads/2022/04/Izvjesce-o-radu-Pravobranitelja-za-osobe-s-invaliditetom-za-2021.-godinu.pdf
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tions. The results of a survey257 conducted in 2021 among
persons with disabilities on attitudes and needs regarding
adequate housing show that more than 97% of persons
with disabilities believe that Croatia should adopt an appropriate legal framework for social housing, while 84%
of persons with disabilities said their needs were partially
or not met when it comes to their household income.
Furthermore, 51% of persons with disabilities cite low
incomes as the most common obstacle to addressing the
question of housing.
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For the benefit of the beneficiaries, civil society organizations continue to take on the role of institutional support
providers for persons with disabilities, providing social
services in place of state institutions and consequently
neglecting their work on advocacy activities.
The stagnation of the process of deinstitutionalization
and transformation of social care homes for long-term
accommodation continues, and the suspension of ongoing processes of transformation of institutions is directly
linked to inaction on the development of non-institutional
social support services.258
The inaccessibility of public transport and various facilities
remains a prominent problem for persons with disabilities.259 Even in 2021, there were no systemic efforts to
provide persons with disabilities with equal access to all
facilities and content.
Persons with disabilities continue to face discrimination in
all aspects of social life. During 2021, the Ombudswoman
for Persons with Disabilities recorded the largest ever

257 Ombudswoman for Persons with Disabilities, Is adequate housing something of a lottery for persons with disabilities?, December 2021, available
at: https://posi.hr/je-li-osobama-s-invaliditetom-primjereno-stanovanje-lutrija/
258 Report on the work of the Ombudswoman for Persons with Disabilities for 2021, March 2022, available at: https://posi.hr/wp-content/
uploads/2022/04/Izvjesce-o-radu-Pravobranitelja-za-osobe-s-invaliditetom-za-2021.-godinu.pdf
259 Ibid.
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number of complaints regarding access to goods and services and an evident increase in discriminatory practices
in the field of education.260

305.

The pandemic continued to further aggravate the enduring unfavorable situation in the field of human rights
of persons with disabilities. Cases of enforcing disproportionate measures of complete closure of institutions,
bans on exits and family visits, limited duration of visits
with mandatory presence of employees, obligatory visit
notices and a limited number of visits in nursery homes
were recorded in 2021. There was also a reduction in the
volume and intensity of the provision of half-day care for
persons with disabilities, while service providers, despite
the availability of vaccines and the relatively high vaccination rate among users and staff, were still required to
implement restrictive measures.261

THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH
SENSORY IMPAIRMENTS
306.

307.

Organizations protecting the rights of persons with sensory
impairments underlie the continuing problem of communication between health care staff and deafblind and
hearing-impaired persons. Medical staff are insufficiently
instructed on the role of sign language interpreters and
translators for deafblind persons, whose needs are often
not taken into account and who are consequently denied
the right to services and complete information about the
state of their health or the course of treatment.
They also warn of the need to regulate treatment protocols
in situations where deafblind persons need urgent care.

260 Summary Report on the work of the Ombudswoman for Persons with
Disabilities for 2021, April 2022, available at: https://posi.hr/wp-content/
uploads/2022/04/Izvjesce-o-radu-Pravobranitelja-za-osobe-s-invaliditetom-za-2021.-godinu.pdf
261 Ibid.
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According to the current arrangement, a deafblind person
in need of an ambulance calls the support service of the
Association of Deafblind Persons, which contacts the interpreter on duty who goes out in the field and only then
calls an ambulance. Such a procedure is too time-consuming in a situation that calls for an urgent response, while
the financial unsustainability of the Association’s support
service, which would be available 0 — 24, constitutes an
additional difficulty.
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They add that difficulties in exercising the rights of deaf,
blind and deafblind persons are manifested in the denial of
reasonable adjustments, disrespect for deafblind persons’
expertise, inability to participate in political and public life
and insufficient number of interpreters in meetings, which
puts those groups at a disadvantage.
Organizations protecting the rights of persons with sensory
impairments note that the pandemic period brough to
the fore the lack of understanding of the specifics of dual
sensory impairment, which has led to deafblind persons
being banned from entering stores or institutions due
to the number of persons who can enter at once being
limited to one or interpreters being admonishing for not
wearing masks, although all persons are exempted from
the obligation to wear a mask when communicating with
deaf and deafblind persons.
To the knowledge of organizations protecting the rights
of persons with sensory impairments, persons with visual
and/or hearing impairments have difficulties in finding
employment, and when they respond to a job posting
that corresponds to their competencies and abilities, they
are rejected due to their specific mode of communication
and the need for an interpreter, who needs to be paid for
their services.
Organizations protecting the rights of persons with sensory
impairments note the lack of early intervention programs
essential for working with children with dual sensory impairments, while professionals working with these children
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rarely have specialized knowledge on how to communicate with hearing-impaired and deafblind children as sign
language is still not an integral part of the compulsory
curriculum of the Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation
Sciences or the Social Work Study Centre.

312.
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They also point to the problem of deaf and deafblind
persons of mature age generally being unable to live
independently due to a lack of professional support in
acquiring the skills needed for daily functioning, and the
situation is further aggravated by their often-poor financial situation which leads most of them to remain in the
same household with their parents and depend on their
help.
An increasing number of deafblind persons fall under
the group of elderly persons – according to the research
conducted by the Croatian Association of Deafblind Persons in 2021,262 the average age of deafblind persons in
Croatia is 73. In this regard, they point to problems such
as the inability to organize adequate accommodation in
nursing homes which are not adapted to the specific needs
of deafblind persons. They highlight the lack of space in
nursing homes as an additional problem which sometimes
leads to deafblind persons unjustifiably being placed in
psychiatric institutions.
The problem of the lack of legislation that would regulate
the issue of the status of interpreters for deafblind persons and sign language translators in educational institutions at the national level persisted in 2021. Organizations
protecting the rights of persons with sensory impairments
point out that there is no uniformity in hiring interpreters,
classifying their positions and aligning their salaries nor
quality supervision and evaluation of translators’ work.

262 Croatian Association of DeafBlind Persons Dodir, Life of Deafblind Persons
in the Republic of Croatia, December 2021, available at: https://dodir.hr/
wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Zivot-GSO-u-RH-Studijsko-istrazivanje-sm.
pdf
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The Act on Preschool Education does not recognize the
possibility of hiring an interpreter in kindergartens. In
practice, whether a child is assigned an interpreter in kindergarten depends on the resources of the local self-government. There are also no verified or uniform programs
for the implementation of courses for sign language interpreters.
Organizations protecting the rights of persons with sensory
impairments report a continual progress in the awareness
of deafblindness and in educational institutions consulting
professional civil society organizations in order to accommodate deafblind persons’ needs and educate children
and employees on how to approach deafblind persons.

THE RIGHTS OF PERSONS
WITH AUTISM
317.

318.

The lack of an adequate legislative framework regulating
minimum services for achieving equal opportunities for
all persons with autism and the lack of a single interdepartmental expert body that would enable persons with
autism to enter the health and social care systems are
continuing problems that have not been systematically
addressed for years.
Although autism is mentioned in several national strategies, primarily in the National Plan for Equalization of
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period
2021 — 2027,263 organizations promoting the rights of persons with autism emphasize that the stipulated measures

263 National Plan for Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the period 2021-2027, November 2021, available at: https://
mrosp.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/dokumenti/Glavno%20tajni%C5%A1tvo/Godi%C5%A1nji%20planovi%20i%20strate%C5%A1ka%20izvje%C5%A1%C4%87a/Nacionalni%20plan%20izjedna%C4%8Davanja%20mogu%C4%87nosti%20za%20osobe%20s%20invaliditetom%20
za%20razdoblje%20od%202021%20do%202027.%20godine.pdf
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are largely copied from previous strategies and plans and
do not represent a significant step forward in protecting
the rights of persons with autism.
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Despite the agreement signed in 2015, the Center for
Autism in Zagreb has not yet entered the transformation
process with the aim of providing better care for children
and school-aged children, as well as persons with autism
over the age of 21. A similar problem exists for the Center
for Autism in Split.
A positive shift is the transformation carried out within the
Center for Autism Rijeka, where a part of the activities
and employees have been merged with the Rehabilitation
Center – City Of Rijeka which took over the care of persons
with autism over 21 years of age, in addition to developing
new programs.
Organizations promoting the rights of persons with autism
emphasize that they continue to face the lack of necessary services and large differences in their availability.
Additionally, there was no progress in the quality of diagnostics, availability of early intervention or adaptation
of health care to the needs of persons with autism.
The screening and diagnostic system is deficient, marked
by long waiting lists and focused around larger urban
centers. Organizations working in the field state that early
intervention for children with autism is drastically below
the required level, which is why a large number of children still do not have the opportunity to use rehabilitation
services recommended by experts.
They add that care for persons with autism after the age
of 21 has not been systematically addressed – persons
are discharged or remain in institutions, often in inadequate conditions without adequate rehabilitation support.
Organizations working in the field of autism are moving
towards increasing professionalization and simultaneously
facing great administrative burdens.
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Adaptation for and integration of persons with autism in
educational institutions still to a large extent depend on
individual efforts of school principals and staff, indicating
that there has been no progress in addressing the lack of
a standardized and uniform system.
The results of a pilot study on the position of persons with
Asperger’s Syndrome in Croatia264 reveal the difficulties
they face in the community, which include problems with
education and contact with colleagues, poor awareness
in the environment they interact with, job searches and
finding professional emotional support.

264 Croatian Union of Associations for Autism, Pilot research on the position
of persons with Asperger’s syndrome, December 2020, available at:
http://www.autizam-suzah.hr/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Pilot-istra%C5%BEivanje-o-poziciji-osoba-s-Aspergerovim-sindromom.pdf
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The Rights
of LGBTIQ Persons
326.

327.

328.

329.

2021 saw an increase in hate crimes against LGBTIQ persons, most notably after the Zagreb Pride march. Assaults,
burning of rainbow flags and threats before and after the
pride march were recorded for the first time since 2011.
Violence against LGBTIQ persons on the streets of Zagreb,
around Split and other cities, Rijeka especially, is once
again becoming a severe problem.265
Online hate speech directed towards LGBTIQ persons is
on the rise. Of particular concern are homophobic graffiti
and leaflets against LGBTIQ persons planted in Zagreb
trams.266
Civil society organizations point out that the increase in
homophobic violence and hate crimes across Croatia has
resulted in an increased need for psychosocial support,
which was not continuously available due to the pandemic,
which has in turn had a negative impact on the LGBTIQ
community.
As in previous years, civil society organizations have
noted that LGBTIQ persons often do not report discrimination and/or violence based on sexual orientation, gender
identity or gender expression for fear of repeated stigmatization and marginalization in their environment, for
fear of forced outing (i.e., forced public disclosure of being
lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender) and out of distrust
towards institutions.

265 Tportal.hr, Zagreb Pride:For the first time in ten years, homophobic violence breaks out on the day of the Pride March, July 2021, available at:
https://www.tportal.hr/vijesti/clanak/zagreb-pride-prvi-put-u-deset-godina-provala-homofobnog-nasilja-20210704
266 ILGA (International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association), Chapter for Croatia, available at: https://www.rainbow-europe.
org/#8627/0/0
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According to civil society organizations, the problems of
discrimination against LGBTIQ persons in the workplace
and in the hiring process, which often remains unrecognized by employers, continued in 2021.
The system did not address the presence of homophobia,
biphobia and transphobia in schools in 2021 either, despite the adoption of the Action Plan for the Prevention
of Violence in Schools for the period 2020-2024, which
recognizes the importance of including the prevention
of homophobic, transphobic and gender-based violence
in school programs. LGBTIQ youth do not have access
to information on whom to contact in schools in case of
peer violence based on sexual orientation, gender identity
and/or expression, and consequently very rarely report
violence. Unlike in other cases of violence, the problem in
this case is even greater in the sense that LGBTIQ youth
often cannot complain to their parents who might be
homophobic or transphobic themselves.267
A positive example is the judgment268 of the Administrative
Court in Zagreb from April 2021 which, after five years of
legal battles, finally opened the door for same-sex couples to become adoptive parents. This verdict opens the
possibility of adoption to all life partners in the Republic
of Croatia who want to become adoptive parents and
guarantees that they must not be discriminated against
on the basis of their sexual orientation.269

267 Lori.hr, Experiences and needs of LGBTIQ youth in Croatia, Research
report, available at: https://www.lori.hr/za_skinuti/Iskustva_i_potrebe_
mladih_LGBTIQ_osoba_u_Hrvatskoj.pdf
268 Administrative Court, business number Uszp-43/20-7, 21 April 2021
269 Rainbow Families, Historic Moment: Lesbian and gay couples in Croatia can undergo the assessment of prospective adoptive parents, May
2021,available at: https://www.dugineobitelji.com/povijesni-trenutak-lezbijski-i-gej-parovi-u-hrvatskoj-mogu-pristupiti-procjeni-da-postanu-posvojitelji/?fbclid=IwAR2Ky3KTg3vPYMC_u0FczmqYmNvfD5MJ_iAYpWAbIsX9-41lZHO95J7Dujg
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In January 2021, the European Court of Human Rights
handed down the judgment in the case of Sabalić v. Croatia,270 which found that authorities committed serious
omissions in prosecuting a criminal offence committed out
of hate without recognizing it as a hate crime, although
there were elements that clearly indicated it. Although the
victim suffered bodily injuries, in the present case the perpetrator was convicted for a misdemeanor against public
order and peace and fined HRK 300 without a motive for
the hatred being established at all. This judgment points
to the need to conduct an effective investigation into
hate crime cases in order to properly classify the criminal
offence and provide adequate protection to victims.
As in previous years, transgender persons experience
discrimination and human rights violations in the process
of gender reassignment and/or legal recognition of gender,
as well as in the use of public services (from the use of
public toilets, border crossings, etc.), in the workplace and
in the hiring process. The pandemic has further slowed
down the already lengthy processes of changing the name
and gender on identity documents.271
Access to health services for transgender persons has not
been adequately addressed in 2021 either. The gender
reassignment procedure is based on medical pathology
(so-called lifelong diagnosis), while gender reassignment
procedures and hormone therapy were not covered by
health insurance in some hospitals. The Gender Equality
Ombudswoman stressed the need to standardize treatment in order to avoid the discrimination against transgender persons in the provision of health services.272

270 European Court of Human Rights, Sabalić v. Croatia (application no.
5023/13), January 2021, available at: https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/
eng?i=001-207360
271 Report on the Work of the Gender Equality Ombudswoman for 2021,
March 2022, available at: https://www.prs.hr/application/images/uploads/
Godi%C5%A1nje_izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e_2021_FINAL.pdf
272 Ibid.
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With the exception of Zagreb, there is still a lack of medical
professionals in Croatia who can provide adequate health
services to transgender persons, which further aggravates
the already disadvantaged position of transgender persons
with limited financial resources from other parts of Croatia.
As in previous years, there is still no medical team in Croatia
that would perform the surgical procedures of phalloplasty
and vaginoplasty, which is why performing a medical transition is still not possible in Croatia, which leads transgender persons to undergo medical procedures in neighboring
countries with extremely high medical expenses.273
In 2021, a new Guideline for keeping the life partnership
register was adopted, equating same-sex marriage performed abroad with life partnership274 by entering it in
the life partnership register. Namely, the amendments to
the Guideline were preceded by a judgment of the High
Administrative Court of the Republic of Croatia, which
established that two lesbians of Croatian origin were discriminated against because the registry office did not
want to issue an excerpt on life partnership based on a
previous marriage abroad and instead put down marriage
as a note in their birth certificates.275
A positive development in 2021 compared to the previous year is the possibility to e-register a life partnership,
which allows partners to submit an online application of
intent to enter into a life partnership without going to
the registry office.276

273 kolekTIRV.hr, Trans health, available at: https://kolektirv.hr/trans-zdravlje/
274 Guideline for keeping the life partnership register (OG 81/2021), available
at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2021_07_81_1505.html
275 Večernji.hr, In court: Lesbian spouses issued an excerpt from the life partnership register, April 2021. available at: https://www.vecernji.hr/vijesti/
bile-na-sudu-dvije-supruge-dobile-izvadak-iz-registra-zivotnog-partnerstva-1482502
276 Ministry of Justice and Public Administration, e-application of life partnership, available at: https://mpu.gov.hr/e-prijava-zivotnog-partnerstva/25122
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During the public debate on amendments to the Foster
Care Act in 2021, civil society organizations advocated
for the possibility of formal and informal life partners
becoming foster parents to be explicitly regulated. They
corroborated their proposal with the fact that the ruling
of the Administrative and Constitutional Court confirmed
that life partners can become foster parents, i.e., that
they must not be discriminated against in foster care or
adoption procedures and must be treated the same as
spouses.277
Access to the adoption of children was not made possible
to life partners in 2021 either, despite the decision of the
Administrative Court ordering social welfare centers not
to discriminate against same-sex partners in the adoption
evaluation process.278

277 Rainbow Families, Official confirmation: after three years of legal battles,
life partners Mladen and Ivo became foster parents and provided two
children with a home, September 2020, available at: https://www.dugineobitelji.com/sluzbena-potvrda-nakon-tri-godine-pravnih-bitaka-zivotnipartneri-mladen-i-ivo-postali-su-udomitelji-i-pruzili-dom-za-dvoje-djece/.
278 Rainbow Families, Index.hr: ‘Gay couple who wants to adopt won in court,
the Ministry wants to prevent them with an appeal’, May 2021, available
at: https://www.dugineobitelji.com/index-hr-gej-par-koji-zeli-posvojitidobio-na-sudu-ministarstvo-ih-hoce-sprijeciti-zalbom/
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The Rights of Homeless
Persons
341.

342.

343.

The National Strategy for Combating Poverty and Social
Exclusion 2021 — 2027 and the accompanying Action Plan
were adopted in 2021, but did not introduce new measures
that would significantly affect the improvement of the
rights of homeless persons.279
The new Social Welfare Act280 still has an insufficiently broad legal definition of a homeless person that is
not in line with the ETHOS typology of homelessness and
housing exclusion and does not include persons living in
inadequate living spaces or secondary and tertiary forms
of homelessness, which impedes the creation of appropriate prevention policies. Homelessness does not take
into account persons living in very precarious housing
conditions, inadequate apartments and persons at risk
of homelessness due to very precarious tenancy rights.
In March 2021, the City Assembly of the City of Zagreb
adopted281 the Zagreb Strategy for Combating Poverty and
Social Exclusion for the period 2021 — 2025, which includes
measures such as housing and integrating homeless persons through temporary accommodation services and
preventing homelessness by encouraging the creation of
housing communities for youth leaving alternative care.282
279 Human Rights House Zagreb, On the eve of the International Day
for the Eradication of Poverty and Social Exclusion: the new Proposal of the Ministry of Labor and Pension System, Family and Social
Policy to combat poverty and social exclusion completely misses the
point, October 2021, available at: https://www.kucaljudskihprava.
hr/2021/10/15/uoci-medunarodnog-dana-borbe-protiv-siromastva-i-socijalne-iskljucenosti-novi-prijedlog-ministarstva-rada-mirovinskog-sustava-obitelji-i-socijalne-politike-za-borbu-protiv-siromastva-i-socijalne-is/
280 Social Welfare Act (OG 18/22), in force since 17 February 2022, available at: https://www.zakon.hr/z/222/Zakon-o-socijalnoj-skrbi
281 City Assembly of the City of Zagreb, Conclusion on the adoption of the
Zagreb Strategy for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion for the
period 2021-2025 (Official herald of the City of Zagreb 8/21), available
at: http://www1.zagreb.hr/zagreb/slglasnik.nsf/rest-akt/180605f86798cd55c12586a0004a2d3f?Open
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Croatia still does not possess accurate data on the number of homeless persons, which is vital for the creation
of welfare measures and policies. There are 14 homeless
shelters in Croatia, all of them in larger cities with a total
accommodation capacity of up to 420 users, while the
needs are multiple times greater. Although the number of
homeless persons in official statistics ranges between 300
and 500, the actual number is much higher according to
estimates in the field and amounts to around 2,000, while
the number of citizens living at risk of homelessness is
around 10,000.283
Despite large cities and county seats having a legal obligation to allocate funds from their budget for serving food in
soup kitchens and providing accommodation in homeless
shelters and night shelters, a large number of cities in
Croatia still lacks homeless care programs. Soup kitchens
and welfare self-service stores are often the result of initiatives organized by civil society, humanitarian and religious
organizations, rather than structural national policies.
The new Social Welfare Act284 introduces the right to a guaranteed minimum benefit for homeless persons in shelters
in the partial amount of HRK 400, which was not possible
for them under the previous Social Welfare Act from 2014.
Croatia does not have a strategy for preventing and combating homelessness or a strategy for social housing. Given that homelessness is an extreme form of poverty and
social exclusion that requires a special approach, there
is a need to devise specific frameworks and social policy
measures for homeless persons at the national level. The
lack of a national homelessness strategy and of a protocol
282 Grad Zagreb, City of Zagreb, Zagreb Strategy for Combating Poverty
and Social Exclusion 2021-2025, March 2021, available at: http://
web.zagreb.hr/Sjednice/2017/sjednice_skupstine_2017.nsf/0/
C12581370033D600C1258680004E6002/$FILE/04%20Strategija.pdf
283 RTL.hr, Catastrophic statistics: About 2,000 people in Croatia live
on the streets, another 10,000 are in great poverty, October 2021,
available at: https://www.rtl.hr/vijesti-hr/novosti/hrvatska/4119722/
porazna-statistika-na-hrvatskim-ulicama-zivi-oko-2-tisuce-beskucnika-u-velikom-siromastvu-je-jos-10-tisuca-osoba/
284 Social Welfare Act (OG 18/22), in force since 17 February 2022, available at: https://www.zakon.hr/z/222/Zakon-o-socijalnoj-skrbi
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on the treatment of homeless persons affects the quality
of services of all providers and the cooperation on homelessness with competent authorities.

348.

349.

350.

The increase in the number of homeless persons in Croatia
in recent years is linked to the rise in poverty due to unemployment, declining purchasing power and poor housing policies characterized by years of waiting on social
housing, while social assistance cannot meet the primary
needs of persons and families without income. Additional
factors affecting the rise in homelessness include underdeveloped support and services for persons with mental
illness, drug addicts, persons released from prison, youth
leaving alternative care, for homes for children, educational homes and orphanages, war defenders, etc.285
The exercise of the right to residence remains a continuing problem for homeless persons, many of whom
consequently do not exercise the right to an identity card
and thus remain unable to use many rights and services,
including the right to health care, social assistance and
the right to vote.
The Ombudswoman warns286 of a lack of activities involving expert work with homeless persons in the field and
visits to non-residential areas with the support and advice
of experts, which would reduce the number of ‘hidden’
homeless persons and speed up their social integration.
She further notes that short-term project funding does
not ensure the continuity of activities and services for
homeless persons.

285 MoSt Association, Poverty – a stain on the conscience of humanity: a
presentation of the framework and possibilities of combating poverty
in the Republic of Croatia, author: Đordana Barbarić, 2021, available
at: https://www.most.hr/baza-znanja
286 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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The Rights of Refugees
351.
352.

353.

Croatia still does not have a valid migration nor integration
policy in place.
The Action Plan for the Integration of Persons Granted
International Protection for the period 2020-2022 was not
adopted in the course of 2021, which means that Croatia
has not had active measures to manage the process of
integration for the past two years. According to the civil
society organization participating in the work of the Working Group of the Government of the Republic of Croatia for
Integration of Persons Granted International Protection,
the process of adopting the Action Plan was slowed down
by the crisis caused by COVID-19. Due to crisis management savings, funds were not directed towards integration, which further endangered refugees as a vulnerable
group and made it clear that the integration of refugees
is not among the Government’s priorities. The competent
authorities have not yet communicated when the drafted
Action Plan could finally be put into procedure, further
complicating the process.
In 2021, the City of Zagreb drafted a local Action Plan for
Integration287 and initiated the public consultation process.
The main remarks of refugee rights organizations refer
to their suggestion that the City of Zagreb, as a unit of
local self-government, should base this Action Plan on
its own experience with integration and on the needs of
refugees who live in Zagreb rather than model it on the
national action plan for integration. A positive component
of the Plan is the definition of integration as a process that

287 City of Zagreb, Draft Action Plan of the City of Zagreb for the Integration of Persons Granted International Protection for the period 20212022, June 2021, available at: https://www.zagreb.hr/UserDocsImages/
ljudska%20prava/nacrt%20akcijskog%20plana%20grada%20zagreba%20za%20integraciju%20osoba%20kojima%20je%20odobrena%20
me%C4%91unarodna%20za%C5%A1tita%20za%20razdoblje%20
od%202021-2022/AP%20GZ%20za%20integraciju%20osoba%20kojima%20je%20odobrena%20me%C4%91unarodna%20za%C5%A1tita%202021-2022.pdf
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begins with entry into Croatia, not with obtaining international protection, which includes a much wider range of
vulnerable groups (including persons under international
protection, international protection/asylum seekers, foreigners with temporary and permanent residence and
irregular migrants).

354.

355.

The new Foreigners Act,288 which entered into force at
the beginning of 2021, contains numerous deficiencies
and opens the door to discriminatory practices. Its main
shortcomings are incompatibilities with the Schengen
Borders Code, the inability to appeal against decisions
of the Ministry of the Interior that further burden the
judicial system, allowing for arbitrariness in conducting
security checks and making it difficult to grant temporary
residence on humanitarian grounds. Although civil society
organizations did point out the provisions of the proposal
of the Act that they considered problematic during public
consultation, their suggestions were not taken into account when adopting the Act.289
In 2021, the Government Office for Human Rights and
the Rights of National Minorities established an Advisory
Group of Third-Country Nationals and Persons of Migrant
Origin,290 which should contribute to the empowerment
of third-country nationals through human rights education, strengthen their political perspectives and further
contribute to the improvement of integration policies and
their involvement in the creation, implementation and
evaluation of integration policies and strategies.

288 Foreigners Act (OG 133/20), available at: https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/
clanci/sluzbeni/2020_12_133_2520.html
289 Center for Peace Studies, CMS: The Foreigners Act is flawed and allows
for discrimination, September 2020, available at: https://www.cms.hr/hr/
pravna-pomoc-azil-i-statusna-pitanja/cms-prijedlog-zakona-o-strancima-je-manjkav-i-omogucava-diskriminaciju
290 Office for Human Rights and the Rights of National Minorities of the
Government of the Republic of Croatia, The first meeting of the newly
established Advisory Group of Third-Country Nationals and Persons of
Migrant Origin, June 2021, available at: https://pravamanjina.gov.hr/
vijesti/odrzan-prvi-sastanak-novoosnovane-savjetodavne-skupine-drzavljana-trecih-zemalja-i-osoba-migrantskog-porijekla/1020
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ACCESS TO THE RIGHT TO
INTERNATIONAL PROTECTION
356.

357.

358.

The right to access the asylum system has become one
of the most endangered human rights in the EU, Croatia
included. From January to the end of November 2021, the
Protecting Rights at Borders initiative recorded a total of
8,812 cases of illegal pushbacks from Croatia to Bosnia and
Herzegovina (BiH) and 230 illegal pushbacks to Serbia.291
The Danish Refugee Council292 recorded a total of 9,114
cases of pushbacks in 2021, while the Border Violence
Monitoring Network293 reports that 2,279 persons were
pushed back from Croatia to BiH and 159 from Croatia
to Serbia, with 367 persons expelled in chain pushbacks
through Croatia to BiH, and 27 through Croatia to Serbia.
A total of 68 international protections were granted in
2021, which includes persons who were evacuated from
Afghanistan. Considering that only 9 international protections were granted by the end of June 2021,294 it can be
concluded that most of the approved requests for international protection refer to evacuated individuals.
In November, the European Court of Human Rights issued
a judgment in the case of M.H. and others v. Croatia,295
confirming violations of the right to life, the prohibition
on torture and inhuman or degrading treatment, the
prohibition of collective expulsions, the right to security
291 Protecting Rights at Borders: April 2021, available at: PRAB#1, July 2021,
available at: PRAB#2, December 2021, available at: PRAB#3
292 Protecting Rights at Borders, Human dignity lost at the EU’s borders,
December 2021, available at: https://drc.ngo/media/rzplexyz/prab-iii-report-july-to-november-2021_final.pdf
293 Border violence Monitoring Network, Monthly Report Archives, available
at: https://www.borderviolence.eu/category/monthly-report/
294 Ministry of the Interior, Statistical Indicators, Seekers of International
Protection, available at: https://mup.gov.hr/UserDocsImages/statistika/2021/Medjunarodna_zastita/Statisticki-pokazatelji-osoba-kojima-je-odobrena-medjunarodna-zastita-2Q-2021.pdf
295 European Court of Human Rights, M.H. and others v. Croatia (application
number 15670/18 i 43115/18), November 2021, available at: https://hudoc.
echr.coe.int/eng#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-213213%22]}
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and liberty and the right of individual petition. Thus, the
Supreme Court of human rights recognized six-year-old
Madina Hussiny and her family as victims of illegal expulsion by the Republic of Croatia which resulted in the
loss of Madina’s life on 21 November 2017. The European
Court of Human Rights has clearly ruled that the investigation into little Madina’s death had been ineffective,
that Croatia grossly violated her right to life, tortured her
family members and prosecuted and intimidated activists
in order for them to give up support for her family.

359.

360.

When it comes to exercising the right to primary free legal
aid, a refugee rights organization reports that the main
difficulty faced in the provision of free legal aid is the inability to access reception centers, detention centers and
reception/transit centers where refugees and migrants
are located. Preventing entry into these facilities makes
it difficult for potential beneficiaries to access legal aid
and legal information, which has a negative effect on
their access to justice. Access to these centers has been
further aggravated by anti-Covid measures, while pandemic circumstances have also limited contact between
persons and legal aid providers. According to civil society
organizations, none of the legal aid providers have been
present at the Porin Reception Center for Asylum Seekers
since the start of the pandemic.
It is also important to emphasize that the return procedure is insufficiently regulated. Organizations providing
legal aid to foreigners state that, in 2021, foreigners were
detained in the Ježevo Detention Center even though
there was no objective possibility for their return to the
country of origin, indicating that they were not detained
for the purpose of return. During detention, they were
not granted access to free secondary legal aid, resulting
in persons deprived of their freedom of movement with
no financial means being unable to exercise their rights or
challenge the grounds for deprivation of liberty. Furthermore, it was noted that persons in the detention center
were denied access to the asylum system, resulting in
one case of lodging an application to the European Court
of Human Rights,296 which is still pending.
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362.

363.
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The lack of responsiveness from state bodies, the police
in particular, also hinders the provision of adequate free
legal aid and violates the right of access to information
of providers and end-users of free legal aid. Inquiries for
information crucial for the continuation of the process at
the user’s request are often met with a vague response
that does not contain the requested information or documents, while others are met with a complete absence
of response.
Foreigners living in Croatia still face problems in accessing information and are often unable to obtain correct
and complete information from the Zagreb Police Department, with the information often provided in Croatian
rather than English. This makes it much more difficult to
navigate and collect the necessary paperwork and fulfill
similar obligations, while organizations providing legal
aid to foreigners again cite cases of police officers providing information at police station counters only to give
different (accurate) information in the presence of the
organizations’ legal officer.
The situation of unaccompanied minors in Croatia remains
exceptionally vulnerable as the state has yet to restructure its reception system for this group. Placing unaccompanied minors in homes for children with behavioral
disorders is an extremely inadequate measure – according to refugee rights organizations, some minors have
very little to no contact with the guardians assigned to
them, while some guardians exhibit a questionable level
of commitment and interest in providing their wards with
adequate legal support and access to information and
services on the basis of their legally guaranteed rights.
Refugee rights organizations still single out the right to
access education, health care and family reunification
as the most problematic obstacles faced by unaccompa296 European Court of Human Rights, Y.K. against Croatia (application number 38776/21), December 2021, available at: https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/
eng?i=001-214590
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nied minors.297 They also continue to draw attention to
the inadequate system of identifying vulnerable groups
within reception centers for asylum seekers and reception
centers for foreigners, in addition to the questionable
level of the provision of psychological support to persons
in reception centers suffering from trauma, PTSD and
similar conditions which put them in dire need of quality,
professional, individualized psychological support.

ACCESS TO CROATIAN TERRITORY AND ILLEGAL PUSHBACKS
365.

Police conduct at the border and in the depths of Croatian territory, i.e., illegal and often collective pushbacks
and the practice of denying access to the asylum system,
is not in accordance with the Foreigners Act nor with
the Act on International and Temporary Protection and
additionally violates the Constitution of the Republic of
Croatia, the Schengen Borders Code and the EU and international (refugee) law in general. In 2021, journalistic
teams filmed298 a total of six illegal collective pushbacks on
the border between Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina,
involving approximately 65 persons, including around 20
children. Footage included conversations299 with expelled
families confirming that they were denied access to the
asylum system and medical care. The cameras of RTL’s
journalistic team recorded300 an Iranian family requesting
asylum after 22 attempts at entering Croatia and seeking
297 Center for Peace Studies, Rehabilitation Centre for Stress and Trauma,
Policy brief on the protection of unaccompanied children in the Republic
of Croatia, 2021, available at: https://www.cms.hr/system/publication/
pdf/165/Djeca_bez_pratnje_u_RH_HRV_final.pdf
298 Spiegel.de, Geflüchtete an EU-Außengrenze, ‘Wir sind für sie wie Tiere’,
June 2021, available at: https://www.spiegel.de/ausland/kroatien-videos-dokumentieren-systematische-pushbacks-a-4463a93d-0467-4960814a-6d959e1df193?fbclid=IwAR2e9KsFirPtnTs4i_6A7B-xbwsfx3j-xiesUdhpXOH2kQ2FXj0Xlh-3Yrw
299 Lupiga, German media have footage: Croatian police push back babies, pregnant women and children with disabilities, June 2021, available
at: https://lupiga.com/vijesti/njemacki-mediji-imaju-snimke-hrvatska-policija-protjeruje-bebe-trudnice-i-djecu-s-invaliditetom
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asylum – they were expelled from the country as many
times but were granted international protection of the
Republic of Croatia after the media coverage.

366.

367.
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On the basis of the media footage showing members
of the special police unit carrying out violent and illegal
pushbacks, in addition to testimonies of victims of torture and inhuman treatment, the Ministry of the Interior
sanctioned three members of the Intervention police with
conditional notice of termination of employment who all
returned to work after a three-month suspension.301
In December, after more than a year of delay, the report
of the Committee on the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment of the Council
of Europe (CPT) on Croatia302 was finally published. The
Report cites testimonies from refugees and migrants on
the torture and inhuman treatment of refugees and other
migrants by the Croatian police, warning that there is no
system of internal control and oversight over the police
and that an independent oversight mechanism needs to
be established as soon possible.
Due to numerous allegations of human rights violations
on the Croatian (green) border, an Independent Border
Monitoring Mechanism was established in June 2021 at the
initiative of the European Commission to oversee the conduct of police officers in the field of illegal migration and
international protection.303 The fact that the Croatian bor-

300 RTL, Locals in Karlovac County have been hiding an Iranian woman with
two children who claims police have expelled them from the country 22
times. Potraga shares their story!, June 2021, available at: https://www.
rtl.hr/vijesti-hr/potraga/4060842/mjestani-u-karlovackoj-zupaniji-skrivali-iranku-s-dvoje-djece-koja-tvrdi-da-ih-je-policija-22-puta-izbacila-izzemlje-potraga-donosi-njihovu-pricu/
301 Jutarnji.hr, Police officers who beat migrants returned to work, their only
sin was wearing the wrong uniform!?, January 2022, available at: https://
www.jutarnji.hr/vijesti/hrvatska/policajci-koji-su-tukli-migrante-vracenina-posao-jedini-grijeh-im-je-bio-krivo-nosenje-uniforme-15146204
302 The Council of Europe, Council of Europe anti-torture Committee publishes report on its 2020 ad hoc visit to Croatia, March 2021, available
at: https://www.coe.int/en/web/cpt/-/council-of-europe-anti-torturecommittee-publishes-report-on-its-2020-ad-hoc-visit-to-croatia
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der monitoring mechanism will serve as a pilot example
for the establishment of monitoring mechanisms at other
external borders of the EU is worrying considering issues
such as its questionable transparency, announced border
visits and the mechanism’s composition, established by
the Ministry of Interior itself without a prior public call or
clearly defined criteria.304
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Due to the lack of safe and legal migration routes and the
systematic implementation of illegal and violent pushbacks, 2021 was also marked by tragic deaths of refugees
on Croatian territory. Four persons were killed and 19 were
injured when a truck overturned,305 and a five-year-old
boy who drowned in the Una River,306 an Afghan woman307
who crossed the Korana River with her family and a tenyear-old girl who drowned in the Dragonja River308 all lost
their lives in an attempt to enter Croatia.
According to data from a refugee rights organization, 44%
of pushback victims explicitly and unsuccessfully sought
303 Independent mechanism for monitoring the conduct of police officers of
the Ministry of the Interior in the field of illegal migration and international
protection, 1st Semi-Annual Report, June-December 2021, December
2021, available at: https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Polugodisnje-izvjesce-nezavisnog-mehanizma-nadzora-postupanja-policijskih-sluzbenika-Ministarstva-unutarnjih-poslova-u-podrucju-nezakonitih-migracija-i-medunarodne-zastite.pdf
304 Center for Peace Studies, First Semi-Annual Report of the Independent
Monitoring Mechanism, December 2021, available at: https://www.cms.
hr/hr/azil-i-integracijske-politike/prvo-polugodisnje-izvjesce-nezavisnog-mehanizma-nadzora
305 Index.hr, Serious accident near Okučani, four dead. All of them were
migrants and were hiding in a truck, March 2021, available at: https://
www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/teska-nesreca-kod-okucana-cetvero-mrtvih-svi-su-migranti-skrivali-su-se-u-kamionu/2262888.aspx
306 Telegram.hr, Five-year-old drowned on border with BiH last night,
fell from father’s hands in attempt to cross Una River, July 2021,
available at: https://www.telegram.hr/politika-kriminal/na-granici-s-bih-nocas-se-utopio-petogodisnjak-ispao-je-ocu-kada-su-pokusavali-pregaziti-unu/?fbclid=IwAR2aE8S6IiqMkE725BC2O_SwXCgfDWqANcV2DVwshGVYSHiGSChY8j2lb3Y
307 RTL, Another death of Afghan woman in Croatia: Woman traveling
with a group of migrants drowned in Korana River, December 2021,
available at: https://www.rtl.hr/vijesti-hr/novosti/hrvatska/4151224/
nova-smrt-afganistanke-u-hrvatskoj-u-korani-se-utopila-zena-putovala-sa-skupinom-migranata/
308 Dnevnik.hr, Grief in Istria: The body of a missing girl (10) found in a
swollen river, December 2021, available at: https://dnevnik.hr/vijesti/
hrvatska/potraga-za-djevojcicom-10-u-istri---687839.html
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asylum in Croatia. A part of respondents were afraid to
openly seek asylum because of the impression that those
who insist on asylum in a frontier region are worse off,
beaten more often and more severely by the police.
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In 2021, refugee rights organizations recorded the testimonies of 200 expelled groups, which included 2,751 pushback victims. In terms of observed patterns of violence,
the largest number of respondents (72%) received blows,
while 36% (including minors) reported forced undressing,
and 14% of respondents reported that Croatian police
officers threatened them with weapons or fired shots
around them (in the air or water).
According to the analysis of testimonies on pushbacks
collected directly from migrants, refugee rights organizations report that in 2021 there were 256 minors in 104
pushed back groups, with the actual number probably
being much higher considering that collective expulsions
often make it impossible to determine the exact number
of minors.
The long-standing problem of the lack of effective and
independent investigations and sanctioning of perpetrators and those responsible for numerous proven cases of
illegal treatment of refugees by the Croatian police continued in 2021. During her visits within the framework of
her mandate as the National Preventive Mechanism, the
Ombudswoman continued to face difficulties in accessing
information on the treatment of illegal migrants and asylum seekers by the Ministry of the Interior.309

309 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
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THE PROCESS AND ASPECTS
OF INTEGRATION INTO SOCIETY
374.

375.

376.

377.

Although persons under international protection in Croatia
have a set of rights guaranteed under Croatian and international law, in practice they continue to face a number of
institutional barriers and discrimination in their attempts
to exercise these rights.
Refugee rights organizations state that almost two years
after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, refugees
and other foreigners continue to face the consequences
manifesting as faster and more frequent dismissals due
to reduced business activity in addition to the already
existing problems such as underpaid jobs, precarious
working conditions and problematic and often short-term
employment contracts.
The health crisis has further highlighted the already problematic access to the health care system for refugees and
other foreigners who do not have the means to afford
compulsory health insurance. Refugee rights organizations
state that they continue to encounter cases of refugees
being denied the right to health care, primarily because
health workers are unaware of their legal rights, procedures for registering in the Central Health Information
System of the Republic of Croatia and other accompanying
procedures such as issuing referrals and paying for health
care services, in addition to the Ministry of Health’s delays
with the payment of health care institutions’ bills. Refugee
rights organizations also point out that pharmacies are
not informed about the procedure of issuing medicines
to persons under international protection.
In addition to the problems associated with or more pronounced during the pandemic in 2021, the Croatian system
of integration of refugees and other foreigners still struggles with the problem of the implementation of Croatian
language courses for persons under international protec-
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tion. According to refugee rights organizations, courses
are not continuously available but depend on long public
procurement processes, are insufficiently adapted to the
specific group they are intended for and their duration is
limited, i.e., insufficiently long for achieving high enough
level of proficiency for work requirements, routine social
demands, etc. According to civil society organizations, the
current official language course provided by the Public
Open University Zagreb is not certified, which is a significant problem for refugees who need to prove their level
of proficiency in Croatian to institutions with a certificate.
Furthermore, this language course is organized exclusively
for beginner groups, while some refugees have mastered
the beginner level on their own or through courses offered by associations and would like to proceed to more
advanced language learning, especially for the purpose
of further regulating their status.

378.

379.

After the Ministry of the Interior banned all contracted activity providers from entering the facilities of the reception
centers for asylum seekers in Zagreb and Kutina in 2020 to
prevent the spread of the pandemic, organizations implementing integration activities noted that limited access to
the reception center had a significantly negative impact on
the quality of life and integration opportunities, especially
for asylum seekers’ children, who lost access to support
in language learning, writing assignments and integration
activities carried out by civil society organizations at the
center.
Organizations carrying out integration activities also point
to the additional problem of the center’s lack of free internet, which is a problem that came to the fore especially
after the introduction of anti-Covid measures. To their
knowledge, due to the renovation of the hot water pipeline
in Dugave, the Center for Asylum Seekers in Zagreb had
no hot water from 25 August to 15 September 2021, while
users report that no alternative supply was established
during that period, which affected the quality of life and
hygiene standards in the center.
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Refugee rights organizations cite the lack of language
skills, lack of financial resources (family reunification)
and institutional ignorance of the rights of persons under
international protection as the biggest obstacles to exercising the rights of refugees in Croatia.
Refugee rights organizations point to unemployment as
one of the main problems faced by refugees in Croatia,
especially single mothers and persons who do not speak
Croatian, and identify the long waiting period for exercising the right to work as the main drawback preventing
early integration into the labor market.
Refugee rights organizations state that cases of discrimination against refugees on the basis of national origin
were recorded at several Croatian banks toward the end
of the year. Discriminatory practices of banks are reflected
in the fact that persons under international protection
are not recognized as persons with refugee protection
in various banking operations (opening a bank account,
withdrawals, etc.), but as third-country nationals. As a
result, persons under international protection often find it
difficult or impossible to open a bank account, leading to
obstacles in exercising their right to work and their right
to social protection.
Persons under international protection face issues with
having their driving licenses, issued in their countries of
origin, recognized in Croatia. The long journey and long
wait on the approval of international protection lead to
the expiration of the driver’s licenses of many asylum
seekers who cannot replace them if they had expired
over 6 months earlier. As persons under international
protection cannot contact embassies or government institutions in their country of origin in order to apply for a
driver’s license, they are forced to retake the driving test.
Refugee rights organization also state that the Ministry of
the Interior has confirmed that, in the case of replacing a
foreign driver’s license in accordance with the Ordinance
on Driving Licenses, the replaced foreign driver’s license
is returned to the competent authority of the issuing state
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along with an explanation. This practice is a cause for concern considering that data on persons under international
protection should not be shared with institutions in their
country of origin.
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385.
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A person under international protection has the right to
accommodation for a maximum of two years from the
date of delivery of the decision granting international protection. Even though the number of granted international
protections is relatively small, refugee rights organizations
point out that, in practice, persons under international protection spend months waiting for accommodation,
while the waiting period is included in the time period the
persons are entitled to state subsidized accommodation.
As an additional problem, the organizations highlight the
situation of children whose parents work and are insured
as employed persons and who cannot obtain primary
health insurance through their parents but are still subject
to regulations as persons under international protection,
which in practice means that they will not be able to
obtain health insurance until their own employment. It
also means that these children cannot receive secondary
health care because they are not in the system of the
Croatian Health Insurance Fund, which is a direct violation
of Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child,
which obliges member states to recognize the right of the
child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard
of health.
Since persons under international protection are not in
the system of the Croatian Health Insurance Fund, mothers cannot exercise the right to maternity and parental
benefits, as reported by civil society organizations.
In terms of access to education, refugee rights organizations state that the process of organizing preparatory
classes for refugee children is extremely long, causing
children to often wait for months before their participation
is approved, with some being forced to take preparatory
classes at another school and miss regular classes. Pre-

133

paratory and supplementary classes in the duration of 140
hours are often not enough and often take place in parallel
with regular classes, meaning that students attend classes
without understanding what is being taught. Schools’ unpreparedness, insufficient number of teaching assistants
and the schools’ ignorance of the rights of persons under
international protection are still evident in practice.
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Refugee rights organizations note that an extremely small
number of asylum-seeking children were included in the
education system in 2021, indicating non-compliance with
the 30-day legal framework for enrolling children who are
applicants for or under international protection. Additionally, children who come to Croatia through the process
of family reunification are unable to enroll in the school
system for months due to the Ministry of the Interior’s
slowness in issuing residence permits.
Since the rights of minor asylum seekers and minors
under international protection are equal to the rights of
Croatian citizens in terms of education, the statutory age
restrictions related to the stages of education also apply
to them. Refugee rights organizations warn that children
over the age of 15 who have not completed primary school
therefore lose the right to be included in the regular educational system, without their life circumstances and
potential mistakes in determining their age being taken
into account.
Organizations that protect the rights of refugees and
provide support during integration point out that Croatian
schools are insufficiently instructed in enrollment and are
therefore inconsistent in conducting enrollment of asylum
seekers and minors under international protection. Due
to a lack of language proficiency and non-standardized
enrollment test, some children are enrolled in classes
inappropriate for their age.
The organization of online teaching, which required parents to take on an active role, disregards children from
families without access to technology or families in which
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both children and parents have poor or no digital competences or lack the necessary Croatian language skills. Organizations protecting the rights of refugees and providing
support during integration point out that this has greatly
affected the availability of education for refugee children.
According to refugee rights organizations, practice has
shown that schools do not include children who are foreign language speakers in the regular school curriculum,
but treat them as ‘guest students’ even though such a
category no longer exists in the legal sense. This is contrary to both the law and ordinance, which prescribe that
the school should request preparatory classes from the
Ministry at the moment of the foreign language student’s
enrollment. Due to the fact that some children (attending
preparatory classes) are often not enrolled in the regular
distance learning system, they cannot access the learning
platform because they do not have access data, which
prevents them from exercising their right to education.

392.

393.

Refugees have the same right to higher education as
Croatian citizens, and universities do not have a specific
category for the enrollment of persons under international
protection, whereby refugees are enrolled either as all
other foreigners – subject to tuition fees, or as Croatian
citizens – on the basis of the results of the State Matura
exam. Organizations that protect the rights of refugees
and provide support during integration point out that the
recognition of foreign educational qualifications is problematic even in cases when persons carry documents that
prove their previous education. Problems also arise when
exercising most of the rights enjoyed by full-time students,
such as the right to subsidized accommodation and meals
and the possibility of obtaining a scholarship, which is due
to the fact that institutions and their regulations do not
recognize the specifics of the situation of refugees.
Refugee rights organizations report that refugees still have
difficulty accessing employment, especially due to a lack
of adapted procedures for the recognition of qualifications
and nostrification of university diplomas. Additionally, retraining and additional training programs are insufficiently
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available as they require Croatian language skills, the lack
of which leads to the inability to participate.

394.

395.

396.

Refugee rights organizations point out that the issue of
housing needs to be seen in the broader picture of the
general rise in housing prices and the consequences of
the Zagreb earthquake on the refugees and other foreigners who suffered damages, together with the fact
that refugees looking for apartments continue to face
prejudice, racism and intolerance from potential landlords.
Supporting refugees by providing accommodation during
a two-year period is insufficient due to the non-functioning
of other integration measures, most notably the lack of
quality and accessible language courses and information
about Croatian society, and difficulties with the recognition of existing qualifications, possibility of retraining,
additional training and employment.
In 2021, persons under international protection were
housed in various cities in Croatia. Refugee rights organizations underline the recurring issues of unpreparedness,
often with untimely notification of local communities to the
reception of refugees and a lack of funding and support
provided to local self-government units for the development of local integration plans in accordance with their
capacities.
Refugee rights organizations highlight the continuing
problems of prejudice, fear, racism and xenophobia towards refugees and other migrants, especially those of a
visibly different skin color or with clearly visible religious
features (such as hijab). They emphasize the problem of
institutional racism in accessing rights or public services evident in the fact that refugees and other migrants
often encounter misunderstandings, open intolerance,
discrimination, verbal violence, etc. in contact with institutions. The emergence of such attitudes and conduct is
a significant obstacle to achieving quality integration and
creating an intercultural and interconnected society.
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The Rights of National
Minorities
397.

398.

399.

Minority rights organizations state that in 2021, no significant progress was made in the implementation of the
Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities,
especially regarding the right to priority employment of
persons belonging to national minorities in public institutions. Its implementation is hampered mainly by the
lack of adequate sanctions for non-compliance with the
provisions of the Act.
The trend of delaying the preparation and publishing of
the report on the implementation of the Constitutional Act
on the Rights of National Minorities and on the expenditure of means ensured in the state budget for the needs
of national minorities continued in 2021. The same is the
case with the report on the implementation of Operational
Programs for National Minorities.
The fifth report for Croatia on the Implementation of
the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the
Protection of National Minorities310 highlights that the system of representation of national minorities relies on the
results of the census, but confidence in census results is
not unanimous because some members of national minorities do not report their ethnic affiliation due to a lack
of trust in the system. The Council of Europe notes that
there is a general lack of data on equality by ethnicity in
Croatia, adding that the existing thresholds for access to
some minority rights are too high and to the detriment
of numerically smaller national minorities.

310 Council of Europe, Advisory Committee for the Framework Convention
for the Protection of National Minorities (ACFC), June 2021, available
at: https://rm.coe.int/5th-op-croatia-hr/1680a2cb50
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The Report311 also notes that the public debate on national minorities is dominated by anti-minority rhetoric
and prejudice, affecting members of the Serb and Roma
national minorities the most, while historical revisionism
affects the Serb, Roma and Jewish minorities. Although
governing institutions continue to support the promotion
of the cultural autonomy of national minorities and have
increased state support in this regard, the Report warns
that more needs to be done to ensure that the needs
of all national minorities, including numerically smaller
minorities, are effectively addressed.
It also points to the underrepresentation of national minorities in public service broadcasting and the fact that public
media lack the human and financial resources necessary
to ensure quantitative and qualitative media production
for members of national minorities.312
In 2021, the Government again still did not draft the
amended Act on the Official Use of Languages and Scripts
of National Minorities and submit it for parliamentary procedure, which directly violates the Constitutional Court’s
decision313 and prevents the exercise of the right of national minorities to equal official use of the national minority
language and script in the area of Vukovar, which is also
noted in the report for Croatia.314
Although the adoption of the Operational Programs for
National Minorities marks a positive development, the
Council of Europe stresses that only a small number of
planned activities have been implemented since their
adoption, while some of the actions planned under the
Operational Programs lack clear indicators, deadlines or
assigned funds.315
311 Ibid.
312 Ibid.
313 Decision of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Croatia No.
U-VIIR-4640/2014 from 12 August 2014 (OG 104/14), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2014_08_104_2021.
html
314 Council of Europe, Advisory Committee for the Framework Convention
for the Protection of National Minorities (ACFC), June 2021: https://
rm.coe.int/5th-op-croatia-hr/1680a2cb50
315 Ibid.
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The number of hate crimes is on the rise – according to
available statistics, the Ministry of the Interior acted on 101
hate-motivated criminal offences (including hate speech)
in 2021, indicating an increase from 87 such criminal offences recorded in 2020. Of the total number of reported
cases, as many as 67 were motivated by national origin.
According to data from the Government Office for Human
Rights and the Rights of National Minorities, in the first
half of 2021, 23 out of 31 criminal offences committed on
the basis of national origin were motivated by hatred
towards Serbs.316

ROMA NATIONAL MINORITY
405.

406.

405. The National Plan for Roma Inclusion for the period 2021-2027317 and the Action Plan for 2021-2022318 were
adopted mid-year. Improvements in defining goals, the
specifics of their implementation and of monitoring the
implementation process, along with aligning key areas of
intervention with the EU Strategic Framework for Roma
Equality, Inclusion and Participation until 2030, represent
a positive step forward compared to the situation up to
this point.
Roma rights organizations emphasize that the segregation of the Roma population in separate settlements has
a negative impact on various aspects of their lives. Life
316 Ombudswoman’s Report for 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://www.ombudsman.hr/hr/download/izvjesce-pucke-pravobraniteljice-za-2021-godinu/?wpdmdl=13454&refresh=624f43c4a28581649361860
317 Office for Human Rights and the Rights of National Minorities of the
Government of the Republic of Croatia, National Plan for Roma Inclusion for 2021-2027, June 2021, available at: https://pravamanjina.gov.
hr/UserDocsImages/NPUR%202021-2027/Nacionalni%20plan%20
za%20uklju%C4%8Divanje%20Roma%202021-2027.pdf
318 Office for Human Rights and the Rights of National Minorities of the
Government of the Republic of Croatia, Action Plan for the Implementation of the National Plan for Roma Inclusion for the period 2021-2027
for 2021-2022, June 2021, available at: https://pravamanjina.gov.hr/
UserDocsImages/NPUR%202021-2027/Akcijski%20plan%20za%20
provedbu%20NPUR-a%20za%202021.%20i%202022..pdf
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in Roma settlements is characterized by poverty, difficult access to utilities and social services. Segregation
is further encouraged through the policy of legalization
and construction of Roma settlements, which is accepted
by the residents of the settlements themselves given the
unavailability of alternative solutions such as relocation
to social housing. Rather than encouraging inclusion or
desegregation, this practice has long-term negative effects on the shaping of generations of Roma dependent
on the system for subsistence. Additionally problematic
are frequent discrimination and violence against women
within Roma settlements, which most often go unreported.

407.

408.

409.

Members of the Roma national minority remain a common target of online hate speech.319 Of additional concern
is the sensationalist and stereotypical reporting on the
Roma in certain media outlets, which fosters prejudice
and strengthens the image of the Roma as a problem of
society.
Members of the Roma national minority continue to face
a number of obstacles to the exercise of their rights, especially in employment and access to services. Data on
inadequate living conditions of the Roma national minority
shows that 92.3% of Roma in Croatia live in poverty, while
70% of Roma families live in extreme poverty.320
Roma rights organizations point out that the pandemic has
further aggravated the situation of the Roma population,
in particular a significant part of the Roma community
whose income depends on the gray economy and manual
labor which require freedom of movement.

319 European Commission, Countering illegal hate speech online: 6th
evaluation of the Code of Conduct, October 2021, available at: https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_21_5106
320 Office for Human Rights and the Rights of National Minorities of the
Government of the Republic of Croatia, National Plan for Roma Inclusion for 2021-2027, June 2021, available at: https://pravamanjina.gov.
hr/UserDocsImages/NPUR%202021-2027/Nacionalni%20plan%20
za%20uklju%C4%8Divanje%20Roma%202021-2027.pdf
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They add that children belonging to the Roma national
minority have not been able to use their minority language and other minority educational content after the
transition to indirect forms of education in response to
the pandemic. A cause for additional concern is the still
present segregation of Roma in the educational system,
further aggravated by the consequences of the pandemic which have led to Roma children having significantly
restricted access to education, while there have been
no significant efforts to systematically compensate for
missed learning opportunities for these students. Due to
the limited availability and inadequacy of distance learning content, Roma rights organizations predict an even
greater gap in terms of expected educational outcomes
between Roma children and their peers.
The post-earthquake reconstruction of Banija was not
carried out in 2021 either, making life even more difficult
for members of the Roma community, many of whom live
in the area, and leaving several Roma families homeless
or with significant damage to their homes.

SERB NATIONAL MINORITY
412.

In 2021, for the third year in a row, the Vukovar City
Council decided not to expand the rights of members of
the Serb national minority to the usage of their national
language and script in Vukovar.321 The full application of
this right is conditioned by the city Statute and future
annual assessments of the city authorities, depending
on the degree of understanding, solidarity, tolerance and
dialogue achieved.

321 City of Vukovar, Proposal of the Conclusion on the achieved degree of
understanding, solidarity, tolerance and dialogue among all citizens of
Vukovar, members of both the Croatian people and the Serb minority,
October 2021, available at: https://www.vukovar.hr/images/stories/
files/uot/poziv/2021_03/gv03-01.pdf
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Organizations promoting the rights of the Serb minority
point out that Serb returnees live in underdeveloped rural areas, cut off from transport infrastructure, isolated
and in poor living conditions, still unable to exercise their
property rights, which leaves their property exposed to
usurpation and devastation. Moreover, the earthquake
further aggravated the already difficult socio-economic situation faced by all residents of Banija, one of the
poorest parts of the country where a significant number
of members of the Serb national minority lives.
The National Allowance for the Elderly Act322 entered into
force at the beginning of the year, prescribing criteria for
granting the HRK 800 allowance. In addition to meeting
certain social and property conditions, beneficiaries are
required to have had permanent residence in Croatia for
a continuous period of 20 years, which is why a significant
number of returnees will not be granted the right to the
national allowance even though they meet other social
and property criteria.323
Physical assaults, verbal threats and harassment, destruction of property and preventing members of the
Serb minority from using their own property were again
recorded in 2021.324
Hate speech, extremist messages and historical revisionism are still present in a number of marginal media
outlets, reader comments on news portals and posts on
social networks, as well as in the form of graffiti. The
ubiquity of Ustasha symbols in public as the most prominent example of historical revisionism continues to be

322 National Allowance for the Elderly Act (OG 62/20), available at:
https://narodne-novine.nn.hr/clanci/sluzbeni/2020_05_62_1233.
html.
323 SNV Bulletin #20 and portal Novosti, Dragana Jeckov: National Allowance Act discriminates against Serb returnees, May 2020, available
at: https://www.portalnovosti.com/dragana-jeckov-zakon-o-nacionalnoj-naknadi-diskriminira-srbe-povratnike
324 Serb National Council, SNV Bulletin #22: Historical Revisionism, Hate
Speech and Violence Against Serbs in 2021, March 2022, available at:
https://snv.hr/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/SNV_bulletin_22_ONLINE.pdf
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a cause for concern, while hate speech in public spaces
and in the context of sporting events is closely linked to
Ustasha symbols and salutes. At the beginning of the year,
it was reported that artistic research conducted by the
association Vizura aperta recorded as many as 274 public
graffiti containing messages and symbols of hate in less
than a year, of which only 11 were removed.325

417.

418.

419.

In contrast to the previous year when the pandemic
caused a decline in the number of criminal and misdemeanor offences, Serb national minority rights organizations
recorded an increase in hate crimes against members of
the Serb national minority in 2021. Illegal usurpation of
another’s property and verbal and physical attacks are
often conditioned by the still-unresolved ownership issues
that arose during the war and in the post-war period.
Although organizations promoting the rights of the Serb
national minority receive complaints of discrimination
against Serb citizens in various areas of life on a daily basis, the number of discrimination lawsuits remains
relatively low. Nevertheless, there is a growing trend of
invoking the Anti-Discrimination Act when filing remedies
related to resolving the dominant legal problem in areas such as labor and employment, health, status rights,
housing and convalidation.
An additional problem highlighted by organizations promoting the rights of the Serb national minority are the
living conditions and frequent absences of persons who
have used their right to accommodation in public housing.
The most common reasons for being away from the place
of return and public housing are the inability to find employment and use health care services faced by returnees
who do not have regulated health insurance because they
are not Croatian citizens. When control determines the
absence of the occupant from the apartment, the occupant
is deregistered from their place of residence and their

325 Ibid.
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lease agreements are canceled, which is an occurrence
especially prominent in the Lika-Senj County.

420.
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The organizations further point to the problem of providing housing for former occupancy right holders (persons
who exercised the right of occupancy over socially owned
apartments until 1991 and left during the war) outside
the area of special state concern due to the length of the
procedure for exercising the right to being allocated and
moved into a substitute apartment. Although lessees can
decide to buy the apartment or sign a permanent lease
a year after having the apartment allocated to them, a
permanent lease effectively remains the only option given
the lessees’ low financial standing, which leads to the
process of the return of former occupancy right holders
and their families to Croatia ending with the death of the
lessee. Rare cases of purchase of newly allocated apartments are characterized by a markedly slow process of
completing and implementing applications for apartment
purchases.
Although amendments to the Croatian Citizenship Act,
which entered into force in early 2020, opened up the
possibility of acquiring Croatian citizenship to persons
over the age of 21 who were born abroad to at least one
parent who was a Croatian citizen at the time of their birth,
organizations promoting the rights of the Serb national
minority note that the process of acquiring citizenship
is difficult in practice for citizens of the former Yugoslav
republics. Requests of persons born before the Croatian
Citizenship Act entered into force are rejected through
decisions issued by the Ministry of the Interior with the
explanation that although one parent was a Croatian citizen at the time of birth, the same persons have already
acquired citizenship of one of the republics in accordance
with citizenship laws of the republics of SFR Yugoslavia,
alleging that the country in question was not a foreign
country at the time of birth.
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During 2021, a further deterioration of the conditions
for re-electrification was recorded in settlements with
returnee households. Organizations that promote the
rights of the Serb national minority state that although
HEP, the national power company, has an active Renewal and Reconstruction program that encompasses the
re-electrification of returnee areas inhabited by Serbs,
problems are present in practice with local HEP branches
failing to follow general guidelines. Thus, the returnees
included in the Renewal and Reconstruction program are
issued invoices for the execution of connection works in
the amount of up to HRK 10,000, even though the electricity network should be renewed without their personal
financial participation.
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