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Dear Ms. Kapelina,

We are writing in our capacity as concerned organizations that have expertise in international human rights and public health issues. With our focus on sexual and reproductive health and rights, we are deeply concerned by recent news that the Croatian government is planning to implement a scientifically inaccurate and fear based program for elementary and secondary schools.  This program, based on the Teen STAR program and offered by the Association GROZD, relies on negative messages about sexuality, distorts information about contraception and sexually transmitted infections (STIs), and promotes biases based on gender, sexual orientation, marriage, family structure, and pregnancy options

A survey of Croatian youth indicated that 50% of boys and 30% of girls reported that their first sexual experience occurred by age 16.
  Especially now, when adolescents are at increased risk of sexually transmitted infections (STI) including HIV/AIDS, it is imperative that governments and educators provide comprehensive sexuality education—education that discusses both abstinence and contraception—that young people need to protect themselves. The sexual and reproductive health needs of Croatian youth are not served by programs like Teen STAR that promote abstinence-only-until marriage and do not provide comprehensive information about contraception.  Implementing the proposed program will put Croatian youth at risk for unintended pregnancy and STIs, including HIV/AIDS, when they do decide to become sexually active.  
Current public health research shows that comprehensive sexuality education is a better choice than programs like the one offered by the Association GROZD.  Research has found that comprehensive, medically accurate sexuality education delays the initiation of sex, reduces the frequency of sex, and increases the use of contraception, including condoms, among sexually active youth.
  Moreover, research shows that comprehensive sexuality education does not increase rates of sex among adolescents, does not lower the age at which youth initiate sex and does not increase the number of sex partners among sexually active youth.
 
The content of the program offered by the Association GROZD also raises serious ethical and human rights concerns.  The proposed program does not provide access to the complete and accurate sexual health information that is a basic human right guaranteed by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), both of which Croatia has ratified.  
The ICCPR provides that all people have the right “to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds,” including information about their health.
  State parties to the CRC “recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health” and agree to direct the education of the child to “the preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance [and] equality of the sexes.”
  The Association GROZD’s program falls far short of fulfilling Croatia’s obligations under these Conventions.
The government of Croatia has a responsibility  to provide accurate and complete information about reproductive and sexual health to their citizens. The Association GROZD program is not in the best interests of Croatian youth and should not be implemented as the national curriculum for primary and secondary schools.  Instead, we urge the government to implement a comprehensive sexuality education curriculum that will truly meet the needs of Croatian youth.
For more information about the sexual and reproductive health needs of youth, including information about comprehensive sexuality education, see the World Health Organization’s Adolescent Sexual and Reproductive Health website at http://www.who.int/reproductive-health/adolescent/index.html. 
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