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In November 2007, despite national and international criticism, Croatian government decided to implement of a scientifically inaccurate and fear based and discriminatory program for elementary and secondary schools offered by the Association GROZD and supported by Catholic Church. 
For over a year, 170 Civil Society Organizations (human rights, feminists and youth groups) have been focused on organizing actions, advocacy and lobbying within EU institutions and like-thinking politicians in the Croatian parliament and stirring up media attention at home, exerting pressure on the Ministry of Education through the media and the use of Freedom of Information Act, demanding that all documentation related to this policy be made public.  
In response, members of the European Parliament in 2007 raised concerns about the new program’s content and its incompatibility with Croatian laws on the right to health and non-discrimination as well as European Union guarantees on gender equality and non-discrimination. 

In addition, Croatia’s Ombudspersons for Children and Gender Equality both confirm that the Convention on the Rights of the Child and Croatia’s non-discrimination and gender equality laws, require the government to provide accurate, scientifically-founded, non-discriminatory sex and reproductive health education to Croatia’s youth, contrary to the content of the GRODZ program.
In his public statements, the Minister for Education, after this pressure committed himself to consultations with the Ombudspersons, and to taking into account recommendations of the Ministry of Education Commission of experts which reviewed the program and which concluded that program need to be changed so that it reflects contemporary scientific achievements, the highest standards of human rights protection, and the exclusion of all homophobic and gender discriminatory contents. Despite his commitment, no meaningful changes were made by the Ministry nor by the program leaders. 

The content of the program raises serious ethical and human rights concerns: the program perpetuate gender stereotypes and discriminate against non-traditional families and children coming from those families; the program is discriminatory against sexual minorities and non-married couples and individuals by emphasizing that the only acceptable intimate relationships are those in a heterosexual religious marriage and note that homosexual acts are against human nature; the program place youth’s health at risk by discouraging the use of modern contraceptives, by providing misleading information on their failure rate and by claiming that they intervene with the only morally acceptable purpose of intercourse, which is procreation.  

In the social atmosphere where Catholic moral and values are an important part of educational system through religious education in kindergartens and in the state schools and are supported by the state institutions it is expected that influence of Catholic church aims to expand to other educational subjects as well, such as Health education i.e. sex education. Introduction of sex education programmed shows how increased influence of religiosity and Catholic Church can be repressive in relation to women's rights and violate sexual and reproductive rights of young people. 

Research shows that 50% of Croatian male teens and 30% of Croatian females report that their first sexual experience occurred by age 16.  One in three Croatian adolescents is sexually experienced and no more than one-half use condoms, and inconsistently at that. According to official data Croatia has experienced a very dramatic drop in the abortion rate from 1989 - a drop of nearly 90%, but share of young girls up to 19 years of age has increased from 6% in 2001 to 8.8% in 2006. 

In October 2007, INTERIGHTS, in collaboration with CESI and the Center for Reproductive Rights, filed a collective complaint to the European Social Committee.  The complaint claims that Croatia, by both failing to provide comprehensive and evidence-based sexual and reproductive health education for its young people and by supporting such inappropriate programs is in breach of its obligations under Articles 11,16 and 17 of the European Social Charter together with the prohibition on discrimination for such program.

 

Croatian government needs to develop a high quality national policy of SRHR of young people, ensure provision of scientifically based comprehensive gender sensitive sexuality education and provide appropriate youth friendly services for young people. 

 

Given the importance that gender equality plays in the EU both for accession countries, like my own, and for member states, it is critical that the EU encourage countries to eliminate such types of programs from schools and to institute comprehensive, gender-sensitive, scientifically based programs, otherwise the commitment to GE by the EU rings hollow.

