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Madam Chair,
Distinguished Members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my honour and great privilege to present the combined ninth to tenth periodic reports of Georgia under the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, in my capacity as the Head of Georgian Delegation consisting of senior officials as well as relevant experts from the executive, legislative and judicial branches.

At the outset, let me reiterate Georgia’s commitment to human rights protection and cooperation with the UN human rights monitoring mechanisms. Georgia regularly submits its periodic reports to the UN human rights treaty monitoring bodies and pays uttermost attention to the implementation of their recommendations. These recommendations are translated into the National Action Plans of Human Rights for their effective implementation. I would like to note that Georgia supported majority of recommendations received during the 3rd cycle of the UPR review.

In order to ensure the effective implementation of Georgia’s reporting obligations before the UN Treaty and Charter-based bodies, we have developed an inclusive national reporting process with the active engagement of all relevant stakeholders. The role of the Georgian Parliament in this process has been increased and all state reports are now subject to the Parliamentary scrutiny.

We are actively engaged in the work of the UN Human Rights Council and will further strengthen this engagement in the capacity of member of the Council starting from January 2023. As a Council member, we intend to focus our efforts on the protection and promotion of the rights of the most vulnerable groups, with special emphasis on women and girls, children and persons with disabilities, minorities, internally displaced persons and conflict affected people. Georgia remains committed to further contribute to the comprehensive implementation of the Council’s mandate in close cooperation with member states and all stakeholders. We believe that Georgia’s membership will give an additional positive impetus to the work of the Council. 

As a firm supporter of the Council’s Special Procedures, Georgia has extended a standing invitation to all special procedures mandate holders and already hosted several visits. The next visit from the Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities is scheduled for the second part of 2023.

Throughout past years, numerous important reforms have been implemented with the aim to protect and promote human rights. Indeed, we are fully cognizant that certain challenges remain and that they need to be addressed. Let me now briefly outline the major developments.

In pursuance to the Committee recommendations, we acceded to the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure in 2016. We ratified the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) in 2017 and we have harmonized Georgian legislation with the standards of the Convention. In 2021, we acceded to the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. We continue work to accede to the remaining human rights treaties and relevant domestic procedures are ongoing on this matter. 

In September 2022, the Government approved the second National Strategy for the Protection of Human Rights in Georgia for 2022-2030. The new Strategy, which was elaborated with the involvement of civil society and international organizations, is a comprehensive document that covers all fundamental human rights and freedoms. The Strategy puts special emphasis on the protection of the rights of vulnerable groups, such as persons with disabilities, ethnic, sexual and religious minorities, women, children, migrants and IDPs. 

The Strategy consists of four priority directions: Strengthening justice and rule of law; Protection of economic and social rights; Ensuring equality and elimination of discrimination; Protection of the rights and freedoms of the population affected by the illegal occupation of Georgian territories by the Russian Federation.  

As one of the main priority areas, Strategy envisages continuous improvement of equality and anti-discrimination legislation, consideration of the needs of minority groups, including ethnic and religious minorities, promotion of teaching the state language and improvement of victim-oriented response to the crimes committed on grounds of discrimination/intolerance.

We are no working on the relevant National Action Plan, which will incorporate targeted activities to ensure the implementation of the Strategy.

Furthermore, in 2022, the Government adopted the 4th “National Action Plan on the Implementation of the UN Resolutions 1325 on “Women, Peace and Security” and the “National Action Plan for the Elimination of Violence against Women and Domestic Violence” (2022-2024). Both documents incorporate concrete actions aimed at promoting gender equality in the public and private sectors, eliminating discrimination and gender based violence, encouraging women’s engagement in politics and public affairs, promoting women’s economic empowerment, as well as raising the awareness of women on their rights, especially in the regions densely populated by ethnic minorities. It is important to mention, that for the first time, both action plans have a dedicated budget with financial resources allocated for each activity.

The Government cooperates with civil society representatives in developing state programs and policies.

We constantly take measures to raise awareness among civil servants, law enforcement officials, judges and public at large, on human rights, including on anti-discrimination standards. 

We continue to take measures to strengthen the Office of the Public Defender to ensure its effective monitoring of the anti-discrimination law. In 2019, the Public Defender of Georgia was granted the power to seek the enforcement of the recommendations addressed to private law entities through courts. Furthermore, the approved budget of the Office was considerably increased.

Further measures were taken to combat discrimination and hate crimes. In September 2022, the Parliament adopted amendments to the Criminal Procedure Code to allow covert investigative activities for the purposes of increasing the effectiveness of investigation of racial discrimination cases. 

Human Rights Protection and Quality Monitoring Department of the Ministry of Internal Affairs monitors the quality of investigation of hate crimes and crimes committed with discriminatory intent. Particular importance is paid to the training of the law enforcement officials in order to strengthen their skills and capacities for investigation of crimes committed on the grounds of discrimination and intolerance. 

As a result of systematic policy implemented by the Prosecution Service of Georgia, the number of prosecutions for hate crimes has considerably increased. Notably, only specialized prosecutors and investigators of the Prosecution Service who have undergone intensive training course on discrimination, are entrusted to prosecute hate crimes.

In 2022, an independent state agency – the Special Investigation Service, which is legal successor of the State Inspector’s Service, was established for independent and effective investigation of specific crimes committed by the officials. The Service investigates not only the facts of ill-treatment committed in the exercise of official powers but also the violent crimes committed by the representatives of the law enforcement bodies off-duty. The mandate of the Special Investigation Service also extends over the crime of persecution of persons based on their confession, faith, social or religious activities. 

In order to collect, process and publish consistent disaggregated data on crimes committed on racial, national, ethnic and other grounds, in September 2020, the Memorandum on Cooperation on Collection of Data on Crimes Committed on Grounds of Intolerance with Discrimination Basis and Publishing a Joint Report was signed between the Prosecution Service, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Supreme Court and the National Statistics Office of Georgia. Two joint reports on hate-crime data were published in 2020 and 2021. Furthermore, since 2020, systematic collection and monitoring of the data on cases of discrimination under the civil and administrative proceedings is ensured by the judiciary.  
                                                            
Interagency Governmental Commission on Implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child coordinates and monitors the unified State policy in the field of the rights of the child. The Code on the Rights of the Child incorporates standards established by the Convention.  

Measures are taken for the protection of children in street situations, their rehabilitation and integration by providing state run services offered by day-care centers and shelters. Street children are provided with identification documents to enable them to access healthcare, education, social and other State programmes.

In 2020, the Law on Rights of Persons with Disabilities was adopted, which incorporates the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities into the Georgian legislation. In 2021, the Government established an Inter-Agency Coordination Committee to implement the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 

We have undertaken systematic reforms to create institutional safeguards for the independence, transparency and accessibility of the judiciary.

We implement programs and policies for the healthcare and social protection. The Constitutional reform strengthened the constitutional-legal significance of the social State principle by putting special emphasis on social rights. The Government has taken measures to protect health and lives of population in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic and provide social and economic assistance to those most vulnerable. 

The National Strategy of the Labour and Employment Policy of Georgia for 2019-2023 addresses the vulnerable groups as the priority beneficiaries of the active labour market policy, including ethnic minorities for improved social-economic conditions and opportunities for employment. The State Employment Support Agency was established to support labour and employment.

As a result of systematic reforms during the recent years, the Labour Inspection Department has been transformed into the independent supervisory mechanism – the Labour Inspection Service with an authority to monitor the enforcement of labour legislation. Labour Inspection conducts planned/unplanned supervision to identify and respond to forced labour and labour exploitation, including direct and indirect discrimination. 

The Government of Georgia is committed to double its efforts to ensure further development of curriculum, modern and diverse education resources. The Government approved the new Unified Strategy of Education and Science 2022-2030. The National Strategy is fully in line with SDG goals and strives to ensure equal access to inclusive, equitable and quality education, as well as to improve opportunities for lifelong learning for all. Georgia will continue enhancing effective tools to ensure access to quality education at all levels including for the representatives of ethnic minorities and the Roma. Georgia pledged to transform Georgian education system to strengthen the efforts to ensure quality, inclusive and equitable education for all at UN Transforming Education Summit in September 2022. 

The Government of Georgia is committed to continue effective implementation of civic equality and integration policy with respect to ethnic minorities. In 2021, the State Strategy for Civic Equality and Integration for 2021-2030 and the respective Action Plan for 2021-2022 was approved; it aims to ensure equal opportunities for all citizens, regardless of their ethnicity, for full participation in all spheres of public life, personal and professional development; and further encourage cultural diversity. The main inter-related priorities of the Strategy are: 1. State language for integration, 2. access to quality education; 3. equality, civic and political participation; 4. social and economic integration; 5. intercultural dialogue - with a special focus on further empowerment of women and youth. The Strategy implies further enhancement of existing unique mechanisms and instruments as well as introduction of new opportunities for successful civic equality and integration. 

The Central Election Commission ensures equal and full participation of ethnic minority representatives in elections by increasing citizen awareness about the election process in regions densely populated by ethnic minorities, training election administration officials and translating election-related documents into minority languages.

The reform of legal aid system is gradually implemented with an aim to ensure access to effective and quality free legal aid for ethnic minorities, IDPs from the occupied territories of Georgia, asylum seekers and stateless persons in line with international standards. The Legal Aid Service bureaus and consultation centers are constantly expanding in regions inhabited by ethnic minorities.

[bookmark: _GoBack]During the recent years, Georgia has undertaken legislative and institutional reforms to reinforce the legal protection of asylum-seekers, refugees and humanitarian status holders. The Law of Georgia on International Protection provides procedural safeguards at all stages of the asylum procedure. Georgian asylum system guarantees fair and effective asylum procedure, asylum seekers and international protection holders are provided with healthcare, education, labor and other state services. Asylum seekers and stateless persons are provided all forms of free legal aid, including representation in court proceedings. Due account is given to the principles of non-refoulement, non-discrimination and the principle of confidentiality. The legal guarantees within the scope of asylum procedure shall apply to asylum-seekers and persons under international protection without discrimination on any grounds. 
 
Implementing human rights centered approaches and ensuring delivery of effective public services remains the key priority for the Georgian Government. Let me note that the Georgian experience on Statelessness issues is considered as the best practice in the CoE region and beyond.
Let me now draw your attention to the extremely deteriorated human rights situation in Abkhazia and Tskhinvali regions of Georgia occupied by the Russian Federation. Violation of the right to life, torture and ill-treatment, kidnappings and arbitrary detentions, restriction of freedom of movement, infringement of property rights, prohibition of education in native language and blatant forms of ethnic discrimination have become part of everyday life for the conflict-affected people. Brutal killings of ethnic Georgians –Davit Basharuli, Giga Otkhozoria and Archil Tatunashvili, as well as the death of Irakli Kvaratskhelia in illegal detention at the Russian military base in Abkhazia region have been another vivid example of ethnically driven violence. 

On everyday basis, the local population is facing the dire consequences of installation of barbwire fences and artificial barriers, lengthy closure of the occupation line and restriction of freedom of movement. This, in turn, separates families, restricts access to their houses, crops, property and religious sites, as well as deprives them of proper medical treatment, education, or Georgian government-issued pension, which they heavily rely on.
 
It is particularly concerning that in such severe circumstances, the international human rights organizations are constantly denied the access to the occupied Abkhazia and Tskhinvali regions, while the international organisations implementing humanitarian and confidence-building projects in Abkhazia region are subject to pressure from the occupation regimes.
 
The Russian Federation, exercising effective control on the ground, bears the full responsibility for the violations in the occupied territories of Georgia. The Judgement of 2021 of the European Court of Human Rights established Russia’s responsibility for human rights violations in the occupied territories of Georgia under the European Convention on Human Rights.
 
My Government, in its turn, is implementing all available measures to address human rights abuses in the occupied regions, including by actively raising the issue on the international agenda. We spare no effort to find durable solutions for humanitarian and human rights needs of the conflict-affected people through peace negotiations in the Geneva International Discussions. Furthermore, we continue implementing programmes aiming at improving humanitarian and socio-economic conditions of people in the occupied territories. During the COVID-19 crisis, the Government was providing full-fledged support to the people on the other side of the occupation line.
 
We are taking further steps to address the long-term housing and to improve socio-economic conditions for IDPs, expelled from their houses as a result of a multiple waves of ethnic cleansing carried out by the Russian Federation in Georgia’s regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia, since early 90’s. Ultimate solution for hundreds of thousands of IDPs is a safe and dignified return to their homes, as reaffirmed in the respective resolutions of the UNGA. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

This is a brief overview of main reforms undertaken by my country. The Georgian Delegation will provide details on the concrete programs and policies implemented in different areas covered by the Convention. We stand ready to constructively engage in the dialogue and to provide more information to the questions raised. 

Thank you very much for your attention.
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