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[bookmark: _Toc149765741]Introduction
1. The report provides the views of 51 civil society organizations which are members of the Coalition for Children and Youth (CCY) scope. It reviews the 2017 – 2022 years covered by the fifth and sixth Reports on the Implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and its Optional Protocols submitted by the State of Georgia.
[bookmark: _Toc149765742]The Coalition for Children and Youth
2. The Coalition for Children and Youth (CCY) is an alliance of local civil society organizations working with children and youth with the mission to improve Georgia's child and youth welfare system. Currently, the CCY brings together 51 NGOs, and its main activities include advocacy of child and youth rights on national and international levels. The CCY is based on principles of equality, targets the protection of the rights of children and youth, and supports the advancement of the existing systems of child and youth welfare. The Coalition aims to advocate for children's and youth's rights locally and internationally. 
[bookmark: _Toc149765743]Methodology 
3. The report has been prepared based on the desk research of most studies published by UNICEF, the Public Defender of Georgia, the Coalition for Children and Youth, and its member organizations. Moreover, it considers the experiences/case studies of the CCY member organizations working in the child and youth welfare field.  
4. The report examines the Government’s action plans, legislation, policies, and services designed to safeguard child rights in the country. It sets out to conduct evidence-based monitoring of Government actions that are aimed to improve child welfare system in the country. The report also offers recommendations to assist the Government in establishing child-centered policies and practices.
5. One of the research tools was requesting public information from the governmental agencies, which enabled the CCY members to obtain relevant statistics, information on available tools, and various general or specific aspects of policy implementation in the area of Georgia's child rights protection.






[bookmark: _Toc149765744]Summary 
6. Adoption of the Code of the Rights of the Child in 2019 is considered a significant milestone in improving the situation of children's rights and best interest protection. However, the state must have clearly defined agencies responsible for implementing the Code. 
7. There are several systemic challenges in childcare and protection, due to which the child's rights are violated daily in Georgia. The working conditions of social workers are problematic, which causes the failure of the state to fulfill its obligations re: protectioin of the child's rights. 
8. The state implements few family support programs. Preschool education services for young children face serious challenges. Since enacting the Law on Early Childhood and Preschool Education in 2016, fundamental reforms to improve the quality of service needed to be faster and more effective on several ways. The country has no strategy or action plan to strengthen inclusive education in the education system and improve its quality. Although the number of social services has recently increased, access to social services for children remains problematic. 
9. Despite the state's declared policy to achieve deinstitutionalization of childcare and prevention of unnecessary separation of children from parents, the tendencies of placement into care of vulnerable children is evident instead of ensuring the provision of support to be raised in a biological family. 
10. Child poverty and its dire consequences remain one of the significant challenges that the child welfare system fails to address efficiently. Often, the socio-economic hardship of families is the reason children are placed into care including the large-scale, primarily unlicensed institutional care. 
11. Significant steps have been taken in recent years to reform the juvenile justice system. However, systemic shortcomings exist when children first face the justice system, mainly at police stations.
12. The model for granting the disability status is based on a medical diagnosis and does not address an individual's personal needs. Large numbers of children with disabilities are left behind in the education system at the general and vocational education levels.






[bookmark: _Toc149765745]1. Violence against children (arts. 19, 24 (3), 28 (2), 34, 37 (a) and 39)
[bookmark: _Toc149765746][bookmark: _Hlk149573106]1.1. Freedom of the child from all forms of violence
13. Georgia has had a child protection referral system since 2010, which aims to protect children from all forms of violence and abuse through the coordinated and effective work of all parties involved.[footnoteRef:1] Nevertheless, the professionals’ knowledge to identify, detect, and refer child abuse cases (preschool caregivers, teachers, doctors, municipal staff, and representatives of medical institutions) in line with the procedures remains a significant challenge[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Ordinance on Approval of Child Protection Referral Procedures, Document No. 437, Government of Georgia, 2016, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/3394478?publication=0;]  [2:  Child Referral Procedures Implementation Assessment, Young Pedagogies Union, 2020, available at: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Xu8XkVr7ID0WKZkW5U60YnwYyK39Znrq/view?fbclid=IwAR2Q1i_7yqZlcWAgN_iHkRhNOcZ43lmeZMOPJndpfjP-1Hc5KYriOpKp4KE;
Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, pg. 266-269, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;] 

14. The use of violent forms in child upbringing remains a severe challenge. According to 2019 data, the parenting method is non-violent in only 28% of children aged 1-14. 66% of parents/family members use psychological aggression towards the child, and physical punishment applies to 31% of children.[footnoteRef:3] Most alarmingly, almost 5% of children experienced severe punishment, such as being hit in the face, head, or ears and/or beaten with full force.  [3:  Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), National Statistics Office of Georgia, UNICEF Georgia and the National Centre for Disease Control and Public Health, 2019, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/media/3501/file/Georgia_MICS_2018_en.pdf; ] 

15. Psychological and physical methods of punishment were used more often for children with functional difficulties than for other children. A family member physically punished 12.4% of children with functional difficulties, and 37.3% were subjected to psychological aggression. The corresponding figures for children without functional difficulties are 4.4% and 29.8%. Also, violent methods of punishment are used more often on children living in the city (33.3%), boys (34.8%), and children aged 6-17 (31.9%) than on children living in rural areas (27.8%), girls (26.2%) and 1- for 5-year-old children (28.2%).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Child Wellbeing in Georgia – 2023, Results of the Child Welfare Survey (CWS), The National Statistics Office of Georgia (Geostat), with support from UNICEF, 2023, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/reports/child-wellbeing-georgia-2023; ] 

16. The challenges in the field of protection of children from violence are aggravated by the lack of knowledge of the procedures for identifying, detecting, and referring the facts of violence by professionals (kindergarten teachers, school teachers, doctors, municipal employees, representatives of medical institutions, teachers/trainers of informal education/sports), as well as, the problem of coordination and timely referral between agencies.[footnoteRef:5] In the agencies, the production of statistics on cases of violence against children is still incomplete. It cannot provide disaggregated records of cases, which further complicates the assessment of the current situation in the country. [5:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;] 

17. In 2022, the number of child abuse cases according to the Agency for State Care and Assistance for the (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking records doubled compared to the previous year. In total, 4,131 cases were reported to the agency, and of these, 1,013 children were identified as victims.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, pg. 266-269, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;] 

18. According to the data of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia, 542 restraining orders were issued for the reasons of child abuse in the family in 2022[footnoteRef:7], and 242 restraining orders were issued in the three months of 2023 (January-March).[footnoteRef:8] However, there is no information on the official website of the agency on the number of cases when the child was a witness of domestic violence. [7:  Domestic Violence Statistics, Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia, 2023, available at: https://acesse.dev/0O21b; ]  [8:  Domestic Violence Statistics, Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia, 2023, available at: https://info.police.ge/uploads/651d4c55201f9.pdf; ] 

19. The indicators reveal that both the prevention of violence against children and the response of specialists to cases in line with the established referral procedures continue to face challenges. One of the most acute problems remains the prohibition of violence, corporal punishment in educational institutions, and effective response to cases, which became the basis for initiating administrative proceedings in 79 cases in 2022. 
20. In addition, referrals of cases of violence against children to the Psychosocial Center of the Schools’ Child Protection (Mandaturi) Service are increasing every year, reaching 315 in 2022 and accounting for 16% of total referrals. It is noteworthy that the training of specialists on child abuse issues does not include checking the progress of their awareness and skills. In addition, the number of child-friendly spaces in general courts and agencies is low; specialists that lack essential qualifications are working with children who are victims of violence. The rehabilitation and support-oriented services cannot ensure the geographic availability of needed services.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;] 

21. To date, in several cases, preschool facilities and services provided by local self-governments do not have written instructions for responding to cases of violence against children, which limits the practice of detecting and responding to such by these entities.
[bookmark: _Toc149765747]1.2. Sexual exploitation and abuse
22. Prevention and addressing of child exploitation and sexual violence remains challenging both in terms of legislative and policy frameworks as well as their poor implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc149765748]1.2.1. Legislative shortcomings
23. The legislative challenges are the following:
· Sexual harassment against children is still regarded as an administrative offense (Article 1661 of the Administrative Offence Code of Georgia) and a matter covered by the civil code. Sexual harassment against children is not criminalized contrary to international human rights law. 
· Definitions of rape (article 137) and other sexual crimes (138-139) are not based on the victim's lack of free and voluntary consent; instead, it is based on the signs of violence. Consequently, rape and sexual sexual violence is not established if there are no signs of violence[footnoteRef:10] against the victim.  [10:  Tamar Dekanosidze, Nino Chikhladze, Gvantsa Kharatishvili, Lori Mann, The Administration of Justice on Sexual Violence Crimes against Women in Georgia,  Public Defender of Georgia, Council of Europe, 2020, pg. 9, available at: https://rm.coe.int/sexual-violence-research-eng/1680a17b78; ] 

· An aggravating circumstance to rape is defined as a commission of an action against a juvenile knowingly, as well as the commission of an act against a juvenile knowingly, by abusing trust, authority, or influential position. However, aggravating circumstance of Article 137 of the Criminal Code is described as penetration of a sexual nature into the body of a juvenile if it is committed with violence, under the threat of violence, or by abusing the victim's vulnerable condition. The precondition of violence is against international law and leaves many cases unpunished[footnoteRef:11]. The same problem arises concerning Article 138 of the Criminal Code of Georgia.  [11:  Tamar Dekanosidze, Maia Tsiramua, Lika Ghvinjilia, The Administration of Justice on Crimes of Sexual Abuse and Sexual Exploitation of Children, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia with the support of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), pg. 13, available at: https://l1nq.com/XpBDJ; ] 

· Georgian legislation acknowledges two different offenses that equal rape: One of them is a severe crime, and legislation provides for a stricter punishment (Article 137), and the other one is a less severe offense, and legislation provides for a lighter sentence (Article 139). Article 137 is read as follows: Rape, defined as any penetration of a sexual nature into the body of a person with any bodily part or object, committed with violence, under the threat of violence, or by abusing a vulnerable condition of a person affected. Article 139 is read as follows: Coerced penetration of a sexual nature into the body of a person or any other action of a sexual nature includes acts committed by threatening to spread defamatory information or to damage property, or to spread information about private life or information that can substantially violate the person’s rights, or by using financial, official or another kind of dependence, or by using the victim’s vulnerability, or material, official or other power.
· These two Articles are confusing, and the perpetrators can face more lenient punishment for the rape of a juvenile based on the Article 139 of the Criminal Code of Georgia.
· The age of consent in Georgian legislation is 16 years, while the legal age for marriage is set at 18 years. This gap instigates early marriages without registration and mild punishment for rape against children above 16 years. 
· Article 140 of the Criminal Code applies explicitly to juveniles, according to which penetration of a sexual nature into the body of a person below 16 years of age, committed knowingly by an adult, is criminalized. The act is punishable by imprisonment for seven to nine years. This article is interpreted as an act committed with the consent of a juvenile but still punishable to the victim's age. The legislature believes that a child can give consent to sexual intercourse at any age, and no lower limit for valid consent is established. This approach is an explicit violation of the international human rights law.
· Georgian legislation does not define the prostitution of children. However, it criminalizes the following: Engaging children in prostitution using violence, threat of violence, or deceit. Thus, Georgian legislation on the prostitution of children is not in line with the Lanzarote Convention, which states that "buying sex" from a child should be a crime in all cases. Under current regulations, buying sex from a child is not considered a crime, and if a child has reached the age of 16, the act may not even be part of any other action referred to in the Criminal Code.
· Georgian legislation does not provide for the criminalization of corruption of children (the intentional causing, for sexual purposes, of a child who has not reached the age below which it is prohibited to engage in sexual activities with a child, to witness sexual abuse or sexual activities, even without having to participate).
[bookmark: _Toc149765749]1.2.2. Data and statistics
24. No accurate statistics on the reports of alleged sexual abuse of children are collected. It is impossible to determine how many cases of sexual abuse of children were reported to the law enforcement agencies. It is also impossible to differentiate these data according to the articles of the Criminal Code. The Ministry of Internal Affairs does not maintain statistics on the cases received from state agencies within the framework of the child abuse referral procedures.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Tamar Dekanosidze, Maia Tsiramua, Lika Ghvinjilia, The Administration of Justice on Crimes of Sexual Abuse and Sexual Exploitation of Children, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia with the support of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), pg. 38, available at: https://l1nq.com/XpBDJ;] 

25. No disaggregated data are collected on the cases under an article about committing crimes against children, pregnant women, and persons with disabilities. 
26. Existing statistics of the Ministry of Internal Affairs include only the results of the initial qualifications. Consequently, cases that were subsequently re-qualified as a case of sexual abuse of children are not included in the data.
27. According to the statistics received from the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Prosecutor General's office, and the Supreme Court of Georgia, in 2014-2020, the investigation was launched into 1743 sexual crimes committed against children, criminal prosecution was launched in 1499 cases, judgments were delivered in 780 cases of which 767 were guilty verdicts. This number of convictions is almost twice as low as the rate of the commission of criminal prosecution into cases of sexual abuse of children.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Tamar Dekanosidze, Maia Tsiramua, Lika Ghvinjilia, The Administration of Justice on Crimes of Sexual Abuse and Sexual Exploitation of Children, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia with the support of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), pg. 82, available at: https://l1nq.com/XpBDJ;] 

28. This type of data doesn’t give a clear picture of the scope of sexual violence against children in Georgia.
[bookmark: _Toc149765750]1.2.3. Services for the child victims of sexual abuse 
29. Even though psychologists are invited to participate in the investigative procedures, there are not enough psychologists in the country (less than 30 psychologists for the whole country under the State Care Agency), and there is no mechanism to check the qualification of the psychologists, the profession remains entirely unregulated, there is no law regulating psychology, no mandatory ethics code for psychologists, no disciplinary sanctions for psychologists. These factors impose a considerable risk for child victims to receive unqualified psychologists' services or to receive none.
30. Even though Barnahus (the Center for Psycho-social Rehabilitation) was introduced, many judges do not accept the recorded statements of the child victims of sexual violence; consequently, at the Barnahus, a child victim testifying in the presence of multiple persons (a police officer, lawyers, psychologists, and other professionals) that is against the principle of the Barnahus.
31. As the public defender reports[footnoteRef:14], there are no timely and effective measures tailored to the victim child. At this stage, across the country, there is only one psychologist in each region within the State Care Agency, making it impossible to respond to all cases promptly and appropriately, employing the individual approach to the child. Also, especially problematic is the issue of geographical access to psychological services, which often makes it impossible for a psychologist to work with a child on rehabilitation. The lack of social workers employed by the state care agency is also a crucial issue, preventing them from taking timely and effective measures for addressing each child abuse case. [14:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, pg. 280, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765751][bookmark: _Hlk149752407]Recommendations
Freedom of the child from all forms of violence
1. Ensure the implementation of the Global Partnership for the Elimination of Violence against Children commitments, including INSPIRE - seven strategies for eliminating violence against children at the national and municipal levels, and ensure the effective involvement of civil society in the process. 
2. Implement a systematic approach to create, implement, and monitor action instructions for the representatives of preschool institutions and municipal services on the issues of violence against children.
3. Ensure unified, disaggregated (gender, age, ethnicity) data on violence against children to create an evidence-based policy in the field of prevention and response to violence against children.
Sexual exploitation and abuse
1. Adopt amendments in the law to meet the minimum standards of legal protection of children experiencing sexual violence and exploitation.
2. Start gathering comprehensive data on sexual violence against children and apply data in decision-making and policy development.
3. Ensure adequate and quality professional services in regions and the capital for all children, including children with disabilities and other vulnerable groups.
[bookmark: _Toc149765752][bookmark: _Hlk149759419]2. Family environment and alternative care (arts. 5, 9–11, 18 (1)–(2), 20–21, 25 and 27 (4)) - Children deprived of a family environment
32. The Committee, in a recommendation issued during the Fourth Periodic Review, called on the state to assess the needs of [footnoteRef:15] families and children appropriate mechanisms for early identification and social protection programs. Despite this, such an effective mechanism still needs to be put in place in the country, Lack of support often results in the removal of the child from the family due to poverty. [15:  Concluding observations on the fourth periodic report of Georgia, Committee on the Rights of the Child, CRC/C/GEO/CO/4, 2017, Recommendation 27 (c);] 

33. Despite the improvements in Georgia’s childcare system for the last two decades, prevention of unnecessary separation and provision of family support practices still face huge challenges. While on the one hand, the fall in the rates of child institutionalization has been ensured by more children being reintegrated with their biological families and/or placed in alternative (family-type) care, which is undoubtedly an achievement, on the other hand, this development has magnified the importance of building family support services to prevent unnecessary separation, which remains a significant concern. This situation is further exacerbated by rising rates of child poverty found by various studies and the increased practice of employing violent methods of upbringing. The services that would support educational and economic empowerment of parents are lacking. 
34. The Code of the Rights of the Child, adopted by the Parliament of Georgia in 2019, creates an essential legal basis for keeping a child in a family environment. The law emphasizes that it is unacceptable to remove a child from the family due to poverty[footnoteRef:16]. Nevertheless, the removal of a child from the family due to poverty is one of the core problems of the child protection system. The primary cause of child separation from the family is the family's economic hardship. Similarly, when the State Care agency applies to the court to prolong a child's stay in alternative care, its arguments are unsubstantiated and are again related to poverty. In 2021, 22.7% of children lived in absolute poverty, while material deprivation (measured per the EU methodology) affected 37.8%.[footnoteRef:17] The Government has not developed effective mechanisms to prevent child separation.[footnoteRef:18] The statistics of recent years are a subject of serious concern and testify to the challenges of law enforcement in practice. The problem of early identification of the needs of families and children and the demand for more services relevant to the identified needs is the primary cause of this. In 2019, 18.4%[footnoteRef:19] of children were placed in state care based on poverty and inadequate standard of living, and in 2020, 15%[footnoteRef:20].  [16:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 26, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4; ]  [17:  Child Wellbeing in Georgia – 2023, Results of the Child Welfare Survey (CWS), The National Statistics Office of Georgia (Geostat), with support from UNICEF, 2023, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/reports/child-wellbeing-georgia-2023;]  [18:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;]  [19:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2020070407523954521.pdf;]  [20:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf; ] 

35. There are 37 small group homes (SGH) for children under state care; for children with disabilities, there are four small group homes, and there is still one child institution under the Georgian Orthodox Church. In total, there are 1462 children living in foster care. In 2022, 346 children were placed in alternative care, and 119 were reintegrated with biological families. 14.3% of children are placed into alternative care because of the behavioural problems of the child. This means securing behavioural programs and therapies could have probably avoided the need for separation. Additionally, the Government cannot provide programs for positive parenting to prevent cases of child violence.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2023033120380187763.pdf;] 

36. The provision of services supporting independent living for youth above 18 has remained an unresolved issue for many years, as well as the provision of housing for those who leave the state-care system after they turn 18. The situation for people with disabilities is particularly acute in this regard, as, in some cases, young people with status of a person with disablity who may not even have self-care skills at all are left behind in terms of ensuring the provision of necessary support and care to them, and depend on the capacity of the provider organization which cared for these individuals until they reached 18 years of age. The support provided by the state to such, in most cases, is extremely scarce[footnoteRef:22].  [22:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765753]2.1. Deinstitutionalisation
37. On February 7, 2023, the Ministry of Occupied Territories, Labour, Health, and Social Affairs adopted the deinstitutionalization strategy and Deinstitutionalization Action Plan for persons with disabilities. However, none of these documents mention the boarding schools run by the religious organizations (e.g., Ninotsminda boarding school).
38. Following the latest report of the Public Defender of Georgia concerning the Ninotsminda childcare institution, dated December 2021[footnoteRef:23], several children still remain in the institution, among them one child with a disability, even though the Tbilisi City Court has ordered to remove all children with disabilities following the interim measure issued by the UN CRC by the request of NGO Partnership for Human Rights. [23:  Special Report On the Rights of Children in NNLE Javakheti Ninotsminda St. Nino Boarding School, Public Defender of Georgia, 2021, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2022012417163458457.pdf; ] 

39. The criminal cases related to sexual violence, torture, and other forms of violence remain pending, with no charges raised against any representative of the Ninotsminda childcare institution or the state agencies. Ex-residents of the Ninotsminda Childcare Institution, currently placed in small group homes, requested assistance from the NGO lawyers since they were not provided with effective legal aid by the State. Still, they were denied legal aid by the State Care Agency. To the children who left the Ninotsminda Childcare Institution the State does not provide effective remedies to compensate for the inflicted damage and prevent future institutionalization.
[bookmark: _Toc76075935][bookmark: _Toc149765754]2.2. Small family-type group homes
40. As of December 2022, 37 small family homes are operating across the country, where 235 children aged 6 to 18 live (the age distribution of children is as follows: 6-10 years - 7; 10-14 years - 56; 14-18/19 years - 172). There are also 4 specialized family-type residential care services for children aged 0 to 10 with severe and profound disabilities or health problems, where 27 such children live.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  LEPL Agency for State Care and Assistance for the (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking, Letter No. 10031862300169392, 15.02.2023;] 

41. The situation in small family-type group homes, which are an essential part of the alternative child-care system, does not meet child protection standards. Small family-type homes do not provide rehabilitation for children victims of violence; there are no adequate, therapeutic, and result-oriented rehabilitation programs for them, which aggravates the emotional state of children[footnoteRef:25]. In small family-type group homes, identifying child victims of violence, managing challenging behaviors and crisis situations, preventing violence, responding promptly, and providing psychosocial assistance remain unresolved problems for years. It is problematic to carry out educational activities tailored to children's interests and to prepare them for independent living[footnoteRef:26].  [25:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;]  [26:  Monitoring of Child Care System – Effectiveness of Alternative Care, Special report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019051418581765162.pdf;] 

42. The issue of protecting children living in small family-type group homes from sexual violence is critical. While state officials may have been aware of signs of sexual violence detected among children, the alleged child victim has not received adequate support; in some cases, the victim and the abuser continued living in the same house. No cases of violence are reported and refereed[footnoteRef:27]. [27:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2020070407523954521.pdf;] 

43. Providing individualized care for children is difficult because a small family-type group home is still a residential facility. Added to this is the need for more financial and human resources, support services, and overcoming coordination difficulties with all involved agencies. Due to the shortage of foster families, children who would receive much better and individualized care in foster care end up in small family-type group homes. 
44. Providing individual psychotherapy and community mental health services for children in general is a challenge. In addition, there are stereotyped attitudes and a lack of appropriate professional competencies towards children with mental health and behavioral difficulties.
45. It is problematic to carry out educational activities tailored to the interests of adults in small family-type group homes and to prepare children for independent life. Children with disabilities and with special educational needs remain at particular risk. 
46. Violence among children in small family-type group homes remains the acute problem. The older beneficiaries with traumatic experiences, whose proper rehabilitation has not been carried out, exercise various types of violence, including especially severe ones, against younger children. There are separate homes where children with severe traumatic experiences, challenging behavior, and mental health problems are placed together. In some cases, the facts of various forms of violence against children who are victims of domestic violence are carried out even after placement in a small family-type group home instead of planning their involvement in various rehabilitation activities.
47. In 2023, the Young Pedagogies Union conducted a qualitative study[footnoteRef:28] that revealed the following shortcomings in the small group home service as an alternative care: [28:  Study of the effectiveness of child care services, Young Pedagogies Union, 2023;] 

· [bookmark: _Toc76075936]Placement decisions of children into small group homes are ill prepared. Children are placed into those spontaneously, without prior assessment or preparation. Children are even placed without providing proper documentation to the administration of the small group homes.
· Because there are no appropriate psychological services, children with psycho-social needs are transferred to the psychiatric hospital as the only alternative, and the caregivers express stereotypical attitudes and opt solely for medicinal treatment of such children.
· When children´s conduct is characterized with criminal and antisocial behavior the administrations of SGHs apply to the Government but do not receive any assistance since there are no services to handle the issue.
· Older children who have reached the age of criminal liability are forcing younger children below the age of criminal liability to get involved in antisocial and criminal conduct, including theft.
· Children often experience violence and bullying, particularly when several small group homes are placed on the same premises.
· Not all caregivers in SGHs have been trained in how to identify and handle violence.
· The caregivers experience severe challenges in communicating with law enforcement. The police officers do not adequately react to cases of child prostitution and other types of violence against children.
· The financing of small group homes needs to be improved to be able to meet the standards set by international and domestic law.
[bookmark: _Toc149765755]2.3. Foster Care Program 
48. As of December 2022, 507 foster parents are registered and employed nationwide, where 1104 foster children live (the age distribution of foster children is as follows: 0-6 years - 223 children, 6-10 years - 281 children; 10-14 years - 218 children; 14-18 years - 346 adults; 18-21 years - 36 young people). 360 children with disabilities live in specialized foster care.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  LEPL Agency for State Care and Assistance for the (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking, Letter No. 10031862300169392, 15.02.2023;] 

49. The main challenge in the field of foster care services is the small number of foster parents across the country, especially in the regions, the lack of competencies of foster parents, the lack of therapeutic and rehabilitation services needed for children placed into foster care as well as foster parents, and also the compatibility difficulties, etc. There are significant difficulties in finding appropriate foster families for ethnic minority and/or non-Georgian-speaking children. As a result, children find themselves in a foreign language and unfamiliar cultural environment, complicating their adaptation.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Study of the effectiveness of child care services, Young Pedagogies Union, 2023;] 

50. Due to the small number of foster parents, the existing foster parents are overworked, which affects the capacity to exercise an individual approach to foster children. There are cases when the number of children in foster care exceeds the number established by the law. Foster parents need to gain proper skills to offer care tailored to the children's individual needs. Consequently, carers are not able to create an environment adapted to the children’s needs and to provide them with suitable support.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Monitoring of Child Care System – Effectiveness of Alternative Care, Special report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019051418581765162.pdf;] 

51. The lack of available foster families also causes children to be placed in such territorial units (geographic locations) where there are no proper medical or rehabilitation services available. Also, 22.4% of the children were placed away from their biological families in another city/district/region, which limits the opportunities for contact of foster children with their biological environment.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Monitoring of Child Care System – Effectiveness of Alternative Care, Special report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019051418581765162.pdf;] 

52. Foster caregivers/families have little or no knowledge and skills of working with children with challenging behaviors or victims of violence. Due to the mentioned fact, the types of care provided to such children are sometimes aggravates the stress and the overall state of these children.
53. It is also problematic that some children with severe traumatic and violent experience behavioral and emotional difficulties after a certain period, especially at the age of puberty, are moved to a small family-type group homes because foster care services find it difficult to cope with difficult behavior. In 2021-2022, 116 children were transferred from foster care to a small family-type group home, while in the same period, 15 children were placed into foster care from small family-type group homes.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  LEPL Agency for State Care and Assistance for the (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking, Letter No. 10031862300169392, 15.02.2023;] 

54. The provision of rehabilitation services to children victims of violence in foster care, the low level of awareness of foster parents in terms of managing and preventing complex behavior, and the lack of regular contact of children with social workers remain challenges. Children living in foster care (24.2%) speak about the incidents of physical and/or psychological violence by the foster parent.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Monitoring of Child Care System – Effectiveness of Alternative Care, Special report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019051418581765162.pdf; ] 

55. Challenges in foster care programs are the following:
· The lack of available foster families, particularly in the regions, makes it almost impossible to place a child into foster care. Additionally, foster parents lack competencse and are not supported with therapeutic and rehabilitation services for them and children in their care, which makes the process particularly difficult.
· Due to the lack of foster parents’ skills and needed services, children are often transferred from foster families to small group homes once they reach adolescence or experience severe trauma due to violence.
· Most foster parents need to be made aware of the existing national standards of foster care.
· Children belonging to ethnic minorities placed in foster care experience severe issues: the foster parents do not speak the language familiar to children and do not belong to the same ethnic group, which makes the process of adaptation particularly difficult.
· Foster parents sometimes are unaware of the individual care plan developed for the child placed into their care.
· The current level of payment to foster care is insufficient to meet the children's educational and rehabilitation needs if they require mental health services.
· Even though children in foster care are provided with medical insurance, foster parents still have to pay for a significant share of medical bills, including medications, dentistry, etc.
· Foster parents find it particularly difficult to handle the challenging behavior of children, support their emotional development needs, and, in general, protect children from violence; the situation becomes complicated once children reach the adolescent age. 
· Social workers do not regularly monitor and provide quality support to children placed in foster care. 
56. The mentioned shortcomings are further intensified by the fact that children are not provided with effective grievance mechanisms and cannot appeal the violations effectively. Even though, by law, children are entitled to free legal aid, the state Care Agency that acts as a legal guardian of these children refuses to allow communication between a child and a lawyer, including an NGO child rights lawyer. 
57. In 2019, the Tbilisi City Court issued judgment [footnoteRef:35] (3/1897-18) on the local human Rights NGO Partnership for Human Rights case, establishing the denial of disabled children access to legal aid. The Child had been living in foster care and was complaining against the State Care Agency. The Child had an intellectual disability and experienced physical and severe emotional violence from the social worker.  [35:  Decision: The right of a child living in state care to participate in the justice process, Strategic litigation case, Partnership for Human Rights (PHR), 2022, available at: https://encr.pw/ZaSxv; ] 

58. Additionally, she was denied participation in the decisions concerning her life and change of the form of alternative care. She managed to contact NGO lawyers, but the State Care Agency (an employer of the Inflicted Social worker) restricted child communication with the NGO lawyers. The Court decided it constituted the infringement of the Child's right to legal aid. The Supreme Court of Georgia upheld the decision on 2021 February 22. However, the decision was not enforced, and the lawyers were not allowed to meet with the child since she had already been placed in another form of alternative care (adopted). The State Care Agency refused to enforce the decision.
[bookmark: _Toc149765756]2.4. Reintegration 
59. Due to the issue's complexity, reintegration of children remains a big challenge for the country. Even though in 2022, the state program of social rehabilitation and child care has improved some social assistance packages and monetary assistance has increased minimally[footnoteRef:36], it still does not ensure the long-term sustainability of the results. For the sustainability of reintegration, it is necessary to support the biological family both before and after reintegration[footnoteRef:37]. [36:  On the approval of the 2023 state program of social rehabilitation and child care, Document No. 69, Government of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/5727062?publication=3; ]  [37:  Monitoring of Child Care System – Effectiveness of Alternative Care, Special report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019051418581765162.pdf; ] 

60. According to the ‘Child's Rights Code’ adopted by the Parliament of Georgia in 2019, it was determined that the state should ensure the reintegration of the child placed in the state care system in the shortest possible time and for this to strengthen the biological family. However, to this day, this issue remains the biggest challenge of the child welfare system[footnoteRef:38]. [38:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4] 

61. The Code mentions that the form and duration of the family support program should be determined individually, based on the assessment of the child and his family's situation and needs. In addition, the family support program should not be a one-time and should serve to provide sustainable results. Nevertheless, programs and services to strengthen families need to be more effective, which is a big challenge for reintegration. The programs are not adapted to the specific needs of families, so it is impossible to eliminate the primary dysfunctions and crises in targeted families. 
62. While 81% of the resources allocated from the state budget are spent on alternative care, only 19% is spent on the sub-program for reintegration of children with their families[footnoteRef:39]. [39:  Child Rights in Georgia, Report Card 2019, Coalition for Children and Youth CCY, 2020, available at: https://l1nk.dev/TvsSH; ] 

63. Substantial problems arise during the separation of the child. Due to the scarcity of services, social workers choose foster parents or small family-type group homes on the basis of available places, which increases the risk of the child moving away from the geographic area of the biological family, which in itself hurts preservation of family-child relationships, and diminishes opportunities for reintegration in the long term. In addition, there is a risk that small family-type group home or foster care selected with such an approach may not respond to the best interests and needs of the child[footnoteRef:40]. [40:  Need Assessment Study of Tbilisi and Imereti Regions, Prepared by Research and Management Consulting Company (ACT) for SOS Children’s Villages Georgia, 2021.] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765757]2.5. Development of child protection and support services in local municipalities
64. There are several gaps in the existing social protection system in Georgia, which cannot respond to the challenges in ensuring children's well-being in the country. The main shortcoming is the failure of the child-oriented social protection system on at the local self-government level manifested in the lack of family and child support services. On the part of municipalities, it is impossible to identify the risk groups, assess their needs, and plan the relevant intervention and ensure its timely execution. 
65. Despite the obligations defined by the ‘Child's Rights Code,’ a proper system has not yet been developed at the local level, which would be responsible for and effective in protection of and well-being of children.[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 96 (2), available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4; ] 

66. Among other important issues, the Code considers the decentralization of children's welfare, particularly transfer of certain functions of child rights protection and support to local governments. To fulfill the mentioned functions, the Code created several obligations for the municipalities, of which the creation of a proper structure of child protection and welfare and the employment of relevant qualified staff are essential.[footnoteRef:42] The obligation defined by the law is still unfulfilled in most municipalities. In particular, in the number of municipalities, there is no structural unit defined by the code that will be assigned to perform the functions of child protection and support. [42:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 96 (6), available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4;  ] 

67. In some municipalities where the child protection unit is already functioning, it does not have all the specialists defined by the law: social worker, lawyer, doctor, and psychologist, which is why the departments cannot fully fulfill the mandate imposed by the code.
68. Following the Code of Children's Rights, local self-governments should develop municipal programs to protect children's rights, coordinate their implementation, and monitor and evaluate the implementation process.[footnoteRef:43] Programs and services focused on protecting the rights of the local community's children were not launched in the municipalities. Also, the municipalities need to identify the needs of children and families and develop appropriate programs. Local programs are still not tailored to specific known needs but rather to specific groups (e.g., single mothers, people with disabilities, large families, etc.).[footnoteRef:44] Also, in the municipalities, we still see programs aiming not on the long-term strengthening but on one-time assistance, which fundamentally contradicts the principles of child and family strengthening and support and the principles embedded in the Code.[footnoteRef:45] [43:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 96 (4), available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4; ]  [44:  ‘On the approval of the 2022 budget of Dmanisi Municipality’ the amendment to the Resolution N42 of the Dmanisi Municipality Council, 2021, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/5391024?publication=0; ]  [45:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 28, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4;] 

69. The rules and principles of inter-agency cooperation (both at the central and local levels, as well as between different institutions of the central government) are not spelled out, which complicates collaboration between various agencies, which is the main obstacle to effectiveness of the child protection and support system. Municipalities have not developed a unified municipal policy for child protection and support.
70. No training system for social workers has been established. In 2020-2021, a social worker certification program for local self-governments was held, and approximately 150 people were trained. Today, this program is no longer running. 
71. The report submitted by the state to the CRC does not include information on how the ‘Child's Rights Code’ is implemented at the municipal level and how the problems mentioned above are solved.
[bookmark: _Toc149765758][bookmark: _Hlk149752446]Recommendations
Development of child protection and support services 
1. Develop an evidence-based strategy and a corresponding state action plan to prevent violence against children and support families at the central and local levels.
2. Design the concepts of community-based family support programs at a municipal level. These family support programs must be comprised of the following key elements: parent/caregiver education, economic empowerment, psycho-social or other assistance based on the individual needs of the families.
3. Develop child-friendly centers/day care centers at the municipal level to assist families with child care during the daytime and help build children's social and cognitive skills.
4. Increase the number of social workers, as required by the existing demand and workload.
5. Specify and clearly define the job description and activities of social workers.
6. Collect and maintain comprehensive and reliable data about the workload and performance of social workers.
7. Design induction and continued education programs and raise the qualifications of social workers.
8. Carry out regular needs assessments and introduce evidence-based services to enhance the effectiveness of social work.
9. Ensure the adoption of effective grievance mechanisms, access to legal aid, and access to justice for children in state care.
10. Stop the practice of child separation for poverty reasons from the family.
11. Ensure proper funding and community service provision for alternative care services.
12. Ensure effective investigation of the criminal cases from Ninotsminda Childcare Institution.
13. Ensure the inclusion of religious childcare institutions in the deinstitutionalization plan.
14. Ensure availability of the range of family and community-based alternative care services, both in terms of forms and geographic locations, so that they are tailored to the best interest of each child.
15. Ensure, along with financial or in-kind support, strengthening of parents' skills and raising their awareness, especially regarding child needs and parenting methods. 
16. Ensure an increase in financial resources for the programs supporting reintegration of children from care.
17. Develop a strategy of reintegration to improve the existing programs.
18. Design evidence-based support systems (monetary and non-monetary) for reintegrated families and assess the quality of existing ones.
19. Prioritize children/families who receive reintegration assistance in their social/healthcare programs.
Development of child protection and support services in local self-governments
1. Ensure the promotion and availability of the social work profession in the educational system, which will create an opportunity for self-governments to hire qualified specialists to meet the requirements of the Child Rights Code.
2. Develop municipal policy of child protection and support.
3. Develop diversified and accessible family support services tailored to the needs of children and families.
4. Create services tailored to the individual needs and strengthening of the child and his family instead of one-time family support interventions
5. Introduce and develop a monitoring system, which determines the impact of program/service in solving a specific social problem and the scale of meeting the needs of children and their families.
[bookmark: _Hlk149759458]







[bookmark: _Toc149765759]3. Children with disabilities (art. 23)
[bookmark: _Toc149765760]3.1. Social Services
72. Despite increases in funding of the State Program on Social Rehabilitation and Childcare, lists of clients waiting to receive various entitled services, the geographical coverage and quality of service provision, and overlaps between central and municipal budgetary allocations within specific state-funded programs continue to be a significant problem. Despite the rising number of service provider organizations, the government does not look into the needs of children with disabilities. It still needs a clear action plan for addressing the needs of these, and determine the type of services to be developed, and the pace at which they must be developed. There is no data at the local level about persons with disabilities and no practice of studying their specific needs. There is no unified standard and quality of service provision across the country. Daycare centers, which fail to meet the minimum standards for registration and operation as defined by the government, find it easy to register as service providers of municipal programs as these programs do not have monitoring mechanisms or impose specific requirements for registration. Thus, without the unified service provision standard and adequate monitoring mechanisms, these daycare centers continue to operate with funding from local municipalities. Some municipalities offer co-funding of centrally funded social programs, which is desirable as long as the terms and conditions of such co-funding do not contradict the state program's standards and conditions.[footnoteRef:46]  [46:  Child Rights in Georgia, Report Card 2019, Coalition for Children and Youth CCY, 2020, available at: https://l1nk.dev/TvsSH;] 

73. The providing process of subprograms for children with severe and profound intellectual developmental impairment at home is challenging. The program is not accessible in all regions of Georgia.[footnoteRef:47]  The number of beneficiaries is limited. The number of actual beneficiaries is less because of the bureaucratic requirements from the Ministry of Internally Displaced Persons from the Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs of Georgia.[footnoteRef:48] In September 2022, October, and February 2023, the payment of the performed work was delayed, which led to frustration, demotivation, and outflow of personnel. One of the main challenges of the subprogram is the failure to consider the individual needs of the children involved in the program.[footnoteRef:49]  [47:  The subprogram is implemented in 6 administrative-territorial units of Georgia: Tbilisi Municipality, Telavi Municipality, Zugdidi Municipality, Sagarejo Municipality, Borjomi Municipality, Marneuli Municipality; 6 other regions are entirely uncovered: Guria area, Zemo Svaneti area, Racha-Lechkhumi and Kvemo Svaneti area, Mtskheta-Mtianevi area and Adjara Autonomous Republic.]  [48:  In Tbilisi, 60 places have been used, and the remaining 20 places cannot be used because additional.]  [49:  The subprogram is divided into two components: 1. 44-hour component and 2. care component for children with challenging behavior. The 44-hour component is designed for children who cannot move and need constant care. 44 hours are allocated to the caregiver and the development specialist. If necessary, an occupational therapist, speech therapist, physical therapist, psychologist, pediatrician, and psychiatrist are involved in the care process (total - no more than 44 hours). 44 hours of care per month does not even minimally cover the real needs faced by the families of these children. Within this component, it needs to be provided more minimally and cover the actual need. The subprogram component for children with challenging behavior is 18 hours daily. Eighteen hours of care is often inconsistent with the child's needs; if the child needs 18 hours of care, he also needs the remaining 6 hours. The hours of care should be determined individually and cover 24 hours if necessary.
] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765761][bookmark: _Hlk149752461]Recommendation
Shift to Social Model of Disability
1. Replace the medical model of assigning the disability status with the social and human rights model.
Social Services
1. Increase the geographical coverage of the sub-program for the provision of services at home for children with severe and profound mental retardation covering all regions of Georgia.
2. Simplify the program administration procedures on the part of the Ministry of Labor, Health and Social Protection of Georgia, which concerns the obligation of prior submission of documentation of persons providing care.
3. Increase the hourly pay and reduce the workload of employees to stop the massive outflow of personnel from the program.
4. Replace the set 44-hour care threshold and determine length of care according to the beneficiary's individual needs.
5. Determine the individual needs of beneficiaries in the case of 18-hour care provided by the program of providing 24-hour service.
6. Design a unified standard of service provision, which will be mandatory for implementation by service providers funded by both central and local governments.










[bookmark: _Toc149765762][bookmark: _Hlk149759672]4. Basic health and welfare (arts. 6, 18 (3), 24, 26, 27 (1)–(3) and 33)
[bookmark: _Toc149765763]4.1. Standard of living
74. The Committee made four recommendations in the Fourth Periodic Review to establish an adequate standard of living for children[footnoteRef:50]. The Committee requested that the State of Georgia allocate resources to strengthen families with children, ensuring an adequate standard of living for all children.  [50:  Concluding observations on the fourth periodic report of Georgia, Committee on the Rights of the Child, CRC/C/GEO/CO/4, 2017, Recommendation 35 (a), 35 (b), 35 (c), 35 (d);] 

75. The current social protection system of state and municipal services has not been sufficient in addressing the challenges posed by poverty in families with children during the coronavirus pandemic, especially given a large number of families having lost their jobs. State benefit payments often need to be increased for families to feed their children and buy clothes and basic household / educational items. One of the reasons for this is also the lack of targeted social assistance programs focused on identification of needs of families with children living in poverty and eliminating the identified risks.  
76. The primary mechanism of assistance provided by the Government of Georgia to poor households is the ‘Targeted Social Assistance Program,’ which provides both monetary and some non-monetary aid. Data from the Population Welfare Survey show that the targeted social assistance program coverage, even among vulnerable populations, is limited, as it covers only 37% of children below the general poverty line[footnoteRef:51]. [51:  A Detailed Analysis of Targeted Social Assistance and Child Poverty and Simulations of the Poverty-Reducing Effects of Social Transfers, UNICEF Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/media/2486/file/TSA&CHILDPOVERTY_eng.pdf; ] 

77. Child poverty and inadequate living standards prevent many children from receiving age-appropriate food for development. According to the results of a multi-indicator cluster survey published in 2019, half of children aged 6-23 months receive only 5 groups out of the recommended 8 groups of food products. Only 66% of the mentioned age group receive solid/liquid foods with the recommended minimum frequency appropriate to age, and 27% receive the minimum food ration and varied foods with the minimum frequency[footnoteRef:52]. [52:  Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), National Statistics Office of Georgia, UNICEF Georgia and the National Centre for Disease Control and Public Health, 2019, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/media/3501/file/Georgia_MICS_2018_en.pdf;] 

78. The cases studied by the Public Defender of Georgia also demonstrate that, as in previous years, the involvement of families with children in the ‘Emergency State Aid for Families with Children in Crisis’ is still delayed. Citizens' statements also indicate that in some cases, the assistance provided to beneficiaries (including food) under this sub-program needs to be revised and meet the needs of the beneficiaries[footnoteRef:53]. [53:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

80. The existing programs at the municipal level are mostly one-time in nature and fail to meet the needs of families with children living in poverty in a timely and comprehensive manner, especially in providing adequate housing for families with children, resulting in several children living in life-threatening conditions. [footnoteRef:54] [54:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2019, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2020070407523954521.pdf;] 

78. The risks of poverty and inadequate living standards increased during the Covid-19 pandemic. In the face of the socio-economic problems caused by the pandemic, the inadequate standard of living has reached an even more critical level. It has led to a significant crisis in socially disadvantaged/vulnerable families with children. In Georgia, from January to December 2020, families receiving subsistence allowance with at least one child increased from 71,766 to 87,527 families. Also, families with 3 or more children increased from 20,750 to 25,782 families. During the same period, in January, 152,353 children were involved in the mentioned program, and at the end of the year - 186,131 children[footnoteRef:55]. [55:  Report on the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

81. The existing state and municipal services were not sufficient during the pandemic to cope with the poverty challenges arising in families with children, especially when a large part of the families are left without a job. The social allowance from the state often needs to be more to buy children's food, clothes, and primary household/educational items. One of the reasons that caused such a situation is the absence of a targeted social aid program oriented to identify and address the identified risks among families with children living in poverty. The current social security system fails to stop child poverty in the country or significantly reduce it.[footnoteRef:56]  [56:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, pg. 280, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765764][bookmark: _Hlk149752480]Recommendations
1. Take necessary measures to ensure persons/children with disabilities have modern, internationally compliant housing standards and an adequate standard of living in the framework of the relevant sub-programs of the State Social Rehabilitation and Child Care Program.
2. Identify gaps in state programs to strengthen families with children living in poverty. 
3. Develop a document on the investigation and participation of the social worker and psychologist in the court proceedings in coordination with the law enforcement agencies and the High School of Justice of Georgia.
[bookmark: _Hlk149752500]




[bookmark: _Toc149765765]5. Education, leisure, and cultural activities (arts. 28–31) - Education, including vocational training and guidance
[bookmark: _Toc149765766]5.1. Preschool Education
82. At the level of preschool education, several problem hinder the availability of quality and effective educational programs for children, which, in turn, negatively affect child development. One of the key challenges hindering the development of the preschool education level is scarce funding. Even though education is declared a priority at the level of municipalities, the funds allocated for the development of preschool education are minimal. They are mainly focused on replenishing salary funds. At the same time, the qualification of kindergarten employees is low. There is a significant deficiency in using correct pedagogical strategies in practice. It is a common practice that resources such as books, pencils, and toys should be provided by the parent or guardian, as the budget for such materials is minimal. According to the Preschool Education Quality Survey Report, 62.5% of municipalities spend less than 10 GEL per child yearly on educational resources. In case of some municipalities, this amount is even less than 1 GEL. It is also worth noting that even with a small budget, it is impossible to distribute the priorities correctly because the funds allocated to training resources or the training of kindergarten staff are minimal (or even zero).
83. Adding to the abovementioned problems is that municipalities do not fully understand their role in controlling preschool education institutions, which is their exclusive right. One of the reasons for this is that the municipalities were given this exclusive right while there was almost no readiness for it at the local level. There were minimal support systems in this direction, which would strengthen the people involved in the process at the local level. Therefore, over the years, the problem of personnel qualification at the municipal level continues to be acute.
84. Quality preschool education remains a challenge for Georgia. Although some legislative acts – several national standards were passed (end of 2017), the preschool authorization has started (2023), municipalities and central government (regional development fund) invest in the renewal of the physical infrastructure of kindergartens and quality of water and sanitation facilities in preschool institutions were improved[footnoteRef:57], following issues still remain: [57:  Child Wellbeing in Georgia – 2023, Results of the Child Welfare Survey (CWS), The National Statistics Office of Georgia (Geostat), with support from UNICEF, 2023, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/reports/child-wellbeing-georgia-2023;] 

· The national standard on infrastructure is not yet developed.
· The Government does not yet define the national minimum wage for preschool teachers.
· The access to quality preschool education for minority children, especially those living in rural areas, is far below the national average.
· Access to education in the native language for minorities is limited.
· Preschool playgrounds are not organized to support educational goals and lack equipment.
· Diversity in education models, curricula, and formats (alternative preschools) is not supported. The existing methodological/educational resource is not diverse, although it is of high quality.
· The number of educators is insufficient; thus, the legally defined ratio of child/educators is not maintained.
85. All these challenges force public preschools to act as care centers – providing children with food and care but limiting their right to quality education. 
86. In the school year 2021-2022, 72.3% of children had access to preschool education, 68.5% of pre-school-age children attended public kindergartens, and 3.8% attended private kindergartens. 27.8 % of the total children were left behind. Among them, 21.6% of children did not go to preschool by choice of parents, and 6.2% were unable to due to various barriers. These barriers include service unavailable in the neighborhood – 44%, on a waiting list – 17.5%, no appropriate clothes/shoes – 4%, afraid of the pandemic – 15%, Distrust in the service provider- 4.2 %, and other.[footnoteRef:58]  The overall preschool attendance rate was lower than in 2018 (MICS 2018) - The percentage of children aged 36-59 months attending an early childhood education program in 2017 was 77.9 %. [footnoteRef:59] [58:  Child Wellbeing in Georgia – 2023, Results of the Child Welfare Survey (CWS), The National Statistics Office of Georgia (Geostat), with support from UNICEF, 2023, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/reports/child-wellbeing-georgia-2023; ]  [59:  Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), National Statistics Office of Georgia, UNICEF Georgia and the National Centre for Disease Control and Public Health, 2019, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/media/3501/file/Georgia_MICS_2018_en.pdf;] 

87. Enrollment rates are even lower for ethnic minority children, children with disabilities, children from socially vulnerable families, and children living in rural areas. In Georgia, there are a total of 2028 kindergartens, 323 private and 1705 public. In preschool readiness programs, according to the data from municipalities, 57% of children are engaged in Kvemo Kartli, Racha-Lechkhumi region - 65%, Guria 70%, Kakheti-71%, Mtskheta-Mtianeti -76%, Samtskhe-Javakheti-78%, Imereti-78%, Adjara-82%, Shida Kartli-83%, Akhalgori-92%, Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti -94%, Tbilisi-115%[footnoteRef:60].  [60:  Some children from neighboring municipalities go to Tbilisi kindergartens as their parents go for work in capital city.  ] 

88. In 2020-2021, the pandemic significantly affected the Georgian preschool education system. From March 2020 (first Quarantine) until March 2021, kindergartens worked only 4-6 weeks, while in the Adjara region, all preschool educational institutions were closed. Online services were scarce and not systemized, leading to inequality in children’s access to education.[footnoteRef:61]  [61:  Impact of COVID 19 Pandemic on Preschool and Early Childhood Education, Civitas Georgica, 2021, available at: https://l1nq.com/adPDc; ] 

89. Most preschool education personnel either lack qualifications or their qualifications and skill-set are irrelevant to early and preschool education. 44% of caregiver pedagogues in 57 municipalities lack the qualifications. 50% of directors are not educated in early and preschool education matters. Low levels of competency and qualification of school personnel and the shortage of specialized assisting personnel pose severe challenges to the system and impede the effective provision of inclusive education at preschool institutions. [footnoteRef:62] [62:  Study on Quality of Early Childhood Education and Care in Georgia, UNICEF, 2018, available at:  https://www.unicef.org/georgia/sites/unicef.org.georgia/files/2019-01/Pre-school_quality_study-ge-2.pdf’; ] 

90. The 2016 Law of Georgia on Early and Preschool Education established national standards[footnoteRef:63], technical regulations,[footnoteRef:64] and several related normative acts[footnoteRef:65].  To obtain the status of a preschool education institution, the authorization process of the preschool institutions, according to the legislation, should have been accomplished before the end of 2021.  Only in February 2023, the parliament received Provisional rules for authorizing an early childhood education and/or preschool education institution. In the transitional period (until January 1, 2030), institutions are authorized by the National Center for Education Quality Development subordinate to the Ministry of Education and Science of Georgia.  [63:  National Professional Standard for Caregiver-Pedagogues, Document No. 478, Ordinance of the Government of Georgia, 2017, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/3837404; National Standards for Early and Preschool Education and Care, Document No. 488, , Ordinance of the Government of Georgia, 2017, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/3838798?publication=1; ]  [64:  Technical Regulations for Sanitary and Hygiene Requirements to be Observed by Early and Preschool Education isntitutions https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/3837694?publication=0, Technical regulations for standards of Catering and Nutritional Values of Diet at Early and Preschool Education Institutions, Document No. 487, Ordinance of the Government of Georgia, 2017, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/3838370?publication=0; ]  [65: Training Module for Professional Development of Caregiver-Pedagoguess, Document No. 68/n, Order of the Government of Georgia, 2020, https://www.matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4873654?publication=1; ] 

91. An array of provisions prescribed in the law remain unfulfilled by various central and local government institutions:
· The government of Georgia has not yet established the minimum remuneration threshold for caregiver pedagogues.
· The Government of Georgia has not adopted technical regulations for the institutions' buildings and facilities, infrastructure, logistics, and material and technical arrangements.
· The Ministry of Education, Science has not yet devised educational and methodological resources in compliance with the principles of inclusive education. It has not made these resources available to local municipalities.
92. Preschool education institutions do not follow requirements set by the law on the maximum number of children in the classroom per their age[footnoteRef:66]. The classroom sizes in large towns are well above the set standard. For example, the average number of children in classrooms at Tbilisi preschool institutions is relatively high[footnoteRef:67]. This practice hurts the process and outcomes of education.   [66:  Law of Georgia on Early and Preschool Education, Article 22, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/3310237?publication=0; ]  [67:  Study on Quality of Early Childhood Education and Care in Georgia, UNICEF, 2018, available at:  https://www.unicef.org/georgia/sites/unicef.org.georgia/files/2019-01/Pre-school_quality_study-ge-2.pdf’;] 

93. A study conducted by the State Audit Office of Georgia in 2021 in 4 largest municipalities of Georgia revealed that in Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Rustavi, and Poti, the preschool institutions for the purchase of child development equipment (books, toys, etc.) had spent only 0.04% to 0.7% from their expenses.[footnoteRef:68]  [68:  Audit Report of Management of Pre-school Education Institutions Established by Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Rustavi and Poti Municipalities, State Audit Office of Georgia, 2021, Available at: https://acesse.dev/o1xPm;] 

94. In regions densely populated by ethnic minorities, there are still very few kindergartens; therefore, the enrollment rate of children in preschool institutions is 25.5% (on average).[footnoteRef:69] For example, in Bolnisi municipality, there are only 12 kindergartens, most of which are located in villages where mostly ethnically Georgian population lives.[footnoteRef:70]  [69:  Report on Georgia, sixth cycle, European Commission against Racism and Intolerance, 2023, available at: https://rm.coe.int/sixth-report-on-georgia-georgian-translation-/1680ab9ed5; ]  [70:  General Document of Assessment of Problems and Challenges in Bolnisi Municipality, Social Justice Center, 2019, available at: https://acesse.dev/bPMPk; ] 

95. The Public Defender’s Office monitored 143 preschool education institutions in Georgia. A report published in 2020 highlights several critical violations:
· The kindergartens are not tailored to the needs of persons with disabilities and, therefore, fail to ensure their full involvement.
· 34% of kindergartens have children with disabilities, although only 14.2% of them have special assistant-teachers. According to the kindergarten staff, the need for special teachers is much higher, although in many cases, the parents of children with disabilities are against granting 
the status of special educational needs of their children.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Results of the Monitoring of Preschool Institutions, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2020090915120888564.pdf; ] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765767]5.2. General Education
96. Practice shows that educational institutions mostly try to consider the requirements of the national curriculum, which recognizes the equality of girls and boys. However, teachers often cannot grasp the information/knowledge gained in training or other methods regarding gender issues and put it into practice. 
97. It should also be noted that in planning extracurricular activities and projects in schools, students' interests are rarely considered. This leads to the fact that often girls are more involved than boys in such events, which are related to human rights, democracy, and civil society building. This creates significant challenges in the process of forming democratic values. In addition, members of society often interfere in the process of choosing a profession, which is due to gender stereotypes and less awareness about occupations. 
98. Many of the school community do not know the use of technology in the educational process. According to the teachers, some colleagues rarely use computers or online resources. Partially implemented activities at the state level did not bring positive changes. In the unified national strategy (2022-2030) prepared by the Ministry of Education and Science of Georgia, it is mentioned that the interim and final evaluation of the 2017-2021 strategy revealed that the strategic goals and objectives were not formulated and supported by relevant indicators. Therefore, the degree of achievement of the plans could not be assessed. Accordingly, the problem is the existence of unsystematic and unsustainable approaches. For example, the third-generation national curriculum has been developed, which is quite an important document and requires teachers to introduce creative approaches. Unfortunately, most teachers do not have the ability to do this because they do not have appropriate qualifications. 
99. In addition to the issues mentioned above, in many cases, the state of the school infrastructure and resources cannot meet the needs of the children. Both parents, students, and school representatives complain about it. Special attention was paid to natural science subjects and the challenges of "learning by doing." Even though many schools have been renovated, the material and technical base necessary for examinations remains unorganized. Schools' lack of specialized equipment significantly hinders the learning process. The infrastructural needs of schools are substantial.
100. In addition, most of the representatives of the field of general and preschool education (with few exceptions) do not have statistical data on how many children are in educational institutions whose parents are economic migrants abroad. According to the school's teachers, students in this category often stand out from their classmates by specific characteristics. This is mainly due to the less involvement of the child's caregiver in educational processes, the weakening of control mechanisms on the part of other family members, and the process of breaking the emotional attachment with the parent/parents. Accordingly, various types of complications appear, including learning disabilities, speech disorders, attention deficit and hyperactivity syndrome, etc. All this contributes to the emergence of social-emotional and behavioral problems, among which are severe anxiety, attention deficit, and aggressive behavior. All this has a heavy impact on the child's development process. It is also noteworthy that children with similar problems are, in some cases, excluded from their peers, which damages their emotional stability even more. At a relatively young age (for example, at the primary school level at the preschool education level), children of economic migrant parents show special warmth and love towards educators/pedagogues. According to teachers' observations, some children in this category are distinguished by increased sensitivity and emotionality, and some by aggressive behavior (fights with peers, biting, etc.). However, school and kindergarten representatives note that they do not have much experience working with such vulnerable children, nor do they have information about strategies that can be used to make them more actively involved in the learning process and facilitate their integration into the environment.
[bookmark: _Toc149765768]5.3. Inclusive Education
101. Working with vulnerable groups of students/adults in educational institutions is also a significant challenge. There are significant challenges in the direction of introducing inclusive education. Awareness of school staff and parents on issues related to inclusive education remains a problem. Also, according to the parents of children with special education needs, their children were repeatedly bullied at school. In addition, they point to the need for a personal assistant at school because their children have specific needs that a special teacher cannot meet and, according to them, is not required to. As parents note, the individual curriculum is less adapted to the child's abilities, which ultimately leads to the fact that the student's academic development takes on a formal character, reducing the quality of inclusive education in the country.
102. The Ministry of Education and Science of Georgia does not have complete information about children with disabilities involved in preschool education. Data are available only on school-age children with disabilities (older than 6 years) involved in preschool education. The fact that no in-depth research was conducted on the needs of children with disabilities in the municipalities during the reporting period should be assessed negatively. In addition, children who have been left out of preschool education cannot be identified. Another problem is the lack of accessibility of the infrastructure of kindergartens, which is mainly limited to the installation of ramps.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2021, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2022070612391254904.pdf;] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765769]Recommendation
Preschool Education
1. Adopt national standard on preschool education facility infrastructure to ensure a safe and comfortable space for every child in Georgia.
2. Introduce the national minimum wage for preschool teachers to eliminate significant discrepancies among preschool educators in the capital and regions/rural areas.
3. Increase access to quality preschool education for minority children through new facilities and/or alternative forms of education.
4. Ensure children's rights - access to education in their native language - for children through the development of curricula, methodologies, training personnel, and increasing access to preschools.
5. Provide continuous training for kindergarten teachers in the direction of violence, creating a safe environment, inclusive environment, gender equality, tolerance, and human rights.
6. Implement effective internal monitoring and supervision mechanisms in preschool educational institutions that will consider the existing standards.
7. Increase the financing of preschool institutions, which also ensures the increase of the funding of preschool education institutions for purchase of educational resources and technical equipment.
General Education
1. Create an accurate definition of school clubs and their work in the national curriculum, and include the component of club work in the teacher's career advancement section.
2. Equip educational institutions with subject laboratories.
3. Ensure access to technologies for teachers and school administration.
Inclusive Education
1. Conduct research on general trends and needs of children with disabilities involved in preschool education in cooperation with municipalities. Plan activities according to the problems identified.
2. Take appropriate measures to improve access to educational institutions' infrastructure and educational materials for schoolchildren with disabilities. 

[bookmark: _Hlk149752523]






[bookmark: _Toc149765770]6. Special protection measures (arts. 22, 30, 32–33, 35–36, 37 (b)–(d) and 38–40)
[bookmark: _Toc149765771]6.1. Economic exploitation, including child labor
103. The legislation of Georgia (Labor Code, Code of Children's Rights, Code of Administrative Offenses) complies with international standards regarding the minimum age of employment of children, safe working conditions, and the rights of the child in the implementation of labor relations, however, due to the shortcomings in the child protection system, the requirements specified by the legal acts are not enforced. In the recent period, the state has not implemented changes at the legislative or administrative level. In addition, after 2015, the state has not surveyed to assess the child labor situation.
104. National studies and statistical information about children's labor in Georgia are scarce. According to the 2015 report of the National Statistical Service of Georgia[footnoteRef:73], the number of children between the ages of 5 and 17 involved in child labor was 4.2%—about 24,400 children whose daily activities harm their health and social development and interfere with learning. As mentioned, no quantitative research on child labor has been conducted in the country since 2015. An exception is the situational analysis research carried out by one of the public organizations in 2015, where the study of children’s harmful practices of labor migration from the regions of Adjara and Guria to Turkey is presented. In 2023, the indicated organization conducted the same survey again to compare the results with a similar study conducted in 2015[footnoteRef:74]. [73: Georgia National Child Labor Survey 2015 - Analytical Report, International Labor Organization and National Statistics Office of Georgia (GEOSTAT), 2016, available at: https://encr.pw/VWkSn; ]  [74:   Study of the Practice of Labor Migration of Children from the regions of Achara and Guria to Turkey, Young Pedagogues’ Union, 2015, available at: https://acesse.dev/XEblV; ] 

105. The scarcity of statistical data prevents the formation of the vision of the state and municipal actors and the development of appropriate action plans or social and other programs and services. In particular, the action plan related to child labor has not been developed at the state and municipal levels, and specific services or programs that would contribute to preventing child labor or eliminating factors causing labor at the central or municipal levels[footnoteRef:75] are insufficient and/or ineffective. In addition, there are extremely few state and municipal programs and services aimed at the economic empowerment of parents and families, which would hinder the prevention of poverty, addressing it, and, accordingly, involvement of children in labor.[footnoteRef:76] [75:  On the approval of the 2023 state program of social rehabilitation and child care, Document No. 69, Government of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/5727062?publication=3; Approval of the Rule for Assessing the Socio-Economic Status of Socially Vulnerable Families, Document No. 141/n, Order of the Government of Georgia, 2010, available at: https://www.matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/1015445?publication=17; ]  [76:  Goga Khatiashvili, Mariam Janiashvili, Nana Gochiashvili, Child Rights Impact Assessment of COVID 19 related States Measures in Georgia, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2022041512104778740.pdf; ] 

106. The mentioned factor determines the practice that the underage citizens of two regions of Georgia (Guria and Adjara) have been involved in labor migration to the Republic of Turkey for many years. According to sociological studies of 2015 and 2023[footnoteRef:77], children travel to foreign countries for seasonal work and are employed in tea and nut plantations. The most important motivation for labor migration for children is to gain financial independence, provide financial support to the family, and escape from poverty. The 2023 survey found that the majority of children (69%) were 14-16 years old at the time of their first work visit to Turkey, which means that the category of labor migrants in Turkey has become even younger since 2015 (in the previous survey, the primary age of children was 16-17 years). In addition, the majority of children make their first visit to Turkey without their parents. The working period for children in the Republic of Turkey is often 3-4 weeks. Like the 2015 survey, the 2023 survey revealed that children work more than the regular hours (9 hours and more). As in 2015, the 2023 survey also shows that young people who go to work in Turkey are engaged in hard physical work. [77:  Study of the Practice of Labor Migration of Children from the regions of Achara and Guria to Turkey, Young Pedagogues’ Union, 2015, available at: https://acesse.dev/XEblV;] 

107. Similar to the 2015 survey[footnoteRef:78], the 2023 survey also shows that in almost all cases, the agreement between the employer and the employee is not formalized in any way. This is confirmed by the fact that employers practically do not ask for the notarized consent of their parents to hire children without their parents. In the 2023 survey, a third of respondents reported that their rights were violated during labor migration. The respondents point to such violations as bullying by the employer, beatings, non-normative work schedule, working without the right to a break, prohibition of eating during working hours, restriction of contact with family members, reduction of promised money or not giving it at all, harsh living conditions, etc. [78:  Study of the Practice of Labor Migration of Children from the regions of Achara and Guria to Turkey, Young Pedagogues’ Union, 2015, available at: https://acesse.dev/XEblV;] 

108. The country does not keep records of underage citizens involved in labor migration. Therefore, no statistical information will give us information about the scale of the problem. Compared to the 2015 survey, the 2023 survey shows that the incidence of multiple labor migration of children in Turkey has decreased, and the vast majority (89%) of existing cases involve a single visit, which may be due to the Covid-19 pandemic and the devaluation of the Turkish lira.
[bookmark: _Toc149765772]6.2. Children in street situations
109. Children have been vulnerable to poverty and the risks associated with an inadequate standard of living for years in Georgia. Due to social and economic problems, child labor and its extreme forms are still relevant. The situation of children who live and work in the streets is also acute. Unfortunately, the country's current social system and programs do not meet the individual needs of families with children. Mostly, they are one-time and are not focused on long-term results.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

110. Responsible agencies are still unable to eliminate child exploitation in the streets, prevent participation of children in anti-social activity, coordinate work on identifying the needs of children living in the streets, and improve their situation. Mobile groups are not functioning in large cities such as Batumi, Kobuleti, Telavi, Akhaltsikhe, etc. The children working on the streets are offered to provide services in shelters and day centers for homeless children. Still, it is not an effective means of avoiding child exploitation and rehabilitation because, in most cases, children are still returning to the street and continuing to work.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

111. The children are living and working in the streets because of different reasons, but one of the main reasons is poverty. According to the existing data, the reality caused by the Coronavirus has reduced the income of a significant part of the families and pushed them into poverty. Compared to pre-pandemic, revenues of approximately a quarter of the families (23%) were reduced. The existing social systems and services will not reduce the risk of children finding themselves on the streets. Services for children living and working in the streets did not foresee providing services for the beneficiaries when they became 18 years old. Municipalities are still unable to assess the needs of the families with children living in poverty and to implement effective programs. This situation is now also more problematic as of March 22, 2020, day service centers temporarily suspended their services due to the prevention of possible spread of Coronavirus.[footnoteRef:81] [81:  Report of the Public Defender of Georgia On the Situation of Protection of Human Rights and Freedoms in Georgia, Public Defender of Georgia, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021070814020446986.pdf;] 

112. Although in recent years, the state has taken several positive steps by creating new services, unfortunately, the needs of this specific target group remain unexplored and not addressed. Currently, services and programs relevant to the needs of children living and working on the streets are only partially available in the country.
113. The first fundamental problem is the lack of quantitative data, let alone qualitative research and identification of needs. Although the report prepared by the state indicates that 2564 children living and/or working on the street were identified in 2014-2020[footnoteRef:82], this number is inaccurate. It cannot be considered as statistical data. The mentioned number reflects the results of a completed questionnaire and the mobile groups' monthly log data, and not the exact number of children identified since there are often cases of duplication during identification and reporting. Based on the above, claiming Georgia has 2564 different/unique children would be wrong. This number may reflect duplicated data. In addition, the approximate number of children who could not be identified in the given years is unknown. [82:  Combined fifth and sixth periodic reports submitted by Georgia under article 44 of the Convention, due in 2023, Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2023, CRC/C/GEO/5-6, para 244-248;] 

114. Instead of 6 shelters and seven-day care centers planned within the ‘Shelter of Homeless Children’ sub-program, five shelters and 5-day care centers operate in Georgia. These services essentially miss their original purpose. In particular, in the case of shelters, children are not prepared for long-term alternative care, and daycare centers fail to fulfill the function of promoting prevention. In addition, the same children are constantly enrolled in shelters and daycare centers, whose outflow is rare. The main reason for the flow of beneficiaries from services is the age. In rare cases - a return to the family. In even rarer cases - a change in the form of care. Frequently, a child is transferred from another service to a shelter. For example, a child who was placed into care in a small group home or foster care and has behavioral difficulties, criminal behavior, mental health difficulties, or other issues that could not be managed, such aggravated cases are removed from small family-type group homes and foster care and placed in a shelter.
115. The country has no complex family-strengthening service or program as a preventive mechanism. The needs of children living and working on the street are different; accordingly, the ways of responding to them should be diverse and complex.[footnoteRef:83] [83:  Children Living and/or Working in the Streets of Georgia, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2018, available at: https://www.unicef.org/georgia/media/1256/file/Street%20Children.pdf;] 

116. IThe‘2021 State Program of Social Rehabilitation and Child Care’ added the "sub-program of shelter support for young people under the age of 18-21 who have left the state care system" and the sub-program of provision of food products for the young people under the age of 18-21 who have left the care system. Although none of the programs exclude supporting homeless children as they reach adulthood, unfortunately, these sub-programs cannot be used by youth living and working on the street. It is challenging to benefit from the housing provision sub-program since the children living and working on the street, as a rule, have few necessary resources and cannot meet the criteria defined by the sub-program. The sub-program mentioned above is mainly aimed at young people living in small family-type gruop homes and foster families.
117. In 2021, the ‘24-hour emergency response mechanism’ was approved, based on which, by increasing the working hours of mobile groups, an effective and rapid response to violence against children and work in the direction of children living and working on the street should be implemented, including proactive identification and provision of necessary services. It is important to note that 24-hour duty mobile teams are often unable to monitor the street as they are busy responding to other calls, such as court representation. At the same time, the quantitative ratio is very unequal. In a city with a population of 1.5 million, only one mobile group works at night, which is not enough. 
118. As for the number, until July 2023, 8 mobile groups were functioning. Despite the great need, currently, only five mobile groups are functioning, 3 of them in Tbilisi, one in Rustavi, and one in Kutaisi.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  On the approval of the 2023 state program of social rehabilitation and child care, Document No. 69, Government of Georgia, 2022, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/5727062?publication=3;] 

119. The rate of outflow of employees from the services of children living and working on the street, especially from the services of the mobile group, is very high. Out of three mobile groups operating in Tbilisi at this stage, two mobile groups do not have social workers appointed by the agency. Therefore, the functioning of these two mobile groups is incomplete. A similar experience has happened many times, for example, when a group had to function without a social worker for 18 months, or in 2014-2015, one social worker worked within two groups. In general, the mobile group employees need an ongoing professional support to prevent burnout.
120. The needs of employees working in shelters and daycare centers is worth a separate mention. Because the remuneration of employees of these services financed by the voucher system is small, while the job is challenging and responsible, it isn't easy to attract and retain qualified personnel. In addition, there is a need for continuous professional training of employees, which is also not taking place due to insufficient funding.
121. The report by the state mentions that a project of a unified government strategy for the years 2023-2026 and a project of an action plan for its implementation for the years 2023-2024 have been developed for the protection of children living and/or working on the street from all kinds of violence, including trafficking, which are entirely unknown to the service providing organizations. Service providers were not involved at any stage of development and approval, which represents a total disregard of the first-hand in-depth knowledge of the needs, opportunities, and best practices of working with children living and working on the street.
[bookmark: _Toc149765773]6.3. Administration of Child Justice  
122. In Georgia, in 2016, the Juvenile Justice Code was adopted, which determined the obligation of specialization of the judge, prosecutor, investigator, police officer, lawyer, social worker, mediator, probation officer, witness and victim coordinator, prison staff, and psychologist involved in this process.[footnoteRef:85] The ‘Child's Rights Code’ adopted in 2019 reiterated the specialization commitment[footnoteRef:86].  [85:  Law of Georgia Juvenile Justic Code, Chapter IV, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/2877281?publication=21; ]  [86:  Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Article 73, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4; ] 

123. Although according to the general provisions of the ‘Child's Rights Code,’ the specialization of all persons involved in the justice process must be carried out, there are no legal obligations regarding the obligation of specialization of interpreters and legal representatives[footnoteRef:87]. In addition to legal records, regulating this process requires the adoption of legislative acts, which should regulate the process of training specific professionals on a practical level. Nor does the government decree N668, which establishes the standards of specialization of persons implementing and participating in the juvenile justice process, regulate the training process of psychologists, prosecutors, and interpreters. This issue is not regulated by any other legislative act, which creates challenges at the practical level, as shown by several reports and studies[footnoteRef:88]. [87:  Law of Georgia Juvenile Justic Code, Chapter IV, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/2877281?publication=21; Law of Georgia ‘The Code on the Rights of the Child’, Chapter X, available at: https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/4613854?publication=4; ]  [88:  Specialization of Professionals in the Juvenile Justice System, (Georgian Centre for Psychosocial and medical rehabilitation of Torture Victims (GCRT), pg. 18, 2020, available at: https://cutt.ly/lwcWgv33; Protection of Procedural Rights of Juvenile Defendants, Witnesses and Victims in Criminal Justice, Special Report, Public Defender of Georgia, pg. 14, 15, 20, 2020, available at: https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2020052512261337628.pdf; Access to Justice in Georgia, Social Justice Center, Chapter 4.4., 2021, available at: https://socialjustice.org.ge/uploads/products/pdf/Access_to_Justice_in_Georgia_1632406837.pdf. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc149765774]Recommendations
Economic exploitation, including child labor 
1. Revise the national legislation and prohibit the imposition of overtime work for children, which is inconsistent with the international standard.
2. Develop detailed obligations for employers about the employment of children, such as maintaining a register, taking care of the safety of working conditions, assessing risks, and providing relevant instructions to employed children.
3. Develop relevant instruments and regulations for policy regarding child labor both for municipalities and government agencies.
4. Identify the needs of the families of children involved in labor migration, include them in the support systems, and Strengthen the multisectoral services to respond timely to such cases.
5. Strengthen the accurate registration system for the absence of children from the education process and develop the supervision procedures to eradicate child labor. 
6. Develop information and awareness-raising campaigns for the general public about preventing child labor, especially extreme and complex forms of child labor, as well as the problem of labor migration.
7. Define specific measures for preventing underage labor and labor migration in the human rights action plan.
8. Create a working group that will legally assess the labor migration of children and initiate the development of the act regulating the labor migration of children.
9. Create an accurate and disaggregated (age, socio-economic status of the family, gender, region, form of work) statistical database about child labor. 
Children in Street Situations 
1. Develop a strategy to support 18+-year-old beneficiaries of the out-of-care and homeless child support subprogram, which will provide services tailored to the needs of young people.
2. Allocate the necessary administrative and financial resources for the effective functioning of the Sub-Program on ‘Providing shelter for homeless children,’ as well as develop an effective and efficient tool for assessing the quality of mobile group activities.
3. Develop and introduce additional services for the families and parents of children living and working in the street, both in mobilizing their emergency material support funds and developing the necessary skills to increase employment motivation and opportunity.
4. Develop preventive strategies to provide parents psychological counseling in cases when a history of mental health issues, substance abuse, and violence in the family puts children at risk of entering street lives.
5. Ensure sustainable and quality care services by increasing funding from the government to cover NGOs’ de facto costs.
6. Ensure availability of and access to the necessary rehabilitation services for children;
7. Make necessary efforts to reduce the stigma against minority populations in the country and raise competence in public offices.
8. Extend support for street-connected children and youth beyond the current 18-year age limit.
9. Strengthen the capacity for psychological counseling and therapeutic follow-up and involve specialized competence in sexual abuse and trauma resulting from long-term domestic violence.
Administration of Child Justice  
1. Implement the Code on the Rights of the Child, particularly about the selection, appointment, and professional training of all professionals in the justice system working with and for children, including those who provide free legal aid.
2. Strengthen the capacity of the Juvenile Referral Centre and increase the rehabilitation services provided for children in need.
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