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Opening Statement by Mr. Niko TATULASHVILI
Advisor to the Prime Minister on Human Rights Issues


Madam Chair,

Distinguished Members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my honor and great privilege to present the report of the Government of Georgia on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, in my capacity as the Head of Georgian Delegation consisting of senior officials as well as relevant experts from the executive, legislative and judicial branches.

At the outset, I wish to reiterate and emphasize the dedication of Georgia’s commitment to human rights protection and cooperation with the UN human rights monitoring mechanisms. Georgia regularly submits its periodic reports to the UN human rights treaty monitoring bodies and pays uttermost attention to the implementation of their recommendations.

In order to ensure the effective implementation of Georgia’s reporting obligations before the UN Treaty and Charter-based bodies, we have developed an inclusive national reporting process with the active engagement of all relevant stakeholders. A consultation process with the Public Defender’s Office, international and local civil society organizations also took place.

Throughout previous years, numerous important reforms have been implemented with the aim to protect and promote rights of PWDs. Indeed, we are fully cognizant that certain challenges remain and that they need to be addressed. 
Let me now briefly outline the major developments:
Policy Documents
In 2014, Georgia ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. With this, Georgia has not only recognized international standards for the protection of persons with disabilities but also undertook a number of commitments at both the national and international levels.  
In the light of the Convention in 2017 the Constitution of Georgia was amended. The Constitution includes a separate equality clause acknowledging that “the State shall create special conditions for persons with disabilities to exercise their rights and interests”. 
In order to better reflect the obligations and principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in the national legislation, in 2020 the Parliament of Georgia adopted a new law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. According to the law, the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities is based on the social model approach and is focused on determining the real needs of PWDs and responding measures accordingly. The law explains the principle of "universal design" and provision of "reasonable accommodation". In 2021 the Law on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination was amended and denial of reasonable accommodation is now considered as a form of discrimination. 
In 2021 Georgia ratified the Optional Protocol to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the state recognized the competence of the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to receive and consider communications from or on behalf of individuals or groups of individuals subject to its jurisdiction who claim to be victims of a violation by that State Party of the provisions of the Convention. 
On September 5, 2022 the Government approved the second National Strategy for the Protection of Human Rights in Georgia for 2022-2030. The new comprehensive strategy addresses all fundamental human rights and freedoms and puts a special emphasis on the protection of the rights of vulnerable groups. The strategy has already been submitted to the Parliament and it is expected to be adopted by the coming weeks. Above-mentioned strategy devotes a whole chapter to the rights of Persons with disabilities.
As a follow-up to the human rights strategy, on February 3rd the Administration of the Government of Georgia organized a kick-off meeting with the involvement of State Agencies, International Organizations and local NGOs to discuss the goals and priorities of the new National Human Rights Action Plan. It should be noted, that a significant part of the action plan will be devoted to the accessibility issues.
Human Rights Protection Mechanisms 
In November 2021, in close cooperation with the UN Agencies, UNDP and OHCHR the Public Defender's Office, and the civil society sector, the Government Administration established the Interagency Coordination Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Committee is composed of high-level officials, deputy Ministers and head of other state agencies. To underline the importance of the Committee, the first Committee meeting was chaired by the Prime Minister of Georgia.
In order to ensure the active engagement of the persons with disabilities, PDOs and the organizations representing persons with disabilities, the Committee established the Consultative Council. The working meetings of the Consultative Council are held regularly and are fully dedicated to identify the challenges and priority areas for the rights of persons with disabilities. The Consultative Council actively attends all meetings of the Inter-Agency Committee of the Rights of Persons with disabilities. The call for application is still open and all interested person or organization can apply to join the Council at any time. 
In the reporting period almost all municipalities (58 municipalities out of 64) of Georgia have established the councils working on the issues of persons with disabilities at the local level. In order to strengthen coordination between executive and local government, a memorandum of cooperation was signed in 2022 between the Administration of the Government of Georgia and the National Association of Local Authorities of Georgia. The memorandum strives for deepening of mutual cooperation between the executive and local authorities and aims to improve the systemic mechanisms of human rights protection at the local level and the implementation of human rights-based policies.
Recently, line Ministries also started to establish consultative councils working on the rights of Persons with disabilities. The list includes Ministry of Health, Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Justice and Prosecutor’s Office. 
Awareness Raising
The government of Georgia pays special attention to the awareness raising activities
In 2022 the “Information Center on NATO and the European Union” under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs held 11 information meetings for persons with disabilities with the participation of 220 beneficiaries on the issues of the Western integration process of Georgia.  
Additionally, Ministry of Foreing Affairs, in cooperation with the Training Center of Justice, conducted online trainings for the staff of the central office of MFA and for the Georgian diplomatic and consular staff abroad on the topic of "Providing inclusive services to persons with disabilities". 
Webinars and meetings are regularly held by the Ministry of Education for Special Educational Needs students and their parents in order to improve the learning process, behavioral, emotional, cognitive and academic skills, speech, as well as motor skills and communication. In 2022, 6 webinars were held, attended by a total of 300 parents.
The Ministry of Regional Development and Infrastructure of Georgia trained 30 employees of the Ministry in order to effectively implement the "National Accessibility Standards" during the construction and rehabilitation of buildings in 2021. 

The Prosecutor’s Office of Georgia also supports social initiatives and awareness raising campaigns on Persons with Disabilities. The representatives of the Prosecutors Office organized and participated in 26 activities related to the persons with disabilities through 2014-2022. The activities held in various regions of Georgia included initiatives related to the persons with autism spectrum, Paralympic sportsmen, children with disabilities and special needs and actors with disabilities. 
The Ministry of Internal Affairs also pays special attention to increasing the competence of employees on issues of PWDs. Series of trainings have been conducted with this purpose and more are planned. In 2021, with the support of UNDP/OHCHR, experts the academy of MIA developed a comprehensive training module on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Communication Standards with them. The module was introduced in the academy and is now obligatory for newly appointed staff members of MIA. The members of the MIA Advisory Group on persons with disabilities were actively involved in the development of the training module. 
In 2022, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, held awareness raising workshops in 5 different regions of Georgia. The objective of the events was to meet with people with disabilities, their representative groups, representatives of local governments and provide them with information about steps that the Ministry undertook for the protection of the rights of PWD, as well as to gain a better understanding of their perspectives. 
Numerous initiatives have been implemented over years by the Ministry of Justice in order to ensure equal treatment and opportunities for PWDs in service delivery: Up to 1,500 employees of service provider agency have been retrained; More than 80 employees have learned the sign language; More than 700 employees have been trained in order to identify potential violent acts among customers and carry out necessary measures; Up to 150 employees of the penitentiary and probation systems were trained on issues of protection of the rights of PWDs, including accused/convicted PWDs. 
The High School of Justice has developed a special training module on "UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities", which covers inter alia the issues related to communication with women with disabilities as well. Noteworthy, the training module was recently updated with the involvement of the international expert. One training has already been organized on the basis of the updated module. Further trainings for judges and court staff are planned for the upcoming years.
Accessibility 
To ensure the physical accessibility of persons with disabilities, the state adopted technical regulations - National Accessibility Standards” according to which no building or infrastructure, except for individual private housing, can be constructed without taking into account the needs of people with all categories of physical disabilities. The standards came into force in March 1, 2021. Additionally, in 2021 an enforcement mechanism of National Accessibility Standards was established according to which the ignorance of the accommodation as well as architectural and planning elements for PWDs is an administrative offence. 
As for the accessibility of communications, in 2021, with the support of UNDP, the Parliament of Georgia prepared special document of recommendations – “Web accessibility for people with disabilities", which is in line with the best international practice. The working process on the web-accessibility is ongoing and the drafting process of law "On Accessibility of Websites and Mobile Applications" is still underway. 
Accessibility of Public Services
The unified Public Service Development Strategy for 2022-2025 focuses on Public Service Design, Delivery, Quality Assurance and Costing and ensures the introduction of a unified, universal practice of service design and delivery at the national level.   
With the aim of increasing accessibility to services, special offers are introduced for PWDs, that includes price reductions on Electronic Identity Cards (ID Card) and issuance of ID Cards free of charge; PWDs are completely exempt from the payment of fees for the preparation and issuance of social and legal certificates that directly concern them; Services are accessible to PWDs using such tools as mechanical signature (facsimile) and the Braille writing system. 
Education 
Inclusive education has been introduced in all public schools of Georgia since 2011. According to the new Unified National Strategy of Education and Science of Georgia 2022-2030, the development of equal, inclusive, and diverse education and science system is a priority of the country. 
In 2022, the "State Standards of Early and Preschool Education" were revised. The revised standards take into account the existing situation regarding the integration of children with special needs in early and preschool educational institutions. Every kindergarten (whether public or private) has to meet mentioned new mandatory standards to be authorized. 
The Law on General Education and National Curriculum recognize the individual and alternative forms of education. Infrastructural projects are aimed to adapt the physical environment of educational institutions in response to the students’ needs. Transport services are also provided, if necessary. Textbooks for students with visual impairments are printed in Braille, and audio versions of textbooks are produced. 
The law on Vocational Education ensures inclusive development and accessibility of vocational education services for all, in order to facilitate the continuity of education. This vision is fully harmonized with the Vocational Education Authorization Standards, which stipulate that any services provided at the vocational education level should be based on empirical data and tailored to the needs of vulnerable groups. VET institutions have obligation to develop individual curricula, if necessary. 
In accordance with the Authorization Standards, the Higher Education Institution provides tuition-teaching, appropriate forms and conditions of assessment, taking into account the different requirements, special educational needs and academic trainings. At the same time, it also provides the possibility of carrying out the learning process in an adapted environment and, if necessary, providing appropriate human resources.
Health 
Right to health is guaranteed by the constitution of Georgia (article 28) which states that all citizens of Georgia exercise the right to accessible and quality medical services. According to the law of Georgia on Healthcare, every citizen of Georgia has the equal right to access state funded healthcare programs regardless of any ground, including disability. Overall, all healthcare programs: universal healthcare, healthcare programs, rural doctor’s program are accessible for all citizens of Georgia, including PWDs. Special programs are designed for various groups, such as diabetes management program, palliative care program, mental health (in-patient and mobile groups).
Government of Georgia annually approves the program on Social Rehabilitation and Child care, under which a broad range of social programs are implemented for persons with disabilities, both children and adults. These programs cover alternative, supportive services such as daycare centers, personal assistant, homecare and assistive technologies, abilitation/rehabilitation service for children and devices. The program also includes communication aid support for persons with hearing problems. 
It must be mentioned that despite the medical model of disability status assessment, all measures are taken to improve current model to the possible extent. For instance, in January 2023, the rule on the provision of the status of disability to a child was revised and together with other changes, the status can be given on the basis of down’s syndrome. 
For several years Georgia has been successfully leading deinstitutionalization process of large boarding homes of persons with disabilities. Children’s boarding homes are now closed. New shelter was established with family style homes for persons having mental health problems currently residing in several mental health institutions. Nevertheless, there are still several large mental health institutions remaining in Georgia and this issue is being addressed through mental health strategy and action plan.
Women with  disabilities have access to all programs envisaged by healthcare programs e.g. screening, reproductive health, treatment, palliative care. There are several clinical protocols developed specifically for PWD women: SOP for family planning of  PWD women approved by the ministry (2020) which sets the rules for providing counselling on contraception, gynecologic examination, family planning, communication specifics; SOP for antenatal supervision of PWD women (2022) which sets the rules for supervision of pregnancy, post – partum conditions, etc.
Indexation of the social package for persons with disabilities
At the end of 2022, the provision on calculating the amount of the social package for people with disabilities was amended. Based on the amendment, annual indexation of the amount of the social package is introduced at the legislative level for persons with disabilities, which will result in annual increase of the social package. 
Children permanently living in the mountainous regions and having social package, get supplementary benefit, which is 20% of the amount of the social package.
Employment 
Since January 2020 the State Agency for Employment Promotion is operational. The "State Subprogram for Professional Development of Job Seekers" aims to increase the competitiveness of job seekers through trainings and internships in the professions in demand that ultimately serves to facilitate their employment. The Agency has identified a list of specific professions in demand in the regional context. In 2022, 498 persons with disabilities benefited from this program and were employed.
Participation in political and public life
The Law on Persons with Disabilities provides a basis for the participation of persons with disabilities in political life. The state has an obligation to ensure the participation of persons with disabilities in political life without discrimination. Persons with disabilities also have the right to vote and to be elected on an equal basis with others. 

In 2021, an amendment was made to the election code of Georgia, based on which voters using wheelchairs may choose any adapted/accessible polling station in the territory of the relevant majoritarian electoral district. Information about the precincts is posted on the Central Election Commission of Georgia’s website in the illustrated format. The norm is valid for all elections until 2026. 

To promote independent participation of voters with disabilities in elections, the following services are available at the polling stations on election day: for voters using wheelchairs – a special voting booth at adapted polling stations; For visually impaired persons – two magnifying sheets; For blind voters – tactile ballot guides. Poster describing the polling procedures are displayed at all polling stations including for the deaf voters and voters with hearing impairments.

To inform deaf and hard of hearing voters, the Commission ensured accessibility of the Commission Call/Information Center for the 2017 Municipal, 2018 Presidential Elections, 2020 Parliamentary Election, and as well as for Municipal Election in 2021. Deaf and hard of hearing voters contacted the Commission Call/Information Center through video call and received information on electoral procedures. 
Statistics and data collection  
In 2022 the National Statistics Office has developed a portal for statistics on persons with disabilities. The portal includes various indicators based on surveys, censuses, and administrative sources, legislative documents, glossary, infographics, and other important information. National Statistics office, with the support of the United Nations Development Program, has implemented the adaptation of the official website of Geostat for disability persons.
On 6 June 2022, the first session of the “Government Coordination Commission on the Population Census” led by the prime minister was held, where the 2024 Census program has been approved. According to the program, the next population census will be held from 14 November to 19 December 2024. The new Census will provide an up-to-date information on population size, age and sex structure, employment, education, health status and household composition.
The occupied territories
Let me now draw your attention to the extremely deteriorated human rights situation in Abkhazia and Tskhinvali regions of Georgia. The very fact of grave human rights consequences stemming from Russia’s occupation of Georgia are legally attested by the decisions of European Court of Human rights (ECHR) and International Criminal Court (ICC). 
The government of Georgia is committed to utilizing all available instruments to address the human rights abuses in the occupied regions. We continue to inform the international community about the grave human rights situation on the ground and to address the problems of conflict-affected people, including women. 
We spare no efforts to effectively use the negotiations formats - the Geneva International Discussions, which is the unique format to discuss the implementation of the obligations of the Russian Federation with involvement of key international actors (EU, UN, OSCE and US) and the Incident Prevention and Response Mechanisms (IPRMs) under the GID.
At the same time, the government is actively pursuing the reconciliation and engagement policy to facilitate interaction of divided communities across the occupation line and improve the conditions of people living in the occupied territories. Our efforts have particular emphasis on conflict-affected women and their needs.
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