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[bookmark: _y35jkw3tmwrx]About the Submitting Organization
The Georgian Network of (Ex-)Users and Survivors of Psychiatry (GNUSP) was founded on August 30, 2020, by a group of (ex-)users and survivors of psychiatric services, the majority of whom also had the official disability status. The network was founded with the aim to be a representative organization of persons with psychosocial disabilities, and is, therefore, independent of service provision or any association with state funding. GNUSP has a close connection with the European Network of (Ex-)Users and Survivors of Psychiatry through its current leadership and has been working to promote a CRPD based understanding of human rights in mental health services and beyond.
GNUSP is a part of the national disability movement, including the recently created but not yet officially registered National OPD Alliance. We have been also been present as members in national consultative bodies, including the Consultative Body at the Intergovernmental Committee on the implementation of the UN CRPD, since 2022, as well as the Deinstitutionalisation and Healthcare Committees created at the Ministry of Healthcare and Social Affairs of Georgia, and the Consultation Group on Disability Issues at the Ministry of Internal Affairs. However, in December of 2024 we decided to leave these Committees in protest against the beatings of people in the streets by the police, including persons with disabilities.
We are submitting this report as an OPD in accordance with Article 4(3) of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and not as a state actor. 
1. [bookmark: _jgr2c4m501ei]Compatibility of Recent Legislation with the CRPD

We would like to point out that the three legislative pieces you are asking about, namely the “Foreign Agents Registration Act”, the amendments to article 355 of the “Criminal Code of Georgia”, and the “Law of Georgia on Grants”, are NOT aligned with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and do NOT respect, protect and guarantee the right of persons with disabilities to freedom of association, including by guaranteeing our right to seek and access legitimate foreign funding.

The ”Foreign Agents Registration Act” has overly broad possibilities of interpretation and misinterpretation, which can impact organizations of persons with disabilities and impede our ability to carry out essential functions. Although disability organizations were not taken into consideration when these laws were created, the expansive provisions of the law could potentially encompass any organization, including an OPD, that poses a challenge to the government due to criticism of the current policies, advocacy for the victims of political protest or refusal to support its actions and agenda. The laws, therefore, have not only a direct impact, but also an indirect influence by posing a threat and effectively compelling organizations to comply, cease activities or choose to continue functioning in an unpredictable legal environment with the risk of criminal charges. None of these tracks are conducive to the right to freedom of association.

Let us illustrate how the overly vague provisions of the law can be spread on the activities of OPDs. According to the ”Foreign Agents Registration Act”, in order to be considered an agent of “a foreign principal” it is enough to receive “an instruction” or “guidance” from this principal. A foreign principal could be any organization registered abroad, or even a physical person who is not a citizen of Georgia. 

In practice, organizations of persons with disabilities, including our own, are part of regional and international networks, and we acknowledge  the authority and guidelines of these broader networks. Many countries have made changes to services, legislation and policies that could benefit our country. However, under new laws, if we participate in projects aimed at implementating the guidelines or recommendations of these broader networks or more experienced foreign organizations, we would be required to register as foreign agents. The same restrictions apply to advocacy, working with the public, serving as policy consultants, providing information for research to “foreign principals” and publishing informational materials. All of these directions are essential for the functioning of an OPD. We need to work with the public to raise awareness about disability rights and their implementation at the regional and international levels, as well as about good practices from abroad, recommendations and guidelines on how to proceed with the implementation of the UN CRPD in concrete services and policies. Thematic regional level research is also quite common to get a clear picture of certain processes, such as deinstitutionalization or the level of stigma in the region. Advocacy and policy consultation are key activities. Before the adoption of this new restrictive legislation we were able to participate in consultative processes at the central and municipal levels. Now, we would have been obliged to register as foreign agents if we had not left the consultative bodies before the law was adopted. 

In summary, according to the new law, we must either cease all the forementioned activities that are essential to the functioning of an OPD, or we will need to register as foreign agents and include a disclaimer on all our brochures, booklets, webinars, public lectures etc.. The label of “foreign agent” will not help us combat stigma, but instead, is likely to worsen the current level of stigma. We have encountered recent examples of this stigmatizing effect in our work with potential beneficiaries, where some of them openly express hatred towards the idea of an NGO, and show distrust towards our assistance (informational, peer-support, etc.) when we emphasize that we too are part of the civil society and not state actors.

Failure to register may result in a punishment of up to 5 years in prison. In our case, of persons with psychosocial disabilities, there is also a risk of being detained in forensic settings, which can be even more severe than prison, due to involuntary treatment. While the law does not specifically mention this, recent practices in Georgia have shown that activists can be ordered by a court to undergo involuntary psychiatric examination, even based on previous mention of minor symptoms such as “emotional lability”[footnoteRef:1], let alone having a major psychiatric diagnosis. In this particular case of Nino Datashvili public reaction likely played a role, and eventually she was not sent to forensic psychiatry for 20 days of involuntary expertise. However, in case of people with major mental health diagnoses like schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, the situation may not be so obvious for the public as a human rights violation. Therefore, activists with psychosocial disabilities are not only under a threat of imprisonment, but also face the threat of involuntary mental health treatment. [1:  Case of Nino Datashvili. https://civil.ge/archives/696248 ] 


The changes made in the “Law on Grants” now require donors to obtain approval from the State before issuing a grant. This allows the State to potentially deny funding to projects that do not align with its interests, including monitoring projects, and specific organizations deemed undesirable. Since the formal criteria of such selection are not clear, the process is arbitrary, making it likely that the organizations that are not supporting the government’s current policies or those with a history of criticism will be denied access to foreign funding. In case of our organization, we do not have any grant now, and our past donors are evaluating the risks of issuing financial support without reaching a definitive conclusion yet. Naturally, this uncertainty hinders our current activities, future prospects, and undermines our past achievements that require a follow up to be stable.

Regarding state funding, at the end of July, we received information about public funds competition for civil society organizations. The announced topics include various directions, among which there is protection of rights of persons with disabilities, inclusive education and their participation in sports. It is unclear how many winners there can be, but according to the extensive list of topics, and relatively large grants (a small grant is considered to be up to 100 000 gel) there are likely to be few winners in each category, possible only one per category. This creates intense competition and favors larger organizations that can apply for bigger grants, which is detrimental to OPDs as a representative OPD in Georgia is normally not so large or strong as other organizations to win in such a competitive environment. Since the government does not even have a legal definition of what constitutes an OPD, representative organizations are not going to be prioritised for funding under disability rights topics. Therefore, competitions with only one or very few winners are likely to benefit organizations providing services rather than OPDs. 

On the other hand, the political context of the situation makes it ethically impossible for civil society organizations to consider accepting state funding. With a fence of laws aimed at controlling and punishing civil society organizations based on the existence foreign funding, the offer of state funding appears more like a payment to those loyal to the ruling political party, or at least those willing to remain silent and obedient. Our organization would not have had many chances of winning a grant even in pre-crisis circumstances, due to our small size and intense competition, as explained (although we would have considered applying as part of an alliance).  However, now we have decided not to apply precisely because of ethical considerations. We wish to remain independent from the current regime and not be complicit in the human rights violations it carries out, including beatings of persons with disabilities and activists, and the imposition of unrealistic and impossible to pay fines on people involved in peaceful protest, including persons with disabilities and parents of children with disabilities. LGBTQ+ people are also part of the community of persons with disabilities and it is impossible to ignore the hatred and legal measures imposed against them. 

We view the state funding platform as a tool used to bring the civil society sector into submission. It creates the illusion that the state is providing the necessary funding for the functioning of CSOs, when in reality the selection process is controlled by the government, and it is going to function with the same level of arbitrariness and intolerance to criticism as seen in case of access to foreign grants. 
2. [bookmark: _3dnwfxzg3gz]Impact on OPDs and Human Rights Defenders

As previously mentioned, our organization had to withdraw from all consultative bodies we were previously active in. The Intergovernmental Committee on the implementation of the UN CRPD was not functioning in any meaningful way. However the consultative bodies at the Ministries were much more active and we were involved in creating strategic plans, considering designs of services, and transitioning to a non-medical oriented model of assessment of disability. Our withdrawal from the consultative bodies means that the voice of an OPD representing persons with psychosocial disabilities will not be part of the discussion. At the same time, we find it hard to engage in any discussion when there are so many activists, including persons with disabilities who have suffered because of their participation in legitimate civil protests. One of our members attended a demonstration and was fined 5000 GEL, which has led to a deterioration of his economic situation and aggravated health problems. It is worth noting, that a fine of 5000 gel is more than 20 times his monthly disability benefit. It is also worth noting, that persons with disabilities are very often unemployed making the disability benefit their sole source of income. Therefore, for a person with a disability (second group) to pay such a fine, they would have to survive without any income for approximately 2 years.

Normally, when our members face legal problems we turn to allied civil society organizations for help. It requires experienced lawyers with the correct attitude to defend persons with major psychiatric diagnoses. However, in the current situation all of our allied organizations are under attack by the government. This is mainly due to their defense of victims and, in general, their critical stance towards current legislation, policies and their application. If these organizations which used to support us and provide platforms for the disability movement to discuss reforms, such as deinstitutionalization, legal capacity, and monitoring of the UN CRPD implementation, cease their activities, this support will stop and it is unlikely that our members will receive legal help when needed. Additionally, we will not have transparent reports with analysis of the impact of legislation or policy on disability rights. OPDs are an organic part of civil society and we cannot function in a separate way when other civil society organizations are under threat of criminal charges and disproportionate fines. 
3. [bookmark: _3g78m7n5id45]Recommendations
1. Do not consider exemption of OPDs from these pieces of legislation as it will highlight that OPDs ARE NOT part of civil society and contribute to the segregation of persons with disabilities.
2. Repeal all legislation that prevents CSOs, including OPDs from receiving foreign funding without being labelled as “foreign agents”, facing harassment and being required to disclose information about persons without their consent.
3. Stop all procedures that involve collecting and analyzing extensive information, including personal data of persons with disabilities who are partners and/or beneficiaries of various organizations.
4. Investigate and address violations against persons with disabilities and disability rights activists, who have taken part in legitimate peaceful protests and/or exercised their right to freedom of expression. 

