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About the PNO
PNO was established in 2016 as an initiative group and ®[footnoteRef:1] registered as an NGO in 2019. It is an OPD, 4/5 of its membership and board comprise women with sensory, physical and psycho-social disabilities. We do not receive any state funding to provide services or otherwise. We comment on the National Human Rights Strategies, national action plans, draft laws and other policy documents, raise public awareness on the rights of women with disabilities on a voluntary basis. Our mission is to increase participation of women with disabilities in civil and political life, decision-making and their representation in both women’s rights and disability movements. This report was written by one of its members with disabilities, currently serving as a chair-woman. [1: https://m.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100066376225172 
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Contact information:
Contact person: Esma Gumberidze, chair-woman. E-mail: esma@inclusive-policy.org egumb13@freeuni.edu.ge
Cell phone: +995 598 408 194

Introduction:
The realization of the rights of persons with disabilities cannot be just and needs based without their direct and meaningful participation. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities emphasizes the importance of the participatory and inclusive process in achieving social justice. The convention determines the effective implementation and coordination mechanism as the means for achieving the rights of persons with disabilities (Article 33.1). It further determines The UNCRPD implementation shall be monitored by an independent mechanism according to the Article 33.2 Article 4 determines the general obligations of the state to take administrative, legislative, executive and political decisions and measures with full participation of persons with disabilities. The right to participate in decision-making is enshrined in the Article 33.3 of the convention. All of the above once again indicates that the right to participate is not only a so called “stand alone” right, but is a vital precondition for all other rights’ full and effective realization. Upon the ratification of the convention the practical implementation of its articles through taking appropriate legislative measures, creating relevant policy documents, action plans and practice, became a necessity in Georgia. The implementation is strongly linked to the establishment of coordination, implementation and monitoring mechanisms under the article 33 with participation of people with disabilities. These very mechanisms are to provide for the effective realization and improvement of the rights of people with disabilities in the country. [footnoteRef:2]Since the ratification of the UNCRPD Georgia has been taking legislative steps to demonstrate the commitment to the implementation of the rights of persons with disabilities. In (The Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities passed in 2020), the article 11.4 of the Constitution of Georgia, according to which the state provides special conditions for the realization of the rights and interests of people with disabilities  [footnoteRef:3]However there still are substantial gaps preventing full, meaningful and just participation of people with disabilities in decision-making on a national, as well as the local level. [2:  http://library.dpo.ge/ge/news/46
 
]  [3:  https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/30346?publication=36
] 

	Most of the public authorities do not have formal mechanisms to engage people with disabilities on a regular basis. While those structures, which have them (such as the municipalities( often fail to utilize their potential. In many instances the participation mechanisms have a formalistic nature, lack the appropriate human and financial resources and capacity to conduct analytical and outreach work. Participation of persons with disabilities in many instances does not go beyond the information receiving level. While 2 structures (The Ombudsman’s office and the Central Elections Committee) provide examples of the effective participation mechanisms. Yet they have shortcomings as well.

	In this report the following aspects of participation will be discussed: Consultative mechanisms and absence their of on the central and municipal level; participation of people and, more specifically women, with disabilities in civic and political life and the electoral processes. Finally as an illustration of the challenges to participation of people with disabilities, an example of the deliberations on the law of the rights of persons with disabilities will be provided.

Methodology:
Due to the time constraints only the following methods are being used:
1. Desk research based on the Annual Parliamentary Report on the Human Rights and fundamental Freedoms by the Ombudsman’s office; The 2020 research by the Movement Accessible Environment for Everyone on the Article 33 of the UNCRPD; The statutes of the existing consultative mechanisms, the public statements of the civil society organizations, the correspondence received from the public authorities upon the request of information as well as other existing sources.
2. 4 Interviews with key informants, the representatives of the Central Election Committee, The Ombudsman’s Office, The Human Rights Secretariat of the Government Administration and the organization of persons with disabilities.

The absence of participation mechanisms at the level of the central/national authorities
There is no formal and permanent consultative mechanism working on the rights of persons with disabilities with their full and meaningful participation with the legislative bodies, namely the Parliament of Georgia as well as the city/district councils. Having a participation mechanism with the Parliament would provide additional motivation for the legislature to create internal parliamentary disability inclusion action plan, according to which the legislation would be reviewed and harmonized with the CRPD. For instance, the term “invalid” would be replaced by “a person with disabilities” in all relevant laws, such as the Law on the Rights of the Patient, the Law of the medical Practice and the Tax Code of Georgia, which uses term “”tax excuse””, rather than “”tax exemption””, emphasizing a charity-based, rather than a human rights based approach. [footnoteRef:4]The individual ministries and most of the independent regulators, such as the Georgian National Bank, the Georgian Statistical Office, the State Audit Service and many others except of the Central Elections’ Committee and the Ombudsman do not have institutional formal participation mechanisms for persons with disabilities. Persons with disabilities and their organizations do not have an opportunity to regularly participate in the decision making on the issues, such as the situation on the conflict affected territories and in their proximity and disaster risk reduction strategies. There are no relevant inclusion focal points in the State Ministry of Civil Equality and in the Government Crisis Management Council, nor any consultative mechanisms.[footnoteRef:5]  Where such mechanisms exist, they often carry a fasade nature. On December 3rd 2021 The UNCRPD Implementation Coordination Intergovernmental committee was officially established, as well as a consultative mechanism with the committee. The consultative mechanism is comprised of organizations working on the disability inclusion both OPD-s and organizations for persons with disabilities[footnoteRef:6]. On August 31st 2022 the consultative mechanism members were sent a Draft National Human Rights Strategy for 2022-2030 and asked to provide comments/feedback until September the 5th 2022. On September 5th 2022 without any review of the comments sent by the consultative mechanism members, as September the 5th was the deadline for comment submition; Without any feedback or discussion, on which comments will be taken into consideration, the Advisor of the Prime-Minister in Human Rights and Gender Equality, MR. Niko Tatulashvili publically announced that the National Human Rights Strategy was approved by the Government of Georgia officially. [4:  Key Informant Interviewee, Koba Nadiradze founder of the OPD Equal Participation Center, May the 30th, 2021
]  [5:  Key Informant Interviewee, Ekaterine Skhiladze, Deputy Ombudsman, June 4th 2021).
]  [6: https://myrights.gov.ge/ka/news/1879-gaeros-specialuri-momxsenebeli-shshm-pirta ] 

[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.interpressnews.ge/ka/article/724918-mtavrobam-adamianis-uplebata-dacvis-rigit-me-2-erovnuli-strategia-daamtkica/] 


The Consultative Council on the Monitoring of Implementation, Protection and Promotion of the UNCRPD with the Georgia’s Ombudsman’s Office
The Ombudsman’s office operates one of the most vocal and effective disability inclusion consultative mechanisms in the country. Since 2017 based on the recommendations of the council the Ombudsman conducted the following activities: 1. Solicited a meeting of the council with the representatives of the State Audit Service, as a result of which the SAS conducted an efficiency report of the state funded services in 2019. 2. Prepared and issued special reports on the topics proposed at the council sessions. The reports concerned the inclusive education[footnoteRef:8], (14 June 2019) employment, (20 April 2018), physical accessibility, (1 May 2018), sexual and reproductive health and rights of women in psychiatric facilities and other state care institutions, (11 May 2020), the situation in the day centers (December 30, 2020), the situation in the specialized school for the blind (1 May 2018[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Key Informant Interviewee, Koba Nadiradze founder of the OPD Equal Participation Center, May the 30th, 2021
]  [9:  https://www.ombudsman.ge/geo/190308061623angarishebi

] 

The council has a statute, which enshrines the member selection criteria and principles; It contains the principle of ensuring representation of diverse groups of persons with disabilities including those from outside of the capital, those with physical, sensory, intellectual and psycho-social disabilities, as well as legal representatives of children with disabilities. (Art. 3) However currently there are no members with ethnic minority background. [footnoteRef:10]The council members are being selected and appointed by the staff members of the Ombudsman[footnoteRef:11]’s office. (Art 3). There is no maximum amount of terms a person is allowed to serve on the   council as invited member. Council meets at least 4 times a year. Its civil society representative members serve on the council on a voluntary basis. For each session council members propose the issues, they think the Ombudsman shall pay her/his attention to and listen to the follow ups on the previously raised issues by the Ombudsman’s staff. The statute aims at preventing the conflict of interest. Appointment of the representatives of the organizations, which provide state funded services for persons with disabilities is prohibited. (Art 4). However due to the inconsistency of the statute, if already appointed council member joins the above described service provider organization, as an employee, contractor or founder, board member or otherwise becomes a decision-maker of such an organization, this does not terminate his/her membership. According to the statute the membership termination is possible, if there is evidence that the member is no longer neutral and impartial. (Art 5) This article of the statute, in comparison with the selection criteria, leaves a lot of room for discretion and interpretation.  [10:  https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019092614565186560.pdf]  [11:  https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2019041114584068926.pdf

] 


Participation and engagement of persons with disabilities in the municipal (local government) disability inclusion councils
	The process of the establishment of municipal disability inclusion councils began in 2014. Upon Georgia’s ratification of the UNCRPD the Government of Georgia adopted a National Action Plan of Creating Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities for the 2014-2016 years. The establishment of disability inclusion municipal councils was one of the activities under the elaborated action plan and aimed at serving the purpose of the UNCRPD implementation on the local level. According to the action plan, people with disabilities and their organizations should have actively participated in the establishment and further functioning and the decision-making processes at the councils. [footnoteRef:12]However as of 2020 out of 64 municipalities laying on the Georgian proper territory controlled by the Georgian government 7 municipalities, despite the repeated recommendations by the Ombudsman, are yet to establish the disability inclusion councils. Since the first months of 2020, upon the outbreak of the Covid 19 Pandemic, in the period, when people with disabilities started facing additional hardships and enduring barriers to satisfy the very basic needs and, thus, when their participation in decision-making became urgent, the council sessions were held only in 11 out of existing 57 municipal councils. Only 2 out of 11 councils held sessions close to quarterly basis (3 times during 2020), the rest held 1 or 2 sessions in a year. No measures have been taken to hold the sessions remotely.).[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund
http://dpo.ge/laravel-filemanager/photos/1/asb-research-final.pdf
]  [13:  https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021040110573948397.pdf

] 

	Georgian Law of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, passed by the Georgian Parliament on July the 15th 2020 obliges municipalities to elaborate annual disability rights action plans. (Art. 37.3.A) As of May 2021 63 out of 64 municipalities have created the plans[footnoteRef:14]. Considering the fact that 7 municipalities do not even have formal disability inclusion coordination mechanisms/councils, while such mechanisms were active (held at least 1 session during 2020) in only 11 out of 57 municipalities formally having them, it would be reasonable to assume that the disability rights action plans were created without substantial and/or formal participation of persons with disabilities in the most of municipalities in Georgia. [14:  Key Informant Interviewee, Maka Peradze, Head of the Human Rights Secretariat (Service. Administration of Government of Georgia, June 4 2021
] 

	Participation of persons with disabilities in the municipal disability rights and inclusion councils is limited and, mostly, formal as well. The council session protocols are less informative. In general, the municipal disability rights and inclusion councils/mechanisms face similar challenges around the country. In part of the municipalities the council statutes allow only municipality civil servants, as members. According to these local authorities, council sessions are open for persons with disabilities to attend and contribute, as guests. While other municipalities allow the civil society representatives as invited members of the council. However in the latter case most of the council statutes do not specify the membership selection criteria and, thus, do not prioritize or recognize the OPD-s. Local authority representatives explain that due to the existing stigma there is a deficit of the OPD-s. There is a general lack of involvement of persons with disabilities in the work of the municipal councils, while those few council members with disabilities, who are part of the councils need capacity and skills building. Most of municipal civil servants, civil society representatives present within the councils and persons with disabilities, especially outside of the major cities, lack the awareness on the Human Rights Based Approach to decision-making and the principles of the UNCRPD. They need additional preparation in order to effectively participate in the work of the council. (Equal Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities[footnoteRef:15]:  [15:  Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund
http://dpo.ge/laravel-filemanager/photos/1/asb-research-final.pdf
] 

). As an illustration to the level of the awareness on the questions of rights of persons with disabilities a written response of one of the municipalities can be brought to attention, where deaf persons were refered to as “deaf-mute”.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Correspondence received from the Bolnisi Municipality upon request of the public information, Platform Salam, N 11/3644 Unlabeled graphic3644-11-2-202105191120
19/05/2021
https://edocument.ge/KvemoKartli/public/#/Unlabeled graphic
] 

Mostly strong, well-established and mainly service providing organizations are represented as members within the councils, while the majority of persons with disabilities remain in social isolation. The authorities tend to favor the engagement of the organizations less critical of the government. Most of the municipal councils operate under the statute approved by the ordinance of the mayor. However these documents are often not being implemented in practice. The council sessions are not held regularly, bimonthly or quarterly, as enshrined in the statutes. The council sessions are often called on to make decisions upon individual requests of the member organizations, such as providing office space for a service provider, funding medical or other expenses of individual persons with disabilities or providing case to case social, financial/material assistance. Local authorities frequently have inappropriate expectations of the council members with disabilities. For instance, they are expected to provide professional consultations on very technical aspects, such as how to make certain buildings, transportation or outdoor facilities physically accessible. Qualified advice on such aspects, as, for instance, the allowed slope of the ramp, is being requested free of charge. Most of council members with disabilities lack the necessary knowledge and understanding of the principles of the universal design. This results in the needs of persons with sensory, intellectual and psycho-social disabilities often remain unvoiced and unattended. Persons with intellectual and psycho-social disabilities or their supporters are often not present on the disability rights and inclusion councils. As a rule the accessibility efforts do not go beyond satisfying the basic needs of ramps for the persons using wheel-chairs.
	Most of the council functions enshrined in the statutes are not being met in practice. Namely, the councils are passive, when it comes to engaging and coordination with the central government and the Ombudsman, while the most of the local persons with disabilities, their supporters and organizations are not well-informed about the existence and work of the municipal council. In most of the municipalities there are existing initiatives supporting social inclusion of persons with disabilities funded through the local budget, however these are not perceived as a result of the work of the councils by the community members. Rather these are viewed as a result of the direct partnership between the local authority and service providing NGO-s.
	In the municipalities, where civil society representatives are allowed into the disability rights and inclusion councils as members, persons with disabilities mostly constitute the minority of the council’s invited members. In all municipalities the council decisions are of advisory nature and necessitate extensive advocacy, following up and watch-dogging to be actually implemented. There are no formal mechanisms of feedback and accountability, where by the local authority representatives would provide a regular report on which council decisions and recommendations have being taken into account and in case if they are not, the appropriate reasoning would be provided. According to one of the surveyed respondents with disabilities of the research conducted by ASB in 2018, the involvement of the civil society representatives in consultative mechanisms working on disability issues in the local authorities is of a rather fasad nature. According to him: “”as the authorities have an international obligation to ensure participation, it became important to them to demonstrate transparency and give legitimacy to their decisions. Thus, they need the citizens and civil society representatives to have a sense of participation. People need the feeling of influencing the process, which allows them to forgive the authorities’ misconduct””. Often an informal internal organizational meeting held between the municipal civil servants only, without any community participation and attendance, to decide on urgent matters is refered to as a council session by the municipal authorities. Finally the councils in the most municipalities are not being allocated adequate financial and human resources necessary for coordination of council’s work, as well as for providing reasonable accommodation for participating persons with disabilities, such as transporting them from and to the seat of the council where appropriate[footnoteRef:17].  [17:  Arbeiter-Samariter-Bund
http://dpo.ge/laravel-filemanager/photos/1/asb-research-final.pdf
] 

Many statutes of the municipal councils oblige the civil society council members, who are serving their terms on a voluntary basis to be conducting regularly (quarterly or bi-annually) the working meetings with persons with disabilities, record the protocols of such meetings and conduct the follow-ups. To conduct a massive meeting attended by persons with disabilities logistical efforts are required. Reaching out to dozens of persons with disabilities in accessible format, motivating them to come to a meeting, finding a time and space appropriate for everyone requires a lot of time, effort, logistical skills and often financial resources, which council members engaging on a voluntary basis, especially those representing organizations not involved in service-providing, often cannot realistically provide. Thus this close on proactive work of the council members to engage the community is often not fulfilled.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Key Informant Interviewee, Koba Nadiradze founder of the OPD Equal Participation Center, May the 30th, 2021
] 


The deliberation process on creating the Law on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities followed by the creation of disability inclusion action plans by different government entities
	In 2000-s the deliberation process to create UNCRPD was historically riggerous with multiple stakeholders and active participation of persons with disabilities. Thus, creation of a national law aiming at quality implementation of the convention would be expected to be similarly inclusive and wide discussion based process on a national level. The wider public was informed about the elaboration process of the law in April 2018, when 4 Organizations of Persons with Disabilities issued a joint statement criticizing the fact that the work on the legal proposal was being conducted behind closed doors by the Ministry of Justice and few, mainly state funded service providing organizations. [footnoteRef:19]However the work around the legal proposal had started a year before it became even public [footnoteRef:20]Between April the 20th, when 4 OPD-s issued a public statement and May the 7th of 2018, when the official meeting marking the finalization of the elaboration of the legal proposal was held in the Ministry of Justice, wider disability community was given only few days to provide written recommendations regarding the legal proposal, which has not been even officially published. Most of the OPD-s attended only one meeting with the Ministry of Justice, where the legal proposal was discussed[footnoteRef:21]. [19:  https://www.facebook.com/WomenPNO/posts/613054142379964/

]  [20:  https://touch.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1613464135368828&id=179300065451916).
]  [21:  https://batumelebi.netgazeti.ge/news/141686/

] 

On February 14 2020 a joint statement criticizing the bill of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was registered in the Parliament of Georgia in February 2020, was issued by the CSO-s including the OPD-s, individual activists with disabilities, human rights organizations and disabled children’s representatives’ organizations. According to the statement, persons with disabilities, especially those living outside of the capital city, did not have an opportunity to duely influence the process and content of the bill, while only the small minority of the recommendations proposed by the community to the Ministry of Justice, were reflected in the text proposed to the Parliament. [footnoteRef:22]Soon, on March 16th 2020, a second joint statement by the Civil Society followed requesting the Parliament of Georgia to post-pone the first hearing scheduled for the next day and the whole deliberation process in general of the bill of the rights of persons with disabilities in the light of the COVID 19 Pandemic gaining the momentum. On the one hand, most of persons with disabilities have been declared a risk group by the World Health Organization. Thus attending in person held working meetings and parliamentary hearings might have been dangerous for their health and life, while remote participation was not accessible for the most. In addition even the urgent working meetings related to the inclusion of the needs of   persons with disabilities in COVID 19 response management had been rescheduled.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  https://socialjustice.org.ge/ka/products/shshm-pirta-uflebebze-momushave-organizatsiebi-da-aktivistebi-shshm-pirta-uflebebis-shesakheb-k]  [23:  https://socialjustice.org.ge/ka/products/shshm-pirta-uflebebze-momushave-organizatsiebi-da-aktivistebi-shshm-pirta-uflebebis-shesakh] 

Despite the requests of the civil society and the Ombudsman to post-pone the expeditious elaborations of the bill in the Parliament in order to facilitate the meaningful participation of persons with disabilities, the Law of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was passed on July the 14th 2020. During the Parliamentary elaborations only 2 remote meetings have been held with the OPD-s and other stake-holders working for the rights of persons with disabilities. One of the meetings effectively served only as the informing level, the lowest degree of citizen participation. During that meeting persons with disabilities were still attempting to propose the recommendations and comments to the bill, however later it became known that by the time the meeting was held, the bill had passed the 2nd hearing. Thus, the substantial changes no longer could be made to the bill, therefore the efforts of the community made at the second meeting were wasted[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  https://socialjustice.org.ge/ka/products/shshm-pirebi-da-organizatsiebi-shshm-pirta-uflebebis-shesakheb-kanonis-mighebas-ekhmianebian
] 


Participation of persons with disabilities in the elaboration of the annual disability inclusion action plans by the individual public entities
Though the elaboration of the law has already become the past, the process has been described in order to demonstrate the general systemic challenges existing for meaningful participation in decision-making for persons with disabilities.
	The Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, passed on July 14th 2020, obliges state central and local authorities and administrative entities to create annual disability inclusion action plans. (Art. 37.3.A) As of May 2021 the action plans of 20 central (nation-wide level) entities have been published on the webplatform of the Human Rights Secretariat of the Georgian Government Administration. [footnoteRef:25]Out of them only 5 have reached out to the organizations working on the rights of persons with disabilities inviting them to attend the information meetings, where the action plans would be introduced. These entities were: The Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Ministry of the Internally Displaced Persons from the Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs, the High Council of Judiciary, the Regulatory Committee of Energy and Water Supply, while the Ombudsman has a permanent consultative council on the Monitoring of Implementation, Protection and Promotion of the UNCRPD and the Central Election Committee has a permanently acting working group on disability inclusion. In most cases the plans had been already approved, therefore persons with disabilities and others working on their rights were offered only informing level of citizen participation. The civil servants were telling the attendees that their opinions will be taken into account in designing the upcoming action plans reasoning that currently providing for inclusive process was not possible due to the time constraints. Most of these action plans have been designed and approved in the second quarter of 2021. The Ministry of Internal Affairs proposed to design a consultative group comprised of persons with disabilities and others working on their rights. The MIA sent out an application form for both the individual activists and organization representatives to apply for membership. However there is no written member selection criteria based on which the working group members will be appointed. [footnoteRef:26] [25: Retrieved on June 6th 2021 from შშმ პირთა კანონით გათვალისწინებული ადმინისტრაციული ორგანოების მიერ წლიური სამოქმედო გეგმის შემუშავების შესახებ მონაცემები (myrights.gov.ge)).
]  [26:  Key Informant Interviewee, Koba Nadiradze founder of the OPD Equal Participation Center, May the 30th, 2021
] 

The argument of time constraint shall not be considered valid, as the law of concern obliging the elaboration of the action plans was passed in the middle of July 2020. Therefore the relevant entities had an opportunity to start the design of plans still in 2020. The missed opportunity to start the plan design promptly in advance, can be linked to the absence of the UNCRPD Implementation and coordination mechanism, as well as of the centralized Governmental Action plan, which should have been designed under article 37 of the Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. While the individual public entity action plans were being created, the Human Rights Secretariat has not been reaching out to the disability community for formal consultations on the creation of the National Governmental Action plan or on the establishment of the UNCRPD implementation mechanism since the start of 2021. This passivity was attributed to the post-electoral crisys, which followed the Parliamentary elections held on October 31st 2020, as well as the changes within the Government administration (including the resignation of the Prime-minister). “”We have not being reaching out to the persons with disabilities, their organizations and concerned stake-holders for months, since the start of the year.” [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Key Informant Interviewee, Maka Peradze, Head of the Human Rights Secretariat (Service. Administration of Government of Georgia, June 4 2021
] 


Active voting right of persons with disabilities and disability inclusion participation mechanism with the Central Elections Committee
	In the municipal elections of 2014 4883 persons with disabilities voted, while in 2017 in the similar local elections only 3353. In 2016 Parliamentary elections 7072 persons with disabilities voted, while in the following elections of 2020- only 3663 voters with disabilities participated[footnoteRef:28]. The amount of persons with disabilities voting at elections seems to be decreasing. however the Central Election Committee does not obtain the information on voters’ disability status due to the restrictions imposed by the personal data protection laws. According to the committee disability status information would not be of a particular use for the committee. The For the purpose of ensuring quality participation in the voting process for persons with disabilities the committee considers sufficient to be addressing the individual needs of the voters on sight, at the polling station, where any voter can request the available assistive devices (for instance a magnifier for partially sighted persons). The committee obtains the information about the amounts of voters with disabilities from its district subdivisions/poling stations, where the committee staff members register the citizens as voters with disabilities based on a visual observation or on their requests of assistive devices[footnoteRef:29]. Therefore the numbers provided above may not be accurate. The committee has provided the gender segregated data on the voters with disabilities only for the Parliamentary elections of 2020, where slightly more women (1862) with disabilities voted, than men (1801[footnoteRef:30]).). However as the data for previous years is unavailable, it is not possible to make the relevant comparisons and discuss the voter turnout tendencies from the gender perspective. [28:  Electronic correspondence, Sopio Sichinava, Head of Coordination, Logistics and Accountability Department, Central Elections Committee, 3/16/2021]  [29: Key Informant Interviewee, Sopio Sichinava, Head of Coordination, Logistics and Accountability Department, Central Elections Committee, May 26 2021  https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021040110573948397.pdf

]  [30:  Electronic correspondence, Sopio Sichinava, Head of Coordination, Logistics and Accountability Department, Central Elections Committee, 3/16/2021).
] 

In 2020 across all 30 majoritarian districts only 1 134 out of 3 657 polling stations were more-less physically accessible/adapted for persons with disabilities[footnoteRef:31]. The space for the polling stations is traditionally provided by the public schools, kinder-gardens and other facilities. Thus the Central Elections’ Committee has a limited role in ensuring the universal accessibility of the polling stations. [footnoteRef:32] [31:  https://ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2021040110573948397.pdf

]  [32:  Key Informant Interviewee, Sopio Sichinava, Head of Coordination, Logistics and Accountability Department, Central Elections Committee, May 26 2021
] 

	In order to provide the equal accessibility of the electoral processes for persons with disabilities, to promote their inclusion and participation in elections, the Central Elections Committee has a disability inclusion working group. It consists of the representatives of the CEC including one of the committee members. According to its statute, representatives of the international and local non-governmental organizations, which have been working on the electoral rights of persons with disabilities, may be invited. There is no emphasis on the importance of participation of the OPD-s or individuals with disabilities. Nor is there any selection criteria defined or the length of the serving term determined. The decisions within the group are to be made by a majority vote, however this procedure is of a rather formal nature, as the most of the working group members belong to the CEC organizational vertical (the committee member, heads of departments[footnoteRef:33]). Thus it would be hard to imagine them acting as equal decision-makers and being voicing opinions different from one another. [33:  Received upon a request of the public information, downloaded on June 6th 2021 The statute of the Disability Inclusion Working Group approved by the Chairperson of the CEC, Ordinance N01-10 passed on February 21 2017] 

	The disability inclusion working group since its inception in 2021 has proposed and achieved the following changes in the electoral process: 1. The voting procedure rules were elaborated for persons without upper limbs. 2. A special voting frames were designed for the blind voters allowing them to vote anonymously and without the help of others. 3. The legislative amendments were proposed and passed to the Parliament making the political parties to provide sign language interpretation for their election campaign advertising. [footnoteRef:34] [34:  Key Informant Interviewee, Sopio Sichinava, Head of Coordination, Logistics and Accountability Department, Central Elections Committee, May 26 2021
] 


Participation of women with disabilities in civic and political life
After discussing the general participation of persons with disabilities in the voting related processes it is relevant to focus on the involvement of women with disabilities more specifically. Women with disabilities are underrepresented both in the women’s and disabled persons’ movements.  In all surveyed women’s rights organizations only 1 woman with disabilities had been employed, while20% of independent feminist group beneficiaries are women with disabilities[footnoteRef:35]. As many membership based organizations founded and governed by persons with disabilities are receiving state funding or favors for providing services and, therefore, cannot be strictly refered to as OPD-s under the General Comment #7 of the UNCRPD, they will here and after be refered to as Membership based organizations working on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In Membership based organizations working on the rights of persons with disabilities and OPD-s, the maximum amount of member women was 40%. The average percentage of women with disabilities varied from 0 to 20%. In all surveyed membership based organizations working on the rights of persons with disabilities out of all 125 employees only 15 identified as women with disabilities.[footnoteRef:36] [35: http://enusp.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/PNO-research.pdf]  [36:  http://enusp.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/PNO-research.pdf] 

	In 2019 50 municipalities had disability inclusion consul8tative councils. Only in 16 of them involved women with disabilities as council members. ”I cannot recall any Gender Equality and Women’s Rights Municipal consultative Council/commission/mechanism having a woman with disabilities as a member. Through my work I have not encountered any. While there might be 1 or 2 exceptions, including the voices of diverse and marginalized groups of women, such as of Internally displaced Women, , women with disabilities is not a systemic and formal priority for the municipalities. No quotas or other affirmative action mechanisms are put in place to ensure the participation of women belonging to the above mentioned categories in the municipal gender equality consultative mechanisms[footnoteRef:37]”(  [37:  Key Informant Interviewee, Ekaterine Skhiladze, Deputy Ombudsman, June 4th 2021).
] 

	Since the restoration of Georgia’s independence, there had been 3 members of Parliament, who identify as persons with disabilities and. All of them has been male.[footnoteRef:38] [38: Key Informant Interviewee, Koba Nadiradze founder of the OPD Equal Participation Center, May the 30th, 2021
 
] 


Conclusion
	While the efforts to improve the rights of persons with disabilities are being made, the following offers the room for improvement:
1. Most of the key national authorities, such as the Parliament of Georgia, the independent regulators (State Audit Service, the National Bank of Georgia, the LEPL Competition Agency) the individual ministries, the judiciary do not have formal regular consultative mechanisms on disability. Nor are persons with disabilities included on other consultative mechanisms or less formalized consultation processes, such as on those on Gender Equality, youth issues, Sustainable Development Agenda, Disaster Risk Reduction.
2. Though the most of municipalities do have consultative councils, their statutes do not differentiate between the organizations of people with disabilities and organizations for people with disabilities. They do not provide closes on the prevention of conflict of interest. Thus there are few opportunities to ensure that persons with disabilities and their organizations themselves are included.
3. The municipal consultative councils lacking human and financial resources and capacities to conduct analytical and outreach work. They lack the resources necessary to provide the reasonable accommodation and accessible, enabling environment for persons with disabilities to participate and attend the meeting sessions.
4. Persons engaged in the municipal disability inclusion councils do need more information and knowledge of the principles of the Human Rights Based Approach to disability and the UN Convention of the Rights of Persons With Disabilities.
5. Due to the lack of allocated resources to the municipal councils, the local authorities set up unrealistic expectations and obligations (such as providing advice on the technical parameters and accessibility features of buildings, roads, transportation and other facilities, self-organizing and mobilizing wider community of persons with disabilities for work and engagement) on the civil society members of the council, who often are not able to fulfil them. This results in excluding OPD-s, which mostly are less resourced to conduct mobilization and logistical work, than service-providers. 
6. As there is no mechanism ensuring the recommendations proposed by the consultative council members are being given due regard, local persons with disabilities and their legal representatives often lose motivation to participate.
7. As persons with disabilities do not constitute a homogenious group, often large communities of persons with disabilities (such as those with ethnic and or religious minority background, the Internally Displaced Persons and those living near or on the occupied territories, persons with intellectual and psycho-social, as well as with multiple disabilities, women with disabilities remain excluded from the formal consultative mechanisms or informal processes. Moreover, women with disabilities, instead of being equally involved in both the women’s and persons with disabilities movements, are often invisible in both.

Key recommendations:
1. Each public entity establishing a consultative mechanism, shall ensure conflict of interest prevention and inclusion of independent (not service providers and not those receiving state funding) OPD-s through its statute.
2. To ensure the equal participation of all interested OPD-s and individual activists with disabilities in public decision-making, the rigid structures of the consultative councils, which limit the member numbers, shall be replaced with a system, where an OPD could submit its opinions and comments on a given issue and later verbalize them at the consultation session, which shall be regularly conducted by the public authorities, without the need of applying for council membership.
3. Based on the General Comment #7 of the UNCRPD, as well as on the other locally produced roadmaps, an OPD participation code shall be created. The code shall regulate such aspects of participation, as an obligation of accountability by a public authority. The code shall cover at least the following aspects: 1. the public authorities shall have an obligation to issue the reports, clearly stating, which of the recommendations have been implemented, which not with clear reasoning. 2. How well in advance shall the OPD-s be called to consult and participate in decision-making. 3. The remedies to appeal the decisions made without OPD participation. 4. Lists of measures of proactively informing the OPD-s about the consultation processes. Such code can be elaborated by the Parliament of Georgia to have a legitimacy in a form of resolution or guide-line.
4. The public authorities, including the Government of Georgia, within which the UNCRPD implementation coordination mechanism is established, shall be appropriately staffed to ensure the coordination and mobilization of OPD-s and persons with disabilities for consultation processes; Shall have sufficient human and financial resources to conduct analytical and outreach work related to the implementation of the recommendations proposed by the OPD-s as a result of a consultation process. The amount of the full-time paid staff working exclusively for the committee shall, at least be of the same amount as the staff working for the Disability Department at the Ombudsman’s office). There shall be designated disability inclusion focal points within each public authority (the ministries, municipalities, the independent regulators and monitors, the Parliament, judicial system).
5. Raise awareness and increase the knowledge of the principles of CRPD, the SDG-s and the human rights based approach to disability among the public authorities (namely municipalities) and civil society organizations including the OPD-s engaged in consultative mechanisms, especially outside of Tbilisi and the main Georgian cities (the Ombudsman’s office. At first possibly with the support of UN).
6. Establish the registree of OPD-s (The Ministry of Justice).	
