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Dear Chairperson, members of the Committee,
Ladies and Gentleman,
It is a great pleasure and privilege for the delegation of Georgia to participate at the 111st session of the Human Rights Committee.
The Georgian delegation is quite representative and includes 2 members of the Parliament, 3 deputy ministers from the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Corrections and Ministry of Education and Science, other mid-level officials from all key agencies responsible for implementation of the Covenant  - representatives from Ministry of Interior; Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Office of the State Minister for Reconciliation and Civil Equality; Ministry of IDPs from Occupied Territories, Accommodation and Refugees; Chief Prosecutor’s Office; Supreme Court, Office of Data Protection Inspector and State Fund for the Protection and Assistance of (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking. The fact that today Georgia is represented before the committee by such a broad-based delegation attests to the importance we attach to the implementing the Covenant obligations. 
At this outset, let me offer highlights of the most recent and important steps undertaken by Georgia in pursuing its obligations under the Convention. 
1. HUMAN RIGHTS STRATEGY AND ACTION PLAN
The Human Rights Strategy and National Action Plan is an important point of departure. On April 30, 2014 for the first time the Parliament of Georgia adopted the National Human Rights Strategy through an inclusive process where all state agencies, international and non-governmental organizations participated. The seven-year strategy defines the countries policy in the field of human rights till 2020. 
The main goal of the Strategy is to consolidate “institutional democracy” i.e. system of functional institutions and thus to ensure that human rights obligations are implemented in everyday life through a a multi-sector, unified, and consistent government policy in Georgia. 
Importantly, pursuant to the Strategy human rights based approach will be gradually integrated into the government policies and programming. The Strategy envisages legislative and institutional changes, as well as changes in practice for the state in order to meet its obligations to respect, protect, fulfill and promote human rights.
The Strategy which is eleborated on the bases of the recommendations of the Public Defender of Georgia, international and non-governmental organizations as well as Thomas Hammarberg’s report (written in the capacity of the EU Special Adviser on Constitutional and Legal Reform and Human Rights in Georgia) sets strategic priorities for Georgia in 2014-2020. 
The National Human Rights Action Plan for 2014-2015 adopted on 6 June 2014, covers concrete activities to be undertaken by responsible agencies, sets clear timeframe and assessment indicators. The inter-agency commission created under the Government of Georgia and chaired by the Prime-Minister will monitor the process of implementation of both documents. Moreover, the Government will submit to the Parliament the annual report on thematic parameters in March, the same month when it hears the Public Defender. 
2. ANTI-DISCRIMINATION LAW
On 2 May 2014 the Law of Georgia on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination was adopted by the Parliament. Elaboration of a new anti-discrimination law that commenced in 2012 involved all line ministries, local and international organizations. 
In order to ensure that the best international standards were integrated in the law, the draft law has been reviewed by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).  The draft was also examined by the Swedish expert, Mr. Hans Ytterberg, selected with the assistance of the EU delegation in Georgia. Most of their feedbacks and recommendations have been reflected in the text of the law.
The purpose of the law is to eliminate of all forms of discrimination in public and private sector and ensure for every person equal enjoyment of rights prescribed by law irrespective of any ground. Any form of discrimination, being direct, indirect or multiple, prohibited in Georgia. Under the law, temporary special measures intended to accelerate de facto equality, especially in gender, pregnancy, and maternity issues, also, with respect to persons with limited capabilities, shall not be considered discrimination.

The law vests in the Public Defender’s Office the authority to monitor its implementation.
3. JUSTICE SECTOR REFORMS
Judiciary
The Government of Georgia continues its reforms to build institutional safeguards of independence of judiciary from any outside interference and increase public trust in them. 
The first wave of reforms, started in November 2012, empowered self-rule of ordinary judges in running the High Council of Justice as well as provided an avenue for participation of the civil society. The new, reconstituted High Council of Justice has already came into existence and the next phase of the reform addresses the criteria of appointment, promotion and assignment of cases to the judges.
In autumn, 2013 the second stage of the reform was launched focused on the guarantees of independence of an individual judge and his/her involvement in the activities of the court. Within this process, the principle of life tenure for judges will be implemented. 

Criminal Justice
Justice sector reforms continue to be the top priority for the Government of Georgia as a part of the overarching goal to establish and enhance functional democracy upholding principles of transparency, accountability and the rule of law in the country. In this process various reforms are carried out. In particular, Victim’s rights will be brought in line with European standards while sweeping reforms of juvenile justice are underway and separate code for juveniles will be drafted and adopted. The mechanism of plea bargaining is another item in the list of reforms. Government initiated robust steps in order to overhaul the mechanism and ensure fair and voluntary plea bargaining process for the defendant. In particular, the amendments to be introduced are aimed at enhancing powers of judges in the process of plea-bargain and determination of punishments, enhancing role of the victim in the plea-bargaining process and improving transparency of procedure.
Prosecution Service
Another major aspect of the criminal justice reform - institutional independence of the Prosecution Service is strengthened so that it can carry out professional functions impartially and objectively. As a result of amendments, all prosecutorial powers vested previously in the Minister of Justice transferred to the Chief prosecutor of Georgia and the power of Minister to interfere in individual cases has been abolished.  For the time being, the Minister of Justice has the authority only to define general criminal justice policy and issue respective guidelines that are focused on human rights.
4. INNOVATIONS AND ACHIEVEMENTS IN POLICE SECTOR
After the Parliamentary election of 2012, the process of de-politicization of police and transformation of the Ministry of Internal Affairs into a community-oriented organization have been among the main priorities of the new government.
Within the police reform, the Constitutional Security Department (CSD) and the Special Operative Department (SOD), most notorious for political persecution, were abolished. Newly established Anti-corruption and the State Security agencies and Central Criminal Police Department undertook their functions with clear delineation of authority. In addition, the Reforms and Development Agency was established to move forward the reforms and coordinate the monitoring of their implementation.
On October 4, 2013 a new Law on Police was adopted. The new “Law on Police”, elaborated in close cooperation with EU, international and local NGOs, sets high human rights protection standards to embody the principles of legality, equality, proportionality and political neutrality.  
In order to strengthen Human Rights Protection mechanisms the 24-hour hotline “126” enables prompt communications of citizens with the MIA General Inspection and Prosecutor’s Office about violation of their rights.
The infrastructure and standards at the Temporary Detention Isolators (TDI) has improved. Since November 2012, no single fact of human rights violations has been reported.
5. ACHIEVED PROGRESS IN PENITENTIARY SYSTEM OF GEORGIA
Despite the extremely heavy inherited legacy back in 2013, the significant progress has been achieved in the most problematic directions of the penitentiary system in the shortest period of time: 
· Protection of human rights, eradication of all facts of systemic torture and ill-treatment and the strengthening complaints mechanisms – stand in the center of the reforms implemented.
· Overcrowding of the prisons has been effectively addressed - the number of prisoners has been reduced by 60% and is being maintained at the same level already for last 18 months. 
· Access to quality healthcare for pre-trial and convicted inmates has been considerably improved; Electronic Health Record has been introduced, access to lifesaving treatment of HCV infected inmates has been ensured; spread of Tuberculosis has been reduced 15 times; suicide prevention program has been initiated; comprehensive units to provide care, service and proper conditions to drug addicted and disabled inmates has been opened; mortality among prisoners has been reduced 6 times – 22/10 000 which is a historic minimum. 
· Living conditions for the prisoners has been improved: 3 old institutions has been closed according to the CPT recommendations, 3 new institutions with modern concept have been opened and 2 more are ahead to be opened, food standard has been changed and improved according to the national and international standards. 
· Safety standard in the prisons has been improved. 
· Regulations have been updated and legislative gaps addressed. 
Since 2014 the main focus has been shifted to:
· Psycho-social rehabilitation and re-socialization of the prisoners;
· Improving mental health care and upgrade standard of rehabilitation and harm reduction for drug addicts; 
· Functional improvement of penitentiary and probation system oriented on specific needs of the vulnerable groups – women, children and persons with disabilities.

6. PERSONAL DATA PROTECTION
The last few years were extremely successful in establishing appropriate legislative as well as institutional setup for ensuring personal data protection.
Legal Framework
In May 2012 the Law on Personal Data Protection entered into force. The Law lays down fundamental principles and guarantees of data protection in line with international and European standards (CoE Convection 108 and its AP, EU Directive 95/46/EC). 
There is a strong political will to refine the legislation and create independent and efficient external control mechanism that will exercise oversight over the data processing for the police purposes in line with international standards and best practices of European states. In light of this, a decision was taken to define the supervisory authority and expand Inspector’s mandate towards data processing for police purposes.
Institutional Mechanism
Within the institutional setup the Data Protection Supervisory Authority – the Personal Data Protection Inspector of Georgia was selected by the competition commission and appointed by the Prime Minister of Georgia in July 2013. The Inspector is primarily mandated to investigate (to inspect) the lawfulness of the processing of data in public and private institutions, receive and consider applications/complaints of individuals, conduct awareness raising campaign, etc.
7. RATIFICATIONS/ACCESSIONS
During this reporting period Georgia undertook the commitment to ensure human rights protection by ratifying or acceding to various international or regional conventions. 
CRPD
On December 26, 2013 Parliament of Georgia ratified UN Convention on the rights of people with disabilities. In order to progressively realize the rights of PWD-s according to requirements of the Convention, the Government of Georgia approved “National Action Plan of equal opportunities of persons with disabilities for 2014-2016” and “Technical regulations of space design and architectural planning elements for Persons with disabilities”. The documents define concrete actions, responsible agencies, terms and indicators to reach the goals. 
Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness
The 1961 UN Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness was ratified by the parliament of Georgia on 2nd April 2014. In this context the Parliament of Georgia adopted the package of laws regulating migration policy in line with international standards, and among them implementing the Convention on the Reduction of statelessness. By virtue of these changes the principles and standards of the Convention and, in the larger context, the UN principles on statelessness have been deeply entrenched into the legal and human rights system of our country.
Istanbul Convention on Domestic Violence
Government of Georgia pays particular attention to elimination of domestic violence. To that end on 19 June 2014, Georgia became the member state of the Council of Europe to sign the Istanbul Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence which will enter into force on 1 August 2014.
8. HUMAN RIGHTS SITUATION IN OCCUPIED TERRITORIES
In meeting human rights obligations in the occupied regions of Georgia our Government is faced with major challenges. With the installation of barbwire fences along the occupation line heavy restrictions on the freedom of movement have been imposed even on the most vulnerable population - in need of urgent medical assistance - and expectant mothers. Unfortunately, such actions carry a heavy tall – four women, including one pregnant woman, have died en route to hospital after being refused passage through the occupation line.  Despite the numerous calls of international community, up to half a million internally displaced persons and refugees continue to be deprived of their fundamental right to safe and dignified return.  

In these regions that are under Russia’s effective control and military presence, the remaining ethnic Georgian population such as those in the Gali district lives under constant threat of harassment. Kidnappings, physical abuse and crimes against ethnic Georgian residents often take place.

The Government of Georgia spares no efforts to cater for the needs of people on both sides of the occupation line. Under the Engagement Strategy, the Government of Georgia provides ambulance cars and free-of-charge medical treatment for any patients from the occupied regions, including for women, while with the help of international organizations the government provides medicines and vaccines for the residents of Abkhazia region. 

Through the special interagency commission set up in October 2013 we undertake intensified efforts to assist, together with the UN agencies and the donor community, with the basic needs of the population who live close to the barbed wires.

Our human-centered and pragmatic approach means we are putting humanitarian issues first though without compromising human rights. Humanitarian standards and human rights are rather mutually reinforcing and therefore protection of an individual under human right law does not exclude or curtail protection under the other.

It is therefore that taking all possible measures for protection of the rights of persons living on occupied territories of Georgia by using bilateral and multilateral international legal instruments is a separate priority of the National Human Rights Strategy that I referred to before.

First and foremost, the human rights situation in the occupied regions has to be brought within the reach of international human rights mechanisms. In particular, we support and encourage Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to continue efforts to have access to Abkhazia and Tskhinvali region of Georgia. We remain hopeful that the international community will adequately react to the illegal activities in the occupied regions of Georgia and the ongoing violations of human rights.
9. Civil integration Policy
 
Elaboration and effective implementation of a state policy towards integration of ethnic minorities is an important priority for the country. This policy aims at protecting the rights of national minorities, providing their full-fledged integration into society, as well as supporting further development of a tolerant environment.

Since 2009, the state policy towards ethnic/national minorities is implemented through the "National Concept on Tolerance and Civil Integration and respective Action Plan for 2009 -2014”. The Office of the State Minister of Georgia for Reconciliation and Civic Equality coordinates the process of elaboration and implementation of a policy in regard to ethnic/national minorities.

The main aim of the Tolerance and National Integration Strategy and Action Plan is to support the creation of a democratic, consolidated civil society based on common values, which considers diversity as the source of its strength and provides every citizen with the opportunity to maintain and develop their own identity.
 
The National Concept for Tolerance and Civil Integration determines the state strategy and objectives in six key areas: rule of law, education and state language, the media and access to information, political integration and civic participation, social and regional integration, and culture and identity maintenance. The action plan included specific activities and programs in accordance with the strategic direction of the national concept. The responsibility to implement the components within the Action Plan was allocated to specific state agencies.

Current strategy and action plan expires in 2014, therefore, the Office of the State Minister is in the process of elaboration of a new strategy and action plan for the next period. 

Concluding remarks
In concluding my opening statement, let me reiterate that we are open to have engaging discussions with the committee in those two days on all issues of its interest. 
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