Measures taken by the Government of Georgia to promote and


Protect Women’s Rights during COVID19 pandemic 



Since the beginning of the COVID19 crisis, the Government of Georgia has been taking pro-active measures to ensure the protection of women’s rights, the rights of vulnerable and minority groups through access to information, access to services, access to basic subsistence support, access to healthcare and education. Gender equality, violence against women and domestic violence are among the priority areas in response to COVID19. 

At 1.9 million women make 52 percent of the population (the total population is 3.7 million). As for sex segregation of COVID19 confirmed patients, women make slightly more than half – 51 percent of all COVID19 confirmed cases.[footnoteRef:1] Subsequently, men make 49 percent. At all the stages of the crisis, COVID19 confirmed cases were more or less equally distributed among women and men.  [1:  Data presented as of 30 April 2020 (n=373), source: NCDC  ] 


Gender Equality machinery in Georgia exists both - at legislative and executive branches. Gender Equality Council at the Parliament of Georgia and the Inter-agency Commission on Gender Equality, Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (under the Prime Minister’s Human Rights Council) act in a coordinated manner to promote and protect women’s rights in the country, including throughout the COVID19 crisis. 

Measures taken by the and the Inter-agency Commission on Gender Equality, Violence against Women and Domestic Violence in cooperation with non-governmental organizations, focused on access to information, access to services, access to basic subsistence support, access to healthcare. 

I. ACCESS TO INFORMATION 

To ensure access to COVID19 related information for all, the Government of Georgia created Governmental web-portal www.StopCov.ge (in five languages), hosted regular information briefings, disseminated critical information through state-wide SMS system (in three languages), used online and printed media, disseminated printed material and used official social pages of central and local governments to share reliable and updated information on COVID19 prevention and protection.

In parallel, access to information on state-provided services for domestic violence survivors was ensured through the following channels and activities:
 
1. Communication Strategy on Domestic and Violence against Women during the COVID-19 Crisis. 
In order to rapidly respond to increased risks of domestic violence amid the “Stay Home” policy, the Inter-agency Commission on Gender Equality, Violence against Women and Domestic Violence in close cooperation with non-governmental and international organizations, has developed the Communication Strategy on Domestic and Violence against Women during the COVID-19 Crisis. The strategy outlines key messages and priority actions of the governmental entities and non-governmental organizations to ensure that information on state-provided services is available for all. 

Communication strategy and on-going communication campaign aims to raise awareness, build knowledge, and decrease acceptance of domestic violence and violence against women among the Georgian population. The working process brought together donors from various international organizations, as well as NGO-representatives. 

“The Government of Georgia continues its strict policy against domestic violence during the COVID19 crisis. Domestic violence victims  and survivors are not alone. The Government stands ready to protect them and provide state-funded support services for all. Combating domestic violence is a joint responsibility of all of us.” – these are key messages of the campaign. 

2. Information on alternative ways for reporting domestic violence. Even though, unlike a number of European countries, Georgia did not go on full lockdown during the COVID19 crisis, the general “Stay Home” policy might make it challenging to report DV. Therefore, information on alternative ways of reporting DV, such as chat boxes, mobile applications, and silent SOS signals are widely shared by the Government. Namely, 
· Countrywide SMS system is used to provide information to every citizen on alternative ways of reporting DV. Cellular SMS messages are being sent in ethnic minority languages as well. 

· Utilizing pharmacies and grocery shops to share information. As most locations for large gatherings in the country close during the COVID19 crisis, pharmacies and grocery shops continue to work. These spots might also be the safe spaces for victims (survivors) of DV to learn about alternative ways of reporting DV and do so immediately. In cooperation with the Inter-agency Gender Equality Commission, most of the pharmacy and grocery shops in the country have information posters on DV services, including in ethnic minority languages.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Information material is prepared and printed with the support of UNFPA] 


· TV and social media videos. Information on state services, alternative ways of reporting DV, police-protection mechanisms, instructions to download 112 application, and call for zero-tolerance for DV is shared through TV and social media adds as prepared by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and other members of the Inter-agency Gender Equality Commission.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Videos are prepared with the support of the EU Delegation (“EU for Gender Equality Programme”) and INL of the United States Embassy in Tbilisi ] 


3. Information on Domestic Violence services for returnees. More than 9,000 Georgian citizens have returned to the country amid the COVID19 crisis. The Government is currently utilizing over 90 hotels for 14-day mandatory quarantine upon return to the country. All quarantine hotel rooms are equipped with flyers on domestic violence state services so that all the citizens, who come back to the country are adequality informed of state-provided services and can plan accordingly, if they are DV survivors or under the risk of DV.   
II. ACCESS TO SERVICES

Ensuring uninterrupted access to DV protection services even during the COVID19 pandemic is Government’s priority. Therefore, the Ministry of Internal Affairs continues to have rapid police response to reported DV cases, and in parallel, crisis centers and shelters, run by the Ministry of IDPs from Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs continue to provide access to an extensive nationwide support system to all survivors of domestic violence. Namely, 

1. Emergency and Consultation Hotlines. 
· Emergency hotline 112 under the Ministry of Internal Affairs continues to provide 24/7 free service for all. The application has chat mode and silent SOS button, which means that a potential victim could call the police by pushing the SOS button, even without dialing the phone number. Instructions on downloading the 112 application are widely spread using statewide SMS system, as well as TV and social media adds. 

· DV consultation hotline 116 006 run by the Agency for State Care and Assistance for the (Statutory) Victims of Human Trafficking[footnoteRef:4] continues to provide legal, phycological, and consultations in eight languages. Namely, Georgian, English, Armenian, Azerbaijani, Arabic, Farsi, Turkish and Russian languages. The hotline also offers telecommunication and chat options.  [4:  LEPL under the Ministry of IDPs from Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs] 


· Consultation hotline 1481 run by the Public Defender’s Office, also continues to provide consultations on DV 24/7 to all citizens of the country.  

2. State-run Crisis Centers and Shelters. Ten state-run shelters and crisis centers continue to function non-stop and support survivors of domestic violence. In addition, there are two crisis centers run by non-governmental organizations[footnoteRef:5]. As the crisis started, crisis centers and shelters re-structured their model to allocate newcomers without risking others to potential COVID19 infection. Protection of survivors, as well as employees of crisis centers and shelters, is vital during the pandemic. Therefore, those services that could be provided on distance went to online or distance mode, and others are regularly supplied by personal protection equipment (PPE) and disinfectants.  [5:  State and NGO-run crisis centers and shelters are supported by UN Women] 


3. Tailored Policy Solutions. Quick and efficient police-response is key to Georgia’s success in combating domestic violence. During COVID-19, Police continue to be the first responder in domestic violence cases. Moreover, a policy-level decision was made not fine those potential victims of domestic violence who, in order to escape violence, leave home during curfew hours (21:00 – 06:00). As a result, none of DV victims (survivors) have been fined even if during the curfew hours. 





III. DATA COLLECTION

1. Special Methodology to track DV statistics during the COVID19 pandemic. Even though an increase of DV cases during the crisis is not yet observed in the country, the Government realizes the risks amid the countrywide “Stay Home” policy and continuously monitors such risks. Therefore, by adding indicators and incorporating additional variables, the Ministry of Internal Affairs has developed a tailored and more detailed methodology to track domestic violence cases during the COVID19 crisis. 

2. Sex segregated data on COVID19 confirmed cases. As part of the COVID-19 response, gender-segregated data is being collected and analyzed on a daily basis. Accordingly, the relevant informational factsheets are prepared and shared publicly, as well as with local and international organizations on a weekly basis.


IV. SOCIO-ECONOMIC SUPPORT TO WOMEN

1. Access to basic subsistence support for all alongside the access to information is a key priority for the Government of Georgia during the COVID19 crisis. Families hit the hardest by COVID19 are mostly the ones with many children tallying additional burden to women. To mitigate the most-pressing needs for vulnerable families, close to 150,000 food and hygiene kits[footnoteRef:6] were disseminated across the country.  [6:  Food and hygiene kits delivery is supported by UNICEF, Red Cross, World Vision, and NGO “Sector 3” ] 


2. Women as part of the Anti-crisis Plan. On 24 April 2020, the Prime Minister presented the Anti-Crisis Plan that included social compensation for various vulnerable groups and people who have lost income amid COVID19. Women are heavily represented in each of those groups, not only as income-earners in official and gig- economies, but also as parents of children with disabilities, families with three or more children, and so forth.  

3. Women’s Economic Empowerment through small grants and economic programmes. To mitigate the socio-economic effects of COVID19, the Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development has expanded economic support programmes, such as Enterprise Georgia. As a result, some pre-conditions and barriers to applying to the programme were eliminated that would allow more women to apply. Moreover, women-run businesses and women-applicants will receive extra points during the assessment.  


V. SUPPORT TO WOMEN IN OCCUPIED TERRITORIES

Despite the fact that the Government of Georgia is deprived of the possibility to exercise control over the Georgian regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia due to ongoing illegal Russian occupation, it remains strongly committed to take care and provide support to local communities.

To this end, the Government continues undertaking proactive measures to prevent the spread of and combat COVID-19 on the ground. Since the beginning of the pandemic, the Government of Georgia (at the highest level) declared that residents of the occupied territories would not be left behind in the fight against COVID19. As COVID19 response, numerous actions have been implemented by the Government of Georgia to ensure access to information, access to healthcare – including international technical support and access to basic subsistence support. 

To ensure access and rapid health response, the Government solicited a visit of WHO experts to Abkhazia for rapid needs assessment. In addition, inter alia, in cooperation with international organizations, the Government of Georgia regularly provides personal protective equipment (PPE) to frontline workers, a full majority of whom are middle-aged women (some representing risk group themselves) and provide medical support to occupied regions of Georgia. In parallel, consultations are held for local medical staff – also mostly women[footnoteRef:7] in Abkhazia on issues related to the identification and treatment of COVID19. [7:  Activities to supporting women in Abkhazia are supported by UNDP ] 
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