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Transforming social protection for persons with disabilities in Georgia
A UN programme funded by the Joint SDG Fund

6 May 2019

This joint programme (JP) aims to fill the biggest gap in Georgia’s social protection system by transforming the situation of persons with disabilities (PwDs) in the country. Georgia ratified the Convention on the Rights of PwDs (CRPD) in 2013, and all policy documents commit to full inclusion. There is no lack of Government resolve. Despite this commitment, PwDs remain profoundly invisible in Georgian society. Data are fragmentary: only 3% of the population, and only 1.2% of children, are currently registered as disabled, whereas European norms suggest that the actual share must be well over 10%. Stigma and shame lead families to keep PwDs hidden, so few PwDs attend school or work (only 55 PwDs are currently employed in the public sector). Associations for PwDs function essentially as channels for state benefits, and thus have a vested interest in exaggerating disability and keeping PwDs passive. In sum, PwDs cannot enjoy their rights and lack voice and agency, while officials lack the data needed to craft effective policies. 

Preliminary findings from the Georgia MAPS exercise identify PwDs as the group that is most penalized by the two most damaging SDG bottlenecks: 8.5 (full employment) and 10.2 (inclusion for all). Unlocking progress for PwDs will give fresh momentum to the SDGs. 

To achieve a breakthrough, a multi-sectoral approach is crucial. Here the UN family has the expertise and partnerships needed to achieve impact. Disability is a shared UNDAF priority and a focus of an ongoing joint project on human rights. UN agencies are currently working in a range of areas with benefit for PwDs, including legislation; the system for disability assessment and status determination; capacity development; reporting; accessible facilities and services; inclusive education; and advocacy for inclusion. The UN system is the “go to” organization on PwDs in Georgia; no other actor has comparable traction. What has been lacking, however, is targeted funding, so this call comes at an opportune moment.

The JP will work both “top down” and “bottom up.” At the policy level, the UN will support the Government in adopting legislation that translates CRPD commitments into practice and in establishing an effective national CRPD implementation mechanism. In line with the CPRD, the UN will work with national institutions to shift from the “medical” to the “social” approach to disability, a transition that is crucial to translate inclusion from theory into everyday practice. Crucially, the JP will at last make PwDs visible by generating the disaggregated data to understand the true prevalence of different types of disability, enabling policy-makers to cut through the fog and for the first time develop policies on PwDs that are truly evidence-based. 

These efforts would lack impact, however, without a complementary effort to ensure that PwDs achieve voice and agency. Working directly with PwDs and their representative organizations, the UN will build on past successful awareness-raising campaigns to promote inclusion and support local communities to design and deliver a range of essential public services, including accessible facilities and opportunities to engage in social activities and the labor market. Incentives will be created to encourage private-sector companies to recruit, train and retain employees with disabilities. Thanks to the UN’s unique ability to operate in conflict-affected regions, these activities will extend into Abkhazia, where PwDs face even greater exclusion. 

The lead partner on the Government side will be the Ministry of Internally Displaced Persons from the Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs (MIDPOTLHSA), but the JP will need to engage a range of partners at all levels of government as well as civil society. The UN team is in daily contact with all counterparts on PwDs and this proposal reflects their input.  

The total budget requested for the JP from the Joint SDG Fund is USD 2 million. No additional funding will be requested or required from the Government. Additional funding can be mobilized by UN agencies, and ongoing UN programs will be aligned to maximize the impact of the JP. 
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