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Introduction

Serbia is a country located at the crossroads of Central and Southeast Europe, with a population of 7 186 862.
 It is estimated that approximately 10% of the population has a disability (700.000). With no exact official data existing, it is difficult to estimate how many of them are women or girls. 
Serbia has acceded, succeeded or ratified most UN human rights instruments relevant for women and girls  with disabilities, including  the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)
 and its Optional Protocol,
 the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women(CEDAW)
 and its Optional Protocol
 and The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).
 Several national laws have been adopted in recent years to bring the situation in line with the country’s international obligations
 and the disability related legal framework has definitely improved. 

However, these human rights oversight and enforcement mechanisms lack specialized age and gender sensitive services. Also, a good legislative and policy framework is not sufficient. In Serbia, programs and projects of support are sporadic, not systemic and thereby represent privileges to only a handful of the people with disabilities in need. Moreover, the developing of legislative and policy frameworks  has been followed by small-scale raising awareness campaigns. This translates into the larger society not being aware of the problems people with disabilities are facing. There is widespread prejudice and stigmatization, these negative attitudes existing not only among common people but also among public authorities and professionals.
 Furthermore, they exist among people with disabilities themselves, which are not aware of their rights and often have low levels of self- esteem. This makes them less likely to exercise and demand for their rights to be accepted and more likely to accept the status quo.
Among people with disabilities, women and girls with disabilities are generally, as we will emphasize bellow, in a worse position than males with disabilities. There are Serbian advocates who believe that this is due to the patriarchal characteristics of the Serbian society, in which women are still expected to fulfill certain roles, namely to care for children and family. Women and girls with disabilities  are often perceived as not being able to fulfill these roles and therefore treated as valueless. On the other hand, others argue that people with disabilities have been dehumanized by the society to the extent that their gender identity has been diminished. This does not seem however to reduce gender inequality in fields such as education and employment. 
Whatever the causes of higher vulnerability of women and girls with disabilities are, it is clear that discrepancies in access and treatment awarded to this group exists in relation to males with and without disabilities, as well as in comparison to females without disabilities. Women and girls with disabilities are specifically targeted by mental and physical violence in institutions, including sexual abuse.
 They are often denied reproductive and parental rights,
 and are often, especially when young and recently released from orphanages and institutions,  at risk of sex trafficking.

This short paper will underline the areas in which discrimination and vulnerability are most visible.  The basis of the findings are MDRI’s field work and research activities. 
Deinstitutionalization
People with disabilities, especially with psychosocial and intellectual disabilities, are generally in Serbia at a risk of institutionalization. One possible reason is that services which are necessary for independent living, such as housing, are completely lacking. 

In 2011 there were 6.176 people with disabilities  in institutions ( 3.258 male and 2.918 female). People with disabilities in Serbia  can also leave in institutions for old people and retired persons;
 however their number is unknown.

Institutions are often perpetuating different types of human rights violations. 

One very often encountered problem is related to the right to privacy, which is often highly disregarded. People lack individual spaces where they can engage in intimate behavior. They also often lack the possibility of having personal items, because, as some staff members sometimes put it, “everything is potentially dangerous for them”.

In a recent report
 MDRI-Serbia revealed that there is at least one institution where women and men with psychosocial disabilities  share their rooms as the staff considers they are not aware of their sexuality. Generally however the staff of institutions is aware of the existence of the sexual needs and desires of their patients. While sexual behavior is not encountered with significant reticence, there are concerns related to not providing private space and not having sexuality education accessible. This leaves women with disabilities particularly susceptible to sexual abuse. Moreover, they are the ones to which contraceptives are usually administered, often in a non-selective manner. 
One other significant problem women and girls with disabilities  encounter in institutions is gender based violence.In Serbia, as in many other countries, the number of males residing in an institution is often  higher than the number of females. For example, in 2011, in institutions for children and youth with developmental disabilities boys outnumbered girls by 17%, when compared with the total number of residents.
 While not necessarily a decisive factor, this can require special measures to protect women and girls with disabilities from gender based violence.

The necessity of such measures appears obvious to us when also taking into consideration different stories we have heard from women who live in institutions. For example, we encountered women alleging that sexual favors have been required from them in order to obtain a job. Also, when talking about emotional relationships they were a part of, women mentioned that such relationship contributed to assuring their safety in an institution. 

Persons with intellectual and mental disabilities, particularly women, are subjected, in Serbia as well in many other countries,  to higher risk of abuse and violence on the part of other residents as well as members of staff (this includes the violation of privacy, acts of restraint, undressing, isolation, rape, forcible abortion or sterilization).

Such facts are sufficient to affirm that there are concerns related to the prevalence of gender based violence and a gender related power imbalance in institutions. General non-enforcement of violence prevention measures and gender equality related measures make women more susceptible to violence and abuse. 
Their situation is further worsened by the non-existence of trauma sensitive programs. Women with mental disabilities in any society are more likely to have been subject to abuse  in their home, and that is one main reason they present with psychiatric symptoms.   The experience of institutionalization, lack of control, forced treatment, restraints, etc. can “retraumatize” them and worsen their mental condition.  This is why trauma sensitive programs at every level must be establish to be sensitive to this history and need.
  
Family life

As mentioned above, because being generally perceived as not being able to fulfill their gender assigned roles in a patriarchal society, women with disabilities are often seen as valueless. Such negative attitudes are widespread among the general population and medical and legal professionals. This can have harsh consequences on the women with disabilities’ parental rights. For example, “after divorce, the custody of children is usually given to a violent husband in preference to a wife with disabilities, because she is considered ‘not physically capable to take care of children.’”

Health

As mentioned above, people with disabilities often mention that prejudice and lack of information are widespread among medical professionals, especially in general health services.

Women and girls with disabilities are particularly disregarded in relation to their reproductive and sexual health.  The medical staff is often not aware of specific problems these women might have, or disregard them when providing services. 

In the case of women with physical disabilities, it has often been mentioned the lack  of accessible gynecological chairs. There has been one project conducted by an NGO through which several gynecological offices across the country were adjusted for women who use wheelchairs and educational programs on reproductive health have been implemented. This project was for many women and girls with disabilities the only opportunity to have gynecological check-up, being however insufficient and short-lived. 

The reproductive and sexual rights of women and girls with disabilities can be in many ways violated. We have encountered women who have alleged that the termination of their pregnancy was decided for them.

Gender based violence

Women and girls with disabilities are often subjected to violence and abuse in Serbia. “Out of Circle”, an NGO that has been working with disabled women in Serbia since 1997, has warned that people with disabilities, particularly women, are four times more exposed to violence.”
 In relation to these there are many concerns which have been emphasized by women and girls with disabilities which were involved in our projects.

The perpetrators can be people unknown to the victim, but also family members, carers and service providers. For this reason some women with disabilities have affirmed that victims of violence have no support in escaping abuse, particularly when they are institutionalized. Furthermore, it has been alleged that women’s safe houses that exist in Serbia are not accessible nor open to women with disabilities. 

It has also been asserted that perpetrators of the right to freedom from violence and abuse against women and girls with disabilities often receive trivial sanctions, such as parole. This makes the victims feel humiliated and discourages them from reporting the cases.  

Education

The enrolment of all children in mainstream elementary schools, based on the place of residence, is mandatory in Serbia. Technically, a child can be transferred to a special school or class for children with disabilities only after several months of attendance of mainstream school and application of all available measures of inclusive education. These special schools or classrooms are organized by type of disability, which implies segregation. In this manner, children with disabilities have little or no chance of interaction with children with no disabilities or children with different types of disabilities. There are in total 48 special schools, 13 of them being in Belgrade. Most of the elementary schools (14) and combined elementary and secondary schools (20) are for the education of pupils with mental disabilities. There are also schools for education of pupils with hearing impairment (8), blind pupils (2, both in Belgrade) and pupils with behavioral difficulties, moving difficulties and children on prolonged hospitalization. The total number of special classes in mainstream schools is 314.
 

In the Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of Serbia from 2012,
  the education of pupils with developmental disabilities was seen as education for children and youth with mental and physical disability, taking place in special schools or in special school units of regular schools.
 No data was provided in relation to children with disabilities which might be included in pre-school education. It was reported that primary education of children with developmental disabilities was taking place for 6.616 students (2.666/40%  females) in the 2009-2010 school year, and for 6120 (2521/ 41,2%  females) students in the 2010-2011 school year.
 Secondary education of children with developmental disabilities was taking place for 1.721 students (660/ 38, 34% females) in 2009-2010 and for 1916 students (707/ 36, 89% females) in 2010-2011.
 As it can be noticed, the number of girls with disabilities which are taking part in the educational system is significantly lower than the number of boys with disabilities. Moreover, the rate of female with disabilities participation decreases in more advanced levels of education.

No data is available in relation to the total numbers of people with disabilities which could benefit from educational services. However, by looking at the numbers related to children which are part of the regular system, it can be noticed that the gender imbalance is almost non existent: 48,6% of the students in primary education were female in 2009-2010 and in 2010-2011,
 and 49,94%, respectively 50%  of the students involved in secondary education were female in  2009-2010, respectively 2010-2011.
 
No disaggregated data is available in relation to the participation of people with disabilities at higher levels of education. What remains certain is that the educational system, although it did  improve during last few years, is constantly failing to respond to educational needs of persons with disabilities, and WWD remain, generally, less educated than MWD.
 There is also a lack of vocational trainings and the system of adult education is underdeveloped.   
Employment

According to the Poverty Reduction Strategy,
 persons with disabilities in Serbia belong to the vulnerable groups exposed to the highest poverty risk, and women are poorer than men. 

According to the data of the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, in 2009 about 70% of people with disabilities were poor and their employment rate was low. More than 80% did not work, and most lived off social welfare. A total of 22,758 persons with disabilities are registered with the National Employment Service, and few of them find jobs (in the first half of 2009, only 68 persons found employment).
 According to the data provided by the National Employment Agency,
 the number of women with disabilities recorded by the National Employment Agency is much lower than that of men with disabilities, but it is increasing – from 6,672 (32,7 %) to 6,886 (33,16 %) as of 31st December 2010 and 30th June 2011 respectively. However, WWD remain very often economically dependent.
 

From the aspect of education level, persons with primary school education (more than 7,000 persons) dominate.

The government has started tackling this issue through its legal framework. The 2009 Law on Professional Rehabilitation and Employment of Persons with Disabilities created for Serbian employers a legal obligation to employ people with disabilities,
 an obligation of which they can be exempted by fulfilling certain financial commitments. It also set down special forms of employment for people with disabilities. However, as it can be concluded form the data provided above, the situation has not improved. 
The Serbian Ombudsperson has warned that the position or persons with disabilities is worsening due to the high level of unemployment, poverty, discrimination, political underrepresentation and the prevalence of violence, particularly against women. People with disabilities are almost unrepresented in political parties and decision-making positions.
 

Recommendations:

Deinstitutionalization:

· develop services necessary for independent living; take gender related needs into consideration

· work towards promoting the right to privacy of people with disabilities through awareness campaigns and deinstitutionalization campaigns
· develop programmes to raise awareness on sexual and reproductive rights;
· establish functional mechanism of complaint against gender based violence

· assure access to information about gender equality issues to all residents in institutions
· all inpatient and community services should be trauma sensitive 
Health:

· ensure access to gynecological consultation for women and girls with disabilities

· develop individualized schemes of contraceptive distribution

· develop sexuality education related programmes.

Gender based violence:

· establish functional mechanism of complaint against gender based violence

· ensure the access of  women and girls with disabilities to safe houses for victims of violence
· ensure effective prosecution of perpetrators engaging in violent behavior towards women and girls with disabilities

Education:

· collect data disaggregated by age, gender and type of disability regarding children with disabilities which are or should or could be a part of the educational system at all levels: pre-school and primary, secondary and tertiary education;
· conduct research on why women and girls with disabilities are less likely to be a part of the formal educational system; 

· find and implement solutions to ensure equal access to education for women and girls with disabilities.
Employment:

· encourage the development of vocational programmers for women with disabilities.
General recommendations:
· Collect comprehensive data in relation to people with disabilities, disaggregated by gender and age in all relevant fields; this is an obligation Serbia has assumed under article 31 of the CRPD.

· Conduct research on relevant foreign practice and programmes and existing best practice; use this as a basis for developing new policies.
· Encourage awareness-raising campaigns and trainings in relation to the rights and abilities of women with disabilities; they should target the general population, but also family member, people with disabilities themselves and legal and medical professionals. 

Human rights oversight and enforcement
· Age and gender sensitive human rights oversight and enforcement programs should be established in accordance with CRPD article 16.  Such program should include women with disabilities to provide outreach, education, and education to recipients of services in institutions and community programs.
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