Employment Policy towards People with Disabilities – What Georgia Can Learn from the Experience of the United States

Introduction 


Social integration of people with disabilities has become one of the key priorities of the international community during the past decade. Now there is no doubt that disability should not be considered through a medical model – this is a broad human rights issue and a matter of law. With this understanding it has become crucial to ensure that this group has equal access to education, employment and all social services in both developing and developed countries. The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which entered into force in 2008, is one of the main international legal documents ensuring full participation and equality for people with disabilities worldwide – “The purpose of the present convention is to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human right and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity” (UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 1, 2007). 


Successful social integration of persons with disabilities is impossible without a proper policy toward their employment. Employment is a main source of material wellbeing for an adult and way to an independent living. Alongside the other dimensions as education, health care, social protection, political and public life people, with disabilities still experience discrimination in work and employment – disabled people are almost twice as likely to be inactive as non-disabled people (Commission of the European Communities, 2007).The employment rate of disabled people remains stable (50%) but is still well below that of the rest of the population (68%) (Commission of the European Communities, 2007). The right to work is one of the fundamental human rights, and people with disabilities are no exception. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities requires equal access to employment for people with disabilities. With the current economic crisis this seems to be a great challenge not only for developing countries, but for developed countries as well. However, in developing countries where the unemployment rate has been very high even prior to the crisis, the situation with regard to employment of people with disabilities is more dramatic. 
Georgia is among those countries where employment of people with disabilities seems unrealistic not only for the general society, but for policy makers as well (IPS, 2008). Because of poor economic conditions, widespread poverty, a high unemployment rate and the stigmatization of people with disabilities disabled people are not even considered as a potential labor force within the local labor market (IPS, 2008). However, Georgia signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2009. This means that the country has committed to improve the living standards of people with disabilities by ensuring their equal access to education, employment and all social services. The existing socio-economic context and current attitudes toward people with disabilities present a great challenge for the country. However, Georgia and other developing countries with an extremely limited experience in disability issues have one great advantage – they stand to learn a great deal from those countries that have started making fundamental steps toward social integration of people with disabilities since the 1970s. The USA is a leader among these countries.
With a long and effective history of civil rights movement toward the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities and well developed services for them, particularly in the sphere of vocational rehabilitation, the US is one of those countries from which much can be learned about employment practices for people with disabilities. 

Methods

The main aim of this research has been to develop policy recommendations toward the employment of people with disabilities in Georgia by analyzing the American model and its applicability to the Georgian context.  The research was carried out in Seattle, WA and Tbilisi, Georgia. The main focus was on exploring the factors reinforcing and interfering with the employment of people with disabilities. Major emphasis was placed on studying existing governmental policy – the main programs and services supporting employment of people with disabilities, legislation concerning employment of people with disabilities and attitudes of employers and disabled persons toward employment of persons with disabilities. 
In-depth interviews with representatives of governmental agencies, non-governmental organizations, employers and persons with disabilities and their family members were carried out in Seattle and Tbilisi. 

An extensive review of policy documents, legislative acts and field studies concerning employment of people with disabilities in the US (specifically, Washington State, King County) and Georgia was carried out. 
Discussion and results 

1. Employment of people with disabilities in the US –Washington State, King County
1. Governmental policy: main programs and services

The Washington State Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) is the primary governmental agency in charge of the employment of people with disabilities in Washington State. DSHS is authorized to administer a vocational rehabilitation program for the state of Washington on the basis of the Revised Code of Washington. The administrative rules adopted by DSHS to define Division of Vocational Rehabilitation services and program requirements are given in the Washington Administrative Code (WAC) 388-891 (Washington State Legislature, 2007). Employment support programs for people with disabilities mainly are implemented by two divisions of DSHS: Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) and Developmental Disabilities Division (DDD). The main aim of the divisions is to assist Washington State residents with disabilities to achieve “full, active, integrated and productive participation in community life” (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2008). Activities of these divisions are guided by the fundamental beliefs that employment contributes to a person’s ability to live independently, and that everyone has a right to work. Accordingly, the programs and services are developed to reinforce and implement this fundamental philosophy. DVR and DDD are state and federally sponsored programs.  

DVR is designated to receive federal funds under the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2008). DVR supports employment of people with disabilities though programs and services for individuals with disabilities, employers and contractors. DVR serves “individuals who want to work but need assistance due to physical, sensory, cognitive or mental disability” (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2008). For achieving the desired job goal DVR counsellors work with each person individually. In close cooperation they set up a step-by step plan and ways of its implementation. 
DVR provides customers with rehabilitation services mainly by purchasing vocational services from Community Rehabilitation Programs (CRPs). Through CRP contracts, DVR has a close cooperation with the contractors. The contractors help customers (disabled persons seeking employment) to maximize their ability to seek and maintain competitive employment. The customers are offered the following services: vocational evaluation services, trial work experience or community based assessment services, job placement, intensive training services, job retention services, transitional employment services. In general the rehabilitation process goes through six steps: 1: Orientation/Application; 2: Eligibility; 3: Vocational Assessment; 4: Plan for Employment; 5: Successfully Employment; 6: Post Employment (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2008).
The total number of customers successfully rehabilitated in 2009 was 2,404. The annual budget of the program was $ 61, 153, 731. The average annual earnings of customers before rehabilitation was $ 3,006; after rehabilitation, this figure moved to $ 16, 792 USD (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation 2009).
The Activities of DVR have been enlarged with the enactment of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 signed into law by President Obama on 17 February 2009. This statute created new possibilities for supporting employment for people with disabilities. DVR was awarded $ 8.8 million in federal ARRA funding for improving employment outcomes for individuals with disabilities. Project H.I.R.E.  (Hiring Individuals with disabilities who are Ready for Employment) was the Washington State DVR’s response to the stimulus funding (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, Newsletter 2009). Project H.I.R.E. sets a goal of placing 1,000 VR eligible individuals in full-time jobs with benefits, making mid-to-high range wages in high demand occupations by June 30, 2011 (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, Project H.I.R.E. 2009). Project HIRE is operating with the help of contractors. Organizations including community colleges and Workforce Development Councils in the community have agreed to help serve VR eligible, employment-ready job seekers. They are assisting in recruiting job ready individuals and identifying employment opportunities that result in accelerated placement in: 

· full-time jobs (35+ hours per week) with benefits 
· earning mid-to-high wages ($15/per hour depending on the area) 
· in demand occupations – such as health care, information technology, green jobs, energy, manufacturing, aerospace, international trade, other stimulus projects  (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, Newsletter 2009).
At the time of this writing, 310 persons have been served by project HIRE; 63 persons have received full time employment, with earnings from $16 to $ 48 per hour (Washington State Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, 2010).
Alongside its services for individuals with disabilities DVR offers services to employers. DVR services assist employers in keeping an employee with disability productive, finding qualified applicants with disabilities, reducing hiring costs or enhancing an employer’s workforce diversity programs. In addition, the Employment Services Team helps employers to receive all of the tax incentives that are available to them according to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). DVR services are available to answer employers’ questions, assist them in paperwork or connect them to the appropriate IRS representative for further assistance.   
The DVR Internship Program is a great help for both customers and employers. In this program, DVR customers are hired as temporary employees by an employer from the individual’s chosen career field. DVR reimburses the employer for all salary and related costs on a monthly basis. Interns often become permanent hires; the internship gives opportunity to DVR customers to learn much about the organization, while employers directly observe and mentor the individual’s performance. Paid internships play an integral role in the recruiting strategies of many employers. This on-the-job training service gives employers the opportunity to train new employees to meet the specific needs and requirements of their respective businesses. The costs associated with the training of a new employee who is a DVR customer are reimbursed by DVR. DVR can also arrange for an employer to “try out” a VR customer at the work site before making recruitment or hiring decisions. Employee retention services help employers to identify and address disability-related employment barriers affecting successful job performance. DVR will maintain contact with VR customers entering into employment for at least 90 days to ensure job satisfaction. Within this period DVR services help employers to develop necessary skills and modify the organizational environment and culture to ensure that the DVR customer is successful on the job.  DVR provides employers with additional support in the form of a job coach when a VR customer needs this help to be successful on the job. Via supported employment services employers, gain reliable and hardworking employees with a better than average chance of success. 
The Developmental Disabilities Division (DDD) is another division of DSHS working on employment of people with disabilities. DDD is mainly focusing on providing persons with developmental disabilities with supported employment.  The Working Age Adult Policy issued by the state Developmental Disabilities Division in July 2004 is a cornerstone of supported employment in Washington State (Washington State Developmental Disabilities Division, Working Age Adult Policy Task Force Report, 2005). Each county implements this policy through its own programs and services. The King County Developmental Disabilities Division offers variety of services assisting persons with developmental disabilities to obtain and maintain work and live a full life in the community. These services are available for persons with severe developmental disabilities as well. Implementation of the Pathways to Employment policy is a main working strategy. The “Path to Employment” concept recognizes that there are many “paths” that individuals may take toward employment that will improve their financial lives and give them access to relationships that are common to most citizens (King County Developmental Disabilities Division, a Guide to Employment, 2007). It is considered a responsibility of the county to help its constituents with developmental disabilities to choose an individual path that brings them to successful employment. The programs and services offered by King County DDD are individualized, community based and covers the needs of working age (21-61) people with developmental disabilities. King County DDD employment services are implemented by the Employment Service Providers – organizations that have met the qualifications of King County and the State Developmental Disabilities Division and have experience and expertise in supporting people in finding jobs and succeeding in them. Customers have a right to choose and change service providers (King County Developmental Disabilities Division, a Guide to Employment, 2007). Working with the customers encompasses the whole process of employment – from the very beginning of the placement process till successful employment. During this process, customers are offered all the services that help them to keep a job over the long-term. Work with a customer begins with assessment and planning. These activities help to determine the customer’s interests and the steps necessary to achieve their goals. Exploring customer’s vocational interests begins at the school level. The King County “School – to – Work Project” helps students with developmental disabilities to leave school with a job. Beginning in the summer prior to the last year of school students receive overlapping services from their school district and their chosen supported employment agency. The school and agency staff work together to find a student a job before the end of the school year (King County Developmental Disabilities Division, School to Work Project 2010).The customers are offered variety of services ensuring their successful employment, such as job development, job placement and job stabilization. They also receive pre-vocational services and long term support. Such professionals as Case Managers and Job Coaches are actively involved in the services provided by King County DDD. The Case Manager is a customer’s personal connection to the Washington State Developmental Disabilities Division. Case Managers help customers to get information about the support and services that are available in the community. They can also authorize the available paid support and coordinate the employment referral process. Job Coaches are involved in employment support services by assisting customers and employers in obtaining skills that are crucial for effective employment. They help people with developmental disabilities to find and keep jobs, and work with supervisors and co-workers to modify the organizational environment for achieving the best results. 
1.2 Existing legislation concerning employment of people with disabilities

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) can be considered as the most powerful laws influencing employment of people with disabilities in the United States. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) also contributes to this issue by ensuring the education of persons with disabilities from an early age. 
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 authorizes programs and services of vocational rehabilitation supported employment, independent living and client assistance for persons with different types of disabilities (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005). The Rehabilitation Act has been amended twice since its inception; once in 1993 and again in 1998. The non-discrimination requirements of Section 504 apply to employers and organizations that receive federal assistance. This Statute was intended to prevent intentional or unintentional discrimination based on a person’s disability. However this law was applicable only to those agencies and businesses that were receiving federal funds and did not affect private sector employers who received no federal funds. Therefore, persons with disabilities have had no legal protection when confronted with discriminatory employment practices in the private sector.
The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) was designed to ensure the full integration of persons with disabilities into the mainstream of American society. Experts consider the ADA to be the first true civil rights legislation on disability in the United States. Together with governmental organizations, this statute affects the private sector and prohibits discrimination against persons with disabilities in four main areas: (1) employment, (2) telecommunications, (3) transportation and (4) public services and accommodations. The ADA requires all employers who have more than 15 employees to provide reasonable accommodations for qualified persons with disabilities and prohibits discrimination in recruitment, hiring, promotions, training, pay, social activities and other privileges of employment (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005).  
ADA implementation is supported by three disability-related provisions for businesses and people with disabilities provided by the Internal Revenue Code. These tax incentives are as follows (Americans with Disabilities Handbook, 1991):
· Targeted Jobs Tax Credit – Employers are eligible to receive a tax credit in the amount of 40 percent of the first $6 000 of the first-year wages of a new employee who has a disability (Title 26, Internal Revenue Code, section 51). 

· Tax Deduction to Remove Architectural and Transportation Barriers to People with Disabilities and Elderly Individuals – This provision allows for a tax credit of up to $15, 000 to an employer/property owner in order to make physical and /or reasonable accommodations, to assist a person in returning to work. Examples of allowable expenditure are as follows: ramp accessibility, door accessibility, work station accessibility, bathroom accessibility, lunch room accessibility, general building accessibility (Title 26, Internal Revenue Code, section 190).

· Disabled Access Tax Credit – this tax credit is available to “eligible small business” in the amount of 50 percent of “eligible access expenditures” for the taxable year that exceed $250 but do not exceed $10, 250. (Title 26, Internal Revenue Code, section 44).

There remains an active debate in the legal and economic literature concerning the effects of the ADA on the employment of people with disabilities.  A number of scholars have argued that the ADA has failed to improve the employment of people with disabilities, and may have even worsened their employment position (Acemoglu & Angrist, 2001; DeLeire, 2000, Schwochau & Blanck, 2003). Such statements have been supported by a number of reports suggesting that the employment rate of persons with disabilities significantly declined since the ADA went into effect. Active scholarly discussions have attempted to explain the puzzling decline in employment of persons with disabilities. Three main factors were identified as responsible for decreasing in the employment of working-aged persons with disabilities: (1) increases in the severity of disability and health conditions of persons with disabilities, (2) the enactment of the ADA and (3) easing of eligibility standards and increases in relative benefits of the SSDI
 and SSI
 programs (Stapleton & Burkhauser, 2003 ). ADA critics have argued that the unintended consequences of the increased cost of accommodations and the increased threat of litigation are the main reason why employers have decreased hiring of persons with disabilities (DeLeire, 1999). ADA opponents also underline that many people with disabilities remain unprotected by this law because of its narrow definition of disability and requirements to be “qualified” (Schwochau & Blanck, 2003). Intensive discussions about the effect of the ADA on employment of persons with disabilities still continue among scholars. This debate reminds policymakers of the importance of possible unintended consequences of protective labor laws.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) helps people with disabilities to obtain proper knowledge and skills from childhood. IDEA requires public schools to make available to all eligible children with disabilities a free public education in the least restrictive environment appropriate to their individual needs. IDEA requires public school systems to develop appropriate Individualized Education Programs (IEP's) for each child. The specific special education and related services outlined in each IEP reflect the individualized needs of each student.  IDEA was reauthorized in 2004. The statute serves approximately 6.8 million children and youth with disabilities (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005).  The appropriate public education of persons with disabilities that is ensured by IDEA creates a basis for their vocational rehabilitation and employment. 
1.3 The human-related factors influencing employment of persons with disabilities.  
Successful employment of people with disabilities is significantly influenced by the attitudes of employers toward employment of disabled persons (Unger, 2002; Hernandez et al., 2000). A lot of studies have been conducted to explore the factors affecting employers’ decisions to hire a person with disabilities. In number of studies it was identified that for successful employment of people with disabilities employers must have positive attitudes about them (Corrigan et al, 2008). Also, it was found that negative attitudes of employers toward persons with disabilities are often associated with barriers to hiring them (Gilbride et al., 2003; Unger, 2002). Employer attitudes toward persons with disabilities vary with the disability. People with physical and sensory disabilities are viewed more positively than people with mental and intellectual disabilities (Gouvier et al, 2003; Hernandez et al, 2000; Unger, 2002). Attitudes and behavior are closely linked, and in many cases, attitudes motivated behaviour. However, attitudes do not necessarily become an active practice – the employer can have positive attitudes toward persons with disabilities but his/her hiring practice may not involve job seekers with disabilities.
Employers’ responses to the ADA employment provisions significantly affect their decision to hire a person with disabilities (Bruyere et al, 2006). The concerns related to the costs of accommodation and threat of litigation considerably affects employers’ attitudes toward hiring a person with disabilities (DeLeire, 1999). Such concerns are more common for a small business that is considered as the main potential source of employment for persons with disabilities in the US (Bruyere et al, 2006). Rehabilitation specialists can considerably contribute to an employer’s decision to hire a person with disabilities (Gilbridge et al, 2000). As indicated in the Cornell University study on employment non-discrimination policies and practices, rehabilitation practitioners with information and technical assistance can help employers to deal with their doubts and concerns (Bruyere, Erickson & VanLooy, 2006). 
Despite considerable achievements in the protection of the rights of persons with disabilities they still are associated with a social stigma that negatively affects employers’ decisions to hire a person with disabilities.  The stigmatized approach is particularly obvious in the case of people with mental disabilities. Often employers have stereotyped attitudes about the capabilities of these people and have great doubts regarding their employability (Link, 1987; Link et al, 1991).
In addition to employer attitudes, the beliefs and approaches of people with disabilities can also play a negative role in their employment. Often persons with disabilities do not apply for employment because of a fear of losing governmental monetary and healthcare benefits. As mentioned above, in legal and economic literature increases in relative benefits of the SSDI and SSI programs were identified as one of the factors contributing to increased unemployment among working-aged persons with disabilities in the US (Stapleton & Burkhauser, 2003). Income support and health care programs can create work disincentives for people with disabilities in the following ways: (1) by reducing the net gain from work, (2) by fostering dependency and negative attitudes toward work, and (3) by offering greater income security to persons who continue as beneficiaries of these programs than could be obtained in regular employment (Kiernan & Stark 1986). 
Effective public policy toward employment of persons with disabilities includes development of the programs and services that minimize the negative influence of various factors on both employers’ decision to hire a person with disabilities and the willingness of persons with disabilities to apply for a job. Different services provided by Washington State DVR and DDD are encouraging employers to make a positive decision about hiring a person with disabilities.  The rehabilitation specialists help employers to understand diversity of disability and realize the full potential of persons with disabilities. 
Existing regulations make the King County Washington State residents with disabilities motivated to work and earn more income without the fear of losing governmental monetary and healthcare benefits. According to the existing regulations, persons with disabilities are eligible for Supplemental Security Income (SSI), called the Federal Benefit Rate (FBR). For 2009 the FBR is $ 637,  and $956 for couples. SSI recipients in Washington State also receive Medicaid – the green and white coupon mailed monthly – as do recipients in 32 other states. If a person is working, the SSI amount is adjusted based on his/her gross monthly wages. In order to give the SSI recipient work incentive, the SSI is reduced by $1 for every $2 earned. In this way by working and receiving SSI, a person received more income than by just receiving SSI alone. A working SSI recipient also keeps his/her Medicaid eligibility (King County Developmental Disabilities Division, 2010). Working incentives are created also for students with disabilities – an SSI recipient, who is regularly attending school, is under the age 22 and working may be able to utilize the Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE). Under the SEIE, a person can earn up to $1, 550 per moth up to a total of $6, 240 and SSI will not be reduced (King County Developmental Disabilities Division, 2010). 
2. Employment of people with disabilities in Georgia

The Ministry of Labour, Health and Social Affairs (MoLSHA) of Georgia is the main governmental organization dealing with disability issues. There is no special department or division charged with supporting the employment of persons with disabilities. Development of employment opportunities for persons with disabilities is included in the activities of the Department of Social Protection of MolSHA. There are no services of vocational rehabilitation for persons with disabilities in Georgia. Day-care centers are the only available service for adults with disabilities. According to unofficial data (no official data is available) the number of working persons with disabilities is less than one percent of the country’s population. 
“The Law about the Social Protection of People with Disabilities” is the only legal document regulating the situation of people with disabilities in Georgia. As it is declared “the law defines the state social policy toward people with disabilities and ensures the equal conditions for their full participation in social, economic and political life” (Parliament of Georgia, 1995). The law was endorsed by the Georgian parliament in June, 1995. It was amended in 2001, when the term “Invalid” was replaced with “a person with disabilities”. The statute ensures persons with disabilities full access to education, employment, medical, vocational and social rehabilitation. However the law does not work in real life. Most buildings, including new ones, are still inaccessible to people with disabilities. There is still extremely limited access to education, and almost no access to vocational rehabilitation and employment. Despite the fact that improving employment opportunities for persons with disabilities has been included in a list of priorities of the National Concept Paper on Social Integration of People with Disabilities in Georgia (Parliament of Georgia, 2008) and the State Action Plan 2010-2012 on Social Integration of People with Disabilities in Georgia (Parliament of Georgia, 2009) nothing has as yet been done. There are still no programs and services concerning vocational rehabilitation and employment. The representatives of MoLSHA consider a high level of unemployment in the country as one of the main barriers for development of employment support programs for persons with disabilities. “We have so many ‘healthy’ people without jobs that no program encouraging employment of people with disabilities will work in Georgia today. This idea seems unrealistic for our current socio-economic context” mentioned a key state officials in conversation with us. However, the development of employment support services for disabled people in Georgia cannot wait until a proper economic level is achieved in the country. Even an experienced expert on economic issues will not be able to predict the timeframe for Georgian economic readiness to employ persons with disabilities.
According to the legislation in force there are no tax incentives for Georgian employers to hire persons with disabilities. The tax benefits are available only for disabled persons of a certain category – according to the Tax Code of Georgia a taxable income of the persons with disabilities in groups I  and II (severe and mild disabilities) is not subject to taxation up to Gel 1,500 ( $810) in the course of a calendar year (Tax Code of Georgia, 2005) . 
Social stigma and stereotyped attitudes of Georgian employers toward persons with disabilities is an additional significant barrier in the development of employment opportunities for disabled people. Employers doubt the professional competence and employability of persons with disabilities (IPS, 2008). Not surprisingly, with extremely limited access to education and no access to vocational rehabilitation, persons with disabilities are not considered to be an effective labor force by local employers. Also, totally inaccessible buildings for persons with disabilities make accommodation costs very high for employers (IPS, 2008). 
Social isolation makes persons with disabilities in Georgia extremely dependant on Governmental support. For the majority of them, a monthly pension in the amount of Gel 80 ($43) is the only source of income. Such miserable living conditions negatively influence their self-confidence and sense of self-esteem (Public Defender of Georgia, 2009). This can be considered one of the reasons why persons with disabilities in Georgia and their family members are not very active in protecting their rights ensured by local and international laws. Maintaining of monetary benefits is the only main concern for the majority of them. Persons with disabilities hardly consider themselves as a labor force in the local labor market (IPS, 2008). 
A great shortage in rehabilitation professionals negatively contributes to both the readiness of Georgian employers to hire a person with disabilities and the willingness of persons with disabilities to apply for employment. There are no such professions in Georgia as rehabilitation counselor, case manager and job coach, and no universities are educating them. In Georgia, local academic education of social workers and occupational therapists started only few years ago: at Tbilisi State University in 2005 and Ilia Chavchavadze State University in 2006. 

The lack of studies on disability issues in Georgia, particularly employment of persons with disabilities, is obvious even in considering the list of references of this paper. Only few of them have been conducted in Georgia, and this the financial support of foreign donor organizations. The use of an evidence-based approach is still not common for policy development in Georgia. 
Conclusions and recommendations 
Despite the huge differences in socio-economic level between the US and Georgia, Georgia can learn a lot from the American way of policy development toward employment of persons with disabilities. Only by considering a budget of the governmental programs supporting employment of persons with disabilities in the US (that seems incredible from the Georgian perspective), it cannot be said that American model is not appropriate for the Georgian context. The American experience is very instructive in analyzing the fundamental belief and assumptions of social policy toward disability. Without a proper approach and focus it is not possible to achieve meaningful results in the social integration of persons with disabilities, even if a sufficient budget for these services existed. Much can be learned from analyzing American laws concerning disability and the history of the civil rights movement. Georgia has a very short history of disability policy development. According to recent governmental documents and regulations the country is going to make the first steps toward encouraging employment of persons with disabilities and it is crucial to make these steps in the right direction. An appropriate emphasis from the very beginning will help the Georgian government to save money and time – a great asset for economies even larger than Georgia’s. Also, it should be taken into consideration that in addition to social justice, employment of persons with disabilities has a strong economic advantage – the employed persons with disabilities can contribute to the country’s budget by paying taxes and releasing the government from paying them monetary and other types of compensation. 
For effective development of employment for people with disabilities in Georgia the following consecutive steps should be taken: 
First, employment should be recognized as the only way to achieve real, meaningful results in the social integration of adults with disabilities. The policy toward social integration of adults with disabilities should be guided by the fundamental assumptions that only employment can give a person the opportunity to live an independent and dignified life, and that everyone has the right to work.
Second, a special division working on vocational rehabilitation should be created at the Ministry of Labour, Health and Social Affairs. The vocational rehabilitation and effective job placements of persons with disabilities should be a main aim of this division – only with strong governmental support it is possible to initiate the employment of persons with disabilities.  
Third, vocational rehabilitation should be a part of a comprehensive social system ensuring disabled persons with required services from the early stages. Availability of necessary services from the very beginning makes the process of vocational rehabilitation more effective. 

Fourth, the governmental programs encouraging employment of persons with disabilities should be elaborated. The main focus of these programs should be on: 

(a) Vocational rehabilitation – the services assisting persons with disabilities in development of specific professional skills and knowledge. Programs encouraging self-employment, supported and competitive employment should be elaborated. 
(b)  Networking with employers – the services providing the employers hiring persons with disabilities with informative and technical assistance; offering assistance of rehabilitation counsellors, case managers or job coaches.

(c) Awareness and etiquette-raising campaigns with employers – informative sessions about the diversity of disability, real potential and capabilities of persons with disabilities, available governmental support and benefits for employers hiring persons with disabilities. 
(d) Empowerment of persons with disabilities and their family members – training programs and workshops assisting persons with disabilities to enhance  self- confidence; transforming them from inactive beneficiaries to active job seekers.

(e) Awareness-raising campaigns within the society – creation and dissemination of information about the capabilities and employability of persons with disabilities through informative brochures, mass media and special trainings. 
Fifth, the creation of working incentives for persons with disabilities and tax benefits for employers will be essential. The debate between disability researchers surrounding the ADA will help Georgian lawyers to take into consideration all unintended consequences of protective labour laws and create effective incentives for both Georgian employers and persons with disabilities.
Sixth, the creation of vocational programs for senior students with disabilities at schools will help students with disabilities to leave schools with specific vocational skills and seamless transition to adult life. 
Seventh, education of rehabilitation specialists such as rehabilitation counselors, case managers and job coaches can be started at the schools of social work or occupational therapy at Tbilisi State University and Ilia Chavchavadze State University.  
Eighth, development of close collaboration with the international organizations –  UN agencies, USAID, EU and other international organisations and missions have been contributing a lot in development and implementation of new social programs in Georgia.  

Ninth, implementation of the evidence-based approach in disability policy development – studies exploring different factors reinforcing and interfering with employment of persons with disabilities in Georgia should be carried out.
Finally, all of above listed is possible to implement only if all Georgian disability related laws and regulations (old and new ones) will work in real life and not only on a paper. 
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.

� SSDI – Social Security Disability Insurance – needs-based program administered by the Social Security Administration for people who demonstrate financial and resource poverty


� SSI - Supplemental Security Income – federal income supplement program designated to help aged, blind, and disabled people who have little or no income 
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