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In Serbia, lots of people live in social care in-
stitutions: 14,512 people in state institutions, 
and 8,617.1 in private ones.1 In 2018, 33,212 
persons with mental disability (of which 
15,168 women) were hospitalized.2 

Life in institutions is characterized by a lack 
of privacy, inability to decide on one’s own 
life, social exclusion and disrespect for basic 
human rights and human dignity.3 Institution-
alization can expose people with disabilities 
to violence and abuse, especially women with 
disabilities.4 On the other hand, living in a 
community is not just about providing hous-
ing in better living conditions, but about pro-
viding access to all rights, de facto equality be-
fore the law, inclusion in programs to protect 
women from violence, empowering women 
and strengthening self-advocacy initiatives.5

In Serbia, the reform of the social care system 
was initiated in 2011, which was supposed to 
bring the transition from the model that re-
lied on residential institutions to the model of 
community services (deinstitutionalization) and to include the development of integrated social care 
through the development of quality services and professional work.7 This process is accompanied by 
numerous difficulties due to insufficiently and unevenly developed support services and services for 
independent living of persons with disabilities and their reintegration into the community.8 

The necessity of accelerating the process of deinstitutionalization was also shown during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.9 There is a high risk of infection in social care institutions, and there is a lack of 
external supervision, which is further exacerbated by the measures introduced during and after the 
state of emergency.10 

1 Saopštenje za javnost, Ustanove socijalne zaštite za smeštaj korisnika i organizacije socijalne zaštite za smeštaj korisnika, 
Ministarstvo za rad, zapošljavanje, boračka i socijalna pitanja, 11.04.2020. (Press release, Social care institutions for accommodation 
of users and social protection organizations for accommodation of users, Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs, 
11.04.2020) https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sr/aktuelnosti/vesti/ustanove-socijalne-zastite-za-smestaj-korisnika-i-organizacije-socijalne-
zastite-za-smestaj-korisnika
2 Strategija unapređenja položaja osoba sa invaliditetom u Republici Srbiji za period od 2020. do 2024. godine, „Sl.glasnik RS”, 
br. 44/2020 (Strategy for improving the position of persons with disabilities in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2020 to 
2024), “Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, no. 44/2020)
3 Biljana Janjić and Dragana Ćirić Milovanović, Here the walls have ears too, Mental Disability Rights Initiative MDRI-S, 
Belgrade, 2017, p. 7
4 General comment of the Committee for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities from 2016 CRPD/ C/GC/3 para. 55
5 Here the walls have ears too, op. cit. p. 66
6 Strategija unapređenja položaja osoba sa invaliditetom u Republici Srbiji za period od 2020. do 2024. godine, op.cit. (Strategy for 
improving the position of persons with disabilities in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2020 to 2024, op. cit.).
7 Strategija unapređenja položaja osoba sa invaliditetom u Republici Srbiji za period od 2020. do 2024. godine, op.cit. (Strategy for 
improving the position of persons with disabilities in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 2020 to 2024, op. cit.).
8 Nevena Petrušić, Smernice za sprečavanje nasilja prema ženama sa invaliditetom u uslugama/službama podrške, MDRI-S, Begrad, 
decembar 2017, str. 7 (Guidelines for the prevention of violence against women with disabilities), Mental Disability Rights Initiative 
MDRI-S, Belgrade, December 2017, p. 7)
9 Joint Statement by the President of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, on behalf of the 
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and the Special Commissioner of the Secretary-General for Disability and 
Accessibility of Services, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews. aspx?NewsID=25765&LangID=E
10 The appeal of Catalina Devandas, a United Nations expert, available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/ Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25725&LangID=E 

70 people who lived in supported living 
(2017-2018) were returned to institutions 
(re-institutionalization) because no financial 
support was provided for the continuation 
of this service, while investments were made 
to raise the quality of life of the users in 
about 3.5 million euros in 2018.6
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The position of persons with disabilities in institutions is extremely difficult. They are segregated, live 
in poor conditions, are discriminated against and are at risk of neglect and abuse. However, human 
rights violations of this minority group are mostly invisible because they most often occur behind 
closed doors, and certain inhumane acts, such as bonding, isolation, electroshocks, etc., are justified as 
necessary medical treatment.13 Life in the institution results in a loss of control over one’s own life.

It is characterized by a rigid daily regime of activities and management, lack of individualization and 
adjustment to the needs of users – everyone gets up at the same time, eats at the same time, does not 
have privacy, does not have adequate support or interaction with the community, etc. Such a life is 
focused on maintaining the needs and organization of the work of the institution itself, and not on the 
individual needs of persons with disabilities, which is why they are exposed to very poor treatment 
and inability to exercise their rights.15 The combination of all these factors, along with the excessive 
number of persons in institutions and the lack of employees, leads to endangering the safety of per-
sons in institutions and leads to neglect, abuse 
and violence. Persons with disabilities in resi-
dential institutions are not legally deprived of 
their liberty, but in fact they are because they 
have limited freedom of movement, free exit 
from institution and organization of time in 
accordance with needs and desires.16     

Although the position of all persons with disabilities living in residential institutions is very difficult, 
women with disabilities in institutions are in a worse position. If they are deprived of legal capacity, 
and in most cases they are,17 they can not decide independently on important issues concerning 
their lives, for example, place of residence, treatment, medical interventions, pregnancy, parenthood, 
partnerships, and often they do not have the opportunity to be adequately informed. In addition, 

11 CRPD/C/SRB/CO/1 para. 26. and 40.
12 CAT/C/SRB/CO/1, CAT/C/SRB/CO/2
13 Biljana Janjić and Kosana Beker, Osobe sa invaliditetom u institucijama kao žrtve diskriminacije i kršenja ljudskih prava, 
TEMIDA, Beograd, 2016, vol.19, br.1, str 109-134 (Persons with disabilities in institutions as victims of discrimination and human 
rights violations, TEMIDA, Belgrade, 2016, vol. 19, no. 1, p. 109-134)
14 CEDAW/C/SRB/CO/4 para. 45 and 46
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Here the walls have ears too, op. cit, 2017, p. 7

The international community has been pointing out for years that the deinstitutionalization pro-
cess in the Republic of Serbia needs to be accelerated: the Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD)11 the Committee against Torture12 and the European Union have been 
pointing out to Serbia on years on the need to accelerate the deinstitutionalization process, de-
velop community support services and adopt a comprehensive deinstitutionalization strategy.

The Strategy for Improving the Position of Persons with Disabilities in the Republic of Serbia for 
the period from 2020 to 2024 states that it is necessary that efforts towards the implementation 
of the process of deinstitutionalization and social inclusion of persons with disabilities should 
be continued.

Persons who do not remember, who do not 
feel and who do not think are the most suitable 
for the institution. Employee in the institution

CEDAW Committee: Women with disabilities in Serbia are often deprived of their legal ca-
pacity, so guardians decide on all important life issues instead, which is a violation of all 
human rights and has unforeseeable consequences.14
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women with disabilities in institutions are often exposed to gender-specific forms of violence – 
forced contraception, forced sterilization, forced abortions and exploitation.18

In addition to the possibility of deprivation of legal capacity, which is not in accordance with the pro-
visions of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and is widespread and particu-
larly affects persons with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities,19 in Serbia, in accordance with the 
Law on the Protection of Persons with Mental Disabilities, it is possible to deprive a person of liberty 
on the basis of disability, and/or place him/her in a psychiatric institution or other residential insti-
tution without his/her consent.20 

The COVID-19 pandemic in the world and in Serbia has clearly shown that urgent deinstitutionaliza-
tion is necessary, given the high risk of infection that exists in institutions where many people live in 
limited space, and the measures taken by the state have led to violations of all human rights of persons 
living in institutions, as well as the impossibility of external supervision over the work of institutions.

Although it is indisputable that during an epidemic it is necessary to implement measures to preserve 
the health and safety of persons with disabilities who are in institutions and employees in social care 
institutions, neither the measures nor the manner of their implementation must be discriminatory. 
Since March 2020, the Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans, and Social Affairs (MLEVS) has 
issued a series of instructions for the conduct of social care institutions, which are in direct conflict 
with the recommendations of international experts and human rights experts:

At the beginning of March, visits and leaving institutions were prohibited.23 It was also ordered that 
users and employees must not leave their rooms unnecessarily, and the movement of users within the 

18 Barbara Faye, Violence Against Women with Disabilities, Center for Women Policy Studies, USA, 2011.
19 Nasilje nad ženama sa invaliditetom u rezidencijalnim ustanovama, op.cit, 2016, str.111 (Violence against women with 
disabilities in residential institutions, op.cit, 2016, p. 111)
20 Concluding Observations on the Initial Report on Serbia, Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, CRPD/C/SRB/CO/1, 
maj 2016.
21 CRPD/C/SRB/CO/1 para. 26
22 CEDAW/C/SRB/CO/4 para. 45 and 46
23 Naredba o zabrani poseta i organičenja kretanja u objektima ustanova za smeštaj starih lica („Sl.glasnik RS”, br.28/2020), 
objavljena 12.03.2020. godine (Order on the prohibition of visits and restriction of movement in the facilities of institutions for the 
accommodation of the elderly ((“Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, no. 28/2020), published on 12.03.2020) available at: 
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/vanredno- stanje/2020.03.13.%20Naredba%20001.pdf 

The CRPD Committee recommended that Serbia repeal laws, including the Law on the Pro-
tection of Persons with Mental Disabilities, and prohibit detention on the grounds of disability 
without consent in psychiatric institutions and involuntary placement in institutions,21 while 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) called on 
Serbia to revoke the possibility of depriving a person of legal capacity based on disability.22

The Council of Europe’s Group of Experts on Action against Violence against Women and 
Domestic Violence (GREVIO Group), pointed out that Serbia should ensure that guardians 
and healthcare professionals, in all circumstances, respect and act in accordance with infor-
med and free consent of women and ensure that that consent would be complied with in 
the performance of medical procedures, such as abortion and sterilization. It is also necessary 
to take the necessary measures, including amendments to laws, to ensure that courts have an 
obligation to consider all issues related to violence against women when ruling on the right to 
guardianship and visits.

The Strategy for Improving the Position of Persons with Disabilities in the Republic of 
Serbia for the period from 2020 to 2024 plans a measure to improve the equality of persons 
with disabilities in relation to marriage, common law marriage and parenthood, including that 
women with disabilities freely decide on giving birth to children.
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institution was allowed only with the approval of the employee under the supervision of staff and 
ensuring physical distance.24 Visits to users were allowed for a short time,25 under very strict condi-
tions (temperature above 18 degrees, no rain and wind, in the period from 10 am to 6 pm in the yard 
of the institution, two visits per week in duration of 15 minutes were allowed), but were revoked 
again very quickly.26 As in most other countries, there is a possibility in Serbia of restricting freedom 
of movement under the Constitution, inter alia to prevent the spread of communicable diseases,27 
but the United Nations have called for an urgent review of the necessity and proportionality of such 
measures in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, with consideration of alternative measures.28

The MLEVS order also prescribes the conditions for admission of new users to institutions, although 
the CRPD Committee appealed to states to ensure the safety and integrity of persons with disabilities 
and speed up the implementation of deinstitutionalization measures from all types of institutions, as 
persons with disabilities remain in institutions exposed to increased risks.29 

The United Nations have developed guidelines on COVID-19 and persons with disabilities and indi-
cated, inter alia, that deinstitutionalization strategies need to be adopted and implemented in or-
der to close institutions and bring people back to the community, as well as to improve support 
and services for persons with disabilities and the elderly.30

In Serbia, the information on the number of 
infected with COVID-19 and cured users and 
employees in social care institutions during 
the epidemic is available, but the data on life in 
institutions during the epidemic are not avail-
able (data classified by gender, overcrowded 
space,31 hygiene maintenance,32 protection from violence, informing users about the situation and rea-
sons for measures), as well as data on the number of deceased users33 in the social care institutions.34 
In situations of rigorous quarantine, the risk of neglect35 and violence in social care institutions is 
more certain, and reporting and protection from violence, which are already inadequate and/or 

24 Istrukcija MZRZBSP od dana 29.03.2020. (Instruction of the MLEVSA dated 29.03.2020), available at:  
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/vanredno- stanje/2020.03.29.%20Instrukcija%20009.pdf 
25 Instrukcija MZRZBSP, 09.jun 2020,(Instruction of the MLEVSA, 9 June 2020), available at:  
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/ files/2020-06/2020.06.09.%20Instrukcija%20025.pdf
26 Obaveštenje MZRZBSP, 29.jun 2020. (Information of the MLEVSA, 29 June 2020), available at:  
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/ files/2020-06/2020.0629.%20Obave%C5%A1tenje%20001.pdf 
27 Član 39, st.1 i 2. Ustava Republike Srbije (Article 39, Paragraph 1 and 2 of the Republic of Serbia Constitution)
28 Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Expert Opinion No. 11 on the Prevention of Arbitrary Deprivation of Liberty in the 
Context of Public Health Emergencies, 08.05.2020, available at:  
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Detention/ DeliberationNo11_AdvanceEditedVersion.pdf 
29 Joint statement by the chairman of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, op. cit.
30 COVID-19 and the Rights of Persons with Disabilities – Guidelines, United Nations, 29.04.2020, see:  
https://www.ohchr.org/ Documents/Issues/Disability/COVID-19_and_The_Rights_of_Persons_with_Disabilities.pdf
31 Many institutions are ”home” to a large number of people living in a small space (six or more users in one room). Many 
institutions accommodate over 300 users i, and some about 900 (for example, institution “Male pčelice” in Kragujevac)
32 Reports from various organizations and independent institutions show that the hygienic conditions in many institutions are 
not at a satisfactory level, that bathing of users is organized once a week in groups, as well as taking and washing clothes.
33 Odgovor Ministarstva za rad, zapošljavanje, boračka i socijalna pitanja na molbu za dostavljanje informacija i preduzimanje 
mera za unapređenje zaštite osoba sa mentalnim invaliditetom na smeštaju u ustanovama od 27.04.2020, koju je podnela MDRI-S 
(Response of the Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs to the request for information and taking measures 
to improve the protection of persons with mental disability in residential institutions dated 27.04.2020, submitted by Mental 
Disability Rights Initiative MDRI-S), https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/ uploads/2020/05/Odgovor-MINRZS-COVID-19.pdf 
34 Serbia: Release COVID-19 Data for Institutions, Human Rights Watch, 31.07.2020 available at:  
https://www.hrw.org/ news/2020/07/31/serbia-release-covid-19-data-institutions 
35 Appeal of Michelle Bachelet, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 30.04.2020, see:  
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/ Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25847 

Our rights were threatened, we could not set 
our goals and make decisions on our own, to 
fight for ourselves and others.
Woman living in the institution
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dysfunctional in Serbia,36 become impossible. This particularly affects women with disabilities, 
which are exposed to specific forms of gender-based violence in institutions.

Considering all this, it is evident that urgent deinstitutionalization is necessary in Serbia.

During May 2021, a public debate was held on the Draft Strategy for Deinstitutionalization and De-
velopment of Community Services for the period 2021-2026, which lasted a very short time, after 
a highly non-transparent process of drafting this document, in which creation the civil society or-
ganizations dealing with the rights of persons with disabilities for years, did not participate, nor has 
the participation of persons with disabilities been ensured. In addition, the draft strategy is gender 
insensitive and does not take into account the specifics of the position of women with dis-
abilities in institutions. The Mental Disability Rights Initiative MDRI-S, together with a number of 
partner organizations, responded to the implementation of this process and called for a transparent 
dialogue in order to adequately address the issue of deinstitutionalization in Serbia.37

A successful deinstitutionalisation process involves a broad consultation process on how to imple-
ment the deinstitutionalisation process, with the active participation of persons with disabilities, 
organizations dealing with the rights of persons with disabilities and human rights, experts and all 
other relevant stakeholders, followed by the adoption of a deinstitutionalization strategy and ac-
tivities, while providing adequate funding. The ultimate goal should be the complete closure of 
institutions and ensuring that all persons with disabilities exercise the right to life in the com-
munity, while providing adequate and individualized support to persons who need it. 

36 Here the walls have ears too, op.cit.
37 MDRI-S, Letter of Attention – Deinstitutionalization reform in the Republic of Serbia, 4 June 2021, available at:  
Letter of Attention – Deinstitutionalization reform in the Republic of Serbia (mdri-s.org)
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This publication is produced with funding from the UN Trust Fund, however the views expressed 
and content included does not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 

Mental Disability Rights Initiative MDRI-S
It was founded in 2008 as a non-profit non-governmental organization with the support of the international organization 
Disability Rights International (DRI), which recognized the need for constant presence and strengthening of the movement for 
the rights of persons with disabilities in Serbia. MDRI-S is fully committed to the protection and promotion of the human rights 
of persons with intellectual and mental disabilities, and to the realization of their full inclusion and participation in society. 

Women’s Rights Organization FemPlatz 
It was established in 2017 with the aim of advocating for the promotion and exercise of the rights of women and girls, 
protection against discrimination and violence, economic empowerment and social inclusion, with a special focus on women 
and girls facing multiple discrimination.


