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“I have been in some kind of an institution since I was born, and I have been in and out of a lot of them. As 
a little girl, I was in “Kolevka“ and then “Veternik“. I spent five years at the “Dom za slepe i slabovide” (Home 
for the Blind and Visually Impaired) in Pancevo, even though I am neither blind nor visually impaired. I 
always shared a room with other women, I was never able to be in a room of my own. The last two years I 
spent in Pancevo I slept in a single room. They granted my wish to have my own privacy. There were two of 
us per room, but for a short while I also slept in a room with several women.

I wanted so much to ride a bicycle but was not allowed to. I saved up for a long time and 
bought my own bicycle.

I worked at the home. I had to help the staff in taking care of patients who were unable to move 
on their own. I have never received any money for the work I did there. I only got a small allowance.
 And this was very difficult work for me, it was exhausting. It is very difficult to watch someone die.
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The testimonies and life stories of our fellow citizens are 
only a few of many life stories which have inspired the 
creation of our organization, and which motivate us daily in 
the fight to protect and promote human rights of our fellow 
citizens with intellectual and mental disabilities… 

The fight to achieve their full inclusion 
and participation in our society.
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„The history of neglect and the locking away of persons with 
intellectual disabilities is long and shameful. Much like the 
majority of other countries, Serbia has failed to correct this 
injustice imposed upon this group of people who are part of our 
society.“ 

(„The Hidden and Forgotten”, 
 MDRI-S publication, 2012)
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http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/the-hidden-and-forgotten-2013-12-17.pdf
http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/the-hidden-and-forgotten-2013-12-17.pdf
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The fight is neither easy nor simple nor do the results 
come at the desired and needed pace because it is 
fought on multiple fronts — the fight to be truthfully 
and timely informed on the state of human rights 
of our fellow citizens with intellectual and mental 
disabilities, the fight for their greater visibility in the 
public, the media and within institutions — even with 
those who are supposed to be leading this fight; the 
fight against traditional beliefs, prejudice, standard 
practices and routines for which we do not know 
how they came to be nor where they stem from; the 
fight for a greater society awareness of the existence 
of both problems and solutions.

The fight for a better 
society for all of us.
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We were founded in 2008 and act as a non-profit, non-governmental organization with the support 
of the international organization  Disability Rights International (DRI) which has recognized the 
need for a constant presence and strengthening of the rights of persons with disabilities movement 
in Serbia. 

Our founding members are persons with disabilities, their family members, experts in the field, 
and human rights activists.

We are fully committed to the protection and promotion of human rights of our fellow citizens 
with intellectual and mental disabilities and with this the achievement of their full inclusion and 
participation in the society.

We devote special attention to children and adults who are at risk of being or have already been 
placed in residential institutions and psychiatric hospitals, bearing in mind that they make the most 
vulnerable and marginalized group.

We are  
MENTAL DISABILITY RIGHTS INITIATIVE

https://www.mdri-s.org/about-mdri-s/
https://www.driadvocacy.org/
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“They did not allow me to go to 
school or leave the institution. 
There was nothing I could do; the 
caregivers were bad. I bathed once 
a week and I could not have my 
things. It was a very bad institution. 
There were twenty of us in one 
room. Some people defecated 
there in the room. During the meal 
some of them grabbed food from 
the plate.” (N.) 

(„Here the Walls Have Ears Too", 
MDRI-S publication, 2016)

https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
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“I worked at a tailor’s but no longer 
want to. I spent eight hours a day 
every day there and they didn’t allow 
me to do anything, I had no tasks. 
I felt useless because I know I can 
do all kinds of things. I tried to find 
another job and now I work at the 
“Inkluzivni kutak” (Inclusive Corner) 
shop which sells products made 
by persons who attend the “Milan 
Petrovic” special school.”, our Ljubica 
describing her work experience.
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OUR MISSION 
to achieve full social inclusion of our fellow citizens with intellectual and mental 
disabilities with due respect towards their lives and dignity!

OUR VISION 
is a society which accepts its citizens with intellectual and mental disabilities as its 
full members in all aspects of social life!
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„At the end of the hall there is a room that has bars 
and it is called a “cage”.” Clients say that they are put 
there as a punishment, and some of them spend up 
to two months in the cage. They can exit only to go 
to toilets and showers, but employees bring them 
food. They say that staff often shouts at them. 
Men and women stay together in that room, and 
sometimes they get into fight – “someone
slaps you, someone hits you with a fist.” The room is 
permanently locked. While we were visiting, the 
room was unlocked, and one client stood at the 
door. He did not allow the woman, who was also 
inside, to come out. She screamed because she 
could not speak, and he yelled at her. He even ran 
to her several times so that we had to intervene to 
prevent greater violence. This man told us that the 
cage was unlocked because of our visit, “but do not 
say I told you so.” (MDRI-S monitoring team)

(“Here the Walls Have Ears Too”, 
 MDRI-S publication, 2016)

https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
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RESULTS OF OUR 
INICIATIVES
changes we initiated 

I -  Special attention is given to children 
and adults with disabilities who are at risk 
of being placed in residential institutions 
or are already living in one. One of our 
very important activities is the monitoring 
of residential institutions which host 
children and adults with intellectual and 
mental  disabilities. Four independent 
monitoring reports have been conducted 
so far:

1PART
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I -1 „Torment not Treatment“

our first report published in 2007 depicted the 
catastrophic conditions and systemic breach of the 
rights of children and adults with intellectual and 
mental disabilities placed in residential institutions. 
As a result of our monitoring and report, the state 
decided to commence with the deinstitutionalization 
of children from these facilities (an immediate 
decision was made to displace all children from the 
“Kulina” to a small group homes)

http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Torment-not-Treatment.pdf
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I -2. „The Hidden and Forgotten“

our second report from 2012 has shown for the first 
time that children with intellectual disabilities living 
in residential institutions are largely not included 
in the educational system. After this one, another 
research was conducted on the education of 
children with intellectual disabilities living in social 
care facilities.

http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/the-hidden-and-forgotten-2013-12-17.pdf
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I – 3  „Exclusion and Segregation of Children 
with Disabilities in Residential Institutions in the 
Education System“

our third report published in 2016 painted a detailed 
picture on the condition of education of children 
with mental disabilities living in social care facilities.
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http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Publikacija-ENG.pdf
http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Publikacija-ENG.pdf
http://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Publikacija-ENG.pdf
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After these reports, the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technological Development launched the 
initiative to improvehe position of these children and 

started the coordination between school managements, 
facilities, and special schools in order to overcome 
the issue of insufficient inclusion of children with 

developmental disabilities from social protection facilities 
into the educational system. 
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I – 3  „Serbia’s Forgotten Children“

published in June 2021. This report is based on data 
gathered during 2019 and information which DRI 
and MDRI-S gathered until the publication of the 
report, and which primarily relates to the position of 
children with disabilities pointing out the violations 
of human rights happening in residential institutions 
to this day.

https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Serbia-2021-web-ENG.pdf
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According to official data, the number of children in institutions — large 
facilities, group homes, shelters, boarding schools, and children mixed into 
adult facilities – has decreased by almost 50% in the last 10 years. But 
Serbia has failed children with disabilities – some whom are now adults – 
who have been left behind by reforms. Currently, children with disabilities 
make up 80% of all children living in institutional settings, where they are 
often mixed in with adults and face a lifetime of segregation. Infants and 
children under the age of 3 years old continue to be admitted and left in 
institutions.

After the publication of the report, the public reacted vigorously and 
demanded a response from the authorities. A meeting between the Ministry 
of Labour, Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs and MDRI-S team 
followed whose objective were the findings published in the report “Serbia’s 
Forgotten Children”. 

15
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During the meeting, the details related to the report and its findings 
were clarified and a discussion was held on the topic of concrete steps 
which need to be taken in order to improve the position of children with 
intellectual disabilities in Serbia which also include the activation of other 
important ministries in the matter such as — Ministry of Health, Ministry 
of Family Welfare and Demography, and Ministry of Education, Science 
and Technological Development. End of July 2021, MDRI-S received 
an anonymous letter related to the actions of the “Kolevka” residential 
institution staff in Subotica. The Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans 
and Social Affairs was notified of this letter and upon their suggestion a 
joint visit to the institution was made.

What is encouraging is that after the visit the Ministry published an official 
statement on their website which states: “After having talked with the staff 
and visited the facility, it is concluded that it is necessary to intensify the 
collaboration with social service centres in order to speed up the process 
of displacing 11 infants and children under the age of three from the facility 
into foster families.”
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The deinstitutionalization process demands the end of 
further investment into the strengthening of placement 
capacities of institutions, including small group homes, 
apart from those funds needed to remove direct health 

and life hazards. These funds must be redirected 
to prevent further institutionalization of children, 

strengthening of families, and developing the services and 
community in which these children live.

17
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OUR OBJECTIVES ARE:

• Achievement of the right to live in the community for all children and adults
• Achievement of equal opportunities to grow, develop and partake in society for our fellow 
citizens with intellectual and mental and disabilities — on the same basis as other members 
of society
• Improvement and achievement of legal rights of children and adults with intellectual and 
mental disabilities
• Reform of the social protection, education and healthcare systems which are to be fully in 
accordance with the inclusive principles and human right standards and abandon the current 
segregation systems
• Promotion of modern work methods and non-institutional forms of service 
• Contribution to the greater sensitivity of society towards the rights and needs of citizens 
from vulnerable and marginalized groups
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REZULTS OF OUR 
INITIATIVES 
changes we initiated

II - Results which are included in official reports of international organizations and/or which 
include our work:

II – 1 The European Commission’s report of Serbia’s progress, which is published every year, almost 
always contains our quotes and findings. Whenever the report is being prepared, we receive an 
invitation from the European Union delegation in Serbia to contribute to it. 

II – 2 The US State Department’s report on the condition of human rights in Serbia cites our findings 
when addressing the exclusion of children with intellectual disabilities from the education system, 
who are placed in residential institutions.

2PART
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II – 3 The Grevio group (Group of Experts on Action against Violence against Women and Domestic 
Violence, Council of Europe) report contains our recommendation to prevent coercive abortions 
and imposition of contraceptives without informed consent to women with disabilities living in 
residential institutions. Realized within the project “Accessible Services for Women with Disabilities 
Survivors of Custodial Violence”, UNTF, in collaboration with a partner organization.

II – 4 Within the IPA program: “IPA Centralised Programmes; Project Number 11: Support for 
deinstitutionalisation (DI) and social inclusion of persons with mental disability and mental illness 
CRIS Number 2011/022-585” the Republic of Serbia intended €5.17 million from the IPA fund to 
reconstruct 6 residential institutions intended for the placement of persons with intellectual and 
psycho-social disabilities. Despite the project’s objectives — deinstitutionalization and social inclusion 
— considerable funds were reserved for activities which support segregation and institutionalization. 
Thanks to MDRI-S’s monitoring of this tender, multiple local and international organizations have 
joined to stop the above-mentioned project. In collaboration with the European Commission, these 
organizations have succeeded in their intention and so the authorities of the Republic of Serbia have 
revised this tender and redirected its funds into the development of services within the community.

II – 5 Beginning of 2020, we have initiated an informal group of self-advocates. The group is made 
up of young people with intellectual and mental disabilities who wish their voices to be heard under 
the principle “Nothing About Us Without Us”. The objective of the activity is to empower them, 
with our support, to take actions which would contribute to the greater visibility of the position 
of our citizens with intellectual and mental  disabilities. MDRI-S self-advocates meet on a regular 
basis to discuss important topics and thus prepare themselves to take part in public policies. At the 
moment, they are working on optimizing the material (easy-to-read) for our organization’s website 
so that the information is intelligible and accessible to other persons with disabilities.
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I wish I had more freedom although 
I have more of it now than when I 
used to live in institutions. I want to 
be independent, to live as I wish. To 
go out when and where I want, not to 
have to check in with someone every 
time. I can work and be independent. 
And I have also learnt that the state 
has a responsibility to enable me 
to be independent, to grow and to 
achieve my rights.”, says Ljubica on 
her vision of her future life.
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MOST IMPORTANT PROJECTS REALIZED:

MDRI-S accepts any person as their member who is dedicated to improving 
the position of our fellow citizens with disabilities and who respects the values 
and objectives of our organization.
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Accessible Services for Women with Disabilities 
Survivors of Custodial Violence

Donor: The United Nations Trust Fund to End Violence Against Women
Realization period: 2018 – 2021
Project partner: Women’s rights organization FemPlatz

Project objectives: 
- Improved access to safe and adequate inter-sector services for women and girls with disabilities
- A more efficient legislation and public policies and monitoring systems against violence 
   towards women
- Improved prevention of violence towards women via altering behaviours, views, and practices

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Trainings for women with mental disabilities who have survived institutional violence 
- Trainings for civil society organization (CSO) professionals on providing support to women with disabilities 
   who are victims of institutional violence
- Monitoring of safe houses and assessing the accessibility for women with disabilities
- Information sessions on protection from violence in residential institutions
- Composing a self-advocates report for local and international bodies for the protection of human rights
- Communication with women with mental disabilities living in residential institutions during COVID-19 
   pandemic
- Creating the platform “Equal in the Community” 
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„Our rights were violated. We could 
not set our goals and make our 
decisions, fight for us and others. It 
was not possible. Caregivers loudly 
bang with keys to wake us up, as if 
they cannot say it nicely. They bang 
as if we were some animals. That 
was the procedure in the institution. 
We couldn’t do anything about it..“ (E) 

(“Here the Wall Have Ears Too”, 
MDRI-S publication, 2016) 

https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Publikacija-engleski.pdf
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Equality Before the Law as a Precondition for Employment of 
Persons with Disabilities EQUALIZER

Donor: European Union IPA II
Realization period: 2018 – 2020
Project partner: Association “Naša kuća”

Project objectives: 
 
- Legislators and decision makers who are dedicated to the change of legislative framework and public 
   policies with the goal to enable the persons with mental disabilities right to work 
- Improved capacities for self-advocacy of young people with mental disabilities, their organizations, and 
   parents 
- Increased capacities of professionals at the Centres for social work for the induction of modern practice in 
   proceedings with regards to deprivation of legal capacity
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Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Researching the practices of social service centres with regards to deprivation of legal capacity
- Creating guidelines for the professionals at the Centres for social work. Creating and piloting the training  
   for professionals at the Centres for social work
- Trainings for young people with disabilities, parents, and their organizations on the right to work and 
   employment
- Setting up an expert conference to create recommendations for the Government of the Republic of Serbia 
with regards to the employment of citizens with mental disabilities
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Self-Advocacy for Greater Political Participation of 
People with Intellectual Disabilities 

Donor: OHCHR- UNPRPD (United Nations Partnership on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities)
Realization period: December 2019 – December 2020

Project objective: 
 

To contribute to the legal framework in Serbia so that it is fully in accordance with the Article 12 of the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) that is until the abolishment of the legal 
institution of complete legal capacity deprivation and placing under guardianship.

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- A three-day training on self-advocacy for citizens with intellectual and mental disabilities
- Supporting citizens with intellectual and mental disabilities in their wish to participate in public consultations 
   for law amendments 
- A media press conference held by the self-advocates
- A series of 4 articles in the daily newspaper “Danas” on self-advocacy of our fellow citizens with intellectual 
  and mental disabilities
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Thanks to the continuous support of Disability Rights International, we are constantly monitoring 
the position of children and citizens with intellectual and mental disabilities and provide reports on 
this matter to national and international institutions. We are constantly improving on the level of 
education of children and adults with intellectual and mental disabilities by creating easy-to-read 
publications and brochures so that they are timely informed on all developments within society.

https://www.driadvocacy.org/
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European Integration and the Rights of People with 
Mental Disabilities EUQUALITY 

Donor: Sweden within the programme „Civil Society as a Force for a Change in Serbia's EU Accession 
Process - CS4EU" of the Belgrade Open School
Realization period: 01/12/2019 – 30/09/2020

Project objective:

To contribute to the full alignment of Serbia’s legal framework and public policies with the heritage of the 
European Union within the field of disability.

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Gathering and compiling of data on the position of persons with disabilities in Serbia
- Creating a joint contribution for the European Commission’s report and submission of the same
- Continuous monitoring of the rights of persons with disabilities in Serbia and implementing the 
   recommendations of the UN’s contractual bodies for human rights
- Creating and submitting a joint report for the UN contractual body in relation to the rights of persons with 
   disabilities
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- Creating a critical analysis of the European Commission’s report within the part on the rights of persons 
   with disabilities
- Creating an analysis of the legal framework, soft law, and public policies of EU
    in relation to persons with disabilities
- Creating a media strategy campaign and conducting the campaign 
   on social networks, digital media, and mainstream media 
   throughout the duration of the project
- Setting up a press conference and presenting 
   the analysis and the project

31
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The Process of Accession to the EU and the Position of People with 
Mental Disabilities During Covid-19 Pandemic – EUQUALITY II 

Donor: Sweden within the programme „Civil Society as a Force for a Change in Serbia's EU Accession 
Process - CS4EU" of the Belgrade Open School
Realization period: 01/12/2020 – 30/11/2021

Project objective:

To contribute to the improvement of the position and the respect of rights of persons with disabilities 
during the European integration process with the focus on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Serbia.

Some of our activities on this project are:

- Gathering and compiling of data on the position of persons with disabilities in Serbia
- Creating and analysis of the position of persons with mental disabilities during the pandemic
- Conducting a campaign on social media, digital media, and mainstream media throughout 
    the whole project
- Organizing meetings of civil society organizations (CSOs) in relation to the monitoring 
   of residential institutions
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- Promotion of the findings of the National Preventive Mechanism’s (NPM) 
   work evaluation and the work of the inspection of the Ministry of Labour, 
   Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs
- Meetings with CSOs and representatives of international bodies — EU and UN
- Organizing meetings with the Serbian Association of Employers and ManPower Group
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PROJECTS CURRENTLY IN REALIZATION
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The Process of Accession to the EU and the Position 
of People with Mental Disabilities EUQUALITY  III

Donor: Sweden within the programme „Civil Society as a Force for a Change in Serbia's EU Accession 
Process - CS4EU" of the Belgrade Open School

Project objective:

To contribute to the improvement of the position and the respect of the rights of persons with disabilities 
in Serbia during the European integration process.

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Gathering and compiling of data on the position of persons with disabilities in Serbia
- Realization of communicative strategy on social media, digital media, and mainstream media throughout 
   the whole project
- Creating and public presentation of the report on human rights of persons with disabilities in the Republic 
   of Serbia for 2021 (zero)
- Organizing a meeting with representatives of the employers’ sector
- Realization of the joint initiative with the Serbian Association of Employers
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Legal Advocacy to Fight Violence and Institutional 
Confinement of Children in Europe

Donor: OAK Foundation In partnership with Disability Rights International (DRI)

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Independent monitoring of institutions and services for children with disabilities in Serbia
- Report “Serbia's Forgotten Children”
- Meetings with Government bodies to end abuses in institutions and integrate children back into local 
   communities 
- Country reports were published, disseminated to government, policy-makers, disability rights and 
   children's rights activists, and brought to the attention of the Serbian and international media.
- Government policy-makers, international donors, and the EU informed of barriers to enforcement of the 
   right to family for children and provided with recommendations for reform.
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Disability Participation & Legal Advocacy for Children 
with Disabilities in Bulgaria and Serbia

Donor: OAK Foundation In partnership with Disability Rights International (DRI)

Some of the more important activities on this project are:

- Webinar "Personal assistance to adults with intellectual disabilities"
- Webinar - Presentation of the report "Serbia's Forgotten Children"- findings  and recommendations 
   in accordance with the recommendations of UN treaty bodies and the European integration process, in 
   partnership with the UN CSO Platform and with the support of the OSCE
- Strengthening the group of self-advocates for their active participation in public policies according to the 
   principle "Nothing About Us Without Us"
- Creation and adaptation of easy -to- read texts of the group of self-advocates for the MDRI-S website
- Regular meetings of the group of self-advocates 
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"It’s awful in the home now. It’s a 
camp, a prison."
---
"Everything is worse now. We must 
not go out at all. Nobody goes out 
for a long time. We are going crazy."

(Woman currently living in the 
institution)

(“Isolated in Isolation”, 
 MDRI-S publication, 2021)

https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Isolated-in-isolation.pdf
https://www.mdri-s.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Isolated-in-isolation.pdf
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The work of MDRI-S is supported by Sweden within the programme of Belgrade 
Open School „Civil Society as a Force for a Change in Serbia's EU Accession 

Process - CS4EU".

MDRI-S aligns its work and encourages its associates 
and partners to be aware of the Sustainable Development 

Goals, respecting the principle of Leave No One Behind 
(LNOB)


