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1. Executive Summary
Leadership, Equality, Advocacy and Democracy (LEAD) Project aims to implement a three-fold approach to enhancing human rights protection in Georgia. Firstly, the project will empower the right holders by strengthening the human rights protection of minorities with special focus on LGBTQI people. Secondly, it will aim to transform society by countering prevalent homophobia, transphobia, and xenophobia with an evidence-based social campaign. Thirdly, the project will support state institutions to accelerate the structural transformation for sustainable development by enhancing citizen-centric governance systems for efficiently serving their constituencies through applying the Capacity Development Fund and On-demand Services implementation modalities.
2. Background
With a strong commitment towards European integration, within the last years, Georgia has demonstrated meaningful progress in multiple directions, such as economic development, institutional democracy, and human rights protection. However, the unemployment rates remain high, and the government has limited resources to cover the growing need for social services. These constraints deepen existing poverty, exclusion, and discrimination. In addition, the socio-economic consequences of the pandemic have put an additional burden on vulnerable communities, creating a greater risk of 'being left behind'. Therefore, UNDP aims to enhance work towards social and economic rights in Georgia. Including by continued strategic assistance to key government actors and processes to develop and implement social protection and support services in the country at policy, institutional, and local levels; strengthen Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) with a special focus on rural areas; provide direct support and strengthen underrepresented and vulnerable communities in Georgia.

Empowering right holders is a key step towards achieving Agenda 2030 and putting the Equality Clause, enshrined in the Constitution of Georgia, into practice. UNDP aims to continue the work with grassroots communities and empower the most vulnerable people in Georgia through its programming.

An integral part of the European Union (EU) association agenda is to promote the inclusion of civil society and further development of participatory democracies. A strong and vibrant civil society in Georgia plays a vital role in the democratic processes. UNDP aims to increase support towards the organizational capacity of local (including relatively newly established) CSOs as well as support their programming aimed at the greater promotion of social and economic rights, tolerance building, and protection of vulnerable groups.

The LEAD project has been designed to contribute to the achievement of the expected UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF) 2021-2025 Outcome: (#1) "By 2025, all people in Georgia enjoy good governance, open, resilient and accountable institutions, the rule of law, equal access to justice, human rights, and increased representation and participation of women in decision-making." This overarching goal has been translated into UNDP Country Program Document (CPD) Outcome: (#1) "By 2025, all people in Georgia enjoy improved good governance, more open, resilient and accountable institutions, the rule of law, equal access to justice, human rights, and increased representation and participation of women in decision making" and Output: (#1.2) " National legislation and policies to eliminate all types of discrimination, deliver gender-equal results, enhance human rights and equal access to justice, and equitable access to/universal coverage of quality social services, especially for the most vulnerable and marginalized."
The project is built on an integrated approach of Norway's foreign and development policy and is aligned with its priorities of promoting economic development, democratisation, implementation of human rights, good governance and measures that can lift people out of poverty for good.
3. Key Results Achieved
 Progress Note: 
The Leadership, Equality, Advocacy and Democracy (LEAD) Project was implemented in Georgia between September 2022 and March 2026 in at the backdop of growing pressure on civil society organisations. In response, the project evolved from a traditional development initiative into a flexible, protection-oriented mechanism focused on sustaining human rights work, civic participation, and access to essential services for vulnerable communities. The project exceeded most of its planned targets and reached over 17,400 direct beneficiaries, while broader outreach activities engaged more than 1 million people through campaigns, media engagement, and public communication. Through partnerships with over 30 civil society organisations, LEAD supported the continuity of legal, psychosocial, economic, educational, and advocacy services for the most vulnerable populations. LEAD adopted an integrated strategy combining support to rights-holders, evidence generation, public awareness, youth engagement, environmental action, and cooperation with state institutions where feasible. A defining element of the project was its ability to adapt rapidly through flexible funding modalities and emergency response mechanisms, preventing interruptions in service delivery and preserving civic infrastructure during a period of systemic pressure. The project demonstrated that protecting civic space and strengthening civil society resilience constitute transformational outcomes in restrictive environments. Its experience confirms that sustained partnerships, adaptive programming, and long-term investment in democratic resilience remain essential for protecting human rights and maintaining inclusive development pathways in Georgia. 
1. Key Results Achieved -  Protection and support for vulnerable communities 
• Reached 17,400+ direct beneficiaries and over 1 million indirect beneficiaries through campaigns and outreach activities. 
• Sustained access to services and support mechanisms for LGBTI individuals, ethnic and religious minorities, women, and youth.
• Maintained continuity of civil society operations despite shrinking civic space. Strengthened civil society resilience 
• Established and sustained partnerships with 30+ CSOs. 
• Supported 66 strategic development initiatives, with 80% implemented outside Tbilisi. 
• Introduced rapid response and emergency support mechanisms. 
• Supported 392 vulnerable individuals through targeted rapid response assistance. 
• Ensured provision of legal, psychosocial, and health services despite funding reductions across the sector. 
Expanded economic empowerment and inclusion: 
• Enabled 250 beneficiaries to access vocational education. 
• Supported 22 economic initiatives and small businesses. 
• Established 17 private sector partnerships, resulting in employment opportunities for 40 individuals. 
• Facilitated internships and fellowships in public institutions and UN agencies. Increased youth participation and civic engagement 
• Engaged approximately 1,200 youth through civic forums. 
• Supported 25 youth-led initiatives reaching 1,500 young people. 
• Reached 677 teachers and 960 students through human rights education initiatives. 
• Implemented environmental and civic engagement activities involving over 1,200 schools and youth participants. Generated evidence and strengthened advocacy 
• Produced major analytical products and impact assessments. 
• Conducted national studies covering 103 public institutions and 1,162 civil servants. 
• Supported communication campaigns reaching over 200,000 people. 
• Implemented the flagship Bridging Voices campaign to promote inclusive narratives. Strengthened institutional cooperation 
• Delivered certified training programmes and institutional support to government entities. • Supported inclusive education, public service reforms, and improved accessibility of public services. 
4. Key Challenges Encountered
 Progress Note: 
• Rapid deterioration of democratic governance and civic space in Georgia. 
• Reduced cooperation between state institutions and civil society actors. 
• Restrictive legislative and regulatory changes affecting civil society operations. 
• Significant reductions in donor funding and financial uncertainty among partner organisations. 
• Increased security and protection concerns affecting project beneficiaries and partners. 
• Operational challenges in collecting beneficiary data due to confidentiality and safety concerns. 
• Reduced opportunities for public dialogue and institutional engagement. • Need to redesign interventions and discontinue selected indicators due to contextual changes. 
5. Project Risks and Issues
Project risks were regularly monitored and updated. 

6. Lessons Learned
 • Flexibility is essential: adaptive programming is necessary in volatile political environments. 
• Trusted local partnerships matter: long-term relationships with grassroots organisations enable sustained delivery and rapid response. 
• Protecting civic space must become a programmatic objective, not only a contextual assumption. • Institutional support alone is insufficient: future interventions should include dedicated protection mechanisms for individual human rights defenders. 
• Youth engagement builds democratic resilience and should remain a strategic priority.
 • Evidence generation functions as protection by maintaining visibility and accountability. 
• Sustained support outperforms short-term interventions for organisational resilience. 
• Cross-sector and cross-agency collaboration increases effectiveness and legitimacy. 
• Investment in ecosystems and pre-existing networks enables rapid mobilisation during crises. 

7. Conclusions and Way Forward
• Continue and scale the LEAD model or establish a successor programme. 
• Maintain trust-based partnerships and co-creation approaches with civil society. 
• Expand protection mechanisms for individual human rights defenders. 
• Continue flexible and rapid-response funding mechanisms. 
• Strengthen youth leadership and civic participation initiatives. 
• Sustain evidence-based advocacy and research. 
• Preserve coordination platforms linking national and international actors. 
• Invest in long-term resilience of civil society ecosystems and democratic institutions. 
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