UNDESA/UNFPA Mission to Armenia
16-20 April 2007

MISSION REPORT 


Background 

Armenia is a country of ancient history and traditions rooted in Christian civilization. In the Soviet times Armenia developed industrial base including nuclear energy, electronics, petrochemicals, transport, communication, infrastructures and utilities. High standards in education and health were achieved.

Armenia gained its independence in 1991 as a result of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Obtaining sovereignty positively influenced the growth of democratic institutions and the development of robust civil society and non-governmental and community based sectors. However, transition to democratic society and market economy in Armenia, like in other former Soviet Union countries, has been painful. In the 1990s, Armenia went through serious economic shocks exacerbated by the military conflict in Karabah and the aftermath of the devastating earthquake which affected negatively physical infrastructure and social development. Economic decline resulted in rapidly deteriorating standards of living and wide-spread poverty. These negative developments had a very deep impact on country’s demographics, prompting massive emigration and decline of reproduction rates. 


The population of Armenia according to latest estimates is 3,215,000 people. The proportion of those 65 and older is approximately 12.7%; 1.7% of population is older than 80 years. Armenia has a relatively large Diaspora; by some estimates it consists of 8 mil people. The largest Armenian communities are in Russia - approximately 2 mil people; France - 800,000; and USA - 500,000 people. Emigration has been selective: scientists, engineers, highly skilled workers, agricultural experts and machinery and equipment operators left the country. The majority of emigrants are young people and people of working age (it is estimated that 70% of all emigrants are of working age) which in addition to natural ageing makes country’s demographic profile look older.  


The collapse of the regulatory and legislative bases had trigged decline of traditional cultural values and norms. Poverty and social injustice led to stratification of the society, social tension and social exclusion of vulnerable groups. Though ethical principles and respect to older persons have been traditionally strong in the Armenian society, there have been some reported cases of elderly abuse. 


At this backdrop the Government of Armenia has requested the UN assistance in implementation of the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing to address the issues of ageing and older persons in the country. 


Following the government of Armenia request, a joint UNDESA/UNFPA mission was fielded to Armenia on 16-20 April 2007. The mission comprised of Messrs. Alexandre Sidorenko, Senior Social Affairs Officer, DSPD/DESA, Nikolai Botev, Senior Advisor UNFPA/Bratislava and Oleg Serezhin, Social Affairs Officer, TCU/DSPD/DESA.

Major Findings and Recommendations
1.  National strategy on ageing

Major findings by the mission:


The government expects that in 2015 the number of older person will begin to increase as the large number of people born in the 1950s when Armenia experienced a “demographic boom” will be reaching retirement age. In 2005 the Government adopted Social Assistance Legislation that covered vulnerable groups including older persons. The legislation stipulates that along with monetary allowances, a number of services ranging from home care to legal support have to be provided. However, currently because of the budgetary constraints no services provided and only allowances are paid. In this connection the Government is currently preparing a draft national strategy on ageing for 2008-2015, which is due for submission in October 2007. The focal point for developing the strategy is the Department of Persons with Disabilities and Older Persons of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. 
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In this connection it should be mentioned that the Government prepared and adopted Strategy on People with Disabilities and a Youth Employment Strategy.

Actions recommended by the mission:

1) 
The Strategy should define key national priorities. The initiative to embark on developing a National Strategy on Ageing appears to be driven by the need to close apparent gaps in existing social policies and programmes, identified from the central Government top down perspective. While the mission welcomes the initiative of the Government to develop a Strategy on Ageing, it believes that there is not yet a sufficient body of evidence to outline national priorities on ageing and define specific targets. The mission was of the opinion that the formulation of the Strategy should be preceded by the assessment of the national ageing situation. The assessment should be based on participatory methodology and include among other components a specialized survey (see item 2.1, below). However, given the October 2007 deadline, it might be advisable to confine the first draft of the Strategy to defining key national priorities and identifying procedures for preparing a more detailed Action Plan based on the results of assessment of the national ageing situation. The mission would also like to point out that the assessment of the national ageing situation should include a bottom-up participatory component that could employ social assessment methodology. Documents or training in social assessment could be provided by UNDESA at Government’s request.

The Strategy should have a provision for a feedback analysis (assessment/evaluation) that would provide for assessing progress and obstacles in its implementation thus allowing strategy fine-tuning. The assessment may include the following methods, some of them are participatory: focused group meetings; interviews with major stakeholders (including but not limited to government and civil society); household survey; mass media analysis; government data, etc.
2) 
National priorities for the future strategy should be defined taking into consideration the recommendations of the MIPAA and the Berlin Regional Implementation Strategy. 


Strategic priorities should be defined by the Government. Expert assistance can be provided at request to the Government by UNDESA and UNFPA (country team and regional office, Bratislava), as well as by other UN Agencies through on-line (e-mail) communications between the Government office in Armenia (the Department of Persons with Disabilities and Older Persons) and the UN offices (DESA, UNFPA, et al.).
3)  

A working group should be established, consisting of all major national stakeholders, to assist the Government in developing the Strategy.

Establishing a working group should be initiated by the Government with the assistance of the UNFPA country office.
UNDESA, in consultation with the UNFPA country team in Armenia, will explore possible financial support for the activities of the group.
2. Measures to support the process of designing the National Strategy on Ageing


The mission identified the following areas for assisting the Government of Republic of Armenia in designing the National Strategy on Ageing.  
2.1  Evidence for policy action on ageing


Major findings by the mission:


Armenia has several academic centres conducting, among other activites, demographic research. As an example, within the structure of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, there is the National Institute of Labour and Social Research (Director – Mr. Artem Asatryan), which is involved primarily in developing various standards and normative documents as related to the functioning of the Ministry. There are also other research and training institutions which could potentially form a network for assisting the Government in developing and implementing national policy documents on ageing, including the future Strategy.   

Actions recommended by the mission:

1) 
Conduct assessment of national resources and infrastructure on ageing available to support the evidence based Strategy development and implementation. Form a functional network of academia and NGOs willing to cooperate with the Government on Strategy  design, monitoring and evaluation.

Government should coordinate the above activities.


2) 
Undertake a national survey on ageing in Armenia. The ultimate purpose of such survey would be to provide a sufficient body of 
evidence for formulating recommendations for action for the future National Strategy on Ageing (see above). The assessment should include a bottom-up participatory component.

Government, in cooperation with the UNFPA country office and the Bratislava CST could consider various sources for possible assistance (e.g., expertise/consultancy and/or financial support). It would be advantageous, both in terms of the development of a potential survey and in terms of the data analysis, to pattern the survey on one of the major cross-national efforts in the field. Two of these are particularly relevant: SHARE and GDP (see below).

The Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), which is a multidisciplinary, cross-national project focusing on health, socio-economic status and social and family networks of individuals aged 50 or over. The data collection is based on longitudinal surveys, conducted with standardized sample designs and unified survey instruments. Fifteen countries are currently involved in the project (Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Israel, Italy, Ireland, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland). Comparable projects exist in two more countries (USA and UK). More information on the project and its survey instruments are available from the following web site: http://www.share-project.org/


An alternative project is the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP), which focuses on explaining the demographic choices in forming and dissolving partnerships and having children. The surveys at the heart of the project are based on nationally representative samples of 18-79 year-old resident population in each participating country. More information on the project is available at http://www.unece.org/pau/ggp/Welcome.html.

2.2 Awareness-raising campaign about implementation of the MIPAA 
Major findings by the mission:


The mission noted an unbalanced view of ageing prevailing among major national stakeholders, including some Government representatives: the nature of issues related to ageing and the situation of older persons are considered to be predominantly humanitarian. The development aspects of ageing have not won proper attention by the government and civil society. 


Actions recommended by the mission:


In order to attract attention to all aspects of ageing, awareness-raising campaign is required. The campaign could consist of two components: 

a) Sensitization Campaign designed to sensitize major national stakeholders involved in the preparation of the Strategy and could be undertaken within the format of regular meetings of the working group (above). Specifically, a series of round table discussions on the following themes could be conducted: (1) MIPAA and Berlin Implementation Strategy: goals and recommendations as related to the development of the Strategy; (2) identification of national priorities on ageing; (3) conducting the first cycle of the review and appraisal of MIPAA and preparation for the ECE Regional Conference in León, Spain, in November 2007.


b) Nation-wide campaign that will raise awareness and draw attention to the ageing issues. Such a campaign could be carried out within the context of a broader national information campaign on the demographic situation in Armenia. UN DESA will explore a possibility of funding a local consultant to assist the Government in planning and managing the nation-wide information campaign aimed at promoting the positive image of older persons and to support the process of implementation of the national Strategy on ageing.
3. Elements of the National Strategy on Ageing


The mission identified several main elements that could be addressed within the National Strategy on ageing, notwithstanding that additional and more detailed priorities would be selected in the process of preparation of the Strategy.
3.1 Health of older persons

Major findings by the mission:


Armenia is undergoing the transition from the Soviet system of district physicians to a system of family doctors. While this transition has been mostly completed, the new system does not envisage an adequate level of training in geriatrics for medical personal. Overall, the geriatrics services in the country are practically nonexistent. 

Actions recommended by the mission:

 
Training programmes on geriatrics have to be introduced into University and Medical School curricula. UNDESA will contact WHO to inquire about assistance in developing training programmes in geriatrics, e.g. providing successful curricula, sharing replicable models and offering consultancy for developing national system of geriatric care.
3.2 Social security and pension reform


Major findings by the mission:


Armenia is planning a comprehensive reform of its pension system. It is envisaged that the future pension system will include several pillars, including PAYG component to provide a safety net for older pensioners. Three working groups have been established to develop recommendations for conducting the reform. These groups are lead by the Central Bank (focusing on contributory approaches); the Ministry of Finance (focusing of financial aspects of the reform); and the ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (focusing on social welfare aspects of the reform, including measures to ensure safety net provision).


Actions recommended by the mission:


UNDESA at request, together with other partners within the UN system (e.g., UNFPA, ILO, World Bank and ISSA), could explore avenues for possible advisory assistance to the Government in developing a sustainable social welfare approach to the reform of the Armenian pension system.

3.3 Employment and older persons


Major findings by the mission:


According to official estimates the unemployment rate in Armenia is about 8 percent. Other estimates, however, put that indicator at between 30 and 40 percent of the working age population. Given that the country remains relatively “young” in demographic terms (with the proportion of older persons nearing 13 percent), national measures to combat unemployment have focused on youth. Meanwhile, there is an understanding within the Government that older persons should be involved in various training programmes for younger workers, especially as custodians of traditional crafts skills.

The mission was also informed about a proposal of the Employment Division of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs to establish a centre to promote employment and labour force integration of older persons. It is envisaged that such a centre would be based on an intergenerational principal wherein older persons skilled in Armenian traditional crafts would be employed as trainers for unemployed youth. 

Actions recommended by the mission:


It is recommended that older persons should be involved in inter-generational programmes/projects aimed at (1) transferring traditional (indigenous) skills to the youth; and also (2) establishing income generating projects. At the same time, the mission was of the opinion that it might be more cost effective to add an “intergenerational component” (i.e., employ older persons as trainers) to the work of the already existing Youth Vocational Training Centre rather than establishing a new centre for older persons. If, however, it is decided to establish a separate training centre for traditional crafts, it would be advisable to conduct a feasibility and marketing study before doing so. In order to attract enough young people who will volunteer for such training, these traditional crafts have to offer sufficient and steady income.     


UNDESA and UNFPA should jointly approach ILO and HelpAge International soliciting their assistance in providing relevant expertise and assistance to the Government and national NGOs (e.g., Mission Armenia). 


UNDESA will explore options of sharing experience of other former Soviet States on income generating activities for older people with Armenian NGOs and the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.
      3.4 Involvement (integration) of older persons in different aspects of societal life


Major findings by the mission:


While Armenian society remain ”traditional” in approaches to care and integration of older persons within the family, additional measures are required to integrate older Armenians in various aspects of societal life, particularly at the community and neighbourhood levels. Replicable models of integration of older persons from other counties with similar cultural traditions need to be identified.

Actions recommended by the mission:

UNDESA and UNFPA will jointly approach international and regional NGOs (HelpAge International, IFA, FIAPA, EURAG) soliciting their assistance in provision of relevant expertise and assistance to the Government and national NGOs (e.g., Mission Armenia).


4. Additional considerations

While the Government of Armenia obviously needs assistance in different aspects of implementation of the MIPAA, as outlined above, it should also be noted that the country has gained a valuable experience in undertaking measures that benefit older persons. For instance, and perhaps most visibly, Armenia has an established programme of supporting “ageing in place” through provision of various home services and day care centres. Coordinated and financially supported by the Government, the State Home Care Services engage (contract) national NGOs, such as Mission Armenia and Akung, in service delivery. At the same time, it should be noted that the greater part of activities in the area of elderly care services is supported by either bilateral or multilateral donors. While this allows civil society and the government obtain world-class expertise, sustainability is an issue.


The above good practices can be made available to other countries (e.g., CIS) of the region. Armenia is willing to share its experience and expertise at the regional level, including serving as a host for various training workshops and expert meetings.     
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