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FOREWORD

For nearly two decades Georgia has been
working harder than any other country in
post-Soviet space, with the exception of the
Baltic States, to develop stable political insti-
tutions and a functioning democratic system.
Georgia publicly committed to establishing
the rule of law and building democratic in-
stitutions many years ago, but the signing of
the Association Agreement (AA), with the
EU on 27 June 2014 made meeting its obliga-
tions on human rights, democratization and
good governance a legal obligation as part
of the European integration process. The
agreement not only brought Georgia closer
to the EU; it also reaffirmed Georgia’s posi-
tion as the “centre of gravity” for Western
engagement in the South Caucasus. Estab-
lishing a sustainable, law-based system of
governance has become central to Georgia’s
aspirations to become a fully-fledged mem-
ber of the democratic family of nations, and
this goal is repeatedly supported by politi-
cians of all persuasions.

While the signing of the AA with the EU
is a significant step forward, the country has
a credibility problem due to Thilisi’s contin-
ued lack of progress in reinforcing its un-
consolidated democracy. Georgia is proud
of to be a front-runner in European integra-
tion, however there is a growing impression
that more must be done to consolidate and
institutionalize its own democracy. Accord-
ing to the European Commission report,!
while Georgia acted on most of the key rec-
ommendations in the last year’s ENP prog-
ress report, it still needs better judicial and
self-government reform, stronger invest-
ment climate, protection of human rights,
and the availability of economic opportuni-
ty for all who seek it. It also requires a more
tolerant and pluralistic political culture.

Georgia’s main challenge is to turn a suc-
cessful European policy into concrete steps
to institutionalize democracy: Georgia’s po-
litical system remains in transition, with fre-
quent adjustments to the balance of power

' Fourth progress report on Georgia’s implementation of the action plan on visa liberalization. Brussels,

18.12.2015 COM (2015) 684 final.
EN/1-2015-684-EN-F1-1.PDF

Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2015/
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between the prime minister, president and
parliament. Recent changes to the constitu-
tion reinforced the formal framework for
democratic statehood, but it has become
obvious that currently Georgian society
lacks both the strong political will and the
experience necessary for democratic gover-
nance. The past few years have also brought
challenges, including democracy fatigue.
Nation-wide surveys have shown that Geor-
gians are growing dissatisfied with the slow
progress in economic growth and the in-
creasing gap between rich and poor, which
has lead to a drop in public support for
democratic reforms over the past few years?.
Weakening support for democracy can pose
a serious problem for the process of demo-
cratic consolidation in Georgia, including
the institutionalization and maturation of
Georgia’s democracy.

Against a background of democracy fa-
tigue, Georgia will soon enter the pre-elec-
tion campaign cycle for the October 2016
parliamentary election. This election will be
regarded both inside Georgia and abroad

as another democratic litmus test for Geor-
gian democracy, and its result could shape
Georgia’s path for many years. It remains to
be seen whether the latest political shuffle
will propel Georgia toward a Western-style
liberal democracy or plunge it into vio-
lent political turmoil. While the country’s
Western friends expect the Georgian politi-
cal class to deliver on promises to improve
the democratization process, the Georgian
public hopes that politicians can also ful-
till pre-election pledge to tackle unemploy-
ment and poverty. Constant and consistent
dialogue between Georgia and its Western
partners can help ensure that the country re-
mains on the path to democracy regardless
of political pressure.

It is in this challenging environment that
this publication was issued under the proj-
ect “N:2015-807 “Analyzing Democratiza-
tion in Georgia” supported by the National
Endowment for Democracy and implement-
ed by the Georgian Institute of Politics(GIP).
It contains four policy briefs and recommen-
dations covering some of the most press-

Trends in the data: Public Support for democracy slowly waning in Georgia. 2CRRC blogpost. May 9.2016.
Available at: http:/ /crrc-caucasus.blogspot.hu/2016/05/ trends-in-data-public-support-for.html



ing and sensitive issues among the current
challenges facing Georgia’s democratization
process.

We trust that this publication will be of
interest to many institutions and organi-
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zations, government officials, regional an-
alysts and to all those who are involved in
researching problems related to the democ-
ratization of Georgia and its political devel-
opment.

Dr. KORNELY KAKACHIA

Director,
Georgian Institute of Politics
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Georgia aspires to join the European Union
and reclaim its place in the European family.
To do so, however, the country is obligated
to transition to a more democratic govern-
ment, a process known as democratization.

The process of democratization is not an easy
one: the reforms force society to rethink long-
held beliefs and traditions, and are often the
subject of a public debate, which powerful
groups seek to influence. The Georgian Ortho-
dox Church (GOC) is one such group. Repeat-
edly named as the most trusted institution in
the country, the GOC’s stance on democra-

cy-related issues and reforms has already im-
pacted political decision-making on a number
of occasions. There is little doubt that, if prop-
erly engaged, the GOC could become a sig-
nificant asset for the democratization process
due to its ability to influence Georgian society
and impact the country’s political agenda.
This policy paper' analyses the attitudes,
values and behavior of the Georgian Ortho-
dox Church in the context of democratiza-
tion and explores potential ways to engage
the GOC in the reform process, as well as in-
clude it in public and political debates.

INTRODUCTION: THE POWERFUL INFLUENCE OF THE GOC

On December 5, 2015, the head of the Geor-
gian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Ilia II, said
that the patriarch should have a right to
grant pardon to convicts. The initiative re-
ceived warm support from some members
of government, as well as MPs, despite the
fact that, under the Georgian Constitution,

only the president can issue pardons.? Oth-
er officials slammed the idea, however, the
patriarchy stepped back the following day,
stating Ilia II had never intended his com-
ments to be taken as a legal initiative. But the
willingness of some high-ranking officials
displayed to act on the patriarch’s words,

" Salome Minesashvili is Research fellow at Georgian Institute of Politics and Phd Student at Graduate School

for Transnational Studies, FreieUniversitit Berlin
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notwithstanding the division of church and
state in the Georgian Constitution, under-
scored the blurred lines between politics and
religion in Georgia. The divisionof church
and state is a fundamental element in de-
mocracy building, and a prerequisite for
Georgia to reach itsdeclared foreign policy
goal of EU membership and the fulfillment
of the Association Agreement.

Within Georgia’s fragile division of church and
state, the role of the influential Georgian Or-
thodox Church becomes all the more import-
ant for the country’s democratization process.
The GOC is capable of not only spreading its

position in various areas of society,but also, to
some extent, influencing the political agenda.
The GOC’s authority is based on the Geor-
gian public’s increased religiosity. One of
the top five most religious nations® in the
world, 81% of the Georgian population con-
siders themselves to be members of Ortho-
dox Church, according to the 2013 Caucasus
Barometer survey, the latest data available.
Of those who view themselves as members of
the GOC, 95% believe religion plays an import-
ant role in their lives*. Even more telling, the
younger generation — aged 18-35 — tends to be
more religious than people over 35 (graph)’.

RLGIOUS: How religious would you say you are?

by

AGEGROUP: Respondent's age

The variable was generated from the open-ended question
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EE>>. 31
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The GOC’s special status in the Georgian
Constitution adds to its role. In 2002, the
Georgian Orthodox Church was granted-
multiple privileges, including exception
from tax, under an agreement known as
the Concordat. The deal extended to edu-
cation and culture, and outlined the state
and Church’s obligation to “jointly care”
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for the country’s cultural heritage®. In addi-
tion, if schools or other educational institu-
tions opt to teach Orthodoxy, it is the GOC’s
prerogative to set the agenda and select the
teachers’. The GOC has signed subsequent
agreements with the education and justice
ministries to implement the powers set out
in the Concordat®.

THE GOC: THE POWER TO ASSIST OR HINDER DEMOCRATIZATION

Due to the GOC'’s high degree of authority,
it can either significantly contribute or hin-
der democratization, and therefore, theEu-
ropeanization process.The Church holds an
ambivalent position on issues pertaining to
democracy, however.

On the one hand, it has strongly opposed
several attempts to include liberal demo-
cratic values in Georgian legislation. For
example, in 2011, Patriarch Ilia II protested
against an amendment in the civil code that
gave religious minority groups the right to
be registered as legal entities of public law.
The Church condemned the law, saying the
amendment was at odds with the interests
of both the state and the Church’.

A Church-led protest, largely stemming
from the fear that the law would undermine

the GOC'’s position over the ownership of
several disputed churches — particularly
those contested by the Armenian Church -
preceded the amendment.Yet another exam-
ple occurred in 2014,when the GOC actively
opposed the adoption of the Anti-Discrim-
ination Law. Members of the clergy even
personally engaged in parliamentaryplena-
ry meetings, arguing that equal rights for
sexual minorities and gender equality was
contrary to moral principles™.

In both cases, the changes were eventual-
ly accepted by parliament and ultimately
adopted. The final version of the anti-dis-
crimination bill, however, was considerably
changed before it was introduced.The final
version removed the idea of establishing
the inspector institution and made discrim-
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ination punishable only in circumstances
when it did not conflict with public moral-
ity and the constitutional agreement with
the GOC!". Civil society was outraged by
the changes as parliament appeared to be
appeasing the Church at the expense of the
country’s democratization.

The legislative changes were linked to the
country’s choice of democracy, and were
part of the EU’s demands under the road-
map for the Association Agreement.

In the eyes of the GOC, however, these
changes undermine Georgian values -they
are perceived as the “impure values” of the
West and part of a larger plot to rob Georgia
of its scared role as a protector of Orthodox
traditions. At the meeting with the patriarch,
EU commissioner Stefan Fule had to clarify
that EU membership does not mean eroding
Georgian traditions'>.

The Church, however, has shied away from

openly protesting Georgia’s aim of Western
integration. When it comes to specifically
stating its position on integration, however,
the official GOC discourse is rather ambiv-
alent'. Despite publicly disapproving of
some Western values, Patriarch Ilia II has
stated that the Church will do everything it
can to make Georgia a member of the EU™.
The GOC’s puzzling and ambiguous posi-
tion raises an important question about its
role in the democratization process: to what
extent is its ideological stand compatible
with the principles of liberal democracy? It
opens up several questions: Can the GOC
contribute or only inhibit democratization
and the country’s goal of Western integra-
tion? To what extent it is possible for the
state and the Church to maintain a harmoni-
ous relationship? Whatmeasures should be
considered to ensure the Church’s positive
inclusion in development processes?
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THE GOC COMPATIBILITY WITH LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

The Georgian Orthodox Church primarily
exercises influence through its discourse on
national identity, which gives excessive em-
phasis on traditions and customs- within the
confines of the Orthodox faith. For instance,
Patriarch Ilia II proposed that the nation-
al values defined by the famous Georgian
public figure Ilia Chavchavadze,mother-
land, language, religion, be reformulated
as God, motherland and human'¢, changing
the neutral “religion” to the pro-Orthodox
idea of God. Thus, the GOC’s version of na-
tional ideology is rather exclusive. Although
non-ethnic Georgians who suffered for
Christianity in Georgia are also considered
to be Georgian, “those Georgians who lead
non-Christian way(lifestyle) cannot be part
of the Georgian idea”". Correspondingly,
the Church understands the foundation of
“Georgianness”to be based on two pillars:
spiritual values (Christianity and customs)
and national-cultural values®.

Based on the idea of Orthodoxy as the unique
civilization and privilege, the GOC seeks a
privileged status on the religious market. As
the patriarch stated in 1997, “only the Ortho-
dox Church maintains the true and original

teaching of Christianity”". In this context,
even though the GOC acts in the name of the
Georgian people, it represents the majority
but just one religious group.In the cases of
religious conflict with local Muslims, for ex-
ample in Nigvziani, Tsintskaro and Samtats-
karo in Autumn 2012, the Church not only
monopolized the situation, but the agree-
ments it initiated breached the rights of re-
ligious minorities, according to the Human
Rights Education and Monitoring Center
(EMQO)™.

In general, the GOC claims that it does not
oppose democracy as such. But it maintains
there is an ambivalent linkage between the
notions of liberalism and democracy:ac-
cording to the Patriarch, “liberalism without
the right religious and national ideology” is
considered as a bearer of “pseudo-democra-
cy” and a threat to the country?. In the Geor-
gian context, the GOC believes that some
pro-Western politicians are acting against
the unique essence of the Georgian nation
in the name of democracy®. Therefore, the
GOC promotes religious nationalism?,
which is seen as the only path for the sur-
vival of the Georgian nation. That means the
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rule of law is considered important only in-
sofar as the law is based on a moral agenda.
As the patriarch stated, “the rule of law is
particularly underlined nowadays in Geor-
gia. Therefore the types of adopted laws
largely define economic and social circum-
stances, as well as the spiritual condition
of the people. [...] The government should
bear in mind that adopted state laws should
not oppose the sacred laws”.

In general, the idea of liberalism is looked
upon rather critically by the Church®. Also
known as postmodernism, the GOC defines
this concept as total freedom, i.e. allowing
any type of action, an idea that is unaccept-
able for Christianity. The patriarch has fre-
quently stressed that the two ideas are es-
sentially in conflict: “freedom of choice in
pseudo-liberalism implies that all values are
equally good. On the other hand, Christian-
ity teaches us the difference between good
and bad, although it allows us to choose be-
tween them. I respect your choice but not
any choice. Everything is allowed in Christi-
anity but not everything is good”?.

This position provides the foundation for the
GOC’s attitudes and the values it promotes,
including intolerance for sexual minorities

and gender equality. On May17, 2013 there
was a violent attack against fifty activists
who had gathered to rally in support of the
International Day Against Homophobia
and Transphobia. An angry mob was led by
clergymen in the name of protecting the na-
tion and religiosity.The mob’s actions were
widely criticized but Patriarch Ilia II's deci-
sion to mark the day as the “day of strength
of family and respect of parents””, instead
of honoring the international day for sex-
ual minorities, was accepted. The rights of
minorities are viewed as a threat in parts of
Georgian society:in 2014 the patriarch gave
voice to their fears when he said”“we are told
that minority rights should be protected, but
who will protect majority, who will protect
Georgian people?”?.

The GOC sees its role as the protector of
the Georgian nation as a whole, under the
umbrella of Orthodox Christianity.That
means the Church’s main responsibility
encompasses all of society and supersedes
the idea of individual salvation. That is ex-
emplified by the frequent use of collective
concepts in the Church’s preaching. For ex-
ample, the idea that the notion of family is
the basis for the Georgian nation means that



concepts like gender equality and equality
for sexual minorities are a threat that could
potentially undermine the nation®. The
Georgian public has repeatedly expressed
a high level of trust in the Church, which
empowers its narrative as an institute that
can dictate® moral standards and customs
in society. The GOC’s power to mobi-
lize people was evident during clergy-led
demonstrations in 2011 and 2013- and the
impression was strengthened when the
patriarch’s appeal for calm was enough
to send the protesters home. At times of
societal conflict, the Georgian people side
with the Church. Surveys conducted after
the 2011 protests show that after the cler-
gy-led demonstrations, 80% of the popu-
lation that was aware of the amendment
supported the idea that the Parliament
should have consulted the Church before
adopting the law®. This trend indicts that
the Georgian public is torn between the
notions of democracy and tradition, which
are presented in religious discourse as be-
ing in opposition to each other. Whereas
Georgians widely support the notion of
democracy, at the same time democracy
is not unconditional: CRRC surveys have
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found that when democracy-linked values
clash with traditions, respondents expect
the government to prioritize traditions at
the expense of freedom.*> For example, a
larger number of voters supported the idea
that the government should restrict the
publishing of any information that contra-
dicts traditions. Fewer voters believed that
the decision to publish any information is
the publisher’s sole responsibility and the
government should not be involved.

On the other hand, two points should be
noted. First, the Church is anything but a
homogenous institution. Even though the
majority of the clergy echo the positions
defined by the patriarch and wider Church
leadership, there are individuals whose
views diverge from the dominant group and
are closer to the liberal ideas. It is worth not-
ing that GOC leadership itself also preaches-
about some political and civic values that
could be linked to democratization, includ-
ing the appeal that each citizen should par-
ticipate in the law-making® process, as well
as the patriarch’s emphasis on the impor-
tance of hard work and education, respect
for the state and public order, and care for
public property.
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GOC SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

The GOC is active in a wide variety of so-
cial issues, especially in terms of education,
charities and social funds. The Church is also
involved in business. The patriarchate had
founded at least 84 non-commercial legal en-
tities, including four universities, five semi-
naries, 25 schools, eight social institutions, 16
charity and development funds and 16 cul-
tural and spiritual institutions, according to
2014 data, the latest information available.
These include about ten shelters, which serve
an estimated 1000-1500 children, as well as
charity centers for elderly people, like shelters
and soup kitchens*. The patriarchate also has
a center dedicated to social issues, like reha-
bilitation for drug addicts, as well as a center
for deaf children. In addition, the GOC has
an agreement with the Ministry of Justice to

work with people on probation and released
prisoners®, who the Church employs in ac-
tivities like church building?.

The lack of information and budget transpar-
ency make it difficult to assess the extent of
the Church’s charitable works. For the past
three years, the Church has received 25 mil-
lion GEL from the annual state budge. One
of the few reports available, from 2013,indi-
cates that 75% of the budgetary transfer is
spent on religious education. However, the
report is not detailed or well documented.
On the other hand, out of the municipal
funding that the Church also receives, only
1% is spent on social projects, 19% on con-
struction and decorating of churches and 8%
on purchase of religious objects. The rest is
not documented™.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

It is apparent that some aspects of the GOC’s
ideology ostensibly contradict, rather than
encourage, liberal democracy principles. The
Church’s high level of authority and strong
position in Georgian society, however,mean
it is imperative to engage it indemocratiza-
tion, as well as Europeanization, processes.

The GOC should not be isolated from the
development processes and the country’s
advancement toward the Western integra-
tion. Rather, the Church must be included
in a way that yields a positive contribution
to the process. The Church has tremendous
power to shape people’s opinion, as well as



to organize their collective action,which re-
sults in community-level changes. There are
multiple ways different groups of the society
and the government could put this to good
use.However, considering the pitfalls in the
Church’s stance in terms of liberal democra-
cy, engagement with the patriarchy should
be transparent and open. Ideally, cooper-
ation would take place within a forum or-
ganized by the government or civil society,
which engages open-minded groups from
the GOC and other religious organizations.
In addition, it is essential to maintain open
lines of communication with the Church
and its leadership, principally in order to
inform and engage them in discussions that
foster a mutual understanding about the im-
portance of democratic values.

In fact, some institutionalized relations be-
tween the government and the Orthodox
Church exist, although they do not entirely
meet the objectives laid out in this report. A
commission on “Matters Considered by the
Constitutional Agreement,” which is over-
seen by the prime minister, and includes
members of the clergy and the government,
was created in 2012. But its working groups
focus on issues like establishing the status
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of churches abroad and investigating the

origins of cultural monuments, among oth-

er matters.®® Another institution is the State

Agency for Religious Issues, which was

established in 2014 with the goal of recom-

mending religious policies to the prime min-
ister. Its projects have not been defined yet
and, although the agency includes meetings
with the Church leadership, it is unknown
to what extent these meetings are informa-
tive for the Church — particularly concerning
democratic values and foreign policy choice.

It is also unclear what forms the meetings

take, and if they occur regularly®.

Therefore,there are several additional ways

the Georgian state and civil society could en-

gage the Georgian Orthodox Church:

1. Engage Georgian state and Georgian Or-
thodox Church in an institutionalized di-
alogue to inform the church on the state’s
vision and goals:

* The president’s administration should
arrange annual meetings with Church
leadership to discuss church-state re-
lations or other relevant issues under
consideration in public;

* The Georgian Foreign Ministry and-
Office of the State Minister of Georgia
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on European and Euro-Atlantic Inte-
gration should initiate meetings with
Church leadership to share attitudes/
opinions about Georgia’s European
course and exchange information.

2. Engage the EU representatives in Georgia

and Georgian Orthodox Church in a dia-

logue to inform the Church about Geor-

gia’s anticipated path of development
and intended changes:

* The EU representatives in Georgia
should invite and engage Church of-
ficials to meetings regarding religious
and other values in order to avoid
alienating the GOC. This would also
provide damage control for the image
of Europe and demystify EU values.

* EU representatives, when visiting
Georgia, should engage in a dialogue
with the Patriarch in the same man-
ner they engage with officials from the
Georgian government so Church re-

mains informed.

3. Establishing dialogue between the Geor-

gian Orthodox Church and civil society

on community and public service issues

to increase effectiveness:

* (CSOs can organize joint activities with
the Church over issues of public con-
cern (sanitation, taking care of green-
ery, other common neighborhood
concerns), health and developmental
fund-raising;

* CSOs can organize common activi-
ties with the church to provide public
training in transferable skills,as well as
vocational training, as the Church al-
ready provides such trainings, includ-
ing handcraft courses.

4. The Public Defender’sOffice should initiate

dialogue between the GOC and represen-
tatives of other denominations in Georgi-
ain order to increase communication be-
tween them and decrease antagonism.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 2016 Worldwide Threat Assessment of
the US Intelligence Community has predict-
ed that Georgia might abandon its Euro-At-
lantic integration and turn toward Russia.!
The reasons named included effective Rus-
sian propaganda and increased frustration
in Georgia over the slow pace of Western
integration. Although anti-Russian senti-
ments are still dominant among Georgians,
Russia’s rising popularity shows that the
danger of Thilisi abandoning its pro-West-
ern foreign policy, along with its democratic
reforms, is real. What can be done to avoid
such a scenario and how can the West, to-
gether with the Georgian government and
civil society, prevent it?

The author believes that Georgia can overcome
its disappointment over the current pace of de-
mocratization and Europeanization processes,
and that it can contain the negative influences
of anti-liberal domestic and external actors that

are hindering the democratization processes in
the country. This policy brief discusses what
the Georgian government should do, and what
Western governments and institutions ought
to do.

First of all, the Georgian government should
be more responsive to the West, stick to its
reform agenda, and actively counter an-
ti-Western and anti-democratic discourses.
Secondly, the EU and US should become
more active in a number of areas. In partic-
ular, the EU should communicate its public
image with Georgian citizens more effective-
ly, and be more consistent with its demands
for democratic reforms when speaking with
Georgian officials. At the same time, it should
encourage pro-EU political forces by provid-
ing more tangible and short-term benefits.
Democratization and Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion are intertwined in Georgia, and the for-
mer will not be possible without the latter.

" Dr. Bidzina Lebanidze is a Research fellow at the Georgian Institute of Politics and the visiting lecturer at

Berlin School of Economics and Law.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2015, Former Prime Minister of Poland
Donald Tusk said “Georgia is definitely a
front-runner in the Eastern Partnership.
This is not flattery. It is a fact.”? He is not the
only one with this opinion: Georgia is often
considered one of the most Western-friend-
ly, non-EU member post-Soviet states, a
country where both the public and political
elites have a pro-European orientation. Even
though NATO has failed to offer a Mem-
bership Action Plan - and the EU has kept
Georgia’s hopes for membership at arm’s
length - the Georgian public’s pro-Europe-
an attitudes have not changed. More than
60% of Georgians still support Georgia’s in-
tegration into the EU, although this figure
has declined recently.> Overall, Georgia is
considered a champion of democratic, eco-
nomic and administrative reforms in the re-
gion, despite a number of setbacks. The fact
is Georgian ruling elites are trying to inte-
grate into EU structures as much as possible.
Yet, not all is as rosy as it might appear at
first. Although the country’s European iden-
tity is an undisputable feature of Georgia’s
political discourse, shared equally by the
political elite and the public, democratiza-

tion and liberal-democratic values have not
been fully internalized either by society or
the political class. Political elites, and espe-
cially those in power are, by default, focused
on extending their rule, which often jeopar-
dizes their commitment to democratic val-
ues and their relations with the West. Even
during the staunchly pro-western and West-
ern-educated political elite under former
President Mikhail Saakashvili, the ruling
elite’s reforms were more autocratic than
democratic. In addition, important groups
in Georgian society still believe certain lib-
eral values endanger Georgia’s national
identity. These sentiments are further fueled
by anti-liberal and pro-Russian domestic ac-
tors in mass media, society, and the clergy,
which portray the West as a decadent and
hedonistic civilization that contradicts the
traditional values of Georgian identity.

Even more alarming is the policy of indefi-
nitely postponing NATO and EU member-
ship, which puts pressure on pro-Western
political parties and contributes to the in-
creased popularity of Russia and the Eur-
asian Economic Union (EEU) In just three
years, the number of people who support



joining the EEU has tripled from 11% to
31%.* This tendency has added weight to the
fear that, while it is unlikely any pro-Russian
force will come to power anytime soon, it is
highly possible that their rising popularity
will end Georgia’s current “pro-West politi-

52
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Increased Stayed the same

There are also domestic reasons behind the
surge in pro-Russian sentiments. Under the
Saakashvili pro-Russian
views were contained by the government’s
stigmatization policy, which often used an-

administration,

ti-Russian rhetoric to boost its own popu-
larity - and to intimidate and denounce the
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cal consensus’ in the upcoming parliamenta-
ry elections.” Russia’s strengthening role has
not gone unnoticed: according to NDI polls
from August 2015, Russian influence has in-
creased by 17%, while the influence of the
EU has decreased by 12% (figurel).

Decreased DK/RA

opposition, often falsely, as a pro-Russian
Trojan horse that endangers Georgia’s sov-
ereignty.

After the 2012 power change, however, the
new government abandoned the policy of
anti-Russian rhetoric. Over the past three
years, it has also taken a somewhat ambigu-
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ous stance toward the West. Moreover, it has
often accused the West of lobbying for the
former government and trying to cover up
the crimes supposedly committed by former
officials.” Furthermore, a few members of the
governing coalition have even advocated for
Georgia’s accession to the EEU.* While these
statements are just expressions of individu-
al opinions, they decrease the credibility of
the overall pro-Western foreign policy of the
Georgian Dream (GD) government and in-
crease the social legitimacy of pro-Russian
parties and societal actors.

After the 2012 power change, Georgia en-
tered a new era with both opportunities and
risks. Whereas the real normalization of re-
lations with Russia can stabilize Georgia’s
internal reform dynamics, the substantial
shift in public opinion and the government’s
foreign policy orientation toward Russia
could negatively impact Georgia’s democra-
tization processes.

Developing countries like Georgia need
an additional external push to consolidate
their democracies and implement good
governance-related reforms. A pro-Russian
Georgian government could be less inclined
to implement democratic reforms due to

weakened Western pressure, which would
leave Russia as the country’s only supporter.
Secondly, Russia is not interested in having
successful democratic states at its borders. A
successful democracy in the neighborhood
could raise questions about the dominant
position of authoritarian governments in
post-Soviet space and prove that post-So-
viet societies are capable of building genu-
ine democracies, which is a danger for the
Kremlin’s authoritarian regime. Finally,
the EU and the USA are the only external
actors with sufficient experience in democ-
racy-building in third states, proven by the
transitions in the Baltic States and in Central
and Eastern Europe.

All the post-Socialist states that have democ-
ratized have done so within the context of
European integration. Therefore, the pro-
cesses of European integration and democ-
ratization are tightly intertwined. Georgia
can only achieve its democratic consolida-
tion if it maintains its pro-European foreign
policy orientation.

Over the past few years, Georgia has faced
three main obstacles to locking in democrat-
ic reforms: the failure of Western actors to
sufficiently empower the democratic reform



coalitions in Georgia; the strengthening of
anti-reformist forces, which are supported
by Russia and feel stronger due to the cur-
rent fatigue in the process of Georgia’s Eu-
ro-Atlantic integration; and the overall lack
of a democratic political culture among the
ruling elites (both current and previous),
which often conflate private with the pub-
lic interests and focus on preserving power,
rather than building democratic institutions.
This paper will provide detailed analysis of
all three points.

m

The next section discusses Western concerns
and expectations for Georgia, and the failure
of Georgian governments - both current and
previous - to fully meet them. The paper will
also focus on flaws in Western strategy and
propose recommendations to fix them. In the
third part, the increasing influence of Russia’s
soft power is analyzed and ways to contain it
are proposed. The policy brief ends with a list
of recommendations addressed to the Geor-
gian government and civil society actors, as
well as policy makers in the EU and the West.

WESTERN INTERESTS IN GEORGIA

The EU (and the US) want to establish a
democratically-governed “ring of friends”
in the post-Soviet states without violent con-
flicts, dysfunctional societies and flourishing
organized crime.” In other words, the EU
believes that its own security interests can
be best served by strengthening the stability
and prosperity of its neighbors.!

The European understanding of security
and strategic interests radically contradicts
that of Russia. The main objective of the
Russian regime is to keep post-Soviet coun-
tries firmly under its control and to prevent
the emergence of successful and democratic

states on its borders, as they could one day
serve as an example for the Russian popu-
lation.”? Therefore, “Russia [...] has actively
sought to stifle any democratic change on
its periphery”."* Edward Lucas summarizes
the difference between Russia and the EU:
“Russian interest is to have the weak and
unstable neighbors. The Russian concept of
security presupposes the strong Russian in-
fluence in neighboring countries. Here lies
the fundamental difference to the geopoliti-
cal concept of the EU, which requires the ex-
istence of strong, independent and responsi-
ble states on its eastern border.”**
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Georgia is perceived by the EU as a prom-
ising neighbor on its Eastern frontier."” It
is interested in strengthening Georgia’s
statehood and seeing that democratic and
economic reforms succeed. Yet, whereas
Georgia has implemented major successful
economic and administrative reforms, Geor-
gian governments have been less responsive
in terms of democratization.

Nevertheless, compared to other countries
in the Eastern Partnership (EaP) region, the
West has viewed Georgia as a poster child
for Western democracy promotion over
the past decade.” It signed the Association
Agreement with the EU in 2014 and com-
pleted negotiations on visa liberalization in
2015. The West, for its part, played a crucial
role in the first electoral power transition in
2012. By publicly urging Mikhail Saakashvi-
li to give up power, it did not leave much
room for political manipulation, ‘forcing’
the Georgian president into the country’s
first electoral power transition.”

After the power change, the West sought to
further institutionalize the democratic rules
of the game and urged the new government
to constructively cooperate with the former
ruling party. The new government, howev-

er, charged and imprisoned members of the
former government, a policy that was criti-
cized by the West.

The government and parts of Georgian soci-
ety largely understood the West’s criticism
- and warnings to avoid the impression of
selective justice - as interfering in domestic
affairs or covering up crimes committed by
members of the previous government. The
criticism was, however, aimed at establish-
ing an example of a democratic power tran-
sition without political retaliation. Although
the remarks did not entirely deter the deten-
tion of former officials, they served to limit
the number of arrests. Critiques by the West
also helped to secure media pluralism in
the country, saving the main opposition TV
channel Rustavi 2 from governmental inter-
ference.

There is still a lot of work to be done: the
Georgian government needs to improve key
political reforms, which are, first of all, in
Georgia’s best interest. Moreover, it should
abandonthe hostilerhetoric toward the West,
which is further fuelling the anti-Western
mood in Georgian society. The government
and parliament should also work on a com-
mon code of conduct, which will discourage



some of their members from questioning the
universal values of the democratic model
of governance. Alternatively, the Georgian
government’s unresponsiveness toward the
West might further decrease the Western
attention toward Georgia, which will harm
the process of Euro-Atlantic integration and
of democratic reforms in the country.

In addition to the country’s democratic situa-
tion, the EU and the US are also concerned with
the deteriorated security situation in Georgia’s
separatist regions and Russia’s increasing in-
fluence in Georgia, both of which negatively
impact the democratic processes inside the
country. So far, the West has not been able to
cope with security-related problems.

For instance, its engagement in Georgia’s
territorial conflicts was no match for Rus-
sia’s destabilizing measures. In addition,
the continued policy of denying Georgia EU
and the NATO membership contributes to
the rising frustration in the population -and
Russia’s increasing popularity. Thus, where-
as the West has been willing to assist Georgia
in its democratic development, it has not al-
ways invested enough resources to assist the
South Caucasus country, especially in terms
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of hard security and territorial conflicts.
Recent Georgian governments also bear a
part of the responsibility for diminished
Western interest in conflict settlement. The
Saakashvili administration, through its hy-
perbolic approach to conflict settlement,
was not able to gain the trust of the Euro-
peans, who were too cautious to oppose
Russia at that time. Instead, Brussels sup-
ported freezing the conflicts rather than
conflict resolution. The situation drastically
changed, however, after the beginning of
Russian-Ukrainian conflict and Russia’s an-
nexation of Crimea, which inspired the West
- for the first time since the end of the Cold
War - to challenge Russia in its backyard.
Now, the Georgian government has to more
actively advocate for inclusion of Georgian
conflicts into the Western agenda.

The Georgian Dream government has so far
refrained from putting the issue of Geor-
gian conflicts back on the agenda of Rus-
sian-Western relations, however.

If it is unable to do so, the Georgian issue
will disappear from the Western agenda and
the Georgian government will be left alone
vis-a-vis acute security problems.
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THE WESTERN FATIGUE

Despite many flaws in its strategy, the West
is still the main guarantor of Georgia’s dem-
ocratic consolidation. As political culture is
still underdeveloped, and the instruments
of checks and balance are weak, Western
democratic pressure has been instrumental
in disciplining successive Georgian govern-
ments, which, as a rule, are inclined to re-
sort to non-democratic measures in order
to remain in power. As previous experience
shows, however, whenever the West ap-
plied democratization pressure on Georgia,
officials have been surprisingly responsive.*®
Western criticism was essential during the
Rose Revolution.” In 2012 the West again
stepped up democratizing pressure and per-
suaded the Saakashvili government to allow
the country’s first electoral power change.”
Recently, the strict position adopted by
Western states contributed to the Georgian
Dream government giving up the tempta-
tion to gain political influence on Rustavi2
- the main opposition TV outlet.”

Yet, the West has not always been consistent
in promoting democracy in Georgia, which
has harmed its image in the country and
slowed reforms. More often than not, the EU

and the US ignored democratic shortcom-
ings and, sometimes grave, human rights
violations by Georgian governments. The
West did not react when the post-Rose Rev-
olution government consolidated power in
its hands and nearly falsified the 2008 presi-
dential and parliamentary elections. Neither
did it react sufficiently when the GD govern-
ment started to prosecute former officials,
raising fears it was pursuing a policy of se-
lective justice. The West’s reluctance harms
both the democratic processes in Georgia
and the West’s reputation. More consistent
democratizing pressure on Georgian offi-
cials from the EU and the US would benefit
both sides.

The EU should also prepare for the post-as-
sociation era in Georgia and ensure that
Georgian government remains responsive
to the EU demands for democratic reforms
once all the juicy carrots (such as the Asso-
ciation Agreement itself and the liberaliza-
tion of visa regimes) have already been eat-
en. For this reason, the EU should develop
post-association mechanisms which can be
modeled, for instance, on post-accession
instruments, such as the Cooperation and



Verification Mechanism in Bulgaria and Ro-
mania. The main objectives of such mecha-
nisms should be the monitoring of the im-
plementation of democratic reforms and
‘punishing’ the government in cases it does
not comply with EU norms. The EU has to
send a clear signal that, even after signing
the Association Agreement, the institutional
approximation of Georgia to the European
Union is not irreversible, and that any prog-
ress achieved in relations can be rolled back
at any time.

Inconsistency in democracy promotion is
not the only flaw in the Western approach
toward Georgia. The lack of the EU mem-
bership perspective has also undermined
the West’'s democratizing impact. The EU’s
reluctance to offer Georgia something more
than the vaguely defined close relations has
weakened the pro-reform coalitions and
strengthened anti-reformist forces on many
occasions.” Due to the current enlargement
fatigue, among both the population and the
political elites of EU member states, the EU
may not be able to grant Georgia (and oth-
er EaP states) membership perspective in
the short run. However, there is no need to
continue to refer to Georgia as a “neighbor”
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rather than a “European state,” and to con-
stantly remind the Georgian political elite
and the population that membership is not
on the agenda in the long-term perspec-
tive.” For Georgia, which has had a very
difficult process of identity building since
regaining independence in the early 1990s,
a clear commitment by the EU (and NATO)
to accept it as a European country could be
a strong inspirational incentive to stick to
democratic reforms even without the imme-
diate accession perspective.?

The EU also needs to change its govern-
ment-centered approach and focus more
on Civil Society Organizations (SCO) as the
main reform agents. Despite the recent inclu-
sion of SCOs in its programs and an increase
in financing of SCOs, the EaP - the main
instrument of the EU - remains largely cen-
tered on the state, with state agencies its only
partners in the reform process and policy di-
alogue. This is a fundamentally flawed strat-
egy, as governments frequently act as main
veto players in the reform process since they
are trying not to lose their grip on power. In-
stead, the EU should increase its tools to em-
power citizens and SCOs in their push to re-
form their own governments. Moreover, the
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EU should make its assistance to Georgian
government conditional on the sufficient

inclusion of citizens’ representatives and
NGOs in processes of democratic reforms.

CONTAINING RUSSIAN SOFT POWER

Russia does not directly challenge the pro-
cesses of democratization in its neighbor-
ing states.” Instead, it effectively utilizes its
soft power to mobilize post-Soviet societies
against certain liberal-democratic norms
and to portray the EU as a threat to their na-
tional identities. In recent years, Russia has
internalized the role of the main protector
of “traditional values” versus the ‘decadent’
West.

In his 2013 State of the Union address, Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin accused West-
ern countries of “reviewing moral norms
and erasing national traditions and distinc-
tions between nationalities and cultures”.
The Russian president portrayed himself
as a defender of traditional family val-
ues, which are “the foundation of Russia’s
greatness and a bulwark against so-called
tolerance - genderless and infertility”.” Ac-
cording to one author, “with the help of the
Russian Orthodox Church, Putin began a
battle against the liberal (Western) traits that
some segments of Russian society had start-

ed to adopt”.”® A prime example is when
Russia criminalized “homosexual propagan-
da’, while suppressing LGBT and other mi-
nority groups who fail to fit the traditional
Orthodox image promoted by the Kremlin
propaganda.”” Anti-homosexual propagan-
da moves easily throughout the post-Sovi-
et states, since post-Soviet societies are not
LGBT-friendly in the first place.*® Aware of
the deep resentment of parochial segments
of post-Soviet societies toward the homo-
sexuality, Russia reduces the notion of Eu-
ropean values to that of active promotion of
homosexual propaganda.

In Georgia, however, during the Saakash-
vili government, the country’s pro-Western
foreign policy orientation was undisputed
and the government was more eager to chal-
lenge Russian ideological narratives, for in-
stance, by opening the Russian-language TV
PIK and by limiting the broadcasting of Rus-
sian TV channels. As a result, there was little
need for SCOs to step in to counter Russian
soft power.



The situation drastically changed, howev-
er, after the 2012 power change. Although
the Georgian Dream (GD) government has
preserved the country’s overall pro-Western
foreign policy, it has, at the same time, rad-
ically changed its approach toward Russia.
As a result, the government’s mild policy

MPOSES
HOMOSEXUALITY

FIGHTS AGAINST ORTHODOX
CHRISTIANITY

UNACCEPTABLE VALUES

REGIONAL LANGUAGES CHARTER/
REPATRIATION OF MESKHETIANS

FIGHTS AGAINST FAMILY TRADITIONS

To cope with the increased popularity of
anti-liberal and anti-democratic values, the
current government should engage in a bat-
tle against Russia-supported propaganda,
which is promoted by local pro-Russian
proxies. It should, for instance, limit the
broadcasting licenses for Russian TV chan-
nels and launch a media campaign to sup-
port the process of European integration by
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has encouraged important parts of Georgian
society - mostly Soviet-era intelligentsia and
some media outlets - to openly campaign
against the ‘decadent” and ‘gay” Western val-
ues and embrace close ties to Russia, which
occupies part of the country but shares the
same values and same religion (figure 2).

Il MEDIA

Il POLITICAL PARTIES

I CURRENT OFFICIALS
I FORMER OFFICIALS
B RELIGIOUS SERVANTS
I PUBLIC

explaining to citizens that approximation to
the EU does not endanger Georgia’s tradi-
tional values.

But if the current Georgian government is
not interested in containing Russian propa-
ganda, it becomes the responsibility of the
liberally-minded SCOs and the EU to han-
dle the myths disseminated by the Krem-
lin-controlled media and its local anti-lib-
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eral partners. Georgian civil actors, who
possess great regional expertise, can serve
as local partners to the EU. A good exam-
ple is the Ukrainian stopfake.org, a website
made by the students of Ukrainian Kyiv
Mohyla Academy, which exposes Krem-
lin’s lies by “fact-checking” the fabricated
Russian media news. In addition to launch-
ing fact-checking media projects, the SCOs
should conduct an active media campaign
to explain the merits of the democratic form
of governance, as well as the advantages
of European integration and communicate
the true image of the EU, to the broader
public. They should especially focus on the
sensitive issues that are actively utilized by
Russia and local anti-liberal actors. For in-
stance, it has to be sufficiently explained that
the approximation to - or even becoming a
member of - the EU will not automatical-
ly result in the legalization of the same-sex
marriage. This is the only way to oppose the
Russian propaganda directed against the
West. Alternatively, the unchecked gospels
of anti-liberal and pro-Russian forces might
attract more and more citizens and further
undermine pro-Western attitudes among
Georgians.

In 2015, the EU launched its own ‘disinfor-
mation review’.*> Yet, the public visibility
of these products remains a major problem.
The EU publishes the review only on its web
portals, which are not accessed or read by
the broader public, both in the EU and in the
Eastern Partnership countries (EaP). The re-
view does not have a Facebook page - the
main social media which is actively used in
Georgia for public political discussion.

The EU has also tried to persuade the Geor-
gian population about the advantages of Eu-
ropean integration and attempted dismantle
fears related to the Association Agreements
and the Deep and Comprehensive Free
Trade Area, but again its explanatory ma-
terial has never gone further than the web-
page of the EU delegation to Georgia.*

In order to be more effective, the EU should
broaden its communication strategy. A cam-
paign on the country’s main TV outlets to
counter, as straightforwardly as possible,
the anti-EU propaganda would be a good
start. “Myth busting” will only work when
it is successfully delivered.

Compared to the EU, US state agencies are
more active in countering anti-Western pro-
paganda. For instance, USAID recently fi-



nanced the report on ‘anti-Western propa-
ganda’ published by the Media Development
Fund.** Nevertheless, as long as such kind of
reports do not reach the broader population,
inter alia by active campaigning through
mass media, their impact will be limited.

In addition to the information campaign,
the EU and the Georgian government have
to work closely with the Georgian Orthodox
Church (GOC) to limit Russian influence on
the country’s most popular institution. The
GOC’s informal structure is quite compli-
cated and consists of several factions. Most
of them are more inclined toward Russia,
but there are also strong, pro-European
groups.” The Georgian governments should
empower the pro-European factions inside
the Church through increased cooperation
and public support. The EU should try to
make the Church a cooperative partner in
democratic reforms. It should offer church
clerics increased possibilities to study and
conduct research in European universities,
as well as intensify contacts with European
churches. Persuading the Georgian church
about the merits of European integration
and democratic development is tremen-
dously important.
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If this is not done, the alternative is a pow-
erful Georgian Orthodox Church that will
remain under the dangerous influence of
Russia. That relationship will become a
powerful tool of soft power for the Kremlin,
which will try to instrumentalize its close
connection to the Georgian Church to harm
the process of Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic inte-
gration.

Russian soft power in Georgia has also been
strengthened through the intensified trade
and business relations between Russia and
Georgia that began in 2012, when Moscow
opened the country’s market to Georgian
products. Georgian exports to Russia almost
doubled between 2012 and 2014, amounting
to $274 million USD in 2014. Russian invest-
ments reached five percent of the country’s
total FDI in 2014.% Although the figures are
still not high, stronger trade-relations with
Russia makes important groups of Georgian
exporters, such as wine-makers and mineral
waters companies, increasingly dependent
on the Russian market, and thus vulnera-
ble to potential political pressure by Russia.
Whereas the intensification of trade with
Russia is not a negative development as
such, the accompanying risks should be tak-
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en into account and adequately addressed
by the government. Moreover, the govern-
ment should develop alternative scenarios in
case Russia begins to utilize increased trade
and mobility contacts for political reasons.
If it does not take these steps, the govern-
ment runs the risk of repeating the pre-2006

situation, when the Georgian economy was
vulnerable to Russian pressure. It is obvious
that Russia, which is famous for instrumen-
talizing economic ties for political reasons,
will at some point try to use Georgia’s in-
creased dependence on Russian market as a
“stick” against the Georgian government.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS: MANAGING GEORGIA’S
EUROPEAN INTEGRATION

In small countries like Georgia, the process of
democratization is closely linked to foreign
policy orientation and regional integration
processes.” The experience in the post-Social-
ist world clearly shows that the process of de-
mocratization in small countries is best served
by facilitating their approximation to Euro-At-
lantic structures.®® For instance, the Baltic
States achieved a high degree of democratiza-
tion and good governance within the process
of their Euro-Atlantic integration. In this re-
gard, the processes of democratization and of
European integration are inextricably linked.
That means attempts by certain anti-liberal
forces, both of local and foreign origin, to dis-
credit Georgia’s European integration process
and European values also undermine Geor-
gia’s chances for democratic development.

In light of this, there are three main chal-
lenges which should be urgently addressed
by domestic actors to avoid autocratic back-
sliding - and to lock in Georgia’s existing
democratic reforms. First, the Georgian
government and SCOs should ensure that
the wider population knows about - and
understands - the advantages of Europe-
an integration and EU reforms. Second, the
government and the SCOs should seek to
contain Russian soft power by launching an
active campaign to dismantle the Russian
discourse that aims to discredit Western
liberal-democratic values. Finally, the EU
should also improve its democracy-promo-
tion agenda by being more consistent in its
relations with the Georgian government;
by providing new incentives to strengthen



pro-reformist parties; by closely cooperating
with the Georgian Church; and by support-
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ing the active campaign to improve its own

image among the Georgian population.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

The Georgian government should:

Limit the influence of Russian soft power,
which is primarily aimed at discrediting
Western-style liberal democracy, by, for
instance, limiting the broadcasting licens-
es for Russian TV channels.

Avoid ambiguous statements regarding
the role of the EU and the democratic
form of governance by some members
of government and the ruling coalition’s
members of parliament by elaborating a
common stance on foreign-policy orienta-
tion and liberal democratic values.
Launch an active media campaign to ex-
plain to citizens that the process of Euro-
pean integration and Georgia’s tradition-
al values go hand in hand, and that the
reforms demanded by the West are, in the
tirst place, in the interest of the Georgian
population.

Analyze the risks of increasing trade and
mobility with Russia and develop alter-
native scenarios in case Russia starts to
use increased trade and mobility contacts

for political reasons.

The existence of occupied territories and
security problems severely limits both
state capacities and public mobilization
for democratic reforms. The Georgian
government should put more pressure on
the West to prioritize Georgia’s territo-
rial conflicts and its security concerns in
their agenda. The Georgian government
should emphasize the importance of im-
proved security for accomplishing demo-
cratic reforms.

The civil society actors should:

Oppose Russian soft power by disman-
tling Russian myths, for instance by
launching fact-checking media projects,
such as the Ukrainian stopfake.org.

Conduct an active media campaign tar-
geted at the wider public to explain the
merits of the democratic form of gover-
nance, as well as the advantages of Euro-
pean integration, and communicate the
true image of the EU. They should focus
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especially on the sensitive issues that are
actively utilized by Russia and local an-
ti-liberal actors. For instance, it has to be
sufficiently explained that the approxi-
mation to, or even membership in, the EU
will not automatically result in the legal-
ization of the same-sex marriage.

SCOs should actively monitor Russia’s
increasing influence in Georgian media.
For instance, the dramatic changes in the
editorial policy of the popular Maestro
TV channel after it was acquired by Rus-
sia-based businessman.

The EU should:
e Improve its public image by broadening

its communicating strategy and direct-
ly targeting citizens in Georgia through
an active mass media campaign (such as
launching short informational clips) to
explain existing policies and to counteract
the anti-EU discourse that is encouraged
by pro-Russian politicians, parts of the
‘intelligentsia” and several media outlets,
and is supported by Russia.

Be more consistent in applying democra-
tizing pressure on the Georgian govern-
ment to prevent autocratic backsliding

and avoid being identified with officials’
misdeeds.

Develop post-association conditionali-
ty mechanisms to prevent the Georgian
government from developing a sense of
self-satisfaction from successfully accom-
plishing the Association Agreement and
visa liberalization. The EU has to send a
clear signal that Georgia’s institutional
approximation to the European Union
is not irreversible and that any progress
achieved in relations can be rolled back
at any time should the government not
comply with democratic norms.

Offer new incentives, such as more eco-
nomic benefits or new and more ad-
vanced ways of integration, to stabilize
democratization reforms and stipulate
the government’s continuing adherence
to democratic norms.

Increase funding for SCOs and make
them the main local partners in policy
dialogue with the government, both in
terms of policy adoption and policy im-
plementation, as well as the reform moni-
toring process.

Launch a dialogue with the Georgian-Or-
thodox Church (GOC) to identify areas of
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common interests and to use the Church’s versities and educational centers. Support
influence to reach the wider population. a dialogue between the GOC and the Eu-
Provide the GOC clergy with study and ropean Catholic, Evangelic and Orthodox
research opportunities in European uni- churches.
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SUMMARY

In 2013, Georgia implemented constitution-
al amendments which significantly trans-
ferred power away from the president.
While some in Georgian political circles
considered it a move towards a parliamen-
tary system, constitutional analysts widely
describe the new constitution as ‘super-pri-
meministerial’, due to the extensive powers
granted to the post of prime minister under
the new system.

Now having seen the new system in action,
we can begin to assess the extent to which
Georgia’s new constitution has increased the
importance of the legislature. While there
are indeed signs that parliament has be-
come more important to Georgian political
life since 2013, a number of factors, includ-
ing the lack of a cohesive and strong party

system and the enduring predominance of
informal ‘kitchen cabinet” style governance,
undermine this trend.

There are no easy “quick fixes” to these
impediments, as some of them are rooted
in Georgian political culture and will take
a long time to change. However, certain
measures could be taken to encourage the
strengthening of parliamentary governance.
For example, better administrative support
could be made available to members of par-
liament and additional mechanisms of pub-
lic accountability and oversight could be in-
troduced. Measures could also be taken to
improve regulation in order to encourage
the development of stronger, more durable
political parties that better represent interest
groups in Georgian society.

" Alexander Scrivener is a research fellow at the Georgian Institute of Politics.
Based in London, he has authored a number of policy papers and analytical reports related to the
Caucasus region on a diverse range of subjects including education, foreign affairs, labour legislation

and refugee rights.
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Has Parliament become more effec-
tive since 2012? Front page box

YES - Parliament now includes the
main political protagonists. In the pre-
vious parliament, the main opposi-
tion groups boycotted the legislature.
While UNM boycott committee meet-
ings, their presence in plenary sessions
ensures that the real debate between
the two main parties in Georgia hap-
pens within the legislature.

YES - Parliament has become more
than just a rubber stamp. Between 2003-
2012, parliament acted as a mere rubber
stamp for government initiatives. The
government also passed constitutional
amendments at will. While for ordi-
nary law this situation has improved
only slightly, the new higher threshold
for constitutional amendments has en-
sured a greater degree of stability.

YES - Parliament has become more im-
portant to the Georgian political pro-
cess. The constitutional amendments
which came into effect in 2013 led to
an increase in the formal role of par-
liament relative to the previous state
of affairs. While this has not turned

Georgia into a parliamentary republic,
this means parliamentary elections are
now undoubtedly the most important
determinant of power in Georgia.

NO - Parliament is not where import-
ant political decisions are made in
Georgia. Important decisions continue
to be made by a small group of leaders
within the ruling Georgian Dream co-
alition behind closed doors. The most
powerful of these is still the former
Prime Minister, Bidzinalvanishvili, de-
spite the fact that he no longer holds
formal office. Any internal disagree-
ments within the coalition are usually
hammered out within informal meet-
ings not open to the public.

NO - Serious weaknesses remain in
the functioning of parliament. A lack
of expertise within Parliament in ba-
sic legislative tasks like drafting laws
remains a significant problem. Parlia-
mentary committees (partly due to an
opposition boycott) also do not prop-
erly scrutinise legislation.

NO - Weak party system and political
culture undermine the parliamentary
system. Georgia retains a highly per-



sonalised political culture closer to that
of classically presidential political sys-
tems like those of Latin America. Un-
like Latin America, however, it is also
characterised by the near total absence
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of strong ideologically oriented polit-
ical parties. The combination of these
two factors undermines the capacity
of the legislature to act as an effective
check on executive power.

BACKGROUND: GEORGIA’S EVER CHANGING CONSTITUTION

Written constitutions are not meant to
change often. They are meant to be a state-
ment of fundamental principles, basic val-
ues and rules that underpin the workings of
a state.

This has not been the case in Georgia. Geor-
gia’s constitution has been amended 33
times sinceit was adopted in 1995.! Georgia
has changed its constitution more times in
the space of 20 years than the USA has done
in its existence.

Georgia’s modern constitutional journey
began after independence in 1991 when na-
tionalist leader Zviad Gamsakhurdia was
overwhelmingly elected president of Geor-
gia under an amended version of the 1921
constitution. A new constitution was adopt-
ed in 1995, which established Georgia as a
semi-presidential system. Under the 1995
constitution, the president enjoyed exten-
sive powers, including the power to dismiss

ministers, appoint regional governors and
present the state budget to parliament®. Par-
liament retained a significant role in approv-
ing the cabinet and could not be unilaterally
dissolved by the president.

After the 2003 Rose Revolution, the newly
elected government used its constitution-
al supermajority to change the constitution
significantly. In 2004, a set of amendments
adopted by parliament established what has
been called a super-presidential system. Be-
tween 2004-13, the president could, among
other powers, issue decrees, threaten parlia-
ment with dissolution, and exercise a veto
that could only be overturned by a super-
majority in parliament. These powers were
rarely used as the then ruling party, the Unit-
ed National Movement (UNM), maintained
a constitutional majority in parliament.
This enabled President Mikheil Saakashvi-
li to change the constitution more or less at
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will, which happened no less than 27 times
during his decade as president.

In 2009, the government set up a Constitu-
tional Commission to recommend further
changes to the constitution to move away
from superpresidentialism and towards
what was meant to be a more balanced sys-
tem. The resulting amendments were ad-
opted in 2010 and came into force after the

presidential election in 2013°. However, the
defeat of the UNM at the 2012 parliamen-
tary election resulted in a period of uneasy
cohabitation in which the president retained
formal power under the old constitution
while real authority began to move into the
hands of the prime minister, Bidzina Ivan-
ishvili, and his Georgian Dream (GD) coa-
lition.

PARLIAMENT’S CONSTITUTIONAL POWERS SINCE 2013:
A MIXED BAG

On 17 November 2013, as GiorgiMargvel-
ashvili stood in the courtyard of the former
parliament building in Tbilisi to be sworn
in as president, a number of constitutional
reforms came into effect, moving Georgia
away from a presidential political system.
While these were widely seen as increasing
the powers of the parliament at the expense
of the president, the reality was more nu-
anced.

Parliament did become far more important
to the process of appointing a government.
Since 2013, parliament appoints the prime
minister on the basis of a majority vote and
the president has only a symbolic role unless
there is a vote of no confidence. Parliament

must also reapprove the government if more
than a third of members are replaced.

But there is more to a strong parliament than
a greater role in appointing the government.
In many other respects, the powers of parlia-
ment remain much as they were before the
constitutional reforms*. In many areas, the
legislature remains weak.

Parliament’s weakness is perhaps most
striking in matters related to the state bud-
get. Parliament does not possess the right to
amend the state budget and faces dissolu-
tion if it fails to approve it. This effectively
makes the budget the sole prerogative of the
executive.

The government led by the prime minister



also inherits many of the powers held by the
president under the previous constitution. It
“exercises the domestic and foreign policy of
the state” and unilaterally appoints regional
governors. Parliament’s consent is not re-
quired to appoint foreign ambassadors. Up
to a third of the government can also be re-
placed by the prime minister without parlia-
mentary oversight. These powers have led
a number of people to say that the previous
superpresidential system has been replaced
by ‘superprimeministerial” constitution.

Once a government is appointed, Georgia’s
parliament also loses much of its leverage
over the government, as the procedure of
calling a vote of no confidence is lengthy,
complex and involves a significant risk of
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dissolution. To do this, two-fifths of parlia-
ment must first propose to begin the pro-
cedure. After this, a first vote is held on the
initiation of the vote of no confidence pro-
cedure. If this passes, the actual vote of no
confidence is held. During this second vote,
parliament must simultaneously propose a
replacement candidate for prime minister. If
it fails to agree on a replacement, the pres-
ident can then dissolve parliament and call
new elections. The president can also refuse
to appoint a nominee agreed by parliament
in which case parliament must either over-
ride the presidential veto with a three-fifths
majority or risk being dissolved by the pres-
ident. This whole process takes potentially
takes up to three months.

GEORGIA'’S 2012-16 PARLIAMENT: THE GOOD NEWS

The centrality of Georgia’s parliament to
the country’s political system has waxed
and waned since independence. But the
2008-12 period was the one in which par-
liament’s importance arguably reached its
nadir. Throughout the whole period of Pres-
ident Saakashvili’s administration until Oc-
tober 2012, the UNM government enjoyed
a constitutional supermajority that ensured

that parliament effectively became a rub-
ber stamp for the executive. But, unlike the
tirst Saakashvili-era parliament, the 2008-12
parliament was boycotted by much of the
opposition®. This meant that not only did
government sponsored legislation and con-
stitutional amendments pass through par-
liament largely unchallenged, but that par-
liament ceased to be representative of the
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core political cleavages in the country. Po-
litical debate between the government and
the opposition happened not in parliament,
but through protests, media debates and
boycotts. The opposition sought to pressure
the government through pressure from the
streets, not the committee rooms.

This state of affairs has undoubtedly im-
proved in the current parliament. While
UNM MPs currently boycott committee
meetings, they do participate in plenary
sessions and debates. Parliament is now
far more representative of the real political
cleavages in Georgian society. Street protest
now augments parliamentary politics rather
than substituting it. Some of the pro-Rus-

sian and socially conservative political forc-
es such as Nino Burjanadze’s Democratic
Movement - United Georgia and Irma In-
ashvili’s Alliance of Patriots are not repre-
sented in parliament. But this is due to the
former’s boycott of the 2012 poll and the fact
that the latter did not exist at the time of the
2012 election.

The recent constitutional changes have also
undoubtedly strengthened parliament. The
increase of the threshold for constitution-
al amendments to three quarters has led to
greater constitutional stability. There have
also, on very rare occasions, been examples
of grudging bipartisanship on areas such as
foreign policy.

CHALLENGES FACING PARLIAMENT

Despite the improvements in the Georgian
legislature’s position, Parliament is still not
the centre of Georgian political life.

Part of the reason for this lies in the lim-
ited nature of the constitutional changes
themselves. Georgia is not a parliamentary
republic. The executive remains dominant
over the legislature.

But the effectiveness of a legislature cannot
be measured simply by constitutional analy-

sis. Other challenges to parliamentary effec-
tiveness in Georgia are at least as significant.
These includethe lack of professionalism
and civil service capacity within parliament,
the lack of strongly institutionalised parties
and the enduring (and perhaps even increas-
ing) power of alternative, informal political
institutions. These issues stem from issues
endemic to the wider political context in the
country.
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THE PERSISTENCE OF INFORMAL GOVERNANCE

Governance through informal institutions
has always been a central part of the Geor-
gian political culture. Aspects of Soviet po-
litical culture, such as the centrality of blat
(personal connections), and traditional Geor-
gian values centred around particular com-
munities, families and social groups combine
to form a political culture that values person-
al relationships over formal institutions. In
Georgia, loyalty to ones friends, family and
neighbours is generally considered to be
more important than fealty to a given ideolo-
gy or formal political institutions. This is not
to say, of course, that neither are important
in Georgian politics, but Georgia is a place
where your political allegiances are more
likely to be determined by who your friends
are and political intrigue, rather than ideas.

In politics, this culture has manifested it-
self throughout recent Georgian history in
the concentration of power in the hands of
small close-knit groups of people, or “clans”
in popular Georgian parlance. During the
Eduard Shevardnadze-era, close relatives of
the president ran everything from the big-
gest mobile phone company to the fuel im-
port industry. Shevardnadze’s successor as

president, MikheilSaakashvili, came to pow-
er on a strong anti-corruption platform, and
is often credited with reforming key institu-
tions and stamping out petty bribery in uni-
versities, schools and the police. But power
in Saakashvili's Georgia was nevertheless
concentrated in a small, close knit group of
his friends and allies, his “kitchen cabinet”.
While some of these figures, like his interi-
or minister VanoMerabishvili, held power-
tul positions in the government, others like
Giga Bokeria, who spent much of Saakashvi-
li’s presidency in the relatively junior post of
deputy chair of the Legal Affairs Committee
of Parliament, held only minor formal roles
that did not reflect their true influence.

Under the current Georgian Dream adminis-
tration, the tradition of informal hierarchies
trumping formal institutions has reached
new heights. The most powerful figure in
Georgia today is widely seen to be former
prime minister and Georgia’s richest man,
Bidzina Ivanishvili, who has not held formal
office of any kind since he resigned in No-
vember 2013. When his successor as prime
minister unexpectedly resigned in Decem-
ber 2015 for no clear reason, it was widely
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speculated that Ivanishvili had decided to
“replace” him, despite the fact that he has
no formal position even within the political
party he founded.Ivanishvili himself denies
making these decisions, and some of his al-
lies argue that Ivanishvili’s role in the gov-
ernment is exaggerated by the opposition.

Nevertheless, while the opposition are the
loudest voices accusing Ivanishvili of being
the grey cardinal behind the government,
there is considerable evidence that the bil-
lionaire retains considerable influence over
those formally in charge of Georgia’s gov-
ernment. For example, Ivanishvili frequent-
ly attends meetings of the Georgian Dream
coalition. And even members of the ruling
coalition have made statements effectively
conceding that Ivanishvili retains a signif-
icant role. For example, President Giorgi-
Margvelashvili, whose relationship with
other members of the ruling team has be-
come strained, hinted strongly at frustration
with Ivanishvili when he felt the need to say
that “the country should be ruled by strong
institutions and not from the backstage”.
Ivanishvili’s influence can also be seen in
the sheer proportion of prominent political
appointments of people who worked for

the billionaire before he entered politics.
This has led some to dub the government
the “Cartu Bank Government” in reference
to fact that both the current Prime Minister,
Giorgi Kvirikashvili, and his predecessor,
Irakli Gharibashvili, previously held senior
roles at Cartu which is owned by Ivanshvi-
li. A recent report by Transparency Interna-
tional revealed that a large number of other
officials in the Georgian Dream government
previously worked for Ivanishvili-owned
firms.°

The strength of informal political institutions
(or in Ivanishvili’s case, the informal power
of an individual) undermines the importance
and effectiveness of the legislature. When the
real political decisions are not made with-
in parliament, or even within institutions
formally accountable to parliament, this is
bound to weaken the legislature. This ac-
centuates the constitutional situation which
elevates the importance of parliament in
the initial appointment of a government but
then sidelines it. The risk for Georgia is that,
as was the case during much of Saakashvi-
li’s presidency, this situation reduces parlia-
ment to the role of rubber stamping decisions
made by informal hierarchies.
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WEAK PARTY SYSTEM

Another factor undermining the creation of
a European style parliamentary politics is
the weak institutionalisation of political par-
ties.

Georgian parties fail to adequately aggre-
gate the interests of sectors of society. Most
Georgian parties exist primarily (if not
purely) to serve as the vehicles of individu-
al political ambition. They are elite parties;
not mass parties. With very few exceptions,
the role of the membership is minimal even
for those parties that do (on paper at least)
possess anything approaching a significant
grass roots membership.

To the extent that Georgian parties are ideo-
logical, they do not really fit comfortably
into the traditional left-right political spec-
trum. The real ideological cleavage in Geor-
gia is between (generally pro-Western) cos-
mopolitans on the one hand and nationalist,
traditionalist forces (many of which tend to
be more critical of European integration) on
the other. There are essentially no social lib-
eral, social democratic or left political par-
ties of real electoral strength.

Cross-party political alliances do not follow
even these blurry ideological lines. The rul-

ing Georgian Dream coalition, for example,
is an eclectic mix of pro-Western centrist lib-
erals (like the Republican Party and some in
the Georgian Dream party itself), right-wing
nationalist populists (like the Conservative
and National Forum parties), business inter-
ests and opportunists who support whoever
is in power. One member party, the Indus-
trialists, openly opposes the foreign policy
of the government, backing membership in
the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union.
The only uniting factor between these dispa-
rate elements is opposition to the previous
UNM administration and a taste for power.
The UNM spent most of its time in power
presenting itself as a market libertarian par-
ty while pursuing policies in direct contra-
diction to this stated ideological position.
Its time in government saw a significant
increase in the power of the state and small
businesses complained of being harassed by
tax authorities on absurd technicalities.

The UNM was not ideologically coherent
in power. In schools, for example, it com-
bined a Milton Friedman inspired voucher
system for school funding with centralisa-
tion of power in the Ministry of Education
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and significant political control over teach-
ers. Despite its secular ideology, many of its
leading figures also enjoyed very close ties
to the Georgian Orthodox Church, which
was granted special legal status during the
UNM’s time in government. In relations
with other parties, the UNM enjoyed bet-
ter relations with conservative, traditional-
ist groups like the Christian Democrats and
the National Democratic Party than with the
parties that supposedly shared its purport-
edly cosmopolitan, liberal outlook like the
Republicans and Free Democratic parties.

Georgian parties also tend to have very short
lives. The UNM is notably the only party of
government that has continued to exist after

losing power. Both Gamsakhurdia’s Round
Table-Free Georgia Party and Shevard-
nadze’s Citizens Union of Georgia ceased to
exist after they were ousted from power. The
main opposition party in the 2008-12 parlia-
ment, the Christian Democrats, has all but
ceased to exist, with the remnants joining
Nino Burjanadze’s pro-Russian Democratic
Movement - United Georgia party.

All of this undermines the strength of parlia-
ment as an institution as legislatures without
ideologically distinct parties risk becoming
mere arenas for behind the scenes, inter-elite
political bargaining rather than public plat-
forms for political parties to argue for their
policies.

CHALLENGES RELATED TO INSTITUTIONAL FUNCTIONALITY

Georgia’s parliament also faces challenges
related to how well it fulfils the basic func-
tions of a legislature - passing laws and scru-
tinising the government.

Some of these problems are political. The
UNM is following a long established pattern
in Georgian politics of preferring to boycott
parliamentary processes rather than partici-
pate in them. When parliament’s committees
were moved from Kutaisi back to Thbilisi, the

UNM decided to boycott them, depriving
the committees of a significant opposition
voice and weakening the scrutiny function
of parliament in the process. UNM MPs also
rarely vote against bills they verbally criti-
cise, preferring to abstain. Between 1 August
2013 and 13 March 2014, the attendance rate
of UNM MPs at plenary sessions was just
42% while the figure for the ruling coalition
was 88%.” The opposition factions also rare-



ly propose legislation of their own. In 2013,
the parliamentary majority proposed 331
laws while the minority factions proposed
just 15 between them.®

But there are also problems related to a lack of
professional capacity and support for MPs in
basic legislative tasks such as drafting laws.
A recent report by the Council of Europe
found that the “lack of human resources, in
combination with the assessed lack of guid-
ance, knowledge and skills of drafting staff,
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has a significant influence on the quality of
drafts and needs to be addressed urgently”.
MPs also vary widely in terms of how com-
petently they fulfil their representative func-
tion. This is especially true for ‘majoritarian’
constituency MPs, some of whom rarely vis-
it the regions which they represent and do
not respond to enquiries from constituents.’
In a recent survey, just 2% of respondents
said they had any contact with their local
MP since 2012.%

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

There are no simple answers to the prob-
lems of Georgia’s legislature. Many of the
impediments to the development of a stron-
ger Parliament stem from Georgia’s political
culture, which is closer to that of the pres-
idential ‘delegative democracies’ of Latin
America than to that of consolidated par-
ty-based parliamentary systems common
in many other European countries. Never-
theless, there are a number of measures that
could be taken to improve the effectiveness
and centrality of Parliament to Georgia’s po-

litical system.
* Ensure better administrative support
for MPs. The Georgian authorities

should work with both international
donors and local civil society to en-
sure a higher level of professionalism
within parliament. Legal training and
clearer, more stringent criteria for civil
servants working on draft legislation
(possibly alongside improved remu-
neration) would significantly improve
the current state of affairs.

* More public consultation over leg-
islation. The public is detached from
parliamentary politics. In a recent sur-
vey, just 10% of the population said
that they thought Parliament was per-
forming well, making it the institution
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perceived to be least effective of those
the poll asked about." There are cur-
rently few formal public consultations
on proposed legislation. Laws are
overwhelmingly drafted, passed and
amended without any sort of public in-
put whatsoever.

Strengthen political parties through
better regulation. The weakness of
political parties is partly a product of
Georgian political culture. But reg-
ulatory measures could be taken to
encourage the development of mass
parties that more effectively aggregate
and represent particular demograph-
ics. One measure would be tightening
regulation of parties to enforce inter-
nal democracy (or even encourage US-
style open primaries) or introducing
minimum membership levels before
granting registration as a political par-
ty. Other possibilities such as legalising
trade union and other interest group
affiliation to political parties would en-
courage the emergence of more ideo-
logically coherent parties. Parties could
also be legally required to publish full
policy manifestos online. Campaign

finance reform could also play a role
here. For example, stopping defunct po-
litical parties from simply gifting their
state-guaranteed finance and airtime
to new political forces (as the Christian
Democrats did when they joined Dem-
ocratic Movement - United Georgia)
would encourage more continuity.

Long term improvement in parlia-
mentary political culture. Georgian
politics has little precedence of the
concept of a loyal opposition. In Geor-
gia, your political opponents are your
enemies and political institutions con-
trolled by other political parties must
be undermined through boycotts as
illegitimate. The first thing every new
Georgian government to date has done
has been to arrest members of the pre-
vious government. “In some cases,
where criminal acts have taken place,
the impulse is understandable. But the
leaders of the major political forces
have a responsibility to overcome this
political culture. The government must
do more (even if it is unpopular) to re-
assure opposition party members that
they are considered to be legitimate



participants in Georgian politics. Sim-
ilarly, the opposition must rely less on
endless boycotts and more on partici-
pation in political institutions.

Create stronger mechanisms of public
oversight of MPs. Many constituency
‘majoritarian” MPs rarely set foot in the
places they purport to represent. One
way of incentivising MPs to take their
representative function more seriously
is to introduce a mechanism for recall
elections in constituencies where the
local MP has been especially neglect-
ful of their duties in this regard. Low
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participation in parliamentary activi-
ties can also be disincentivised by in-
troducing financial penalties for MPs
who do not turn up to votes.
Consider further constitutional reform to
strengthen parliament. Many of the Coun-
cil of Europe Venice Commission’s recom-
mendations on the constitution were never
implemented. A bipartisan agreement to
amend the constitution to increase parlia-
mentary input into the state budget and
simplifying the vote of no confidence mech-
anism would significantly boost the powers
of Parliament.
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INTRODUCTION

In December 2015, the European Commis-
sion acknowledged the fulfilment of Geor-
gia’s Visa Liberalization Action Plan (VLAP)
benchmarks!, a step that brought Georgian
passport holders a step closer to the realis-
tic prospect of travelling visa free inside the
Schengen area in the foreseeable future. Al-
though the date for lifting visa requirements
for the citizens of Georgia remains uncer-
tain, the expectations are manifold. Among
other things, visa-free travel with the EU is,
to some extent, viewed as a tangible mech-
anism to make the Georgian state attractive
for its citizens living in the occupied territo-
ries and promote the process of democrati-
zation countrywide.

Europeanization is, to some extent, viewed as
a democracy-promoting process since the in-
tegration path requires reforms, achieving de-
mocracy standards, the protection of human
rights and the establishment of the rule of law.
Along with the steps taken towards Euro-
pean integration, the Georgian government

constantly offers Abkhazia and Ossetia the
European prospect however, getting closer
to Europe through Georgia is unacceptable
for the unrecognized authorities.

At the same time, the agreements signed be-
tween the breakaway regions and the Rus-
sian Federation are a sign of Russia’s de facto
annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia
(Tskhinvali Region). These regions are de-
pendent on Russia in all fields: defense, mil-
itary, economic or social and travel abroad
only with the Russian passports.?

Apart from visa free travel, Georgia’s Euro-
pean integration encompasses the full im-
plementation of the DCFTA agreement. If
accepted, EU integration benefits will also
be extended to the occupied territories, since
all the agreements signed with Brussels con-
cerns Georgia within its internationally rec-
ognised borders.?

While the path to European integration
required that Georgia fulfill a number of
benchmarks in its legislation, strengthen

" Ann Tsurtsumia-Zurabashvili - Marie Sklodowska-Curie PhD Fellow , Dublin City University.
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democratic institutions and ensure democ-
ratization, it did not include reaching a po-
litical resolution to the country’s territorial
problems.

In aftermath of Russo-Georgian war, Rus-
sian Federation officially recognized the in-
dependence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
In December 2009, in response to Russia’s
“recognition policy,” the EU Political and Se-
curity Committee adopted a new document:
“EU’s Non-recognition and Engagement
Policy regarding Abkhazia and South Osse-
tia.” The first of the two principles (non-rec-
ognition) was the EU’s reaction to the recog-
nition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia by the
Russian Federation and it emphasized the
EU’s respect for Georgia’s territorial integ-
rity and sovereignty. The second principle
(engagement) was motivated by the aspira-
tion to “de-isolate” the conflict regions and it
aims to decrease of the regions” dependence
on Russia, promote alternative (European)
values, build confidence, encourage more
integration with the common space of Geor-

gia and, consequently, eliminating the threat
coming from the “black holes” or “white
spots” in the close neighbourhood.*

In order to assess the prospects of a Euro-
pean Choice by the occupied territories, this
policy brief portrays the existing reality in
Georgia’s occupied regions in terms of both
the democratization and the dangerous pro-
cess of integration with Russia.

By reviewing the examples of Moldova and
Cyprus, the document illustrates the experi-
ences of the states that have offered the Eu-
ropean prospects to their seceded entities.
Considering the fact that, with visa-free
travel in Schengen area, Georgia will be of-
fering tangible incentives to residents of the
occupied territories, it is essential to assess
the anticipated results of these offers.

The policy brief offers recommendations for
respective stakeholders and aims to demon-
strate the threats presented by the occupied
regions becoming more integrated with the
Russian Federation, and how this dangerous
process threatens European integration.
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SITUATION ANALYSIS

Unrecognised Abkhazia and South Ossetia
(Tskhinvali Region) are de jure included in
the internationally recognized borders of
Georgia and, with the deepening process of
European integration, the residents of those
entities are viewed as possible recipients of
all the benefits that comes with moving clos-
er to the EU.

Although the establishment of democratic
processes was a major test for Georgia on its
European path, the two breakaway regions
demonstrate few signs of democratization.
Skepticism concerning the democratization
process in the occupied territories of Geor-
gia is preconditioned by several factors. It is
worth noting that that de facto governments
make a great effort to prove the processes in
Abkhazia and South Ossetia are democratic
and refer to the regular change of govern-
ment and free elections held within the en-
tities. Moreover, the de facto authorities in
Abkhazia claim that it holds multiparty elec-
tions. However, the processes in these two
regions are, in many respects, contradictory
to democratization. For example, the de fac-
to authorities ordered that, starting from the
2015-2016 academic year, elementary school

pupils in Gali district began studying in the
Russian language and with the textbooks
published in Russian Federation. This de-
cision violates the right to receive a school
education in one’s native language and this
practice creates an overall problem of educa-
tion accessibility.’

In general, the human rights situation is a
major problem for Abkhazia. According to
Human Rights Watch®, human rights are
regularly violated in Abkhazia. The freedom
of movement is among the most frequent-
ly violated human rights in the region and
includes a number of limitations and diffi-
culties created for Georgians at the admin-
istrative border. The situation deteriorated
after the war in 2008, when Russian border
guards replaced the Abkhaz on the Enguri
bridge crossing point and the Abkhaz lost
control over the so-called border. The Rus-
sian Federation border control officers now
decide who can enter Abkhazia. In the case
of ethnic Georgians, only those with the local
Abkhaz ID documents are admitted, Geor-
gians without the Abkhaz ID can only enter
the territory on the basis of short-term visitor
invitations and the Georgian passport. How-
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ever, a large amount of ethnic Georgians
(no official data exists) do not hold Abkhaz
passports and try to cross the border through
different means. Russian officers often arrest
ethnic Georgians on the border and they are
sent to the prison or released after paying the
fine. Furthermore, the confiscation of local
identity cards issued to ethnic Georgians is a
source of speculation in every elections.
Despite the fact that at present Abkhazia is
populated not only by ethnic Abkhaz, but
also by ethnic Georgians, Russians and Ar-
menians (who compose more than half of
the population), the Abkhaz are the only eth-
nic group which enjoys full political or other
human rights. According to an Abkhaz jour-
nalist, “the Abkhaz are the only group who
enjoy all freedoms.”” Based on the reasons
listed above, currently Abkhazia is clearly
an ethnocracy.

In this regard, the situation in Tskhinvali
Region is more critical. In the recent years,
Russian troops have been conducting a pro-
cess known as “borderization” or border
movement. Consequently, many Georgian
families found themselves (and their land
or home) beyond the barbed wires of the re-
gion’s administrative border.

Due to the new policy, illegal detention
and kidnapping has become a regular oc-
currence. For example, prior to the 2008
war Akhalgori district remained under the
control of Georgian authorities while in af-
termath of war, the Russian troops took the
control and stand on the border now. From
time to time, Akhalgori residents are also
prevented from travelling and their freedom
of movement is constantly violated.

Just like in Abkhazia, ethnic Georgians are
also left out of the political processes in
South Ossetia.®

South Ossetia is now reportedly preparing
to hold a referendum to join the Russian
Federation, which, even if conducted, will
be an illegal.

Both Abkhazia and South Ossetia are unrec-
ognised by the international community and
their internal dynamics, human rights vio-
lations or democratization are not discussed
or addressed in the same manner as the sit-
uation in states, which enjoy full-fledged in-
ternational recognition.

Non-recognition is a separate dimension of
the existence of Georgia’s occupied territo-
ries. At present, Abkhazia and the Tskhin-
vali Region are only recognized by Russia,



Nicaragua, Venezuela, and Nauru.

Of the two regions, Abkhazia is the only one
trying to gain international recognition and
establish pseudo-democratic institutions. Ab-
khaz artists, like musical ensembles and sing-
ers, as well as athletes and sports teams, often
participate in foreign competitions. In addition,
Sokhumi has repeatedly attempted to partici-
pate in international tourist symposiums and
develop tourist potential of the region.

In all activities abroad, however, the Abkhaz
participate using Russian passports. Resi-
dents of Abkhazia cannot apply for the visa
with documents issued by the local author-
ities, since the republic is not recognised by
any consulate (with the exception of Nicara-
gua, Venezuela, Nauru and Russia).

Ethnic Abkhaz living in Abkhazia can re-
ceive European visas with their Russian
passports. However, many of them also
complain that the consulates easily identify
Russian passports issued for the residents
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of the de facto republic, which negatively
impacts their chances of receiving a visa. In
response to the Russian Federation’s inten-
sive passportization policy, the Georgian
government offered the Abkhaz and Osse-
tians a neutral travel document and identi-
ty cards in 2011. The travel document was
recognized by more than 10 states but was
largely unpopular with citizens living in the
occupied regions.

There is little official information about how
many Abkhaz chose to use the documents,
however. While the Ministry of Reconcilia-
tion and Civic Equality used to report on the
number of documents and cards issued under
the previous government, that information
has been absent from their reports since the
Georgian Dream came to power. State Min-
ister Paata Zakareishvili has stressed, howev-
er, that there is no demand for the document
and the number of applications reported in
previous years is “meaningless.”®
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PERSPECTIVES OF SOKHUMI AND TSKHINVALI

The agreements on “cooperation, integration
and partnership” initiated by the Russian Fed-
eration with Abkhazia and Tskhinvali Region
in 2014 envisage the mutually agreement on
foreign policy, as well as the establishment of
common defence, security, social and econom-
ic space between the signatory parties. Unlike
Tskhinvali, where the idea of integrating into
Russian state is somewhat acceptable, politi-
cal opposition groups in Abkhazia protested
against the agreements.'’

Irakli Khintba, an Abkhaz official noted in
2010, before the agreements were signed, that
“EU “soft power” is an effective mechanism
for conflict transformation and overall mod-
ernization of society and state institutions.
But EU engagement should not be based on
a “zero-sum game” in relations with Russia.
Instead, formidable mechanisms should be

elaborated in order to ensure cooperation
and participation in the Georgian-Abkhaz
context. Abkhazia is interested in European
engagement, as there is a overarching need
for de-isolation. But any strict politicization
of this process and efforts to approach Ab-
khazia solely through Georgia will lead to
Abkhazia being closed off to any Western
influence, which is not in the EU’s interest.””"!
Abkhazia residents have not received any
awareness raising programs about the bene-
tits of Europeanization and more integration
with Russia is viewed positively.'? It also ap-
pears that the direct benefits of getting clos-
er to Europe through Georgia are not tangi-
ble enough for the populations of Abkhazia
and South Ossetia and they do not consider
it to be an alternative to the path presented
by the Russian Federation.
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THE PROPOSAL OF GEORGIA - “ EUROPEAN PROSPECTS”

The Georgian prime minister emphasized
the potential that European integration pro-
vides for the restoration of the territorial in-
tegrity at the signing ceremony for the Asso-
ciation Agreement in Brussels in 2014. Irakli
Gharibashvili, who served as PM at the time,
noted that all Abkhaz and Ossetians will be
able to share the European integration ben-
efits.”

Georgian President Giorgi Margvelashvi-
li made a similar statement on the day the
agreement was signed: “This very path is [a]
unique [possibility] for the resolution of the
major problem of our country - the problem
of territorial integrity. We will offer the ben-
efits of the Association Agreement to our
Abkhaz and Ossetian brothers; we will offer
them Georgia, which will be the part of the
European Community. We shall build a Eu-
ropean Georgia! In this country, the rights of
the representatives of any ethnic, political,
social group will be protected”.*

In response, the de facto president of Ab-
khazia said: “The deepening partnership be-
tween Tbilisi and Brussels will not directly
or significantly impact Abkhazia’s political
or economic security. However, the strategic
location of Abkhazia, a pro-Russian state on
the border of the areas of Western influence
on the one hand, and geopolitical strength-
ening of the West in the Caucasus on the
other, might lead our republic to take fur-
ther steps to deepen its strategic partnership
with the Russian Federation.”"

Abkhazia’s reaction was the same when,
at the end of 2015, Georgia’s visa liberaliza-
tion action plan (VLAP) received a positive
assessment. “The statement of the Georgian
government that the issuing of biometric
passports for the Abkhaz will be simplified
is another attempt to mislead them about
visa-free travel to the EU”, said Kan Tanya,
Abkhazia’s deputy minister of foreign af-
fairs.®
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EXAMPLES OF CYPRUS AND MOLDOVA

The EU has already lifted visa requirements
for Moldova, another Eastern Partnership
country (EaP), which - like Georgia - does
not exercise effective control within its in-
ternationally recognized borders due to its
secessionist region Transnistria. Transn-
istria, as other unrecognized entities in the
post-Soviet space, exists thanks to the sup-
port of its patron, the Russian Federation.

It is worth noting that Moldova has not tak-
en any tangible actions to resolve the Trans-
nistria issue after the visa liberalization and
DCFTA came into force.

However, according to the data published
by the Border Police of Moldova, in 2014
alone about 27,000 residents of Transnistria
applied for Moldova’s biometric passports,
a necessary document for travel to the
EU. The case of Cyprus and its breakaway
Northern Cyprus differs from Moldova and
Transnistria because Cyprus was granted
actual EU membership despite its territori-
al conflict. Cyprus was initially required to
resolve its conflict with its breakaway before
it could join the EU. But in 1999 Brussels re-
moved that precondition - deciding that the
benefits of direct membership would help

the country find a solution."”

It appears Brussels” policy was correct: set-
tlement prospects became more realistic
when the Turkish residents of Northern
Cyprus (Turkish Cypriots) realized the eco-
nomic benefits of the EU integration. In ad-
dition, the European aspirations of Turkey
- the second party to the conflict - have also
helped the resolution process since Brussels
made it clear Ankara cannot become a mem-
ber of the EU while still supporting an inde-
pendent Northern Cyprus.

Unlike Cyprus, however, Eastern Partnership
countries have only been offered Association
Agreements, not full membership, which is
also a signal for de facto states about the degree
of benefits they can realistically expect.

The cases discussed in this section prove the
trend that parent states can attract residents
of conflict zones using economic benefits.
However, the effort of parent states is instru-
mental in transforming the benefits to Euro-
pean integration into a conflict resolution
tool: EU visa free travel or free trade alone
will not resolve conflicts if the governments
lack the vision to use them in a production
and proactive manner.
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MAJOR CHALLENGES OF GEORGIA

Given the circumstances, the policy brief pos-
es the question: What measures should the
government of Georgia take in order to en-
sure the positive impact of the European in-
tegration (primarily the visa free movement)
on the democratization and the European fu-
ture of Abkhazia/Tskhinvali regions?

Based on the situation analysis and case
studies, there are number of challenges that
the Georgian state faces in this process:

a. According to certain expectations that
exist in the country, if Georgia integra-
tions further into the EU, the residents
of the occupied territories will natu-
rally make the choice in favour of Eu-
ropean prospects. However, Russia’s
aggressive policy gives reasons for
skepticism in this regard;

b. Anti-Western sentiments are increas-
ing for many in Abkhazia on daily
basis and the de facto authorities use
the situation to demonize the West and
argue that the Russian path is the only
option. Under these circumstances,
the Georgian government needs to do
more to develop a relevant strategy;

c. The majority of residents in Abkhazia

and South Ossetia, who would like to
travel to Europe, already hold Russian
passports and despite obstacles, Euro-
pean consulates accept their visa appli-
cations;

d. Deepening ties with Moscow and, in
case of Tskhinvali region, even the de-
cision to hold a referendum to join the
Russian Federation, is an indication of
the absence of democratic processes in
these regions;

e. In addition to the path of European in-
tegration, maintaining a stable politi-
cal environment and steady economic
development remain the biggest chal-
lenges for Georgia.

The prospects of democratization of Abkha-
zia and South Ossetia are extremely fragile.
Apart from the fact that the domestic pro-
cesses are rather ethnocratic in nature, the
deepening ties or actual integration with the
Russian Federation distances the de facto
states from both hypothetical independence
and the opportunity to implement demo-
cratic processes.

In this situation, Georgia faces two chal-
lenges: first to attract the residents of break-



154

away regions using European benefits and, sentiments, which are triggered by an-
second, confront the existing anti-Georgian ti-Western Russian propaganda.

RECOMMENDATIONS

* It is essential for the Georgian govern- Strategy of Georgia are necessary and

ment to take into account the lessons
learned from similar cases (Moldova,
Cyprus, Serbia) and embark on a new
action plan that will demonstrate the
clear advantages of visa free travel in
the EU for the residents of the occu-
pied territories.

Benefits of European integration
should not be understood as a natural
means of finding a key to resolution,
i.e. a magic stick that will resolve the
conflict without a well thought state vi-
sion.

* Revisions to the existing Reintegration

must lead to the creation of a new doc-
ument relevant to the existing reality.
Given that Abkhaz and Ossetians al-
ready receive Georgian public health-
care services, the comprehensive study
of this practice will help the govern-
ment fully utilize the successful aspects
of the process to increase demand on
Georgian biometric passports.

It is necessary that the benefits of vi-
sa-free movement with the EU and the
DCFTA are both discussed and im-
plemented in the context of Georgia’s
non-recognition policy.
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