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Since independence, Georgia has been wracked

by almost every ill one could think of - corruption,
economic collapse, mass poverty, a public health
crisis, depopulation, secessionist struggles, and
civil war. By the end of President Shevardnadze’s
eleven and a half year rule of independent Georgia
and his forced ouster in November 2003, the state
was fragmented, feeble, and in many of its citizens’
eyes, illegitimate. International concern was focused
on the imminent danger of violence from Georgia’s
secessionist conflicts, on the disastrous corruption
in the economy, on potential unrest from an impov-
erished and disillusioned populace - particularly

in the non-Georgian districts - and on Georgia’s
ragged relations with Russia. The 36 year-old
Mikhail Saakashvili, swept into power on a wave of
euphoria in the January 2004 Presidential elections,
and who led his party, the National Movement, to
an electrifying victory in the March 2004 parliamen-
tary elections, promised to change all this. He led
the charge against corruption, reinvented the Geor-
gian army (with US military help), transformed the
system of policing after sacking 17,000 policemen,
ended the perennial budgetary crises by increasing
government revenues three times over two years,
paid government salaries on time, accelerated
privatization, and brought Georgia a step nearer
NATO accession. So far so good.!
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Yet these swift reforms have encountered a number
of problems. First, there are structural obstacles to
change - whether it is a political culture unaccus-
tomed to the rigors of private business, a decrepit
infrastructure (water supplies, irrigation, roads,
electricity) demographic decline and the loss of ed-
ucated and skilled youth abroad, or a growing and
economically burdensome retiree sector. Second,
poor health in the workforce and a low resource
economy dependent on an impoverished agricultur-
al sector for a fifth of its GDP, lacks sufficient do-
mestic resources to generate exports for job growth
at home. Third, the hasty and overly-enthusiastic
economic remedies of privatization have produced
serious side-effects: increased unemployment in the
public sector, cuts in welfare and health provisions,
and increased antagonism from small businesses
and national minorities who saw their incomes

and livelihoods undermined by crackdowns on
corruption or an aggressive tightening of the rules
(enforcement of cash registers on small traders to
ensure they paid VAT was met with street protests
in March 2006). Fourth, there is a continuing dem-
ocratic deficit produced by the temptation of in-
creased Presidential power, the ruling party’s con-
trol of the legislature, and a weak opposition unable

* This article was written in 2007-2008, but is still relevant
to Georgia’s situation today.



to challenge the government’s massive majority in
parliament. This has undermined genuine pluralism
and perpetuated monopolies (businesses tied to the
ruling party get preference). And fifth, prioritizing
some problems such as the army (which in 2007
took 25% of budget expenditure) has led to the ne-
glect of others. The environmental crisis in Georgia,
for example, brought about by 70 years of careless,
super-sized industrial Soviet policies followed by
the system’s collapse - is one of those problems that
the Saakashvili administration has both neglected
and intensified by its commitment to an increasing-
ly unregulated market.

Neither the Georgian government, nor the popula-
tion, considers environmental degradation a pri-
ority. That is the pattern in most countries. But in
impoverished states like Georgia, where the major-
ity still lives on the margins despite four years of
consistently high growth since 2003, where farming
is at subsistence level and the infrastructure for
support services is crumbling, and where there are
tensions internally among national minorities and
externally with neighboring states, the impact of the
smallest environmental change can be devastating.
Since the 1980s, natural disasters in Georgia have
increased - floods and mudslides (due to excessive
illegal logging), river pollution and coastal erosion
have put enormous burdens on the Georgian cen-
tral budget and on underfinanced and inefficient
local authorities as displaced “eco-migrants” seek
shelter and jobs.? In the summer of 2007, drought
led to disputes over water supplies in South Osetia.
It seriously exacerbated ethnic tensions, leading to
the cut off by both sides of irrigation and drink-
ing water. Recent research on such environmental
hazards suggests global warming will make them
worse.?

Formally, the Georgian government recognizes the
importance of the environment to national security.
The government’s National Security Concept (2005),
deals specifically with the environment on three
occasions.* It declares the “quality of environmental
protection and the rational use of natural resources
are closely related to public security and health.”
Under a provision entitled “Environmental Security
Policy,” it continues:

Georgia’s environmental security policy is aimed at the
protection of individuals and the environment through
measures preventing substantial depletion of natural

resources and environmental pollution and minimizing
the consequences of man made and natural disasters.”

Under “Threats, Risks, and Challenges to National
Security,” the concept goes on (4.11):

Deterioration of Georgia’s natural environment, including
natural and man-made hazards, could eventually endan-
ger its natural environment, the well being of its citizens
and its biodiversity. Georgia’s location in a seismically
active area increases its vulnerability to natural disasters.
Terrorist attacks against the energy infrastructure could
also cause serious environmental damage in Georgia. Fi-
nally, the damage of major industrial assets in neighboring
countries could cause significant environmental harm and
other negative consequences in Georgia.®

The Georgian constitution provides for state protec-
tion of the environment and in article 37, declares
that “everyone has the right to live in a healthy
environment” and is “obliged to protect the natural
and cultural surroundings.”” Such provisions are
backed up by a raft of laws. Between 1995-1999, for
example, Georgia adopted 22 environmental laws
and regulations including one addressing the needs
of eco-migrants. To demonstrate its commitment to
international agreements from the UN Convention
on Biological Diversity (ratified 1994) to the Aarhus
Convention (ratified 1998) and the to the Conven-
tion on Combat of Desertification (ratified 1999),
Georgia gives them legal priority over Georgian
domestic legislation.® Many of the former and cur-
rent members of the government, like the late prime
minister Zurab Zhvania and the prime minister
Zurab Noghaideli (February 2005-November 2007),
started their career as Greens, and are familiar with
the language and arguments of environmentalists.

Publicly, the government makes the right connec-
tions between environmental degradation, public
health, human rights, economic decline, and domes-
tic unrest. In June 2004, for example, the Saakashvili
government created a Commission for the Regula-
tion of the Eco-Migrant Process, in recognition of
the problems generated by unwelcome migrants in
Armenian and Greek villages.’ In reality, howev-

er, as many active environmentalists confirm, the
Georgian government does little more than mimic
international legal language. There is little concrete
activity against the security threats resulting from
environmental change in Georgia. In interviews



with the Minister and Deputy Minister of Envi-
ronmental Protection and Natural Resources, and
with numerous middle level and local officials we
conducted in 2005-2006, there was little acknowl-
edgement or interest - despite the overwhelming
evidence provided by international research organ-
izations - in any relationship between the environ-
ment, civic health and conflict.’®

The implementation of environmental laws suffers
from problems common to all Georgia’s laws: there
is a lack of Ministerial openness, proper infor-
mation and response from government agencies,

an absence of critical amendments or monitoring
from a passive parliamentary majority, insufficient
finance and support in the provinces to implement
decisions, and poor civic awareness or activity from
below. Ekaterine Nakashidze writing on Georgia’s
Environmental Impact Assessment legislation,
noted “public hearings do not draw any attention
[from] the public...investors do not attend [them]...
The Ministry also is quite indifferent...”! Even if
more attention was paid to environmental issues,

it is questionable whether Georgia has either the
political will or the technical, financial and social ca-
pacities to deal with them on its own. It will require
regional coordination and international support.

Short Theoretical Overview

In the 1980s, increased awareness of the damage we
were doing to our environment stimulated a num-
ber of social and political scientists to consider the
links between the environment, conflict, and national
security. Scholarly research on the links between
renewable resource scarcity, environmental degra-
dation and acute conflict in developing countries by,
most prominently, Thomas Homer-Dixon, Murray
Feshbach, Jack Goldstone, and Gunther Baechler, set
off a debate that led to Robert Kaplan’s alarmist and
influential article “The Coming Anarchy” in 1994,
which brought the issue to popular attention.'? There
are, however, serious challenges to the concepts and
terms used in the debate. Marc Levy, Marcus Gee
and Nils Petter Gleditsch, among others, point to the
contradictory evidence, the problem of measuring
environmental impact on political outcomes, the lack
of testable propositions, and the sheer complexity of
determining cause and effect (causal linkages, if they
exist, are often indirect or long-term)."

However, it is rarely claimed that every environ-
mental problem leads to acute conflict or could be
described as a security issue."* Homer Dixon, one
of the more sophisticated proponents of linkage
between the environment and acute conflict, argues
environmental scarcity or resource competition as a
result of environmental change are never “the sole
source of conflict.”*® He points to contextual factors
which are unique to each socio-ecological system.
These factors can include the physical characteris-
tics or sensitivity of the ecosystem, as well as idea-
tional factors such as the society’s institutions, social
relations, and culture.’ Yet just as the type of land
distribution, local government, levels of poverty

or migration patterns may determine the impact of
environmental scarcity on conflict, so in turn envi-
ronmental scarcity can shape the character and the
level of conflict.

Before we look at the impact of environmental
change and scarcities on ethnic conflict in Georgia,
we should define our terms more carefully. Environ-
mental change is an alteration in the way in which
humans interact with natural systems, including
who is using the environment, why, and how it is
being used. Environmental scarcity is the result of
such environmental change. This could range from
global warming to cropland scarcity and river pol-
lution. Homer Dixon, usefully for our own research,
suggests environmental scarcities are threefold:
supply-induced, demand-induced, and structural.”” Sup-
ply-induced scarcities involve a significant reduction
in the supply of a key resource. For example, de-
forestation can lead to a drop in firewood, causing
insecurities in communities dependent on it for fuel,
cooking or heating. Demand-induced scarcities, in
contrast, arise in response to an increased demand
for a particular resource (this could be cropland,
tisheries or water) when one economic actor reduces
its availability for others.”® Structural scarcities are
the result of unequal distribution, when a resource is
withheld from a particular group of people through
exclusionary practices."”

Acute conflict is characterized by a substantial prob-
ability of violence.?’ Again, Homer Dixon provides
a careful differentiation between types of environ-
mental conflict: simple-scarcity, group-identity, and
insurgency.? Simple-scarcity conflicts are between
two or more people or groups of people competing
for a scarce resource. Group-identity conflicts are
conflicts in which a clear “we-they” dichotomy ex-



ists providing a framework for inter-group hostility.
This type of conflict often occurs from the large-
scale migration of populations that are caused in
some way by environmental scarcities. The conflict
occurs as different groups are forced together under
stressful circumstances.” Finally, insurgencies are
violent challenges to the state as a form of griev-
ance, which draw upon, among other things, envi-
ronmental scarcities. All three overlap.

Homer Dixon’s arguments are thinly supported by
systematically collected empirical evidence (al-
though the research of Wenche Hauge and Tanja
Ellingsen suggests a statistical correlation between
environmental degradation and domestic conflict in
non-democratic countries), and his framework lacks
focus on institutional variables.” Based on our work
on acute conflict in Georgia, we would place more
emphasis on the interaction between, on the one
hand, institutions and institutional change, and on
the other, environmental degradation and resource
scarcity. Georgia, we believe, exemplifies a post-So-
viet syndrome where the combination of Soviet
institutions and a proto-capitalist market not only
highlight environmental factors in acute conflict,
but make conflict resolution less likely. The Soviet
pattern of environmental abuse, corruption, weak
civil society, unaccountable local government and
an ethno-nationally based nationality policy, when
combined with primitive market principles and a
rapid redistribution of resources, ensure that envi-
ronmental factors will have a decisive impact - even
if indirectly - on acute ethnic conflict in the region.
This impact can either be before the conflict be-
comes violent (as in Tsalka), or after the conflict has
become “frozen” (as in Abkhazia and South Osetia
where tensions over crops and water, respectively,
have exacerbated tensions between both sides after
the most serious fighting had stopped). Environ-
mental scarcities are not always the cause, but are
“triggers,” and convenient instruments of mobiliza-
tion in the hands of those straining for a fight. This
is important because conflicts often described as
“ethnic” have their roots in issues associated with
environmental abuse and scarcity. This is rarely
considered either by Western scholars or govern-
ment administrators as important to the solution.

The case-studies we chose represent different
contexts and patterns of environmental change.
We chose Marneuli and Tsalka (although there are
equally serious migration and scarcity conflicts in

Georgia’s others multinational regions such Samt-
skhe-Javakheti and Kvareli) because they are less
well-researched than the frozen conflicts of South
Osetia and Abkhazia, and because fieldwork was
less dangerous. The Marneuli case concerns land
distribution and land scarcity, what Homer-Dixon
refers to as a simple-scarcity conflict in which a lim-
ited resource is the source of competition between
rival groups.* The case of Tsalka deals with the link
between environmental degradation and migra-
tion. In this case, land stress and subsequent deg-
radation caused a large-scale flow of eco-migrants
refugees to Tsalka; this movement had destabilizing
effects on the domestic order of the region due to
group-identity conflicts.” Neither of the conflicts
emerged simply because of environmental change.
Each case contains causal ambiguity, but without
the environmental context, we argue, the origins of
the conflicts cannot be fully understood.

Georgia and the Post-Communist Context

The World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) in-
cludes Caucasia - of which Georgia is a part - as
one of the 200 global eco-regions that represent, in
its words, “exceptional levels of biodiversity, such
as high species richness or endemism, or ... unusu-
al ecological or evolutionary phenomena.? At the
conjunction of sub-tropical and temperate zones, it
contains over 40% of the world’s landscape types.
At the same time, Caucasia is among the WWF’s top
25 biologically endangered “hotspots.” Its environ-
mental problems are long standing, part of a Soviet
legacy of rapid industrialization, reckless exploita-
tion of natural resources, unsustainable land use,
and the absence of popular environmental con-
sciousness or social checks on government excesses.
After the collapse of the USSR, as a result of the de-
cline in economic growth, environmental challenges
such as air pollution and groundwater contamina-
tion from pesticides have diminished; others, such
as deforestation and overgrazing have increased.
Categorizing the major environmental threats to
countries in the region, a 2002 report of Caucasus
Environment Outlook listed the following;:

* Severe economic and social problems

* Geopolitical instability including inter-ethnic
wars and political upheavals



* Unequal distribution of water resources
* Deforestation
* Soil degradation and desertification

* High occurrence of natural disasters”

Georgia illustrates how these problems have in-
tensified since independence. Their exacerbation is
bound up with the post-communist syndrome of
poverty, the poor application of laws, the breakdown
of traditional support structures in the countryside,
and the introduction of market reform. Economic
and political restructuring, including privatization

of land and manufacturing, the reduction of tariff
barriers, the downsizing of ministries and reduced
funding for research institutes (such as the Institute
for Environmental Protection) and monitoring agen-
cies, often lead to new environmental threats which
undermine the long-term goal of economic health
and public security. A combination of increased rural
poverty, the breakdown in Georgia’s energy supply
system (particularly to the provinces), and dimin-
ished funding for the State Forestry Department led
to increased logging, both at the local level and by
illegally organized businesses. This in turn worsened
soil erosion as hedges and trees used for windbreaks
or water retention were removed for fuel. Soil ero-
sion, and the related problem of soil fertility, is also
due to the Georgian government’s neglect of land
management - overuse, no crop rotations, depletion
of humus, increased plantings of cereals and larger
cattle farms, and the absence of organic fertilizers. As
aresult, 33% of Georgia’s arable lands suffer signifi-
cant soil erosion. Fifty eight percent of arable lands,
in part because of the same processes, are classified
as low productive soils.?® Erosion is a particular
problem for Georgian farmers in the mountain areas
of Achara and Svaneti. That, as we shall see in Tsal-
ka, is a primary cause of migration from mountain
communities to the plains and conflicts with local
farmers living there.

It is not obvious that government proposals for
better administrative discipline, a successful crack-
down on corruption, streamlining the Ministry of
Agriculture ( there is a proposal to reduce Ministry
personnel from 3.5 thousand to one thousand) and
forest privatization will be enough to improve the
situation. Paradoxically, anti-corruption measures

- such as the reduction in licenses, permits, and
taxes for businesses - will likely adversely affect the

environment as monitoring becomes lighter. Privat-
ization of the forests in current Georgian conditions
where rules and monitoring are weak and the state
is hungry for investment, may actually exacer-

bate deforestation.?” Similarly, the government’s
investment in irrigation projects launched in con-
junction with the World Bank under the Irrigation
and Drainage Community Development Project
(IDCDP) may not yield increased productivity in
the long-term without better managers, more effec-
tive local government control over taxes, sustained
budgetary investment in infrastructure and stricter
controls on polluters, something the government’s
liberal tax and licensing policies for mining and
manufacturing companies suggests may not be the
case. Nana Janashia reminds us:

Approximately 85% of industrial wastewater and sewage
are discharged directly to surface water through runoffs.
Wastewater treatment plants were built in 33 cities of
Georgia in 1973-1986. Today, they cannot be considered
as operating: none of these facilities can provide biological
treatment, whilst mechanical treatment is unsatisfactory.”

The situation is worse in rural areas. The absence of
waste treatment in the irrigation system of Kvemo
Kartli (where our case study of Marneuli is situated)
and pollution from the Madneuli non ferrous mines
in Kazreti - though they provide employment - are
polluting water supplies and irrigation in Bolnisi
and Gardabani (Azerbaijani populated districts next
to Marneuli), and seriously undermining the prof-
itable potato cash-crop.*! Tailings from the copper,
lead, zinc and gold exploited there since the 1970s
have degraded arable lands, and open-pit waters
pollute the Mtkvari river tributaries.”? Land without
proper irrigation in Kvemo Kartli, particularly in
the upland areas - and this is a major grievance of
local inhabitants in Marneuli and Tsalka - is useless.

In looking at Marneuli and Tsalka there are five vi-
tal contexts to the acute conflict that has developed
in both districts: local government (the institutional
context), agricultural stress (land ownership, pro-
ductivity, irrigation etc), migration (in particular
external migration), deforestation (leading to soil
erosion in mountain areas and precipitating in-mi-
gration by outsiders), and ethnic identity (a crucial
factor even in the relatively homogeneous district
of Marneuli). Before we look at the case studies, we
should provide more detail on the impact of these
five issues in post-Georgian politics.



Local Government

Since the presidential elections and constitutional
referendum of 1995, Georgia has described itself as
a democratic republic. In February 2004, following
the events of the Rose Revolution, the Constitution
of Georgia was amended to provide for a Presi-
dential / Prime Ministerial structure which further
centralized power in the Presidential office.” The
capital of Thilisi resembles the primary cities of
developing countries. Not only are the legislative,
executive, financial and judiciary branches of gov-
ernment concentrated there, but the city overshad-
ows all other provincial centers in sophistication,
wealth, and educational levels.

The hierarchical Soviet pattern of administra-
tive-territorial control continues despite three
formal levels of power. The upper level of regional
administration includes the Governors (rtsmunebe-
lis) of nine historical provinces* who are appointed
by the President. Based on geographic and histori-
cal divides, these provinces do not include the two
autonomous republics inherited from the Soviet
period, Abkhazia and Achara, which constitution-
ally have their own governments. At the middle
level are sixty-seven districts and five independent
cities — Thilisi, Kutaisi, Poti, Batumi, and Sukhumi.
The administrators of these districts are the chair-
men of district councils called gamgebelis (called
governors in districts and mayors in cities). For-
mally elected from among district councils, the
presidential voice is decisive in determining who is
elected. These districts are further broken down into
the lowest level of government, which includes fifty
towns, fifty small towns, eight hundred forty-two
communities, and one hundred sixty-seven villag-
es, all of which elect local self-governing bodies, or
councils, called sakrebulos.®®

The central government has made important strides
towards efficiency and effectiveness since the

Rose Revolution in November 2003, but provincial
administration remains opaque. Local executives
benefit from a greater degree of deference and a
lesser degree of public demand for information
and access. Despite a Decentralization Strategy
Concept, drawn up in conjunction with the Council
of Europe in 2005, which represents an ambitious
program of democratization in the regions, local
self-government is an extension of central power.
Local government reforms in 2005-2006 that trans-
ferred property to local government and expanded

their budgetary powers, failed to undermine the
political and financial controls of the Ministry of Fi-
nance and the Chancellery’s revamped Department
of Regional Questions. Weak financial resources at
the local level - in 2005, local government budgets
amounted to a total 597 million lari, or just over one
tifth of the national budget - poor training of local
officials, low organizational capacity, and lack of
coordination, make the gamgebeli the core figure in
the regions.

Throughout our time in Georgia, it was evident that
the difference in quality of life between Tbilisi and
the countryside is vast. This urban-rural division is
due in large part to structural and physical barriers
between Tbilisi and the countryside. Roads are in
poor condition making even nearby destinations
too far to travel, and little transportation is avail-
able to those who do not own cars. This division

is compounded by cultural and ethnic barriers.
Although elections are an important practice in
Georgian governance, most influential positions
outside of the capital of Thilisi are at ministerial or
presidential disposal. The appointment of officials
from Thilisi to regional and district offices does not
always go over well with provincial constituents.
This is particularly true in non-ethnically Georgian
areas, where most gamgebelis are ethnically Geor-
gian. This fosters a feeling of distrust of government
and a continued under-representation of rural - and
especially non-Georgian - populations of Georgia in
the central government.

Georgian Agriculture

During the Soviet period, Georgia’s agriculture was
managed by heavily subsidized collective farms
which occupied 87% of all agricultural land and
focused on the production of tea, wine, fruit, citrus
fruits, and, in West Georgia, maize. The republic’s
basic needs were met through the import of cereals,
sugar, meat, and milk from other Soviet Republics.
The fall of the USSR and the sudden change from
domestic to international trade, combined with a
civil war between 1991-93, and a lack of trade infra-
structure and resources as the collective farm subsi-
dies dried up led to a serious decline of agricultural
production in Georgia. Farm machinery, without
fuel or maintenance, was either sold or fell into dis-
repair, pumping stations for irrigation and draining
land were plundered for technical equipment. By



1996, only 40% of irrigation pumping stations were
operable leaving villages without the means to cul-
tivate or irrigate the land.* As a result, agriculture
production in Georgia between 1998 and 2002 fell to
68.7% below the levels of 1989-1991.%

Land privatization deepened the chaos. Begun in
1992 in the midst of civil war, privatization legis-
lation introduced in 1996 (the Law on Ownership
of Agricultural Land) legalized the free transfer of
land to farmers and urban residents. Although the
speed of transferred land (67% of arable and peren-
nial plant land was in private hands by 1997) was
impressive, it masked a disorganized and unjust
process that was controlled by local authorities and
business groups in Thbilisi. The result was on the one
hand, resource capture by the politically connected
(in most cases Georgians) and on the other, a pat-
tern of resource scarcity - the emergence of a multi-
tude of small low intensity farms of an average one
hectare or less that were unmechanized, unproduc-
tive, and uncompetitive with little organizational
aid or preparation by state agronomists, and no ac-
cess to credits to develop beyond subsistence farm-
ing and create a strong rural entrepreneurial class.

In July 2005, the government passed a new law on
land that announced the final stage of land pri-
vatization, releasing a further 200.000 hectares of
the state’s and leased lands for privatization by
auction and tender. To avoid a repetition of the
corrupt process of the 1990s, it will be controlled
by the central government with preferences given
to locals.®® However, the process has already led

to claims among both non-Georgians and the new
settlers whose legal rights to land are not always
documented, that they are being discriminated
against. Continuing protests in Marneuli and Tsalka
between 2003-2006 underlie the continuing connec-
tions - although causal connections are hard to es-
tablish - examined in our case studies between land
scarcity, decreasing productivity, human security,
and conflict.

Migration

The collapse of the USSR dramatically affected
migration patterns. Three trends, in particular, have
had a major impact on the rural economy and are
important intervening variables in the relationship
between environmental scarcity and conflict since
independence. First, decades of migration from

rural to urban areas changed direction in response
to high unemployment in urban centers. According
to official statistics there was a dramatic shift in the
1990s from urban to rural employment. As Table

1 shows, in 1999, 52% of the employed population
was engaged in agriculture. This was an increase of
26% since 1990.%°

Table 1. Employment by Economic Activity (1980-
1999)

Emplovment by
Economic Activity
(1980-1999)
% of emploved population

1980 | 1986| 1990 | 1998 1999
Agriculture,
forestry, fishing 31 28 26 49 52
Industry 19 19 20 9 8
Construction 8 9 10 2 1
Trade and
Services 7 7 7 10 10
State
Administration 2 2 2 7 6
Education,
culture, sports 10 10 1 12 11
Health Care 6 6 7 5 5
Others 13 13 14 4 3

Source: A Profile of the Labour Market in Georgia, State
Department for Statistics of Georgia, UNDP, ILO, Tbilisi,
2002, p.24

This can in part be explained by greater urban
emigration abroad, the collapse of manufacturing,
and by changing definitions of employment. A new
large category of self-employment now makes up
the majority of the employed population at 58%,
and ninety percent of them work in agriculture.*’
However, there is evidence that with the collapse
of the social security system and jobs, agricultural
self-employment has become an income of “last
resort” for many of the former miners, industrial
workers and pensioners in Georgia’s medium sized
towns, putting further pressure on Georgia’s limit-
ed land resources.* Agriculture, from a relatively
prosperous sector of the Soviet Georgian economy,
has become impoverished and backward, made

up essentially of small family farms with no paid
employees.*? In 2003, 56% of the rural population
was living below the official subsistence level of 131
Georgian lari (GEL) per month. Among the poorest
regions are Kvemo Kartli and Samtskhe-Javakheti,



both of which have a disproportionately large share
of Georgia’s national minorities and impoverished
citizens.*

The second trend has been out-migration from the
country. Between 1989 and January 2002 - the date
of the first post-Soviet census - the Georgian pop-
ulation officially declined from 5,456,100 to 4,452.1
- a decrease of 16%. This recalled the dramatic
population drop between 1914-21 when Georgians
and non-Georgians suffered from the catastrophes
of war and revolution. In a 2000 survey, 38.2% of
families reported they had lost members to perma-
nent residence abroad. Non-Georgians were more
likely to leave permanently - 58.3% of their fami-
ly members had left by 2000 compared to 19% of
Georgians.* As figure 2 shows below (although it
reflects population decline from reduced birth rates
and other sources), out migration has dramatically
changed Georgia’s ethnic structure. Depopulation
of this magnitude, although more urban dwellers
are leaving than rural, has had a deleterious im-
pact on regional economies and increased tensions
between ethnic groups as the demographic balance
shifts.

The third trend is the resettling of mountain peoples
to the plains. This policy has been in place since

the 1920s, if not earlier, but intensified from the
1980s on as increasing numbers of natural disasters
threatened or drove out mountain communities.

An alliance of government and church - joined in
the late 1980s by NGOs and government subsidized
nationalist groups such as the Rustaveli Society and
the Merab Kostava Land, Accommodation And Assis-
tance Foundation of Georgia — gave this movement a
strong patriotic color, calling for the demographic
restoration of Georgians in ancestral lands.* One re-
port suggests 11,000 families (or around 60,000 per-
sons) from mountainous Achara and Svaneti have
been resettled since 1981 (this includes economic
migrants as well as eco-migrants but not illegal or
unregistered migrants) as part of state resettlement
efforts.* The process of resettlement continues
under Saakashvili’s administration as the pressure
from ecologically damaged regions in Achara (there
is an added pressure of population growth in the
Muslim villages), and Svaneti mounts.

The case of Tsalka is illustrative of many of these
issues. Tsalka has the highest out migration in
Georgia, explained by local Pontic Greeks leaving
for better opportunities in their Greek “homeland.”

Following their departure, incoming Georgians
(mostly Svans and Acharans displaced by hu-
man-induced environmental catastrophes such as
mudslides and floods) upset the ethnic balance and
stimulated conflicts over the distribution of scarce
resources, notably land. Official sources claim that
recent natural disasters have affected 3,754 families
in Achara, many of whom ended up in Tsalka, but
in other southern and western districts too.*

Total population growth rates in the Southern Caucasus, 1983-2002

Russian Federation

Figure 2. Total population Growth Rates in the South-
ern Caucasus, 1989-2002 Source: UNDP, Environment
and Security: Transforming Risks into Cooperation, 2004,

pg- 11

Deforestation

Forests make up 37.4 % of land cover in Georgia
(2.8 million hectares), mostly broad leaf, located in
mid-mountain zones.* Almost entirely owned by
the state (some by the church), the Ministry of Envi-
ronmental Protection and Natural Resources ac-
knowledges that forestlands in Georgia are vital to
soil protection, water conservation, and climate reg-
ulation as well as a resource for fuel in rural com-
munities.* During the Soviet period, logging was
highly restricted. Most of Georgia’s forests were put
in the first of three categories which defined them as
vital to water regulation, soil protection, and envi-
ronmental health. Commercial use was as a rule,
banned, leaving many forests undisturbed, though
not necessarily well managed. With the fall of the
USSR, the collapse of effective management and
monitoring, and Georgia’s sudden energy crisis,



illegal logging became a serious problem, although
it’s not yet comparable to the devastation in South
American countries.

Illegal logging occurs on two levels in Georgia.
First on an organized scale; massive amounts of
forestland have been felled and exported as con-
traband by organized groups. Parliament placed

a temporary moratorium on commercial cutting
and logging in 1998, but the World Bank estimates
that approximately 45,000 cubic meters of Georgian
forests are illegally logged and exported annually
to Georgia’s trading partners, primarily Turkey.”
Corruption made it difficult to end the trade.” In
Achara, officially 70.000 cubic meters of wood is
harvested annually. In reality, before the anti-cor-
ruption drives of the Rose Revolution, it was closer
to 200,000-300,000.>* In addition to organized log-
ging, irregular electricity and heating has led many
rural families to depend on firewood for heating
and cooking, particularly in the winter. Prevention
of this second level of illegal logging is equally
difficult to enforce. As one park ranger of Kolheti
National Park explained to us, “Who am I to tell a
man he cannot fish if his family is hungry or that he
cannot cut wood when his family is cold? I can’t do
that. I know these people.”*

Few scientific studies have been made on the effects
of large-scale deforestation in Georgia. Howev-

er, many local scientists maintain that one of the
consequences of deforestation include the major
landslides and floods that have devastated Georgia
over the last three decades and led to population
movements from mountain to plain. According to
the Caucasus Environment Outlook (CEO), the area
of regions affected by landslides is increasing and
currently, “3.5 million hectares are within the area
of landslide and mudflow processes.* Achara’s
mountain soils, for example, are naturally prone to
water erosion due to the region’s high precipitation,
leading to the abandonment of settlements because
of land degradation. Add to this illegal cutting,
which for most locals is a livelihood, and the aban-
donment of reforestation and slope terracing com-
monly enforced in the Soviet era, and mudslides
become a permanent hazard. A recent example
was in the Spring and Summer of 2005 in Svaneti,
Racha-Lechkhumi, the mountainous districts of the
Achara Autonomous Republic, several districts of
Shida Karti, Kvemo Kartli and the Imereti regions.
President Saakashvili declared 15-20 million Lari

($8.1-10.8 million) would be needed to repair roads
and bridges damaged by the floods throughout
Georgia that summer. Twelve and a half million
dollars was borrowed from the World Bank.> The
floods affected almost a third of the country and left
serious environmental and crop damage. The result
of such regular disasters since the 1980s, has been
the resettlement of Svans and Acharians to both
Tsalka and to a lesser extent, Marneuli, which as we
shall see, is a major factor in the generation of acute
conflict in the district.

Ethnic Relations

Georgia is a multi-ethnic society. Ethnic Georgians
have significantly increased their overall majority in
the last fifteen years, but there are significant Azeri,
Armenian, and Greek populated areas - leaving
aside the secessionist regions of Abkhazian and
South Osetians - where Georgians are in a minority.

Table 2. Ethnic Composition of Georgia

Ethnic Composition of
Georgia

1989 2002
Ethnicity | Population Percentage | Population | Percentage |
Georgian 3787393 701 | 3661173 83.8
Abkhazian 95853 1.8 3527 0.1
Ossetian 164055 3| 38028 0.9
Armenian 437211 81| 248929 5.7
Russian 341172 6.3 67671 | 1.5
Azeri 307556 5.7 284761 6.5
Greek 100324 19| 15166 | 0.3
Jewish 24795 0.5 3772 0.1
Ukrainian 52443 1] 7039 | 0.2
Kurdish 33331 06| 2514 | 0
Yezid | | 18329 | 04
Kisti | | 7110 | 0.2
Other 56708 11 13516 | 0.3
Total 5400841 100 | 4371535 100

Source: sakartvelos mosakhleobis 2002 tslis pirveli sagov-
eltao erovnuli aghtseris dziritadi shedegebi (The Basic
Results of the First General National Census of the Geor-
gian Population) sakartvelos statistikis sakhelmtsipo
departamenti, Thbilisi, 2004, p.56

The state’s ethnic diversity has long been seen by
Georgians as a positive attribute, but since the
beginning of the twentieth century, and particu-
larly since the collapse of the USSR, it has been

the source of threats to peace and stability. Soviet
policies encouraged ethnic differentiation and as-
cribed “nationality” to its citizens.”® Unfortunately,



the republics, though officially sovereign, could not
grant citizenship - which would have significant-

ly helped ease post-Soviet integration of national
minorities in Georgia. In some cases, ethnic groups
were described as “indigenous” or “non-indige-
nous”. Indigenous groups like the Abkhaz were
given special status, one that has been preserved in
the current Georgian constitution. The USSR’s mo-
tives for encouraging ethnic heterogeneity was in
part a Leninist legacy, but also exploited to ensure
that “titular nationalities” in the republics would
not attain a degree of national unity that could pose
a political threat to the center.”” Since independ-
ence, national minorities in Tbilisi have integrated
more successfully than their counterparts in ru-

ral Georgia. Rural national minorities —like rural
Georgians —are poorly served by resource-weak
local NGOs, dishonest officials and weak political
organizations, which contributes to the alienation of
ethnic minorities in the countryside and their lack
of integration.

In post-Soviet conditions of poverty, corruption and
state collapse, the politicization of ethnicity intensi-
fied in Georgia. The most serious national tensions
resulted in two secessionist movements, but acute
conflict has affected many other mixed nationality
regions such as Kvemo Kartli, Samtskhe-Javakheti
and Kakheti. Focus studies and survey research in
Marneuli and Tsalka have shown the conflicts we
examine in our case-studies to be motivated largely
by socio-economic and socio-political factors, al-
though they cannot be disentangled from ethnicity.
In the early 1990s in Marneuli, for example, Azer-
baijani groups agitated for a separate ethno-territo-
rial autonomous republic. In both cases, a change

in established economic or demographic balance
between the ethnic groups created a “tipping point”
which drove rival groups to conflict. Multi-ethnicity
combined with economic collapse, environmental
change, and nationalist rhetoric in the center and

in neighboring states, has hindered the formation
of state identity in Georgia, and remains one of the
biggest obstacles to stability in Georgia’s regions.

The Case Studies:

Marneuli:

Marneuli is located about an hour’s drive south
of Thilisi, in the region of Kvemo Kartli near the

Azerbaijani border.”” Marneuli town is approxi-
mately 70% Azeri, and the population of Marneuli
district, or rayon, is 83% Azeri, 8% Georgian and
just under 8% Armenian. Agriculture is the major
economic activity in Kvemo Kartli, with 25.4% of all
Georgia’s vegetables produced in Kvemo Kartli in
2000.%° Marneuli is a major producer of fruit, pota-
toes and grains. The decline in agricultural produc-
tion after the fall of the USSR left Marneuli district
and town with high unemployment, a dilapidated
infrastructure, including schools and clinics, and
increasing rates of poverty. Contaminated land and
water sources from the mining industry in neigh-
boring Bolnisi have made agriculture, which is the
primary source of income for its residents, increas-
ingly difficult. This is why the fertile lands in the
region, occupied by outsiders and leaseholders are
of such importance. Electricity and water supply
are erratic and undependable, leading many to use
non-potable water or unsustainable use of lumber
and vegetation for firewood. Roads are in disrepair,
making travel to and from the more rural parts of
the region difficult, creating a physical as well as
cultural barrier between the district and the central
government.

Such problems are exacerbated by the differences
in language and lack of integration. Azerbaijanis

in rural Georgia, typically in large mono-ethnic
communities with Azeri schools, and newspapers
more frequently from Baku than Thilisi, have little
opportunity for cultural and political integration
into Georgian society. Few speak Georgian when all
laws, government documents, and national me-
dia, are in Georgian, more occasionally in Russian,
and almost never in Azeri. As a result, Azerbaijani
youth is more attracted to educational and career
paths in Baku and Azerbaijan than in Georgia. They
have little incentive to develop loyalty to the Geor-
gian government. A decline in the proficiency in
Russian, particularly among youth, makes commu-
nication between Azeris and Georgians ever more
uncertain.

Over the last two decades there have been several
issues which have fueled tensions between Az-
eris and Georgians in the region, as well as with
the central government. A wave of Georgian na-
tionalism in 1989 led to the forced departure of
Bolnisi city’s Azeri population. The city became
ethnically homogenous after 800 Azeri families left
under pressure.®! At the same time, directors of



collective farms in Kvemo Kartli were replaced by
Georgians, many of which were new immigrants
from Svaneti.” Since independence, a majority of
the governmental posts in Kvemo Kartli, including
Marneuli, have been held by ethnic Georgians. The
gamgebeli, the District Prosecutor, and Chief of Po-
lice in Marneuli district in 2005-2006 were all Geor-
gian. Conflicts have also emerged over demands
for greater autonomy and over corrupt Georgian
policemen and border guards, which in 2000-2001
led to mass protests in Kvemo-Kartli including
Marneuli.®®

The first round of land redistribution began in 1992.
Collective farms were officially broken up, though
many remained in operation for years even after
they were disbanded in the second wave of land
distribution in 1996. During the 1992 redistribution,
a special zone was established along the Georgia
border, ostensibly for national security reasons. In
this “twenty-one kilometer zone’, which includes
much of the Marneuli district, the land was not
openly distributed, but leased to friends and rel-
atives of the Georgian gamgebelis. More problems
of land distribution in Marneuli followed further
land reforms of 1996 when the twenty-one kilom-
eter zone was officially opened for limited private
use. Government legislation officially granted each
household in the region one hectare of land; how-
ever, disorganization, corruption, and preferential
treatment for Georgians, prevented the fair distri-
bution of the land. Azerbaijanis were short changed
receiving far less (on average 0.2-0.3 hectare) than
their fellow farmers in other districts.** Accord-

ing to locals in Marneuli we interviewed, Azeri
families received an average of a quarter of a hec-
tare of land — far less than the one hectare of land
they were entitled to.® A majority of the land was
bought by residents of Tbilisi, who now rent the
land at inflated prices to the Azeris in Marneuli.®
Land distribution reduced agricultural production
by splitting up the most fertile lands for distribution
first and then assigning the remaining lands at a
later stage. This resulted in farmers having several
small plots of land several kilometers apart with no
way to get from one to the other.

The intersection of land distribution and ethnic
tensions in Marneuli focused on one of the biggest
landowner in Marneuli, the Georgian-run horse
farm in Kulari. The Kulari Stud Farm was estab-
lished in Marneuli in 1907 to rear racehorses for

international sale. The successful farm was one of a
tiny number of large-scale farms in the Soviet Union
not broken up during Soviet rule.®” The stud farm
occupies 1,155 hectares of land in Marneuli district,
which is owned by the Thilisi Jockey Club. The Club
gave a ten year lease to the Georgian Horse Rear-
ing Association. Unfortunately for the community
members, the stud farm’s land holds the majority of
arable land in Kulari. The remaining land provides
little beyond subsistence for the residents of the
surrounding villages of Kvemo Kulari and Krikhlo,
96% and 100% Azerbaijani respectively.®® For sever-
al years the Azeri community in Marneuli has been
claiming the rights to 500 hectares of the stud farm’s
land for farming. Though the central government
expressed sympathy, no action was ever taken. In
the 2000 electoral campaign, Levan Mamaladze, the
former regional governor for Kvemo Kartli, prom-
ised the disputed land to the Azeris in exchange for
their votes.?®® However, after the Rose Revolution,
Mamaladze fled the country and is now sought by
the Georgian government for extradition for embez-
zlement of state monies.

In the fall of 2004, local community members took
action and blocked roads in the area. The protests
went on for several months and in September, a
delegation of the State Committee of Azerbaijan on
Work with Compatriots Living Abroad, traveled
to Marneuli to intercede on the local Azerbaijanis
behalf, negotiating with the Ministries of Interior,
Education and the Georgian Prime Minister, Zurab
Noghaideli. In December, a group of Georgian ad-
ministrators, security guards, and staff of the stud
farm, as well as several potential investors, were
confronted by local Azeris. In the clash, a 65 year-
old Azeri woman was shot and killed, another man
wounded.”

Here was an example of the impact of environmen-
tal change on a vulnerable community. In this case,
the degradation of land, water pollution from the
local mining industry, and non-sustainable agricul-
tural practices combined with a resource scarcity in
arable land for local farmers, generated the conflict.
It is part of what Homer-Dixon refers to as a “struc-
tural scarcity” combined with a “simple-scarcity”
conflict.”" A structural scarcity develops when an
unfair distribution of a resource creates a new im-
balance; a “simple scarcity” conflict is between two
or more people or groups of people competing for a
scarce resource. The conflict in this case was com-



pounded by ethnic differences; the population that
monopolized the resources were ethnic “outsiders.”

The unfair distribution of land in Marneuli was
primarily a social and political issue (not an ethnic
one as it is sometimes described) but the scarcity of
arable land and its declining fertility was a signif-
icant environmental factor that contributed to the
problem. In an agriculturally dependent region like
Marneuli, arable land is a vital resource. Lack of
access to fertile land is ruinous for local families. In
contrast to many other districts, in particular Tsal-
ka where population loss has been staggering, the
rural population in Marneuli between 1989-2002
increased from 87.5 thousand to 94.5 thousand.”
This is largely the result of traditionally high birth
rates although surveys and focus groups suggest
out-migration among Azerbaijanis in Marneuli is
quite high (though not as high as Samtskhe-Java-
kheti or among urban Georgians).” The primary
reasons given for migration are unemployment and
declining living standards. In the long term, such
migration may ease the pressure on the land, but
the loss of potentially productive citizens should be
a major concern for the state and its economy.

Tsalka

Tsalka is a nationally mixed district about three
hours drive southwest of Thilisi. According to the
2002 census, 55% are Armenian, 22% Greek, 12.5%
Georgian and 10% Azerbaijani.” The district is
located in an area with abundant arable and pasture
lands but, as in Marneuli, the breakup of the old
Soviet agricultural system led to fragmented plots,
the absence of machinery, dilapidated irrigation
systems, and poor productivity. Low productivity is
evident in the main crop of potatoes. Current pro-
duction is a low 10 tons/hectare due to poor seed
quality and lack of irrigation (nationally, between
1997-2001, the potato crop dropped by one third)
although the district continues to produce around
twenty percent of Georgia’s annual crops.

Until recently, Greeks represented the majority of
Tsalka’s population, making up sixty-one percent in
1989.” But poor living conditions, lack of language
knowledge (most Greeks spoke Turkish or Russian),
decent schools, and increasing pressures from inter-
nal immigrants from Achara and Svaneti led many
Greeks to leave.” The Greek community in Tsalka

dwindled from 30,000 in 1991 to a mere 12,000 in
1999 and 4,589 in 2002.”7 In the 1980s through to
2004-2005, a series of catastrophic floods and land-
slides, due in part to deforestation and poor agri-
cultural practices, left thousands of Georgians in the
mountainous regions of Svaneti and Achara home-
less. Relocated to other regions, a majority of the
“ecological migrants” (ekologiuri migrantebi) from
Svaneti were initially placed in Dmanisi, just south
of Tsalka. More floods and mudslides in Svaneti
and Achara in 2002-2003 and 2004-2005 led to “eco-
logical migrants” moving in to Tsalka, a reasonable
proposition given the large number of homes and
land left by the departing Greeks. The remaining
Greeks and Armenians in the district, however, saw
it as a deliberate “Georgianization” policy.

The central government officially labeled the Geor-
gian immigrants “ecological migrants” rather than
internally displaced persons (IDPs). This allowed
the government to reject financial responsibility
for the welfare of the migrants, though IDPs from
Abkhazia and South Osetia are given only minimal
financial support and certain educational, hous-
ing, transport, and tax privileges.” “Ecological
migrants” are provided one free medical treatment
initially, no humanitarian aid or state allowances,
and often lack adequate shelter or land which is still
held in large part by the remaining Greeks. This
makes them one of the most vulnerable categories
of the Georgian population.” The Ministry of Ref-
ugees in Georgia estimates that there are an aston-
ishing 200,000 “ecological migrants” throughout
Georgia.®

In an attempt to improve their situation in Tsalka,
the government allotted money for ecological mi-
grants to buy land. However, due to a lack of doc-
umentation and the overall ambiguity of the pro-
cess, little of the money set aside was used for that
purpose.®! This lack of assistance for resettlement
strained relations with the inhabitants of the re-
gion. According to community members we talked
to, there has been a sharp increase in violence and
crime since the movement of Svans into the area.®
Svans are stereotypically believed to be undisci-
plined, ferocious, and have a criminal bent. Svans
complain they have no land which is controlled by
Greek families who rent it out at high prices.

The arrival of the Svans into this delicately balanced
mixed ethnic region - the result of environmental



changes in their home region, has led to a number

of conflicts. In March 2005, for example, a violent
robbery, allegedly by Svans, caused riots.* The lack
of response by local police led to clashes between Ar-
menians and Greeks on the one hand, and Georgians
on the other. A special Ministry of Interior detach-
ment was brought in to control the situation.®* The
violence continued the next day with a raid on a local
Georgian school. In June, there was yet another con-
frontation after the special detachment was accused
of shooting an Armenian resident. Most recently, in
March 2006, a rally was held in Armenian populated
Akhalkalaki in Samtskhe-Javakheti to protest the
murder of an Armenian in Tsalka.

A different type of environmental change in the
district was the construction of the Baku-Tbili-
si-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline through Tsalka, which has
strained the district’s fragile relations. Under Geor-
gian law, the BTC consortium in Georgia was re-
quired to purchase land directly from landowners.
By contrast, in the Azerbaijan and Turkish sections
of the pipeline, land acquisition was managed by
the government.® This direct purchase of land by
the BTC consortium has created tensions over com-
pensation of land among the different communities,
complicated by the ambiguity of land titles and
challenges to the rights of new settlers for compen-
sation. Construction also drew in many economic
migrants from Georgia’s other regions which added
to the demographic flux and increased competition
with locals for jobs. The day we visited Tsalka, a
large number of local BTC employees were laid-off.
A large portion were Armenian, and conversations
immediately focused on issues of national discrim-
ination. In Tsalka, events are almost inevitably
viewed through an ethnic lens, but local officials
and Georgian politicians - including Elelna Tevdo-
radze, chair of the parliamentary human rights
committee - are probably right when they dismiss
the idea that the conflict in Tsalka is “ethnic.” The
interim leader of the Greek Diaspora in Tsalka was
quick to remind us that Greeks and Georgians his-
torically have had no problems and that the current
conflict is with the “ecological migrants” specifi-
cally, not Georgians from the locality.*® The roots

of these conflict issues are more closely connected
with major environmental changes in the district:
the distribution of land, declining productivity of
the soils, migration, jobs and poverty, than they are
with ethnicity.

Conclusion

In both Marneuli and Tsalka, environmental stress
contributed to the conditions for acute conflict.
Changes in demographic patterns, land reform, and
poor productivity due to soil erosion and deforesta-
tion—and a subsequent decline in living conditions
and income levels — contributed significantly to
conflicts in these two districts. The new Georgian
government has proposed concrete programs to
ameliorate rural decline and isolation. A majority of
these programs such as road construction, invest-
ment in schools and teachers, accessible media in
minority languages and irrigation reconstruction
may reduce the economic and cultural isolation of
rural Georgia. But unless this is accompanied by
attention to environmental issues, resource scarcity
and human security, the Georgian government will
find it much harder to get at the roots of many of
the national security challenges it faces, including
national unity, civil peace, regional stability, pros-
perity and economic security.

Our research suggests there are at least four rea-
sons why the study of the link between environ-
mental scarcity and acute conflict should be taken
seriously. First, in small developing states like
Georgia, the majority of the population lives on

the margins. Natural resources in these conditions
are particularly important for providing econom-

ic and social security. Second, Georgia’s national
security is strongly tied to environmental security,
both regionally and nationally. Acute conflicts in
Georgia, of which Marneuli and Tsalka are not the
only examples, have serious implications for state
building, particularly in ethnically non-Georgian
regions. Conflict in one area can easily escalate and
involve neighboring regions. Third, conflict reso-
lution strategies by government or international
must incorporate environmental components to be
effective in the medium and long term. Landslides
in Svaneti and Achara - the impact of which could
be diminished by sensible settlement and tougher
environmental regulations - directly contributed to
the displacement of eco-migrants to Tsalka. Howev-
er, few conflict resolution strategies see the environ-
mental degradation of Achara and other mountain
districts as part of the problem. While issues of local
security are addressed, and rural integration pro-
grams and inter-cultural youth centers promoted,
the large-scale deforestation in the mountainous



regions continues. This will generate more eco-mi-
grants, as it has for many decades, who will need
to find some place to live other than home. Fourth,
the link between environmental scarcity on the one
hand and political, economic, and social develop-
ment, on the other, should lead to the integration of
environmental aid into broader democracy building
strategies. The aim is to resolve conflicts before they
become acute. Part of this will involve rethinking
environmental aid from abroad, along with greater
responsiveness to local needs. Sopiko Akhobadze,
the Deputy Minister of Environment Protection and
Natural Resources in 2005-6, expressed frustration
with the pattern of environmental aid to her min-
istry.®” A majority of the Ministry’s money comes
from international aid agencies —without which

it could not function — but nearly all of this mon-

ey is allocated to particular programs, funds, and
projects, over which the ministry has little control.
This is particularly frustrating, she told us, as the
Ministry has little opportunity to decide what its
own priorities are, as they are largely set by outside
funders —many of whom have little idea of how
small environmental threats grow into big one.*
Fifth, the Georgian government must take action to
better ensure integration of newcomers to Tsalka
and Marneuli. Tensions are stimulated by the fail-
ure of all inhabitants to establish successful farms.
Locals and newcomers would benefit from cheap
credits, housing improvements, better schooling
and language instruction, properly regulated meth-
ods of privatization (the 2005-06 privatization is a
chance to rectify the previous unfair ones including
adequate provisions for eco-migrants), improved
irrigation, better storage facilities, and, of course,
improved farming practices.

Since 2003 under Saakashvili’s leadership things
have improved. A new Inspection for Environmen-
tal Protection was created by the Ministry of Envi-
ronmental Protection and Natural Resources (MoE)
in 2005, and Georgia has become a participant in

an Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC)
established in 2003 by the United Nations Environ-
ment Program (UNEP), the United Nations Devel-
opment Program (UNDP), and the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) which
focuses on the connections between economic de-
velopment, conflict and environmental degradation
in the South Caucasus. This includes sustainable de-

velopment in Georgia’s mountain regions and strat-
egies of environmental peace building.* But this is
an internationally funded program; Georgia’s own
commitment to environmental issues is illustrated
by the 2005-2007 budgets. The MoE comes consist-
ently at the bottom in terms of ministerial funding
(about 30% less than the two next worst on the list,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of
Culture and Sports).”

It is surprising, given the Georgian government’s
own National Security Concept and the dispute
over water supplies in South Osetia in the summer
of 2007 which almost brought both sides (South
Osetians and Georgians) to renewed conflict, that
environmental issues remain so low in government
priorities. It should be clear by now that without
sound environmental management, regional sta-
bility is diminished, Georgian national security is
undermined, current conflicts in mixed nationality
areas will get worse, and new ones will emerge.
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