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I
t’s been a long time coming. But, courtesy of 
a dramatic penalty shootout triumph over 
Greece at a jam-packed Boris Paichadze Sta-
dium on March 26, Georgia’s national football 
team will compete at a major international 

tournament for the fi rst time ever this summer.
Let it sink in: The Georgians are going to Euro 

2024 in Germany!
With the clock nearing midnight on a chilly and 

tense night in Tbilisi, Nika Kvekveskiri stepped up 
to score the winning penalty, sending a whole nation 
into a frenzy of happiness.

On the terraces, strangers embraced like lifelong 
friends, and fully grown adults cried tears of joy. 
The long-suffering Georgian fans fi nally had their 
moment, and euphoria swept across the stadium.

Jubilant supporters couldn’t be contained, as they 
poured onto the hallowed turf. Within minutes, the 
equivalent of the population of Bolnisi had descended 
onto the grass to adore their heroes and soak up 
an achievement Georgian football had been crav-
ing for many generations.

History Makers - Nation Rejoices as Shootout 
Victory Takes Georgia to Euro 2024

Georgia's players celebrate after beating Greece on penalties in the playoff fi nal. 
Giorgi Arjevanidze/AFP/Getty Images
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F
rom 1pm on March 30, at Cafe 
Mziuri in Vake, we are all 
invited to celebrate Zero Waste 
Day together.

The International Day of Zero 
Waste is an annual event facilitated by 
the United Nations Environment Program 
(UNEP) and the UN Human Settlements 
Program (UN-Habitat). This day under-
scores the importance of strengthening 
waste management globally and empha-
sizes the need to promote sustainable 
consumption and production patterns. 

At the event, you will discover:
• Educational activities and games 

related to waste management for both 
children and adults. The Environmental 
Information and Education Center, along 
with CENN, will conduct workshops, 
quizzes, and offer thematic prizes for 
students aged between 8 and 16.

• A secondary clothing and book 

exchange corner – Bring clothes and 
books that you no longer need and 
exchange them for other items you desire.

• Separation corners and processing 
enterprises that will collect the plastic 
bottles and waste paper you bring.

• An exhibition featuring eco-busi-
nesses.

Attendance is free.
The event is organized with the sup-

port of the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) and Norway, under 
the initiative: ‘LEAD: Leadership, Equal-
ity, Advocacy, Democracy,’ within the 
framework of the project End Plastic 
Pollution in Georgia, implemented by 
CENN, in partnership with the Ministry 
of Environmental Protection and Agri-
culture of Georgia.

The event is being supported by the 
European Union, as part of the ‘Georgia 
Climate Action Project.’

Celebrate Zero Waste Day

BY TEAM GT

G
eorgia’s ruling party Geor-
gian Dream this week sub-
mitted its planned homo-
phobic bill.

At the briefi ng held at 
their party offi ce on March 25, the exec-
utive secretary of Georgian Dream, 
Mamuka Mdinaradze, said that they will 
initiate constitutional changes, where 
“guarantees of family values and protec-
tion of minors will be clearly written”. 
However, at this stage, the ruling major-
ity, together with the European Socialists 
loyal to it, do not have the necessary 113 
votes to accept the constitutional amend-
ments.

Mdinaradze noted that the ruling party 
will, in the near future, also initiate more 
specifi c changes in “several dozen laws,” 
which will be “guaranteed” to be adopted 
this year. Making changes to the law 
requires a maximum of 76 votes, which 
Georgian Dream has.

Of the constitutional amendments, 
Mdinaradze said, this concerns Article 
30 of the Constitution, where the defi ni-
tion of marriage is defi ned. He claimed 
that a third article will be added to this 
article, with the following content: “The 
protection of family values and minors 
is ensured by the constitutional law of 
Georgia, which is an integral part of the 
Constitution of Georgia.”

Mdinaradze noted that the draft con-
stitutional law “On Family Values and 
Protection of Minors” consists of 8 points:

1. Based on the legislation, only such a 
relationship similar to marriage can be 
regulated, which provides for the union 
of a man and a woman who are at least 
18 years old.

2. Adoption or foster care of a minor 
is allowed only by married spouses or 
heterosexual persons in accordance with 
the Constitution and legislation of Geor-
gia.

3. Any medical intervention related to 
the change of human sex is prohibited.

4. The document issued by the state 
or local self-government indicates only 
the female or male gender that corre-
sponds to their genetic data.

5. Any decision of a public authority 
or a private person that directly or indi-
rectly restricts the use of concepts defi ned 
by gender is invalid.

6. Gatherings aimed at promoting same-
sex family or intimate relationships, 
incest, adoption or foster care of a minor 
by a same-sex couple or a non-hetero-
sexual person, medical intervention 

related to gender reassignment, or the 
non-use of gender-specifi c concepts are 
prohibited.

7. It is prohibited to distribute work, 
program or other material with such 
content which is aimed at promoting 
same-sex family or intimate relation-
ships, incest, adoption or foster care of 
a minor by a same-sex couple or a non-
heterosexual person, medical interven-
tion related to sex change or the non-use 
of gender-specifi c concepts.

8. It is prohibited to provide informa-
tion in the educational process of a pub-
lic or private educational institution that 
is aimed at promoting same-sex family 
or intimate relationships, incest, adop-
tion or foster care of a minor by a same-
sex couple or a non-heterosexual person, 
medical intervention related to sex 
change, or the non-use of gender-specifi c 
concepts.

At the same time, Mdinaradze said he 
does not rule out the possibility of ban-
ning Pride outright.

“If their assembly serves the protection 
of rights and the expression of freedom, 
neither their assembly nor that of others 
can be prohibited. But if you want any 
gathering to be about Pride and you want 
anyone to popularize and publicize this 
topic, in this case it will be prohibited,” 
he said.

Mdinaradze noted that if the opposi-
tion does not support these constitutional 
amendments, they will refl ect these 
norms in different laws. When asked 
whether these constitutional changes 
are being initiated because it would be 
unconstitutional to make changes to laws 
without amending the constitution, Mdi-
naradze answered that they “will not 
adopt unconstitutional changes.”

Interestingly, there is no research by 
any authoritative scientifi c organization 
that says any kind of “propaganda” can 
change a person’s sexual orientation or 
gender identity. Yet Georgia, primarily 

an Orthodox Christian nation, maintains 
strong social conservatism, evidenced 
by polls indicating widespread disap-
proval of same-sex relationships among 
its populace. In recent times, Tbilisi's 
yearly Pride parade has evolved into a 
focal point, marred by confrontations as 
far-right demonstrators target LGBTI 
advocates. Same-sex marriage has been 
constitutionally prohibited in Georgia 
since 2018.

On Wednesday, the CoE released a 
statement from the Council of Europe 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Dunja 
Mijatovic, condemning the proposed 
changes. 

“I am concerned about the present 
political discourse in Georgia, as illus-
trated by the announcement made by 
the Georgian Dream Party, of their 

initiative to amend the Constitution 
and to adopt a new constitutional law 
on ‘Protection of Family Values and 
Underaged Persons’,” Mijatovic told 
the Council. “It is refl ective of the 
entrenched harmful stereotypes and 
prejudice against LGBTI people which 
still prevail in segments of Georgian 
society, including some politicians, and 
is capable of having a strong, negative 
impact on the human rights, safety and 
well-being of LGBTI people and defend-
ers of their rights. It also represents 
the political manipulation of LGBTI-
phobia in the run-up to the elections, 
which I have previously condemned, 
and which should have no place in a 
democratic society, based on the rule 
of law and respect for human rights of 
everyone.”

With LGBTI people continuing to be 
the target of hate crimes and pervasive 
discrimination in Georgia, as well as the 
regular occurrence of LGBTI people 
being denied their right to peaceful 
assembly, Mijatovic has repeatedly called 
on the Georgian authorities to commit 
to a zero-tolerance policy and practice 
towards all forms of discrimination, and 
incitement to discrimination and vio-
lence, against LGBTI people. 

“In recent months, I have followed the 
increasingly stigmatizing rhetoric used 
by some politicians to undermine the 
legitimate work of human rights defend-
ers and civil society in Georgia,” she 
noted. 

“I therefore call on the Georgian author-
ities to fully respect their human rights 
obligations, as a member state of the 
Council of Europe, including with regard 
to protecting the human rights of LGBTI 
people and ensuring an enabling envi-
ronment for the activities of civil society 
and human rights defenders. I urge all 
politicians in Georgia to resolutely 
denounce the use of LGBTI-phobia or 
any other discriminatory rhetoric in 
electoral campaigns.

“I stand in solidarity with all those who 
advocate for and defend the human rights 
of every member of Georgian society, 
including LGBTI people, and who work 
for a peaceful country and society com-
mitted to equality and the human dignity 
of all.”

Khatia Dekanoidze, a deputy of the 
opposition EuroOptimists party, claimed 
Georgian Dream are using such topics 
to distract society, but that it will not 
work.

“I’m sure this was invented only to try 
to discredit the opposition, which will 
not happen, because the citizens of Geor-
gia are worried about completely differ-
ent problems,” she said.

"People are not worried about this 
topic, only Georgian Dream talks about 
it and no-one else,” she claimed. “This 
is a part of the propaganda, it is a con-
tinuation of what is meant to keep Bidzina 
Ivanishvili in power at any cost, but I 
think it will simply become a failed pro-
ject on the part of Georgian Dream.”

Georgian Dream Submits Its Homophobic 
Bill, CoE Says Political Manipulation of LGBTI 
Community Has No Place in a Democracy

Mamuka Mdinaradze. Source: GD

Tbilisi Pride supporters in front of the Parliament of Georgia in 2021. Source: Tbilisi Pride/X
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Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy inspected newly-built defences in the Sumy region. 
Source: Ukrainian Presidential Press Service via AFP

COMPILED BY ANA DUMBADZE

R
ussia has escalated its attacks 
on Ukraine in recent days, 
launching several missile 
barrages on the capital Kyiv, 
and hitting energy infrastruc-

ture across the country in apparent retal-
iation for recent Ukrainian aerial attacks 
on the Russian border region of Belgorod. 
Such sporadic attacks, however, have been 
common throughout the war.

 On day 763 of the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, the situation in terms of fi ght-
ing was as follows: 

At least one person was killed and 19 
injured after Russia attacked Kharkiv, 
Ukraine’s second biggest city, with what 
offi cials said could have been a new type 
of guided bomb. The airstrikes caused 
widespread damage, hitting several 
residential buildings and damaging the 
city’s institute for emergency surgery.

Other parts of the country also came 
under Russian attack, with a further three 
deaths reported from shelling and drone 
attacks in the south and northeast, among 
them a 12-year-old boy. A ballistic mis-
sile strike on the coastal territory of 
Mykolaiv injured eight people.

Ukraine’s air force chief Mykola Olesh-
chuk said Russia launched 13 Iranian-
designed Shahed drones, 10 of which 
were brought down in Kharkiv, Sumy 
and Kyiv regions.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelen-
sky visited troops in the northeastern 
Sumy region bordering Russia, where 
he met soldiers recovering from injuries 
and visited newly built defense lines, 
including trenches, dugouts, fi ring and 
command and observation posts.

He urged Ukraine’s allies to speed up 
deliveries of warplanes and air defense 

systems following Wednesday’s Russian 
attacks. “Bolstering Ukraine’s air defense 
and expediting the delivery of F-16s to 
Ukraine are vital tasks,” he said in a 
statement on social media.

Yet Russian President Vladimir Putin 
this week told a group of military pilots 
that plans by Ukraine’s allies to send 
Kyiv F-16 fi ghter jets would not alter the 
situation on the battlefi eld. He said the 
F-16s would be “legitimate targets,” wher-
ever they might be.

Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski 
said Poland would double its contribu-
tion to a Czech-led plan to buy ammuni-
tion for Ukraine, though he declined to 
say how much Poland was contributing.

FSB CHIEF, CITING NO PROOF, 
BLAMES UKRAINE AND US FOR 
MOSCOW TERROR ATTACK
Russia’s intelligence chief on Tuesday 
directly blamed Ukraine for orchestrat-
ing the assault on the Crocus City Hall 
concert venue with Western help, alleg-
ing, without evidence, that Kyiv “trained 
militants in the Middle East.”

The accusation by Alexander Bortnikov, 
the head of Russia’s Federal Security 
Service, or FSB, seemed intended to 
defl ect attention from his agency’s fail-
ure to prevent the attack, in which at 
least 139 people were killed, and to fan 
anti-Ukrainian rhetoric even as offi cials 
presented an increasingly convoluted 
narrative of what transpired Friday night.

“We think the act was prepared by the 
radical Islamists, but of course, the West-
ern special services aided them,” Bort-
nikov told state media reporters, singling 
out the United States and Britain. “And 
the special services of Ukraine have a 
direct relation to this.”

Ukraine has strongly denied having 
any involvement in the attack. On March 
7, the United States issued a warning of 

a potential terrorist attack in Russia, 
urging Americans there to avoid mass 
gatherings, based in part on intelligence 
reporting about the possible activity 
inside Russia of the Islamic State-Kho-
rasan (ISIS-K), the Afghanistan and 
Pakistan arm of the militant group. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, speaking 
to the FSB board a week ago, dismissed 
that warning as an attempt by the West 
to “destabilize Russia.”

The Islamic State has claimed respon-
sibility for the attack, and Russia has 
charged four suspects, all citizens of 
Tajikistan, with carrying out the ram-
page. Bortnikov on Tuesday confi rmed 
that the United States had passed on 
information about a potential attack but 
said it was “of a general nature.” 

“We responded to this information and 
took appropriate measures to prevent 
such things,” Bortnikov said. “Unfortu-
nately, the actions we carried out in rela-

tion to specifi c groups and specifi c indi-
viduals — this information was not 
confi rmed at that time,” he added. He 
did not provide any details about what 
groups the FSB had targeted.

After Russia’s military intervened in 
Syria beginning in 2015 to support Bashar 
al-Assad against Islamist and opposition 
militias, including the Islamic State, the 
FSB focused on the threat Islamist extrem-
ists posed to Russia.

UKRAINIAN NAVY SAYS A 
THIRD OF RUSSIAN WARSHIPS 
IN THE BLACK SEA HAVE BEEN 
DESTROYED OR DISABLED
Ukraine has sunk or disabled a third of 
all Russian warships in the Black Sea in 
just over two years of war, the navy 
spokesman said Tuesday, a heavy blow 
to Moscow’s military capability.

Ukraine’s Navy spokesman Dmytro 
Pletenchuk told The Associated Press 

that the latest strike on Saturday night 
hit the Russian amphibious landing ship 
Kostiantyn Olshansky that was resting 
in dock in Sevastopol in Russia-occupied 
Crimea. The ship was part of the Ukrain-
ian navy before Russia captured it while 
annexing the Black Sea peninsula in 2014.

Pletenchuk previously announced that 
two other landing ships of the same type, 
Azov and Yamal, were also damaged in 
Saturday’s strike along with the Ivan 
Khurs intelligence ship.

He told the AP that the weekend attack, 
which was launched with Ukraine-built 
Neptune missiles, also hit Sevastopol 
port facilities and an oil depot.

Russian authorities reported a massive 
Ukrainian attack on Sevastopol over the 
weekend but didn’t acknowledge any 
damage to the fl eet.

Sources: AL Jazeera, The Washington Post, 
AP.

Ukraine Latest: Russia Escalates Attacks, 
Blames Ukraine for Moscow Terrorism
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Several people were injured as missile debris fell in Kyiv this week. Source: Getty Images

BY VICTOR KIPIANI, 
GEOCASE CHAIRMAN

T
here is no doubt that the 
West has fully realized the 
danger that the ongoing 
war in Ukraine poses to 
Western institutions and 

the system of international relations. It 
has realized it, but has not yet been able 
to fully refl ect it in real actions.

After the sanctions-related, essentially 
world economic war I, the Western coa-
lition resorted to a number of other 
measures to prevent Russian revision-
ism, ranging from political to military. 
Despite this, it seems that even today 
Russia is acting more purposefully to 
win in Ukraine than the West is to ensure 
that the Ukrainians win. The unprece-
dented consolidation of our partners 
and allies and those of Ukraine around 
a common agenda is beyond doubt. At 
the same time, it is also noticeable that 
this consolidation is not always refl ected 
in timely and suffi cient practical action. 
Thus, it is no surprise that the coalition 
is critically required to adapt adequately 
to the real needs of the war so that aid 
to Ukraine is not focused on its survival 
but on tangible success.

Another, more signifi cant challenge 
that a prolonged war in Ukraine could 
exacerbate is the contradictory domes-
tic political processes in the Western 
countries themselves: radical and popu-
list trends are leading Western society 
towards isolationism. Added to this are 
factors (and sometimes phobias) such 
as fear of nuclear escalation with Russia, 
lack of mobilization resources to respond 
to the Ukraine crisis and other external 
crises, fl uctuations in the world economy 
(including vulnerability of food and 
energy security), and information war-
fare.

We do not want it to be seen as ironic 
to assert that the war in Ukraine pushed 
the West out of its dormant state or 
"comfort zone" for nearly three decades 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The lessons of the Russian-Georgian 
war of 2008 and the annexation of Crimea 
in 2014 have been comprehended super-
fi cially, and the response to them has 
been insuffi ciently principled, too slow, 
too little. The impression was created 
that the West treated the countries bor-
dering the Russian Federation strategi-
cally, but did so with insuffi cient convic-
tion and in an insuffi ciently focused 
manner. As a result, the concept of so-
called "strategic ambiguity" emerged in 
the Western doctrine, which implied 
activity without leaving the already men-
tioned "comfort zone".

As we have already mentioned, Febru-
ary 24, 2022 made such a half-way geo-
politics impossible. It became necessary 
to make principled, bold and convincing 
decisions. It became necessary, however... 
This is the "however" we very briefl y 
explained above, and with the help of 
which Russian aggression in the neigh-
borhood (so far - in the neighborhood) 
is actively trying to get geopolitical-
geoeconomic dividends. One source 
recently noted that by a prolonged war 
in Ukraine we will achieve the separa-
tion of Russian society from Russian 
imperialism, which is equally debatable 
and possible. But given the existing inter-
nal and external contradictions, it is also 
questionable how ready the West is for 
a prolonged war. Therefore, for Ukraine's 
partner countries, the imperative of rapid 
and full-scale mobilization of both mil-
itary and political resources remains 
unshakable: it means the earliest pos-

sible end to the war with the most desir-
able outcome.

Proper navigation of the "war of nar-
ratives" is also important for the success 
of the West's result-oriented policy in 
the war in Ukraine. In this respect, the 
assertion that Russia's interest in the 
outcome of the war in Ukraine is greater 
than the West's seems to be a classic 
example of disinformation. As trite as it 
may sound, we believe that this view has 
some basis in fact. At the same time, 
even more damaging is the discussion 
in certain media and expert groups where 
key priorities of the US and the EU are 
seen as competing with each other, such 
as: Ukraine or the Middle East or, say, 
Europe or the Indo-Pacifi c.

Any other, undesirable development 
of processes in Ukraine or failure in the 
war is not only Kyiv's failure: on the one 
hand, it will be very harmful for the 
reputation of the Western political and 
security system, and on the other hand, 
it will strengthen revisionist and expan-
sionist tendencies all over the world.

Let us recall the recent statement of 
William Burns, the Head of the US Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency: “For the United 
States to walk away from the confl ict at 
this crucial moment and cut off support 
to Ukraine would be an own goal of his-
toric proportions” (Foreign Affairs, 
January 2024).

The Russian threat to post-Soviet coun-
tries, along with other stereotypes, was 
assessed by a very unusual criterion, 
especially by EU members. In particular, 
the reality of the threat was assessed 
based on: (a) the geographical distance 
of a country from Russia and (b) the 
intensity of business relations with Rus-
sia. It is clear how both circumstances 
infl uenced the perception of danger and 
the formulation of practical policies.

It is likely that these and some other 
stereotypes are to some extent still rel-
evant today and continue to infl uence 
decision-making implicitly. However, 
after the "forced awakening" mentioned 
in this article, our partners should con-
clude that:

(1) The ongoing war in Ukraine will 
determine not only the future of coun-
tries in a geopolitical vacuum due to the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, but also 
the future of European and Euro-Atlan-
tic unity; Furthermore,

(2) A prerequisite for this future pros-
pect is to pool military and economic 
resources and turn them into a real deter-
rent force; as well as -

(3) It is one thing to meet the current 
needs of the Ukrainian resistance, and 
another to fulfi ll the corresponding tasks 

from a strategic point of view.
Among such tasks is to propose and 

implement an effective security mecha-
nism for Ukraine (as well as for Georgia) 
immediately after the end of the war.

In this regard, several options are being 
considered in various circles, namely:

1) The so-called Israeli model, the brief 
essence of which is to arm Ukraine so 
that the country can defend itself inde-
pendently:

It should be taken into account that 
such a security analogy is not accurate. 
The point is that, unlike the Ukrainian 
scenario, in the case of Israel: (a) the 
country has its own nuclear weapons as 
the main guarantor of the security of the 
Jewish state; (b) security and defense 
cooperation between the United States 
and Israel has been uninterrupted for 
more than fi fty years, including the pro-
vision of state-of-the-art weapons; (c) 
the practice of Congressional support 
for Israel has become an unwritten rule; 
and (d) Israel plays a prominent role in 
the Middle East.

2) So called Individual security, i.e. 
such an option when Ukraine formalizes 
security and cooperation with one or 
another country within the framework 
of bilateral relations:

This mechanism is already working, 
and Ukraine has already signed bilateral 
cooperation with several countries. Obvi-
ously, this approach has positive sides, 
after all, this option is better than noth-
ing at all, but the bilateral format has 
certain disadvantages compared to mul-
tilateral formats. These disadvantages 
are mainly related to a possible inability 
to attract suffi cient resources and lack 
of the necessary political weight.

Moreover, it is noteworthy that, despite 
the frequent use of the word "guarantee" 
by Ukrainian offi cial circles, the Western 
signatory partners are cautious in this 
part and remind us that we are actually 
talking about "commitments" rather than 
"guarantees". Naturally, this caution has 
a political and legal explanation.

3) Security mechanism on the part of 
the Eropean Union:

It is probably one of the most ambigu-
ous and uncertain security arrangements 
available globally. From this perspective, 
the European Union still has much to 
prove, both in terms of maintaining a 
Common Defense Policy and in terms 
of establishing the EU as a weighty and 
self-suffi cient actor in matters of security 
and defense. It is worth mentioning that 
Article 42.7 of the Lisbon Agreement, 
which deals with common defense, has 
been invoked only once (in Paris in a 
famous terrorist attack in 2015) and is 

unlikely to serve as a solid precedent.
4) Membership in the North Atlantic 

Alliance:
The outcome of the Vilnius summit 

disappointed Kyiv. It is a fact that Ukraine 
had been waiting for an offi cial invita-
tion to join NATO and, in all likelihood, 
will expect the same at the next summit 
in Washington.

Given the current stage of the war and 
the world conjuncture, it is diffi cult to 
speak with certainty about the justifi ca-
tion of this expectation. It is likely that 
the issue will be assessed again and again 
through the prism of traditional risks 
and internal processes of Western coun-
tries.

Here we will only briefl y note that the 
invocation of NATO's famous Article 5, 
on the condition that it is properly ana-
lyzed, does not mean that the alliance's 
member states will automatically move 
into a mode of military confrontation 
with Russia. Moreover, on the basis of 
the same Article 5, in order to minimize 
risks, several practical recommendations 
have been made in recent years, fi rst 
with regard to the occupied territories 
of Georgia and then of those of Ukraine. 
It is also a fact that the eastern fl ank of 
the alliance requires equal attention 
along its entire perimeter. And this 
requires that alliance’s member states 
also assess threats and risks uniformly, 
without a "transactional" conjuncture.

Georgian "policy of opportunities" in 
the context of the ongoing war

War is a disaster. War is a tragedy. War 
is immoral. Its vicious essence can be 
characterized by many other epithets. 
We will not say anything new here, nor 
will we tire the reader with a conversa-
tion devoid of practical content.

Now, in the fi nal part of the article, we 
would like to outline some of the main 
issues: and this is along with the assess-
ments made about the second anniver-
sary of the war in Ukraine. These men-
tions are related to several rationales of 
the Georgian case which, against the 
background of the war in Ukraine, require 
our proper attention, assessment and 
action.

Russia's large-scale aggression in 
Ukraine allows us to "return" or, if you 
like, to reopen the Georgian topic to the 
international agenda with new force and 
emphasis. Now already in the midst of 
providing even more realism to real 
politics and the aforementioned "forced 
awakening". It sounds somewhat bitter, 
but we believe that the occupation and 
de facto annexation of Georgia, as well 
as the deserved positioning of our coun-
try in the security system, could not 

arouse due attention and empathy in 
recent years. Something more resonant, 
large-scale, even tectonic, should have 
happened. Russia's renewed invasion of 
Ukraine and the events that followed 
created the preconditions for the reap-
pearance of the Georgian problem in the 
international narrative.

We have mentioned several times in 
this article and will repeat at the end 
that the war in Ukraine has confronted 
the West with fundamental choices and 
essential decisions. We would also for-
mulate the question as follows: will the 
created circumstances lead to the birth 
of a new West, one that will have the 
desire, the will and the ability to take 
the role of a leader in the real solution 
of problems? And this is relevant for 
Georgia insofar as it creates the basis 
for such proposals with our partners 
on issues of our own security and resil-
ience, which were unimaginable to talk 
about and think about for many years. 
To put an end to the "geopolitical and 
strategic uncertainty" mentioned in the 
article, together with some aspects, it 
is time to take extraordinary measures, 
including the realization of guarantees 
of lasting and long-term security for 
Georgia.

The international political factors of 
the ongoing war require a rethinking of 
many fundamental questions of inter-
national law and order. Among them are 
the effectiveness of international insti-
tutions, humanitarian issues, effective-
ness of sanctions, investigation of crimes 
according to international classifi cation 
and punishment of criminals, realization 
of frozen assets, etc. These and other 
problems are not only academic but also 
practical for the Georgian side. While 
large and medium-sized countries can 
afford the luxury of deviating from inter-
national norms, small countries see the 
strength of these norms and adherence 
to them as an important protective bar-
rier for their national interests.

In addition to changing the perception 
of modern military tactics and strategy, 
the war in Ukraine has had a serious 
impact on the global economic conjunc-
ture. Therefore, the topic of conversation 
is vast, but now we will mention only 
one specifi c aspect, which is related to 
the supply-delivery channels that existed 
before the war (and before the pandemic). 
Of particular importance to us is the 
growing relevance of the Trans-Caspian 
International Transport Road project, 
also known as the Middle Corridor, 
which, in fact, was given a signifi cant 
competitive advantage due to the 
increased riskiness of the Northern Cor-
ridor as a result of Russian aggression. 
Obviously, the realization of this his-
torical project better demonstrates Geor-
gia's role (emphasizing its much-needed 
functional utility).

Any war falls under the category of 
crises. The world has entered an era of 
crises. Managing them and minimizing 
their harmful impact requires a constant 
and proactive response. For us, as a 
country with few resources in every 
possible sense, democratic resistance 
seems a relatively optimal form of 
response. This general phrase, of course, 
includes several specifi c components, 
whether it is the economics of crises, 
sound institutions, an inclusive political 
process, or a socially solidary society.

The war in Ukraine is probably not 
close to being over, nor is the balance of 
power in the system of international 
relations close to a new point of equi-
librium. Therefore, both we and they, all 
of us, will have to talk to each other many 
more times to share our assessments, 
observations and conclusions.

The Second Anniversary of the 
War in Ukraine: Assessments, 
Conclusions, Observations. Part 2
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O
n March 22, at approxi-
mately 19:55 Moscow time, 
a group of at least 4 assail-
ants approached the Cro-
cus City Hall entertain-

ment complex, located in Krasnogorsk, 
a western suburb of Moscow. Reportedly 
wearing a mixture of civilian clothes and 
some military attire, they were armed 
with military rifl es, including an AK-12 
service rifl e. Walking in the east entrance, 
the Tajik attackers take a deep breath 
and let loose the fi rst shots of what will 
be one of the worst terrorist attacks in 
Russian history. 

Their fi rst volley resulted in at least 
nine visually confi rmed casualties. After 
gaining their initial foothold unopposed, 
the group turns south, maneuvering 
towards the main entrance. Pushing past 
security checkpoints and metal detec-
tors, at least ten civilians are killed by 
point-blank gunfi re. Interestingly, the 
teams seem to move systematically, as 
if the lack of opposition and the routine 
work of civilian executions were part of 
their expected work. Pushing towards 
the music hall, more casualties are brought 
down as crowds make their escape, and 
evacuation orders are in full swing. 

Despite this, the attackers continue 
their offensive. At approximately 20:05, 
they breach into the music event hall. 
With cold demeanor and gloved palms 
on their rifl es, they continue to exact 
their toll. Of note, one of the assailants, 
unarmed and with only a backpack, is 
seen attempting to set fi re to the build-
ing. The others, with shoulder-fi red rifl es, 
continue their horrifi c work on the inno-
cent civilians attempting to vacate the 
premises. 

At roughly 20:13, the assailants begin 
to exit, pulling off their objective and 
leaving the fi res to grow. With the blaze 
soon raging, rescue attempts are hin-
dered and law enforcement are unable 
to ascertain the whereabouts of the sus-

pects. Additionally, civilians trapped in 
the building are subjected to smoke and 
debris, causing more casualties. Much 
of the attack is recorded on cell phone, 
security camera, and social media record-
ings. 

The attack lasted less than 20 minutes, 
but has at the time of printing caused 
133 confi rmed fatalities and over 120 
injuries, some of which continue to be 
critical in nature. Russian police, fi re-
fi ghters, medical personnel, and other 
security forces rushed to the scene, how-
ever, several of the assailants made their 

escape. Heading southwest in a white 
Renault sedan, the four confi rmed sus-
pects were intercepted by Russian secu-
rity forces, surrendering after a tense 
standoff. All four now await trial. 

Shortly after the incident, the Islamic 
State in the Khorasan Province, a regional 
branch of the Islamic State terrorist 
group active in Central Asia, issued a 
statement claiming responsibility. They 
claim via their own internal information 
body that “The Islamic State dealt a 
strong blow to Russia with a bloody 
attack, the most violent targeting it in 

years. Security sources told Amaq Agency 
[ISIS internal news branch] that a coor-
dinated attack was launched by Islamic 
State fi ghters, on Friday, on a large crowd 
of Christians in the city of Krasnogorsk 
on the outskirts of the capital, Moscow.”

While the attack represents a harrow-
ing and sobering reminder that non-state 
actors continue to infl uence the security 
landscape in the Russo-European land-
scape, several key points set this incident 
up to be more than just a brutal, sense-
less attack. 

During the attack, and recorded on 

much of the video that displays the 
attackers, there appears to remain an 
interesting dynamic. While three of the 
four-man group are armed and equipped 
with rifl es, at least one remains behind 
the group, issuing new magazines and 
kit to assailants as they ply their bloody 
trade. Additionally, this individual seems 
to be equipped with demolitions and 
incendiary kits, resulting in the inferno 
that later caused more casualties and 
much of the structural damage.  

The security at the location, according 
to reports and observations, prior to the 
attack was minimal, with only private 
security offi cers on duty. This is notable, 
as the United States “shared this infor-
mation with Russian authorities in 
accordance with its longstanding ‘duty 
to warn’ policy,” US National Security 
Council spokesperson Adrienne Watson 
said. Following this warning, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin called the intel-
ligence data “provocative” and said that 
“these actions resemble outright black-
mail and the intention to intimidate and 
destabilize our society.”

Alexander Bortnikov, Director of the 
Federal Security Service of Russia, 
claimed that the US, UK, and Ukraine 
were “behind the attack”. Much of the 
Russian government has mirrored these 
statements, however, state-media did 
report that there had been a string of 
ISIS-related incidents. Russian security 
forces were reported to have engaged 
and eliminated cells that had been plan-
ning similar attacks in both the Kaluga 
region southwest of Moscow, as well as 
in the Ingushetia in the North Caucasus. 

With Washington stressing they had 
no information to doubt the claims of 
ISIS, all available intelligence on the 
preparation and execution of the attack 
points to the terror group as the perpe-
trators. This invites the question - what 
can security, intelligence, and defense 
leaders do to prevent similar events?

While establishing static security posts 
and employing security offi cers are a 
cost consuming endeavor and often 
unwelcome by many event staff, they 
provide an initial and imperative deter-
rent to most overt assailants. These pri-
vately employed security personnel also 
require upgraded and enhanced training, 
beyond that which is commonly seen as 
adequate. Deterrence is the best fi rst 
line. 

With target intelligence data fl owing 
from various sources, they absolutely 
must be assessed and categorized regard-
less of the source of the information. In 
this situation, the timeless adage of “the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend” could 
have saved lives, and enhanced the 
response of law enforcement. An unbi-
ased fi ltration of incoming intelligence 
is key to correctly categorizing threats. 

With hindsight, it’s diffi cult to fi rmly 
state if these would have stopped or 
curtailed the gunmen in Moscow out-
right beforehand. However, there is no 
doubt that it would have created a more 
positive security situation and facilitated 
the elimination of the threat either dur-
ing or shortly after the event. For profes-
sional defense, security, and law enforce-
ment offi cials, this acts as a sad reminder 
of the importance of readiness, the fi ght 
against complacency, and positioning of 
resources in an age that faces threats 
from multiple sources. 

Defense Sector Review is an analysis of the 
regional and relevant security and defense 
issues by the team at Mercury Strategic Ser-
vices, a defense consulting, training, and 
advisory company based in Tbilisi, Georgia 
and at www.mercstrat.com.

Defense Sector Review with 
Mercury Strategic: An Analysis 
of the Terror Attack in Russia

Russian emergency services sift through the burnt wreckage of the entertainment center. 
Source: Russian Emergency Ministry Press Service via AP

Russian security forces outside the 
burning entertainment center in 
Moscow, Russia. Source: AP Photo
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A
IM Startup, a key initiative 
of AIM Congress, is set to 
serve as a focal point for 
startups to capitalize on 
insights from 2023 and the 

future trends which will shape the indus-
try in 2024. With AIM Startup, visionary 
tech entrepreneurs can bridge gaps in 
resources and investments, empowering 
groundbreaking ideas to thrive. Attend-
ees can expect 1-on-1 mentorship, oppor-
tunities to win up to $60,000, and con-
nections with industry giants.

With the Startup ecosystem gaining 
momentum in the ongoing year, AIM 
Startup promises to bring investors and 
startups on the same platform to achieve 
economic harmony globally.

As per the Global Startup Ecosystem 
Report 2023 (GSER 2023), Silicon Valley 
retained its top position in the startup 
industry worldwide, followed closely by 
New York City and London. Notable 
shifts include Los Angeles and Tel Aviv 
climbing to number 4 and number 5, 
respectively, and the remarkable entry 

of Singapore into the top 10, soaring 10 
places from the previous year's rankings. 
Miami made a remarkable climb to num-
ber 23, advancing ten positions. 

In contrast, major Chinese ecosystems 
experienced shifts, with Shenzhen drop-
ping 12 places, Beijing slipping two spots, 
and Shanghai down by one. Indian eco-
systems witnessed upward mobility, with 
Mumbai tied at number 31 and Bengaluru-
Karnataka and Delhi ascending to num-
ber 20 and number 24, respectively. 
Zurich's entry into the top 30 marks 

Europe's most signifi cant year-on-year 
improvement, refl ecting the dynamic 
and evolving nature of the global startup 
ecosystem.

In 2023, investors showcased a discern-
ing focus on diverse sectors, with Fintech 
leading at 14% of total investments, 
indicative of the surging demand for 
digitalization and innovation in fi nancial 
services. Healthcare followed closely, 
constituting 13% of total investments, 
with a notable emphasis on digital health-
care and AI-based medical solutions. A 
heightened awareness of environmental 
concerns propelled investments in Cli-
mate Technology, representing 8% of 
the total, driven by sustainable technol-
ogy and environmental protection ini-
tiatives. Consumer Goods attracted 7% 
of total investments, refl ecting the evolv-
ing preferences and trends in consumer 
demands. 

The AI sector, with a staggering market 
value of $130 billion in 2023, anticipates 
a compelling Compound Annual Growth 
Rate (CAGR) of 37% from 2023 to 2030. 

Meanwhile, The Tracxn 'Geo Annual 
Report: UAE Tech 2023' reveals a thriv-
ing tech startup landscape in the UAE, 
with total funding reaching $638 million 
in 2023. Focusing on different stages, 
seed-stage investments amounted to 
$223 million, early-stage funding secured 
$240 million, and late-stage funding stood 
at $175 million in 2023. Top-performing 
segments included Fintech, Environment 
Tech, and Blockchain Technology, rais-
ing $174 million, $168 million, and $167 
million, respectively. Notably, Abu Dhabi-
based tech startups raised $54 million, 

showcasing the city's growing signifi -
cance in the tech ecosystem.

All these insights point towards an 
upward trajectory for startups in 2024, 
hence making AIM Startup one of the 
most important events for the investors, 
startups and partners to be a part of.

The AIM Congress, a fl agship event of 
the AIM Global Foundation, and under 
the theme "Adapting to a Shifting Invest-
ment Landscape: Harnessing New Poten-
tials for Global Economic Development," 
is organized with the support of the UAE 
Ministry of Industry and Advanced 
Technology and with the Abu Dhabi 
Department of Economic Development 
as lead partner. The event will be held 
from May 7-9, 2024, in Abu Dhabi, and 
is expected to attract a diverse audience, 
including government entities, private 
businesses, international and regional 
civil society organizations, associations, 
and academic institutions from around 
the world.

AIM Startup: Paving the Way for Startup Success Amidst Shifting Global Trends

BUSINESS

A 
delegation led by the head 
of the friendship group of 
the Israeli parliament and 
the chairman of the Knes-
set economy committee is 

to visit Georgia.
The delegation will be hosted by the 

“Israeli House” and the Israel-Georgia 
Chamber of Business. For the 35th anni-
versary, within the framework of rela-
tions between Georgia, Israel and world 
Jewry, “Israeli House” is kicking off 
preparations for various events. Among 
them, together with the Israel-Georgia 
Chamber of Business, a global business 
forum is planned, which, after the Covid 
pandemic and hostilities in Israel, will 
give impetus to bilateral business.

During the visit, the Israeli delegation 
will thank the Georgian society for its 
contribution to support towards Israel, 
solidarity, and deepening of bilateral 
relations. The delegation will also hold 
a meeting with the Ministry of Agricul-
ture on the issue of real cooperation in 
the sphere.

Before the delegation's visit, Itsik Moshe, 
the head of “Israeli House”, wrote a let-
ter to the Prime Minister of Georgia, 
Irakli Kobakhidze, requesting he take 
the lead in this important business forum, 
within the framework of which issues 
should be progressed and economic 
relations should be given new life. To 
prepare for the forum, the delegation, 
together with the group of friendship 
with Israel in the Parliament of Georgia, 
will hold a working meeting with the 
Israel-Georgia Chamber of Business.

The Israeli delegation also includes 
the general director of the ruling party 
Tzori Siso, Shmuel-Hai Eliran vice-
chairman of Jewish National Fund, KKL 
and parliamentarian member of the 
economy and agriculture committee, 
Sasson Guetta who will speak about the 
issue of intensifying cooperation in the 
fi eld of agriculture between the two 
countries and the potential that appeared 
in Israel after the war.

As Itsik Moshe points out, the events 
planned by “Israeli House” this year will 
be held within the framework of 35-year 

relations between Georgia, Israel and 
world Jewry, and will be not only a sum-
mary of the path traveled, but also an 
assessment of new perspectives and 
provision of expert information to the 
parties on the potential of cooperation.

In the context of the relationship 
between Georgia, Israel and World Jewry, 
it is important that Georgia was the fi rst 
country in the Soviet Union which host 
World Jewry organizations, including 
WUJS (World Union of Jewish Students) 
and JAFI, the Sokhnut-World Jewish 
Agency. Itsik Moshe represented both 
authoritative organizations in the Soviet 
Union. It was under his organization 35 
years ago, under the Soviet regime, that 
the leaders of world Jewry visited Tbilisi 
and the fi rst bilateral ties were estab-
lished. These were, in fact, the fi rst ties 
with the Soviet republics.

Itsik Moshe, head of "Israeli House", 
believes that the 35-year relations have 
clearly shown the parties that for the 
real implementation of ties, it is neces-
sary to establish the correct format of 
cooperation and the priorities of the 
parties. In this context, according to 
Moshe, it is important to note that after 
the almost complete return of Jews to 
Israel, which was a natural process, a 
necessary condition for tomorrow's real, 
smooth relations is the agreement on 
four terms: "Georgia", "Israel", "citizens 
of Georgia" and "Israelis". And relations 
between them should be conducted in 
this format. There is indeed progress in 
this regard, and for this achievement, 
which serves bilateral and mutual inter-
ests, Moshe thanks the respective friend-
ship groups in the Knesset and Parlia-
ment.

"The world is currently going through 
a diffi cult time. There are challenges 
facing Israel and its friendly countries 
as well. The “Israeli House” works in 18 
countries and aims to strengthen soli-
darity with Israel, which is also refl ected 
in the legislation of friendly countries. 
The second direction is the promotion 
of bilateral economic relations, which 
will also give a boost to the economy of 
friendly countries,” Itsik Moshe says.

Georgia, Israel, World Jewry - 35 
Years Since the Beginning of Relations



GEORGIA TODAY  
MARCH 29 - APRIL 4, 20248 SOCIETY

Deputy Secretary General Kakha 
Mamuladze at the GRC. Source: FB

INTERVIEW BY SHELBI R. ANKIEWICZ

P
roviding the Georgian gov-
ernment with humanitarian 
aid since 1918, the Georgia 
Red Cross Society (GRC), a 
non-profi t organization, con-

tinues to make progress in its established 
fi eld. 

The organization, which has been 
around for over 100 years, has worked 
throughout the country in both inde-
pendent and Soviet times. Deputy Sec-
retary General Kakha Mamuladze at the 
GRC headquarters in Tbilisi has been 
working with the society for around 25 
years, as a volunteer worker and with 
his current status. He says the organiza-
tion has a unique role to play in the 
humanitarian direction. 

“Many decrees and sub-laws in the coun-
try are tailored toward the GRC, which 
gives us specifi c roles in governmental 
and non-governmental sectors,” he tells 
GEORGIA TODAY. “We have 38 branches 
across Georgia that are equipped with staff 
and volunteer members. Each branch has 
different directions, depending on the 
location and need of the given area, but 
each branch has the goal of assisting the 
government with humanitarian issues.” 

Most countries worldwide have a Red 
Cross or Red Cresent Society to aid their 

Georgia Red Cross Society Continues Humanitarian Progress across the Country 
government. Red Cresent acts as the 
same organization with synonymous 
goals, principles, etc., however, the name 
‘Red Cresent’ is primarily used in pre-
dominately Muslim countries, rather 
than ‘Red Cross.’ 

The Red Cross European Union notes 
the seven fundamental principles that 
were adopted in 1965 by the International 
Red Cross-Red Crescent Movement: 
Humanity, impartiality, neutrality, inde-
pendence, voluntary service, unity, and 
universality. However, GRC has three 
main directions on which they focus 
their attention: Disaster management, 
health and care, and national society 
development. Mamuladze tells us their 
humanitarian assistance in health and 
care includes mental health and psycho-
social reports, professional home care, 
fi rst aid, blood donation, and more. 

All 38 branches in Georgia focus on 
these directions, but if extra expertise 
is needed in a certain direction, then the 
volunteers at that branch will receive 
more training in that given area.

GRC is the only non-governmental 
organization in Georgia that has govern-
mental laws that are tailored toward 
them. This is needed for the organiza-
tion to support the government, whether 
its local authorities or central govern-
ment, in the humanitarian direction. 
Mamuladze said all Red Cross and Red 
Crescent societies around the world are 

trying to achieve this level of legislation, 
so they can provide more assistance to 
their countries. 

In addition to legislation, Mamuladze 
explains that there is a governmental 
decree, previously the presidential decree, 
in Georgia, that states that when disaster 
happens within the country, regardless 
of its size, the government is to deter-
mine which governmental office is 
responsible for what. Since GRC holds 
legislation, they are included in the list. 

When providing examples of this sce-
nario, Mamuladze said GRC was sent to 
Shovi last year as part of the task force 
after the landslide hit. 

Most of the GRC consists of volunteers.
“They make up roughly 80% of the 

organization and are the base and play 
a big role in assistance and volunteer 
training. Anyone aged 18 or older can be 
a volunteer, and the organization pro-
vides free, on-site training in the direc-
tion of interest.” 

The organization has achieved many 
things over the years, but the biggest 
success was the president of the GRC, 
Natia Loladze, becoming one of 20 world-
wide board members of the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Societies (IFRC). To continue suc-
cess, several years ago, she then became 
the vice president of IFRC.  

“For us, of course, the Georgia Red 
Cross has never been in this spot, espe-
cially with a Vice President. There are 
only four vice presidents, and one is 
from the Georgia Red Cross, which is 
huge,” said Mamuladze. “It’s a big win-
dow to the international direction and 
we’re lucky that we have this. We are 
still developing, and never imagined 
being in this spot.”

In addition to this progress, as of one 
year ago, the organization now has an 
offi cial offi ce. Mamuladze explained how 
the GRC also has actively engaged its 

staff and volunteers, so volunteers are 
now knowledgeable enough to train 
other, newer volunteers. 

“I see a huge development because I 
remember how the Red Cross was at 
that time and where we are now. It’s a 
huge bonus,” Mamuladze said. 

Moving forward, the organization 
intends to continue its current programs 
and projects, such as home care, fi rst 
aid, branch development, and more. They 
intend to enact two new directions, 
including climate change with the imple-
mentation of a new project and cash 
support. Mamuladze said various human-
itarian organizations are moving toward 
cash support, not only with boxes but 
to deliver specifi c cash and voucher 
assistance to those in need. 

The IFRC, the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC), and other 
Red Cross Societies from outside coun-
tries, such as Norway, Sweden, and Aus-
tria, are the main donors and supporters 
of the GRC. Mamuladze said he is happy 
when he sees the light on volunteers’ 
faces after they have helped people; it’s 
a reason why he and many like him do 
their jobs. 

“I think everybody, every human, wants 
to do kind things, good things. Especially 
when you are young, you think you can 
change the world and turn it around,” 
said Mamuladze. “It is human nature to 
want to support others.”

C
onsidering the importance 
of preserving and protect-
ing natural resources, the 
role and contribution of 
organizations that work 

tirelessly in this direction becomes even 
more valuable.

One such organization operating locally, 
known for its dedicated work promoting 
conservation of wildlife in Georgia, and 
encouraging the sustainable use of nat-
ural resources, is SABUKO, the Society 
for Nature Conservation and Birdlife 
Partner in Georgia. SABUKO aims to 
raise awareness about the value of nature 
and the importance of protecting it.

To prevent the confl ict between humans 
and nature, SABUKO has chosen a way 
of cooperation and works with local com-
munities, fi nding the best results come 
through direct contact and joint efforts.

Following the successfully implemented 
fi rst phase of the project ‘Restoring Gal-
lery Forest and Grasslands in the Iori 
River Valley,’ now, SABUKO, along with 
its partners, is implementing the second 
phase, which is building on the progress 
made by the completed ELSP-funded 
Iori River Valley project, scaling up 
grassland restoration and continuing 
work with the pastoralist community 

For achieving sustainable management 
of pastures and the restoration of natu-
ral resources on the ground, strengthen-
ing of the rangers of relevant protected 
areas and their administration, and their 
active involvement, is of utmost impor-
tance. Keeping this in mind, the Educa-
tion team of SABUKO works in various 
directions and plans awareness raising 
programs for different target groups. 

The team aims to increase understand-
ing and valuing of natural resources by 
people through trainings, face-to-face 
meetings and communication on the 
individual level. 

They also seek to inform the new gen-
eration about the importance of preserv-
ing and restoring natural resources and, 
for this, cooperate with schools and 
develop various materials which can 
assist teachers and other educators dur-
ing their lessons.

The SABUKO team, on March 25-26, 
organized fi rst aid trainings for rangers 
in Dedoplistskaro in order to inform 
them about providing fi rst aid in the 
wild, both to visitors to the protected 
areas and to each other, as they have to 

SABUKO: Importance of Education and Raising 
Awareness to Mitigate Human-Wildlife Confl ict
Focusing on Strengthening of the Agency of Protected Areas and Administration

work in the fi eld, in risky conditions, 
surrounded by wild animals, and having 
such a knowledge is important.

GEORGIA TODAY spoke to the edu-
cational team of SABUKO for more 
detailed information. 

Vako Tevdoradze, Education Program 
Manager, elaborated on the recent edu-
cational activities and programs of 
SABUKO aimed at spreading knowledge 
about environmental protection.

“Our work is very diversifi ed. On March 
25-26, our team organized fi rst aid train-
ings for rangers from three different 
protected areas included in our project 
territory: Vashlovani Protected Areas, 
Chachuna Managed Reserve and Nugzar 
Zazanashvili Samukhi Multipurpose Use 
Protected Area. 

“One of the most important parts of 
our work is to strengthen the adminis-
trative body as a whole for more effi cient 
management of protected areas. Rangers 
are the fi rst to meet visitors to the pro-
tected areas, and so they must be well-
equipped and educated in case of emer-
gencies. The fi rst aid trainings were 
directly tailored to their needs in wildlife, 
such as snake bites, injuries, burns, etc. 
Once all of them are trained, all three 
protected areas will have rangers who 
can provide necessary fi rst aid to anyone 
in need,” Vako tells us. 

He also elaborated on yet another edu-
cational initiative of SABUKO - Range-
lenad Management Course at Ilia State 
University, through which students can 
learn more about biodiversity and pro-

tecting it. 
“Rangelenad Management Course is 

taught at Ilia University, led by Marinus 
Gebhardt, our  Grassland Restoration 
Manager. It is an optional subject and 
allows students to acquire diverse knowl-
edge in this direction. Through this 
course, they also learn pasture manage-
ment principles and other necessary 
thematic matters,” he notes. 

Regarding schools, Vako points out 
that, in spring, special emphasis is placed 
on those schools that are related to the 
SABUKO project area, two schools from 
Dedoplistskaro and two from Zemo 
Alvani. 

“The pupils we’ll work with this semes-
ter are directly related to our project 
territories, as some of their parents are 
shepherds, some of them own a sheep, 
etc. And, of course, we’ll try our best to 
inform them about the work of SABUKO 
and why pasture restoration is important. 
Direct communication with pupils and 
using modern methods of education to 
increase their knowledge is a priority 
for us,” he said.

The SABUKO Education Program 
Manager also highlighted the need to 
raise shepherds’ and farmers’ awareness 
about the importance of rotational graz-
ing and the conservation of natural 
resources, which has been achieved 
through individual, intensive communi-
cation with them by the SABUKO team. 

“We, the educational team, together 
with our fi eld offi cers and other experts, 
visit their farms often to talk about the 

importance of rotational grazing and 
sustainable pasture management, which 
obviously increases their trust and aware-
ness of the issue. They already know us 
well and trust us more, which makes us 
happy. When conducting various stud-
ies, we try to show them that their opin-
ion matters. Researching their thoughts, 
attitudes and needs is a relatively new 
method here, and that's why we need to 
communicate with them properly. A 
survey on human-wildlife confl ict is also 
part of this. The survey results will be 
available soon and we’ll know more about 
shepherds’ needs and the problems they 
face in the wild,” he says.

“We also try to often bring them infor-
mational materials about rotational graz-
ing, etc., written in Georgian and Azer-
baijani, as in our project area, there are 
more ethnic Azerbaijani farmers and 
shepherds than Georgians. We also bring 
such informational materials as illustra-
tions to their children, as shepherds often 
live there with their whole families who 
all look after their sheep. It’s sad, because 
it means their children miss school, or 
don’t go to school at all, and we want to 
help them learn to read and write in both 
Georgian and Azerbaijani.

“Of course, these awareness-raising 
materials are prepared in as simple and 
understandable a language as possible, 
so that it is easy for everyone to grasp 
and understand.

“With such small but signifi cant steps, 
we are approaching our main goal – ensur-
ing harmonious co-existence between 
humans and wildlife, and minimizing the 
human-wildlife confl ict,” he tells us. 

Eka Arsenashvili, Education Program 
Offi cer, elaborated on their activities 
aimed at raising awareness and spread-
ing knowledge about the proper relation-
ship between human and nature, and 
mitigating the impacts of the existing 
confl ict among them. 

“We, the SABUKO team, actively coop-
erate both with the representatives of 
the administration of the Agency of Pro-
tected Areas and its rangers, conducting 
various trainings. A few months ago, we 
visited the administration of Vashlovani 
Protected Areas and introduced the bio-
diversity fi eld guidebook for rangers. We 
spoke to them about the possible chal-
lenges relayed to biodiversity, be it ven-
omous species, reptiles, birds of prey, 
etc., and shared our experience with 

them. We often have such meetings and 
presentations with rangers and other 
representatives of the Agency of Pro-
tected Areas, because close cooperation 
and raising awareness about the issues 
of mutual concern is a key to tangible 
results,” Eka tells us.

She also elaborates on the SABUKO 
for Schools project launched last year, 
which is divided into two parts for eas-
ier communication: the “Autumn Chal-
lenge” and the “Spring Challenge.” The 
“Autumn Challenge” ended in February, 
while the “Spring Challenge” has just 
started.  Several outdoor activities are 
planned as part of the Spring Challenge. 
Field trips are especially inspiring for 
all target ages.  

Schools from both Tbilisi and the 
regions are involved in this initiative, 
Eka tells us, from Kakheti (Dedoplist-
skaro and Alvani, Racha, Imereti, 
Mtskheta-Mtianeti, Kvemo Kartli. 

“Our main goal is to strengthen the 
environmental direction at schools and 
communicate with pupils and teachers 
properly, delivering the right messages 
about taking care of the environment. 

“We try to share the right knowledge 
in the environmental direction, because 
it often happens that many topics are 
misinterpreted in schools. Not only about 
environmental pollution, but also about 
biodiversity. Sometimes it happens that 
teachers don't like animals (e.g. insects, 
snakes, reptiles and amphibians)  and 
then they pass it on to the students. This 
is what we want to eliminate and we want 
to make everyone fall in love with our 
unique wildlife and teach both students 
and teachers to discover its inhabitants.

“Gradually, depending on our capa-
bilities, it is planned to further increase 
the number of schools. At this point, 15 
schools are involved in the spring chal-
lenge. The fi rst challenge, called "Remem-
ber us" has already been sent, the main 
goal is for schools to get to know SABUKO 
and for us to get to know representatives 
of different schools.

“We are glad that we have quite good 
feedback both from students and their 
parents. There are representatives of 
many different ethnic groups, such as 
Georgians, Kists, Azerbaijanis, etc. In 
short, the environment is very diverse 
and we have to try to be diverse when 
communicating with them, which is 
interesting in itself," she notes. 
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The Singapore-fl agged container vessel named Dali, heading out of Baltimore Harbor bound for Sri Lanka, lost power and plowed 
into the Francis Scott Key Bridge at about 1.30am on Tuesday. Six workers were killed. Source: REUTERS

OP-ED BY NUGZAR B. RUHADZE 

I
n my lifetime, I have travelled back 
and forth over the legendary Fran-
cis Scott Key Bridge in Baltimore 
a couple of hundred times, always 
looking through the windshield 

of my car up at the elegant design of the 
unique construction and down on the 
murky serene waters of the Patapsco 
River that fl ows into the Chesapeake 
Bay. I always gave due tribute to the 
creators of one of the world’s most famous 
facilities ever built over water by human 
hand. The beautiful and terribly helpful 
bridge was there before, yet now there 
remains just an ugly vestige of it, stick-
ing weirdly out of water which seemingly 
deplores the loss of its erstwhile gor-
geous guardian. The bereft river no 
longer looks as fascinating as it did when 
the Key Bridge was there, fi lling the 
scenery with widely recognizable ele-
gance and shining magnifi cence. Some-
thing very big and signifi cant has gone 
under water in America, in the twinkle 
of an eye; something awfully American 
has been buried into heartbreaking 
oblivion right out of the blue. And the 
extent of the damage is absolutely com-
measurable with the size of the structure. 

All the resulting fuss and investigative 
efforts seem awfully miserable against 
the backdrop of the hurt human imagi-
nation and broken hearts. As an old Bal-
timorean from the famously quaint Fells 

Disasters Commensurable with the Size of Structures

Point, I want my Bridge back, but alas, 
the remaining span of my life will never 
see that happen. While it may be noth-
ing more than another tragedy in our 
endangered world, it truly hurts. The 
recent Crocus Center massacre in Rus-
sia is no less a human calamity, taking 
so many innocent lives. It seems like 
those two absolutely different and far 
removed from each other tragedies dis-
tantly echo and reverberate in unison 

somewhere in the cosmic space, where 
we all belong, and where our Zodiacal 
lineups and combinations reign not 
always in our human favor. I wonder if 
Russians and Americans are at this 
moment of simultaneous tragic instant 
thinking that all of us, just all of us, are 
equally vulnerable in this God-governed 
world of ours, leaving us no idea where 
the next disasters will come, or why. I 
am not hinting at anything mysterious 

here. I am just saying that catastrophes 
are both manmade and could have been 
eschewed if the humans, so peevishly 
and brainlessly tinkering with our mother-
earth, thought better.

It is probably not only world peace and 
international trade, political interaction 
and economic exchange, diplomatic 
endeavors and technological achieve-
ments that unite us, but tragedies too – 
former, current and future disasters that 

need to be handled, and handled they 
could be if those hands were joined in 
one tight human grasp. The world is not 
safe and never will be from Crocuses 
and Key-Bridges – today, in Russia and 
America, tomorrow, anywhere else 
around the globe.

Interaction between nations is often 
similar to interpersonal relations: When 
my failure feels like your own, coexist-
ence becomes easier and cooperation 
more fruitful. When my fi asco means so 
little to you that you don’t even want to 
commiserate, at least verbally, the world 
around both of us becomes scary and 
ominous. Understandably, the choice is 
not always ours, and we often depend 
on circumstances, but then, why are we 
called Homosapiens? Shouldn’t we be 
capable of turning the circumstances 
that are aggravating relationships into 
ones that attenuate cohabitation? 

If, presumably, the Key-Bridge collapse 
delights Russia and the Crocus tragedy 
pleases America, we should be ready for 
worse catastrophes. Intolerance, cruelty, 
bigotry and grudge will never pay. Stable 
peace and happy coexistence might only 
be a project of a civilized mindset, not 
of the primeval instinctual outlook, ori-
ented on external physical strength and 
a subconscious sense of violence. Being 
cognizant of this wouldn’t take rocket 
science to master, or a wiseman to rack 
his brain about. To know this, elemen-
tary reason is enough Certainly, if we 
could avail ourselves of that elementary 
reason. 

CULTURE

Lika Shkhvatsabaia. Source: FB

BY KATIE RUTH DAVIES

L
ika Shkhvatsabaia was born 
in 1972 in Tbilisi, to sculpting 
and painting parents. She tells 
us her love for art comes from 
her childhood, inspired by the 

artists and people she grew up around. 
After graduating in Monumental Paint-
ing from the Academy of the Fine Arts 
of Tbilisi, she continued her studies at 
the International University of Siena, 
Italy, and now lives in Spain. GEORGIA 
TODAY asked to interview her as part 
of the BI Auction ‘Meet the Artist’ col-
laborative series.

“I have authored numerous projects and 
exhibitions in Europe over the years,” she 
says. “It is both interesting and diffi cult, 
but ultimately gives me valuable experi-

ence. My last project saw me among 15 
fi nalists for the ‘Premio de Artista de 
Europa,’ and I had an exhibition in Milan 
in January this year. Within the same 
project, there will be an exhibition in 
Paris in April. My personal exhibition, 
which was organized at Iart Gallery last 
year in Tbilisi, was really very special 
and unique – to, after all these years, pre-
sent my art in my own country.”

HOW WOULD YOU 
DESCRIBE YOUR WORK? 
WHICH TRENDS IN ART OR 
IMPORTANT ARTISTS HAVE 
HAD AN IMPACT ON YOU?
My paintings are above all an emotion. 
Inspiration from this world, which makes 
me look for energy, beauty in itself to 
transfer to a surface and materialize it. 
On some occasions, my canvases have 
an origin in themselves and are consti-

tuted as an autonomous organism that 
germinates and extends through a pro-
cess of net artistic development, as a 
work of art and as an idea in its pure 
state that is transferred to matter from 
my most creative cerebral side. 

Ways of building or composing are 
linked to abstraction, the physical, the 
strength and materialization of feeling 
to obtain the fi nal result of my work: 
Inspiring intense emotions that trans-
mit my vision of the universe. Artists 
who made a great impression on me: El 
Greco, Velazquez, Kandinsky, Chagall, 
and Dufy.

NAME A PIECE OF ART 
YOU THINK EVERYONE 
SHOULD SEE IN PERSON.
Everyone should defi nitely see Michel-
angelo's Sistine Chapel in their life-
times!

WHAT IS YOUR VIEW 
OF THE VIRTUAL ART 
SPACE, OF EXHIBITIONS, 
AUCTIONS AND SALES?
Physical contact with the work is fun-
damental for me. However, the virtual 
space is an indispensable part of our life, 
and at the same time a great comfort. As 
I said before, the main thing in my works 
is emotion and energy, to bring this to 
the viewer. As for selling, the artist should 
be free from that. The commercial side 
should be done by an art curator, galler-
ist.

HOW DO YOU POSITION 
YOUR ART AND YOURSELF IN 
THE GEORGIAN ART SCENE?
It’s diffi cult for me to specify what posi-
tion I am in as an artist in Georgia. This 
is just the way that one chooses as a 
lifestyle, and time will tell.

HOW DO YOU EVALUATE 
‘CHANGE’ IN ART IN GEORGIA?
I think there is a lot of potential and tal-
ent in Georgian art today, along with a 
constant searching and changing. This 
is also a part of the era and time... we 
just have to follow our thoughts, our 
freedom.

WHAT DO YOU WISH FOR ART 
AND ARTISTS, IN GEORGIA, 
ESPECIALLY FOR THEIR ARTISTIC 
PRESENCE IN EUROPE?
First of all, I wish creative energy and 
great inspiration to all artists; to have 
all the opportunity and desire to show 

their art. As for Europe, from this point 
of view, I believe that the main thing is 
to recognize yourself, your art, and to 
believe that you have chosen the right 
way.

There are a lot of wonderful artists in 
Europe who can't or don't have the means 
to work, which is very sad. There are 
also many weak works that have com-
mercial success. All this together is one 
big movement called Contemporary Art, 
behind which there is a lot of work, 
struggle and self-discovery.

BI Auction’s Meet the Artist: Lika Shkhvatsabaia
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no remote; you had to exit your couch 
and turn the dial. Imagine! The thing 
kept changing channels without any 
intervention, which suggested a polter-
geist, but on my asking, I was greeted 
with hearty laughter. “One villager has 
a couple of satellite dishes,” Nodar told 
me, “and we’re all connected to him. 
Whatever he watches, we all watch…” 
Eventually the neighbor bestowed the 
all-important remote control to another 
house, because he was sick of local ladies 
calling him during the day and demand-
ing he change the channel to their soap 
opera!

But I digress. Georgia won gold in 
Graeco-Roman Wrestling in Athens. 
That’s the main point. And now the sat-
ellite dishes are everywhere, so no need 
for such supernatural-seeming connec-
tions.

Since 2004, we’ve done equally well in 
weight-lifting and martial arts (men and 
women both), as well as hosting world-
class winter sports events in Bakuriani 
and Tetnuldi. Most Svan children are put 
on skis as soon as they can walk, like Cana-
dian ones on skates. I have a couple of sets 

of photos of this initiation in our village, 
memories for a family to cherish. Mestia 
has two ski resorts nearby, and several 
villages also have training ski-lift lines. I 
never learned to downhill ski in Canada 
(too expensive there), just a bit of cross-
country, which is entirely different.

But our biggest sport has become rugby, 
with quite a few European Champion-
ship wins over the last number of years. 
Something about the typical Georgian 
male body type and mindset, as well as 
stellar training, is enabling Georgia to 
rise in this game as well as all the others 
I’ve mentioned. A strong history of mil-
itary victories can’t hurt either, alongside 
the defeats instilling an idea of battle 
which runs deep. Even the word for 
“hello”, gamarjoba(t), means victory.

A few nights ago, TV-less now, I waited 
online for news from expat friends who 
were watching the Georgia-Greece event. 
0-0… overtime… then the penalty kick-
off. The roars beginning all around our 
apartment block, followed by fi reworks 
and the shooting of fi rearms, said it all. 
We were going to the championship this 
summer. We had beaten a larger country. 

Our joy was complete.
The competition will be fi erce, and I 

have no idea what our chances are. 
Ukraine is in the running too, which is 
also delightful. But simply to have got 
this far speaks volumes of how Georgia 
is getting back on its feet on the world 
scene in sports.

I have a friend from our village in 
Svaneti who has brought his son all the 
way to Tbilisi to follow the young man’s 
dream of advancing in soccer, while still 
in grade school. I can only imagine what 
a stimulus the recent victory in this sport 
has done for him. The whole country is 
in celebration, and well-deserved too. 
UEFA 2024 here we come!

Tony Hanmer has lived in Georgia since 
1999, in Svaneti since 2007, and been a 
weekly writer and photographer for GT since 
early 2011. He runs the “Svaneti Renais-
sance” Facebook group, now with over 2000 
members, at www.facebook.com/groups/
SvanetiRenaissance/
He and his wife also run their own guest house 
in Etseri:
www.facebook.com/hanmer.house.svaneti

Good Sports
BLOG BY TONY HANMER

G
eorgia’s recent soccer vic-
tory over Greece in over-
time penalties, played to 
roaring crowds at home, is 
all the main news this week. 

First time ever accession to the UEFA 
championships, which will be in Ger-
many this summer!

The country’s rise in a few different 
sports since I arrived here 25 years ago 
has been amazing to see. The Olympics 
in Athens, 2004… I lugged a huge old TV 
of mine up to my blood brother’s house 
in Etseri, Svaneti, for the event. It had 

T
he photo series ‘Color Field: 
Force of Nature,’ to be put 
on display at the Dubai Art 
Fair by Gallery FotoAtelier, 
presents KetoMa’s art pho-

tography – colorful depictions of Geor-
gian nature interpreted through her 
artistic vision, with color acquiring a 
pictorial load in her lens and revealing 
her photographic eye. Inspired by Geor-
gia’s nature, its diversity, and unique 
locations (mountains, sea-side, fi elds), 
KetoMa expresses her sensual approach 
to coloring. 

KetoMa’s special fi lters accentuate the 
beauty of nature and the harmonic bal-
ance of places. Her photography further 

Countdown to Dubai Art Fair: Gallery 
FotoAtelier Features KetoMa’s Works - 
Color Field: Force of Nature

explores and intensifi es the juxtaposi-
tion of the artifi cial and the natural.

Photo series ‘Color Field: Force of 
Nature’ explores the pure beauty of the 
landscape, in which a particular image 
specifi es the essence of places and its 
atmosphere. Tonal gradations from soft 
pink to red, yellow or green intensify 
the mystical mood of a concrete site. 
The whole photo series is based on 
KetoMa’s ability to personalize a specifi c 
environment, which creates the mag-
nifi cent effect of exploring the surround-
ing nature.

KetoMa is a photographer who works 
on different narratives of artistic pho-
tography. She graduated from NYIP – 

New York Institute of Photography. She 
also successfully completed a certifi ed 
program at GIPA.

Important projects include the pho-
tography festival Photoville, New York 
(2019), photography exhibition “My 
Favorite Shots”, BBA, Berlin (2019), and 
Tbilisi Art Fair (2019).

The artist has a unique style, with a 
vision and aesthetics oriented on syn-
thesizing visual research and perceptions 
of color. Her work blurs the line between 
photography and painting, and with an 
equally impressionist approach, she 
brings the original dynamics of photog-
raphy to life.
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And, of course, the ecstasy was not 
confi ned to the stadium. Throughout the 
whole country, from the vineyards of 
Kakheti to the sparkling Adjaran coast-
line and everywhere in between, there 
were scenes of unprecedented delirium. 

Even those without the faintest inter-
est in football leapt, cheered, and hugged 
whoever was close by, as Georgia made 
history.

Alongside Ukraine and Poland, who 
also won their play-off fi nals, a place at 
the European Championships is theirs. 
But while there’s much to anticipate in 
the near future, to understand the sig-
nifi cance of Georgia’s victory and the 
joyous bedlam that ensued, it is neces-
sary to fi rst look back.

Georgians made their mark on inter-
national football long before the country 
fi rst played as an independent country 
in the early 1990s.

Indeed, in 1960, three Georgians – Givi 
Chokheli, Mikheil Meskhi, and Slava 
Metreveli – all played in the fi rst-ever 
European Championships fi nal, albeit 
representing the Soviet Union, who 
defeated Yugoslavia 2-1 in Paris. 

Twelve years later, Revaz Dzodzuash-
vili and Murtaz Khurtsilava were on the 
losing side against West Germany in the 
Euro 1972 fi nal in Brussels, and in the 
1982 World Cup in Spain, a formidable 
Georgian contingent, including captain 
Aleksandr Chivadze and Ramaz Shenge-
lia, helped the USSR to knock out a 
much-fancied Scotland side in the group 
stage.

At club level, the glories of Dinamo 
Tbilisi (which in the Soviet era was 
effectively considered the Georgian 
national team) in the late 1970s and early 
1980s drew global admiration.

However, since gaining independence, 
the Georgian national side has generally 
toiled to recapture such magic. Sure, 
there have been stars – sublime dribbler 
Giorgi Kinkladze is still revered at Man-
chester City for his winding runs around 
Maine Road in the 1990s, potent goal-
scorer Shota Arveladze was much loved 
in Turkey, Holland, and Scotland in the 

late 1990s and 2000s, while Kakha Kaladze 
won it all at AC Milan – but success as 
a national team had evaded the Geor-
gians. Certainly, qualifi cation for a major 
tournament had seldom been in the 
realms of the conceivable. 

Until this week, whenever the topic of 
conversation at a Georgian supra turned 
to football, fathers, uncles, grandfathers, 
and great grandfathers would talk fondly 
of these great Georgian players of a 
bygone age, never to return.

But now, the Georgian kids of today 
have their own generation of idols to tell 
their offspring about as the barbecue 
sizzles and the wine fl ows in the decades 
ahead.

Returning to the present, or at least 
the near present, Georgia – under French 
head coach Willy Sagnol - had secured 
a place in the play-off fi nal against Greece 
after a reasonably comfortable 2-0 suc-

cess against Luxembourg the previous 
Thursday on a soaking wet night, thanks 
to Budu Zivzivadze’s double.

But reaching such a fi nal was not 
unprecedented for Georgia. Back in 
November 2020, with the COVID-19 
pandemic at its fearsome height and a 
nationwide curfew imposed, the Geor-
gians were in the same situation.

In an eerily empty Boris Paichadze 
Stadium, Georgian fans, restricted to 
their living rooms, watched in horror as 
North Macedonia emerged as 1-0 victors 
to take their spot at Euro 2020.

A haunting failure, and the chance of 
a lifetime spurned - or so many of us 
thought.

Fast forward three-and-a-half years, 
and the mood was quite different – a 
sellout crowd in raucous mood provided 
a cacophonous atmosphere. If Georgia 
were going to fall short against Greece, 
it wasn’t going to be for a lack of sup-
port.

Long before kick-off, supporters packed 
the stands, with songs reverberating 
round the famed arena. Their faith in 
this Georgian team was palpable, maybe 
even infectious.

They were also buoyed by the return 
of Napoli superstar Khvicha Kvaratskhe-
lia, perhaps Georgia’s fi rst world-class 
player in the post-independence era, 
who had been suspended for the Lux-
embourg semi-fi nal.

After a booming rendition of the national 
anthem, the time had come for Georgia 
to make history. However, it soon became 
apparent that this would be no stroll for 
the hosts. As a tense game wore on with-
out much incident, Greece, though a pale 
shadow of the storied team that won the 
European Championships 20 years ago, 
were proving a stubborn opponent.

On the rare occasions Kvaratskhelia 
got on the ball, there were shrieks of 
anticipation from the home fans, only 
for him to be quickly subdued by the 
circling Greeks - sometimes fairly, some-
times not.

In a poor but somehow gripping open-
ing 45 minutes, passes from both sides 

went astray, and neither goalkeeper was 
seriously troubled – with the exception 
of Giorgi Chakvetadze’s free-kick forc-
ing Greek number one Odysseas Vla-
chodimos into a smart tip over the bar 
towards the fi rst half’s end.

Into the second half, and the script 
stayed much the same, with tension 
overcoming talent, and two hard-work-
ing teams cancelling each other out.

As the minutes passed, the hesitancy 
to take the risk of making a mistake grew 
and grew. 

Nerves jangling around the country, 
we proceeded to extra time, where gen-
uine chances fi nally did emerge.

The fi rst two of those fell to the visi-
tors, when in the 100th minute, a defl ected 
shot from Anastasios Bakasetas produced 
an agile low save from Georgian goal-
keeper Giorgi Mamardashvili.

Soon after, Mamardashvili was beaten 
by a towering header from Konstantinos 
Mavropanos, which rattled the home 
crossbar.

Suddenly under threat, the Georgians 
rallied with Zurab Davitashvili’s shot 
then denied by the legs of Vlachodimos.

In the second half of extra time, an 
enterprising run from Georgiy Tsitaish-
vili had the home fans ready to roar, only 
for his shot from a narrow angle to be 
turned behind by the resolute Vlachodi-
mos.

As the Polish referee sounded the whis-
tle for full time, the football was over, 
and the theatre of penalty kicks awaited.

Supporters didn’t know where to look. 
Many prayed, while others broke into 
chant and song.

Less than a year ago, Georgia’s under-
21s had suffered an agonizing penalty 
shootout loss to Israel in the very same 
stadium, memories of which were still 
raw among fans and some of the players 
alike.

But something felt different this time 
– no more heroic defeat: Victory was 
within reach.

Georgia were up fi rst, as Giorgi Kocho-
rashvili, following a long and surely 
uncomfortable wait, dispatched an 

unstoppable strike into the top corner, 
triggering a mixture of elation and relief 
in the home support.

Attention now turned to Mamardash-
vili, the Georgian goalkeeper, who 
superbly thwarted the penalty of Baka-
setas, sending the stadium into raptures. 
First blood: Georgia.

Youngster Zuriko Davitashvili then 
rolled in Georgia’s second penalty, edg-
ing them closer to the holy grail of the 
Euros.

However, the Georgians’ readiness to 
celebrate was then tempered when Gior-
gos Masouras expertly converted to bring 
it back to 2-1.

The previously uproarious vibe among 
the Georgians was then muted further 
when Giorgi Mikautadze side-footed his 
effort wide of target, to the sound of 
50,000 groans.

Andreas Bouchalakis then levelled for 
the Greeks, making it 2-2.

Now fearing the worst, the home fans 
breathed a collective sigh of relief when 
Lasha Dvali bravely tucked away his 
penalty, after which Greek striker Gior-
gos Giakoumakis dragged his spot-kick 
to the left of Mamardashvili’s goal.

This was it. Georgia were now one kick 
away from the big stage they longed for.

The realization seeped in around the 
ground that history beckoned and fans 
bounced with anticipation. And 
Kvekveskiri made no mistake as the ball 
rippled the net, triggering countrywide 
mayhem.

The subsequent (peaceful) pitch inva-
sion produced images that will no doubt 
be stitched into the collective Georgian 
memory for decades.        

At the Euros, Georgia will face Turkey, 
the Czech Republic, and Portugal, and 
fans are already plotting to follow their 
heroes in Germany this summer by what-
ever means necessary.

Between now and then, such is the 
power of football, it is likely the sense 
of togetherness and universal celebra-
tion across the country will linger. Let’s 
hope so, anyway.

Altogether now: Saqartvelos gaumar…            

Continued from page 1

History Makers - Nation Rejoices as Shootout 
Victory Takes Georgia to Euro 2024

Georgian fans celebrate Georgia's win. Source: FB

Georgian fans celebrate Georgia's win. Source: FB
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