REPUBLIC OF GEORGIA: Under Russian and Soviet rule



	Abkhazia 

	Disillusionment with Russian rule sparked local rebellions, but in most parts of Georgia these were soon crushed. The exception was Abkhazia, where uprisings recurred until 1878. The Czarist government responded by deporting 100,000 Abkhaz to Turkey, leaving half of Abkhazia uninhabited. 

People from all over the Russian Empire resettled the exiles' land, though mostly by land-hungry peasants from neighboring Megrelia in western Georgia. This gave rise to anti-Georgian feeling among the remaining Abkhaz. 


	Tbilisi: administrative center of Russian rule in the Caucasus 

	The Georgian capital Tbilisi--called Tiflis by the Russians--was the administrative center of Russian rule in the Caucasus. Toward the end of the 19th century, it had become an industrial and cultural center, and the hub of a network of railroads. There took shape a modern intelligentsia and working class with a sense of Georgian national identity that had been lacking in the centuries preceding annexation to Russia. 


	Following the Russian Revolution 

	Politicians in the southern Caucasus tried in early 1918 to set up a regional federation, but were unable to hold it together.

In May 1918, Georgia declared independence. Independent Georgia, under a Menshevik government, lasted less than three years before being deposed by a Red Army invasion in February 1921. Nevertheless, it is today regarded as a precursor of the post-Soviet Georgian republic. The Georgian government of 1918-21 never managed to win the loyalty of the Abkhaz and Osset minorities, and had to deploy troops in Abkhazia in order to secure its control there.


	Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Abkhazia 

	In 1922 the Soviet regime imposed a federal structure on the southern Caucasus, called the Transcaucasian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (TSFSR), consisting of four Soviet republics: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Abkhazia. Georgia and Abkhazia had separate and equal status until 1931, when Abkhazia was incorporated into Georgia as an autonomous republic. In 1936, the TSFSR was abolished, and Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan became full union republics of the USSR.


	Violent resistance to Soviet rule 

	Violent resistance to Soviet rule continued in Georgia until 1924. Soviet leader Stalin was himself an ethnic Georgian. Nonetheless, thousands of rebels were executed or imprisoned. Thousands more perished in the Stalinist purges of the 1930s.


	Abkhazia 

	In Abkhazia, Stalinist repression took on an ethnic dimension. Abkhaz leader Nestor Lakoba was poisoned in December 1936, and Abkhaz autonomy and Abkhaz-language education were abolished. Abkhaz interpreted the repression as an attempt to forcibly Georgianize them. After the death of Stalin, the anti-Abkhaz policy was abandoned, but it left behind a deep legacy of bitterness.


	Eduard Shevardnadze appointed First Secretary of the Georgian Communist Party 

	In 1972, Eduard Shevardnadze was appointed First Secretary of the Georgian Communist Party. He experimented with economic reform, and responded to popular protest with concessions and dialogue instead of violent repression. 

In 1978 demonstrators in Tbilisi got their way when they demanded that the authorities drop a plan to make Russian a second official language in Georgia alongside Georgian.

In the same year, mass protests by ethnic Abkhaz in Abkhazia resulted in the promotion of more Abkhaz to leading posts and in improved provision for Abkhaz culture, such as television broadcasting in Abkhaz and the opening of an Abkhaz State University. These concessions only partly placated the Abkhaz, while causing resentment among Georgians living in Abkhazia. Shevardnadze left for Moscow in 1985 when Gorbachev made him Soviet Foreign Minister.

	From Perestroika to independence
Ethnic conflicts became more overt and organized 
Gorbachev's liberalization opened the way for the development of numerous Georgian nationalist organizations, both political and paramilitary. From early 1989 there were frequent large nationalist demonstrations in Tbilisi and other cities. The independence movement gained further impetus on April 9, 1989, when demonstrators in Tbilisi were killed or wounded by Soviet troops.

Simultaneously, nationalist movements appeared in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, organized in the Osset Popular Front and the Popular Forum of Abkhazia Aidgylara.
Georgia declared independence in April 1991 
In elections to the Georgian Supreme Soviet in the fall of 1990, the Round Table--Free Georgia bloc led by the nationalist writer and former dissident Zviad Gamsakhurdia won a majority of seats with 64% of the vote, against 29% for the Communist Party. Gamsakhurdia became Supreme Soviet chairman. In a referendum held in March 1991, 98% voted for independence. Georgia declared independence in April 1991. In May 1991, Gamsakhurdia was elected president with 87% of the vote.
Zviadistas and anti-Zviadistas 
Georgian nationalists were less united than these figures may suggest. Although Gamsakhurdia was at first by far the most popular figure, he had many rivals. After he came to power, the division of the Georgian nationalist movement into his supporters and opponents grew increasingly deep and bitter.
The Georgian-Abkhaz conflict
Ethnic tension in Abkhazia 
Rival mass meetings of Georgian and Abkhaz nationalists brought ethnic tension in Abkhazia to boiling point in the spring of 1989. The first violent incident occurred in Gagra at the end of March 1989. 

Larger-scale clashes in Abkhazia's main city, Sukhumi, were triggered in July 1989 by an attempt to establish a Sukhumi branch of Tbilisi State University, which Abkhaz saw as a threat to the Abkhaz State University.

Violence spread throughout Abkhazia, and armed Georgian nationalists from other parts of Georgia poured into the region to join the fighting. Order was restored only by the intervention of Soviet troops.
Georgia- Abkhazia reach temporary agreement 
For awhile, the conflict reverted to the political level. In August 1990, the Supreme Soviet of Abkhazia (SSA) declared Abkhazia a Soviet republic separate from Georgia--a declaration promptly ruled invalid by the Georgian Supreme Soviet in Tbilisi. In the fall of 1991, however, an understanding was reached between SSA chairman Vladislav Ardzinba and President Gamsakhurdia about new elections to the SSA, to be organized on the basis of ethnic quotas. One reason for the agreement was the war that had broken out in South Ossetia. Gamsakhurdia did not want to fight on two fronts at once.
Abkhazia aiming at complete secession 
While efforts were underway to stop the fighting in South Ossetia, relations between the Georgian government and Abkhazia drifted toward war. 

In February 1992, Georgia re-instated the constitution that it had adopted in 1921, shortly before its invasion by the Red Army.

Abkhazia responded in July 1992 by re-instating the constitution that it had adopted in 1925, when it was separate from Georgia. 
Georgian forces invade Abkhazia 
In August 1992, a Georgian armored column crossed into Abkhazia from the south and made its way toward Sukhumi. At the same time, Georgian forces made a sea landing near Gagra in northern Abkhazia. Although it only took a few hours for the column from the south to reach Sukhumi, the landing force got stuck near Gagra. Abkhazian leaders escaped to Gudauta, where there was a Russian military base. 
Abkhaz forces regain territory 
In early September, a ceasefire was agreed, but soon broke down. For several months a war of attrition dragged on. Then in July 1993 Abkhaz forces suddenly broke through Georgian defensive lines and retook Sukhumi. Quickly pushing south, the Abkhaz militia reoccupied the whole of Abkhazia by the end of September 1993.
Why did Abkhaz militia eventually win the war? 
Why was the Abkhaz militia, despite being outnumbered by the Georgian paramilitaries, able to hold its own and eventually win the war? 

Chechen and Circassian volunteers from the northern Caucasus, as well as a few Russian Cossacks, were fighting by their side. Another reason is that they received assistance, including air support, from the Russian military, even though Russia was officially neutral in the conflict.
6,000 people died in the 13-month war 
Both sides were responsible for massive human rights violations. Besides the usual atrocities against members of one or another ethnic group, many criminals who had been released from prison to fight in the war robbed and murdered people without regard to ethnic affiliation. While Georgian fighters destroyed irreplaceable Abkhaz cultural treasures during their occupation of Sukhumi, shelling from the Abkhaz side destroyed much of the city. 
Refugees from Abkhazia 
As the Abkhaz forces advanced in the final weeks of the war, virtually the entire Georgian population of Abkhazia -- about 250,000 people -- fled Abkhazia. 

Refugees from Abkhazia still fill hotels and public buildings in Georgian towns. Some returned to the Gali district of southern Abkhazia under conditions negotiated by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, only to be attacked and expelled by the Abkhaz militia. Some refugees have become guerrilla fighters (the Forest Brothers). After Saakashvili became president in 2004, refugees that had been living in a hotel in central Tbilisi were vacated from the hotel and provided compensation to resettle. 
CIS force overshadows UNOMIG 
Georgian-Abkhaz talks, held under Russian and United Nations auspices, led in May 1994 to an agreement on the deployment of a CIS peacekeeping force, to be monitored by a United Nations Observers' Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG). 

The CIS force consists solely of Russian troops and was unilaterally increased by Russia to about 3,000 in April 2008. UNOMIG currently has 133 observers. They are located in a 15-mile-wide security zone along the border between Georgia and southern Abkhazia. 
Special arrangements for Gali district? 
The Georgian government has repeatedly demanded the Russian-controlled CIS force's' removal. In January 2003, however, the Georgian National Security Council consented to extension of their mandate subject to certain conditions, including expansion of the security zone to cover the whole Gali district in order to protect returning Georgian refugees. In July 2003 Shevardnadze prolonged the peacekeepers' mandate for an indefinite period. 

In October 2003, twenty civilian UN police officers were deployed in Gali district to protect returning refugees and train a local police force. 
Continued contention 
The Georgian side stands for the reintegration of Abkhazia into a federal Georgia, while the Abkhaz side calls for independence. 

In 2004, Georgian political and legal experts submitted a draft peace plan to Georgia's National Security Council, envisaging a Georgian-Abkhazian federation with broad autonomy for Abkhazia.

Meanwhile, Abkhazians elected a new president, Sergei Bagapsh, who defeated Russia's preferred candidate Raul Khajimba. Bagapsh was later compelled to run in a new election with Khajimba as his vice-president.

In 2006 the two sides resumed discussions within the framework of the UN-led Coordinating Council for the first time in five years. The Abkhaz pulled out of the dialogue, however, after Georgia sent forces into the Kodori Gorge region of Abkhazia. Subsequently, President Saakashvili made a proposal for the resolution of the Abkhazia conflict that included demilitarization, direct dialogue between the parties, establishment of an international police presence, pledges on the non-use of force, and economic rehabilitation.

In 2007 "parliamentary" elections were held in Abkhazia. Georgia rejected the election, which was also not accepted by most of the international community. In contrast, Russia termed the election a continuation of democratic tendencies.
Saakashvili March 2008 autonomy proposal 
Prior to the March 2008 NATO Summit, President Saakashvili proposed unification of Abkhazia with the rest of Georgia on the basis of full autonomy and with the assistance of international guarantors. Abkhazia de facto leaders were negative, insisting on separation from Georgia rather than autonomy.
Russia strengthens secessionist "governments" 
In April 2008, Russian President Putin took new steps to strengthen the position of the Abkhazia and South Ossetia "governments" (and tighten their relationships with Russia). Putin's decree instructed Russian ministries and other government bodies to:

· work directly with their counterparts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia on a full range of bilateral cooperation activities 

· recognize the legal acts issued by Abkhaz and South Ossetian authorities 

· recognize entities registered under Abkhaz and South Ossetian laws, and 

· provide legal assistance on matters of civil and criminal law directly to Abkhaz and South Ossetian authorities and residents (most of whom have been given Russian passports). 

The decree also pointed toward the drafting of further Russian government initiatives on the economic development of these two "republics" and protection of Russian citizens there.
Confrontation between Georgian and Osset nationalists 
The first confrontation between Georgian and Osset nationalists was set off in November 1989, when the Soviet of the South Ossetian Autonomous Province declared the province sovereign. Their intention was to secede from Georgia and unite with the neighboring North Ossetian Autonomous Republic within the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR). 
South Ossetian Soviet 
The South Ossetian Soviet took the next step in September 1990. The province was declared the South Ossetian Soviet Democratic Republic, within the USSR but separate from Georgia. Elections to a new South Ossetian Supreme Soviet were held in December 1990.

In response, the Georgian Supreme Soviet declared the changes introduced by the Osset leaders invalid, and withdrew recognition of the autonomy that South Ossetia had previously enjoyed. A state of emergency was imposed in the province, and police were sent in to assert Tbilisi's control, resulting in the first violent clashes.

The war continued through the rest of the year. Most of the fighting was done by irregular nationalist paramilitary formations. Both sides committed atrocities.
Ceasefire 

The State Council decided in late March to open peace negotiations with South Ossetia. Representatives of North Ossetia also took part in the talks. Only in May was a ceasefire declared, and it broke down almost immediately. In late June, the sides met again under Russian auspices in the Black Sea resort of Sochi, and agreed on a new ceasefire to be enforced by joint peacekeeping forces. 
1,000 deaths, over 100,000 refugees 
The war had resulted in about 1,000 deaths. Much of the South Ossetian city of Tskhinvali was in ruins. Over 100,000 people were refugees, mostly in other parts of Georgia and in North Ossetia.
Security zone patrolled by Russian peacekeepers 
The security zone between the Georgian and Osset sides established in 1992 is patrolled mainly by Russian peacekeepers, with some Georgian and Osset participation. 
OSCE has played a central role in mediating the conflict 
In contrast to the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict, the OSCE has played a central role in mediating the Georgian-Osset conflict. The OSCE Mission to Georgia started work from an office in Tbilisi in December 1992 with a mandate to promote negotiations to resolve the Georgian-Osset conflict. In March 1994, its mandate was expanded to include monitoring of the peacekeeping forces in South Ossetia, facilitating cooperation between the parties, promoting human rights, and assisting in the building of democratic institutions. The OSCE has been able to work closely with the Russian peacekeepers. In April 1997, an OSCE branch office was opened in Tskhinvali. 
Georgian- Osset 1996 negotiations 
In May 1996, the sides signed a memorandum in which they undertook to refrain from the threat or use of force, to continue negotiations, to facilitate the return of refugees, and gradually to demilitarize the area. 
Return to confrontation 
At the end of May 2004 there were armed confrontations as Georgia cracked down on smuggling from the region and vied for control of ethnically Georgian villages in the southern part of South Ossetia, leading to some exchanges of fire. In mid-July the Joint Control Commission (representing Georgia, South Ossetia, North Ossetia, and Russia) reached a new provisional agreement to avert large-scale bloodshed. 
Georgian South Ossetia proposals 
President Saakashvili called on South Ossetia in 2005 to renounce the use of force in the Georgian-Ossetian conflict and to accept a proposal for autonomous status within its previous borders.

In 2006, Saakashvili made a proposal for the resolution of the South Ossetia conflict that included demilitarization, direct dialogue between the parties, establishment of an international police presence, signing of pledges on the non-use of force, and economic rehabilitation.

In 2007, Saakashvili launched a new initiative proposing that South Ossetia be run by a new, interim administration pending a negotiated settlement of its status. South Ossetia's de facto authorities rejected the proposal.
2006 South Ossetia "elections" 
South Ossetia leader Eduard Kokoity was reelected "president" in November 2006 in a poll not recognized by the international community. A referendum held at the same time expressed South Ossetian support for independence.

At about the same time, the Georgian government launched an alternative to the South Ossetia authorities. Georgia held an election in the Tbilisi-controlled part of South Ossetia (also not recognized by the international community) resulting in the election of Dmitry Sonakoyev as "president," and a referendum supporting this territory remaining part of Georgia. Sonakoyev is an ethnic South Ossetian who fought against Georgia in the 1990-92 conflict. His "temporary administrative unit" is located in the Georgian-controlled village of Kurta. Georgia is said to control about a third of South Ossetia's 30-80,000 people.
Georgia pulls out of JCC 
In March 2008, Georgia notified Russia that it was no longer going to take part in the South Ossetia Joint Control Commission established by the 1992 ceasefire agreement and called for a new, more "international" mechanism.
Russia strengthens secessionist governments 
In April 2008, as noted above, Russian President Putin took new steps to strengthen the position of the Abkhazia and South Ossetia "governments" (and tighten their relationships with Russia).
Moscow rejects May 2008 Georgian peace proposal 
In May 2008, a Georgian delegation led by State Reintegration Minister Iakobashvili visited Moscow to present a Georgian peace plan that included an international conference in Moscow on Abkhazia, an agreement by all sides not to use armed force, a return of Georgian refugees, and an international force to police the peace that would include Russians and contingents from other nations. Russia found nothing in the proposal worth discussion.
Russian- Georgian tensions rise 
In May 2008, after accusing Georgia of a military buildup in the Kodori Gorge, the Russian Defense Ministry warned Georgia that any attempts to use force against Russian peacekeepers or Russian citizens on the territory of Abkhazia and South Ossetia would be met with "a stringent and adequate response."
The Intra-Georgian civil war 1991-1993
Civil war between supporters and opponents of Gamsakhurdia 
During the second half of 1991, Georgian President Gamsakhurdia's popular support began to wane. Finally, in December 1991, civil war between supporters and opponents broke out in Tbilisi. Physical traces of the fighting remain visible today in the Georgian capital. In January 1992 Gamsakhurdia conceded defeat and took refuge in Chechnya. 
Shevardnadze shared power with three other State Council members 
Power in Tbilisi passed into the hands of a Military Council dominated by the chiefs of the two main paramilitary forces that had defeated Gamsakhurdia--Tengiz Kitovani, commander of the National Guard, and Jaba Ioseliani, commander of the Mkhedrioni (Horsemen). A state of emergency was declared, and demonstrations by Gamsakhurdia's supporters suppressed. The new rulers decided to enhance the international credibility of their regime by inviting Eduard Shevardnadze back to Georgia. Upon his arrival in March 1992, the Military Council was transformed into the State Council. Although Shevardnadze chaired the meetings of the State Council, he had to share power with three other leading members. 
Gamsakhurdia killed 
Gamsakhurdia's supporters continued to cause trouble, attempting a coup in Tbilisi in June 1992 and staging periodic uprisings in Megrelia in western Georgia. Gamsakhurdia later died under mysterious circumstances in Chechnya.


Conflict averted in Ajaria



	Ajaria an autonomous republic 

	The Ajars of Ajaria in southwestern Georgia are a Georgian sub-group. While other Georgian sub-groups are traditionally Christian Orthodox, the Ajars are mostly Muslim, having adopted Islam when the area was under Ottoman Turkish rule. During the Soviet period, Ajaria was an autonomous republic within Georgia.


	Operates as an independent fiefdom 

	Gamsakhurdia came to an understanding with the chairman of the Ajarian Supreme Council, Aslan Abashidze, as did Shevardnadze. 

Abashidze ran Ajaria as an independent fiefdom, and even had his own army. However, unlike the leaders of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Abashidze never expressed any wish to secede from Georgia. On the contrary, he constantly emphasized that Ajars are Georgians, and demonstrated his loyalty to Georgia by becoming a major player in Georgian politics at the national level, with a party of his own called the All-Georgia Revival Union.

	Abashidze falls from power 

	When Shevardnadze fell from power on November 23, 2003, Abashidze sealed Ajaria's borders and declared a state of emergency. Although he reluctantly agreed to Ajarian participation in the presidential election of January 4, 2004, demonstrations by pro-Saakashvili activists from the Kmara youth movement led to arrests and a new state of emergency on January 7. However, protests against Abashidze continued. 

In mid-March, Saakashvili imposed an economic blockade on Ajaria and placed the Georgian armed forces on high alert after he was barred from entering Ajaria. From mid-April, tension rose as the two sides vied for control of the upcoming elections to the Ajarian parliament. 

The crisis reached a head at the beginning of May with big new anti-Abashidze rallies, the defection of Abashidze loyalists, and Georgian army maneuvers near Ajaria. A violent outcome was averted by Russian envoy Igor Ivanov, who persuaded Abashidze to resign on May 5 and fly to exile in Moscow. Ajaria was placed under direct presidential rule pending new elections to the Ajarian parliament and the population was disarmed. Elections took place on June 22 and were won by pro-Tbilisi parties.


Potential for conflict in Javakheti



	Annexation fears 

	To the east of Ajaria lies the region of Javakheti, which is populated mainly by ethnic Armenians. Javakheti Armenians frequently complain of neglect by the central government and fear for their future economic and physical security after the local Russian military base, scheduled for closure by 2008, is shut down. Many Georgians fear that granting autonomy to Javakheti, as many of its residents have demanded, would lead to the region being taken over by Armenia.


	Homeland of the Meskhetian Turks 

	Javakheti was also the homeland of the Meskhetian Turks, before Stalin deported them to Uzbekistan. The Meskhetian Turks have been trying to return, but the Georgian government is very reluctant to allow them to do so, fearing that it would only exacerbate the situation in Javakheti.


Potential for conflict in southeastern Georgia

	Large Azerbaijani population 

	The provinces of southeastern Georgia, to the east of Javakheti, have a large Azerbaijani population. There were clashes between Georgians and Azerbaijanis here in the summer of 1989. Anti-smuggling operations by the Georgian government in 2004 led to new tensions with local Azerbaijanis.


Domestic politics in Georgia

	Shevardnadze consolidates his position 

	Shevardnadze gradually consolidated his position, building up the state machinery and creating his own power base. In fall 1992 he was elected chairman of parliament and founded his own party, the Citizens' Union of Georgia (CUG). In May 1993 the State Council was suspended and Kitovani removed as defense minister. In January 1995, Kitovani was arrested after setting off with 1,000 supporters to "liberate" Abkhazia. Kitovani's National Guard would no longer pose a threat. The other big paramilitary force, Ioseliani's Mkhedrioni, was suppressed in summer 1995. Shevardnadze was elected president in fall 1995. Ioseliani was arrested in November 1995 following an attempt on Shevardnadze's life.


Foreign relations in Georgia
	Relations with Russia #1 foreign policy problem 

	Since independence, relations with Russia have been Georgia's number one foreign policy problem. Although there are economic reasons for Georgia to cultivate close relations with Russia, most Georgians prefer a pro-Western orientation. At first Georgia refused to join the CIS. In October 2002, Shevardnadze formulated a foreign policy concept according to which Russia and the United States were both "strategic partners" of Georgia. 


	Shevardnadze was beholden to Russia 

	Shevardnadze was especially beholden to Russia. Russia decisively came to his rescue twice-- once in July 1993, when Sukhumi fell to Abkhaz forces and he was evacuated on board a Russian ship, and then again in November 1993, when Russian troops put down the Zviadist rebellion in Megrelia.

Georgia subsequently joined the CIS in October 1993, and signed an agreement allowing Russia to keep its four military bases in Georgia, use Georgian ports and airfields, and station guards on Georgia's southern border. The Georgian parliament refused to ratify the base agreement, however. By the late 1990s, Shevardnadze also began to seek greater security cooperation with Western states and the removal of Russia's military bases. At the 1999 OSCE Istanbul Summit, Russia committed itself to removing two bases, near Tbilisi and in Abkhazia. The first base was subsequently closed and the second was formally closed, although Russian/CIS peacekeepers still reportedly operate out of it.


	Georgia- Russia tensions and the Chechnya conflict 

	Georgians resent the support Russia has given to the Osset and Abkhaz secessionists, whom they tend to see merely as pawns in Russia's imperialist designs.

The conflict in Chechnya also aggravated Russian-Georgian relations. Russia accused Georgia of allowing Chechen fighters to move freely across its mountain border with Chechnya. The Georgian government insisted that the 7,000 Chechens in Georgia were non-combatant refugees, and refused to allow Russia to deploy troops on the Georgian side of the border. Russian aircraft bombed the Pankisi Gorge area in 2001. Shevardnadze reacted by sending in 2,500 Georgian troops to restore control over Pankisi. By the end of 2002, under Russian pressure, Georgia had ceased to give sanctuary to Chechen fighters and closed Maskhadov's office in Tbilisi.

In December 1999, the OSCE expanded the mandate of the OSCE Mission to Georgia to include monitoring and reporting on movement across the 82-kilometer mountainous border between Georgia and the Chechen Republic of the Russian Federation. In December 2001, the OSCE expanded the operation to include the border between Georgia and the Ingush Republic to the west of Chechnya.


	OSCE border monitoring mission closed down 

	In December 2004 Russia asserted at the OSCE Ministerial in Sofia that the mandate of the border patrol mission had been fulfilled. Over the strong objections of Georgia, the U.S., and other countries, Russia refused to vote for an extension of the mission's monitoring mandate. 

Russia has opposed suggestions that the European Union deploy monitors to replace the closed OSCE monitoring mission.


	New Friends of Georgia 

	During the 1990s, a caucus of the U.S., Germany, the UK, and France established itself in the UN. Once Russia joined the grouping, however, it lost its relevance as an advocate for Georgia.

In 2005, Georgia initiated a New Friends of Georgia to support its security, stability and integrity. It includes Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Ukraine, Romania, Bulgaria the Czech Republic and Sweden. The EU Special Representative for the Caucasus has attended meeting of the grouping as an observer.


	Relations with Russia after the Rose Revolution 

	Although Saakashvili has stressed the need for Georgia to maintain good relations with Russia, he has a stronger pro-Western orientation than Shevardnadze. 

The new Georgian leaders pushed for closure of the remaining two Russian bases, at Batumi in Ajaria and at Akhalkalaki in Javakhetia. An agreement was reached in May 2005 on the closure of the bases and the withdrawal of these Russian troops by 2008. These pullouts were completed.

Meanwhile. the situation deteriorated in 2006, as the Georgian Parliament called for Russia to speed up the pullout of its troops. In September, Georgia charged four Russian officers with espionage, and Russia responded by canceling its troop pullout, banning the import of Georgian produce and wines, suspending transport links with Georgia, and harassing and deporting Georgian citizens in Russia. The OSCE CiO, Belgian Foreign Minister De Gucht, successfully mediated the release of the Russian officers. 

Russia also banned the import of Georgian wines, mineral water and vegetables in 2006 on health grounds. Georgian authorities claimed that the decision was political.


	Incidents keep tensions high 

	In March 2007, rockets landed in the Kodori Gorge, the only area in Abkhazia that is under Georgian government control. Russia denied any involvement, and a UN report on the incident was inconclusive. 

In August 2007, Georgia asserted that a Russian aircraft entered its airspace and fired a missile that landed near Tsitelbani, 30 miles from Tbilisi. No casualties resulted. Russia denied any role, despite radar evidence provided by Georgian authorities.

In April 2008, an unmanned Georgian military reconnaissance drone was shot down over Abkhazia. Georgia claimed that a Russian fighter had shot down the aircraft, and Georgian President Saakaskvili telephoned Russian President Putin to complain. Russia claimed that the drone flight violated ceasefire agreements and that Abkhaz forces had shot down the drone. A UN Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) investigation completed in May concluded that a Russian aircraft had shot down the drone. UNOMIG also noted that under the Moscow Ceasefire Agreement, only CIS peacekeeping forces were permitted to keep Georgian and Abkhaz forces apart. Russian Federation enforcement actions were therefore inconsistent with the Ceasefire Agreement. At the same time, Georgian drone overflights of the zone of conflict were also deemed a breach of the Agreement.

Meanwhile, there have been reports that Russia has significantly reinforced its 2,000 troops in Abkhazia and 1,000 troops in South Ossetia. In addition, at the end of May 2008, Russia sent 400 troops of its Railway Forces - part of the Ministry of Defense - to Abkhazia to help repair railway infrastructure.

Georgia suspended bilateral talks with Moscow on Russian entry into the World Trade Organization and threatened to block Russian entry, in response to Russian steps to strengthen its ties with South Ossetia and Abkhazia in April 2008.

Georgia has also responded to the rise in tensions by withdrawing from defense agreements with Russia and the CIS. Georgia pulled out of a bilateral air defense agreement with Russia in May 2008. Later in May, Georgia withdrew from a CIS Air Defense Agreement. Georgia had previously withdrawn from the CIS Defense Ministers' Council.


	Georgia closer to Azerbaijan and Turkey than to Armenia 

	Georgia's official position on the Karabakh conflict is that of a neutral would-be conciliator. Unofficially Georgia is much closer to Azerbaijan and Turkey than it is to Armenia. Reasons include Georgian anxiety over Armenia's potential claim to Javakheti, and the enormous importance to Georgia of its trade with Azerbaijan and Turkey. 

Georgia shares with Azerbaijan a strong desire to become fully independent of Russia and reduce Russian predominance in the Caucasus and in the post-Soviet region as a whole. Armenia, by contrast, cooperates willingly with Russia and relies on Russia's military presence in the south Caucasus for its security. Thus, Georgia and Azerbaijan but not Armenia belongs to GUAM, the association of CIS member states opposed to Russian domination.


	Georgia's relations with the United States and the West are very friendly 

	Western and international institutions and humanitarian agencies have a strong presence in Georgia, and the country is among the top recipients of American aid--about a billion dollars in all over the past decade. Georgia is also an enthusiastic participant in NATO's Partnership for Peace program and committed to NATO membership.

The U.S. launched a train and equip program for Georgian military forces in 2002 to improve their capability to deal with terrorists that might be operating in the Pankisi Gorge area. A successor military assistance program was launched in 2005. Georgia has several hundred troops serving in Iraq.

The US strongly backs the new Georgian government and has bolstered aid, including provision of $295 million via the new Millennium Challenge Account.

Despite strong U.S. backing, the March 2008 Bucharest NATO Summit failed to offer Georgia a Membership Action Plan. The Summit did pledge, however, that Georgia would eventually be offered a path to membership.
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