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I Am Afraid The Final Information Will Be Dreadful

An Exclusive Interview with 

Ivlian Haindrava, leader of the Republican Party, by Natia Akhalaia

Resonance, no. 224 (5737), Monday, August 18, 2008
It’s a tragedy that the lives and health of thousands of human beings was sacrificed to the Commander-in-Chief’s childish complex. To my knowledge, our allies were imploring the Georgian Government not to allow this happen. And now Saakashvili is still impudent enough to blame Europe for what has happened. Now the paramount task is to free the country from the aggressor but the question of the Government’s liability will definitely be raised in this country. The nation should adequately assess the Government’s actions to prevent such disasters happening in the future.” — Ivlian Haindrava.
The Georgian Government says the western countries were informed of the possible threat of war but they paid little attention. What information do you have on this matter?

I have credible information that it was vice versa. The Western countries were warning the Georgian Government not to go too far, or else, events would develop in a very dangerous direction. Russia’s interest in escalating the conflict is obvious; however, it is a fact that the Georgian Government did nothing to prevent such a development of the matter but not only did exactly the opposite — it started a large-scale military operation in the Tskhinvali region [on the 7th of August] . . .
Saakashvili says he has not started the war.

Then how did the Georgian troops happen to be in the Tskhinvali region?
The Georgian side stated it had no option but to open repulsive fire to restore constitutional order.

Why did the government wish to “restore the constitutional order” exactly when Russia’s entire North-Caucasian military groupings and the Black Sea Fleet were in full military readiness? Maneuvers were ongoing, the population was being evacuated from Tskhinvali, Java was militarily reinforced, Cossacks were being mobilized, the north-Caucasians were getting prepared, and the Roki Tunnel was being actively used. What were they thinking against this background? The events had political, military, and humanitarian aspects and in none of them did the Georgian government manage adequately.

But the Government says that intensive fire there represented a serious peril.

During all these years, there were occasional fire attacks from both sides as well as the putting of blame upon each other. The OSCE observers on the spot were pointing sometimes to one side, sometimes to the other side, sometimes to both and sometimes to none of them. . . . Apparently, a stabile instability (but not a large-scale war) was part of some plan that would end up with the pulling the Russian peacekeeping forces out of Georgia, thus becoming a breakthrough on the way to the conflict resolution.
Was it Georgia’s strategic plan?

Our partners had an understanding of it, I suppose.
The Americans?

The United States and the European Union did; the latter became increasingly active in the region. It was a strategic course and strategy requires time. But our Government is infantile and impatient, as it has been proved numerous times. Now, too, as it seems, somebody failed to hold his nerve.
So, the Government is lying to the people when it says that there was no other option but to open fire — is that what you are saying?

A mixture of lies and bragging is a regular subsistence diet for this government. The Georgian government was obliged not to give the Russian Army a pretext to invade Georgian territory. Even President Bush mentioned that the Russian response was disproportional; that means he does not deny that Georgia gave a cause for Russia’s responsive steps. Had the Russian troops stopped at the Tskhinvali region’s administrative border and not started raiding the country, we’d be in even a more deplorable situation. Moreover, I heard from competent people that seizing Tskhinvali is easier than its subsequent retention. Even my grandchild knows that if the Roki Tunnel is in use and Russia is your adversary at the one end, your military operation at the other is doomed to failure. To my knowledge, our allies were begging the Georgian government not to allow such an outcome.
Were the Americans, too, begging or forbidding?

The operation launched by the Georgian Government manifestly went beyond the agreed or, if you will, allowed rational limits. “Georgia is a beacon of democracy” is where the United States administration’s attitude to Georgia froze. This stance was reflected also in the American press after the November 7 events. . . . The Bush administration has become a hostage to its one-sided policy towards Georgia. I doubt Washington desired what has happened. But I’m not sure how categorical it was in calling Georgia for caution. Meanwhile, the Government of this country developed a belief that whatever it does it will be dragged out from the swamp.
U.S. military-humanitarian aid was greeted with outstanding emotions by both the Georgian government and the Georgian population. However, considerations contained in the American press deserve attention, too. For example, one such consideration was that “U.S. assistance to Georgia and threats against Russia are shallow assistance and shallow threats.” How do you view it?

One thing goes without saying: neither America nor the West in general are going to launch a third world war for Georgia’s sake.
Is this why the Georgian government hopelessly awaited an American life vest over several days?

While the Russian military maneuvers were taking place in the North Caucasus, we had military maneuvers here with the participation of the American trainers. It means that there was a sort of a signal from the American side but the actual situation is the following: it is the Americans who need Georgian troops in Iraq. So why would they open a third frontline in Georgia while there is already Iraq, Afghanistan, and a crisis regarding Iran ripening? It is clear that the United States is facing a very serious problem in Georgia. And it is currently actively seeking a solution.
What are your views concerning the Sarkozy document?

Paragraph 6 of the document, in particular the contemplated format of the conflict resolution, is alarming. One can try to appease himself saying that Abkhazia and South Ossetia are within Georgia’s internationally recognized borders to date but Medvedev poses the matter in a different way saying that their statuses must be decided on the basis of the will of the residents of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In the current situation when both territories (except Gali district) are emptied of Georgians, whatever their will may be is clear. We should face up to the reality: the situation changed to our serious detriment.

There is a view that Russia and the United States have a deal that Abkhazia and South Ossetia will go to Russia.
I have heard, too, speculations about exchanging Abkhazia (or its part) and the Tskhinvali region for Georgia becoming a NATO member. However, the Georgian population views a NATO membership as a protective mechanism (for the retention of Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region), a guarantee of better protection of Georgia’s territorial integrity. If question is posed in a way you said, I believe the public opinion about NATO will change drastically. Tskhinvali and Abkhazia are both integral parts of the Georgian identity and mentality. Over time mentality changes too but it is hard to imagine an instant overturning of the established mentality. I don’t think this can be agreed to even by this government, which drove the country to the disaster it is now trapped in. Meanwhile others make decisions on the future of the country.

Whom do you mean?

The West and Russia. To some extent they are interested in the Georgian Government’s views too. Aren’t they coming here after visits to Moscow? We, the Georgians, still have some sort of a say too. I hope this say will not be the one that sounded during the recent rally.

Which rally?
The one that Saakashvili gathered a few days ago. With that rally, Saakashvili tried to show to the world that the people of Georgia are as inadequate as their government.

But many people participated in the rally.
Yes, and many diverse people, by the way. I am not saying that everyone came to shout “Misha! Misha!” there. Many people went there out of their affection to their country and not its Government. However, the current state of affairs is that a leader is directly identified to a country, especially in case of such a small country like Georgia is.

Prior to the presidential and parliamentary election, the opposition was asserting that the notions of a political leader and a country are not identical.

As the old Romans would say, any leader goes; only the republic is eternal. The greatest problem is that we have been constantly failing to bring an accountable and responsible Government to the top of the country. It’s a sort of careless political thinking here: we are unable to comprehend the possible consequences of our own actions.

I suppose Saakashvili is trying to save himself now by any means. The Bush administration, too, will probably try to rescue him: against the coming election, he finds it difficult to acknowledge that this project also has actually failed.

The Europe is divided into two. Poland and the Baltic countries suffered so much from Russia that they think Russia is the main problem and Saakashvili can somehow be dealt with sooner or later. For Western European countries Saakashvili turned into a kind of ‘enfant terrible.’ This endless problem of his causes a serious inconvenience to them. I think Merkel’s visit in the wake of Sarkozy’s visit is directed not only at resolving the Russian problem. The Europeans will necessarily express – in a more stringent way than they usually do – their utmost discontent to Saakashvili and his Government. However, the Europeans have no custom of changing Governments in other countries; they will accept Georgians’ decision but will make appropriate conclusions for themselves about the way of our thinking and the level of our evolution.

Do you think the Sarkozy document reflects Europe’s attitude you have just described?
I stand far from making a fetish of documents. It’s a treaty on ceasefire. On conflict issues, it includes ambiguous passages (which is certainly bad for us, as for the weak party). These passages will be understood differently in Russia, the Western countries, and Georgia. Unfortunately, treaties often include such ‘mines,’ except when a treaty is made between close allies.

Do you think the aim of the Russian intervention was to change the Georgian Government?
I’ve been saying for a long time that any hostile act of Russia was not weakening but reinforcing Saakashvili. By the way, this was the case during Shevardnadze’s rule too: as the Russians would drop bombs in the Georgian territory adjacent to Chechnya, Shevardnadze’s internal position would be reinforced right away. A foreign aggression triggers a natural reaction in the form of a national consolidation around even a good-for-nothing but still own Government. Now, too, the Russian politicians’ statement that Saakashvili’s resignation was necessary, was immediately followed by the following response of the virtually entire political spectrum in Georgia: “It’s not your business.” It’s a paradox: Russia is prolonging Saakashvili’s political life while Saakashvili himself is cutting it down.

If Russia opened fire on Tbilisi, what actions should the Georgian Government have taken?
A complete military failure within 24 hours was unexpected for not only me, but also experts who were of high opinion about the Georgian army. Here, of course, we have a problem in high-ranking officers and not in soldiers. The matter is about planning and implementing operations, especially – operations involving large military units. To say nothing about the Commander-in-Chief who probably was not fed up while playing war games in his childhood. It’s a tragedy that lives and health of thousands of human beings were sacrificed to the Commander-in-Chief’s childish complex. 

I don’t know what could be done to defend the capital city had the Russians launched an attack. What I know for sure is that the time when volunteers were able to make a difference is now a history.

The President of Georgia has been mentioning lately that the Georgian Army would be much stronger if the time and resources were not wasted in internal struggles. You, the opposition forces, are blamed for this.

That’s another side of the crisis. The need for a foreign enemy is satisfied: Russia is there! But the existence of a foreign enemy is not sufficient for authoritarian regimes; an internal enemy is needed as well. If Saakashvili stays in power, I do not exclude the possibility of renewing search for betrayers and enemies of the people. By the way, the opposition forces are behaving more collegially during these days of crisis than this Government deserves. As to the army, the opposition was unable, unfortunately, to impede the prodigious expenses, extensive increase in the number of servicemen, expensive programs for the reservists, and the country’s militarization in general. A country with the abilities similar to Georgia is simply unable to have an army of 37,000 men that meets NATO standards; may be army of just 15,000 can meet those standards. However, all the three Baltic States taken together have an army that is two times less in number than this figure. It seems that Saakashvili needed an army not to fight against an aggressor but to show them up at parades and use it on the 7th of November. Using an army to resolve internal matters causes its disorientation and leads to demoralization.

One of the points Saakashvili has mentioned is that Russia has been seeking a stronghold among the opposition forces in Georgia but failed to find such support.

For some time, Russia considered Abashidze and then Giorgadze as a stronghold; that simply means that Russia had no chances to create serious countrywide political stronghold. Can we name Gocha Pipia as Russia’s stronghold because he says he’s against joining NATO?

It is noteworthy that the opposition parties have not made a try to discuss and deliberate on the crisis publicly. Is it because they wanted to avoid being blamed for high treason by the Government? You, the Republicans, have even stated that in no case shall Georgia’s leadership yield governing power in the current state of affairs.
I am not authorized to speak on behalf of the whole opposition. Our attitude to the Georgian Government is well known and this attitude has been expressed in the Republican Party’s statements of 8 and 11 August. I shall repeat: the people of this country decide the matter of Georgia’s leadership. The president should not be appointed by Moscow, Washington, Brussels, or Tehran. Now the paramount task is to free the country from the aggressor but the question of the Government’s liability will definitely be raised in this country. The nation should adequately assess the Government’s actions to prevent such disasters happening in the future. I hope our conversation will contribute to these aims.

After the summer 2004 events in Tskhinvali, you stated in the Parliament that “in Georgia there are a day government and a night government; peace negotiations during a day time and war at night.” In the current situation, which government are you blaming?

Only the night government is left now. I do not exclude that the Government of this country has retained at least some rational brains. Not everyone should have been supportive of the militarist-suicidal policies probably, but the voice of those having common sense, if such existed, was subdued. There is a clear deficit of common sense in this country in general.

By the way, in these days the President of Georgia has mentioned several times that he didn’t open fire in South Ossetia in 2004 and didn’t launch military operations; that it was his initiative to withdraw the armed forces from there. What does this statement mean to you?

Well, Saakashvili holds all the powers in this country in his hands! I don’t think even Okruashvili could make such a step and go against his will. It’s positive that Saakashvili managed to stop that reckless attempt before the consequences similar to what we have today would happen. But nowadays he cannot blame Kezerashvili for the recent tragedy. Shouldn’t a person learn something in a four-years-long period?

What do you think, when may a humanitarian corridor be opened?
Sooner or later, it will happen. None of the parties is in a haste to open such a corridor in the time of a conflict. Each party tries to hide what it committed. The Russians, too, will try to leave as little evidences as possible.

What information do you have about the number of casualties?
I do not have any credible data because both the Georgian and the Russians official sources are lying. Neither does the West have data close to reality so far. I am afraid the final information will be dreadful; people died, our people on our territory, whether in Tskhinvali or in Gori.

How do you know that the Georgian official information sources are lying?

Were any data broadcast concerning the casualties among the Tskhinvali residents when the Georgian army occupied the town following the assault? Did we see even one Ossetian captive? I don’t know what military forces participated from the Ossetian side in the hostilities during the assault but such operations cause a serious concern to those who at least slightly care about others’ lives. The types of weapons used by the Georgian side were indicative of serious casualties among the peaceful population, not to mention the types of weapons used by the Russians in Gori.  

Is there a chance of bringing international police forces in?

The bringing-in of such forces will be protracted because Russians, Abkhazians, and Ossetians are all categorically against and it is not customary for Europe to impose its views on others. In addition, it would be really surprising if the Russians were to cede everything now. Neither does the Georgian Government has a Talleyrand among its ranks to benefit after having lost a war. I don’t want the function of Georgia to be confined to only demonstrating with its mutilated body that Russia is bad. Tasks of a reasonable Government should be completely different. 

§ § §

PAGE  

