Republican Party Withdraws From Opposition: Is Strength Found Through Breaking-Up?
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With the parliamentary elections around the corner, the Republican Party, one of the better-organized political parties in Georgia is leaving the united opposition. The question now is whether the move will instigate further breaks from the coalition.

Despite earlier pledges from opposition groups that they would stick together until the end, the decision of the Republicans did not come as a complete surprise. Many people saw it more bizzare that the party members remained with the united opposition for so long. Political analyst Ramaz Klimiashvili says that, “The Republican Party looked like a dissident in the united opposition.” Furthermore, the move was somewhat expected because the opposition parties cannot agree on a united party list.

In other news for the Republican Party, Irakli Batiashvili another political heavyweight recently pardoned and released from custody will run on the republicans’ ticket for the upcoming parliamentary elections.

Nine to One

The Republican Party has a reputation as a relatively moderate, balanced force in Georgian politics. It is a rare exception among political parties and movements functioning in Georgia for the rotation rule of party leaders to be followed. The apparatus and regional organizations of the party work smoothly and the party has good relations with international organizations. In addition, the party members always observe Western values.

With the Republicans decision, the united opposition is losing a serious wing and this may trigger further fragmentation. The Conservative party, a partner of the Republicans, is expected to be the next to leave the coalition. Although the political viewpoints of these two parties do differ significantly, the two have still managed to come to common terms and form the Democratic Front faction in parliament.

However, in his interview with Georgian Times Kakha Kukava, one of the leaders of the Conservative party and head of the Democratic Front faction said that the Conservative party does not plan to leave the national council of the united opposition.

Political analysts assess the Republicans’ move as something expected. Political analyst Ramaz Klimiashvili comments:

“It was said that all parties would be represented in the election list on the parity basis. With this principle, the Republican Party would also occupy its place in this list as well as Koba Davitashvili, leader of the People’s party who is the only person in his party. I know at least six people from the Republican Party who deserve top ten positions. That’s why I think that they made the right step.”

After the Republican Party announced that it was leaving the united opposition, the other eight members of the coalition held a briefing and declared that they will fulfill the promise given to the voters and participate in the parliamentary election with a single list.

“Only unity can defeat injustice and violence. The decision is final and not subject for appeal or discussion from Saakashvili,” said Davitashvili on behalf of the United National Council. It was identified at the briefing that the eight parties in the united opposition coalition will have a single party list and Levan Gachechiladze, former presidential candidate will top the list. Yet the leaders do not talk about the candidates of top ten positions on the list, they only note that the list will be polished soon as the principle agreement regarding quotas is already reached.

Captain – Okruashvili or Gachechiladze

Before the decision of the united opposition leaders became known, rumors spread that Irakli Okruashvili, former minister of defense and leader of political movement For a United Georgia could top the list of the united opposition. Now they say that he will be number two. All this is connected to his contributions to the political processes since September 2007, which led to the snap presidential and parliamentary elections. Without Okruashvili’s scandalous statements the events would not have developed the way they did, and the opposition would not have been able to gain such support among society.

However, before the date of parliamentary election is identified, it is difficult to predict whether the eight opposition parties will manage to maintain unity: will the New Rights party replace Republican Party? Will Okruashvili’s party form an election bloc with the Republican Party instead of being in the coalition?

“Nobody is going to leave the national council; on the contrary, some other forces may join them. Two political forces- the Green party and Giorgi Targamadze’s Christian-democratic party may replace the Republicans in the coalition. Hence the united opposition will have enough electorate,” says Klimiashvili. He notes that Georgia should always be ready for unexpected things.

Opposition will have a united front against National Movement

Whether they want it or not, the Republican Party and the united opposition will inevitably compete with each other. However, their main target will be Saakashvili and the National Movement. Hence, the opposition forces may open a united front against the ruling party. They will not oppose one another in the majoritarian districts. They have sufficient experience for all this. In autumn 2006, the opposition forces that participated in the local government election followed this principle.

“If the opposition manages to do this, they will certainly win,” says Klimiashvili.

The leaders of the Republican Party explain that their decision is due to their wish to strengthen the opposition. “Our independent participation in parliamentary elections will be useful for the whole opposition. We wish to gain parliamentary majority and that’s why we made such a decision,” says Levan Berdzenishvili, MP, one of the leaders of Republican Party.

Experts approve of the decision of the party. They declare that in such circumstances, the opposition forces will gain more votes and it is the best way to win a majority. Klimiashvili says that if the election is fair and democratic, the Labor party, with its leftist orientation, has the best chance to gain more votes than other opposition parties do. Thus, it will be able to form an opposition faction in Parliament.

“This happens because big portions of Georgian society still suffer from [Georgia’s] social problems,” says Klimiashvili. According to him, the leftist parties in post-Soviet and Eastern European countries are most popular. In Poland and Lithuania the leftists won. People begin to think about conservative and liberal directions when the situation in the country becomes stable and social problems are solved.

As for the fact that the opposition parties will participate independently in parliamentary elections, the political analysts say that it is good for political life and culture in the country. As the opposition forces take part separately, it will awake even passive citizens and make them vote. In the case of a single list, the supporters of the New Rights Party would see the names of Labor party representatives and would not vote for the opposition. The Republican Party has its own electorate. In the end, they will gain more votes independently. In this way, the opposition will strengthen.

PAGE  
2

