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During my stay in Georgia (August 2-9), which I carried out unofficialy as a private person, I met several representatives of opposition parties. From parties within the Georgian Dream coalition, I met representatives of the Republican Party, including a candidate for majoritarian district, the Conservative Party, and Georgian Dream. From parties outside the coalition, I met with e. g. the Democratic Movement–United Georgia Party and the New Rights Party. I also met with several personalities outside the parties (representatives of NGOs and university research) and witnessed the rally of Georgian Dream led by Bidzina Ivanishvili in Batumi on Sunday, August 6. I spoke to several adherents of Mikhail Saakashvili and the ruling United National Movement (UNM). That has enabled me to get a rather comprehensive and detailed insight into the actual political situation in Georgia, cca 8 weeks before the parliamentary elections.

President M. Saakashvili knows to speak to the West. He presents himself as a guarantee of democracy and stability in the country (one of whose regions, South Ossetia, has been occupied by Russia), as the one and only guarantee of Georgia’s heading for EU and NATO, and Western politicians are keen to listen to him. The reality of the country is, however, considerably different from the picture that he has depicted, as M. Saakashvili is far from being a democrat of Western style. According to what I have heard and seen, I dare say that the actual Georgian regime is strongly authoritarian, ruled with a hard hand of the president and his UNM.

Georgia’s constitutional system is fully presidential. It is worth mentioning that during last 8 years of Saakashvili’s presidency – and of the constitutional majority of UNM – the Constitution has changed 30 times, nearly always in a purpose-built way, very often ad hominem (see e. g. recently the case of B. Ivanishvili’s citizenship). The result is that after completing the second Saakashvili’s term as a president (2013 January), when he may not candidate any more, the constitutional system is going to change from the super-presidential to a super-prime-ministerial one. This very fact arises speculation on Mr. Saakashvili’s future position.

First of all, there are no checks and ballances in Georgia. UNM controls all the admininstration, beginning with the government and ending with local authorities. The judiciary system is totally under control of the state executive, 98% accused being sentenced in compliance with proposals of state prosecution. Prisons, where 25,000 of the sentenced dwell, i. e. proportionally more than e. g. in Russia (cf.: under Shevarnadze the number was 6,000), are characterized by outrageous and unhuman conditions, with ca. 240 prisoners dead every year. The lack of independent judiciary is being perceived as the main deficit of democracy in the country.

As for the police, Saakashvili has succeeded in eradicating ordinary street criminality, for which he is praised even by the opposition, and from this viewpoint, Georgia is to be held as a secure country. Nevertheless, hereby the good message comes to an end, the police being strongly politicized (see below). The qualification for becoming a civic servant in any field and holding down is either to become a member of UNM or to be a supporter at least; by no means such a person may be a member of another political party.

State authorities interfere even with business, tightly connected with, and controlled by, UNM. Businessmen, if they do not support UNM, are being harrased, threatened, criminalized, and thus urged to give up their assets on behalf of UNM people, often just for not being imprisoned or for being released from prison (e. g. by president’s pardon), at best to sell their assets for a price many times lower than the purchase cost was. This happens in cooperation with all parts of the state administration – beginning with government, judiciary, state prosecution and ending with police.

The most striking difference from democratic standards is Saakashvili’s attitude to the political opposition. The opposition has been accused (not only internally, but also abroad) of being agents of Russia; they have been threatened, even criminalized, mostly for allegedly transgressing the law on the financing of political parties (e. g. 10 leading members of Democratic Movement – United Georgia Party stay actually in jail, its leader herself being tried 10 times); on the other hand UNM has the use, and abuse, of almost unlimited administrative resources. 

The opposition has been nearly absolutely prevented from the access to media, and „Must-Carry/Must-Offer“ rules have helped only cosmetically, the government being in control of the most important TV channels. There are some independent TV channels, as Maestro or Channel 9, but they have problems with broadcasting their signals and, above all, their staffs have repeatedly been blocked by inhabitants supported by local authorities; they are often violently treated, while the police is inertly watching, and thus prevented from doing freely their work.

Also the freedom of assembly has often been seriously violated in a similar way, the representatives of the opposition being prevented from entering localities and meeting people (which happened recently e. g. to Ivanishvili in Beshumi, Adjara Autonomous Republic, Aug. 4).

Under these conditions, the elections to be held Oct. 1 are far from being considered fair and free. Western politicians are mistaken if they believe that Mr. Saakashvili is the one and only guarantee of the pro-Western orientation of Georgia and of the stability in the country. A consensus on Georgian pro-Western orientation prevails nation-wide. There are, however, some disagreements as for the approach to Russia, i. e. whether to apply a hard and uncompromising policy (Saakashvili), or to try constructively and patiently to make the relations better (Ivanishvili). By the way, Saakashvili’s promises to bring Georgia into NATO (as well as into EU, and to get back Abkhazia and South Ossetia) have come out to be absolutely unrealistic. Mr. Saakashvili himself is a source of a strong instability. With his agressive, acute and pointed rhetoric he is polarizing the nation and provoking negative emotions going over to personal hostility and hatred. Tensions in the society grow and there is a threat of civic turbulencies or even civil war, especially if one group or another comes to a persuasion that the elections results have been manipulated. Let us mention in margine that during more than 20 years of the free Georgia there has been no peaceful transmission of power – in this context, Saakashvili’s words that he has built the country and “will not hand it over to politicians of the past” (Aug. 4) sound considerably ominously.

Thus, concluding, what is necessary to do to ensure the elections being free and fair: the West has to 1) permanently pursue and intensify their pressure upon Saakashvili’s government to observe democratic standards in treating the opposition, especially as to the free access to media and the freedom of assembly, and to stop their criminalization, and 2) engage as many observers for monitoring the situation as possible, be it OSCE, European Parliament, Council of Europe or NATO Parliamentary Assembly. This should be done – and that is what I am stressing – just now, as soon as possible, because to do so only a couple of days before the elections might come out to be uneffective and useless.

