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Sanctions Alone Won’t Change Oligarch’s 
Anti-Western Choice

G eorgia’s recent adoption of the “Law 
on the Transparency of Foreign In-
fluence” has thrust the nation into 
uncharted waters. The West’s im-

pending sanctions on the Georgian Government 
carry significant implications for the country’s 
future, particularly the outcome of the 2024 Oc-
tober Parliamentary Elections. 
 
While Georgians celebrate the National Football 
Team’s qualification and successful performance 
at Euro 2024, political weather in the country 
is getting stormy. Once the jubilation is over, 
polarization will return, and civil society’s and 
political opposition’s profound disagreement 
with the Government over the country’s foreign 
policy course will set the tone for the upcoming 
Parliamentary elections. The role of global actors 
in Georgian elections will be profound, and the 
instruments the EU and the US will choose to deal 
with the authoritarian oligarchic regime in Tbilisi 
will largely determine the country’s trajectory for 
the next decade. 
 
This volume opens with Sergi Kapanadze’s piece 
on the anatomy of the oligarchic regime in Georgia, 
which dwells on the article in the previous issue. 
After exploring state capture in various fields of 
governance in Part 1 of the analysis, the author 
examines the tactics employed by the oligarch 
to fragment the political spectrum, weaken 
opposition parties, manipulate the electoral 
process, vilify the NGO sector, misuse the state 
security service for political gains, exploit the 
Georgian Orthodox Church, and control the 
economy and financial flows for the benefit of its 
power.

Jaba Devdariani pays tribute to the recurrent 
mass protests on Rustaveli Avenue and their 
broader implications for Georgian democracy 
and argues that the persistent public mobilization 
against sitting governments is driven by a lack of 
vertical and horizontal accountability within the 
political system, exacerbated by a winner-takes-
all mentality and electoral system distortions. The 
article underscores the role of civil society and 
public protests as “diagonal accountability,” crucial 
for expressing public discontent and seeking 
political change without robust institutional 
checks and balances. The article concludes that 
addressing Georgia’s accountability issues and 
reducing the influence of oligarchic capital is 
essential for its democratic and European future.
 
Shota Gvineria follows up with an analysis of 
the Georgian Dream’s increasing alignment with 
authoritarian regimes like Russia, Iran, and China. 
This shift has led to escalating authoritarian 
measures against local dissent and strained 
relations with Western allies. The West’s remaining 
options to influence Georgia include imposing 
sanctions and supporting pro-democracy forces. 
The article outlines three potential outcomes for 
Georgia: the successful imposition of authoritarian 
laws, leading to a Belarus-like state; civil unrest 
and potential Russian intervention; or, under 
strategic U.S. pressure, the holding of free and 
fair elections. The author stresses the urgency for 
active support and decisive action from Georgia’s 
Western allies to prevent Georgia’s further drift 
into authoritarianism and alignment with Russia, 
which poses significant risks to regional stability 
and Western interests.
 

https://politicsgeo.com/article/69
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Temuri Yakobashvili and Sergi Kapanadze 
then step in with a joint piece criticizing the 
ineffectiveness of Western sanctions in changing 
authoritarian regimes’ policies and arguing 
that sanctions should instead aim to alert the 
Georgian public to change their government in 
the upcoming elections. The article highlights 
how authoritarian leaders often project resilience 
under sanctions and use them to bolster their 
propaganda against the West. The Georgian 
Dream (GD) party has similarly dismissed fears 
of sanctions. Still, the authors argue that timely, 
public, and well-targeted sanctions could prevent 
the GD from portraying its international isolation 
as a success. The article emphasizes the need 
for visa bans and financial sanctions to be more 
visible and impactful, targeting not just the 
rank-and-file individuals responsible for anti-
democratic actions but mainly the “big boss” 
– Bidzina Ivanishvili. Authors advocate for a 
robust “sticks-and-carrots” approach, with clear 
consequences for continuing anti-democratic 
policies and attractive incentives for democratic 
reforms. In their view, the ultimate goal should 
be to generate negative public sentiment towards 
the GD, leading to a change in government 
through the October parliamentary elections.
 
Vano Chkhikvadze picks up on one of the widely 
discussed EU response measures - the potential 
suspension of Georgia’s visa-free travel. The EU 
granted visa liberalization to Georgia in 2017, 
allowing Georgians to travel without visas, but this 
privilege is conditional on adherence to European 
values and human rights. Recent legislation in 
Georgia, particularly the adoption of Russian-
style foreign influence and anti-LGBTQI laws, 
has raised concerns about Georgia’s compliance 

with these conditions. The article discusses the 
criteria under which the EU can suspend visa 
liberalization, including substantial increases 
in irregular migration, asylum applications, and 
security risks. The decision to suspend visas is 
complex, balancing technical data and political 
considerations. While suspension would signal 
disapproval of Georgia’s political direction, it 
risks fueling anti-European sentiments and 
propaganda from the ruling Georgian Dream 
party. The article underscores the delicate 
balance the EU must maintain in its response, 
considering the potential impact on ordinary 
Georgian citizens and civil society activists.

Thornike Gordadze closes the volume with an 
analysis of the impact of the 2024 European 
Parliament elections on the EU’s political balance 
and its implications for candidate countries like 
Georgia. Despite propaganda from Georgian 
Dream leaders about the surge of GD-friendly 
conservatism in Europe, the reality is more 
nuanced, with the pro-European majority 
maintaining their position and the Far-Right 
remaining divided and in the minority. The 
article discusses the Far-Right’s divided stance 
on Russia and EU enlargement, with some parties 
supporting Ukraine and others maintaining 
ambiguous ties to Moscow. The GD views Far-
Right gains as beneficial, hoping for reduced 
democratic conditionality for EU candidate 
states. The upcoming snap elections in France 
and Germany’s Far-Right surge could influence 
EU enlargement policies, impacting Georgia’s 
European aspirations ■ 
 

With Respect,

Editorial Team
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I n the previous volume of GEOpolitics, I 
described how Bidzina Ivanishvili and his 
Georgian Dream (GD) party monopolized 
political power in the Parliament, captured 

executive and judiciary branches, and asserted 
control over essential media resources. 
 
However, it is essential to note that the mere cap-
ture of state institutions does not provide a com-
prehensive understanding of the extent of the 
problem facing Georgia’s democracy. To fully grasp 
the situation, we must also examine how state cap-
ture resulted in the fragmentation of the political 
spectrum, weakened opposition parties, manipu-
lation of the electoral system, defamation of the 
NGO sector, misuse of the state security service 
for political gain, an alliance with the Georgian Or-
thodox Church, and control of the economy and 
financial flows. 

Demonizing the Opposition

Since 2013, Bidzina Ivanishvili has positioned the 
Georgian Dream against the former government 

by addressing the United National Movement’s 
(UNM) significant “failures,” such as improving 
human rights in prisons, issuing a controversial 
broad amnesty (including the release of convicted 
Russian spies), and implementing socially orient-
ed policies like universal healthcare. However, the 
hallmark of the Georgian Dream-led government 
has been the monopolization of various govern-
ment branches, including local government, and 
the deliberate portrayal of the UNM, particular-
ly Mikheil Saakashvili and his party, as the public 
enemy. This strategy of demonizing the political 
opposition relied on three main tactics: physical 
assaults, negative PR campaigns, and arrests and 
persecutions of opposition figures.

This strategy of demonizing the po-
litical opposition relied on three main 
tactics: physical assaults, negative PR 
campaigns, and arrests and persecu-
tions of opposition figures.

From its early days in power, the Georgian Dream 
party has encouraged and even financed groups 

Anatomy and Chronology of a State 
Capture in Georgia (Part 2)

Dr Sergi Kapanadze is a Professor of International relations and European integration at the Ilia State and Caucasus Uni-

versities in Tbilisi, Georgia. He is a founder and a chairman of the board of the Tbilisi - based think - tank GRASS (Georgia’s 

Reforms Associates). Dr Kapanadze was a vice - speaker of the Parliament of Georgia in 2016 - 2020 and a deputy Foreign 

Minister in 2011 - 2012. He received a Ph.D. in International relations from the Tbilisi State University in 2010 and an MA in 

International Relations and European Studies from the Central European University in 2003. He holds the diplomatic rank of 

Envoy Plenipotentiary.

SERGI KAPANADZE
Editor and Contributor
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to physically assault senior opposition figures, 
creating a perception that the public widely dis-
liked these politicians. Notable incidents included 
public beatings of opposition politicians like Nug-
zar Tsiklauri and Zurab Tchiaberashvili, mass as-
saults in Kortskheli, and attacks on Nika Gvaramia. 
There were also planned assaults on Gigi Ugulava 
and Giorgi Gabashvili, as well as numerous low-
er-ranking opposition figures. In 2024 alone, sev-
eral opposition politicians were severely beaten 
while protesting the foreign agents bill. The for-
mer UNM chairman, Levan Khabeishvili, suffered 
such severe injuries that he had to step down from 
the party leadership position. MP Aleko Elisashvili 
was beaten by police on camera, resulting in bro-
ken ribs, and prominent opposition activist David 
Katsarava was so severely injured that he required 
surgery on his eye socket. 

The violence against opposition activists inten-
sified in April-May 2024, with Georgian Dream 
supporters ambushing and severely beating oppo-
sition politicians near their homes on multiple oc-
casions. Despite these assaults, none of the perpe-
trators or organizers have been arrested, even as a 
prominent Georgian Dream MP boasted on social 
media about being behind these attacks.

The Georgian Dream has prosecuted and impris-
oned the former President, the former Prime Min-
ister and the Minister of the Interior, the former 
Minister of Defense, and the former Mayor of 
Tbilisi at various times from 2013 to 2021. The pin-
nacle of arresting political opponents was when 
the former chairman of the UNM, Nika Melia, was 
detained in the party office as a result of a spe-
cial operation.  The promise of “restoration of jus-
tice,” a principal pre-electoral pledge of the Geor-
gian Dream, would thus seem to have been kept. 
However, the Georgian Dream keeps the sword of 
Damocles of violence over the opposition parties, 
threatening their political and legal persecution 
even after the October 2024 elections. Bidzina 

Ivanishvili promised precisely that during his omi-
nous 29 April address to GD supporters. 
 
The non-stop legal and propaganda pressure on 
the main opposition party, the UNM, led to its nu-
merous break-ups in 2017-2024, splinter groups 
attempting to shake off the UNM label and brand-
ing themselves according to their ideologies and 
political positions, including because of funda-
mental disagreements with Saakashvili. However, 
the Georgian Dream’s strategy in all cases was to 
deny the party identity of these new political par-
ties and brand them as a “collective UNM.” Even 
the parties that are highly critical of Saakashvili, 
such as European Georgia, Lelo, and For Georgia, 
are dubbed by the government as the “collective 
UNM.” 
 

Since violence feeds violence, the fear of 
reciprocity might be the major driver of 
Ivanishvili’s idée fixe to destroy politi-
cal opponents.

Political polarization, which Georgia’s friends of-
ten decry as an ultimate problem for Georgian 
democracy, is a direct outcome of Ivanishvili’s 
demonization approach. Since violence feeds vio-
lence, the fear of reciprocity might be the major 
driver of Ivanishvili’s idée fixe to destroy political 
opponents. Indeed, if he were to lose power to 
Saakashvili, the oligarch probably expects similar 
treatment – politically motivated cases, using pre-
liminary detention for political reasons, and the 
politicized court making biased decisions. 

Using SUSI for Political Means

The State Security Service of Georgia (also known 
as the SSSG, or SUSI in Georgian) has become the 
major tool of political control for the Georgian 
Dream. SUSI is headed by a personal loyalist of 
Mr. Ivanishvili and it is believed that he is directly 
accountable to the oligarch. During recent years, 

https://agenda.ge/en/news/2014/836#gsc.tab=0
https://agenda.ge/en/news/2014/836#gsc.tab=0
https://civil.ge/archives/125508
https://civil.ge/archives/126058
https://civil.ge/archives/478048
https://civil.ge/archives/602815
https://georgiatoday.ge/aleko-elisashvili-police-beat-me-my-rib-is-broken/
http://www.humanrights.ge/index.php?a=main&pid=20486&lang=eng
https://civil.ge/archives/602348
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SUSI has been embroiled in a number of scandals, 
elucidating its influence on political processes and 
widespread surveillance operations over political 
opponents, the media, and civil society. 

In 2021, a former security officer in Georgia al-
legedly leaked a massive cache of surveillance files 
detailing extensive spying on senior clergymen. 
The leaked documents, reportedly prepared for 
SUSI’s Analytical Department, include information 
on the clergy’s business activities, intimate rela-
tionships, sexual orientation, and alleged illegal 
drug use. Some directory titles in the files include 
“criminal [acts] and narcotics addiction,” “threats,” 
“lovers,” and “bishops.” The magnitude of the sur-
veillance operation against the Church also pro-
vides a sneak peek into what sort of control SUSI 
has established on other important groups, main-
ly political opponents, civil society, and the mass 
media. The leaked files also showed that SUSI op-
eratives were even listening to diplomatic corps 
representatives.  

In 2022, two major watchdog groups, the Interna-
tional Society for Fair Elections and Democracy 
(ISFED) and Transparency International Georgia 
(TI), accused the Georgian government of orches-
trating large-scale electoral fraud during the 2018 
presidential and 2020 parliamentary elections, 
citing leaked documents from former Deputy Di-
rector of the State Security Service, Soso Gogash-
vili, who was arrested in 2021. The groups alleged 
that the government has illegally offered pardons, 
pressured public employees, and misused admin-
istrative resources to influence election outcomes. 
The verified documents, dating from 2018 to 2019, 
reportedly show thousands of individuals receiv-
ing benefits in exchange for electoral support 
for the Georgian Dream. These benefits included 
canceling conditional sentences, early prison re-
leases, and restoring driving licenses. The report 
also points to politically motivated terminations of 
public employees and the use of law enforcement 
to aid in campaign efforts. The investigation fur-

ther implicates the Revenue Service in politically 
influenced decisions on tax debt restructuring. 

SUSI is known to have formal liaison persons in 
various ministries where they monitor which em-
ployees are politically loyal to the ruling party. 
During the May 2024 protests, when the employ-
ees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Min-
istry of Justice expressed their critical political 
views on social media, SUSI liaisons in the minis-
tries made the case and pressured the ministers 
into firing or not continuing the contracts with the 
critically minded employees. 

SUSI is also believed to be behind the violence and 
fear campaigns targeting opposition and civil so-
ciety. An investigation by TV Formula has revealed 
that the Georgian State Security Service (SSG) 
allegedly organized and supervised an attack on 
Misha Mshvildadze, the station’s co-founder and 
a prominent government critic. CCTV footage 
identified Giorgi Mumladze, an SSG investigator, 
as being involved in the attack with the operation 
reportedly overseen by his godfather, Levan Akho-
badze, the deputy head of the SSG. TV Formula’s 
investigation also linked Mumladze’s father, a for-
mer employee of the Defense Ministry, to SUSI. 

In April-June 2024, the planned night assaults on 
the opposition figures, as well as massive abusive 
phoning of the opposition and civil society repre-
sentatives, is also highly likely to be linked with 
SUSI since no other organization can possess so 
much personal data, including the information on 
the live movement of the victims. 

SUSI has been instrumental in upholding the nar-
rative of the Georgian Dream that foreign powers, 
with local counterpart NGOs and political parties, 
are attempting to stage a coup d’état. This narra-
tive has become an essential propaganda instru-
ment of Ivanishvili’s party, alleging that the West 
wants to overthrow the government and bring the 
UNM to power. In 2023, SUSI accused Giorgi Lort-

https://civil.ge/archives/440008
https://oc-media.org/watchdogs-back-ex-security-chiefs-claim-of-large-scale-electoral-fraud-in-georgia/
https://oc-media.org/tv-formula-says-attack-on-founder-was-organised-by-georgian-security-services/
https://civil.ge/archives/604628
https://civil.ge/archives/604628
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/18/georgias-security-services-accuse-ukrainian-official-of-plotting-coup
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kipanidze, the deputy chief of Ukraine’s military 
counterintelligence and former Georgian depu-
ty Interior Minister, of plotting to overthrow the 
Georgian government by organizing mass unrest. 
The SSG claimed that Georgians fighting Russian 
forces in Ukraine, including a bodyguard of jailed 
ex-President Mikheil Saakashvili and a member of 
his inner circle, are among the conspirators being 
trained near Ukraine’s border with Poland. 

The Georgian State Security Service (SSG) also 
summoned Serbian citizens linked to the organi-
zation Kanvas as part of an ongoing investigation 
into an alleged coup d’état. The SSG alleged that 
Kanvas, rooted in the Serbian organization Otpor, 
is training youth groups as part of the government 
overthrow scheme. 

The major problem with SUSI has been its unlim-
ited power and total lack of accountability. As the 
DRI reported, the State Security Service enjoyed 
“total power and full control” over the various pro-
cesses in the country. The leaked files also showed 
how easily SUSI can put someone’s phone on sur-
veillance. A simple message in a WhatsApp chat 
suffices.  

Manipulating the Electoral 
System

Thornike Gordadze detailed various strategies and 
tactics of pre-election manipulation by the Geor-
gian Dream in the previous volume. Here, we will 
describe how the Georgian Dream manipulated 
the electoral system to increase its chances of 
staying in power.

One major instrument for state capture by the oli-
garch has been the effective manipulation of the 
electoral system. From 2012 to 2016, Georgia had 
a mixed proportional-majoritarian system, with 
77 MPs entering Parliament through proportion-
al lists and 73 through majoritarian districts. This 

system heavily favored the ruling party since it 
allowed the selection of power-hungry local oli-
garchs and businessmen as majoritarian candi-
dates who would finance their own campaigns and 
also contribute to party coffers. In 2014, when the 
Georgian Dream nearly lost the majority due to 
the split of the Free Democrats from the GD coa-
lition, the UNM majoritarians switched sides and 
joined the Georgian Dream, safeguarding a politi-
cal majority for Ivanishvili.

Talks about electoral reform began in 2014 when 
the opposition proposed switching to a region-
al-proportional system. However, after sever-
al rounds of consultations, the Georgian Dream 
declined the switch for the 2016 elections, and 
the opposition was not savvy enough to agree to 
the switch for the 2020 elections. Thus, the 2016 
elections were held with the 77/73 system, which 
heavily benefited the Georgian Dream. Despite 
garnering 48.68% of the votes, the actual number 
of MPs they secured in Parliament was 115 out of 
150, thus obtaining a constitutional majority. 

Meanwhile, in 2018, the Georgian Dream passed 
constitutional changes that introduced a propor-
tional electoral system from 2024 but made it im-
possible to create pre-election blocs, setting the 
electoral barrier at 5% to ensure that smaller polit-
ical parties would not clear the barrier. Eventually, 
the equitable distribution of the “lost votes” was 
adopted, although, for a long period, the Georgian 
Dream insisted on the Mussolini-type solution, 
which would have given all lost votes to the first 
party.  

The proposed electoral system, currently effective 
for the 2024 parliamentary elections, made it im-
possible for the opposition political parties, with 
close to a 5% political rating, to form pre-elec-
tion blocs. Thus, the only way for these parties to 
unite is to form a new political party, sacrificing 
their identity, party colors, and electoral numbers. 
Moreover, according to new party financing rules, 

https://jam-news.net/the-coup-detat-case-in-georgia/
https://tvpirveli.ge/ka/siaxleebi/politika/13789-totaluri-kontroli-da-sruli-dzalaupleba-sus-is-khelshi-demokratiis-kvlevis-institutis
https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/%E1%83%A0%E1%83%9D%E1%83%92%E1%83%9D%E1%83%A0-%E1%83%AC%E1%83%A7%E1%83%95%E1%83%94%E1%83%A2%E1%83%A1-%E1%83%A1%E1%83%A3%E1%83%A1-%E1%83%98-%E1%83%95%E1%83%98%E1%83%A1-%E1%83%9B%E1%83%9D%E1%83%A3%E1%83%A1%E1%83%9B%E1%83%98%E1%83%9C%E1%83%9D%E1%83%A1/31477782.html
https://politicsgeo.com/article/64
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only those parties that receive over 1% of support 
and enter Parliament receive funding from the 
state budget. Hence, for the opposition parties to 
coalesce, they must also sacrifice their finances. 
This system of disincentives is a significant reason 
why the opposition struggles to unite effectively 
today.

Following the 2019 political crisis, the Georgian 
Dream was forced to agree to the request of dem-
onstrators and switch to proportional elections for 
the 2020 elections. However, realizing that par-
ty ratings did not provide for over 50% support, 
the Georgian Dream backtracked on its promise 
in late 2019. After a prolonged political crisis and 
negotiations, which included arrests of opposition 
leaders and large demonstrations in the center of 
Tbilisi, an agreement was finally reached to switch 
to the 120/30 system for the 2020 elections and 
a proportional system for the 2024 elections. The 
120/30 system still allowed the Georgian Dream 
to have a bonus of 30 majoritarians. Despite nu-
merous allegations of fraud, the outcome of the 
2020 elections was largely determined by these 30 
majoritarian MPs who contributed to another sub-
stantial majority of 85 MPs in the Parliament. 

Linking State and Party Budgets

In the 2012-2016 Parliament, Bidzina Ivanishvili ef-
fectively recruited most of the majoritarian MPs 
from the UNM, thus not only securing his majori-
ty in the Parliament and strengthening his grip on 
the regions. As reported by Transparency Inter-
national, most of the GD majoritarian MP candi-
dates in 2020 were actively using the state budget 
to benefit their companies. Companies with links 
to the GD majoritarians received GEL 4,364,109 
through tenders and simplified procurement. 
Their companies also received state co-financing 
on a total investment of GEL 12,646,900. Moreover, 
the GD-affiliated majoritarians and their business 
partners also donated to the Georgian Dream over 
GEL 4.5 million from 2012 to 2020.  

The scheme of funneling the state 
budget to the Georgian Dream party 
coffers is very straightforward. In 
most cases, companies founded by or 
affiliated with GD politicians take 
part in the state tenders from which 
they skim the money and contribute
 it back to the party budget.

The scheme of funneling the state budget to the 
Georgian Dream party coffers is very straightfor-
ward. In most cases, companies founded by or af-
filiated with GD politicians take part in the state 
tenders from which they skim the money and con-
tribute it back to the party budget. For instance, 
the investigation of the Squander Detector found 
that in 2011-2020, GT Motors, a company linked 
to one of the senior GD politicians, received over 
GEL 56 million from the state budget, including 
through the no-bid tenders. The persons affiliat-
ed with this company, in turn, contributed over 
GEL 200,000 to the Georgian Dream. Also, in 2021, 
a company affiliated with one of the regional GD 
politicians won a state tender worth GEL 1.2 mil-
lion. Unsurprisingly, the same politician contrib-
uted to the Georgian Dream campaigns with over 
GEL 100,000. 
 

Major businesses have been primary 
supporters of the Georgian Dream in 
the most critical political junctures.

In addition to linking the major companies to the 
state budget and making them dependent on party 
favors, the Georgian Dream installed their loyal-
ists in key business and financial positions. Irak-
li Rukhadze, the director of Imedi TV, also runs a 
major bank – Liberty Bank, which is the sole con-
tractor of the state for dispersing pensions. Major 
businesses have been primary supporters of the 
Georgian Dream in the most critical political junc-
tures. For instance, during the mass protest rallies 

https://www.transparency.ge/en/blog/business-connections-and-political-donations-georgian-dream-majoritarian-candidates-2020
https://www.facebook.com/squanderdetector/posts/-2011-2020-%E1%83%AC%E1%83%9A%E1%83%94%E1%83%91%E1%83%A8%E1%83%98-%E1%83%AF%E1%83%98-%E1%83%97%E1%83%98-%E1%83%9B%E1%83%9D%E1%83%A2%E1%83%9D%E1%83%A0%E1%83%A1%E1%83%9B%E1%83%90-56-%E1%83%9B%E1%83%98%E1%83%9A%E1%83%98%E1%83%9D%E1%83%9C-%E1%83%9A%E1%83%90%E1%83%A0%E1%83%96%E1%83%94-%E1%83%9B%E1%83%94%E1%83%A2%E1%83%98-%E1%83%9B%E1%83%98%E1%83%98%E1%83%A6%E1%83%9D-%E1%83%A1%E1%83%90%E1%83%AE%E1%83%94%E1%83%9A%E1%83%9B%E1%83%AC%E1%83%98%E1%83%A4%E1%83%9D-%E1%83%91%E1%83%98%E1%83%A3%E1%83%AF%E1%83%94%E1%83%A2%E1%83%98%E1%83%93%E1%83%90/2710141232594643/
https://formulanews.ge/News/57864
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against the Georgian Dream and the law on for-
eign agents in 2024, large business representatives 
were asked to issue similar statements in support 
of the government, arguing that the “transparen-
cy” was good for the non-governmental sector. 

Partnering With the Church 

The full picture of the Georgian Dream’s state cap-
ture would not be complete without the analysis 
of the partnership with the Georgian Orthodox 
Church (GOC). As Ivanishvili and his party moved 
towards Far-Right rhetoric, support from the Pa-
triarchy and the GOC became instrumental in 
their quest to remain in power. 
 
From its early days in power, the Georgian Church 
and particularly numerous bishops actively sup-
ported the Georgian Dream, even using their 
weekly sermons to advocate for their support. 
This advocacy certainly had an impact on the 2012 
elections. In return, the Church actively received 
state property for a symbolic price, which was also 
a practice during the UNM administration. 
 
According to the study by the Social Justice Cen-
ter, from 2014 to 2018, the government gifted the 
Patriarchy over 1.7 million sq. m of land for a sym-
bolic price. In return, the clergy attended almost 
every single GD party event, including the nomi-
nation of the majoritarian candidates in the run-
up to the 2020 elections. 
 
Moreover, the intertwining of the state and the 
Church before the elections became obvious in the 
run-up to the 2020 parliamentary elections when 
the issue of the David Garedji monastery was 
raised as the major pre-election topic. According 
to the narrative of the Georgian Orthodox Church 
and the Georgian Dream, part of an important 
place within the Garedji complex, which lies on 
the border with Azerbaijan, was treacherously giv-
en up to Baku by former government representa-

tives. “Garedji is Georgia” became a motto during 
the 2020 elections, advocated both by the Church 
and the government. 

A similar symbiosis is also visible in 2024. The in-
troduction of the package of laws, dubbed “an-
ti-LGBT” laws but also known as the “family purity 
laws,” is supported by the clergy and the Patriarch. 
It appears that one of the strategies of the govern-
ment will be to run on the anti-minority platform 
which would be music to the ears of an extremely 
conservative Church that enjoys deep ties with the 
Russian Orthodox Church. 

Sowing Nihilism and Fear

Oligarchic rules thrive when the population is des-
perate, nihilism persists, and no immediate solu-
tions are visible. The demonization of political op-
ponents, the attack on NGOs and the free media, 
the total control of the courts, and the manipula-
tion of elections leave many Georgians wondering 
whether or not their efforts to contribute to the 
democratization of the country are worth it, espe-
cially considering how easy it is to emigrate, legal-
ly or illegally, to the EU or the US. 

For the state capture to be fully cooked, 
this nihilism is an essential ingredient.

 
For the state capture to be fully cooked, this ni-
hilism is an essential ingredient. There were few-
er dissenters in the country and fewer threats to 
the oligarchic power. The case of Belarus in 2020 
shows that Lukashenko gladly allowed the disgrun-
tled middle class to leave the country after heavily 
cracking down on them. After all, if you dislike the 
government and are in a different country, there 
is not much you can do to challenge the state cap-
turer’s power. 
 
Georgia seems to be on the same track. If the oli-
garch manages to stay in power after October 

https://socialjustice.org.ge/ka/products/sakartvelos-mtavroba-agrdzelebs-sapatriarkostvis-didi-odenobit-udzravi-konebis-gadatsemis-praktikas
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2024, the state capture will be complete, and many 
Georgians will have to decide whether or not to 

stay in the authoritarian state or seek a better fu-
ture elsewhere ■
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Redressing 
the Accountability Deficit
The International Logic of “Rustaveli Avenue Politics”

G eorgia watchers have gotten used 
to seeing Tbilisians fill the streets 
of their capital whenever political 
passions boil over – which hap-

pens regularly. In the past two years, the images 
of Georgians marching with European flags be-
came a staple of the international press, giving 
the protests a foreign policy dimension. The ruling 
Georgian Dream party added a dash of conspiracy, 
accusing foreign donors of fomenting the regime 
change. But why did Rustaveli Avenue, a central 
Tbilisi thoroughfare in front of the Parliament, be-
come a totem site for the Georgian people’s de-
mocracy? While some left-wing analysts see the 
subversive hand of international capitalism, this 
phenomenon may have to do more with the in-
ternally deficient institutional quality of Georgian 
democracy.

Win Big – Lose Big

Ever since regaining its independence in 1990, 
Georgia’s political life has been a predictable roll-
er-coaster: political coalitions gained massive 
majorities in elections, only to decay and be de-
throned in a more or less dramatic fashion. 

Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table coalition was 
first to come to power in 1990. Only months lat-
er, it fell apart and went literally up in flames as 
a civil war ravaged the country. A rag-tag coali-
tion of politicians and warlords that emerged was 
only subdued by former Soviet strongman Eduard 
Shevardnadze in 1995 to give way to the Citizens 
Union of Georgia (CUG). After having governed for 
over eight years of increasing stability but corrup-
tion and institutional decay, the CUG was pushed 
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out of power in 2003 after rigged elections. The 
United National Movement of Mikheil Saakashvi-
li took up its place and redressed the governance 
but flailed on human rights and was dethroned in 
2012 – this time through elections – by the Geor-
gian Dream, which is facing perhaps its greatest 
electoral challenge this year in 2024 after having 
governed for a record 12 years.

All those political groupings came to power as alli-
ances or blocs of various parties. All were led by a 
strongman who served as an operational head and 
a symbol of the movement. All but the Georgian 
Dream swept to power with a quasi-unanimous 
popular vote. Gamsakhurdia/Round Table gar-
nered 88% in 1991, Shevardnadze was supported 
by 97.9% in 1992, and Saakashvili received 96,9% in 
2004. The Georgian Dream received 54.9% in 2012, 
but this support was converted into the absolute 

majority of seats, which later translated into the 
constitutional majority in 2016, despite only re-
ceiving 48%. While in power, all the coalitions 
fragmented and eventually fell apart, opening the 
way to an increasingly authoritarian rule shaped 
around the idea of loyalty to the strongman. 

The periodic public mobilization occurred against 
the sitting governments. In many cases such mo-
bilizations were in the name of improving demo-
cratic institutions, against corruption, or to claim 
civic and political rights. To counter that pressure, 
the governments engaged in counter-protest mo-
bilization of their own supporters. Some of that 
took place under conservative, anti-democratic, 
or populist banners. These pressures have con-
tributed to the eventual unseating of the ruling 
parties. So, what is the political rationale behind 
this dynamic? 
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Crises of Accountability

Georgia’s democracy has been imperfect, strug-
gling to redress itself sufficiently to carry the 
weight of governance and ensure alternatives. 
V-Dem Democracy Reports, the most comprehen-
sive and multi-dimensional evaluation of the state 
of democracy, have classified Georgia as an “elec-
toral autocracy” from 1991 to 2003, as a “democrat-
ic gray zone” in 2004-2007, followed by two years 
of an ”autocratic gray zone” in 2008-2009 and back 
to a “democratic gray zone” in 2010-2012. After the 
electoral transition of power in that year, it was 
classed as an “electoral democracy” until 2023. The 
Economic Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, 
which reports data from 2006, considered Georgia 
a “hybrid regime” for the whole period since that 
year, almost breaking into “flawed democracies” in 
2016-2017. Some of these weaknesses are systemic. 

The winner-takes-it-all mentality 
and practice is one key flaw. Almost 
all victors got to power with over-
whelming majorities.

The winner-takes-it-all mentality and practice is 
one key flaw. Almost all victors got to power with 
overwhelming majorities. Almost all who lost, dis-
appeared from the scene. So once in power, the 
parties occupy all branches of government and 
build institutional obstacles to prevent their po-
tential adversaries from gaining a foothold through 
elections. 

The mixed, proportional/majoritarian system of 
elections and the relatively high election threshold 
always gave the ruling parties an unfair advantage. 
They recuperated all votes cast under the thresh-
old and almost all majoritarian seats through the 
use of administrative levers. Thus, even while the 
ruling parties no longer garnered majority voter 
support, they still commanded a parliamentary 
majority. 

Georgia has had a serious, persistent problem with 
political accountability. The distortion of the elec-
tion system undermined “vertical accountabili-
ty”—that of the elected representatives to the vot-
ers. Simultaneously, the ruling party’s control over 
various branches of government and its subjuga-
tion of civil service sapped “horizontal account-
ability”—the checks and balances between the dif-
ferent branches of government. 

The only avenue left to communicate the shift-
ing public mood to the authorities was so-called 
“diagonal accountability;” that is, all the means by 
which citizens make their voices heard to influ-
ence politics directly – associations, professional 
unions, and other civil society actors that engage 
in advocacy, lobbying, and pressure, through ral-
lies, demonstrations, sit-ins and other forms of 
protest.

Thus, we can consider “Rustaveli 

Avenue politics”—recurring large 

protests to voice discontent and achieve 

change—as a way in which Georgians 

have sought accountability for their 

representatives when no other institu-

tion was fully capable or willing to do 

so and/or when significant segments 

of the population felt that the results 

of the elections did not adequately 

reflect public opinion.

Thus, we can consider “Rustaveli Avenue poli-
tics”—recurring large protests to voice discontent 
and achieve change—as a way in which Georgians 
have sought accountability for their representa-
tives when no other institution was fully capable 
or willing to do so and/or when significant seg-
ments of the population felt that the results of the 
elections did not adequately reflect public opinion. 

https://www.v-dem.net/publications/democracy-reports/
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
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From Sovereignty Claims to 
Legitimacy Challenges

Georgian protests have evolved over time from 
identitarian and independence rallies to legitima-
cy challenges and then complemented by recent 
“way-of-life” protests. Early modern mass protests 
included the identitarian/independence protests 
against Stalin’s ideological dethronement in 1956 
and the 1978 protests to maintain Georgian as a 
state language. These events, occurring during 
the Soviet occupation, laid the groundwork for 
modern political movements. The 1988-1989 mass 
rallies by emerging political parties sought inde-
pendence, culminating in the tragic Soviet Army 
crackdown on 9 April 1989, which propelled Gam-
sakhurdia’s Round Table coalition to power in the 
1990 elections.

Following independence in 1990, protests often 
challenged the electoral legitimacy of authorities. 
The first major challenge to President Zviad Gam-
sakhurdia, emanating from the parties around the 
so-called National Congress that questioned the 
Round Table’s accession to power through the So-
viet Constitution - occurred on 2 September 1991, 
escalating rapidly into an armed coup and civil war. 
The Military Council, later the State Council head-
ed by Eduard Shevardnadze, came to power after 
the coup and thus faced an inherent legitimacy 
crisis. A large rally of its opponents on 24 Septem-
ber 1992 was met with armed violence. Persistent 
civic disobedience and armed resistance contin-
ued until 1995.

Shevardnadze’s newly created Citizens’ Union of 
Georgia (CUG) won the 1995 elections, bringing 
relative stability amid endemic corruption and 
economic decay. Within the CUG, reformist and 
conservative factions emerged, briefly creating a 
more functional horizontal accountability system 
bolstered by civil society organizations. However, 
by the late 1990s, public discontent grew due to 
state failures in security and economy. The 1999 

elections, held with a 7% threshold, did not reflect 
the shift in public mood. The “diagonal” protests 
came back: in 2001, large protests started after an 
opposition TV station was shut down for investi-
gating police corruption, which led to a decisive 
split within the CUG.

The 2003 Parliamentary elections, perceived as 
rigged, led to the Rose Revolution, during which 
Shevardnadze resigned and the United Nation-
al Movement (UNM) took power. The UNM’s an-
ti-corruption reforms triggered early interest 
group protests from the “losers of reforms,” such as 
the 2004 Wrestlers’ Riot. As the UNM shed its erst-
while coalition partners and consolidated power, 
the demand for more horizontal accountability led 
to the 2007 crisis with police crackdowns on op-
position protests.

Despite temporary unity during the 2008 Russian 
invasion, opposition to the UNM continued, peak-
ing with the 2009 “City of Tents” protest, which 
paralyzed the capital for months. The 2012 cam-
paign rally by the Georgian Dream – Democratic 
Georgia (GDDG), an embodiment of the electoral 
challenge by Bidzina Ivanishvili, drew on a ground-
swell of demand for CUG accountability and paved 
the way for the GDDG’s election victory in 2012. 
However, the initial enthusiasm for an orderly 
power transfer faded as the GDDG’s rule became 
more authoritarian, bolstered by oligarchic finan-
cial muscle.

Way of Life

Most protests in Georgia up to the last decade 
have centered on legitimacy challenges, particu-
larly after elections where the opposition sought 
to unseat the ruling party. While the Georgian 
Dream (GD) party faced such political challenges, 
especially from the United National Movement, it 
effectively discredited the UNM and succeeded in 
framing all opposition as disguised UNM factions. 

https://civil.ge/ka/archives/590020
https://civil.ge/archives/108418
https://civil.ge/archives/122269
https://civil.ge/archives/122269
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10000872396390443687504577562820249636592
https://civil.ge/archives/122302
https://civil.ge/archives/122302
https://civil.ge/archives/124487
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The gradual oligarchic capture of 
government branches, independent 
institutions, and media significantly 
reduced the political opposition’s ability 
to ensure horizontal accountability.

The gradual oligarchic capture of government 
branches, independent institutions, and media 
significantly reduced the political opposition’s 
ability to ensure horizontal accountability. Howev-
er, demands for diagonal accountability persisted, 
manifesting as “outrage protests” against govern-
ment corruption and inefficiency, such as the 2018 
protests over the mishandling of a high-profile 
teenage murder investigation and the 2017 riots 
after a deadly fire in a seaside town. 

Another significant form has emerged – 
the “way-of-life protests” where cit-
izens defended their lifestyle choices, 
either advocating for more civic rights 
or opposing liberal democracy.

Another significant form has emerged – the “way-
of-life protests” where citizens defended their 
lifestyle choices, either advocating for more civic 
rights or opposing liberal democracy. The White 
Noise Movement (2015-2018) was a notable “way of 
life” protest against stringent drug policies and the 
government clampdown on popular nightclubs, 
mobilizing an otherwise politically passive youth. 
Several Tbilisi Pride events throughout the years 
– however, limited in their scale and success, were 
also going in this direction.

A major convergence of this legitimacy challenge 
with the liberal “way of life” protests occurred on 
20 June 2019 when protests erupted after Rus-
sian Communist MP Sergei Gavrilov was invited to 
speak in the Georgian Parliament. The violent po-
lice crackdown resulted in severe injuries and ar-
rests, leading to the Parliament Speaker’s resigna-

tion and promises to reform the electoral system 
and ensure better representation of the popular 
will – which never materialized.

However, the illiberal counter-mobilization, sanc-
tioned and abetted by the government did mate-
rialize. In 2021, conservative hate groups attacked 
the gay community and journalists, with police 
failing to react - marking a stark contrast to the 
crackdown on liberal protests. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 accentuated the growing geopolit-
ical aspect of the divide between Geor-
gia’s civic movements and the increas-
ingly nativist GD government, which 
chose the path of accommodation with 
aggressive Russia.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 accen-
tuated the growing geopolitical aspect of the di-
vide between Georgia’s civic movements and the 
increasingly nativist GD government, which chose 
the path of accommodation with aggressive Russia. 
Massive pro-European rallies were held in support 
of EU candidacy talks and demanded a politically 
neutral government.

Georgia’s democratic and European fu-
ture remains uncertain as it approaches 
the October 2024 elections.

The government’s backlash against civil society 
became systemic and culminated in proposing a 
law branding Western-funded groups as “foreign 
agents,” akin to Russian and Hungarian legislation. 
Initially withdrawn in 2023 due to protests, it was 
reintroduced and passed in 2024 amid significant 
opposition and international condemnation. Geor-
gia’s democratic and European future remains un-
certain as it approaches the October 2024 elec-
tions.

https://civil.ge/archives/243423
https://civil.ge/archives/243423
https://civil.ge/archives/124487
https://civil.ge/archives/219555
https://civil.ge/archives/309640
https://civil.ge/archives/310307
https://civil.ge/archives/430522
https://civil.ge/archives/499542
https://civil.ge/archives/498494
https://civil.ge/archives/529706
https://civil.ge/archives/609871
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Distortion is Not Where You 
Think It Is

Propaganda voices from Russia, domestically, but 
also from some quarters of the European hard 
left, have argued that the Western choice is being 
imposed on Georgia from outside and that, sig-
nificantly, civil society actors, often working with 
Western funding, are distorting the political scene. 
But the distortion, as we have seen, lies elsewhere.

Georgia’s decision not to live in the 
authoritarian Soviet state was made 
more than three decades ago. But the 
journey through authoritarianism, the 
political trauma of civil war, and eco-
nomic upheaval left the political system 
with the key distortion that has damp-
ened the democratic transition - name-
ly, the lack of vertical and horizontal 
accountability.

Georgia’s decision not to live in the authoritarian 
Soviet state was made more than three decades 
ago. But the journey through authoritarianism, 
the political trauma of civil war, and economic up-
heaval left the political system with the key dis-

tortion that has dampened the democratic tran-
sition - namely, the lack of vertical and horizontal 
accountability. An active civil society and public 
mobilization have helped to compensate for this 
problem rather than exacerbate it, although not all 
civic movements were and are pro-democratic or 
liberal. Moreover, the current regime has instru-
mentalized the illiberal counter-mobilization of 
civic groups to counteract the compensatory ef-
fect of civil society activism.

The protests in Georgia in 2019 and beyond are a 
symptom of the refusal of large segments of the 
population to live in a closed society. The Europe-
an flags flying on Rustaveli Avenue are not a sign 
of foreign policy naivety; Georgians do not be-
lieve that Brussels will magically take care of their 
problems.  The European flag flying in Tbilisi is a 
“republican” banner, a symbol of the choice of the 
European ideal based on human rights, solidarity, 
and peaceful coexistence. 

The European response to the Georgian crisis 
should be calibrated with this aspiration in mind: 
fixing Georgia’s politics means solving the funda-
mental problem of accountability, which requires 
an environment where constitutional discussion 
is possible without the key distortion - the over-
bearing influence of oligarchic capital that has 
captured the institutions ■

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2024/05/03/georgias-foreign-influence-law-isnt-what-you-think-a85029
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Georgia’s Role in the Western 
Resilience Against the 
Authoritarian Axis 

T he current political climate in Geor-
gia is marked by the ruling Georgian 
Dream party’s increasing alignment 
with Russia, Iran, and China, along-

side escalating authoritarian measures against lo-
cal dissent. This shift has alienated Western allies, 
diminishing the EU and the US’s influence over the 
Georgian Dream. The West’s remaining options in-
clude imposing sanctions and bolstering pro-de-
mocracy forces within Georgia. In the given sta-
tus quo, three potential outcomes could be seen 
as most probable: (1) under the mounting wave of 
repressions, the regime successfully imposes au-
thoritarian laws, pushing Georgia towards a Be-
larus-like state; (2) the regime’s repression leads 
to civil unrest and eventual Russian intervention, 
akin to the Maidan scenario and (3) under strategic 
US pressure and the threat of sanctions, the Geor-
gian Dream agrees to hold free and fair elections. 

The trajectory that develops in Georgia 
in the longer term will depend mainly 
on regional geopolitics, particularly the 
dynamics of the war in Ukraine.

Although the most favorable, the third scenario is 
also the least likely due to global geopolitical insta-
bility and US internal politics. The trajectory that 
develops in Georgia in the longer term will depend 
mainly on regional geopolitics, particularly the 
dynamics of the war in Ukraine. However, in the 
six months leading up to the milestone elections 
in Georgia in October 2024, the developments in 
the country could significantly impact the broad-
er authoritarian push against the rules-based in-
ternational system. Therefore, active support and 
decisive action from Georgia’s allies in the US is as 
urgent as ever. It is crucial to elevate the issue on 
the political agenda to prevent the first two dire 
outcomes. 

Ambassador Shota Gvineria joined the Baltic Defence College as a lecturer in Defence and Cyber Studies in July 2019. He is 
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Current State of Affairs

The current situation in Georgia is a reflection of 
regional and global processes. Authoritarian re-
gimes, within the framework of their aggressive 
revisionist policies, are attempting to dismantle 
free and democratic values and the rules-based 
international system. Warfare waged by Belarus 
and Russia against their own people and neigh-
bors is a clear illustration of this. Unfortunately, 
Georgia has found itself on the wrong side of this 
battle. Today, Georgia, along with Russia and Be-
larus, is a country where the government openly 
opposes Western political models and values. Not 
long ago, the Georgian Dream discussed integra-
tion into NATO and the European Union. Still, even 
then, it was clear that the Georgian Dream’s politi-
cal system was incompatible with European values 
and the declared goal of integration into Western 
institutions. The epistolary messages voiced by 
Bidzina Ivanishvili, the chairman of the Georgian 
Dream, in April 2024 were heard loud and clear in 
Moscow that the ruling party has formally aban-
doned its Western orientation and stepped into an 
authoritarian path.

Today, Georgia, along with Russia and 
Belarus, is a country where the govern-
ment openly opposes Western political 
models and values.

Today, even Georgia’s closest strategic partners 
have questions about what is happening in the 
country. Do the majority of citizens approve of liv-
ing in the kind of state that Georgia currently is? 
Where do they stand in the battle between author-
itarianism and democracy? How is it possible that 
a nation that predominantly supports European 
and Euro-Atlantic integration is governed by an 
openly anti-Western power? 

Clearly, the path chosen by the govern-
ment is not Western-oriented but aimed 
at creating a state similar to those of 
Lukashenko and Putin.

In functioning democracies, fundamental ques-
tions are answered through free and fair elections, 
but today, Georgian society is deprived of that op-
portunity. Due to the absence of an independent 
judiciary, the lack of accountable law enforcement 
agencies, and a fair electoral system, the entire 
administrative resource serves the interests of the 
ruling power, not the national interests. Georgia’s 
strategic partners have repeatedly noted that the 
line between the state and the ruling party has 
been erased. Especially after adopting the Rus-
sian-style law on foreign influence, it has become 
clear that it is nearly impossible to hold free and 
fair elections in present-day Georgia. Conse-
quently, Georgia today is a Russian-type captured 
state, incapable of taking steps toward European 
and Euro-Atlantic integration. Clearly, the path 
chosen by the government is not Western-orient-
ed but aimed at creating a state similar to those of 
Lukashenko and Putin. The adoption and enforce-
ment of the “Russian law” is merely a formal con-
firmation and an attempt at the de jure legitima-
tion of this reality.

Accelerated Authoritarianism 
and West-less-ness 
 
Even a short-term chronology of the Georgian 
Dream’s actions in April-June 2024 shows an ap-
parent drift away from the West and an alignment 
with authoritarian regimes. First, the parliament 
adopted a family of laws (the Russian-style law of 
foreign influences, the offshore law, and the an-
ti-LGBT law) that significantly strengthened au-
thoritarian tools for oppressing various segments 
of Georgian society and improved the regime’s 
corrupt money laundering patterns.

https://ge.usembassy.gov/u-s-embassy-statement-on-georgias-parliamentary-elections/
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Second, the ruling regime has fully aligned its 
mainstream narratives with Russia, declaring the 
entire West a “global war party” and accusing a se-
nior EU representative of making murder threats. 
Third, the Georgian dream signaled an alignment 
with another authoritarian regime by demonstra-
tively attending the Iranian President’s funeral, 
upsetting Georgia’s key strategic partners - the 
US and Israel. Finally, by handing over the most 
important strategic asset – the Anaklia port proj-
ect - to Chinese entities sanctioned by the US, 
the Georgian Dream rubber-stamped the formal-
ization of its foreign policy shift. The concert of 
those actions damaged relations with Georgia’s 
key strategic partner and ally, the United States, to 
the point where top officials faced sanctions, and 
the Secretary of State announced a reassessment 
of the relations, instead earning significant praise 
from Moscow. 

Another critical question is why the Georgian 
Dream accelerated the de jure shift in foreign poli-
cy right before the 26 October parliamentary elec-
tions. Political dynamics in Georgia and the poor 
performance of the country’s fragmented opposi-
tion indicated that everything was going well for 
the Georgian Dream, and they should not have 
had a problem winning the elections. According-
ly, there was no need to strengthen authoritarian 
tools for winning elections. 

It seems that Russia demanded concrete 
actions from the oligarch to prove his 
reliability and loyalty by ‘improving’ 
his earlier mistake of not being able to 
jeopardize the EU candidate status.

Thus, the accelerated enforcement of such an ev-
idently controversial trajectory seemed only log-
ical after securing victory in the elections. Look-
ing back at how hard the Georgian Dream tried 
to sabotage the EU candidate status, the only ra-
tional explanation of  ‘why now?’  can be clandes-

tine pressure from Russia to immediately disen-
gage Ivanishvili from the EU integration process. 
It seems that Russia demanded concrete actions 
from the oligarch to prove his reliability and loy-
alty by ‘improving’ his earlier mistake of not being 
able to jeopardize the EU candidate status. More-
over, the current policy of the Georgian Dream 
puts all achievements made on the path to Euro-
pean integration at risk. Georgia’s declared foreign 
policy U-turn is, thus, the shortest and surest way 
to achieve Russia’s ultimate goal – maintaining 
Georgia firmly within its sphere of influence and 
blocking its path toward the EU and NATO.

De jure change in foreign policy before the elec-
tions is also of principal importance for Ivanishvili. 
For the Georgian Dream, these will be the first elec-
tions in which the party runs an openly anti-West-
ern campaign. If the Georgian Dream wins on this 
platform, Bidzina Ivanishvili will have achieved the 
legitimization of a new social contract similar to 
the one that Lukashenko had before the 2021 pres-
idential elections in Belarus, where, in exchange 
for nominal ‘peace and stability,’ society must give 
up its freedoms and liberties.

Russian Threat – Boogeyman for 
Power Retention 

Georgian Dream has entrenched a binary 
view of society: those who support the 
party are considered legitimate citizens. 
Those who oppose are deemed enemies 
of the state.

The governance model adopted by the Georgian 
Dream, with influences from its new authoritar-
ian allies, relies on tactics of violence, intimida-
tion, and terror. This approach exacerbates socie-
tal divisions and polarization, making governance 
through democratic means increasingly unten-
able. By fostering an atmosphere of fear and divi-

https://www.politico.eu/article/freemasons-global-war-party-conspiring-georgian-dream-party-claims-russia-ivanishvili/
https://www.rferl.org/a/georgian-prime-minister-kobakhidze-european-commission-varhelyi/32961152.html
https://georgiatoday.ge/georgian-pm-fm-attend-funeral-of-late-iranian-president-ebrahim-raisi/
https://jamestown.org/program/georgias-anaklia-deep-water-port-becomes-chinese-geopolitical-project/
https://civil.ge/archives/606638
https://civil.ge/archives/600194
https://www.politico.eu/article/georgian-fear-government-sabotaging-eu-hope/
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sion, the Georgian Dream has entrenched a binary 
view of society: those who support the party are 
considered legitimate citizens. Those who oppose 
are deemed enemies of the state. This divisive 
strategy has eroded the fabric of Georgian society 
and debilitated the functioning of even the funda-
mental democratic principles. The government’s 
actions, including adopting laws that suppress 
civil liberties and aligning with Russian interests, 
only deepen this divide and undermine any poten-
tial for reconciliation. 

The Maidan-like scenario serves as a 
potent threat to dissuade voters from 
seeking change, effectively suggesting 
that the threat of Russian aggression is 
a reason to keep the Georgian Dream in 
power.

In Georgia’s volatile political landscape, both Rus-
sia and the Georgian Dream have consistently 
forewarned about the consequences of the regime 
losing power. They warn that such an outcome 
would plunge the country into chaos, drawing 
parallels to the Maidan protests in Ukraine, which 
led to significant upheaval and eventually Russian 
military intervention. The Maidan-like scenario 
serves as a potent threat to dissuade voters from 
seeking change, effectively suggesting that the 
threat of Russian aggression is a reason to keep 
the Georgian Dream in power.

The strategic narrative propagated by both Russia 
and the Georgian Dream emphasizes the potential 
for chaos and destabilization, creating a percep-
tion that only the current ruling party can main-
tain peace and stability. This fearmongering is 
designed to intimidate the electorate, portraying 
opposition movements as harbingers of instability 
and violence. Georgian Prime Minister Irakli Ko-
bakhidze’s remark stressing that the Maidan revo-
lution would not be allowed in Georgia is a part of 
this coordinated messaging strategy, which aims 

to paint a dire picture of what might happen if the 
opposition gains power. 

Furthermore, the influx of Russians into Georgia 
in recent years adds another layer of complexity. 
The presence of a significant Russian population 
could be manipulated to justify Russian interven-
tion under the guise of protecting their rights. 
This scenario is not just theoretical and presents 
a danger that could be triggered if the Georgian 
Dream’s grip on power is threatened.
 
The strategy of leveraging the threat of Russian 
aggression to maintain power creates a perilous 
situation. In fact, if the Georgian Dream continues 
to erode democratic institutions and distance the 
country from its strategic partners, the likelihood 
of destabilization and conflict increases. This poli-
cy of aligning with Russia and adopting its author-
itarian tactics undermines Georgia’s sovereignty 
and democratic aspirations, posing a significant 
risk to both the country and the broader region. 
The use of the threat of Russian aggression as a 
political tool by the Georgian Dream is a danger-
ous gambit that could lead to the destruction of 
democracy and cause destabilization in Georgia. 

Potential Consequences 
for the West

The implications of the Georgian Dream’s poli-
cies extend far beyond Georgia’s borders, posing 
significant risks to Western interests and region-
al stability. The adoption of the “Russian law” on 
the “transparency of foreign influence” marks a 
critical juncture, signaling a deliberate turn away 
from democratic norms and Western alliances. If 
Georgia continues on this path, it could become a 
satellite state firmly within Russia’s sphere of in-
fluence, undermining decades of Western efforts 
to promote democracy and stability in the region. 
Georgia’s Belarusization will undermine Western 
interests in the wider region. 

https://civil.ge/archives/611580
https://georgiatoday.ge/kobakhidze-what-did-maidan-bring-to-ukraine-they-lost-20-of-territories/
https://news.am/eng/news/826388.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/russian-migration-to-georgia-60-minutes/
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Georgia’s Belarusization will under-
mine Western interests in the wider 
region.

One of the most immediate consequences would 
be the erosion of democratic governance. This 
shift not only threatens to dismantle the prog-
ress made in building democratic institutions but 
also poses a direct challenge to the rules-based 
international order that the West strives to up-
hold. Georgia’s alignment with authoritarian re-
gimes like Russia, Iran, and China would create 
new possibilities for autocratic regimes to bypass 
sanctions, money laundering, and illicit trade and 
transportation routes to support their aggressive 
agendas. This will immediately strengthen the war 
efforts of those countries in Ukraine and the Mid-
dle East, dramatically dominating Western inter-
ests and influence in those critical regions.   

Moreover, the geopolitical ramifications are pro-
found. Georgia’s strategic location at the cross-
roads of Europe and Asia makes it a critical play-
er in regional security dynamics. Its drift towards 
Russia could compromise the West’s ability to 
counterbalance Russian influence in the Black Sea 
region and the South Caucasus. This could lead 
to increased instability, affecting NATO’s eastern 
flank and potentially closing off critical east-west 
routes and middle corridors between Russia and 
Iran, precisely like the Suwalki Corridor, vital for 
connecting the Baltic States to the rest of NATO.

Potential Consequences 
for Georgia

A continuation of the current course will have 
severe and far-reaching consequences for Geor-
gia. The most immediate impact will be the loss of 
critical support from Western allies, particularly 
the United States, which has been instrumental 
in providing financial aid, military training, and 

intelligence support. American high officials have 
already stated that such “sanctions” are underway. 
Without this assistance, Georgia’s defense capa-
bilities could be significantly weakened, making 
it more vulnerable to external threats, especially 
from Russia. If the Europeans follow suit, as sug-
gested by various EU leaders after the EU Foreign 
Affairs Council on 24 June, Georgia will remain 
without the essential military and state-building 
support. 

Georgia’s disengagement from strategic 
partnerships with the West will further 
increase the risk of Russian military 
intervention.

The prospect of re-integrating Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia, regions currently under Russian control, 
would become even more remote. The Georgian 
Dream’s alignment with Russia nullifies any real-
istic chance of negotiating the return of these ter-
ritories under Georgian sovereignty. Georgia, be-
ing aligned with Russia, will not be able to benefit 
even if Russia fails in Ukraine and will have to give 
away its occupied territories. Moreover, Georgia’s 
disengagement from strategic partnerships with 
the West will further increase the risk of Russian 
military intervention, especially if the Georgian 
government continues to dismantle democratic 
institutions and suppress civil society. This could 
increase instability and potential conflict, further 
undermining Georgia’s security and indepen-
dence.

The reassessment of Georgia’s strategic partner-
ship with the United States carries severe impli-
cations for the country’s defense capabilities. This 
reassessment will likely result in a complete halt 
of financial assistance from the US. However, the 
more critical impact will be the loss of access to 
essential military education, training, and equip-
ment that have been the cornerstone of the devel-
opment of the Georgian Armed Forces for decades.
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Since Georgia gained independence, the US has 
been a crucial partner in developing its mili-
tary capabilities. American financial aid, military 
training programs, and advanced equipment have 
transformed the Georgian Armed Forces into a 
more professional and capable entity. The US has 
provided comprehensive training programs en-
compassing combat tactics, strategic planning, 
logistics, and leadership development. These pro-
grams have been vital in ensuring that the Geor-
gian military operates effectively and adheres to 
the standards of modern armed forces.

The education and training provided by the US 
have played a pivotal role in building a cadre of 
highly skilled officers and soldiers who can oper-
ate sophisticated equipment and execute complex 
military strategies. Losing access to these resourc-
es would significantly degrade the operational ca-
pabilities of the Georgian military. The sophisti-
cated equipment supplied by the US, coupled with 
the technical training to use and maintain it, has 
been integral to Georgia’s defense posture. With-
out ongoing support and the ability to procure and 
learn new technologies, the Georgian Armed Forc-
es would face a steep decline in therational readi-
ness and effectiveness.

Attempting to substitute US support with assis-
tance from Georgia’s new authoritarian allies, such 
as Russia, Iran, and China, is not a viable solution. 
These countries are not interested in developing 
Georgia’s defense capabilities. Their support, if 

any, would likely gear more towards establishing 
control over Georgia’s defense sector rather than 
genuinely enhancing its military strength. Thus, 
the reassessment of Georgia’s strategic partner-
ship with the US, driven by the policies of the 
Georgian Dream, poses a significant threat to the 
country’s defense capabilities, making Georgia 
even more vulnerable to external threats.

The erosion of democratic institutions 
and the pivot away from Western alli-
ances could lead to regional instability, 
weakening the rules-based internation-
al order.

The current trajectory of the Georgian Dream 
government, marked by increased authoritarian-
ism and alignment with Russia, poses a significant 
threat to both Georgia and the broader interna-
tional community. The erosion of democratic insti-
tutions and the pivot away from Western alliances 
could lead to regional instability, weakening the 
rules-based international order. This path threat-
ens the country’s sovereignty, security, and dem-
ocratic aspirations, potentially leaving the country 
isolated and vulnerable. It is imperative for Geor-
gia’s allies, particularly in the US, to actively sup-
port the nation’s democratic forces and counter 
the authoritarian tide, ensuring that Georgia re-
mains a sovereign, democratic state aligned with 
the principles of freedom and the rule of law ■



29

BY TEMURI YAKOBASHVILI & SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №08 | July, 2024

Sanctions Must Awaken the 
Georgian Public, Not the Government

W hen authoritarian leaders face 
sanctions, they often project a 
facade of resilience, claiming 
that the penalties do not affect 

them. Leaders from countries like Iran, Venezue-
la, Zimbabwe, and Russia usually assert that sanc-
tions validate their policies and frame the West as 
an adversary attacking their rightful governance. 
This propaganda, whether from Kim in North Ko-
rea or Putin in Russia, consistently portrays the 
global West as an entity attempting to destroy 
their states, with sanctions serving as evidence of 
such attempts.

In Georgia, leaders of the ruling Geor-
gian Dream party make similarly bold 
declarations, dismissing fears of sanc-
tions.

In Georgia, leaders of the ruling Georgian Dream 
(GD) party make similarly bold declarations, dis-

missing fears of sanctions. Their rhetoric mirrors 
that of North Korea and Venezuela, blaming Amer-
ican imperialism and, in the case of the Georgian 
Dream, the  “Global War Party” for trying to em-
broil Georgia in a conflict with Russia.

Across all of these regimes, presenting a brave 
front in the face of sanctions is standard practice. 
Recently, the GD parliamentary majority leader 
even sang the reworded Georgian Football Nation-
al Team chant - “We are not afraid of sanctions.” 
Such dismissals highlight local resistance and 
heroism but consistently overlook the significant 
long-term damage that sanctions can impose on 
a nation’s economy and political landscape. Ulti-
mately, these regimes prioritize maintaining and 
strengthening their grip on power, which remains 
the most crucial goal for authoritarian leaders.

The Georgian Dream has suffered a significant de-
feat on the international stage, losing its partners’ 
support and international legitimacy. However, it 
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still has the potential to secure the more critical 
internal power struggle. If sanctions against the 
Georgian Dream are not timely, public, well-tar-
geted, and serious, ineffective and haphazard 
measures may allow the party to portray its in-
ternational isolation as a success through its pro-
paganda and disinformation machinery. The West 
must be cautious of this.

If sanctions against the Georgian 
Dream are not timely, public, well-
targeted, and serious, ineffective and 
haphazard measures may allow the 
party to portray its international 
isolation as a success through its 
propaganda and disinformation 
machinery.

Western states and institutions considering sanc-
tions on Georgia should first ask: Who exactly 

should these sanctions aim to awaken? Should they 
target the Georgian government to change its pol-
icies or the Georgian people to change their gov-
ernment in the upcoming elections? Our stance 
is that sanctions should primarily aim to alert the 
Georgian people rather than attempting to change 
the nature of the oligarchic regime, as the latter is 
an unrealistic goal.
 

Visa Bans as “First Tranche”

The US is the first nation to sanction the Geor-
gian government after the adoption of the foreign 
agents bill, with the State Department announc-
ing the “first tranche” of sanctions on June 6, 2024. 
These sanctions target members of the Georgian 
Dream party, parliament, law enforcement, and 
private citizens involved in anti-democratic activ-
ities such as undermining peaceful assembly, at-
tacking protesters, intimidating civil society, and 
spreading disinformation.
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Under the Immigration and Nationality Act Sec-
tion 211 A 3C, the US visa restrictions aim to punish 
those responsible for Georgia’s anti-democratic 
turn. Although the US State Department indicated 
that several dozen individuals are subject to these 
visa bans, their identities cannot be made public 
due to personal information protections. 

Such secrecy undermines the effective-

ness of the visa bans. Learning about 

how concrete leaders are blacklisted by 

the US can be fundamental in shaping 

the public perceptions of Georgians to-

wards their authoritarian leaders.

Such secrecy undermines the effectiveness of the 
visa bans. Learning about how concrete leaders 
are blacklisted by the US can be fundamental in 
shaping the public perceptions of Georgians to-
wards their authoritarian leaders. Guessing who 
is blacklisted and who is not is fun only for a few 
days, while government propaganda can very 
quickly downplay the significance of the unpubli-
cized bans.

The visa bans are particularly impactful as they 
prevent sanctioned individuals from entering the 
US and can also affect their family members. For 
example, if Georgian Dream party Chairman Irakli 
Gharibashvili and his family were sanctioned, his 
son studying in the US might have to suspend his 
education. However, in Georgia’s case, the identi-
ties of those affected by the visa restrictions re-
main unknown, and the ruling party’s defensive 
propaganda quickly dismisses local media specu-
lations. 

The general response from the ruling party is a 
denial of receiving any notification and an asser-
tion that they have no plans to travel to the US. 
To demonstrate their purported unaffected status, 
the head of the State Intelligence Service even un-

dertook a working visit to Washington, DC, in late 
June. The opposition, crying wolf about sanctions 
for too long, has little choice but to guess the list of 
sanctioned individuals by examining the appear-
ance of the Government representatives at the US 
embassy events, assuming that sanctioned ones 
won’t be invited.

Therefore, it seems that the U.S. administration’s 
visa ban-oriented “sanctions lite” are not only 
“too little, too late” but also counterproductive. 
The vague and mysterious travel ban has become 
a laughing stock among the ruling elite, who feel 
emboldened and more powerful than ever to with-
stand pressure even from the superpower ‘for the 
sake of the national interests.’

While the issue with the American visa bans lies 
in their non-publicized nature, the EU is not even 
considering such measures. The primary reason 
is the lack of consensus among EU member states 
to blacklist Georgian anti-democratic forces. The 
main obstacle appears to be the current EU presi-
dency held by Hungary, which has long positioned 
itself as a close ally of Georgia’s ultra-right-lean-
ing, anti-democratic government. Prime Minis-
ter Viktor Orbán even briefly attended a recep-
tion hosted by Georgia’s Prime Minister in Berlin 
during Euro 2024, mainly to showcase that the 
Georgian government was still welcome in Europe 
and that no sanctions were in place.

Theoretically, individual EU member 
states could blacklist specific individu-
als they consider instrumental in un-
dermining Georgian democracy.

Theoretically, individual EU member states could 
blacklist specific individuals they consider instru-
mental in undermining Georgian democracy. For 
example, the Baltic states imposed personal sanc-
tions on Belarusian politicians following the 2020 
political crisis and the crackdown on protesters. 

https://www.uscis.gov/laws-and-policy/legislation/immigration-and-nationality-act
https://www.usnews.com/news/top-news/articles/2024-06-06/us-imposing-visa-restrictions-on-dozens-of-people-for-undermining-democracy-in-georgia
https://www.rferl.org/a/eu-top-jobs-georgia-foreign-agent-law/33007159.html
https://www.facebook.com/tamuna.iluridze.5/videos/486669887146941/?rdid=pudaSo4u7qEJqUjA
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In 2020, the Baltic States unilaterally sanctioned 
30 Belarusian politicians and then added another 
118 individuals to the list in 2021, ultimately black-
listing several hundred Belarusian officials and law 
enforcers. Other EU states only later followed the 
lead of the Baltic states. In Georgia’s case, however, 
EU states are refraining from a similar approach, 
fearing it might backfire. Given the lack of EU con-
sensus on sanctioning anti-democratic politicians 
in Georgia, a unilateral policy by individual states 
might be the only practical approach.

Painful Financial Sanctions, but 
Not Now
 
The US is also considering asset freezes and finan-
cial sanctions as outlined in the proposed MEGO-
BARI Act (Mobilizing and Enhancing Georgia’s Op-
tions for Building Accountability, Resilience, and 
Independence Act) introduced by US Rep. Joe Wil-
son (R-S.C.) in May 2024.

If enacted, the US Secretary of State, in coordina-
tion with relevant US government agencies, will 
have 60 days to identify key Georgian government 
officials responsible for undermining democracy, 
human rights, or security in Georgia. This includes 
agents or those significantly influencing govern-
ment actions. Sanctions may be applied under the 
Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability 
Act and the anti-kleptocracy and human rights 
sanctions of the Consolidated Appropriations Act 
of 2023, thereby targeting the Georgian leadership 
with financial sanctions. Additionally, visa bans 
will also be imposed on these individuals and their 
families.

Financial restrictions would further isolate sanc-
tioned individuals from the global financial system, 
barring them from using major payment systems 
like Visa and Mastercard and severely limiting 
their banking transactions, even within Georgia. 
This was previously demonstrated when sanctions 

against former prosecutor  Otar Partskhaladze re-
sulted in his exclusion from banking services.

If the US were to calibrate the adoption 
of these acts in September and early 
October, public awareness of the con-
crete punitive measures would increase 
to the maximum, and the chances of 
GD propaganda downplaying the 
importance of these acts would be 
minimized. 

While financial sanctions would be the most pain-
ful for those targeted, their implementation is 
not imminent and is unlikely before the October 
parliamentary elections. First, the MEGOBARI Act 
must pass through Congress, which might take a 
few months. Similarly, the Senate is considering 
the Georgia People’s Act, which might later be rec-
onciled with the MEGOBARI Act. This could also 
be time-consuming. Federal agencies will only get 
involved after the legislative framework is set, re-
ceiving the green light to pursue financial and oth-
er serious sanctions. Before that, any discussion 
of  severe financial implications for the Georgian 
leadership will be met with mockery and rebuttal. 
However, if the US were to calibrate the adoption 
of these acts in September and early October, pub-
lic awareness of the concrete punitive measures 
would increase to the maximum, and the chances 
of GD propaganda downplaying the importance of 
these acts would be minimized. 

While the US is at least considering financial sanc-
tions, the EU is not even close to such a decision. 
The main obstacle is the absence of a legal mech-
anism to blacklist Georgian Dream MPs or human 
rights-abusing law enforcers. The most straight-
forward mechanism for the EU would be to act if 
individuals in a particular country facilitate the 
circumvention of sanctions imposed on Russia af-
ter its aggression against Ukraine. However, few 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/8/31/baltic-states-blacklist-lukashenko-other-belarusian-officials
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1372964/baltics-blacklist-another-118-reps-of-belarusian-regime
https://joewilson.house.gov/media/press-releases/wilson-cohen-hudson-veasey-introduce-megobari-act
https://www.state.gov/imposing-further-sanctions-in-response-to-russias-illegal-war-against-ukraine/
https://civil.ge/archives/609131
https://civil.ge/archives/609131
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cases prove that the Georgian government is re-
sponsible for allowing the circumvention of sanc-
tions. Regarding financial sanctions due to human 
rights violations, the EU has recently become very 
cautious due to a number of legal challenges it re-
ceived through the European Court of Justice.

Certainly, the EU could adopt a special framework 
for targeted restrictive measures that under-
mine democracy in Georgia. A similar framework 
was established for Moldova in 2023 when the EU 
created, at the request of Chisinau, a framework 
for targeted restrictive measures against those 
undermining the sovereignty, independence, de-
mocracy, rule of law, stability, or security of the 
Republic of Moldova. For a similar framework to 
be applied to Georgia, ideally, the request should 
come from Tbilisi, which is unlikely, but more im-
portantly, adopting the framework would require 
consensus in Brussels, which is currently lacking 
because of Budapest’s position.

Therefore, the problem with the most efficient 
sanction instrument – financial sanctions – is that 
it is not yet tangible. And the more intangible a 
threat, as every authoritarian regime knows, the 
less likely it will affect the regime’s grip on power.

Sticks-and-Carrots of 
Overviewing Bilateral Relations 
 
Both the EU and the US are considering how to 
influence the policies of the Georgian Dream by 
contrasting the potential negative and positive 
outcomes for Georgia. They aim to paint a bleak 
strategic picture if the GD continues its anti-dem-
ocratic policies and a promising one if it changes 
its course. 

The messaging of this sticks-and-carrots policy 
is misleading. The West should make it clear that 
the carrots will be gone with the Georgian Dream 
in power. This should also come with the strategic 

message about the need for a “peaceful and demo-
cratic transition of power” in Tbilisi. This message 
will undoubtedly be heard loud and clear. 

For Washington, this sticks-and-carrots approach  
currently involves potentially stopping support 
for defense and security and suspending the 
US-Georgia Strategic Partnership Charter. For the 
EU, it might mean freezing candidate status or not 
starting negotiations while maintaining a politi-
cally cold relationship.

Conversely, both the EU and the US are offering 
extremely attractive incentives to Georgia. The US 
suggests closer economic ties and the prospect 
of enhanced trade relations. If Congress receives 
clearance from the President or the State Depart-
ment indicating “significant and sustained prog-
ress” towards reinvigorating democracy, including 
conducting free and fair elections in October 2024, 
it could pave the way for closer economic, securi-
ty, and people-to-people ties.

This clearance would enable the US Trade Rep-
resentative to initiate negotiations for a compre-
hensive preferential trade agreement between the 
two countries. Additionally, a policy package will 
be created to strengthen people-to-people con-
tacts, academic exchanges, and visa liberalization 
between the US and Georgia. The MEGOBARI Act 
bill also includes provisions for an economic de-
velopment and modernization package for Geor-
gia, developed in collaboration with international 
partners.

Regarding defense and security, the MEGOBARI 
Act mandates that the President, in consultation 
with the Secretary of Defense, prepare a package 
for Georgia. This package will include security and 
defense equipment tailored for territorial defense 
against Russian aggression, as well as training, 
maintenance, and operational support.

On the other hand, the EU has a very tangible in-
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centive—the opening of accession talks, albeit 
conditional on some painful reforms in the judi-
ciary, power sharing, and democratic oversight. In 
both cases, the incentives are well formulated and 
straightforward, but they must be better publi-
cized for them to work. Moreover, the contrast be-
tween what Georgia could have and what it could 
lose must be made clearer and starker, particular-
ly starting in September as the pre-election cam-
paign heats up. 

In a similar vein, if accession talks with Georgia 
will not be opened in 2024, the EU must let the 
Georgian citizens know about it before the Octo-
ber 2024 elections. 

Lessons from Other Sanctions

Sanctions on government representatives, includ-
ing parliamentarians, for undermining democracy 
have become a crucial tool for international ac-
tors seeking to promote democratic governance 
and accountability. The USA and European Union 
member states have implemented similar mea-
sures against individuals and entities in Guatema-
la, Venezuela, Belarus, Myanmar, and other coun-
tries to support democratic processes and deter 
anti-democratic activities. However, sanctions did 
not lead to the desired changes in the policies or 
the actions of the sanctioned governments in any 
of these cases.

In Guatemala, Canada imposed sanctions on in-
dividuals linked to corruption and human rights 
violations to support the democratically elected 
government of Bernardo Arévalo. 

In Belarus, the US sanctioned officials following 
the contested 2020 presidential election and the 
violent crackdown on protesters, redirecting fi-
nancial aid to support civil society and indepen-
dent media.

In Myanmar, sanctions were imposed after the 

military coup in February 2021, targeting military 
leaders and regime-controlled entities to pressure 
the junta to restore democratic governance. Fi-
nancial assistance was redirected towards human-
itarian aid and support for civil society groups, by-
passing the military-led government. 

Similarly, in Cambodia, the US sanctioned officials 
responsible for suppressing political opposition, 
reducing direct financial aid to the government, 
and increasing support for NGOs promoting hu-
man rights and democratic governance.

In Venezuela, extensive sanctions were imposed 
on members of the National Assembly and the 
Constituent Assembly involved in electoral fraud, 
human rights abuses, and corruption. These sanc-
tions resulted in a significant shift in financial aid 
strategies, with funds redirected toward human-
itarian assistance and support for the population 
through NGOs. 

Russia and Zimbabwe have also faced sanctions 
targeting officials for actions against democratic 
movements. These sanctions have reduced eco-
nomic and diplomatic engagement while main-
taining humanitarian aid and support for civil so-
ciety.

The cases of Iran, Russia, Venezuela, and Belarus 
clearly indicate that even the harshest sanctions 
cannot necessarily result in regime change or al-
ter regime behavior. They can even be counter-
productive by pushing those sanctioned regimes 
towards ‘foreign policy alternatives,’ which are 
usually more authoritarian and have worse  human 
rights records.

While sanctions can indeed weaken rogue gov-
ernments, if political opposition and non-gov-
ernmental institutions remain fragmented and 
underfunded, they stand a negligible chance of be-
ing relevant and effective. Hence, in parallel with 
sanctions, robust and open support of local forces 
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of change is indispensably critical.

At the end of the day, getting rid of sanctioned re-
gimes is only possible through local actors across 
the political aisle who oppose the regime’s poli-
cies. They should be emboldened by active support 
from the independent media and non-governmen-
tal institutions, which, together with the political 
opposition, are obvious primary targets for the 
ruling regimes.

Need to Target Public Percep-
tions Instead of Policy Change

Sanctions have not succeeded in changing the 
actions of authoritarian leaders in the past, and 
they are unlikely to be effective in Georgia’s case 
either. Western powers seem to have recognized 
the authoritarian nature of the Georgian regime 
only recently after the Georgian Dream party 
rushed through a Russian-style “foreign influence” 
law. This law, set to take effect in early Septem-
ber, threatens to shut down Georgian NGOs and 
the media. For years, local civil society organiza-
tions and experts have issued numerous warnings. 
Still, these were largely ignored despite occasion-
al strong verbal reactions and isolated measures 
such as the EU freezing a EUR 40 million loan or 
the US sanctioning individual judges.

Unlike Venezuela, Zimbabwe, Russia, or Myanmar, 
Georgia remains an electoral democracy until the 
26 October parliamentary elections. However, 
similar to these other states, the Georgian regime 
is unlikely to change its policies in response to 
sanctions for two main reasons.

Firstly, backtracking on the law on foreign agents, 
improving the democratic environment, and aban-
doning authoritarianism would be political suicide 
for the Ivanishvili regime, which is fully commit-
ted to its current grab-the-power-at-all-costs 
path ahead of the October elections. Yielding to 

external pressure would signify a defeat the gov-
ernment cannot afford.

The Georgian Dream does not yet 
believe in the seriousness of the 
sanctions.

Secondly, the Georgian Dream does not yet believe 
in the seriousness of the sanctions. Most sanc-
tions are not yet causing significant discomfort 
for Georgian Dream leaders. Visa bans are obscure 
and intangible, financial sanctions have not yet 
been implemented, and the overhaul of bilateral 
relations is too distant, hinging on electoral out-
comes in Washington and new power dynamics in 
the EU, including the results of the French parlia-
mentary elections and the potential influence of 
conservatives and the far right in the EU.

Georgian case may seem quite complicated, but in 
reality, it is surprisingly simple. Georgia has one 
and only decision/policy maker – Bidzina Ivanish-
vili; therefore, targeting only his minions does not 
make much sense. They are easily disposable and 
substitutable unless the Big Boss feels a heat per-
sonally. So far, he managed to dodge any attempts 
by the West to reason with him or “send a mes-
sage” to him by sanctioning politically insignificant 
players.

The West still has time to reconsider its approach 
to sanctions. From now until the parliamentary 
elections, the intensity of the sanctions and pres-
sure should be increased. This involves deciding 
to list new individuals, withhold funds, or publicly 
shun Georgian Dream officials. These steps should 
be carefully calibrated in the lead-up to the elec-
tions.

The goal of these sanctions should be to gener-
ate significant negative public sentiment towards 
the ruling Georgian Dream party among Geor-
gians rather than hoping for policy changes from 
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the current regime. As the Law on Foreign Agents 
kicks in early September and Civil Society Organi-
zations start shutting down or become paralyzed 
because of impossible fines, the EU and the US 
must step up their sanctions, showing unwavering 
support to the CSOs and letting Georgian people 
know that with the current Georgian government 
in helm, Georgians will lose European perspective 
and strategic partnership with the US. This has 
been said already, but the right time to further 
push for this narrative will be September. 

Historically, Western sanctions have 
aimed to change authoritarian regimes 
or their policies. In Georgia’s case, the 
announced but not yet enforced sanc-
tions seem to still aim to change the 
regime’s policies.

Historically, Western sanctions have aimed to 
change authoritarian regimes or their policies. In 
Georgia’s case, the announced but not yet enforced 
sanctions seem to still aim to change the regime’s 
policies. This approach might prove futile and un-
successful, considering that the Georgian system 
of governance is heavily influenced by a billionaire 
who is not easily swayed by Western rhetoric and 
half-hearted sanctions.

However, if played smartly, the West can indeed 
have Georgia correct its policies. But only after the 
current regime has been changed through the Oc-
tober parliamentary elections, which could indeed 
become a game-changing moment if Western ro-
bust sanctions is complemented by equally robust 
support for the opposition forces inside or outside 
the Georgian political spectrum. ■
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To Suspend or Not to Suspend? 

S ixty countries around the world benefit 
from visa-free travel to the EU. Geor-
gia is one of them. The European Union 
made one of the best decisions regard-

ing Georgia in 2017 - scrapping short-term visa re-
quirements, which resulted in more than 1 million 
Georgians benefiting from visa-free travel in the 
last seven years. 

Visa liberalization comes with respon-
sibility, and the government has to be 
loyal to European values, protect hu-
man rights and democracy, and not 
backtrack on the EU path.

Georgia is the only country in the South Caucasus 
that enjoys this privilege. However, visa liberaliza-
tion comes with responsibility, and the govern-
ment has to be loyal to European values, protect 
human rights and democracy, and not backtrack 
on the EU path. The visa liberalization process is 
conditional, and the country willing to get it needs 
to fulfill the visa liberalization action plan (VLAP). 
It took Georgia more than three years to fulfill 

VLAP requirements, including fighting against dis-
crimination, protecting personal data, respecting 
human rights, and tackling high-level corruption. 

The EU regulation 2018/1806 sets the process of 
visa-free travel. The Commission is tasked to “re-

port regularly to the European Parliament and the 

Council, at least once a year, for seven years after 

the date of entry into force of visa liberalization 

for that third country, and after that whenever the 

Commission considers it to be necessary or upon re-

quest by the European Parliament or by the Council.” 
Visa liberalization is not granted eternally. The EU 
keeps the right to suspend it based on the follow-
ing grounds: 

 Ņ There is a substantial increase (more than 
50%) in the number of people arriving irreg-
ularly from visa-free countries, including peo-
ple found to be staying irregularly and persons 
refused entry at the border; 

 Ņ The substantial increase (more than 50%) in 
the number of asylum applications from coun-
tries with low recognition rates (around 3-4%);
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 Ņ Decline in cooperation on readmission;

 Ņ Increased risk to the security of Member State; 

 Ņ Non-compliance with the specific require-
ments to assess the appropriateness of grant-
ing visa liberalization.  

In addition, the European Union is now consider-
ing extending the grounds that would entail a third 
country’s lack of alignment with the EU’s visa pol-
icy in cases where this may lead to increased ar-
rivals to the EU, investor citizenship schemes, and 
hybrid threats.

The European Union sees the visa liberalization 
suspension mechanism as a tool of the last resort. 
Only once has the EU halted visa-free travel. This 
was the case with Vanuatu, a small island in the 
South Pacific Ocean with around 300,000 people. 
The decision was made due to the risks posed by 
Vanuatu’s investor citizenship schemes (so-called 
‘golden passport’ schemes). 

The suspension mechanism allows Member States 
to notify circumstances leading to a possible sus-
pension and for the Commission to trigger the 
suspension mechanism on its initiative. However, 
before taking that decision, the European Com-
mission needs to consider the situation of hu-
man rights in that third country and the possible 
consequences of visa suspension. The duration of 
the visa suspension could initially be up to nine 
months, with the possibility of being extended up 
to 18 months and then entirely scrapped. Notably, 
the suspension could be applied to specific cate-
gories of nationals of the third country concerned. 

Russian Law vs. Visa-Free Travel

The number of Georgians migrating to the EU and 
staying there as illegal migrants or seeking offi-
cial asylum has increased in recent years. Most of 
these migrants are fleeing poverty and seeking a 
better life in the EU. The media occasionally re-
ported that some EU member states, unhappy with 

https://euobserver.com/migration/153060
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the increased migration from Georgia, even raised 
the possibility of triggering the visa liberalization 
suspension mechanism. 

When deciding whether to suspend vi-
sa-free visas with a third country, two 
aspects are considered: technical data 
and political choice.

When deciding whether to suspend visa-free visas 
with a third country, two aspects are considered: 
technical data and political choice. The technical 

details of Georgia’s case do not look good. Despite 
the low recognition rate (7%), the number of Geor-
gian asylum seekers in the EU and Schengen zone 
countries was the highest as compared to Ukraine, 
Moldova, and the Western Balkan countries. Ac-
cording to the 2023 report of the EU Agency for 
Asylum - Georgian citizens were in the top eight 
countries of origin in 2022 (after Syria, Afghani-
stan, Türkiye, Venezuela, Colombia, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh) seeking asylum (first-time asylum 
seekers) in the EU and Schengen zone. Overall, 
26,450 Georgian citizens asked for asylum in the 
Schengen countries in 2022. 

Country 2022 Recognition Rate 2021 Recognition Rate

Albania 12,955 9% 11,320 9% 

Bosnia-Herzegovina 2,235 8% 2,705 5% 

Georgia 26,450 7% 14,635 5% 

Moldova 8,365 2% 7,900 1% 

Montenegro 420 4% 435 4%

North Macedonia 6,715 2% 5415 1%

Serbia 4,265 5% 3,430 6% 

According to the latest data, the number of first-
time asylum seekers from Georgia to the EU and 
Schengen zone countries slightly dropped to 
21,805 in 2023. However, Georgian citizens, to-
gether with the citizens of Syria, Afghanistan, Tür-
kiye, Venezuela, Colombia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
Morocco, Egypt, Peru, and Iraq, are among the top 
12 countries of origin seeking asylum. 

The latest development linked to the 
adoption of the Russian-style law on 
foreign influence and the so-called 
“anti-LGBTQI” law dramatically 
changed the reality on the ground.

In the last report issued in October 2023 under 
the visa suspension mechanism, the EU praised 
Georgia for cooperating closely with Member 

States on readmission. The rate of positive deci-
sions by the Georgian authorities on readmission 
requests averaged 98% for 2017-2022. However, 
the latest development linked to the adoption of 
the Russian-style law on foreign influence and the 
so-called “anti-LGBTQI” law dramatically changed 
the reality on the ground. The laws demonstrated 
backtracking on visa liberalization action plan re-
quirements, particularly related to protecting per-
sonal data, human rights, and equality. 

In response to the latest political development and 
the Georgian Dream’s attempt to derail Georgia 
from the European and Euro-Atlantic Integration 
path, the European Parliament adopted the reso-
lution in April 2024, which called on the Europe-
an Commission “to promptly assess the impact of 

Georgia’s planned ‘foreign agent’ law on Georgia’s 

https://euaa.europa.eu/asylum-report-2023
https://euaa.europa.eu/asylum-report-2023
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-9-2024-0244_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-9-2024-0244_EN.html
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continuous fulfillment of the visa liberalization 

benchmarks, particularly the fundamental rights 

benchmark, a crucial component of the EU visa lib-

eralization policy.” 

The EU member states broadly share the Europe-
an Parliament’s standing. As the EU Ambassador to 
Georgia, Paweł Herczyński, put it - the EU is ready 
to consider “all options” that can be introduced to-
wards Georgia due to adopting the foreign agent’s 
law, including the suspension of visa liberalization.  

What kept Georgia from being suspended from the 
visa-free scheme before was not the country’s ex-
cellent performance and good benchmarks but its 
political closeness with the EU. Once the political 
umbilical cord is cut, only technicalities will speak 
against the Georgian case, thereby making the visa 
suspension more likely. 

How the Suspension Works

The European Commission is empowered to trig-
ger the visa suspension mechanism. It can do that 
by following the examination of a notification from 
the EU member states or its own analysis. Trig-
gering the suspension procedure can be done au-
tomatically when a simple majority of EU member 
states notifies the European Commission regard-
ing the existence of one or more of the previously 
mentioned five grounds. 

The risk that Georgia might face the 
harsh reality of potentially losing the 
most tangible benefit of EU integration 
- visa-free travel - is becoming increas-
ingly realistic.

Considering that a simple majority is required for 
the decision, the long-standing partner of the rul-
ing Georgian Dream party, the Hungarian govern-
ment, would be unable to block the decision-mak-

ing process. Thus, the risk that Georgia might face 
the harsh reality of potentially losing the most 
tangible benefit of EU integration - visa-free trav-
el - is becoming increasingly realistic. 

The GD would quickly use the suspen-
sion to promote propaganda that the 
European Union punishes ordinary 
people, thus stirring even more 
anti-European sentiments.

However, the European Commission and many 
member states view scrapping visa-free travel as a 
double-edged sword. On the one hand, this could 
be yet another and the clearest signal to the rul-
ing Georgian Dream that it has to pay a price for 
derailing the country from the EU track and not 
respecting the choice of its people. On the other 
hand, however, it will negatively affect ordinary 
citizens. The GD would quickly use the suspension 
to promote propaganda that the European Union 
punishes ordinary people, thus stirring even more 
anti-European sentiments. According to the Geor-
gian Dream, Europe already wants to drag Geor-
gia into the war (the global war party narrative), 
is supporting coup d’état attempts through civil 
society (sovereign democracy narrative), and is 
imposing immoral values (gay propaganda narra-
tive) on Georgia. In addition to this, the suspension 
of visa-free travel and anti-European sentiments 
might skyrocket. What would augment the prob-
lem is that the EU will need to engage in a detailed 
explanation of this decision, which it probably 
won’t do; even if the Commission decides to com-
municate its message correctly, it will fail to com-
pete with the potent propaganda narratives of the 
Georgian Dream. 

When considering the activation of the visa-sus-
pension mechanism, the EU should also think 
about the civil society activists in Georgia who are 
facing physical threats and live under state-backed 
terror. Suspension of the visa-free travel would 

https://civil.ge/archives/611596
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lock them in the country. They would not have the 
opportunity to leave Georgia in case of the repres-
sions already announced by the GD leader Bidzina 
Ivanishvili in his public speech on 29 April 2024. 

Making the political decision to scrap 
visa-free travel four months before the 
election is risky.

Making the political decision to scrap visa-free 
travel four months before the election is risky. 
On the one hand, it might be interpreted by the 

ruling Georgian Dream party-affiliated propagan-
distic media as if the EU is interfering in Geor-
gia’s domestic affairs to make the voters angry to 
vote against the GD. However, at the same time, 
this could be yet again a direct signal to the Geor-
gian people from Brussels that this is the GD that 
stands between the EU and their aspiration to join 
the club. This would be a powerful signal to young 
voters (up to 300,000 between the ages of 18-24) 
who go against the Russian law, enjoy visa-free 
mobility the most, and regularly travel to the EU 
and Schengen zone countries ■

https://civil.ge/archives/602348
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European Parliament’s Complex 
Landscape: Can the Far-Right 
Block Enlargement?  

E urope with no balls, no blood, no faith, 
a fascistic, LGBTQ+ Europe, America’s 
sissy Europe, is losing! The true ones 
are coming!” - posted by one of the 

Georgian Dream’s leading TV propagandists, Shal-
va Ramishvili, in the aftermath of the EU Parlia-
ment June 2024 elections. It is not at all unlikely 
that GD leaders are not capable of capturing the 
nuances of European political processes, but what 
counts more to them is to exploit the good results 
of the European far-right parties for internal po-
litical propaganda: the GD is on the right track as 
the like-minded parties are winning a victory in 
Europe.  

The reality of the balance of power expressed by 
the results of the European elections is much more 
complex than the propaganda messages of the GD, 
and its consequences for the candidate countries, 

including Georgia, can be diverse and challeng-
ing to predict. What appears at first glance is that 
the pro-European majority, represented by the 
Center-Right (EPP), Center-Left (SD), the Liberals 
(Renew), and the Greens (Greens/EFA), has been 
maintained. The numbers show that while the 
Center-Right made slight progress, the Liberals 
and Greens suffered severe losses. 

The Far-Right has indeed progressed 
but remains mainly in the minority 
and divided above all.

The Far-Right has indeed progressed but re-
mains mainly in the minority and divided above 
all. These divisions are illustrated by the fact that 
these parties are divided into three different par-
liamentary factions: ECR (European Conservatives 
and Reformists), ID (Identity and Democracy), and 
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Non-Inscrits (which is not in itself a European po-
litical party but brings together within it the rad-
ical “orphan” parties, not accepted in the other 
groups). Additionally, as the political nomadism 
of the Far-Right parties between the three groups 
remains commonplace, a stable and comprehen-
sive alliance between them is still a challenge. Re-
cently, Viktor Orbán announced that he was laying 
the foundations for a new European parliamenta-
ry group by trying to attract the parties currently 
members of the ECR   and the ID. While he managed 
to secure 24 possible MEPs from ultra-right par-
ties in Austria and the Czech Republic (and his own 
Fidesz), he still needs MEPs from at least four more 
countries to form a parliamentary group. 

Despite some progress of the Far-Right 
forces and Orbán’s insistence, Hungary 
and its Fidesz may lose the strategically 
important position of the Commission-
er on Neighborhood and Enlargement, 
currently held by Olivér Várhelyi.

On 28 June, the European Council approved the 
representatives of the three mainstream politi-
cal parties at the helms of EU institutions. Ursula 
von der Leyen from the EPP, a strong supporter of 
Ukraine and EU enlargement, was maintained as 
the President of the Commission. Kaja Kallas from 
the Liberals will take up the foreign policy portfo-
lio. The socialists and António Costa (Portugal) will 
get the European Council’s presidency. Despite 
some progress of the Far-Right forces and Orbán’s 
insistence, Hungary and its Fidesz may lose the 
strategically important position of the Commis-
sioner on Neighborhood and Enlargement, cur-
rently held by Olivér Várhelyi. 

The Far-Right will not be able to block legislation 
in the EP aimed at further supporting Ukraine ei-
ther, and Kyiv will probably keep the preferential 
trade regime and benefits granted by the EU. But 
can we nevertheless pretend that everything is go-

ing very well and that the celebrations of the sup-
porters of the European illiberal forces from the 
GD or Edinaya Rossiya are entirely unfounded?

While the Far-Right has been unable to rock the 
European boat, several significant trends may 
worry all pro-Europeans from Lisbon to Tbilisi. 
The heavy defeats of the French and German rul-
ing parties (Macron’s liberal “Ensemble” and the 
German Social Democrats and the Greens) and 
the progression of the Far-Right in these two key 
countries, the general decline in support for en-
largement and for the Ukrainian war effort against 
the Russian invader, the erosion of the “cordon 
sanitaire” against the Far-Right and attempts to 
“normalize” it, all represent challenges that would 
be wrong to ignore. The Georgian government, 
now openly anti-European and illiberal, may have 
been too quick to celebrate victory in June. Still, 
if trends continue, this may suit its affairs in the 
medium and long term.

Creeping Influence Instead 
of Victory

In the June European Parliament elections, Far-
Right parties came first in five countries (France, 
Italy, Hungary, Belgium, Austria) and second or 
third in another five (Germany, Poland, Neth-
erlands, Slovakia, and Portugal). However, all 
Far-Right factions of the EP reunited (ECR+ID+ 
Non-Inscrits) still have roughly the same number 
of MEPs (201 out of 720, total number of MEPs) as 
the EPP alone (189). At the same time, these po-
litical forces are deeply divided and do not always 
share the same views on the EU foreign policy and 
neighborhood and enlargement issues. 

Most ECR parliamentary group mem-
bers do not even consider themselves as 
positioned on the extreme right of the 
political spectrum.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ac_24_3549
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First, most ECR parliamentary group members do 
not even consider themselves as positioned on the 
extreme right of the political spectrum. For many 
years, British Conservatives were members of this 
group, and despite their relative euro-skepticism, 
it would have been inaccurate to qualify them as 
a Far-Right political movement. Nowadays, the 
leading political force in this group, Giorgia Mel-
oni’s Fratelli d’Italia (FdI), is courted by the EPP 
and the EU Commission President Ursula Von der 
Leyen for her re-election, which means that the 
“cordon sanitaire” against the ECR has already sig-
nificantly eroded. On the other hand, the attempts 
at rapprochement with a more radical ID group, 
namely, with Marine Le Pen’s Rassemblement Na-
tional (RN), were inconclusive, given that the di-
vergences seemed more critical than the conver-
gences. In addition, the ECR and its main political 
components are at odds with Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz 
and other Non-Inscrits on several key issues, mak-
ing their alignment impossible.

 

A Far-Right is Not Always Tied 
to Russia’s Interests 
 
Their positioning about Russia sets a critical di-
viding line between the European extreme right 
parties. This logically translates into their attitude 
towards the war in Ukraine. Here, two relatively 
distinct groups emerge: the one with unambiguous 
support for Ukraine, wishing Kyiv victory, and the 
other, with past or present ties to Moscow, adopts 
a more unclear position, which de facto means an 
indulgent attitude towards Putin. 

Their positioning about Russia sets 
a critical dividing line between the 
European extreme right parties.

The first category includes the Italian FdI and the 
Polish Prawo i Sprawedliwość/Law and Justice 
(PiS), which clearly understand the danger Rus-
sia poses to the security of the entire European 

continent. The Scandinavian parties of the same 
political family, Sweden’s Swerigedemokraterna/
Swedish Democrats (SD) and Finland’s Perussou-
omalaiset/Finns Party (PS), also share this mis-
trust. They support their countries’ NATO mem-
bership and see Russia as the main threat. 

One could add to this group the Spanish Far-Right 
party Vox, which took a solid pro-Ukraine stance 
following the Russian full-scale aggression in Feb-
ruary 2022. Its leader, Santiago Abazcal, supported 
direct humanitarian and military aid to Ukraine 
and even said to accept Ukrainian refugees “in-
stead of welcoming Muslim migrants” from the 
Middle East and North Africa. The Spanish Far-
Right, taking roots from the Franco regime, has 
always been skeptical about Russia and the Soviet 
Union and has been accusing the Left of pro-Sovi-
et and pro-Russian sympathies.

Despite the large-scale invasion of Ukraine and the 
subsequent transformation of the Russian regime 
into a toxic partner, the other group of European 
Far-Right parties continues to maintain an ambig-
uous attitude towards the Kremlin. While hardly 
anyone dares to openly support the invasion and 
the blatant violation of basic principles of inter-
national law, these parties try to find extenuating 
circumstances for Russia and, above all, seem un-
willing to participate in the Ukrainian war effort. 
This camp includes France’s Rassemblement Na-
tional/National Rally (RN), Germany’s Alternative 
für Deutschland (AfD), the Italian Lega of Matteo 
Salvini, Austria’s Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs/
Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) and the most ex-
plicit Russia supporter of all, Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz 
from Hungary. 

The same anti-liberal forces that de-
spised America are now fascinated by 
the figure of Donald Trump. The ques-
tion here is whether being pro-Trump 
is being Atlanticist or the opposite.

https://www.populismstudies.org/the-spanish-radical-right-under-the-shadow-of-the-invasion-of-ukraine/
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These divisions go together with the divergent po-
sitions over transatlantic relations. While all polit-
ical Extreme Left parties are anti-American, not all 
Far-Right parties oppose the concept of “national 
sovereignty” to the idea of alliance with the US. In-
fluenced by national histories and perceptions, the 
Polish PiS, the Dutch Freedom Party (PVV), and the 
Italian FdI are pro-NATO and favor the US pres-
ence in Europe. However, the German AfD and the 
French RN saw their national sovereignty dimin-
ished by Washington. In recent years, the rise of 
Trumpism in America has shuffled the cards. The 
same anti-liberal forces that despised America are 
now fascinated by the figure of Donald Trump. The 
question here is whether being pro-Trump is be-
ing Atlanticist or the opposite. 

 

Divisions Everywhere, Even 
in the pro-Russian Camp 
 
There are tensions even within the group, which 
we refer to as pro-Russian. For example, France’s 
RN party, which not only won the European elec-
tions in France but also has powerful aspirations 
to form the country’s government following the 
early French parliamentary elections on 30 June 
and 7 July, seems to feel a particular embarrass-
ment for being associated with the Russian re-
gime, something of which the media and politi-
cal adversaries never fail to remind it. Marked 
by a loan of EUR 9 million received in 2014 on 
amicable terms from a Russian bank, as well as 
by a warm welcome in Moscow in 2017 by Vladi-
mir Putin on the eve of the second round of the 
French presidential elections, Le Pen now denies 
being pro-Russian. The party has paid lip service 
to condemning Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and 
promises to continue providing military aid to 
Kyiv in case they form the government in France. 
But, at the same time, the RN, via its new star 
politician, Jordan Bardella, made public that the 
party is reluctant to send “equipment capable of 
striking Russian territory to avoid escalation.” 

This type of statement obviously cannot inspire 
confidence in a “clean break” with the Kremlin. 

Recently, the RN, in its strategy of acquiring re-
spectability and toning down its extremist image, 
initiated the exclusion of the AfD from the ID 
group, echoing the scandals linked to revisionist 
statements about the Nazi past and the proven 
links of some of its leaders with Russian and Chi-
nese intelligence services. The Dutch Far-Right 
PVV party also supported Le Pen’s position, while 
Austria’s FPÖ was content with condemnation 
but did not go so far as to vote for exclusion. Fi-
nally, the AfD was excluded from the ID while the 
FPÖ announced a merger with Orbán’s Fidesz and 
former Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babiš’s  ANO 
(Akce nespokojených občanů/Angry Citizen’s Ac-
tion) to build a new political group of Far-Right 
parties called Patriots for Europe. The detoxifi-
cation and rounding of angles in the rhetoric of 
these parties is manifested by the distance they 
take vis-à-vis Russia. Still, doubts persist about 
the sincerity of this rupture and lead one to be-
lieve it is an electoral strategy. 
 

Opposite Views Regarding 
Enlargement 

The other bone of contention between 
the European Far-Right parties is the 
subject of EU enlargement.

The other bone of contention between the Eu-
ropean Far-Right parties is the subject of EU en-
largement. If there is unanimity around hostility 
to immigration and the expansion of Islam on the 
European continent, the topic of enlargement 
is a dividing one. The majority is still vigorously 
against enlargement (RN, FPÖ, AfD), and this is 
also the case for the parties that remain relatively 
Atlanticist and are not particularly pro-Russian. 
For example, the Dutch PVV of Geert Wilders, the 
Belgian Vlaams Belang/Flemish Interest (VB), or 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/a-russian-bank-gave-marine-le-pens-party-a-loan-then-weird-things-began-happening/2018/12/27/960c7906-d320-11e8-a275-81c671a50422_story.html
https://www.france24.com/en/20170324-marine-le-pen-visits-russia-french-presidential-election-putin
https://www.france24.com/en/france/20240619-france-s-far-right-bardella-says-he-backs-ukraine-but-won-t-send-missiles-that-could-hit-russia
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the Swedish SD do not want enlargement from 
the “classical rightist” perspective. This view is 
grounded in the desire not to share wealth and 
resources with new members who may be poorer 
and could compete with their national labor mar-
kets. 

But there are Far-Right parties that are not against 
enlargement. First, there is Meloni’s FdI, which, 
in principle, is not hostile to enlargement to the 
countries of the Western Balkans and eastern 
neighbors if the latter meet certain conditions. 
The Spanish Vox could also fall into this category. 
These parties share a more global tendency that 
characterizes the Mediterranean member states, 
generally quite favorable to enlargement.

However, there are two additional specific cases 
of this trend: the Polish PiS and the Hungarian Fi-
desz. The PiS, as critical as it is of Europe, views 
Ukraine’s membership as crucial for its nation-
al security. More generally, this Polish Far-Right 
party is against re-emerging Russian revision-
ism and imperialism and builds its geopolitical 
agenda according to this factor. As for Fidesz, it 
is pro-enlargement based on the ambition of its 
leader, Viktor Orbán, to transform the EU from 
within by becoming its leader. In this context, Fi-
desz would like to open the doors of the EU to 
countries governed by political forces that share 
a similar worldview. This is the policy of “à la 
carte” enlargement. The candidates Fidesz would 
like to see as member states in the future are, 
therefore, Vučić’s Serbia, Ivanishvili’s Georgia, 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina, where the leader of the 
Republika Srpska Milorad Dodik would play a key 
role. For the same reason, Orbán is very hostile 
to the accession of Ukraine and Moldova as far as 
liberal forces govern these countries.

What Does Georgia Want?

IHere, we must clearly distinguish between the 
government and the society because the ob-

jectives and desires of the two do not coincide. 
Georgian society has shown that it wants to join 
the EU and is ready to mobilize for this cause. 
Maintaining the course of European policy to-
wards enlargement is, therefore, vital in the eyes 
of the population. 

The government sees the European elections as 
a means of maintaining power in Tbilisi. To this 
end, it is taking an increasingly apparent author-
itarian turn, inevitably bringing it closer to Rus-
sia and further away from European integration. 
The forces of the European political mainstream 
strongly criticize the GD government and affirm 
that the integration process can only be frozen; 
worse, sanctions and backward steps are not ex-
cluded.

For this, it is in the interest of the GD 
to see the main pro-European parties: 
the Liberals, the Centrists of the Right 
and the Left, and the Greens be replaced 
by the Eurosceptic, nationalist, ultra-
conservative forces for whom the rule of 
law is no longer the central component 
of conditionality.

The GD cannot be satisfied with this situation. 
Even if the government is increasingly anti-Euro-
pean, it needs to maintain the European integra-
tion process, or at least the illusion of it, because 
it must consider the opinion of the vast majority 
of its population. This process may be pure fic-
tion, as with the accession negotiations between 
Serbia and the EU. For this, it is in the interest of 
the GD to see the main pro-European parties: the 
Liberals, the Centrists of the Right and the Left, 
and the Greens be replaced by the Eurosceptic, 
nationalist, ultraconservative forces for whom 
the rule of law is no longer the central component 
of conditionality.

If the GD considers the Far-Right’s victory to be 

https://decode39.com/8506/eastern-enlargement-in-focus-as-meloni-joins-eu-leaders/
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a good thing, it is because, in relations with their 
neighbors and the enlargement dossier, the Far-
Right parties do not attach the same importance 
to the criteria of democracy, the rule of law, the 
protection of minorities and free and fair elec-
tions. They are motivated by more individual in-
terests. Meloni’s Italy, for example, has decided 
to support Albania’s candidacy as the latter has 
signed an agreement on immigration control with 
the Italian government. Commissioner Várhelyi, 
representing the interests of the Fidesz govern-
ment in Budapest, staunchly supported Serbia 
and Georgia despite the apparent democratic 
backsliding in these countries. 

More right-wing extremism in the 
European Parliament, the European 
Commission, and the member states’ 
national governments means less dem-
ocratic conditionality for the candidate 
countries.

More right-wing extremism in the European 
Parliament, the European Commission, and the 
member states’ national governments means 
less democratic conditionality for the candidate 
countries. If Europe ceases to be and act as a 
force for democratization in its neighborhood, 
governments with authoritarian tendencies, such 
as the GD’s, can only be strengthened.

In conclusion, the results of the 2024 European 
Parliamentary elections set the stage for a more 

conservative and possibly fragmented approach 
to enlargement policy. The mainstream pro-en-
largement, pro-EU, and pro-Ukraine forces still 
prevail, and it is unlikely that Far-Right MEPs 
could gather the majority on enlargement-relat-
ed topics. But the current situation will increase 
sharp debates on these issues, maybe even slow 
down some decisions to come, especially those 
related to the institutional reform of the Union, 
which, for their part, are necessary to prepare the 
enlargement and the arrival of the new member 
states. 

The creeping gains in votes and the mandates of 
the European Far-Right and their electoral suc-
cess in two leading EU member states, France and 
Germany, do not give us a reason to be reassured. 
The upcoming snap parliamentary elections in 
France contain even more severe risks than the 
past European elections. The arrival to power of 
a radical right-wing force in one of the Union’s 
key countries would also have consequences at 
the European level, notably in the composition 
of the Commission. The Far-Right government 
in France, if allied with Italy, Austria, and Neth-
erlands, could also form the blocking minority in 
the Councils since the EU rules provide that the 
four states, where 65% of the EU’s population re-
sides, can block any decision. The future enlarge-
ment and the European future of countries such 
as Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine are therefore 
also decided at the national ballot boxes in France, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Poland ■

https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/meloni-says-eu-migration-policy-should-be-based-on-italy-albania-deal/
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