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The Great Tug of 2024: 
Elections about Georgia’s European Future

G eorgia’s civilizational path has al-
ways leaned toward Europe. Its ori-
entation, solidified by the adoption 
of Christianity in the 4th century, 

remained intact despite centuries of invasions 
by powerful empires such as the Mongols, Ar-
abs, Persians, and Ottomans. These empires at-
tempted to divert Georgia’s European aspirations 
through religious and cultural impositions, but 
Georgia held firm. Even the 1783 alliance with Or-
thodox Russia, seemingly based on shared faith, 
soon became another form of subjugation. 

Under Russian control, Georgia lost its state-
hood, and its cultural independence was eroded. 
Through the Soviet period, the dominance shifted 
from monarchy to Marxism, but Georgia’s natural 
gravitation toward the West persisted. Since re-
gaining independence in 1991, the desire for Eu-
ropean integration has been solid and constant, 
anchoring Georgia’s foreign policy.

For the generations of Georgians born after the 
Soviet collapse, the dream of European integra-
tion has been more than an aspiration—it has 
been a lived reality. NATO offered security, while 
the EU promised prosperity, presenting a path 
to safeguard Georgia’s sovereignty. These insti-
tutions embodied an opportunity for Georgia to 
thrive, connecting its rich history and vibrant 
culture with a future of peace and self-determi-
nation. Since 1991, every government has worked 
toward integration, seeing democratic reforms as 
essential for survival. The visa-free regime with 
the EU allowed Georgians to access new oppor-
tunities, travel, and experience life as Europeans. 
Despite challenges, Georgians lived optimistical-

ly, believing in the broader vision of integration 
into a “Europe Whole and Free.”

Now, Georgia stands at a dangerous crossroads. 
The Georgian Dream government has shifted 
course, questioning the country’s European fu-
ture and aligning more with autocratic regimes. 
It has borrowed from Russian disinformation 
tactics, painting the West as a “global war party” 
while allowing a flood of Russian money and mi-
grants into the country. Critics of the government 
are branded as foreign agents, and the West is de-
picted as an enemy of Georgian culture. This shift 
breaks with decades of consensus and defies the 
will of the Georgian people, expressed repeated-
ly through elections and referenda. By turning its 
back on the European path, the government risks 
turning Georgia into a pariah state, like Belarus 
or Venezuela.

The stakes for Georgia have never been higher. 
Its people now face a stark choice: continue the 
centuries-old dream of European integration or 
succumb to isolation and authoritarianism. In the 
words of Benjamin Franklin, those who “give up 
essential liberty to purchase a little temporary 
safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.” Georgia 
must now decide whether to embrace its Europe-
an destiny—or forsake it in pursuit of short-term 
stability.

Hence, it is not surprising that this volume is 
about the 26 October elections, offering analysis, 
comparisons, and insights, as well as concrete 
recommendations about the pre-election situa-
tion in Georgia and the various challenges associ-
ated with the post-election period. 
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The volume is opened with an editorial with prac-
tical recommendations to Western leaders about 
the necessity of following the elections close-
ly and being ready to step in during a possible 
post-election crisis. The editorial team stresses 
the risk of unrest if the ruling Georgian Dream 
(GD) party, led by Bidzina Ivanishvili, loses elec-
tions but decides to maintain power by force. His-
torically, foreign diplomatic presence has been 
vital in ensuring peaceful transitions in Georgia. 
As the elections approach, international actors 
must offer Ivanishvili guarantees that he can step 
down without fear of personal loss or retribution. 
The editorial explores potential foreign media-
tors, suggesting figures like Emmanuel Macron 
could provide Ivanishvili with a safe exit strategy, 
thereby preventing a political crisis and ensuring 
Georgia’s democratic path. 

Tornike Gordadze describes the evolving tactics 
authoritarian regimes use to suppress mass pro-
tests, focusing on internal and external strategies. 
The article highlights how regimes, including 
Georgia’s ruling party, have learned from others 
like Venezuela, Belarus, and Iran, employing a mix 
of state-sanctioned violence, legal repression, 
and propaganda to maintain control. With exter-
nal support from authoritarian allies like Russia 
and China, these regimes increasingly disre-
gard Western criticism, manipulating nationalist 
rhetoric to discredit opposition movements. The 
piece warns that without internal solid resistance 
and international pressure, authoritarian govern-
ments may continue to consolidate power, as sus-
tained violence and intimidation can wear down 
protest movements over time.

Jaba Devdariani continues analyzing the au-
thoritarian tactics, focusing on the lessons the 
Georgian Dream has learned from Serbia and its 
authoritarian-leaning leader Aleksandar Vučić. 
Serbia has managed to maintain its EU candidacy 
and progress in negotiations by leveraging stra-
tegic geopolitical advantages and economic ties 

with China and Russia while suppressing opposi-
tion and media freedoms. The piece warns that if 
Georgia’s government follows Serbia’s autocratic 
playbook, it risks losing its European future. Un-
like Serbia, Georgia lacks the geopolitical lever-
age to keep the EU’s attention, making its au-
thoritarian drift even more dangerous for its EU 
aspirations.

Shota Gvineria further explores authoritarian 
propaganda techniques aimed at manipulating the 
political landscape ahead of the 2024 elections. By 
combining intimidation, hate speech, and disin-
formation, the regime seeks to suppress voter 
turnout among undecided, pro-Western citizens 
while mobilizing its base through conspiracy the-
ories and anti-Western rhetoric. The government 
emphasizes peace and traditional values, framing 
the opposition and civil society as enemies of the 
state. This strategy echoes Russian disinforma-
tion tactics, aiming to create confusion and po-
litical disengagement. The recent narrative shift, 
led by Bidzina Ivanishvili, even blames the West 
for the 2008 war, undermining Georgia’s national 
interests and territorial integrity. The article ar-
gues that pro-democracy forces, in coordination 
with Western partners, must counter these nar-
ratives with fact-based campaigns to expose the 
regime’s destructive policies and prevent further 
isolation from Europe and the West. Adequate in-
ternational pressure and electoral monitoring are 
vital to ensuring free and fair elections and re-
versing Georgia’s slide into authoritarianism.

Sergi Kapanadze zooms in from a generally 
strained pre-election environment to the new 
round of attacks against Georgian NGOs. In Sep-
tember 2024, the Georgian Dream launched a new 
aggressive attack through the Anti-Corruption 
Bureau (ACB) and judicial reinterpretation of the 
Law on Political Associations of Citizens (LPAC), 
targeting NGOs like Transparency International 
Georgia. This new legal strategy effectively clas-
sified NGOs as political entities, subjecting them 
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to restrictions typically applied to political par-
ties, including financial scrutiny and severe oper-
ational constraints. The international community 
criticized these actions, which led to a probably 
temporary retreat of the ACB. However, the stra-
tegic implications of this new attack remain dire, 
with NGOs under constant threat of further legal 
and financial repression.

Vano Chkhikvadze sums up the volume with an 
in-depth analysis of the foreign and security pol-
icy platforms of the leading parties competing 
in the 2024 elections. Foreign and security pol-
icy, mainly European integration, has overtaken 
domestic issues like unemployment and debt as 
the primary political battleground. While oppo-
sition parties frame the election as a referendum 
between aligning with the EU or Russia, the rul-

ing Georgian Dream party emphasizes peace and 
stability, warning against Western intervention-
ism and touting its record of avoiding war. De-
spite all significant parties supporting EU acces-
sion, the opposition views it as a tool to oust the 
Georgian Dream, while the government portrays 
itself as resisting EU pressures. NATO member-
ship, meanwhile, has largely faded from the po-
litical discourse. Ultimately, the election is seen 
as a pivotal choice for Georgia’s foreign policy di-
rection, between furthering Western integration 
or moving toward isolation with closer ties to 
Russia ■

With Respect,

Editorial Team
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Editorial

T he upcoming Georgian parliamen-
tary elections are poised to be a 
turning point for the country’s po-
litical future. As ballots are cast and 

results tallied, what happens afterward could be 
even more critical. If Bidzina Ivanishvili, the de 
facto leader of Georgian Dream (GD), sees his 
party losing power, the challenge will not be lim-
ited to counting votes—it will be about ensuring 
a peaceful transfer of power. History shows that 
high-level foreign diplomatic intervention has 
been crucial in similar moments in Georgia’s past.

This year, however, the dynamics are different, 
and foreign powers must tread carefully. Their 
role is not to interfere in the election results but 
to influence Ivanishvili’s calculations, ensuring 
he can step down without feeling his survival is 
at risk. Timing, tactics, and pressure will matter 
enormously. 

The Polling Landscape

Current polls in Georgia offer an unclear picture 
of the likely outcome of the elections. According 
to Edison Research, Georgian Dream is polling at 
32.4%, a significant drop from its performance 
in the 2020 elections, where it secured nearly 
48% of the vote. Meanwhile, the United National 
Movement (UNM) is polling around 20%. At the 

same time, three other parties aim at double dig-
its, reflecting a growing opposition coalition that 
could pose a severe challenge to GD’s dominance. 

The overall sentiment in the country is one of dis-
satisfaction. According to Edison Research, 63% 
of the population believes Georgia is headed in 
the wrong direction, and only 29% believe that 
the Georgian Dream deserves to remain in power. 
This suggests that opposition parties may have a 
real chance to challenge GD’s dominance in the 
upcoming elections. 

Foreign Actors and Power 
Transitions

Foreign powers have historically mediated polit-
ical transitions in Georgia. In 2003, following the 
Rose Revolution, US Ambassador Richard Miles 
and Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov played 
critical roles in securing Eduard Shevardnadze’s 
resignation and his safety. Similarly, in 2012, when 
Mikheil Saakashvili’s United National Movement 
lost to Bidzina Ivanishvili’s Georgian Dream, US 
Senators and European diplomats helped guide 
the process toward stability. The presence of 
high-level foreign figures provided security guar-
antees to the outgoing leaders, reducing the risks 
of a violent conflict or temptations to cling to 
power through unconstitutional instruments. 

The Power of Presence: Ensuring a Peaceful 
Transfer in Georgia’s 2024 Elections
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This year, the stakes are higher. Ivanishvili’s infor-
mal control over the state apparatus is deep-root-
ed, and there are signs that he fears losing not just 
political power but his wealth and personal secu-
rity if his party is defeated. His political repres-
sions, including the arrests of opposition figures 
and attempts to demonize civil society, suggest a 
man fearful of potential retribution. His percep-
tion of Western sanctions and criticism heightens 
this fear.

For Ivanishvili, the calculation is simple: If losing 
the election means losing everything, he may re-
sort to undemocratic means to stay in power, a 
reality that political theorists have long observed 
in authoritarian settings. Leaders in precarious 
situations are more likely to hold onto power if 
they believe there is no safe exit.

Affecting (mis)Calculation 

Political theorists have studied the behavior of 
leaders facing electoral defeat in regimes with 
both democratic and autocratic tendencies. Pros-
pect theory by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tver-
sky posits that individuals are more likely to take 
risks to avoid losses than to achieve gains. Applied 
to Ivanishvili’s situation, if he perceives that los-
ing an election poses an existential threat to his 
wealth or freedom (or even life), he may take ex-
treme actions to avoid that loss, including holding 
onto power through unconstitutional means.

Furthermore, elite bargaining theorists, like Gae-
tano Moska and Vilfredo Pareto, suggested almost 
a century ago that peaceful transitions of pow-
er are affected by the calculation of leaders. The 
transition will likely happen when leaders are 
given credible guarantees that their core inter-
ests—personal safety, wealth, and status—will be 
protected after they leave office. Without such 
guarantees, leaders like Ivanishvili may calculate 
that staying in power, even through force, is pref-
erable to losing.

Several scenarios can be imagined in the imme-
diate aftermath of the elections. In the first sce-
nario, the Georgian Dream will win by a slight 
majority, which could raise questions about how 
legitimate the outcome was, considering the 
unfair pre-election environment, attack on the 
NGOs, hampering of the work of the monitoring 
organizations, and widespread vote-buying. In 
2020, the crisis of legitimacy emerged when the 
opposition parties decided to boycott the Parlia-
ment after the election results were considered 
unfair. At that time, the US and EU ambassadors 
took the lead in mediating the political crisis, 
which culminated in the high-level involvement 
of European Council President Charles Michel. 
The Michel Agreement led to the opposition en-
tering the Parliament, but the more significant 
longer-term provisions were not implemented 
since GD withdrew from the agreement in 2021. 

If such a scenario repeats itself, the GD leader 
might miscalculate that arresting opposition par-
ties or banning them, as they promised before the 
elections, could be a way out. This miscalculation 
can only be prevented by another diplomatic ef-
fort from the West. 

In another scenario, the GD loses power as the 
opposition parties receive more support and the 
right to form a coalition government. In such a 
scenario, the GD leader could miscalculate that 
because he is poised to lose everything, a Belar-
us or Russia-type dictatorship could be a better 
alternative to ensure his safety. A diplomatic ef-
fort can also prevent this miscalculation from the 
West.

Who Can Influence Ivanishvili?

Not all international actors are in a position to 
influence Ivanishvili. In recent years, local am-
bassadors in Georgia have been targeted by the 
Georgian Dream and labeled as foreign actors 
attempting to interfere in domestic politics. For 
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example, the Estonian and Lithuanian Foreign 
ministers have been vocal critics of Georgia’s 
democratic backsliding, but this has only led the 
ruling party to paint Eastern European diplomats 
as adversaries. Similarly, US officials, including 
the Senators who played some role in past transi-
tions, face credibility challenges due to upcoming 
elections in the US, and their future involvement 
in Georgia is uncertain.

Even the European Union is in a precarious posi-
tion. The European Council President Charles Mi-
chel, who mediated the 2021 political agreement 
between the opposition and GD, is set to step 
down, with António Costa slated to replace him. 
However, Costa’s lack of experience mediating 
political crises means he may lack the necessary 
influence in Georgia. Furthermore, Michel’s pre-
vious agreement ultimately failed, with both GD 
and the opposition rejecting the terms, damaging 
the EU’s standing as a neutral actor.

An unexpected option could be Viktor Orbán, 
Hungary’s Prime Minister, who has been an ally 
to illiberal leaders across Europe. While Orbán 
may seem like a figure Ivanishvili could trust, he 
is unlikely to be seen as a legitimate mediator by 
the opposition or Western powers. Furthermore, 
Orbán’s past relationship with Georgia has been 
complicated by his government’s sheltering of 
Georgian political exiles after 2012, potentially 
creating distrust between him and Ivanishvili.

The Most Credible Ones

Given the current landscape, three potential fig-
ures could influence Ivanishvili’s calculations if he 
loses the elections. 

Ursula von der Leyen, President of the Europe-
an Commission, has the authority and influence 
to offer political and economic incentives for a 
peaceful transition. However, her affiliation with 

the European People’s Party (EPP), historically 
supporting Saakashvili’s United National Move-
ment (UNM), and her being considered an “ene-
my” by the GD may limit her perceived neutrality. 
Still, her strong personality and influence could 
be a tipping factor. 

The British Prime Minister, Keir Starmer, could 
be another foreign dignitary who could intervene. 
The UK is a credible actor and not embroiled in 
EU politics or Georgian politics. However, the 
British government has not been significantly in-
volved in Georgia’s recent political developments, 
which could limit its influence. In any case, the 
UK’s role should not be underestimated. 

Emmanuel Macron, President of France, stands 
out as the most credible figure. Ivanishvili holds 
French citizenship, and France has historically 
played a key role in mediating conflicts in Georgia, 
including during the 2008 Russo-Georgian war, 
when then-President Nicolas Sarkozy brokered 
a ceasefire. Macron’s relationship with Georgian 
President Salome Zourabichvili, who also has 
French roots and citizenship, further strengthens 
his position as a potential mediator.

The Power of (Timely) 
Diplomatic Presence

As Georgia heads toward potentially its most piv-
otal election since 2012, the stakes for democracy 
are high. A high-level foreign presence, partic-
ularly figures like Macron, could distinguish be-
tween a peaceful transition and a political crisis. 
This involvement, however, needs to be timely 
and swift. A week late or a week early could re-
inforce miscalculations. If the Georgian Dream 
loses, the foreign actors must offer Ivanishvili the 
guarantees he needs to step down peacefully. By 
influencing his calculations, they can help ensure 
that Georgia remains on the path to democracy 
rather than slipping into authoritarianism ■
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Lessons from the Evolving Tactics 
of Protest Control in Authoritarian 
Regimes

W hat do the recently killed Hez-
bollah chief Hassan Nasrallah 
and Georgia’s informal leader, 
the oligarch Bidzina Ivanishvi-

li, have in common? Both consider the Georgian 
Rose Revolution and all so-called color revolutions 
as fomented from the outside and implemented 
locally by “agents” of the West. On 8 March 2005, 
at a monster demonstration organized by Hez-
bollah and other pro-Syrian groups in Beirut to 
counter what was then called the “Cedar Revolu-
tion” triggered by the assassination of Prime Min-
ister Rafiq Hariri, Nasrallah fulminated: “Lebanon 
is not Ukraine. Lebanon is not Georgia. Lebanon 
is Lebanon (...) If some think that they can bring 
this country down, with its regime, its stability, its 
security, and its strategic choices, with their con-
nections, their positions, and sponsors, with some 
demonstrations, some scarves, some slogans, and 

some media, then they are wrong... I address the 
following to America, President Bush, and Ms. 
Condoleezza Rice...”. 

In a decade or two, authoritarian 
regimes have learned a great deal 
and appear to be better equipped 
to manage social unrest.

 
In Lebanon in 2005 and Georgia in 2003, wide-
spread and primarily peaceful revolutions achieved 
victories: the Syrian regime withdrew its troops 
from Lebanese territory, and the corrupt post-So-
viet Shevardnadze regime fell. It was also a decade 
marked by the Orange Revolution in Ukraine and 
the fall of the dictatorial regimes of Ben Ali in Tu-
nisia, Mubarak in Egypt, and Gaddafi in Libya. The 
hope appeared that many other cruel and repres-
sive regimes would follow. 

Thornike Gordadze, a Franco - Georgian academic and former State Minister for European and Euro - Atlantic Integration in 

Georgia (2010 - 12), served as the Chief Negotiator for Georgia on the Association Agreement and Deep and Comprehensive 

Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) with the EU. From 2014 to 2020, he led the Research and Studies Department at the Institute 

for Higher National Defense Studies in Paris. A Senior Fellow at the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) from 

2021 to 2022, he currently teaches at SciencesPo in Paris and is an Eastern Neighbourhood and Black Sea program fellow at 

the Jacques Delors Institute. Gordadze, also a Researcher at Gnomon Wise, holds a PhD in Political Science from Paris Sci-

encesPo (2005).

THORNIKE GORDADZE
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But ten years on, the trend has reversed: Bashar 
El-Assad in Syria, the Mullahs in Iran, Maduro 
in Venezuela, the military regime in Algeria, Lu-
kashenko in Belarus, and Ortega in Nicaragua, 
long after mass upheavals and mobilizations re-
main in power. Worse still, the “restorations” of 
authoritarian power in Egypt and Tunisia and the 
maintenance of the ethno-confessional predato-
ry political system in Lebanon have left optimists 
disillusioned. It seems that in a decade or two, au-
thoritarian regimes have learned a great deal and 
appear to be better equipped to manage social 
unrest. In the last ten years, only two examples of 
successful popular revolutions have come to mind: 
Armenia in 2018 and Bangladesh in 2024.
 
The resistance of authoritarian regimes to street 
protests and the consolidation of authoritarian 
regimes is interesting to observe in light of in-
creasing authoritarianism in Georgia and crucial 
elections on 26 October. A few weeks before the 

election, the opposition seems ahead of the Geor-
gian Dream (GD) . Still, there are great fears about 
the possibility of an outright falsification of the 
results by the ruling regime, which can publish 
the result it wishes, as happened in Venezuela this 
August. In this case, demonstrations and street 
actions are to be expected. Notably, the Rose 
Revolution in November 2003 occurred follow-
ing elections falsified by Shevardnadze’s Citizen’s 
Union. How will the GD react to the outcome of 
the 2024 elections? What has changed since 2003? 
Is the current government better prepared and 
better armed? What internal and external factors 
favor authoritarian regimes?

Declining Fear of the West

In the past decades, many authoritarian or 
semi-authoritarian regimes tried to control their 
non-democratic actions - electoral manipulation, 
opposition repression, media pressure - and keep 
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them within certain limits so as not to provoke 
strong Western reactions. The GD itself attached 
great importance to what Europe and the US had 
to say and went to great lengths to avoid overt re-
pression and gross falsification. In 2020, for exam-
ple,  the GD took “only” 47% of the vote, whereas 
Lukashenko won nearly 80%. In 2024, the regime 
seems to be wholly emancipated and free of such 
considerations: the West is evil; it wants to destroy 
“Georgian traditions” and involve the country in 
the war against Russia. Western criticism is de-
scribed as biased and intended to help the opposi-
tion parties, their “agents.” 

Authoritarian regimes capitalize on 
the divisions and weaknesses of the 
Western bloc.

 
Authoritarian regimes capitalize on the divisions 
and weaknesses of the Western bloc. Hungary’s 
peculiar position within the EU makes any sanc-
tion policy difficult, not to mention the bureau-
cratic red tape. Divisions can also be observed 
within Western countries with the rise of isola-
tionist or extremist political forces on the right 
or left, which often sympathize with authoritarian 
regimes and want to limit support for democracy. 
There is also an inevitable Western fatigue about 
fighting for values, despite declarations to this ef-
fect at the start of the Biden presidency. 

Western countries are often slow to act, 
responding to crises rather than taking 
preventive measures. By the time they 
impose economic sanctions, regimes 
have usually already crossed critical 

thresholds.
 
Western countries are often slow to act, respond-
ing to crises rather than taking preventive mea-
sures. By the time they impose economic sanc-
tions, regimes have usually already crossed critical 

thresholds. These sanctions are then used by au-
thoritarian governments in their nationalist rheto-
ric, portraying them as foreign interference, which 
fuels conspiracy theories. We’ve frequently heard 
Western diplomats argue that it would be prema-
ture to take decisive action against the Georgian 
government because Georgia is not yet like Belar-
us. However, considering how effective measures 
against Belarus were only after the dictatorship 
had been fully established, this approach is ques-
tionable. The European bureaucracy—speaking 
in a neutral sense—is, by its very nature, unable 
to operate differently. Authoritarian regimes are 
aware of this and use it to their advantage to stay 
ahead of the curve.
 

Authoritarian Solidarity
 

One of the reasons why authoritarians 
are more self-confident and assertive 
is that there is an apparent solidarity 
between them and the formation of a 
so-called “authoritarian international.”

One of the reasons why authoritarians are more 
self-confident and assertive is that there is an ap-
parent solidarity between them and the formation 
of a so-called “authoritarian international.”  China 
and Russia issued a remarkable joint statement on 
4 February 2022, aimed at denouncing the US refo-
cus on reviving democracy and supporting media 
independence and freedom of speech and assem-
bly. It also proposed an alternative political mod-
el tailored to the two countries’ political systems 
that fit all autocratic leaders’ agendas worldwide. 
 

The widespread use of surveillance 
cameras and the creation of the legal 
basis for widespread wiretapping in 
Georgia have been imitated from Chi-
nese and Russian practices.

http://en.kremlin.ru/supplement/5770
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Weaker authoritarian regimes receive assistance 
from other, more entrenched, and consolidated 
authoritarian governments, such as China, Russia, 
Iran, and North Korea. Authoritarian regimes share 
their know-how in the surveillance and repression 
of dissent. It is a question of both methodology and 
technology. The discrediting of opposition, inde-
pendent media, civil society, the sharing of illiber-
al and anti-democratic narratives, and the means 
of financial, media, and even physical pressure are 
imitated, imported, and adapted from one country 
to another. Internet control technology, monitor-
ing of communications, and wiretapping methods 
are readily transferred between countries. Geor-
gia and its intelligence services are learning best 
practices from Russia and China. The widespread 
use of surveillance cameras and the creation of the 
legal basis for widespread wiretapping in Geor-
gia have been imitated from Chinese and Russian 
practices. 
 
When dictatorships falter under public pressure, 
others lend a helping hand, including using force. 
Iran and Russia are involved in the Syrian civil war, 
and China and Russia support all authoritarian re-
gimes in Africa, the Middle East, and Latin Amer-
ica.

Russia’s Direct Backing

Russia has been crucial in sustaining 
many authoritarian regimes, as it has 
emerged over the years as a leading 
revisionist and reactionary power.

Russia has been crucial in sustaining many author-
itarian regimes, as it has emerged over the years as 
a leading revisionist and reactionary power. This 
role is not new—Tsarist Russia was already inter-
vening across Europe in the 19th century to sup-
press democratic, liberal, and socialist movements. 
Today, Russia continues this legacy by supporting 
populist and anti-liberal governments around the 

world. The Kremlin sees the West as its primary 
adversary and acts accordingly: in Africa, it backs 
so-called “anti-colonialist” regimes like those in 
Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and Zimbabwe; in Latin 
America, it aligns with socialist, “anti-imperialist” 
governments such as Venezuela, Cuba, and Nica-
ragua; and in the Middle East, it props up military 
or military-religious autocracies, including those 
in Egypt, Algeria, Syria, and Iran. Whenever there 
is a civil war, Russia is quick to intervene, offering 
weapons, logistical support, or even mercenaries, 
such as the Wagner group, which operates in plac-
es like Libya, Syria, the Central African Republic, 
and Sudan.
 
Russia is particularly useful in repressing the 
opposition and its demonstrations. According to 
Mike Pompeo, then US Secretary of State, in 2019, 
when the Venezuelan opposition was about to 
overthrow Maduro, the latter, ready to board the 
plane to flee to Havana, was dissuaded by the Rus-
sians, who persuaded him to stay and fight while 
promising substantial aid. Today, more than a hun-
dred Russian military advisors, along with Chinese 
and Cubans, are said to be working with Maduro.
 
Russian involvement is even more massive in Be-
larus. The country has de facto become Russia’s 
dominion, especially after Lukashenko decided to 
falsify the August 2020 elections and faced mass 
protests. In the years preceding the crisis, the Be-
larusian regime had tried to maintain a degree of 
maneuverability vis-à-vis the Russians, notably by 
increasing its contacts with Europeans and Amer-
icans. Mass protests scared the dictator, who had 
no choice but to accept Russia’s help in exchange 
for renouncing its sovereignty. According to many 
reports, Russian special forces have directly par-
ticipated in the crackdown, and Putin promised 
economic and military assistance, effectively 
shielding Lukashenko from international sanc-
tions. The infusion of USD 1.5 billion in loans and 
political backing allowed Belarus to avoid com-

https://edition.cnn.com/2019/04/30/politics/pompeo-maduro-russia/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/asia-pacific/putin-throws-15-billion-lifeline-to-embattled-belarus-leader-idUSKBN26521Y/
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plete financial collapse but turned Minsk into a 
Moscow puppet. 
 
The control of Belarus played a crucial role in Pu-
tin’s decision to attack Ukraine in February 2022. 
Lukashenko approved the invasion and offered 
the country’s territory for that purpose, as Kyiv is 
only a few dozen kilometers from the Belarusian 
border. Since 2020, Belarus has become an inter-
national pariah and the home of Russian nuclear 
warheads.
 
Russia literally saved the regime of the Syrian dic-
tator and war criminal Bashar al-Assad when the 
latter started to be contested by its people in the 
wave of the Arab Spring that reached Syria in 2011. 
The Syrian revolution began as a peaceful mass 
mobilization that was violently repressed by the 
regime. Consequently, the protest took the form of 
an armed rebellion dominated in the first phase by 
a pro-democracy Free Syrian Army. The Assad re-
gime was about to collapse as it had lost control of 
80% of the territory by 2014. Here again, Russia’s 
support for the embattled regime was decisive: 
like Maduro and Lukashenko, Assad was dissuaded 
from giving up by Moscow. Russia encouraged the 
government to focus on all-out repression, includ-
ing the use of chemical and biological weapons. 
 
In 2015, Russia initiated military operations in Syr-
ia, focusing on heavy aerial bombardments and air-
strikes targeting civilian populations in areas held 
by opposition forces. The near-total destruction 
of cities like Homs, Aleppo, Deraa, and Al-Ghuta, 
with Iranian units and Lebanese Hezbollah sup-
porting ground operations, allowed Bashar al-As-
sad to regain the upper hand. As a result, Assad 
now controls most of Syria, with the exception of 
the Idlib region and areas held by Kurdish forces.
 
Since launching its anti-liberal, anti-Western 
campaign, the GD has found a reliable ally in Mos-
cow. Russia has praised Tbilisi for its “courage” and 
“determination” in resisting the pressures of what 

Moscow calls the “Global War Party.” The GD’s 
election narrative hinges on the argument that a 
war with Russia is inevitable if the opposition wins. 
In contrast, if the GD stays in power, they claim 
peace will be preserved as Russia would not inter-
vene. Essentially, the GD is leveraging the threat 
of Russian aggression to its advantage, aiming to 
maintain power by indirectly relying on Russian 
military strength.
 
In the event of mass protests sparked by elector-
al fraud, Russia could step in to support the Ivan-
ishvili regime. While a full-scale invasion is un-
likely, though not entirely off the table, the use of 
threats will likely intensify. Destabilization could 
take many forms, including the movement of Rus-
sian troops from the occupied regions of Abkhazia 
and Tskhinvali/South Ossetia, advancing further 
into unoccupied Georgian territory, potentially 
cutting off the country’s main highway, which lies 
only a few hundred meters from the closest Rus-
sian positions. Other possibilities include sabotage 
of critical infrastructure, the involvement of fig-
ures like Ramzan Kadyrov, or reigniting separatist 
sentiment in Javakheti, a region with a significant 
Armenian population. The GD would not oppose 
such actions, and the Georgian opposition, along 
with the army, which has so far remained political-
ly neutral, lacks the resources to resist. Any such 
crisis would also have significant implications for 
Europe and the international community. It is in 
the West’s interest to act preventively to avoid 
larger consequences.

State and Paralegal Violence 

Every authoritarian government’s typical first re-
sponse to protests is violence. This can be carried 
out by state law enforcement agencies or by vi-
olent paramilitary groups operating with covert 
government backing.
 
In Belarus, Lukashenko’s response saw a sharp in-
crease in violence. More than 35,000 protesters 
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were detained in the months following the elec-
tion. According to Amnesty International, the use 
of torture and physical abuse by security forces 
was widespread and systematic, intended to in-
still fear and suppress the protests. Even peaceful 
demonstrators were met with excessive force, as 
seen during large gatherings in Minsk in August 
and September 2020.
 
In Venezuela, Maduro’s government has regularly 
deployed security forces, including the Nation-
al Guard, to suppress protests, often resorting to 
live ammunition and tear gas. The regime accused 
the opposition of plotting a coup and initiated 
mass arrests. A special operation, known as “Tun 
Tun” (meaning knock-knock in English), involved 
the Bolivarian Intelligence Service conducting 
door-to-door raids, typically at night and without 
warrants, to detain those linked to the protests. 
Thousands of protesters and opposition support-
ers were arrested, leading Maduro to order the re-
furbishment of two prisons to accommodate them. 
The goal was to instill fear among opponents and 
create a climate of terror. Additionally, the govern-
ment set up a phone line, an app, and a website to 
collect reports on “traitors,” with Maduro person-
ally urging citizens to report individuals partici-
pating in the protests.
 
The brutal use of force by the state is a key tac-
tic in quelling mass protests, though the level of 
violence varies. In Nicaragua’s 2018 protests, for 
example, security forces killed over 300 opposi-
tion activists, students, and civil society leaders, 
showing no hesitation in using live ammunition. 
In contrast, the violence used against the Algerian 
Hirak (revolution) in 2019-2021 and the Lebanese 
mass protests was more dispersed. Generally, the 
less legitimacy a regime has, the more violently 
it responds. Looking at the trajectory of Iranian 
protests, from the Green Movement in 2009 to 
the fuel price protests of 2019 (known as Bloody 
November) and the 2022-2023 Masha Amini pro-
tests, we see a clear increase in state brutality. In 

2009, around 60 people were murdered during the 
largest demonstrations since the Islamic Revolu-
tion. In subsequent movements, hundreds of Ira-
nians have been killed, and during the most recent 
“Woman, Life, Freedom” protests, even 68 minors 
lost their lives.

A particularly troubling aspect of 
suppressing mass protests is the use of 
pro-government militias to intimidate 
and terrorize dissenters. These armed 
groups, operating with impunity, allow 
governments to avoid direct interna-
tional scrutiny.

 
A particularly troubling aspect of suppressing mass 
protests is the use of pro-government militias to 
intimidate and terrorize dissenters. These armed 
groups, operating with impunity, allow govern-
ments to avoid direct international scrutiny. Their 
actions, which often include the assassination of 
activists and journalists, create an alternative sys-
tem of control, particularly in areas where formal 
state security forces may be reluctant to intervene 
openly.
 
In Venezuela, militias known as “colectivos” are 
recruited from the poorest neighborhoods, re-
ceiving between $1,000 and $1,500, and often ride 
motorcycles to violently attack protesters. In Iran, 
beyond the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
which is the state’s core security apparatus, the 
Basijis—an informal paramilitary group made up 
of millions of regime loyalists—have played a key 
role in repressing protests, operating without 
uniforms. In Lebanon, Hezbollah has helped pre-
serve the government by mobilizing its support-
ers to suppress opposition. Black-clad supporters 
of Hezbollah and the Amal movement frequently 
attacked protesters, destroying their tents, as-
saulting journalists and TV crews, and riding mo-
torcycles to provoke unrest, even opening fire on 
occasion.

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2022/3/17/how-dissent-was-crushed-in-belarus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Tun_Tun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Tun_Tun
https://www.state.gov/reports/2018-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/nicaragua/#:~:text=Protesters%20built%20makeshift%20roadblocks%20and,52%2C000%20exiled%20in%20neighboring%20countries.
https://insightcrime.org/investigations/devolution-state-power-colectivos/
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In Georgia, the government has already con-
fronted multiple waves of significant protests. 
These include the Gavrilov Night in June 2019, the 
post-election crises of 2020 and 2021, the demon-
strations in July 2021, the pro-European rallies 
in June 2022, and the mass protests against the 
“agents of foreign influence” law in March 2023 
and again in the spring of 2024. The government’s 
response has grown more brutal over time, mir-
roring its increasing rigidity. The police now act 
preemptively, often targeting political leaders. 
One such case involved a former chairman of the 
opposition party, UNM, who was severely beat-
en by police in April 2024. Riot police, known as 
“robocops,” supported by criminal investigation 
units, frequently use water cannons, tear gas, and, 
on rarer occasions, rubber bullets, which have left 
several young protesters blinded.

The Georgian Dream has been employing Zviad 
“Khareba” Kharazishvili, the head of the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs’ Special Tasks Department, to 
target political opponents with violence, especial-
ly during protests. Kharazishvili’s unit is notorious 
for its aggressive crackdowns, and he has pub-
licly admitted to leading punitive actions against 
opposition figures. A striking example is the case 
of Davit Katsarava, a leader of the Anti-Occupa-
tion Movement, who was severely beaten during 
the 2024 protests against the “foreign agent” law. 
Katsarava sustained serious injuries, including a 
broken jaw and head trauma, following his deten-
tion by Kharazishvili’s team​. As the 2024 elections 
draw near, the Ministry of Internal Affairs has es-
tablished special task forces, with Kharazishvili’s 
involvement, likely aimed at suppressing antici-
pated opposition unrest. These forces are expect-
ed to play a key role in managing election-related 
protests, raising further concerns about escalating 
violence​. It is no surprise that the US Department 
of Treasury recently sanctioned Kharazishvili and 
his deputy for serious human rights abuses.
 

In cases of extrajudicial violence, the authorities 
employ violent groups on their payroll. These 
groups fall into several categories. First, there are 
the religious and ultra-nationalist extremists, re-
ferred to as “orcs” by the protesters. Encouraged 
by a speech from Prime Minister Gharibashvili on 
July 5, 2021, these groups organized a violent po-
grom against LGBT-supportive organizations and 
journalists, resulting in the death of a cameraman. 
The same groups had previously attacked an an-
ti-homophobia demonstration in May 2013.
 
The second group comprises young individuals 
with criminal backgrounds or those connected 
to such circles. In return for payment, amnesty, 
or reduced sentences, they carry out violent acts 
against the opposition. On the eve of the 2024 
elections, an amnesty was granted to over 1,000 
detainees, many of whom are likely to support the 
ruling party under the banner of “stability and 
peace” during potential post-election protests in 
case of electoral fraud.
 
In addition, the government controls various 
sports federations, mobilizing thousands of young 
athletes—primarily wrestlers, judokas, and box-
ers—who can be deployed against protesters. 
These athletes are given access to sports facilities 
and equipment funded by the state, which they 
could not otherwise afford. While they hope to 
succeed in their sports careers, they serve the rul-
ing party’s interests by violently confronting dem-
onstrators.
 
The connections between these violent groups 
and the state are well-known. Public opinion 
widely suspects Dimitri Samkharadze, a majority 
party deputy, of being tasked by the ruling party to 
organize violence with the support of these paid 
groups. Mr. Samkharadze is infamous for instigat-
ing violence within parliament and is known for is-
suing death threats on television and social media, 
often posting photos of firearms. In May 2024, sev-

https://civil.ge/archives/602815
https://civil.ge/archives/602815
https://civil.ge/archives/609844
https://georgiatoday.ge/davit-katsarava-a-member-of-the-anti-occupation-movement-arrested-and-beaten-at-rally/
https://www.rferl.org/a/georgia-sanctions-kharazishvili-protests-foreign-agents/33122326.html
https://civil.ge/archives/430522
https://civil.ge/archives/122862
https://civil.ge/archives/616678
https://civil.ge/archives/611538
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eral dozen masked individuals armed with sticks 
stormed the headquarters of the main opposition 
party, UNM, destroying its offices and equipment. 
The police’s inaction and the lack of investigation 
suggest the involvement of the state and the ruling 
party.
 
Another instance of the state’s covert tactics to 
undermine protests took place during the May 
2024 demonstrations. Hundreds of activists and 
opposition leaders were bombarded with threat-
ening phone calls, day and night, from untraceable 
numbers. The callers hurled insults and issued 
death threats, targeting the most prominent pro-
testers and their families. Moreover, private cars 
and the doors of homes were vandalized. The ex-
tensive access to personal information makes it 
clear that the state was involved in these intimi-
dation efforts. Mr. Samkharadze frequently shared 
videos on his Facebook page, filmed by the vandals 
themselves, some of which were evidently sent di-
rectly to him.

The Judiciary as a Tool 
of Oppression

State and parastate violence alone is not enough to 
suppress protests. Repression needs to appear le-
gally justified, and the punishment must be drawn 
out over time. This is ensured through judicial 
measures, such as long prison sentences, hefty 
fines, criminal records, and never-ending investi-
gations, all of which are powerful tools to combat 
dissent.
 
In authoritarian regimes, the judiciary is tightly 
controlled by the ruling party’s allies, leaving no 
legal protection for protesters. Opposition leaders 
are often arrested, placed under house arrest, or 
stripped of their political power, limiting the ca-
pacity for organized resistance within formal po-
litical structures. This pattern was evident in Ven-
ezuela, where leaders like Leopoldo López, Juan 

Guaidó, and María Corina Machado were targeted, 
and in Belarus, where Lukashenko systematically 
neutralized opposition leaders. Sviatlana Tsikha-
nouskaya, a prominent opposition figure, fled to 
Lithuania under threat, while others like Maria 
Kalesnikava, Viktar Babaryka, and Valery Tsep-
kalo were imprisoned. By isolating key leaders, 
Lukashenko weakened the protest movement’s 
organizational strength, making coordinated re-
sistance more difficult.
 
In most cases, arrested protesters face vague 
charges like attacking state security, attempting 
rebellion or a coup, contempt of law enforcement, 
or sedition. In countries like Algeria and Lebanon, 
such cases have sometimes been sent to military 
or special courts, where trials are swift and leave 
little room for a fair defense.

Repression of demonstrations often results in 
widespread convictions, not limited to protest 
leaders. By the summer of 2020, Belarus had 
nearly 1,300 political prisoners. The Algerian Hi-
rak protests saw 260 people sentenced to varying 
terms of imprisonment. In Venezuela, following 
the rigged elections in August 2024, thousands 
were arrested, with 1,500 still in prison by the end 
of September.
 

In Georgia, the judiciary has become 
notorious for handing down dispro-
portionate sentences to activists. To 
suppress protests, judges impose the 
maximum penalties allowed under the 
Administrative Code.

In Georgia, the judiciary has become notorious 
for handing down disproportionate sentences to 
activists. To suppress protests, judges impose the 
maximum penalties allowed under the Adminis-
trative Code. For example, during the March 2023 
protests, a young man accused of throwing a Molo-

https://civil.ge/archives/610802
https://civil.ge/archives/610802
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tov cocktail was sentenced to nine years in prison, 
and in the following year, another youth received 
a four-year sentence for damaging a surveillance 
camera. The Georgian judiciary, controlled by a 
clan of influential judges who are now sanctioned 
by the U.S., acts as a loyal enforcer for the regime, 
and it is expected that they will continue to do so 
if mass protests break out in response to potential 
election fraud.

In addition to judicial repression of activists, the 
Georgian Dream has systematically neutralized 
political opponents through arrests and imprison-
ment. A prime example is the detention of former 
president Mikheil Saakashvili, who remains in pris-
on under what many observers consider politically 
motivated charges. His imprisonment has drawn 
widespread international criticism, with human 
rights organizations calling for his release. Along-
side Saakashvili, numerous former high-ranking 
officials from his administration have also been 
jailed, further weakening the political opposition.
 
Authoritarian governments also employ a range of 
other tactics, too numerous to list fully. These in-
clude propaganda and smear campaigns (Black PR) 
aimed at discrediting protest movements, as well 
as manipulating societal divisions, whether eth-
nic, religious, or regional. Such regimes common-
ly frame dissent as being orchestrated by foreign 
powers in order to delegitimize protesters and ral-
ly their supporters around the idea of defending 
the nation. In Iran, the regime frequently blames 
the “Great Satan” United States and its “mad dog” 
Israel. In Venezuela, Nicaragua, and other author-
itarian states, the U.S. is also cast as the shadowy 
instigator. In Algeria, the former colonial power 
France is the ideal scapegoat. In Georgia, over re-
cent years, the government has increasingly ac-
cused protesters and dissenters of being agents of 
the West, whether from civil society or pro-West-
ern opposition parties. Ivanishvili and his allies 
have even invented the concept of a “Global War 

Party,” an imaginary and powerful entity that they 
claim is responsible for the war in Ukraine and is 
pushing Georgia toward a second front with Rus-
sia.

Anticipating Repressions 

In conclusion, authoritarian regimes have be-
come increasingly skilled at managing and sup-
pressing mass protests, employing a range of 
internal and external strategies. Over the past 
two decades, many of these regimes have refined 
their methods, blending violence with legal tools 
to silence opposition. They often receive external 
support from authoritarian allies like Russia and 
China, which help strengthen their grip on pow-
er by providing both material aid and ideological 
justification. By arresting opposition leaders, us-
ing targeted violence, and manipulating the ju-
diciary, these regimes have weakened organized 
resistance and diminished opposition leadership.
Moreover, these regimes have grown less con-
cerned with Western criticism, exploiting divi-
sions among Western nations to avoid meaningful 
consequences. They use nationalist propaganda 
to frame protests as foreign plots, discrediting 
the movements and rallying loyalists. The rise 
of informal militias, violent gangs, and paramili-
tary groups acting as state proxies adds further 
complexity, allowing these governments to deny 
responsibility while still unleashing violence on 
protesters.

Strong and coordinated international 
pressure can empower these movements 
and potentially tip the balance in their 
favor.

 
What makes this trend particularly alarming is 
that, over time, sustained and extreme violence 
often wears down protest movements, enabling 
regimes to outlast them. As Georgia potential-
ly faces its own political crisis due to suspected 
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election manipulation by the Georgian Dream, 
the experiences of other nations offer a sobering 
lesson: without a solid and unified opposition, 
protest movements may struggle to challenge 

authoritarian rule effectively. However, strong 
and coordinated international pressure can em-
power these movements and potentially tip the 
balance in their favor ■
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Transfusing: Lessons from Serbia’s 
Surprising EU-Compatibility

T his journal exposed in vivid detail 
how Georgia’s government has rap-
idly embraced populist conservatism, 
coupled with a foreign policy that is 

nothing short of delusional. How can a govern-
ment that stifles civil society, infringes on media 
freedoms, resorts to violence against opponents, 
and structurally cheats in elections still claim to 
aspire to European Union membership and ex-
pect to make imminent progress on this path? The 
dismay of activists and commentators is entirely 
understandable. The European Union has made 
it clear that the accession process is on hold for 
now. However, there is one pre-accession country 
example where Brussels tolerates similar behavior: 
Serbia.  

A country roughly twice the size of Georgia by 
population has a complicated relationship with the 
liberal West, an Orthodox Christian heritage, and 
ties to Russia. Like Georgia, Serbia has been led by 
one political party since 2012. That party is domi-
nated by a single man: Aleksandar Vučić. 

Serbia was granted the EU candidacy in 2012 
and opened accession negotiations in early 2014. 
Twenty-two out of 35 chapters of the membership 
negotiations have been opened, and two have been 
provisionally closed. In 2023, the EU formal report 
on the accession identified shortcomings but kept 
highlighting progress. 

In stark contrast, the OSCE ODIHR, an interna-
tional election watchdog, issued a damning report 
about the electoral process in 2023, openly speak-
ing of the ruling party’s “overwhelming advantage.” 
Indeed, only one election has been held in Serbia 
since 2012 under the regular election schedule. 
The ruling party schedules snap elections whenev-
er it wants. This gives the opposition little time to 
organize or campaign. Vučić constantly promotes 
the sense of emergency to trigger early elections, 
one of his key political instruments to secure po-
litical continuity.

In 2024, Freedom House, an international watch-
dog, reported a considerable drop in all democra-
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cy and governance ratings. Serbia’s democracy had 
been steadily declining since 2014, and in 2020, 
Freedom House no longer qualified it as a democ-
racy. Now, Serbia is grouped among the “transi-
tional or hybrid regimes,” just like Georgia. 

Yet, Georgia boasts a considerably higher overall 
democracy score of 3.06 on a scale of one to seven, 
where one is a perfectly functioning consolidated 
democracy, and seven is a bloody dictatorship. In 
2024, Serbia’s score was a mere 3.61. Furthermore, 
the Corruption Perceptions Index by Transparen-
cy International places Serbia in 104th position out 
of 180 countries in 2024, while Georgia is evidently 
performing much better, ranking 49th.

This raises the pertinent question of whether the 
Georgian Dream still has a long way to go to hit 
rock bottom. Are the pro-government pundits 
right in saying that progress towards the EU could 
still be achieved despite state capture and the 
repression of independent institutions and free 

voices? Let us look deeper at Vučić’s experience 
and tactics and try to discern what keeps his an-
tics still palatable for the EU. And for how long that 
patience may last.

Block by Block

Just like other populist authoritarians from Ven-
ezuela to Hungary, Vučić’s tactic has been to cap-
ture the state institutions gradually. The “Vučić 
system” is based on three pillars: a party-based pa-
tronage network, security services, and unfettered 
propaganda. This edifice was constructed stage by 
stage. 

The “Vučić system” is based on three 
pillars: a party-based patronage net-
work, security services, and 
unfettered propaganda.

Having succeeded in rebranding the far-right, 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/georgia/nations-transit/2024
https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2023
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Srebrenica genocide-denier Serbian Radical Par-
ty (SRS) into a frequentable and (at least on paper) 
pro-European Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) is 
perhaps Aleksander Vučić’s most masterful polit-
ical feat. 

To consolidate and durably hold on to power, SNS 
took advantage of the pre-existing patronage net-
works that linked political parties to clients like 
state-owned enterprises and down to the hospi-
tals, schools, and sports clubs. Before SNS’s rise, 
these were controlled by several key political ac-
tors and were used to distribute favors (such as 
social aid, appointments with a good doctor, or 
placements in a good school), collect rents (in 
the form of kickbacks, through football hooli-
gans-cum-racketeers) and influence politics (e.g., 
through municipal media and tabloid press).  

SNS took control of these, sharing modestly with 
its junior partner, the Serbian Socialist Party (SPS). 
The network flourished: SNS claimed to have over 
700,000 card-carrying members in 2018, making it 
the largest party in Europe. And no wonder - the 
SNS card gives preferential access to public ser-
vices and, crucially, employment. Neither is party 
membership a mere formality: as a minimum, new-
bies are expected to attend party chapter meet-
ings, where they are indoctrinated in party views. 

When capturing the institutions, Vučić prioritized 
security and intelligence services. Immediately 
after landing as First Deputy Prime Minister, he 
claimed the defense portfolio, became the sec-
retary of the National Security Council, and the 
security services coordination supremo, the posi-
tion he kept after becoming the President in 2017. 
Party cadre was massively promoted within the 
Security Intelligence Agency (BIA) and other se-
curity-intelligence agencies, and personal loyalty 
to Vučić remains crucial when picking the head of 
intelligence. SNS adversaries and allies were (and 
likely continue to be) targeted by massive surveil-
lance, which only became public after a local NGO 

successfully sued BIA at the European Court of 
Human Rights for concealing the open data. The 
party control perdures to this day and has been 
complemented by significant infiltration of Rus-
sian influences. Previous, brazenly pro-Russian 
head of BIA, Aleksandar Vulin, stepped down in 
2023 after being sanctioned by the U.S. for helping 
Moscow in its “malign” activities. But he stayed on 
as vice Prime Minister. 

Media subversion is one of Vučić’s strong suits. 
After all, he served as the Minister of Information 
under Slobodan Milosevic’s genocidal rule and al-
ready has mastered the country’s media scene as 
well as the techniques of pressure and intimida-
tion. Rebranded as a committed democrat, Vučić 
often warped market forces to shape the country’s 
media scene to his liking. By 2012, Serbia had a 
panoply of media operators – including influen-
tial independent television stations, local press, 
and several state-controlled outlets – national 
and regional TV stations, newspapers, and a state 
news agency. However, although the media’s polit-
ical and opaque financial patronage has long been 
a concern, they took off after 2012, flooring the 
press freedom index (see the graph above). 

Serbia’s declining Freedom of the Press score, 
2009-2016

https://www.danas.rs/dijalog/licni-stavovi/kako-se-zaposliti-bez-clanstva-u-sns/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep22253.9?seq=1
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/06/05/vucic-will-remain-in-control-of-security-services-experts-warn-06-02-2017/
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-120955%22]}
https://www.reuters.com/world/head-serbias-state-security-agency-resigns-after-being-sanctioned-by-us-2023-11-03/
https://www.persee.fr/doc/hiper_2284-5666_2019_num_6_1_969
https://freedomhouse.org/article/cry-help-serbias-independent-media
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The preferred method for bringing media to heel 
has been to starve the opposition-minded outlets 
of cash - by cutting public service advertising and 
contracts from state-owned companies - while si-
multaneously subsidizing loyalty. In this way, PINK 
TV, which previously was mostly airing entertain-
ment content, received over EUR 7 million in pub-
lic contracts in 2014-2016 and became a keystone 
in Vučić’s propaganda machine. 

The Serbian government also doggedly resisted 
the calls to privatize the state-owned outlets. For 
example, Tanjug, the state news agency whose 
privatization the EU was demanding, was formally 
closed down in 2015 but functioned as a govern-
ment mouthpiece until 2021, when its copyrights 
were ceded to the shady company created by a folk 
singer whose budget jumped from EUR 500 in 2019 
to EUR 7.2 million in 2021. First, bankrupting and 
then selling the media assets to well-connected 
businesses has been one of Vučić’s preferred tac-
tics. 

The EU progress report for 2023 highlights the 
highly problematic physical and verbal intimida-
tion of journalists by officials (183 attacks on jour-
nalists reported in 2023), intimidatory litigation by 
officials, politicians, and connected businesspeo-
ple, and harassment by the loyal media regulator 
(REM). As of today, four out of five national broad-
casting licensees are held by strongly pro-govern-
mental companies, while the regulator has delayed 
since 2022 the attribution of the fifth and final li-
cense. 

These are, of course, just the largest blocks in 
Vučić’s Lego castle of autocracy. Add to that neu-
tered Parliament, subservient courts, and public 
administration that became synonymous with the 
ruling party, and you get your basic autocratic in-
frastructure. 

But how could one speak about progress – let 
alone progress towards the EU - under these cir-
cumstances? 

Mixed Curse, Money, Smoke and 
Mirrors

In a way, Serbia has had the advantage of a very 
low starting point. Long after Milosevic, the coun-
try was cast as Europe’s main villain. European 
diplomats and politicians were fed up with the 
inefficiency, broken promises, and corruption of 
the so-called “democratic forces.” Their bicker-
ing and incompetence facilitated the SNS’s rise to 
power. Vučić campaigned on anti-corruption and 
effective government in 2012 and made good on 
his promises, arresting a notorious tycoon and a 
known drug lord by 2014. And his unquestioned 
nationalist credentials allowed Vučić to sideline 
the most odious veterans of Serbian far-right poli-
tics - Tomislav Nikolic and Vojislav Seselj. Not only 
was Serbia no longer seen as the Balkan spoiler-in-
chief, but Vučić also signed an agreement on the 
normalization of relations with Kosovo in 2013 and 
attended the commemoration of the Srebrenica 
massacre in 2015. In a dramatic and welcome break 
from the past, these steps earned him a reputation 
in Europe as a pragmatic and responsible politi-
cian who could get things done. And even though 
the SNS was simultaneously taking steps to throt-
tle the media and capture state institutions, its EU 
neighbors chose to focus on the positive.

Leveraging economic ties for political 
benefit and balancing the interests of 
the EU, China, and Russia has become 
a hallmark of Vučić’s charm offensive.

From 2014 onwards, when Vučić gradually con-
solidated his power to become president in 2017, 
his government made a significant effort to re-
launch the economy and investment. 2.2% of GDP 
was spent on state aid to enterprises – much of 
it to bolster patronage networks. But importantly, 
Belgrade launched gigantic infrastructure, trans-
portation, and investment projects that the gov-
ernment heavily subsidized. An important part 

http://serbia.mom-gmr.org/en/media/detail/outlet/pink-tv/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/serbia-shuts-state-news-agency-tanjug-once-voice-of-yugoslavia-idUSKCN0ST1QX/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/serbia-shuts-state-news-agency-tanjug-once-voice-of-yugoslavia-idUSKCN0ST1QX/
https://nova.rs/zabava/showbiz/vrtoglavi-rast-zeljkove-firme-od-500-evra-prihoda-do-72-miliona-za-2-godine/
https://www.bazenuns.rs/srpski/napadi-na-novinare
https://balkancsd.net/case-coalition-serbia-ranked-10th-in-europe-in-the-number-of-slapps/
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/rem-frekvencije-srbija-pink-happy-b92/31965380.html
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of this support came from China and the United 
Arab Emirates. Still, over 12 years, it received for-
eign direct investment (FDI) from the EU countries 
totaling EUR 21.3 billion, which accounts for 58.4 
percent of all FDIs in Serbia during that period.  
Leveraging economic ties for political benefit and 
balancing the interests of the EU, China, and Russia 
has become a hallmark of Vučić’s charm offensive. 
This policy continues: most recently, the European 
Commission has developed a strategic interest in 
the country’s lithium mines, pressing ahead with 
partnership despite massive public protests over 
the mine’s anticipated ecological impact. Similarly, 
purchasing Rafale fighter jets from France in 2024 
is Vučić’s other typical invitation for the European 
partners to choose economic interest over princi-
ples. In the period of 2014-2020, when these proj-
ects were initiated and launched, SNS tightened 
control over client networks (including with EU 
money), marginalized the opposition, and subvert-
ed the free press.

This period saw the intensification of collabora-
tion between the security services on one side and 
football hooligans and organized criminal groups 
on the other. Although present since the 1990s, it 
took a form of partnership where reportedly SNS 
exchanged protection for these groups pressuring 
its political opponents from the political party and 
activists – a claim for which the investigative jour-
nalists were targeted by a defamation campaign. 
The tabloid press – with links to intelligence ser-
vices and organized crime – was often used to 
target activists. More broadly, civil society orga-
nizations were increasingly targeted, with the EU 
Serbia Report of 2019 speaking of the “environ-
ment not open to criticism” and “harsh campaigns” 
against human rights and civic activists. In a con-
comitant development, the government started 
creating a parallel network of government-spon-
sored NGOs (GONGOs), often with names simi-
lar to known groups, which occupy media space, 
delegitimize their critics, and shield the SNS from 
criticism.

Yet these worrying developments contrasted with 
symbolic progress in others: for example, Serbia 
has held Belgrade Pride Weeks, previously tar-
geted by official bans and extreme violence, since 
2014. Moreover, Vučić appointed an openly gay fe-
male prime minister, Ana Brnabic, in 2017, which 
his government repeatedly used to shield itself 
from criticism about rights restrictions. Brnabic, 
of course, proved to be as loyal to Vučić and his 
conservative policies as others in his cabinet. 

The pandemic and Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine have hardened Serbia’s policies. Vučić 
used the pandemic to declare emergency rule, 
introduce a military curfew, and crack down on 
opponents. He took credit for getting vaccines 
from Russia, China, and the EU. He cast these as 
the benefits of a “balanced” foreign policy. Serbia 
has carefully managed its distance from the EU 
since Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022. It has part-
ly applied EU sanctions but also welcomed hun-
dreds of thousands of Russians, boosting domestic 
consumption and the economy. Vučić is trying to 
court Moscow with the help of Aleksandar Vulin, 
a U.S.-sanctioned former intelligence chief. At the 
same time, Belgrade vies for the support of Brus-
sels, Paris, and Berlin and shows the Europeans 
and US that he holds the keys to the Balkan stabili-
ty by staging periodic escalations in Kosovo.

Lessons for Georgia?

For Georgians, similarities with Serbian develop-
ments in the past 12 years abound. A brief glance 
at the current Georgian and Serbian government 
mouthpieces is even more telling: Vučić’s gov-
ernment has been pushing conspiracy theories, 
tagging civil society as spies on foreign pay, and 
increasingly channeling traditional religious con-
servatism. Most commentary about the war in 
Ukraine comes from Russia, involving current and 
retired Russian military. 

In the past decade, the country lost an estimated 

https://ipese.rs/serbia-leads-the-region-in-economic-cooperation-with-the-eu/
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2024/07/19/eu-moves-to-secure-lithium-supplies-from-serbia-against-backdrop-of-protests
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/serbia-frances-dassault-aviation-sign-agreement-purchase-rafale-fighter-jets-2024-08-29/
https://www.krik.rs/en/bad-blood-a-war-between-montenegrin-cocaine-clans-engulfs-the-balkans/
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/serbia-report-2019-0_en
https://shop.freiheit.org/#!/Publikation/1279
https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-ana-brnabic-vucic-gay-prime-minister-designate-lgbt/28571170.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/serbia-ana-brnabic-vucic-gay-prime-minister-designate-lgbt/28571170.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/vucic-balancing-act-serbia-foreign-policy-russia-china-eu/33109901.html
https://www.pragueprocess.eu/en/countries/902-serbia?tmpl=component&ml=1
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350 thousand people to emigration, mostly women 
and young people of working age. As in Georgia, 
Serbia heavily relies on remittances (mostly from 
Europe; see graph above) to keep afloat impover-
ished suburban and rural areas where the official 
social protection net is scant and public services 
sub-optimal—people who often vote for the ruling 
party to retain control. 

Just like the Georgian Dream recently, SNS has 
pursued the foreign policy “balancing,” inviting 
Russia and, especially, China to make strategic in-
vestments, which are then likely funneled into the 
clientelist networks through corrupt schemes. 

The state institutions and courts are captured, 
and even massive protests – like the recent ones in 
Serbia against lithium mines, or against violence, 
or the one against the “agents law” in Georgia – 

seemingly fail to bring long-term change.

Yet, there are differences. For once, there is a 
difference in the starting point: Serbs have legit-
imate trauma associated with the Belgrade bomb-
ings that makes them highly skeptical of Western 
institutions. The country holds the key to fragile 

stability in the Balkans, and keeping it broadly on 
track toward the EU is in the pragmatic interest 
of Brussels, Berlin, and Paris, among others. Vučić 
has cultivated a close relationship with the outgo-
ing EU enlargement commissioner Olivér Várhelyi 
– just like the Georgian Dream did – to the extent 
that the Commissioner was accused of embellish-
ing the EU reports to Serbia’s favor. Georgia has 
no such pivotal role, and its credibility with the EU 
was primarily based on its status as the frontrun-
ner in reforms – which has by now all but evapo-
rated. 

Georgia has no such pivotal role, and its 
credibility with the EU was primarily 
based on its status as the frontrunner 
in reforms – which has by now all but 
evaporated.

Serbian leadership is also positioned to pro-
vide significant “carrots” – investment opportu-
nities and subsidies, strategic lithium reserves, 
and promises to normalize relations with Kosovo 
and not undermine Bosnia’s territorial integrity – 
things that Georgian leadership lacks. 

Annual Remittance Flows by Country, 1980-2023

Inflow / Current USD Inflow / Percent of GDP

Georgia Serbia

https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/zbog-pruge-beograd-novi-sad-kritike-kini-i-rusiji-/30994410.html
https://en.vijesti.me/world-a/balkan/639926/Varhelji-accused-of-embellishing-reports-on-the-government-of-Aleksandar-Vucic-on-the-orders-of-Viktor-Orban
https://en.vijesti.me/world-a/balkan/639926/Varhelji-accused-of-embellishing-reports-on-the-government-of-Aleksandar-Vucic-on-the-orders-of-Viktor-Orban
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The only significant difference working 
in favor of Georgia’s European future is 
the position of its citizens. In Georgia - 
86% support EU membership.

The only significant difference working in favor 
of Georgia’s European future is the position of its 
citizens. In Georgia - 86% support EU member-
ship.  By contrast, according to recent polls, 46% of 
Serbs say Russia is their most important ally, and 
only 40% said they would vote for EU membership 
if a referendum were held. Thirty-four percent 
would vote ‘No’.   

Reservoir of Hope… and Despair

Perhaps Georgians can convert their strong opin-
ion into a political choice. A dramatic difference of 
opinion from the Serbs regarding the importance 
of joining the EU, could still prove to be a tipping 
point. Still, the electoral process can be hacked, 
and the outcome remains to be seen in October.

If anything, Serbian experience tells us that relying 
on push or pull factors from the EU to compensate 
for internal political shortfalls decisively is a naïve 
hope. Authoritarian populist regimes have found 
ways to hack into the EU decision-making pro-
cesses, primarily by hiding behind the “sovereign-

ty” banner (a trick that the Georgian Dream has 
taken up) and by appealing to so-called “pragmat-
ic” – geostrategic, economic, and business – inter-
ests in bilateral and multilateral relations. If they 
can keep the domestic protest insulated, circum-
scribed to street protests without access to polit-
ical decision-making mechanisms and official po-
sitions, there is little that the EU can tangibly do. 

Relying on push or pull factors from the 
EU to compensate for internal political 
shortfalls decisively is a naïve hope. Au-
thoritarian populist regimes have found 
ways to hack into the EU decision-mak-
ing processes, primarily by hiding be-
hind the “sovereignty” banner.

Serbia is at the heart of Europe. Germany, Austria, 
and other neighbors want to see it in the EU as 
quickly as possible, which gives President Vučić 
ample room for bargaining. In other words, inte-
grating Western Balkans as a regional entity is in 
the Union’s strategic interest, whereas Georgia is 
on the periphery and increasingly isolated. 

If the Georgian Dream decides to go “full Vučić,” 
Georgia’s EU perspective would be definitively 
dead and buried ■

https://civil.ge/archives/569681
https://balkaninsight.com/2024/05/14/balkan-support-for-eu-accession-high-except-in-serbia-survey/
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Georgia’s Cognitive Battlefield: 
A Case Study in Authoritarian 
Propaganda

B y effectively transforming state cap-
ture into a pattern of electoral manip-
ulation—primarily via intimidation and 
vote buying—the Georgian Dream (GD) 

has the potential to mobilize roughly one-third of 
voters in its favor. Following recent waves of mass 
protests against the regime’s openly pro-Russian 
policies, it has become clear that convincing the 
remaining strongly pro-Western electorate to 
support the regime is close to impossible. 

The Georgian Dream has the potential 
to mobilize roughly one-third of voters 
in its favor.

With unprecedented polarization defining the po-
litical landscape, the Georgian Dream’s key objec-
tive for the pivotal 2024 elections is to maintain 
low voter turnout among those unaffected by their 
manipulation patterns. The regime’s pre-election 

strategy is characterized by aggressive intimida-
tion campaigns on opponents through hate speech 
and calls for violence, reinforced by physical at-
tacks while labeling any critical individuals or or-
ganizations as enemies of the state and threaten-
ing prosecution after elections.

Blatantly going against the facts and evidence, 
the Georgian Dream’s pre-election rhetoric is an 
a blend of contradictory narratives grounded in 
conspiracy theories designed to create confusion, 
nihilism, and, ultimately, the political disengage-
ment of undecided and inactive voters. Drawing 
from standard authoritarian propaganda tactics, 
as noted by Hannah Arendt, the aim is not to fos-
ter belief in a particular truth but to generate 
uncertainty and disorientation. When people are 
bombarded with outright lies and conflicting mes-
sages, they lose their sense of direction and, more 
importantly, their capacity for action. Similar dis-
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information and propaganda practices in Russia 
and its proxy authoritarian satellites have proven 
to be a powerful tool for controlling societies.  

To outvote the regime in the 2024 elections, one 
crucial strategy lies in motivating significantly 
more pro-Western voters to mobilize despite the 
regime’s election manipulation patterns to de-
mobilize. This requires untangling the toxic web 
of propaganda narratives and bringing clarity to 
Georgia’s information ecosystem. It is essential to 
demonstrate the destructive consequences of the 
Georgian Dream’s declared and intended policies 
as well as its pre-election promises. By exposing 
these realities with facts and evidence, voters can 
be motivated to proactively make informed choic-
es toward safeguarding Georgia’s democratic and 
European trajectory.

Strategic Trinity

The Georgian Dream’s pre-election 
narrative has been built around a 
strategic trinity: peace, traditional 
values, and European integration, 
albeit in a dignified way.

The Georgian Dream’s pre-election narrative has 
been built around a strategic trinity: peace, tradi-
tional values, and European integration, albeit in 
a dignified way. These three core messages form 
the foundation of their campaign, each having its 
depth yet intricately woven into interconnected 
narratives. Beneath this framework lies a complex 
web of sub-narratives and supporting messag-
es that appeal to various voter segments. Often, 
these narratives are contradictory and mutually 
exclusive. 

At the core of the Georgian Dream’s propaganda is 
the claim of being the only government in Geor-
gia’s history that has maintained peace and avoid-
ed the loss of the territories. The ruling party as-

serts that, unlike previous administrations, it has 
neither led the country into war nor compromised 
Georgia’s sovereignty by succumbing to Western 
pressure. This positioning is framed as a testa-
ment to their steadfast commitment to Georgia’s 
national interests and values amidst geopolitical 
turbulence and external pressures. This campaign 
message has recently been stretched to the level of 
absurdity. The Georgian Dream erected billboards 
depicting the contrast between the Ukrainian sites 
destroyed by Russia (such as the Mariupol theater) 
and peaceful Georgian sites (such as schools and 
churches). Despite the outcry on social media, GD 
responded that showing the contrast between the 
consequences of war and peace was a legitimate 
political tactic. 

The ruling party further emphasizes its policies of 
peace and the preservation of Georgian identity 
as central to its strategy for achieving “dignified” 
European integration. This messaging taps into 
nationalistic sentiment, portraying the Georgian 
Dream as balancing national pride with its goal of 
joining “real Europe” on its own terms—without 
compromising Georgia’s sovereignty or cultural 
heritage.

However, the 14 September speech by Bidzina 
Ivanishvili, honorary chair and number one on the 
party list, marked a strategic turning point. In his 
address at a rally in Gori, Ivanishvili once again 
blamed Saakashvili and his government for start-
ing the 2008 war but, this time explicitly accused 
the West of directing Saakashvili while omitting 
Russia’s role in the conflict. He went further, apol-
ogizing on behalf of Georgia to the Ossetian peo-
ple for initiating bloodshed between the “brother-
ly nations.”

This narrative shift dramatically repositions the 
Georgian Dream’s messaging, emphasizing “peace 
at all costs” and sidelining the other two compo-
nents of the trinity—traditional values and Europe-
an integration. Most notably, Ivanishvili announced 

https://georgiatoday.ge/kobakhidze-comparing-war-and-peace-helps-society-make-the-right-choice/
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plans for a mass Nuremberg-style prosecution of 
the “collective United National Movement (UNM),” 
a term the Georgian Dream uses to denote all op-
position parties, civil society organizations, and 
critical media outlets. 

The message of “traditional values” resonates 
strongly with Georgia’s conservative and Ortho-
dox voters, its recent pro-Russian foreign policy 
shift reframes the West, rather than Russia, as the 
hostile force threatening Georgia’s security, iden-
tity, and values. This rhetoric justifies initiatives 
like the Russian-style law on foreign agents, which 
was intended to curb “malign Western influence” 
in Georgia. However, justifying the de facto freez-
ing of Georgia’s European integration process, par-
ticularly after introducing such anti-democratic 
measures, has proven increasingly difficult—even 
for the regime, which relies on aggressive disin-
formation campaigns.

The disinformation strategy now 
depends on attacking any individual 
or institution that criticizes the Geor-
gian Dream, labeling them as part of
 the “collective UNM.”

The Georgian Dream’s disinformation strategy de-
pends on attacking any individual or institution 
that criticizes the Georgian Dream, labeling them 
as part of the “collective UNM.” This creates a stra-
tegic loop of disinformation aimed at purging the 
country of so-called enemies of the state, all under 
the guise of making the necessary conditions for 
peace and “true democracy” which the ruling par-
ty claims will ultimately lead to European integra-
tion. This shift in the narrative not only highlights 
the Georgian Dream’s disturbing messaging but 
also raises significant concerns about the repres-
sive course of action after the pivotal 2024 elec-
tions, turning the pre-election environment into a 
battle for survival.  

Peace - Strategic Pillar of the 
Regime’s Propaganda 
 

As is typical for Russia’s proxies around the globe, 
the Georgian Dream has translated the strategic 
narrative into the local context, adopting rhetoric 
that frames the West as the force behind a “glob-
al war party” trying to pull Georgia into a “second 
front” against Russia. The party also accuses the 
West of financing and facilitating a revolution in 
Georgia, which perfectly aligns with Russia’s pro-
paganda narrative, blaming the United States and 
the West for initiating regime change in countries 
that do not obey their orders to initiate or involve 
themselves in the conflicts. The Georgian Dream 
has closely coordinated these narratives with 
those of Russia, directly amplifying anti-Western 
messages in Georgia’s information ecosystem. By 
doing so, they reinforce the Kremlin’s stance that 
the United States and its allies, not Russia, pro-
voked wars in Georgia and Ukraine. This synchro-
nization between the Georgian Dream’s messaging 
and Moscow’s broader geopolitical agenda high-
lights how Georgia’s ruling party has echoed and 
extended Russia’s disinformation campaign with-
in the country, diminishing the country’s Western 
orientation.

The Georgian Dream, in parallel to accusing the 
West of “dragging Georgia into a war,” also accus-
es the United National Movement and its affiliates 
of wanting to engage Georgia in a conflict. The 
“second front” narrative is somewhat inconsis-
tent, though, as the Georgian Dream fails to ex-
plain why the West would be interested in opening 
a second front in Georgia, especially considering 
the strategic and logistical challenges this would 
entail. In such a scenario, the West would have to 
assist both Ukraine and Georgia, and due to Geor-
gia’s small geography, weak armed forces, and low 
preparedness, it would be difficult for the country 
to distract the Russian military from the Ukrainian 
war theater. Moreover, such a conflict would likely 
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result in Georgia’s rapid and complete Anschluss 
and severing of its ties with the West. This out-
come would deeply damage Western interests in 
the wider Black Sea region, making the narrative 
unconvincing and contradicting the Georgian 
Dream’s interests by reminding society that Russia 
is the primary threat to Georgia’s statehood and 
national interest. 

By framing Saakashvili as the instiga-

tor of the war, the Georgian government 

undermines the country’s legal standing 

to claim territorial integrity.

Recently, one of the most damaging narratives 
for Georgia’s national interests—that Saakashvili 
and his government initiated the 2008 war at the 
West’s behest—has gained momentum. This nar-
rative strikes a severe blow to Georgia’s national 
interests and undermines long-term hopes for the 
peaceful reintegration of the occupied territories. 
By framing Saakashvili as the instigator of the war, 
the Georgian government undermines the coun-
try’s legal standing to claim territorial integrity. 
Such a statement from Georgia’s political leader-
ship suggests an acknowledgment that Russia’s 
“peace enforcement” operation was legitimate, 
leading to the logical de facto recognition of the 
independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

This messaging aligns directly with the narrative 
pushed by Sergey Lavrov during his visit to Sokhu-
mi in October 2009 when he stated that Saakash-
vili’s regime started the war and Russia responded 
in full compliance with the UN Charter. Ivanish-
vili’s remarks mirror the Kremlin’s long-stand-
ing claim that Russian forces entered Georgia to 
restrain aggressors under the pretext of a peace 
enforcement operation. Such an alignment of nar-
ratives not only damages Georgia’s reputation but 
also undermines the legal and moral grounds for 
opposing Russian occupation. It is no surprise that 

Russian propagandist Margarita Simonian and 
long-time Russian ex-negotiator with Georgia and 
now a senator, Grigori Karasin, openly welcomed 
Ivanishvili’s statement. 

Expected Consequences of the 
Strategic Shift

Ivanishvili’s statements signal the effective end of 
the non-recognition policy, a stance that has been 
upheld mainly through solid support from Geor-
gia’s Western partners. The rise of anti-Western 
rhetoric and the increasing isolation of Georgia 
from the West will undoubtedly harm these efforts 
in the long term. Furthermore, even if Georgia’s 
strategic partners continue to allocate diplomatic 
resources to maintain the burden of the non-rec-
ognition policy despite the blame directed at 
the West for allegedly provoking Saakashvili into 
starting the war (in line with Russia’s claims), the 
Georgian Dream’s position will still undermine the 
legal and moral foundations of this policy.

Ivanishvili’s narrative on the 2008 war shifts the 
focus by downplaying Russia’s role and framing the 
conflict as primarily between Georgians and Os-
setians. While criticizing Saakashvili’s government 
for falling into Russia’s trap isn’t new, apologizing 
for the war without mentioning Russia as a key 
player marks a significant departure. This change 
may be aimed at restoring ties with Russia or even 
recognizing sovereignty for Abkhazia and Tskhin-
vali in one form or another.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, still adhering to 
the long-held non-recognition policy, will have a 
problem adjusting to this new narrative. Their re-
cent statement, perhaps by inertia, still condemns 
Russia’s continued occupation of Abkhazia and 
Tskhinvali. However, as political leadership moves 
toward the new stance, Georgian diplomats will 
be forced to contradict national interests on the 
global stage.

https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/1611142/
https://civil.ge/archives/625064
https://mfa.gov.ge/en/news/703915-sagareo-saqmeta-saministros-gantskhadeba-2008-tslis-agvistoshi-rusetis-mier-saqartvelos-tsinaaghmdeg
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A Positive Scenario 

The Georgian Dream has been promoting the need 
to gain a constitutional majority, arguing that its 
pre-election trinity - protecting family values, 
restoring territorial integrity, and abolishing the 
“collective UNM – will be impossible without it. 
With this, the Georgian Dream is working to im-
pose a new social contract aimed at legitimizing 
the destruction of democracy and furthering its 
anti-Western agenda. If the regime succeeds in 
maintaining power after the 2024 elections, Rus-
sia’s objective of re-establishing its sphere of in-
fluence in Georgia will be complete. 

The only way to prevent Georgia from crossing 
the point of no return, avoid irreparable damage 
to its national interests, and avert catastrophic 
consequences for its statehood is to consolidate a 
synchronized strategy between Georgia’s pro-de-
mocracy stakeholders and the country’s strategic 
partners. 

The Georgian Dream’s narratives reveal weakness-
es by ignoring key facts on the ground, such as the 
ongoing “borderization” process, where Russian 
forces continue moving occupation boundaries 
deeper into Georgian-controlled territories. In 
addition to silently losing control over these areas, 
Georgian citizens are regularly kidnapped and of-
ten killed, further undermining the government’s 
claims of maintaining peace and sovereignty. 
Moreover, the Georgian Dream refuses to take re-
sponsibility for meeting the transparent require-
ments necessary for advancing European integra-
tion, framing its inaction as resistance to Western 
pressure. Instead, the regime has facilitated the 
expansion of Russian interests in Georgia, ad-
vancing Russia’s hybrid warfare strategy. By in-
creasing dependency on Russia, undermining the 
defense sector, and consolidating autocratic rule, 
the Georgian Dream has isolated Georgia from its 
strategic partners, blocked its EU integration pro-

cess, and failed to protect the country from Rus-
sia’s growing influence.

Given the blurred and contaminated information 
ecosystem, these interconnections are not always 
evident to the general public. Therefore, it is cru-
cial for pro-democracy stakeholders to coordinate 
nationwide, evidence-based awareness campaigns 
to take advantage of the regime’s weaknesses and 
expose these realities.

The United States and key European 
partners should engage strategically to 
ensure free and fair elections in Georgia.

At the same time, the United States and key Eu-
ropean partners should engage strategically to 
ensure free and fair elections in Georgia. Every 
aggressive action against the democratic process 
must be promptly condemned, not just through 
statements but through widening and deepening 
the reach of sanctions. Impunity for anti-demo-
cratic actions emboldens the regime and encour-
ages further malpractice while also undermining 
the narrative of pro-democracy forces and erod-
ing voter confidence.

Beyond solid political engagement, it is essential 
to establish effective operational mechanisms 
to prevent election rigging. Observer missions 
should have a clear mandate and practical tools 
to address well-known election manipulation pat-
terns. Evidence of electoral malpractice must be 
systematically collected, documented, and reflect-
ed in monitoring reports—noting the cumulative 
effects of isolated incidents on the overall election 
outcome. 

Need for Clarity and Action

In the current phase of escalation orchestrated by 
the Georgian Dream, sanctions have become the 
West’s last remaining tool to counter the regime’s 

https://daviscenter.fas.harvard.edu/events/shifting-boundaries-unsettling-realities-russias-strategy-borderization-and-creeping
https://sakartvelosambebi.ge/en/news/georgian-citizen-ramaz-begheluri-kidnapped-again-by-russian-occupiers
https://www.rferl.org/a/georgia-russia-ossetia-shooting-eu/32674582.html
https://civil.ge/archives/568417
https://civil.ge/archives/568417
https://politicsgeo.com/article/54
https://politicsgeo.com/article/65
https://politicsgeo.com/article/73
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anti-democratic trajectory. The European Union’s 
statement about the potential revocation of vi-
sa-free travel is a crucial narrative that must be 
reinforced. It is essential to clarify to the confused 
segments of Georgian society that a country ruled 
by a regime under international sanctions cannot 
advance on the European path. Moreover, it should 
become more evident in the pre-election dis-
course that as democracy will inevitably continue 
to erode under the Georgian Dream’s leadership, 
the rollback of progress in EU integration—such as 
visa-free travel and candidate status—cannot be 
sustained if the regime remains in power. 

The West must expand targeted 

sanctions on the political leadership 

and civil servants responsible for 

violence and corruption.

Therefore, the West must expand targeted sanc-
tions on the political leadership and civil servants 
responsible for violence and corruption. Such ac-
tions, particularly the ones targeted against Ivan-
ishvili and his close circle, will weaken the Geor-
gian Dream’s repressive tactics, limit the power of 
those complicit in the regime’s misconduct, and 
reassure the Georgian people that they will not 
be left to face Russia and its violent proxies alone. 
The United States has already made steps in this 
direction, unlike the EU and its member states. 

Only through coordinated political and practical 
measures can fact-based counter-disinforma-
tion campaigns effectively challenge the regime’s 
propaganda, creating the potential to disrupt 
well-prepared government narratives and re-es-
tablish trust in Georgia’s democratic process. With 
only a few weeks to go, the winner of this informa-
tion war will carry the elections, notwithstanding 
real public support ■

https://civil.ge/archives/625341


37

BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №11 | October, 2024

T he first round of the battle between 
the Georgian Dream (GD) and Geor-
gian civil society unfolded in early 
2023 when the government came out 

swinging with the “Transparency of Foreign In-
fluence” bill. This proposed legislation aimed to 
label NGOs and media outlets receiving over 20% 
of their funding abroad as “foreign agents.” The 
ruling party hoped this punch would weaken civil 
society by branding them with a stigmatizing la-
bel reminiscent of Russian laws. However, NGOs, 
supported by mass protests and international con-
demnation, parried the blow. With the pressure 
mounting, Georgian Dream was forced to retreat 
and withdraw the bill in March 2023, signaling a 
win for civil society in Round 1​.
 
In Round 2, which occurred in the spring of 2024, 
Georgian Dream returned to the ring with renewed 
determination. This time, they reintroduced the 
foreign agent law and successfully passed it de-
spite strong domestic and international oppo-
sition. The law, now enforced, compels NGOs to 
register as agents of foreign influence if they re-
ceive significant foreign funding, a move that the 
government framed as necessary for transparency 

but which critics saw as an attack on democracy. 
Despite massive protests, the government secured 
victory in this round by pushing the bill through 
parliament, even overriding a presidential veto​.
 
Although the Georgian Dream claimed victory in 
Round 2, civil society wasn’t knocked out. Many 
NGOs found ways to dodge the government’s 
punch by registering abroad or restructuring as 
private companies, entities not yet covered by the 
law. Some NGOs complied with the registration 
but made it clear that they strongly opposed the 
new regulations. Impressively, less than 3% of the 
affected organizations registered under the law, 
showcasing the resilience of Georgia’s civil society 
even in the face of such aggressive legal challenges. 
 

In September 2024, the Government 

initiated a third round, this time with 

a new, more insidious tactic, using the 

Anti-Corruption Bureau and judicial 

reinterpretations of the Law on Polit-

ical Associations of Citizens to attack 
NGOs. 

NGOs Under the Gun 

Dr Sergi Kapanadze is a Professor of International relations and European integration at the Ilia State and Caucasus Uni-
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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.
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https://www.euronews.com/2024/09/10/majority-of-ngos-in-georgia-refuse-to-register-as-foreign-agents-under-new-law
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But in September 2024, the government initiated 
a third round, this time with a new, more insidi-
ous tactic, using the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB) 
and judicial reinterpretations of the Law on Politi-
cal Associations of Citizens (LPAC) to attack NGOs. 
After facing setbacks in the first two rounds, the 
government shifted its strategy, this time show-
casing that the whole state machinery could be 
used to attack the NGOs. 
 
The third round also showcased how the state in-
stitutions are indeed captured and politically sub-
ordinated to the Georgian Dream. If during rounds 
1 and 2, Parliament, dominated by the Georgian 
Dream and the state-controlled media (Imedi TV, 
Rustavi 2, and PosTV), were used to attack the 
NGOs, this time, the attack came through the 
Court and the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB). 

The Law

The LPAC was adopted in 1997 and has undergone 
numerous changes since then. The law regulates 
not only the activities of political parties but also 
the financial transparency-related activities of 
entities that “have declared political goal and use 
relevant financial and material resources for this 
purpose.”
 
In 2013, after the Georgian Dream came to power, 
they introduced an amendment to the law, which 
specified what the “declared political goal” meant. 
According to the change from 29 July 2013, the de-
clared political goal was defined as a “factual cir-
cumstance when it is clear that a concrete person 
has a declared goal of coming to power through 
the elections.” The amendment also specified that 
the statement should be made publicly and should 
be aimed at forming public opinion. 
 
This definition made sense, especially for the 
Georgian Dream, which was subjected to consid-
erable political pressure during the 2012 pre-elec-
tion campaign. 

 In December 2011, the UNM adopted an amend-
ment to the LPAC, which was widely criticized, as 
it also applied to the persons “related directly...” or 
indirectly to the political party, is under a party 
control through a different form, or has declared 
political goals and objectives.” This broad inter-
pretation effectively gave the Control Chamber 
(State Audit Office) power to apply the LPAC to 
any critical NGO or those NGOs which employed 
persons affiliated with sympathetic to the then 
newly formed Georgian Dream. Moreover, the reg-
ulations on political party financing were applied 
retroactively. The changes banned political parties 
from accepting donations from legal entities, in-
creased the annual individual donation cap to GEL 
60,000, and introduced stricter reporting require-
ments. Political parties were required to return 
unspent funds received from legal entities or face 
forfeiting them to the state. These reforms came 
in response to donations from opposition parties 
linked to billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili and aimed 
to restrict their financial activities.
 
At that time, the NGOs criticized these amend-
ments and engaged in a popular and influential 
“This Concerns You” campaign. As a result of pres-
sure from the Western embassies and NGOs, the 
UNM and the State Audit Office did not interpret 
the law so that the NGO activities would be either 
hampered or their finances scrutinized, similar to 
the political parties. 
 
So, after the GD came to power in 2012, on 29 
July 2013, many changes adopted in 2011 were 
scrapped, and the definition of “having political 
goals” was added to the law. According to the defi-
nition, “having political goals” meant a declared 
desire to come to power through the elections. For 
the LPAC to be applied to such entities, they were 
supposed to also finance activities related to their 
declared political goal.
 

https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/28324?publication=32
https://matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/28324?publication=32
https://civil.ge/ka/archives/149919
https://netgazeti.ge/news/12796/
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The Court

On September 17, 2024 this long-standing 
straightforward, non-ambiguous definition of 
the “person with declared political goals” was 
changed by the Appeals Court. According to the 
new interpretation, the “declared political goal” is 
no longer aimed at “coming to power through the 
elections.” It is sufficient to make statements in fa-
vor or against other political entities. The test of 
“wanting to come to power through elections” was 
changed overnight to a test of verbal support in 
favor or against any political entity. 

On September 17, 2024, this long-stand-
ing straightforward, non-ambiguous 
definition of the “person with declared 
political goals” was changed by the Ap-
peals Court.

 
The fact that the Georgian courts are politically 
controlled is no secret, and this journal has writ-
ten about this extensively. Major international 
watchdogs and Georgian nongovernmental or-
ganizations have consistently reported on politi-
cal control of the judiciary and the existence of a 
“clan” loyal to the Georgian Dream. Major appoint-
ments in the Appeals and Supreme Courts, stack-
ing of the Constitutional Court, and dubious de-
cisions with clear political motivations led to the 
US sanctioning Georgian judges in 2023 and the 
EU suspending the EUR 75 million loan unless ef-
fective judicial reform was conducted. One of the 
significant requirements of the EU for progress to-
wards the candidate status was the independence 
of the judiciary.

The Anti-Corruption Bureau

The Appeals Court’s decision paved the way for 
the Anti-Corruption Bureau to give further inter-
pretation of the law and apply the law on political 
parties to those NGOs considered “enemies” and 

in cahoots with the “radical opposition” by the 
Georgian Dream. 

The Appeals Court’s decision paved the 

way for the Anti-Corruption Bureau to 

give another interpretation of the law 

and apply the law on political parties to 

those NGOs considered “enemies” and 

in cahoots with “radical opposition” by 
the Georgian Dream.

 
A week after the decision of the appeals court, on 
24 September, the ACB issued a decision effectively 
applying the LPAC to Transparency International 
Georgia and its director, Eka Gigauri. TI Georgia, a 
long-standing watchdog with a solid international 
reputation, has come under the continuous attack 
of the Georgian Dream for being politicized, hav-
ing political goals, and being an extension of the 
“collective UNM.” However, until September 2024, 
these verbal attacks, pro-government media re-
ports, and demonization did not affect the activi-
ties of TI Georgia; the decision of the ACB imposed 
restrictions on TI, which, if enforced, would have 
made the organization completely defunct.

The Restrictions 

The ACB’s interpretation LPAC led to the applica-
tion of political party restrictions to Transparen-
cy International. The Bureau reinterpreted a key 
clause in the law, which required both “political 
goals” and financial expenditures for those goals. 
They argued that having political goals alone was 
sufficient, even without financial activities. Essen-
tially, the word “and” was understood not as cumu-
lative but as “and others,” allowing for the broader 
application of restrictions without financial proof.
 
This interpretation by the Anti-Corruption Bureau 
enabled the imposition of financial and adminis-
trative requirements on NGOs, treating them as 

https://politicsgeo.com/article/69
https://civil.ge/archives/536131#:~:text=US%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Anthony,(c)%20visa%20restriction%20authorities.
https://eurasianet.org/georgia-turns-down-75-million-euros-from-the-eu
https://civil.ge/archives/625753
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if they were political parties. The Bureau consid-
ered it enough if NGO representatives’ statements 
aligned with those of political parties or were di-
rected against another party, regardless of a po-
litical goal (willingness to come to power through 
elections) and financial involvement. Transparen-
cy International was required to provide detailed 
financial disclosures, including opening special 
accounts. This scrutiny created a legal precedent, 
forcing not just TI but also other NGOs in the fu-
ture to comply with regulations meant for political 
entities, severely restricting their operations.

This interpretation by the Anti-Corrup-
tion Bureau enabled the imposition of 
financial and administrative require-
ments on NGOs, treating them as if 
they were political parties.

 
In the third round, the government wielded the 
law to strangle civil society’s operational capaci-
ty. The interpretation of political activities under 
the law can potentially include a wide range of civil 
society work, such as hosting public discussions or 
offering legal aid, potentially labeling these activ-
ities as politically charged. This legal tactic allows 
the state to pressure NGOs into compliance or fi-
nancial ruin, significantly threatening their ability 
to function independently.

According to the LPAC, the political 
parties and the entities with political 
goals have other severe restrictions, 
including the inability to receive any 
funding from abroad.

 
Moreover, according to the LPAC, the political 
parties and the entities with political goals have 
other severe restrictions, including the inability to 
receive any funding from abroad. The parties can 
only accept donations from Georgian private and 
legal entities. Any other funding, whether in the 

form of a grant or any other form, is considered 
a donation. Sanctions in the of illegal donations 
are strict and include either the returning of the 
foreign donation to the donor or confiscation of 
the donation to the state budget and a fine of two 
times the donation. 
 
Further, according to the law, once classified, 
NGOs are obligated to open special bank accounts, 
similar to political parties, where all financial 
transactions linked to their supposed electoral 
goals will be closely monitored. The Bureau may 
cite the Transparency International case as a le-
gal precedent to establish a framework for such 
oversight. The precedent of soliciting financial 
data from banks suggests that the Bureau may also 
investigate NGO members’ or affiliates’ financial 
transactions before officially assigning them elec-
toral status. The ACB  can also retroactively de-
mand financial records for activities conducted 
before the assignment of the electoral status, as 
happened with TI Georgia, further increasing ad-
ministrative pressure on NGOs.

The ACB’s discretion, based on previous 

court decisions, effectively allows the 

ACB to implement the sanctions with-

out judicial review.
 
The ACB’s discretion, based on previous court 
decisions, effectively allows it to implement the 
sanctions without judicial review. While NGOs can 
appeal these decisions, the legal process is skewed 
in favor of the Bureau. Courts are unlikely to sus-
pend the Bureau’s decisions during the appeals 
process, as evidenced by the case of TI. NGOs must 
challenge both the classification and the resulting 
obligations simultaneously, creating a heavy legal 
burden.
 
Lastly, the fines and potential asset freezes linked 
to these cases create immediate financial pres-
sures for civil society organizations, even before 
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legal appeals can be exhausted. The Bureau’s abil-
ity to request information from banks and other 
institutions further complicates the situation, as 
NGOs might find themselves entangled in a web of 
financial investigations.

Backlash and Backtracking

The international community reacted forcefully to 
the Georgian Anti-Corruption Bureau’s (ACB) de-
cision to label Transparency International Georgia 
as an entity with “declared electoral goals,” inter-
preting this as an attempt to hinder civil society 
and suppress election monitoring. 
 
The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Eu-
rope (PACE) co-rapporteurs expressed concern 
that this decision undermined public trust in the 
electoral process. They called it “unacceptable” 
and urged the government to ensure that respect-
ed organizations, like Transparency International, 
can observe elections without interference.
 
U.S. Senators from the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, including Jim RIsch (IR-D) and Ben 
Cardin (D-MD), also criticized the ACB’s actions. 
They particularly noted that Eka Gigauri, the di-
rector of Transparency International Georgia, was 
being punished for her testimony on democratic 
repression in the US Senate. They highlighted how 
autocratic governments misuse such laws to si-
lence independent voices.
 
Similarly, the European Union, through spokes-
person Peter Stano, urged the Georgian author-
ities to restore a favorable environment for civil 
society, stressing the need for the full political and 
operational independence of the Anti-Corruption 
Bureau. He reiterated the EU’s support for a “free 
and open civil society” and the necessity of keep-
ing civil society organizations independent from 
political interference, especially before elections.

All statements underscored the broader concern 
that the ACB’s decision was not just a legal move 
but a political strategy to weaken civil society and 
suppress its role in safeguarding democratic pro-
cesses. Moreover, these statements made it clear 
that such treatment of the election monitoring 
NGOs would jeopardize the legitimacy of the Oc-
tober 2024 Parliamentary elections.
 

Hint about the possibility of not 
recognizing the election outcome as 
legitimate was the straw that broke 
the camel’s back.

The hint about the possibility of not recogniz-
ing the election outcome as legitimate was the 
straw that broke the camel’s back. On 1 October, 
the Prime Minister of Georgia, Irakli Kobakhid-
ze, issued a statement in which he defended the 
Anti-Corruption Bureau’s decision to designate 
Transparency International-Georgia as having 
“declared electoral objectives,” citing the organi-
zation’s long-standing political agenda. However, 
he urged the Bureau to reverse its decision, warn-
ing that such classifications could lead to external 
manipulation. Kobakhidze acknowledged TI’s crit-
icism of the government but emphasized that their 
impact on the October elections would be minimal 
due to the organization’s diminished credibility in 
the eyes of the public. He called for restraint in fu-
ture classifications ahead of the polls.
 
As expected, the next day, on 2 October, the ACB 
reversed its decision to grant the entity’s status 
with political goals to Transparency Internation-
al. The absurdity of this saga is that the request of 
the Prime Minister was legally unjustified since, if 
qualified as an entity with political goals, the sta-
tus can be removed only if the conditions because 
of which the status was granted are no longer in 
existence. According to the Law, the ACB can issue 
a new decision once the conditions are no longer 

https://pace.coe.int/en/news/9607/georgia-pace-monitors-and-observer-mission-head-express-deep-concern-as-transparency-international-georgia-is-forced-to-end-its-election-operation
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/rep/release/risch-cardin-ricketts-shaheen-on-georgian-governments-punishment-of-sfrc-witness?fbclid=IwY2xjawFp3yBleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHYkMtDT1ZVgVIsR92_UUaCvK7xc1CSRi51004jNrWeqOAzH5-HG12hOAgw_aem_zNG3XPhU8lgHVOSXwSNhKQ
https://civil.ge/archives/623689
https://jam-news.net/eu-criticizes-pressure-on-ngos-in-georgia-peter-stano-on-the-transparency-international-georgia-and-choose-europe-case/
https://civil.ge/archives/626780
https://civil.ge/archives/626870
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present. The PM and the ACB chief interpreted 
this provision as a discretion to grant/remove the 
status to any entity by selectively applying the law. 
The swift reversal of the decision showed that the 
ACB was not independent and its actions were po-
litically motivated. 

The swift reversal of the decision 
showed that the ACB was not indepen-
dent and its actions were politically 
motivated.

 
The independence of the ACB has been questioned 
since its creation. In 2022, the European Com-
mission, when assessing Georgia’s readiness to 
receive an EU candidate status, issued a list of 12 
priorities to be implemented by Georgia to move 
forward on the EU track. Of those 12, the fourth 
priority was to “strengthen the independence of 
its Anti-Corruption Agency bringing together all 
key anti-corruption functions, in particular, to 
address high-level corruption cases rigorously.” 
In December 2023, the Venice Commission issued 
a report on Georgia’s anti-corruption legislation, 
arguing that the “current institutional design does 
not provide for a sufficient degree of indepen-
dence of the Anti-Coruption Bureau.” In the 2023 
Enlargement report, the European Commission 
called on Georgian authorities to implement the 
Venice Commission recommendations. 
 
The coalition of Georgian NGOs, which has mon-
itored the implementation of the 12 conditions 
since 2023, has repeatedly stressed that the Prime 
Minister’s appointment of the ACB head, the lack 
of proper investigative functions, and the lack of 
real independence and neutrality were serious 
problems. For this reason, the NGOs qualified the 
anti-corruption priority as “partially fulfilled.”

Strategic Implications for NGOs 

The government and the ACB’s backtracking from 
destroying Transparency International might 
leave the aftertaste of victory. However, the stra-
tegic implications of the court’s interpretation and 
the ACB’s discretion are far-reaching. Effectively, 
if the Georgian Dream stays in power, this instru-
ment can be used at any moment to undermine the 
work of civil society organizations. 
 

The Anti-Corruption Bureau can sys-
tematically attack NGOs, labeling their 
advocacy work as political activity and 
exposing them to legal and financial 
liabilities designed for political parties.

Using the above-described legal tools, the An-
ti-Corruption Bureau can systematically attack 
NGOs, labeling their advocacy work as political 
activity and exposing them to legal and financial 
liabilities designed for political parties. This ap-
proach will not only restrict their operational ca-
pacity but also deter foreign donors and partners 
from engaging with these organizations, given the 
risk of their funds being confiscated or their activ-
ities deemed illegal.
 
The Bureau’s broad discretionary powers mean 
that even minor reporting errors or compliance 
issues could result in severe consequences, such 
as asset freezes or punitive fines. For NGOs, this 
creates an atmosphere of permanent threat, mak-
ing it difficult to operate freely under the gun. 
 
As Chekhov’s famous principle suggests, “if in the 
first act, you have hung a gun on the wall, then in 
the following one, it will be fired.” The Bureau’s ac-
tions suggest that this “gun” could fire at any mo-
ment, leaving NGOs constantly at risk ■

https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/opinion-georgias-application-membership-european-union_en
https://civil.ge/archives/574938
https://civil.ge/archives/538119
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It’s the Foreign Policy, Stupid?!

T he mantra “It’s the Economy, Stu-
pid!” coined by Bill Clinton’s campaign 
strategist Bill Carville during the 1992 
campaign became a catchphrase de-

noting that what voters care about most is the 
economy. In the 2024 Georgian elections, however, 
the major pre-election debate is about the coun-
try’s foreign and security policy. 

According to a recent poll, 50% of Georgians re-
port being unemployed, 78% actively seek work, 
57% of households are in debt, and 58% have a 
family living abroad. Despite these pressing do-
mestic issues, probably for the first time in Geor-
gia’s recent history, geopolitics, European inte-
gration, and foreign policy have become primary 
election issues for the political parties.

The ruling and opposition parties agree 
on one thing: the general election is a 
referendum.

The ruling and opposition parties agree on one 
thing: the general election is a referendum. Howev-
er, the “referendum questions” differ significantly. 

The opposition frames it as a choice between the 
European Union and Russia or between “European 
prosperity” and the “Russian swamp.” The ruling 
party, leveraging the trauma of the 2008 Russian 
invasion of Georgia and the ongoing full-scale in-
vasion of Ukraine, encourages voters to choose 
between Western interventionism and the risk of 
war. The Georgian Dream (GD) presents itself as 
the guarantor of peace, emphasizing that under its 
leadership, the country has experienced no wars 
since independence. Unlike the opposition parties, 
the GD campaigns on a platform of mending ties 
with Russia while promising to hold a “Georgian 
Nuremberg Trial” where the collective United Na-
tional Movement (UNM), including various oppo-
sition parties, NGOs, and media, would face severe 
legal consequences.

The GD campaigns on a platform of 
mending ties with Russia while prom-
ising to hold a “Georgian Nuremberg 
Trials” where the collective United 
National Movement, including various 
opposition parties, NGOs, and media, 
would face severe legal consequences.
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In this article, we look deeper at the foreign policy 
visions of the major parties. A detailed foreign pol-
icy-related questionnaire was sent to all five polit-
ical parties/centers: the Georgian Dream, Unity – 
National Movement, Coalition for Change, Strong 
Georgia, and For Georgia. The GD and the UNM 
did not provide written answers; therefore, the 
article uses their public statements and campaign 
rhetoric for the analysis. The remaining three 
opposition parties’ written responses and public 
statements are combined to analyze their foreign 
policy visions.

The Primacy of the EU

Rhetorically, all political parties in Georgia, both 
the ruling and opposition, support the country’s EU 
accession process. All major opposition parties (ex-
cept for the GD) signed the Georgian Charter, ini-
tiated by the President of Georgia, which commits 
the signatories to fulfill the nine points of the Euro-
pean Commission’s 2023 recommendations. There-
fore, it would be fair to say that the swift implemen-
tation of the EU’s conditionalities is a commitment 
the opposition parties have undertaken.

Although the Georgian Dream is mainly responsi-
ble for halting Georgia’s progress toward EU mem-
bership, it continues to assert that Georgia will join 
the EU on its terms and that the accession will be 
through a dignified process, not an EU diktat. This 
approach disregards the existence of EU accession 
Copenhagen Criteria and Article 2 of the EU Treaty, 
which outlines the European values that member 
states and candidate countries must uphold. 

For the GD, the EU membership process 
has become a burden, but abandoning it 
openly would amount to political sui-
cide.

Various polls show that public trust in the GD’s 
commitment to a pro-European policy is dwindling. 

With EU integration backed by around 80% of the 
population, the GD finds itself in a precarious po-
sition. While the party recognizes that fulfilling the 
nine steps—such as judicial reform, deoligarchiza-
tion, and combating corruption—would likely lead to 
its loss of power due to abandoning the entrenched 
control it holds over the state institutions, it is also 
compelled to appease the electorate by paying lip 
service to the idea of EU accession. For the GD, the 
EU membership process has become a burden, but 
abandoning it openly would amount to political sui-
cide. Thus, the GD’s banners, political ads, and pub-
lic statements still focus on European integration 
but emphasize resisting EU pressure and maintain-
ing sovereignty and independence. “With dignity to 
EU” – is the punchline of the Georgian Dream.

The main talking point during the 
2024 campaign is not the GD’s previous 
achievements on the European part but 
its “success” in resisting EU pressure 
and still achieving EU candidate status.

In previous elections, the Georgian Dream used 
to portray itself as the political force that brought 
Georgia closer to the European Union. During the 
GD’s time in office, Georgia signed the Association 
Agreement, which includes the Deep and Com-
prehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA), secured visa 
liberalization, and submitted an application for EU 
membership. However, a closer look reveals that 
negotiations on the Association Agreement and 
DCFTA were largely concluded before the GD came 
to power, with around 90% of the process already 
completed. The visa liberalization dialogue was ini-
tiated in 2012, before the elections, and the appli-
cation for EU membership in 2022 was driven by 
public pressure in the wake of the Ukraine crisis. 
Therefore, the main talking point during the 2024 
campaign is not the GD’s previous achievements on 
the European part but its “success” in resisting EU 
pressure and still achieving EU candidate status.

https://president.ge/index.php?m=209&news_id=2211&lng=eng
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2024/06/27/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/glossary/accession-criteria-copenhagen-criteria.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/collection/eu-law/treaties/treaties-force.html
https://formulanews.ge/News/117637
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At the same time, actions like pushing for a Rus-
sian-style foreign agents law, failing to implement 
EU-required reforms, and tilting towards Russia 
have limited the GD’s ability to offer substantial 
commitments on EU membership. The party is in-
creasingly blending EU accession rhetoric with 
conservative nationalist themes, such as denounc-
ing LGBTQI and religious minorities, framing the 
EU process as one that would force Georgia to sur-
render its sovereignty and allow Brussels to inter-
fere in its domestic affairs.

The opposition political parties pri-

marily view EU integration as a tool to 

challenge the ruling Georgian Dream.

On the other hand, the opposition political parties 
primarily view EU integration as a tool to challenge 
the ruling Georgian Dream.

The largest opposition coalition – the Unity-Na-
tional Movement, mainly builds its pre-election 
program around the benefits that Georgian citi-
zens will receive when the Georgian Dream is voted 
out of power, and EU doors reopen again for Geor-
gia. The UNM punchline is that the GD is blocking 
Georgia’s EU path and access to the benefits that 
the EU provides. 

The UNM’s symbolic pre-election artifact is a Geor-
gian passport with the EU passport insignia. The 
implied message behind the Georgian EU passport 
is that if the GD is voted out, the new coalition gov-
ernment will make Georgia an EU member. This 
promise is too far-stretching since EU enlargement 
does not have deadlines. The only date on record 
is 2030, which was put forward by the outgoing 
President of the European Council, Charles Michel. 
Still, even that was barely shared by the EU member 
state leaders and other EU institutions. 

The UNM also promises that defeating the GD will 
open access to EUR 14 billion in EU funds.  The party 

leaders have contradictory message boxes on this 
topic. Some leaders openly claim that this much 
money will be available for Georgia from the Pre-Ac-
cession Assistance (IPA III) that covers a period of 
2021-2027 (coincidentally amounting to EUR 14.162 
billion.) However, in reality, the EU regulation (EU) 
2021/1529 establishes the Instrument for Pre-Ac-
cession Assistance (IPA III), and its annex I defines 
the beneficiary countries: Albania, Bosnia-Herze-
govina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Serbia, and Türkiye. It does not apply to Georgia, 
Moldova, and Ukraine. Other UNM leaders, howev-
er, have a more refined message, claiming that the 
new investments from the EU, currently suspend-
ed financial aid and flagship projects, and potential 
new assistance from the EU pre-accession funds 
would amount to EUR 14 billion. The financial time-
frame, however, is not specified. In any case, even 
this promise is not entirely realistic, albeit resonat-
ing with the broader public that the GD is blocking 
the EU accession process. 

The Strong Georgia political bloc, which unites four 
parties and movements—Lelo, For the People, Citi-
zens, and Freedom Square—has presented its vision 
under the title Ilia’s Way, alluding to the 19th-cen-
tury liberal intellectual and statesman Ilia Chavcha-
vadze. In aligning Georgia’s foreign policy with the 
EU, Strong Georgia pledges to implement EU sanc-
tions against Russia fully. To combat Russian dis-
information and propaganda, the bloc plans to halt 
the broadcast of Russian TV channels. Additionally, 
they propose introducing a vetting mechanism to 
ensure the independence and impartiality of the ju-
diciary, alongside filling all vacant judicial positions. 
These steps, in their view, will contribute to the 
swift implementation of the nine conditions that 
the EU put forward in 2023. Strong Georgia also 
plans to adopt a Georgia Protection Act to ensure a 
rapid increase in the convergence rate of Georgia’s 
foreign and security policy with that of the EU and 
Western partners. 

Another political bloc, the Coalition for Change, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/08/28/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-bled-strategic-forum/
https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1063052341847273&set=pb.100044275514094.-2207520000&locale=ka_GE
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1529
https://dzlieri9.ge/ilias-gza/
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which brings together four parties—Ahali, Gir-
chi-More Freedom, Droa, and the Republican Par-
ty—and activists from the Future Movement, also 
intends to combat Russian disinformation with a 
more inclusive approach. Unlike Strong Georgia, the 
Coalition for Change proposes selectively adopting 
only those EU sanctions on Russia that are crucial 
for Georgia’s EU integration. Like Strong Georgia, 
they advocate for a vetting system to safeguard ju-
dicial independence but suggest that further nego-
tiations with the EU may be necessary, especially 
regarding the involvement of international experts 
with a decisive role in the vetting process.

To accelerate the process of opening EU member-
ship negotiations and securing final membership, 
the For Georgia party (led by the GD’s former Prime 
Minister Giorgi Gakharia) plans to implement a se-
ries of democratic reforms outlined in their pro-
gram called Fair Order for Georgia. These reforms 
focus on critical areas such as judicial reform, hu-
man rights protection, anti-corruption efforts, 
and electoral reforms. The main objective is to end 
one-party rule and establish a consensus-based de-
mocracy that can withstand political changes and 
ensure long-term governance stability. A vital as-
pect of this vision is the appointment of key public 
officials through a consensus among political par-
ties, which the party considers essential for democ-
racy.

Regarding the EU’s nine recommendations, For 
Georgia believes they need to be tackled holistical-
ly, aligned with the Copenhagen Criteria and the 
spirit of the recommendations, and not treated in 
a fragmented manner. For Giorgi Gakharia, com-
prehensive institutional reforms must address all 
recommendations simultaneously. Gakharia’s party 
also insists that specific EU recommendations need 
more clarity and better alignment with Georgia’s 
context. For example, the scope, adequacy, and ef-
fectiveness of the vetting process for ensuring judi-
cial independence must be thoroughly considered 
before being implemented hastily.

The For Georgia party acknowledges that the most 
challenging reform will be the judicial system due 
to its complexity and historical context. Their vision 
of judicial reform extends beyond just the courts 
to the prosecution, law enforcement, and criminal 
justice policies. Consensus among all stakeholders, 
both local and international, is essential to recog-
nizing that past reforms have not met expectations. 
Only after this consensus is achieved can reforms 
be effectively directed.

In summary, all major opposition parties use Euro-
pean integration as a primary talking point when 
contrasting themselves and their programs with 
that of the GD. However, while the UNM is the most 
vocal in its campaign, all parties share that the nine 
EU conditions must be implemented swiftly after 
the change of government to ensure a timely open-
ing of EU accession negotiations. 
 
Forgotten NATO 

Georgia’s NATO accession has largely 
faded from the political agenda and is 
rarely discussed in party platforms or 
debates. This can be attributed to Geor-
gia’s decreasing prominence on NATO’s 
radar.

Georgia’s NATO accession has largely faded from 
the political agenda and is rarely discussed in par-
ty platforms or debates. This can be attributed to 
Georgia’s decreasing prominence on NATO’s radar. 
As we have consistently discussed on the pages of 
this journal, the Georgian Dream has all but aban-
doned the NATO path. 

Renewed enthusiasm for EU enlargement, notably 
after receiving the candidate status in December 
2023, overshadows the NATO debate. The recent 
NATO Washington Summit only mentioned Geor-
gia once alongside Moldova (not aspiring to join 
the Alliance) in the context of urging Russia to 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/86d42452-7eee-11ee-99ba-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://politicsgeo.com/article/41
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_227678.htm
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withdraw its forces from both countries. 

For the Georgian Dream, NATO membership is not 
a pre-election talking point. This is understand-
able since GD political leaders have consistent-
ly argued that Russia invaded Ukraine because of 
NATO’s enlargement attempts. Since the preven-
tion of war, as it happened in Ukraine, is a signifi-
cant talking point for the GD, accentuating NATO 
accession makes no sense. 

Opposition parties do not talk about the NATO 
prospects either, mainly not to move the discus-
sion to the GD’s turf – war vs. peace. However, 
when analyzing their pre-election platforms, one 
can conclude that the opposition political parties 
seem divided over whether Georgia should invest 
diplomatic efforts in pursuing a NATO Member-
ship Action Plan (MAP) as reaffirmed in the 2023 
NATO Vilnius Summit Communique: “We reiterate 
the decision made at the 2008 Bucharest Summit 
that Georgia will become a member of the Alliance 
with MAP as an integral part of the process.” 

The Coalition for Change argues that the MAP 
should be pursued now unless NATO decides to 
enable Georgia’s membership with other tools. 
They also argue that signing bilateral security 
agreements with NATO and EU member states will 
more directly address Georgia’s security concerns. 

Strong Georgia does not talk much about NATO 
in its public communication. However, the party’s 
pre-election plan has concrete elements related 
to Georgia’s NATO accession. For instance, NATO 
membership and security guarantees are men-
tioned as a priority. Building a national security 
system and army according to NATO standards 
and “synchronizing” Georgia’s defense policy with 
NATO is considered important. Strong Georgia 
also advocates for building a “civil preparedness” 
system according to NATO standards in order to 
ensure public resilience and more capacity to deal 
with crises. 

For Georgia argues that Georgia could join NATO 
without a Membership Action Plan (MAP), similar 
to Sweden and Finland, as NATO has previously 
stated that Georgia possesses all the necessary 
practical mechanisms for membership. In addition 
to NATO, For Georgia also suggests exploring bi-
lateral and multilateral security agreements with 
individual countries, referencing examples such 
as US-Israel cooperation and Ukraine’s security 
agreements with other nations. However, they un-
derscore that while such formats may enhance se-
curity, they cannot replace NATO’s collective de-
fense guarantees, which remain Georgia’s ultimate 
security goal.

As mentioned above, UNM did not provide detailed 
answers regarding its policy on NATO member-
ship; however, if we refer to its public track record 
on NATO-Georgia relations and various state-
ments, it can be concluded that it is ardently in fa-
vor of pursuing NATO integration policy. 

American Factor

Relations with the USA are also at the forefront of 
the election campaign for all parties. Even though 
the European integration message trumps the 
message about Georgia-American relations, the 
recent imposition of sanctions on Georgian high 
officials, discussions in the Senate and House on 
Georgia-related resolutions, and public hearings 
in the US Congress on Georgian democracy-re-
lated issues spiraled the topic of the US-Georgia 
relations to the center of political discussions on 
several occasions during the last few months. 

For the Georgian Dream, relations with the United 
States must be revamped. The imposition of sanc-
tions on Georgian high officials and the leak of 
news to Voice of America about looming sanctions 
on Bidzina Ivanishvili made the Georgian Dream’s 
rhetoric even harsher. They blamed the US for 
blackmailing the party leader, Bidzina Ivanishvili, 
and intervening in domestic politics and elections. 

https://civil.ge/archives/545397
https://civil.ge/archives/611973
https://civil.ge/archives/609543
https://civil.ge/archives/623689
https://civil.ge/archives/608525
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According to GD leaders, US-Georgia relations 
will be restarted within a year after the elections. 
In recent statements, following the uninviting of 
Prime Minister Kobakhidze from Joe Biden’s UN 
reception, Georgian Dream leaders were furious. 
According to the clarification of the US Embassy 
in Georgia, “the Biden administration rescinded 
Prime Minister Kobakhidze’s invitation to its an-
nual UNGA reception and declined to meet with 
the Georgian delegation due to increasing con-
cerns about the Georgian government’s anti-dem-
ocratic actions, disinformation, and negative rhet-
oric about the United States and the West.” 

“The Biden administration rescinded 
Prime Minister Kobakhidze’s invita-
tion to its annual UNGA reception and 
declined to meet with the Georgian 
delegation due to increasing concerns 
about the Georgian government’s an-
ti-democratic actions, disinformation, 
and negative rhetoric about the United 
States and the West.”

The government’s propaganda narrative pushes 
two parallel messages to fend off the increasing 
criticism that GD is responsible for the deteriora-
tion of US-Georgia relations. According to the first 
one, it is the global war party that wants the GD 
ostracized if Ivanishvili does not agree to open the 
second front against Russia in Ukraine. 

GD’s close alignment with Russia, rev-
erence towards China, and hanging out 
with the Iranian and Hezbollah/Hamas 
leaders in Tehran are highly unlikely to 
draw positive attention from the Trump 
team or personally the ex-president. 

According to the second narrative, the current 
democratic party administration of the US and the 

US ambassador to Georgia are the main culprits, 
which will change as soon as Donald Trump reen-
ters the White House. However, the GD has not yet 
shown that it has political traction with the Trump 
team. During a visit to Washington, the Prime min-
ister did not meet with Trump, or his team, despite 
attempting so, according to various media reports. 
In fact, the GD’s close alignment with Russia, rev-
erence towards China, and hanging out with the 
Iranian and Hezbollah/Hamas leaders in Tehran 
are highly unlikely to draw positive attention from 
the Trump team or personally the ex-president. 
Not to mention that the Georgia-related bills in 
the Senate and House are bi-partisan and are also 
supported by Trumpist senators and congressmen.

In contrast to the Georgian Dream, the opposition 
political centers push for strengthening ties with 
the USA. Inspired and backed by the draft Megobari 

Act and the Georgian People’s Act, which envisages 
visa liberalization and a free trade agreement with 
Georgia, the opposition parties argue that when 
the Georgian Dream leaves power, the promised 
carrots will materialize. Almost all opposition par-
ties promise to create visa-free travel and sign a 
free trade agreement with the USA. These are re-
flected in pre-election promises made by political 
centers Coalition for Change, Strong Georgia, and 
the Unity - National Movement. 

Opposition political parties, however, do not pro-
vide further details on how Georgia can achieve 
visa-related benefits from Washington. In theo-
ry, Georgia can join the US Visa Waiver Program 
(VWP), which is eligible only for 41 country nation-
als worldwide, even excluding three EU members 
(Bulgaria, Cyprus, and Romania). The VWP is grant-
ed to the states based on essential criteria that 
entail concrete steps, such as having a non-immi-
grant (B1 and B2 category) visa refusal rate of less 
than 3% of the previous year or a lower average 
percentage over the previous two years. Georgia’s 
track record is not even close to that requirement 
since in 2023 adjusted refusal rate for B-visas was 

https://1tv.ge/lang/en/news/pm-next-year-holds-potential-for-restart-in-georgian-us-relations-future-depends-on-actions-of-american-partners/
https://civil.ge/archives/625863
https://amendments-rules.house.gov/amendments/WILSSC_098_xml240531130638988.pdf
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/dem/release/cardin-shaheen-risch-colleagues-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-hold-georgian-officials-accountable-for-corruption-human-rights-abuses-and-anti-democratic-efforts
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL32221
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/legal/visa-law0/visa-statistics/nonimmigrant-visa-statistics/nonimmigrant-b-visa-adjusted-refusal-rates-by-nationality.html
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49% in 2022 and varied from 42 to 66% during the 
preceding ten years.

War, Peace, and Russia

The primary pre-election propagan-
da line for the Georgian Dream is that 
Georgia will have peace only if it stays 
in power with the constitutional major-
ity.

The pre-election campaign is heavily centered 
around Georgian-Russian relations and deoccupa-
tion. The primary propaganda line for the Geor-
gian Dream is that Georgia will have peace only if 
it stays in power with the constitutional majority. 
This line is reinforced over and over as elections 
draw closer. In Gori, on 16 September, GD lead-
er Bidzina Ivanishvili vowed to punish the previ-
ous government for starting the war in 2008 and 
promised to apologize for it. In late September, the 
GD intensified the campaign through street bill-
boards and social media ads, contrasting bombed 
Ukrainian cities with peaceful Georgian ones. Both 
of these campaigns caused indignation among the 
public, but, as the saying goes, there is no bad PR 
in politics. 

Most opposition parties try to exploit, on such 
campaigns by the GD, hoping the controversial 
statements and steps will damage the GD. Accord-
ing to recent Edison Research polls, 85% of the 
population did not agree with Ivanishvili’s apolo-
gy vow. Opposition parties eagerly attack GD for 
complacency with Russia, for the detour of the 
foreign policy, and for blaming Georgia for start-
ing the war. Very often, Russian official statements 
condoning the GD’s message and praising the 
Georgian government are used to showcase the 
GD’s pro-Russian stance. 

At the same time, almost all opposition parties 
avoid providing their vision for the deoccupation, 

conflict resolution, and relations with Russia. This 
reservation is understandable since, for the oppo-
sition parties, the elections are a referendum on 
Russia vs. EU, not war vs. peace (as the GD wants 
to portray it).

However, a close look at the political parties’ pro-
grams reveals some interesting aspects of the 
opposition parties’ visions, even if they are very 
similar. All opposition parties strive for peaceful 
conflict resolution and reject using force to re-
store territorial integrity. They also firmly believe 
that the benefits of European integration and re-
lated benefits to the people residing in occupied 
territories as a primary way of solving conflicts. 

When asked whether there should be a direct di-
alogue with Sokhumi and Tskhinvali, no opposi-
tion party rejected the idea; however, all of them 
stressed the importance of separating the de-oc-
cupation process, which concerns Russia’s with-
drawal from the occupied region, from the dia-
logue on humanitarian and human rights-related 
issues which could take place with the authorities 
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. All opposition par-
ties are in favor of spending more money from the 
state budget for the benefits of the residents of the 
occupied regions. They also welcome the idea of 
allowing more engagement of the European Union 
and the West in general, to ensure that the malign 
influence of Russia is balanced in Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia.

Deeds and Words

An analysis of the foreign policy sections in the 
pre-election programs and debates from the rul-
ing and opposition. 

First, these programs are heavily influenced by PR 
strategies and communication experts, with the 
primary audience seemingly being political op-
ponents rather than voters. Political parties avoid 
making detailed promises, keeping their programs 

https://oc-media.org/anger-in-georgia-after-ivanishvili-vows-to-apologise-to-south-ossetians-for-2008-war/
https://jam-news.net/edison-researchs-pre-election-poll-in-georgia/
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vague to avert accountability and prevent their 
rivals from exploiting their positions for propa-
ganda. The leading information battlefield is about 
whether the October 2024 elections is about the 
“EU vs Russia” or “war vs. peace.” There seems to 
be a tacit understanding that whichever “referen-
dum question” prevails will be a winner. There is 
some truth in this positioning. 

The opposition parties are strongly 
pro-European. At the same time, they 
view the EU integration process as a 
tool to defeat the Georgian Dream.

Second, the opposition parties are strongly 
pro-European. At the same time, they view the EU 
integration process as a tool to defeat the Geor-
gian Dream, focusing their rhetoric less on shared 
European values and more on potential financial 
benefits from Western integration. Opposition 
parties appear to believe that simply changing the 
government will prompt the EU to open accession 
talks, overlooking that Georgia still needs to meet 
the EU’s nine key reforms proposed in December 
2023. All opposition parties support the Georgian 
Charter which is a consensual document on the 
implementation of the EU’s nine steps. Howev-
er, when the time comes, there will inevitably be 
disagreements on major reforms, whether judi-
ciary or de-oligarchization. The Georgian Charter 

seems to be the lowest common denominator, suf-
ficient for pre-election purposes but not so much 
for the concrete reform plan. 

Third, NATO accession has all but disappeared 
from the party narratives. This is not to suggest, 
however, that NATO accession will not be a pri-
ority if a new ruling coalition emerges after the 
elections. Simply, in the pre-election period, any 
narrative that feeds the Georgian Dream’s “war vs. 
peace” propaganda is deemed as not useful. 

And fourth, the discourse makes it clear that the 
elections will determine Georgia’s foreign policy 
trajectory. The choice between Western integra-
tion and isolation and more pro-Russian policies 
is as stark as it gets. When the election results are 
known on 26 October, provided that the elections 
are free and fair, the world will know whether the 
Georgians have chosen the pro-Western opposi-
tion parties with strong pro-EU and pro-American 
positions or a Georgian Dream, whose pre-elec-
tion rhetoric has been heavily dominated by an-
ti-Western statements, which often coincide and 
are endorsed by Moscow. 

But more importantly, the October 2024 elections 
will be a test whether it is indeed the economy or 
foreign policy that determines the outcome of the 
Georgian elections ■
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