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The Grand Oligarch Hotel:
Checking Out of Democracy,

Checking into Authoritarianism

eorgia today resembles The Grand

Oligarch Hotel, with an elegant

facade that still stands, but with

the rooms occupied by power and
fear held and instilled by a single man - Bidzina
Ivanishvili. Elections are held, commissions are
created, laws are passed, and foreign policy is im-
plemented, and yet each process now functions
as an interior decoration for a system designed to
exclude accountability and strengthen the power
of one man and one party at the expense of ev-
eryone else. This edifice, in essence, is Russian,
despite being located in Georgia. In other coun-
tries of the region, such as Moldova and Ukraine,
Moscow’s attempts to recreate this Grand Oli-
garch Hotel, through electoral manipulation,
brute force, and a disinformation avalanche, are
met with resistance from local governments, re-
silient civil society actors, and European allies.
In Georgia, however, the Russian model is win-
ning, despite the brave resistance of thousands of
Georgians who counter it through media, endless
protests, and the political process, albeit not al-

ways successfully.

This issue of GEOpolitics traces how the facade
of democracy has become the region’s dominant
political architecture — polished, stable, but in-
creasingly uninhabitable. Across the articles, a
similar pattern emerges: institutions that once
mediated power are now used to entrench and
consolidate it; elections, meant to renew legiti-

macy, only reproduce control, and foreign policy,

GEOPOLITICS

once aimed at protecting national interests and
sovereignty, has turned inward, leading to isola-
tion. The contributors in this issue examine this
transformation from different angles: the capture
of local governance, the neutralization of the op-
position, the subjugation of law, the erosion of
civil society, the corrosion of diplomacy, and the
fragmentation of the liberal world that once of-

fered protection.

Thornike Gordadze opens this issue with a study
of Georgia’s experiment in “local self-govern-
ment,” explaining how local elections have long
lost relevance for the Georgian public and op-
position parties. Through the lens of the recent
municipal elections, he demonstrates how the
rhetoric of decentralization conceals a counter-
productive process: the systematic subordination
of municipalities to central authority. The vocab-
ulary of European governance—autonomy, trans-
parency, accountability, and bottom-up self-rule
— survives, but only in form. The essence, howev-
er, is the centralization of power, which renders
local elections a senseless exercise. The outcome
is a system that looks democratic from a distance
yet reproduces the habits of control and depen-
dency associated with Russia’s model of vertical
oligarchic one-party power. For Gordadze, this
explains why local elections were boycotted, why
voter turnout was low, and why the political pro-
cess and protest have spilled into the streets from
the ballot boxes.
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Adina Revol provides the contrasting case. Her
account of Moldova’s September parliamenta-
ry elections documents how a small state facing
Russia’s largest hybrid interference campaign
to date managed to preserve the integrity of its
vote and save democracy from external inter-
vention from Moscow. The Kremlin's “Kiriyenko
Plan” combined oligarch-supported candidates,
massive vote buying, financial schemes, intimida-
tion, cyberattacks, disinformation, and the mobi-
lization of Transnistrian and other pro-Russian
voters. However, Moldovan institutions, backed
by EU partners, responded with transparency,
public exposure, and legal restraint. Revol’s anal-
ysis identifies the factors that turned a vulnera-
ble state into a resilient one: consistent political
will, a cooperative civil society, and visible inter-
national support. The comparison with Georgia
is unavoidable: both share similar vulnerabilities,
but only one still uses its institutions to defend
itself. The other uses Moscow’s playbook to mo-
nopolize power and fend off democratic resis-

tance.

From this regional contrast, Shota Gvineria brings
the focus back to Georgia’s elections, where the
mechanics of participation have lost political
meaning. He describes alandscape in which voting
and abstaining served the same result - collective
loss for the opposition forces and strengthening
of authoritarianism for the Georgian Dream. The
4 October local elections, which had the lowest
turnout in the country’s modern history, revealed
how authoritarian captured state operates when
there is no competition remaining. Gvineria trac-
es the consequences — a disoriented opposition,
citizens torn between cynicism, nihilism, and
anger, and the gradual acceptance that nothing
can change through a formal vote or an election
boycott. His solution is “more unity,” which en-
tails a joint, broader coordinated effort, a better
communication strategy, and more targeted and

smarter support from the Western world.
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Vano Chkhikvadze continues this analysis by ex-
amining the collapse of Georgia’s independent
civic sphere. NGOs, media, and universities, once
the essential components of civil society, now
face financial blockades, criminal charges, and
intimidation. Chkhikvadze links this repression
to Europe’s hesitant response and increasing
sentiments in Brussels that a “human rights first”
strategy could be substituted with the “economy
first” approach. This pragmatism, while seeming
convenient in the short run, could undermine the
EU’s normative power and its attractiveness for
the EU aspirant states and global pro-democracy
forces. In the case of Georgia, the EU’s reliance
on cautious statements and delayed sanctions
has, intentionally or not, signaled to the Georgian
Dream that its anti-democratic actions carry few
and light consequences. Chkhikvadze calls for a
coordinated, practical response - a donor confer-
ence to keep civil organizations operational and
a clear political message that conditionality still

matters.

Sergi Kapanadze continues to explore the re-
pressive mechanisms of the Georgian Dream
with a focus on the Parliamentary investigative
commission chaired by Thea Tsulukiani. The ar-
ticle outlines how procedural instruments once
designed for oversight have been inverted into
mechanisms of accusation and political revenge.
Kapanadze argues that a 450-page-long report is
less a document of inquiry than a political weap-
on designed to criminalize the opposition, smear
NGOs and universities as agents of subversion,
and legitimize the regime’s next step: the formal
banning of dissent. The article also overviews why
the Commission is unconstitutional, biased, and
politically motivated, making a mockery of the
parliamentary oversight and investigative powers

while imitating the democratic process.

Temuri Yakobashvili examines the collapsing for-
eign policy of Georgia, analyzing it through the

lens of the country’s failed appearance at the 80th

GEOPOLITICS



Issue N223

session of the UN General Assembly. He describes
how the Georgian delegation, led by a figurehead
“president” rather than legitimate leadership,
arrived in New York without allies, agenda, or
purpose — a striking symbol of how isolated the
country has become. Yakobashvili argues that this
absence of direction reflects a deeper phenom-
enon he calls neo-isolationism: a self-imposed
retreat from international engagement driven by
Bidzina Ivanishvili’s personal distrust of the out-
side world. Once a state that thrived on diplomat-
ic initiative, Georgia now treats foreign policy as a
risk to be avoided rather than a tool of influence.
The article connects this diplomatic vacuum to
domestic authoritarianism, since the Georgian
Dream government no longer seeks legitimacy
abroad because it no longer derives it from its
citizens at home. In Yakobashvili's view, Geor-
gia’s foreign policy has not simply failed but has
been deliberately withdrawn, leaving the country
standing alone and isolated in an empty hall it

once helped to fill.

Jaba Devdariani concludes this issue with an ex-
amination of how the widening rift between the
United States and the European Union is reshap-
ing the environment in which smaller democ-
racies, such as Georgia, operate. He argues that
what was once a coherent liberal order now shows
deep fractures — between Washington’s increas-
ingly populist, power-driven understanding of
democracy and Brussels’ procedural, value-based
model. This divergence, he notes, leaves Georgia’s
pro-Western forces without a clear point of ref-
erence, reliable protection, or a coherent narra-
tive. Devdariani traces how the Georgian Dream
government exploits these divisions, importing
U.S.-style culture wars and using European am-
bivalence to justify its own authoritarian drift.

He warns that Georgian liberals risk mimicking
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the West’s internal disputes instead of focusing
on shared democratic fundamentals. The article
concludes that the real fault line no longer runs
between Europe and America but between the
principles of freedom and their managed, illiberal
imitations. To survive, Georgia must establish its
own fixed point of democracy — a coherent set of
values that is independent of the West’s contra-

dictions and resilient against Moscow’s influence.

Taken together, the articles in this edition of GEO-
politics outlines a single regional dynamic. Rus-
sia exports not just troops, tanks, and death, but
also its governance system and the techniques of
control that enable authoritarianism to become
stronger and more ruthless, while disguising its
actions in democratic language and mimicking
democratic processes, such as elections, commis-
sions, or foreign policy implementation. Moldo-
va’s experience, however, shows that resistance is
still possible; Georgia’s trajectory demonstrates
what happens when resistance stops. Between
them lies the question facing Europe: whether to
treat Russian style authoritarianism as a tolerable
variation or as a direct threat to the continent’s
political order. And if the latter is the answer,

what else can be done to counter it?

The Grand Oligarch Hotel stands as a metaphor
for this moment. Its facade remains intact; the
guests are well-dressed, and the rules are polite-
ly observed. Yet every corridor leads back to the
same locked door: power without accountability.
For Georgia, and for those watching it, the task is
not to admire the building’s architecture but to
decide how and when to leave it or change it m

With Respect,

Editorial Team
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The Illusion of Self-Government:
Why Local Elections Don’t Empower

Citizens in Georgia

ocal democracy is often considered the

very foundation of democracy because

it involves the direct participation of

citizens in managing public affairs at
the level closest to them: the municipality, the
region, or the neighborhood. Local democracy is
often seen as the school of democracy, a space
for the concrete experimentation of democrat-
ic values: participation, responsibility, proximity,
and solidarity. Alexis de Tocqueville, in his famous
Democracy in America, wrote that “Communal in-
stitutions are to liberty what primary schools are
to science.” For Tocqueville, local democracy (com-
munes, municipalities) educates citizens in free-
dom and responsibility. It is a training ground for

national democracy.

Participation in managing the citizens’ immedi-
ate living environment is an activity that fosters

citizens’ autonomy, a fundamental component of

any democratic system. This autonomy is far from
perfect, even in countries where democracy is
more rooted than in formerly communist states,
but “without it, the political system is in ruins,” as
Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote in The Social Con-

tract.

Power Without Elections,
Elections Without Power

Two examples illustrate the state of local democ-
racy in Georgia. This illustration applies to most
countries with imperfect or embryonic democra-
cies and represents a serious risk, as it contains
the seeds that can be exploited by anyone wishing

to establish an authoritarian system.

The first example dates to early October 2012, when

billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili and his Georgian

THORNIKE GORDADZE
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Dream (GD) coalition won the parliamentary elec-
tions against Mikheil Saakashvili’s United Nation-
al Movement (UNM). Barely had the results been
counted and the defeat acknowledged by the pres-
ident himself, when members of municipal coun-
cils and mayors across multiple localities began
to leave the defeated ruling party. Some directly
joined the new majority party at the national level,
while others deemed it modestly valuable to qual-
ify themselves as “independents,” thereby allowing

the mayoralties to pass into the opposing camp.

In some municipalities, GD activists stormed the
offices and seats of local powers, even though lo-
cal elections were not scheduled until two years
later. For these individuals, the UNM was defeated,
and power, money, and material benefits associ-
ated with elected office should have passed to the
new authorities, even though victory was only ob-
tained at the national level. Some municipalities
nevertheless kept the old majority, barely, until
the elections. In the first post-Saakashvili munici-
pal elections in 2014, GD gained control of all mu-

nicipalities.

The second example comes from the 2021 munic-
ipal elections. GD, having been in power for nine
years and controlling 100% of the country’s polit-
ical power, had by then practically completed the
capture of the state institutions and established

near-total control over the bureaucratic appara-
tus in its most minor details. The mastery of the
electoral process was already well-honed, with its
share of vote-buying, intimidation, and mobiliza-
tion of administrative resources. But in October
2021, an unexpected event occurred: as the ruling
party focused on overturning the first-round loss
in all major cities (Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Batumi, Zugdi-
di, and Rustavi) by invalidating an unprecedented
number of pro-opposition votes and organizing
absolute mobilization of its voters, GD lost the
election in the small municipality of Tsalenjikha
(less than 30,000 inhabitants) in western Georgia.

Tsalenjikha was the only municipality in the coun-

12 GEOPOLITICS
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try where the opposition prevailed: the UNM list,
led by Giorgi Kharchilava, a popular local figure,
obtained 51.12% of the vote in the second round.
Kharchilava’s victory was unexpected for the
government, which had not foreseen the defeat.
Not surprisingly, the then Prime Minister Irakli
Gharibashvili publicly described the opposition’s
victory in one locality as an anomaly and even a
betrayal by Tsalenjikha inhabitants towards the

country, since elsewhere GD had won.

The GD’s reaction was revealing of the regime’s
very particular conception of democracy. Beyond
the apparent lack of political culture — the Prime
Minister seemed unaware that mayors of Paris,
Berlin, Vienna, London, and even Istanbul, Anka-
ra, and Budapest represented opposition parties
— the ruling party employed all kinds of punitive
measures against the rebellious municipality, in-
cluding ignoring the opposition mayor during of-
ficial visits to the region and meeting only repre-

sentatives of their own party in Tsalenjikha.

These examples may seem exotic to a European
observer or anyone from a country where democ-
racy is a routine. More than symptoms, they are
causes of a lack of democratic rooting in these
countries: the absence or weakness of local de-
mocracy makes it difficult for democracy to exist
at the central level, complicates the existence of
political parties in the classical (Western) sense,
and instead produces parties that are actually
groups of individuals serving oligarchic interests
or representing conglomerates of local notables
who can change political labels according to cir-

cumstances.
A History of Centralism

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the
‘democratic transition, establishing local democ-
racy was the most challenging task alongside cre-
ating an independent judiciary. Although these are

two distinct concepts, the analogy is not entirely
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absurd because both can limit executive and leg-
islative power at the central level. Accepting that
these powers be independent (judiciary) or in the
hands of a political opponent (local authorities) is
the indispensable foundation of a genuine demo-

cratic regime.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the ‘democratic transition,” estab-
lishing local democracy was the most
challenging task alongside creating an

independent judiciary.

In Georgia, local power never truly existed during
the Soviet era. The brief experience of the First Re-
public, with elections held between 1918 and 1920
for 20 regional councils (called Eroba, at the Maz-
ra or Uyezd level), 26 municipal councils, and over
400 village councils (Temi level), was insufficient
to establish the tradition. Even though the Eroba
achieved remarkable things in 2-3 years (opening
schools, libraries, building roads, including rail-
ways, founding theaters and municipal enterpris-

es).

After the collapse of the ultra-centralized Soviet
system organized around the Gosplan, the coun-
try went through a chaotic 1990s marked by civil
wars and wars against the Russian invasion in Ab-
khazia and the Tskhinvali Region. This instability
period did not allow the governments of the first
and second presidents, Zviad Gamsakhurdia and
Eduard Shevardnadze, to establish genuine local
self-government. Central authorities appointed by
the executive governed regions and localities: Pre-
fects under Gamsakhurdia and Governors (at the
regional or Mkhare level, about ten in total) and
Gamgebelis (at the smaller Raioni level, 74 in total)
under Shevardnadze. The national executive also

appointed mayors of major cities.
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Decentralization Without
Empowerment

The first local elections took place on November
15,1998, when local councils (at the city and Raioni
levels) were elected by direct universal suffrage.
Mayors and Gamgebelis continued to be appointed
but had to report to the elected entities — munic-
ipal councils (Sakrebulos). It is interesting to recall
that, despite the centrally appointed mayorship of
Thilisi, the first direct universal municipal elections
in the capital brought victory to opposition par-
ties. In 1998, the Labour Party won the presidency
of the local council (Sakrebulo), while in 2002, the
opposition party’s leader, Mikheil Saakashvili, was
elected as a Sakrebulo chief. In subsequent elec-
tions, however, ruling parties consistently won,
and previous opposition victories can be explained
by the relative weakness of the ruling party at the
time (Eduard Shevardnadze’s Citizens’ Union), and
also by the fact that the appointed mayor retained
most of the power, and the role and influence of
Sakrebulos was not that high.

Over the years, legislation allowed more local de-
mocracy, notably introducing the election of may-
ors, as they began to be elected first by Sakrebulos
and then (from 2014) by direct universal suffrage.
However, this process was not necessarily accom-
panied by the empowerment of citizens at the
local level. On the contrary, one can affirm that
the dominant national political force gradually
strengthened its grip on local power structures,

using elections as a tool.

Georgia’s decentralization reforms were often in-
spired by the process of rapprochement with the
EU and European integration. Initially, the Council
of Europe and later the EU were key drivers be-
hind these reforms, which the ruling elites accept-
ed in response to the European aspirations of the
vast majority of Georgians. For example, the rati-
fication in 2004 of the European Charter of Local

GEOPOLITICS 13
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Self-Government served as a significant catalyst

for reforms, as did the signing of the Association
Agreement (AA) with the EU in 2013.

Institutional decentralization, when
not accompanied by fiscal and politi-
cal decentralization, cannot create the
necessary conditions for the emergence

of local democracy.

However, institutional decentralization, when not
accompanied by fiscal and political decentraliza-
tion, cannot create the necessary conditions for
the emergence of local democracy. Consequently,
this also undermines democracy at the national

level.

Although central governments formally adopted
decentralization reforms, they were not genuinely
prepared to implement them. Instead, they often
used these reforms to consolidate and centralize
power. Some scholars have described this phenom-
enon as “decentralization without empowerment.”
Empowerment can only occur when institutional
reform is accompanied by two essential processes:
fiscal decentralization and the emergence of a lo-
cal political class, fostered by the development of a
local political life with its own politicians, parties,

and political groups.

Yet in Georgia, no central government has truly
encouraged these processes. For instance, while
launching decentralization reforms, the United
National Movement refused to abandon fiscal cen-
tralism. The introduction of the flat tax—justified
by a particular macroeconomic vision—deprived
municipalities of revenue and made them more
dependent on central transfers. In 2009, the same
UNM created the Ministry of Infrastructure and
Regional Development, which, in practice, became
the institution that kept the regions in a state of

dependency and subordination.
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As for the GD government, it initially adopted
several reforms, encouraged by the Association
Agreement it had signed earlier. These included
the direct universal election of mayors and the ab-
olition of the Gamgebeli position. However, many
other planned reforms were quickly abandoned;
for example, the creation of Regional Councils
(at the Mkhare level) and the election of regional
presidents by these councils to replace the cen-
trally appointed Rtsmunebuli, who do not have the
legal status of a self-governing authority. Some
gains were even reversed, such as the removal
of self-governing city status for 7 out of 12 cities,
which were reintegrated into their respective dis-

trict (Raioni) municipalities.
No Fiscal Power

GD did nothing to increase fiscal decentralization.
The 2019 reform, which allocated 19% of VAT rev-

enues to local budgets, has been postponed. This

mechanism was to graduallly replace equalization
transfers, which had previously been the main
form of fiscal transfer. Even when implemented,
the system still implied dependency on the cen-
ter, since VAT is collected at the national level be-
fore redistribution. While the overall volume of
transfers to local budgets has increased signifi-
cantly—from approximately GEL 1 billion in 2013
to over GEL 3 billion today—fiscal decentralization
remains very limited. Georgia ranks among the
countries with the lowest share of locally collected
taxes, particularly property tax, contributing less

than 5% of total state revenues.

In addition to VAT-related transfers (accounting
for nearly 60% of total transfers), capital trans-
fers and targeted transfers make up the remaining
third. There are also so-called special transfers,
which are volatile and represent the funds most
directly linked to political clientelism—statistics
show significant spikes in these during election

years.
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Local Governance as Clientelism:
Where Patronage Replaces
Politics

The current state of decentralization in Georgia
does not allow for the development of genuine
local democracy. Local political life is either vir-
tually non-existent or exists only in a fragmented
and limited form. The system does not support the
existence of strong opposition political parties in
the regions. When the provision of public goods
and social services is monopolized by local admin-
istrations controlled by the ruling party, and law
enforcement is also at the service of the regime,
the space for political debate and competition is

drastically narrowed.

Two other institutions with a full territorial pres-
ence further reduce this space: the Church and the
criminal or para-criminal underworld (composed
of idle youth - Kai Bichebi, claiming to “control
the streets” and “uphold a masculinist morality”).
These forces are regime allies, albeit in constant
negotiation over the terms of the alliance.

Opposition politicians, especially in the regions,
often struggle to survive due to a lack of access
to public funding. As Max Weber once said, a pro-
fessional politician lives “for and from politics”
Politics is a profession and a career path essential
to democracy; it should not be something moral-
ly questionable. To engage in politics properly, it
must be a politician’s primary—if not exclusive—
occupation. This requires specialized skills and
knowledge, and must be practiced seriously, un-
like amateurs or dilettantes.

If a politician cannot be elected and compensated
through an electoral mandate—a process that be-
gan in Europe in the late 19th century—then pol-
itics becomes the domain of “notables,” thanks to
their wealth, capital, and income. Since ruling par-

ties in authoritarian regimes do not want genuine
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opposition parties to emerge, they aim to prevent
professional political careers by monopolizing
both elective offices, their associated compensa-

tions, and public sector jobs.

Since ruling parties in authoritarian
regimes do not want genuine opposition
parties to emerge, they aim to prevent
professional political careers by monop-
olizing both elective offices, their asso-
ciated compensations, and public sector

jobs.

This explains why opposition parties struggle to
build permanent structures in the regions and
why they seek wealthy patrons among oligarchs
(for instance, Mamuka Khazaradze’s Lelo - Strong
Georgia). As GD’s authoritarianism becomes more
entrenched, publicly funded political careers have
become inaccessible, and the only opposition par-
ty maintaining regional structures—the UNM-—
is now on the verge of being declared illegal and

banned.

The Death of Local Politics:
No Life Outside the Ruling Party

As for locally elected officials under the GD label,
they are aware that their election directly depends
on party loyalty. Once in office, their ability to
maintain their political clientele through the pro-
vision of public goods (such as road maintenance,
schools, medical services, and social assistance)

also depends on transfers from the center.

Among these GD local officials is a distinct cat-
egory of local notables—prominent figures and
wealthy businessmen who do not seek to live off
political office but rather to protect and grow their

business interests. These regional barons often sit

in the national parliament. Before the switch to

a fully proportional electoral system, they were
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elected in majoritarian constituencies where they
financed their own campaigns, delivered votes for
GD’s national proportional list, and donated funds
to the party. Their relationship with GD resembled
a franchise contract: in return for public contracts
won by their companies, a portion of the profits
was donated back to the party.

After the elimination of majoritarian MPs, these
millionaire MPs from the provinces joined the par-
ty lists through a calculated cost-benefit approach.
These local minigarchs are deeply entrenched in
their regions and often change political affiliations
depending on which party rules the country. There
are emblematic cases of individuals winning elec-
tions under a different party banner each time. On
successive election posters, the faces remain the
same, only the party changes. This includes figures

like Anzor Bolkvadze from mountainous Khulo in

Adjara, Enzel Mkoyan from Ninotsminda, Javakhe-
ti, and Gocha Enukidze from Ambrolauri, Racha, all
of whom have been elected at various times under
the Citizens’ Union, the United National Move-

ment, and Georgian Dream.

The country’s leaders have mastered the
optics of reform while maintaining the
substance of control. What results is a
facade of local self-governance — elec-
tions without empowerment, councils
without autonomy, and mayors without

means.

This fragmentary form of local democracy, like
Tocqueville’s failing school of democracy, is at
least partly responsible for the shortcomings of
Georgian democracy as a whole. In Georgia, lo-
cal democracy has long remained an unfulfilled
promise — often invoked in reform agendas, but
rarely pursued with conviction. While legislative
changes and international agreements have at
times nudged the system toward greater decen-

tralization, the reality on the ground remains one
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of entrenched centralism, fiscal dependency, po-
litical monopolization, and institutional fragility.
The country’s leaders have mastered the optics of
reform while maintaining the substance of control.
What results is a fagade of local self-governance —
elections without empowerment, councils without

autonomy, and mayors without means.

The examples of 2012 and 2021 are not mere politi-
cal anecdotes. They are the clearest indicators of a
system in which power flows not from the people
to their representatives, but from the top down —
guided by party loyalty, administrative muscle, and
economic dependency. The Georgian Dream’s grip
on local power has not only suffocated democratic
competition; it has also distorted the very idea of
what politics is and who can participate in it. With
local governance reduced to a mechanism of pa-
tronage and control, aspiring politicians without
access to wealth or proximity to the ruling elite
are excluded from public life. In such a system, de-

mocracy cannot grow; it is merely managed.

Managed Democracy Georgian
Style: Do Local Elections Have
Any Meaning?

Now, let’s reflect on how relevant the common
European advice — “strengthen democracy from
the bottom up, participate in local elections” - is in
the current context of Georgia. My short answer,
which I also explored in greater detail in anoth-
er article published in this journal, is that in au-
thoritarian regimes, local elections can be weap-
onized by the ruling party to consolidate power,
rather than to decentralize it or empower citizens.
It may sound good in theory, but it ignores the po-
litical realities on the ground. Participating in local
elections under current conditions does not serve
democracy in Georgia — and this well-meaning
European advice is misguided, if not counterpro-

ductive.
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And this is mainly because GD evolved from hybrid
to consolidated authoritarianism, and the West,
along with some political actors in Georgia, is al-
ways one step behind. The Georgian opposition had
the illusion that in 2024, despite the sophisticated
falsification techniques, the GD would not be able
to steal more ballots than usual (as it had in 2018,
2020, or 2021) and that this time it wouldn'’t suffice,
given their significant lead in the polls. In fact, GD
went far beyond what was expected in terms of
election manipulation, leaving the opposition with
no chance. Today, we stand in October 2025, and

the situation is way worse than it was a year ago.

Local elections in Georgia have con-
sistently failed to produce meaningful

local autonomy.

As explained above, authoritarian leaders view
elections as a means to increase their legitimacy
and control. As for local elections, they see it as a
tool of centralized control — not local empower-
ment. Contrary to democratic theory, local elec-
tions in Georgia have consistently failed to pro-
duce meaningful local autonomy. Neither under
UNM nor under GD were elected local officials
given real power or resources. What passed for de-
centralization was largely cosmetic. In both cases,
elected local officials remained fiscally dependent
on the central government, and the executive’s
appointments of regional officials circumvented
local self-government entirely. Real decision-mak-

ing remained centralized, even after reforms.

So when European advisors urge the Georgian op-
position to “rebuild trust through local democra-
cy, they mistake the form for the substance. The
form exists (elections), but the substance (autono-
my, accountability, fiscal independence) does not.
It didn’t happen in 30 years of independence and
several reforms (1991-2021), and it will not happen
now, as the country is increasingly moving to-

wards dictatorship.
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When Participation Becomes
a Collaboration

The 2025 local elections are even more flawed
than any other “not free and fair elections” ever
organized in Georgia. The authorities didn’t per-
mit recognized international observers to attend;
a handful of marginal, far-right Western conspir-
acy theorists and Belarusian or Turkmen electoral
observers brought in by the regime can't be tak-
en into consideration. Neither local NGO's, apart
from several clearly GD proxy GONGOs, had the
opportunity to watch them for the first time in re-
cent history. In more than one-third of the mu-
nicipalities, GD was the only political force to have
mayoral candidates, who garnered 100% of the
votes on 4 October. And no free political adver-
tisements were available to the opposition parties
due to changes in the law that deprived parties of
free political advertisement time if they boycotted
the parliament or relinquished their mandates. In-
terestingly, GD’s de facto “authorized opposition’,
Girchi, even after failing to clear the 3% threshold
in national elections, benefited from the friendly
gesture of the government and obtained free po-

litical ad time.

In this environment, opposition partic-
ipation in local elections no longer even
poses symbolic resistance — it merely

helps the regime maintain a pluralistic

facade.

The context today is even more dangerous than it
was before. Until recently (2024), despite GD cen-
tralizing power and misusing local institutions, it
still operated within a competitive authoritarian
framework. In recent years, the regime has taken
the system much closer to a Belarus-style authori-
tarianism with the suppression of media, prosecu-
tion of political opponents, criminalization of civil

society, and laws on “foreign agents.” In this en-
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vironment, opposition participation in local elec-
tions no longer even poses symbolic resistance —
it merely helps the regime maintain a pluralistic
facade. The playing field is not just tilted; the game
is rigged. This mirrors the “managed democracy”
model seen in Russia or Belarus, where participa-

tion serves the regime more than the opposition.

The participation of some opposition parties cre-
ates the illusion of competition, when in fact the
outcome is predetermined through the control of
media, courts, police, and funding. It divided and
weakened the opposition by encouraging infight-
ing over local posts and resources. The co-opta-
tion, intimidation, and clientelism draw opposition
figures into the regime’s orbit or neutralize them
entirely. Far from empowering civil society or de-
centralizing governance, the participation of some
opposition parties in local elections provoked
much more severe battles among the opposition

forces than against the GD.
Why Friends Miss This Point?

European institutions often insist that democracy

can be rebuilt “from the bottom up.” This advice
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assumes that elections automatically empower
people, as they do in functioning democracies.

However, in Georgia, local elections have histor-
ically served as tools to entrench central author-
ity rather than challenge it. Participation has not
democratized the country; instead, it has helped
governing forces expand their reach, control nar-

ratives, and co-opt opposition structures.

Participation without empowerment is

collaboration, not resistance.

For the opposition, continuing to play this game
without fundamental reforms — especially fiscal
and political decentralization — only reinforces
their own marginalization. This makes many be-
lieve that participation without empowerment is

collaboration, not resistance.

The real question is not whether to participate in,
or even win local elections, but how to change the
rules of the game — and whether that can happen
within a system increasingly indistinguishable

from full authoritarianism =
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Ballots as Weapons:
Moldova Leaps Over Moscow’s Hurdle

n 28 September 2025, Russia

launched its most ambitious at-

tempt to influence Moldova’s po-

litical trajectory, seeking to install
a satellite government in Chisinau. After testing
similar hybrid strategies in Romania and Georgia,
the Kremlin targeted this small state of 2.6 million
people at a decisive moment in its European in-
tegration process. The so-called “Kiriyenko Plan,’
named after Sergey Kiriyenko, Moscow’s chief
strategist for hybrid operations, mobilized EUR
350 million and combined multiple tools of inter-
ference: vote-buying, disinformation campaigns,
religious propaganda, cyberattacks, and the trans-
portation of voters from Transnistria, the eastern
region of the Dniester controlled by a pro-Russian

separatist administration.

Why target Moldova and why now? Vladimir Pu-
tin finds himself in a precarious position, both
domestically and on the Ukrainian battlefield.
The sovereign fund that once fueled his ‘special
military operation’ is depleted, while Ukrainian

strikes have successfully targeted Russia’s refin-

ing capacities. On the ground, the Russian army is
unable to advance further. Against this backdrop,
Moldova emerges as a strategic locus: wedged
between Ukraine and Romania, it plays a crucial
role in the security architecture of the EU and NA-
TO’s eastern flank. Russian planners reportedly
view the establishment of a satellite government
in Chisinau as a stepping stone, from where they
could potentially pave the way, within 18 months,
for operations against Ukraine’s Odessa region. At
the same time, Moldova’s internal vulnerabilities,
such as economic hardship, energy dependence,
and social as well as linguistic divides, make it an

appealing target for Kremlin manipulation.

Despite the massive pressure, the Kremlin's “elec-
toral invasion” ultimately failed. The parliamentary
elections delivered a narrow but decisive victory
for President Maia Sandu’s Party of Action and Sol-
idarity (PAS), which secured an absolute majori-
ty. This outcome gave the government a renewed
mandate to continue reforms aligned with the EU
acquis and to accelerate Moldova’s integration

into the European Union.
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What happened in Moldova highlights
the growing use by Russia of hybrid
strategies during the electoral processes
as instruments of geopolitical confron-

tation.

What happened in Moldova highlights the grow-
ing use by Russia of hybrid strategies during the
electoral processes as instruments of geopoliti-
cal confrontation. It raises two central questions:
what explains Moldova’s resilience in the face of
Moscow’s most extensive interference campaign
to date, and what does this outcome reveal about
the EU’s capacity to support its most exposed and
vulnerable neighbors?

I argue that Moldovan authorities have developed

an effective strategy, combining determination

with transparency in exposing Russia’s massive
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interference tactics. The parliamentary majority
obtained by PAS provides a rare political window
of three years to anchor the deep reforms required
for EU accession. The European Union carries a
major responsibility as the path towards member-
ship requires the EU to deliver concrete support
and rapid results. Without visible progress, pub-
lic frustration could fuel disillusionment and open
the way for a resurgence of pro-Kremlin forces,
which remain a significant and organized pres-

ence in Moldova.

The Kremlin’s Massive
Hybrid Warfare Campaign

Russia has openly thrown its weight behind polit-
ical factions aligned with its interests in Moldova.
A new coalition, called the Patriotic Electoral Bloc,
brought together openly pro-Russian parties in a
rare display of unity, despite longstanding rivalries,
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particularly between the Socialist and Communist
leaders. Irina Vlah provided the Gagauz endorse-
ment—a rural, Turkish Orthodox electorate over-
whelmingly pro-Russian, while Vasile Tarlev added
technocratic credibility to the bloc. It campaigned
under the slogan ‘ We Believe in Moldova,’ position-
ing itself as the guardian of Moldovan identity and
values against what it portrays as the decline of
Western values, especially the so-called ‘Gayropa’
The bloc’s discourse exalted national sovereign-
ty as a tool of internal mobilization, masking an
economic, strategic, and ideological dependence
on the Kremlin. Indeed, it firmly rejected NATO
membership, advocating for the federalization of
the country—a move PAS leader Igor Grosu quali-
fied as “handing Moldova on a silver platter to the

Kremlin.”

The Kremlin’s endorsement has been anything but
subtle. On July 11, 2025, Socialist leader Igor Dodon,
accompanied by Irina Vlah and Vasile Tarlev, met
in Moscow with senior Russian officials, including
Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Novak. The del-
egation openly discussed the restoration of Rus-
sian gas supplies and the revival of trade relations,
sending clear signals that Moscow is once again
using energy as a lever of influence over Moldova.
Russian officials hinted that, under a satellite gov-
ernment in Chisinau, gas deliveries would resume

at favorable prices.

The rhetoric of pro-Russian actors has increasing-
ly adopted a populist style reminiscent of MAGA,
framing citizens against “corrupt elites” and the
“pro-European establishment.” This discourse was
further reinforced by events such as the fourth
edition of the Make Europe Great Again Congress,

recently held in Chisinau.

What was new in Moldova was the parallel emer-
gence of a seemingly pro-European alternative:
the Alternative Bloc, launched in early 2025 under
the slogan “Europe at Home.” Its program empha-

sized infrastructure development, judicial reform,
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and social welfare, appealing to urban and moder-
ate voters disillusioned with Maia Sandu’s govern-
ment. Yet most of its leaders have long-standing
ties to pro-Russian parties. Journalist Paula Eri-
zanu describes the bloc as part of a pro-Russian

“fifth column”

The bloc’s figurehead is Chisinau’s mayor, Ion
Ceban, a political shapeshifter who now por-
trays himself as a pragmatic centrist reformer.
Although he promotes European integration and
has launched a “Chisinau Pact,” his record in-
cludes backing federalization and membership in
the Eurasian Customs Union. The strategy of Mos-
cow, therefore, was on the surface - to divide the
pro-European electorate, siphon off centrist vot-
ers, and slow Moldova’s European path from within.
Meanwhile, the Patriotic Bloc targeted rural areas,

the Gagauz minority, and voters in Transnistria.

In the context of the “Kiriyenko plan,” oligarch Ilan
Sor played a significant and multifaceted role. Sor
is best known for his involvement in the 2014 “theft
of the century” scandal. Self-exiled in Moscow to
avoid prosecution, he continues to exert massive
influence over Moldovan politics, particularly in
rural areas and among the Gagauz community,
where he is viewed as a defender of traditional
values against Western influence. Sor attempted
to launch his own political bloc, Victory, in Mos-
cow, led by his Gagauz ally, but the Central Elec-
toral Commission barred its participation. Public
policy expert Andrei Curararu compared Sor to
a chess queen, highlighting his mobility and dis-
ruptive power, which allow Moscow to engage in
media manipulation, election interference, and the

creation of political proxies.

The Strategic Role of
Disinformation

Russia’s sustained disinformation efforts in Mol-

dova aimed to influence voter behavior by creating

GEOPOLITICS 21


https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2025/09/11/poutine-moldavie-enquete/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2025/09/11/poutine-moldavie-enquete/
https://moldovalive.md/dodon-vlah-and-tarlev-visit-moscow-russian-deputy-prime-minister-pledges-engagement-if-moldovas-government-changes/
https://mega2025.eu/chisinau-28-29-july/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/fr/2025/09/11/poutine-moldavie-enquete/
https://www.g4media.ro/primul-mare-esec-al-lui-serghei-kirienko-omul-pus-de-putin-sa-gestioneze-dosarul-republica-moldova.html?uord=Qo_6iiUAhWdDNB%3Dtyog2QsRSi8kumSf_L1/1RUkhvCgbiukTYneomI2MSJGojoBblUIUShvEYpPvsk2IiccURomooL4a5fNZvKMumSL%3DLP/69Uj7hShktesONSbcn613SfRykHka
https://stiri.md/article/politica/curararu-despre-blocul-psrm-pcrm-prim-pvm-turnul-rusiei-intra-in-joc

P BY ADINA REVOL

fear and polarization, destabilizing the democratic
process, and weakening Maia Sandu’s party. The
Kremlin’s strategy was to saturate the information
space and reach diverse audiences simultaneously

through multiple mass media channels.

Social media manipulation played a central role.
Well-known propaganda networks like Matry-
oshka and Pravda have been active on Telegram,
TikTok, and Facebook, spreading viral content
targeting President Maia Sandu and the PAS gov-
ernment. Coordinated inauthentic networks have
amplified anti-EU, anti-NATO, and anti-Sandu
narratives, sometimes using mirror or duplicate
content across platforms. Among false allegations
were claims that Sandu embezzled USD 24 million
and was dependent on “psychotropic drugs.” While
Sputnik Moldova has been officially banned, relat-
ed websites and Telegram channels maintained in-

fluence in the information sphere.

Artificial intelligence was a cornerstone of these
operations. Deepfake videos and manipulated im-
ages portrayed PAS leaders in false or compromis-
ing situations, including fabricated claims of elec-
tion rigging and child trafficking. Cloned websites
were also used to give disinformation a veneer of

credibility.

Local actors amplified these disinformation ef-
forts. Fugitive oligarch Ilan Sor and his NGO
Evrazia financed and coordinated disinformation
networks, blending propaganda with vote buying,
rallies, and political proxies. He publicly offered
EUR 3,000 per month to citizens willing to take
part in anti-government protests. Domestic me-
dia tied to pro-Russian elites rebroadcast content
from Moscow-based channels, especially targeting

Gagauzia and Transnistria.

The Moldovan Orthodox Church, aligned with the
Moscow Patriarchate, has been mobilized to sup-
port pro-Russian narratives, particularly in rural

areas where the Church retains strong social au-
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thority. Initiatives have included pilgrimages to
Moscow, pre-paid bank cards, and the creation of
pro-Kremlin Telegram channels to shape public
opinion. These activities aimed to mobilize rural

voters by reinforcing traditionalist messaging.

Beyond local actors, well-known figures seeking
to influence European elections were also active
on voting day. Among them was Telegram founder
Pavel Durov, a Russian-born French national re-
siding in Dubai, but currently stranded in France,
who claimed, without evidence, that French and
Moldovan intelligence services had pressured him
to shut down pro-Kremlin Telegram channels that
did not violate the platform’s rules. His post was
amplified by Elon Musk with a laconic “wow,’ sig-
naling the alignment between pro-Kremlin net-
works and the MAGA movement, an alliance also

observed during Romania’s presidential election.

Although French authorities denied Durov’s alle-
gations, their rebuttal had negligible reach com-
pared to the viral impact of Durov’s and Musk’s
interventions. For comparison, Durov’s tweet gar-
nered 17 million views, amplified by Elon Musk to
13 million more, while the French Foreign Minis-

try’s official response reached only 15,000.

The disinformation narratives delib-
erately sought to sow fear, portraying
PAS’s victory as a path to war, NATO in-

tervention, or the suppression of protests.

The disinformation narratives deliberately sought
to sow fear, portraying PAS’s victory as a path to
war, NATO intervention, or the suppression of pro-
tests. The war narrative was particularly powerful
in the context of the conflict in Ukraine. Russia
was portrayed as seeking peace, while the Euro-
pean Union was depicted as pursuing war. Like in
Romania, this narrative exploited the population’s
fear of conflict, fostering the belief that aligning
with the Kremlin could spare them from the atroc-

ities and destruction of war. Yet, as French jour-
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nalist and Russia expert Paul Gogo believes, Mos-
cow would not hesitate to resort to killing, even
ethnic Russians in Moldova, if it served its strate-

gic objectives.

Finally, cyberattacks and psychological operations
complemented disinformation. Nearly 4,000 web-
sites were disabled before the vote, while hoax
bomb threats at diaspora polling stations sought

to discourage participation.

The OSCE, which monitored Moldova’s elections,
referred to Russian hybrid interference ahead of
the vote as “unprecedented.” In response, Moscow
rejected claims of meddling, framing them as an

anti-Russian narrative.

Determined Response from
the Government

Faced with such an unprecedented information
war, the Moldovan government chose a strategy of

transparency and assertive action.

First of all, this concerned the transparency about
the extent of the Russian information war, its net-
works, and techniques. President Maia Sandu de-
livered martial speeches, warning as of July 2025
that Moscow aims to “control” Moldova, using
vote-buying, online disinformation campaigns, or-
ganization of paid violent protests, cyberattacks,
and manipulation of traditional religious institu-
tions, with EUR 100 million allocated for this pur-
pose. She also underlined the Kremlin’s strategy of
undermining the pro-European moderate elector-
ate by flooding the campaign with ‘neutral’ candi-

dates.

Days to elections, Moldovan authorities conduct-
ed 250 raids, targeting over 100 individuals, with
74 detained for up to 72 hours. Suspects, aged 19
to 45, reportedly received training in Serbia, ac-

cording to Victor Furtuna, Chief Prosecutor of the
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Office for Combating Organized Crime and Special
Cases. Serbian networks have also been implicated

in hybrid attacks observed in France.

Sandu reported that over 300,000 votes
were purchased, with 150,000 docu-

mented by state institutions.

Transparency efforts also extended to the
vote-buying system. Sandu reported that over
300,000 votes were purchased, with 150,000 doc-
umented by state institutions. Such techniques
exposed the vulnerability of Moldova’s democrat-
ic system to both foreign influence and internal
criminal networks. Vote-buying was particularly
effective in rural and impoverished regions, such
as Gagauzia, where cultural proximity, nostalgia
for the USSR, and low living standards facilitated

manipulation.

The Central Electoral Commission also intervened
to prevent certain parties from participating. Days
before the election, the Gagauz component of the
Patriotic Bloc was disqualified, for illegal campaign

financing. Its leader Irina Vlah, is sanctioned by
several EU states for assisting Russian interfer-
ence. Similarly, the Great Moldova Party, led by
Victoria Furtuna, was barred days before the elec-
tions. Ilan Sor’s bloc had been barred from the
outset due to legal and organizational irregulari-

ties, a decision upheld by the Supreme Court.

While these measures aimed to safeguard the
electoral process, they have simultaneously fu-
eled narratives of political persecution, exploited
by disinformation campaigns to portray the PAS as
authoritarian. Pro-Kremlin leaders who have been
sanctioned or detained often presented them-
selves as political prisoners, and part of the pop-
ulation believed this to be true, as journalist Paul
Gogo verified on the ground. This strategy of nar-
rative manipulation mirrored tactics observed in
Romania, where it has also been used to divide the

population.
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The determined fight against Russian
hybrid threats was complemented by

reinforcing the pro-European narrative.

The determined fight against Russian hybrid
threats was complemented by reinforcing the
pro-European narrative. High-level European vis-
its underscored this message: French President
Macron, German Chancellor Merz, and Polish
Prime Minister Tusk attended Moldova’s Indepen-
dence Day celebrations, delivering speeches in

Romanian to signal support. A few days later, the

Romanian President visited Chisinau on Romanian
Language Day, further demonstrating solidarity.
These coordinated actions sent a clear signal to
Moldova’s pro-European electorate that Europe

stands firmly by Moldova’s side.

Three days before decisive elections, former oli-
garch Vladimir Plahotniuc, Moldova’s former pow-
er broker, was extradited from Greece, where he
was detained. Images of arrested Plahotniuc, for-
merly involved in the “theft of the century,” along
with the popular media series “Plaha,” were also
instrumental in mobilizing the pro-European elec-

torate.

Electoral Results and
Geographic Patterns

The electoral process occurred under a tense cli-
mate, marked by cyberattacks and hoax bomb
threats against polling stations in the EU states.
The government closed several bridges to Trans-
nistria, citing bomb alerts and a reported mine,
prompting a diplomatic protest from Transnistria
over restricted voter access. The Central Election
Committee approved only two voting points for
citizens residing in Russia, highlighting security

concerns.

Voter turnout was approximately 52%, remaining

moderate given the importance of the election
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but higher than in previous parliamentary votes.
Participation varied across regions, with urban
centers such as Chisinau and Balti recording the
highest rates, while rural areas exhibited lower

turnout.

The Party of Action and Solidarity achieved a de-
cisive victory, securing 55 of 101 parliamentary
seats, obtaining an absolute majority without the
need for coalition partners. This marks the sec-
ond time the party has won an absolute majori-
ty, though with fewer seats than previously. PAS’s
support was concentrated in urban centers, par-
ticularly Chisinau, and among the EU diaspora,
whose role remains crucial. As seen in Romania,
diaspora mobilization continued to play a decisive
role in sustaining Moldova’s pro-European trajec-

tory.

Election results showed that attempts to fragment
the pro-European vote were unsuccessful. The Al-
ternative Bloc obtained only 8%. PAS maintained
its lead, including in Chisinau, despite the bloc’s
leader being the city mayor.

The main opposition, the pro-Russian Patriot-
ic Bloc, garnered roughly 24% of the vote, con-
centrated in the country’s second city, Balti, rural
areas, Gagauzia, and Transnistria. Despite sub-
stantial funding and sophisticated electoral ma-
nipulation techniques, the final tally showcased
the bloc’s inability to present a credible alterna-
tive. The bloc won 51% in Transnistria, though PAS
increasing its vote share. In Gagauzia, the bloc
remained strong due to extreme poverty and the
lingering influence of Russia; journalist Paul Gogo,
who recently visited the region, likened the elec-
torate’s profile to that of populations in Donbass
in 2014.

While weakened, the bloc maintains a signifi-
cant base capable of bringing political instability
through street demonstrations. Igor Dodon vigor-

ously contested the election outcome, labeling the
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government a “criminal regime” and calling on his
supporters to demonstrate in the streets against
what he described as electoral fraud. This narra-
tive was reinforced by the Kremlin, with spokes-
person Dmitry Peskov stating that it was “too ear-
ly” to recognize the results, citing disagreements

from “some political forces.”

Among pro-Russian forces, Moldovan allies of
pro-Kremlin Romanian sovereigntists made a
breakthrough, entering parliament for the first
time, after an active campaign on TikTok, support-
ed by their Romanian counterparts. The party is
suspected of illicit TikTok promotion and coordi-
nation with foreign actors. The Central Electoral
Commission sanctioned the Democracy at Home
party for repeated electoral code violations, is-
suing a formal warning while forwarding the val-
idation of the seats obtained to the Constitutional

Court.

The election results were promptly welcomed by

the European Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen, who reassured Moldovan citizens that
the European Union remains open to their inte-

gration, signaling continued EU support.
A Race Against Time

Moldovan voters have indeed made their choice,
but the country’s political and economic situation
remains fragile, and the Kremlin retains signif-
icant economic and military tools to exert influ-
ence, as well as continues to launch hybrid attacks

to nurture instability.

Moldovan voters have indeed made
their choice, but the country’s political
and economic situation remains frag-
ile, and the Kremlin retains significant
economic and military tools to exert
influence, as well as continues to launch

hybrid attacks to nurture instability.
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Concrete and timely EU support is therefore es-
sential to maintain public confidence and sustain
Moldova’s trajectory toward European integration.
Just days before the elections, Moldova completed
the screening process, an essential milestone in
its EU accession path. The next critical step is the
opening of negotiations on Chapter 1 of the acquis,
the most significant chapter. However, Hungarian
Prime Minister Viktor Orban, a Kremlin ally in Eu-
rope, has blocked this stage, as Moldova’s candida-
cy is linked with Ukraine’s, and Orban opposes it
on grounds of what he presents as ‘national inter-
est. To circumvent the Hungarian veto, technical
discussions on so-called “clusters” - subsections
of accession chapters - may begin at the technical
level while awaiting the outcome of the 2026 Hun-
garian elections. The requirement for unanimity
in EU accession negotiations remains a critical
constraint, as Russian influence in several EU cap-
itals has the potential to slow Moldova’s accession
process. Further political uncertainty could arise
if the National Rally achieves electoral success in
France in 2027, potentially complicating the EU

consensus on enlargement.

One concrete deliverable from the EU is to address
Moldova’s energy security, a critical factor affect-
ing purchasing power and historically exploited by
Moscow to manipulate prices. Following Gazprom’s
gas supply cuts in early 2025, the EU has provided
substantial financial assistance to enable Moldova
to purchase gas from Romania and Ukraine. While
this support is crucial in the short term for diver-
sifying energy sources, the next priority is financ-
ing the development of internal infrastructure
and integration with the European energy grid,
the very projects that have been delayed under
pro-Kremlin governments. These infrastructure
investments are essential for building energy au-
tonomy based on renewable sources and reducing

demand, particularly in Soviet-era buildings.

Another way the EU can continue supporting

Moldova is by extending the scope of its Europe-
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an Democracy Shield initiative to include candi-

date countries. The European Democracy Shield,

currently in development by the European Com-
mission, is envisioned as a coordinated European
response to the growing threat of foreign interfer-
ence in democratic processes. It aims to enhance
information integrity, strengthen fact-checking
networks, counter Foreign Information Manipu-
lation and Interference (FIMI), bolster civic resil-
ience, and defend electoral systems from hybrid

attacks, particularly those originating from Russia.

Another way the EU can continue sup-
porting Moldova is by extending the scope
of its European Democracy Shield initia-

tive to include candidate countries.
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For Moldova, such an extension would offer a me-
dium-term strategic defense against the Kremlin’s
destabilization tactics, which include disinforma-
tion campaigns, cyberattacks, energy blackmail,
and electoral interference. By integrating Moldo-
va into the EU’s democratic defense architecture,
Brussels would send a powerful signal: that Moldo-
va’s security is treated as a part of a shared Euro-
pean democratic space. The European Democracy
Shield would not only help Moldovan authorities
anticipate, detect, and respond to hybrid threats
more effectively; it would also raise the reputa-

tional and operational costs for Moscow =
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To Vote or Not to Vote:
Lost Between the Ballot and Boycott

ow did Georgia arrive at the point

where elections have turned into

a hollow exercise, stripped of real

choice and reduced to mere for-
mality? Georgian citizens face a dilemma, relevant
for any future elections in 2028 or before. Should
they participate in a process that no longer brings
meaningful change, or should they abstain, as
many did this October, signaling their refusal to
legitimize an empty ritual? Political parties face a
similar conundrum. On one hand, parties cannot
survive without a functioning political process,
and competing in elections is the very purpose
of their existence, also determining their financ-
ing and political venues for confronting the ruling
party. On the other hand, when there is no genuine
possibility of voting the ruling party out due to its
total control of state institutions and manipulation
of information, participation becomes meaning-

less.

To Vote, or Not to Vote?

What made the October 4 elections different is
not only that the outcome was widely seen as pre-
determined, but also that both participation and
abstention carried heavy symbolic and practi-
cal consequences. Participation risked legitimiz-
ing an electoral ritual that no longer functioned
as a mechanism of accountability, yet abstention
risked accelerating the disappearance of politics
altogether. In previous parliamentary elections,
voting at least offered a sense of engagement and

a chance, however slim, to influence outcomes.

Participation risked legitimizing an
electoral ritual that no longer func-
tioned as a mechanism of accountabil-
ity, yet abstention risked accelerating

the disappearance of politics altogether.
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These elections highlighted the fractured choic-
es confronting both citizens and political actors.
The two largest opposition parties (Coalition for
Change and the United National Movement), as well
as a string of smaller opposition parties loosely
united around the fifth President, Salome Zour-
abichvili, have chosen to boycott, arguing that
competing in a predetermined contest only legit-
imized authoritarian rule. Others, such as Mamu-
ka Khazaradze’s Lelo - Strong Georgia and Giorgi
Gakharia’s For Georgia, joined the race, reasoning
that elections remained the only viable pathway to

political change.

Ordinary voters, meanwhile, were caught in an
equally difficult position. Many were fed up, con-
fused, and angry, uncertain of whom to support,
even if they were convinced that they must vote
against the ruling regime. Moreover, many citizens
also faced a difficult choice: whether to travel to
their home regions to invest their vote in the lost
battle or to stay in Tbilisi and join the protest ral-

lies organized on election day.

Participation in the 4 October local elections thus
became a choice between validating the status quo
or expressing protest, with little to no expectation
of change. Abstention, while often framed as an
act of protest, created its own perils. The ruling
regime weaponized low turnout to argue that the
opposition lacked public support, while the GD re-
ceived almost the same number of votes as in 2024.
In fact, Lelo - Strong Georgia’s votes were halved
compared to 2024, and For Georgia received only a
third of its 2024 tally.

Obviously, a joint and coordinated boycott could
have been a better option as a unified decision of
the entire opposition spectrum. The second-best
option could have been a joint decision to partici-
pate. However, any decision that lacked unity was
poised to result in a cycle of mutual distrust: citi-
zens now feel abandoned by the opposition, citizen

mobilization is no longer linked to political parties,
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and various opposition groups have lost whatever

trust they had in one another.

This paradox makes the 2025 local elections a
turning point. The main question that the opposi-
tion parties will have to answer as of 5 October is,
“Will they take part in the next elections, if noth-
ing changes?” A negative answer to this question
will be very difficult to justify and, in the absence
of alternative mechanisms of the political struggle,
will be equivalent to a political suicide. A positive
answer, however, will require a lot of explanations
for those who are disillusioned with the elections
and believe in the total isolation of the regime at
home or abroad. If unsuccessful, this process will
lead to further entrenchment of the ruling regime
and a more straightforward pathway to authori-

tarian consolidation.
Distorted Battlefield of 2025

The reasons behind the dilemmas of partici-
pation and abstention become clearer when
placed against the backdrop of Georgia’s current
pre-election environment. Local observer groups
described the OSCE/ODIHR’s final assessment
of the October 2024 parliamentary elections as
extremely critical, citing it as grounds for new
elections. OSCE pointed to rushed and frequent
changes to election law that appeared politically
instrumental, a degraded method of composing
election commissions that weakened indepen-
dence, the persistent blurring of party and state
through the extensive use of administrative re-
sources, and widespread intimidation and pres-
sure on voters, especially public employees and
vulnerable groups. The key to the GD’s success, it
turns out, was the secrecy-of-the-vote violation,
reified through leaked ballots, crowding and ten-
sions at polling stations, and the filming of voters
by representatives of the ruling party. These con-
cerns are not confined to the past. They are just as

relevant today and for any future elections.
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The European Parliament and the Council of Eu-
rope’s Parliamentary Assembly (PACE) also shared
these assessments and expressed their position
at various times that only genuinely free and fair
elections could de-escalate the political crisis in

Georgia.

Georgia has undergone a clear regime
reclassification, moving from an elec-
toral democracy to an electoral autoc-

racy.

According to the V-Dem Democracy Report 2025,

Georgia has undergone a clear regime reclas-
sification, moving from an electoral democracy
to an electoral autocracy. The report identified
systematic manipulation of media, repression of
civil society, and the erosion of election guaran-
tees as defining features of the country’s political
transformation. These findings confirmed that the
very taxonomy of Georgia’s electoral system has
changed. As a result, the logic that once guided
opposition parties, voters, and international part-
ners, assuming that participation could still serve
as a vehicle for democratic correction, no longer
applies. This shift means that elections in Georgia
no longer meet the minimal standards of compet-
itiveness, fairness, and institutional independence

that define electoral democracy.

The 2025 pre-election assessment by the Inter-
national Society for Fair Elections and Democracy
(ISFED) presented a significantly more dire picture
of deterioration. It highlighted a deepening po-
litical crisis, democratic backsliding, and human
rights concerns as the broader context for the
vote. It detailed fundamental changes to the local
electoral system, as well as amendments adopted
only months before the vote, and the planned use
of electronic voting in many precincts, despite un-

resolved concerns from 2024 about ballot secrecy.

Most importantly, in the run-up to the local elec-
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tions, almost all opposition party leaders ended up
in prison or were under investigation. The oppo-
sition party’s finances have been depleted, as they
were stripped of budgetary support, and the media
environment has further deteriorated, including
the closure of one of the country’s major television
channels, TV Mtavari, and the arrest of the Edi-

tor-in-Chief of online media outlets Netgazeti and
Batumelebi. These developments collectively show
that the playing field has tilted even more heavily
in favor of the ruling party. And for many, this was
a sufficient ground to boycott the elections.

On top of an already grave political context, the
pre-election legal environment for Georgia’s 2025
municipal elections has significantly worsened
in terms of legislation and administration. Re-
cent amendments have removed the 40 percent
threshold that previously checked the dominance
of any single party in local majoritarian contests
and altered seat allocation rules to favor high-
er-performing parties, reducing proportionality
and making the system less fair. Laws restricting
the rights of observers and tightening regulations
on civil society and foreign financing have further

constrained oversight.

The composition of the Central Election Commis-
sion has become more unbalanced following this
year’s changes; electoral commissions can now be
selected with weaker safeguards for neutrality and
institutional independence. Accelerated legisla-
tive changes made oversight by courts and dispute

resolution mechanisms less effective.

But perhaps most alarming is the deterioration in
election observation. Traditional, credible observ-
er missions, including the OSCE/ODIHR, stated
that they could not monitor the vote after Geor-
gian Dream’s last-minute invitation less than a
month before polling day. ISFED did not deploy
long-term or short-term observers at polling sta-
tions for the local elections, refusing even the par-

allel vote tabulation it had conducted in previous
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cycles, citing that fundamental rights, the stability
of electoral law, and procedural guarantees had
not been met. Georgian Young Lawyers’ Associa-
tion (GYLA) and Transparency International Geor-
gia also refused to deploy observation missions,

breaking with decades-long practice. Each cited a
repressive political environment and the absence
of conditions necessary for free and fair elections.
In their absence, the roster of local monitoring
groups was dominated by government-aligned or-
ganizations, several of which have been accused
of manipulating observation processes to benefit
the ruling Georgian Dream party in the 2024 elec-
tions. Journalist investigations also revealed that
individuals affiliated with the ruling party and lo-
cal authorities were accredited as “observers” and

were seen accompanying voters to polling booths.
Predetermined Outcomes

Nothing about the October 4 local elections came
as a surprise. From the start, the process followed
a familiar script, rehearsed in Georgia’s previous
election cycles and perfected under Georgian
Dream’s consolidated control of the electoral sys-
tem. Polling stations opened on time. Turnout was
low, predictably so. The official figure—40.93%
nationwide—was the lowest in the country’s
post-independence history, reflecting the public’s
deep-seated conviction that their vote would have
no impact. In Thilisi, only 31.08% of registered vot-
ers participated in the election. These numbers
make it clear that most Georgians perceived the
outcome as already predetermined and stayed

home.

The results also confirmed what everyone already
knew. Georgian Dream swept the country, winning
all 64 municipalities and dominating local councils
with over 80% of the vote. In Tbilisi, the incum-
bent mayor was declared victor with 71.7% of the
vote—on paper. In reality, this amounted to the
support of just over a quarter of the city’s eligible

voters. But this is not the number that mattered.
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The only number the GD cared about was to show
that its support remained steady. GD received over
210.000 votes in Thilisi in 2025, up from around
193,000 in 2021, 205,000 in 2017, and 151,000 in
2014.

Even the election day protest and its outcome were
anticipated. That at least 50,000 people would
take to the streets after the elections was no sur-
prise. Nor was it unexpected that certain political
leaders, who had been calling for a “peaceful revo-
lution” in the days leading up to 4 October, would
step forward, call for disobedience, and urge dem-
onstrators to occupy government buildings. That
they would fail was also obvious. That the author-
ities would respond with swift detentions of the

organizers was entirely predictable.

Government figures, including the GD Prime Min-
ister Irakli Kobakhidze, immediately branded the
4 October rally an attempted coup, blaming it on
foreign-backed radicals. The accusations were
prepackaged. The placards hadn’t even been lift-
ed before the narrative was ready to be deployed.
And what will follow now is just as foreseeable: a
broader crackdown, more arrests, legal cases, out-
lawing of opposition parties, and suffocation of

NGOs and independent media.

The 4 October election was therefore
never about choosing mayors or coun-
cils. It was about sending a clear mes-
sage: that Georgian Dream controls the
entire political and security apparatus,
and that any attempt to challenge its

grip will be met with force.

The 4 October election was therefore never about
choosing mayors or councils. It was about sending
a clear message: that Georgian Dream controls the
entire political and security apparatus, and that
any attempt to challenge its grip will be met with

force. Still, for many opposition-minded citizens,

GEOPOLITICS 31


https://dfwatch.net/georgias-top-ngos-refrain-from-monitoring-october-4-elections-64414?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://mediacoalition.ge/en/georgian-dream-bureaucrats-on-the-list-of-ngo-observers-tv-pirveli-investigation/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://cesko.ge/static/file/202510041417-2000.pdf
https://civil.ge/archives/704974

l BY SHOTA GVINERIA

4 October was also a test of endurance, a demon-
stration that resistance persists. And in that sense,
they succeeded. Daily protests continued after the
election, proving that while the system is rigged,
the defiance is not yet extinguished.

Lessons Learnt -
Losers Everywhere

The 4 October elections and a protest rally show-
cased several lessons, but whether Georgia’'s po-
litical spectrum or public will learn from them is

anyone’s guess.

Those who chose to participate appeared as los-
ers because the outcome was predetermined. The
votes they received were considerably less than
in 2024. From this perspective, their argument —
that if the entire opposition had participated, GD

would have lost —lacks credibility.

Those who chose to boycott the elections also suf-
fered a loss. Their moral stance did not translate
into mass mobilization or substantial pressure,
which would have made the Georgian Dream re-

treat. Furthermore, the failure of the ill-coordinat-

ed and under-resourced “peaceful revolution” fur-
ther undermined the notion that street protests
can lead to change.

Other pro-democracy and pro-European forces
also lost. The looming crackdown of the GD on po-
litical activists, demonstrators, civil society orga-
nizations, media, and universities, wrapped in the
narrative of preventing and punishing participants
of the “foreign-backed subversion,” will cripple the
protests further and will give the law enforcement
machinery a new pretext to intensify repression

of pro-democracy actors with greater confidence.
Opposition political parties will now become the
primary target. The GD has already announced

that it will outlaw the opposition parties - the
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“collective UNM.” On 6 October, GD’s Prime Min-
ister Irakli Kobakhidze clarified who these parties
were - the four parties that cleared the threshold
in the October 2024 parliamentary elections (Coa-
lition for Change, United National Movement, Coa-
lition Strong Georgia, and For Georgia), plus small-
er parties that are “offshoots of the UNM” In short,

everyone on the pro-European opposition front.

The principal lesson of these elections
is what the lack of unity can lead to. In
reality, the dilemma was not between
participation and boycott, but between
boycotting or participating together

versus doing both in a fragmented way.

The principal lesson of these elections is what the
lack of unity can lead to. In reality, the dilemma
was not between participation and boycott, but
between boycotting or participating together ver-
sus doing both in a fragmented way. On this front,

the opposition parties failed spectacularly.

The pre-election period showed that this ever-in-
creasing fragmentation between participating and
boycotting parties, between civic groups and po-
litical parties, and between domestic actors and
their Western partners has consistently served
the interests of the ruling regime. Georgian Dream
thrives on divisions and capitalizes on the inde-
cisiveness of Western partners, who limit them-
selves to cautious statements while the govern-

ment applies violence and coercion with impunity.

Strength in Unity

The message engraved on Georgia’s coat of arms,
“Strength is in Unity,” now reads less as a histori-
cal motto and more as a political imperative. The
only sustainable path forward for Georgia’s de-
mocracy lies in restoring unity among its frag-

mented pro-democracy forces and between them
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and their civil society colleagues and international
partners. Only a unified strategy, built on coordi-
nation, courage, and consistency, can halt Geor-
gia’s slide toward authoritarianism and reclaim the
democratic European future that its citizens still

believe is possible.

The only sustainable path forward for
Georgia’s democracy lies in restoring
unity among its fragmented pro-de-
mocracy forces and between them and
their civil society colleagues and inter-

national partners.

These elections demonstrated that neither par-
ticipation nor abstention can bring about demo-
cratic change at the current stage of authoritari-
an consolidation. What might alter the trajectory,
though, is a coordinated and realistic strategy built
on joint effort, shared objectives, pooled resourc-
es, and a clear communication strategy. Speaking
with a single voice to international allies would not

hurt either.

It is a fact that Georgia's democratic opposition
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has consistently lacked a coherent plan or effective
communication strategy. Each tactical or strategic
decision, whether joining the race or withdrawing
from it, going to prison, or protesting symbolical-
ly, was poorly explained, was often reactive, and
rarely connected to a broader vision that voters
could understand or rally behind. Moreover, each
position was juxtaposed with the positions of oth-
er opposition colleagues, which further sowed dis-
cord among the anti-GD pro-European electorate.
Most importantly, these actions were entirely de-
tached from the larger program of improving the

lives of ordinary Georgians.

This inconsistency eroded public trust, allowing
government propaganda to portray the opposi-
tion as opportunistic and disorganized. Until op-
position parties focus on their actions rather than
their words, and until the political process shifts
from television talk shows to the villages, town
halls, and cities of Georgia, where routine day-to-
day discussions with regular Georgians occur, the
TV addresses alone will not translate into mean-
ingful political outcomes. Neither will the ongoing
protest on Rustaveli Avenue, even if maintaining it

is crucial, for both symbolic and practical reasons =
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Rowing Nowhere Will Surely

Sink Georgian Democracy

ccording to the Economist Intelli-

gence Unit's 2024 Democracy Index,

39% of the global population lives
under authoritarian regimes. Sixty
countries are now classified as authoritarian, up
from 52 in 2014. Similarly, the 2025 Annual Report
of the V-Dem Institute at the University of Gothen-

burg, which analyzes 179 countries using seven key
principles of democracy (electoral, liberal, majori-
tarian, consensual, participatory, deliberative, and
egalitarian), shows alarming trends. In Eastern Eu-
rope, approximately 65% of the population resides
in electoral autocracies, including Hungary, Russia,
and Serbia. Georgia joined this list in 2024, having
fallen from the status of an electoral democracy.

These reports highlight a global decline in democ-
racy, particularly in fragile states where democracy
requires strong support. Georgia is one such case.
The ruling Georgian Dream party has systemati-
cally dismantled nascent democratic institutions,

captured state structures, and consolidated author-

itarian rule. Whether by design or by circumstance,
the Georgian Dream has found conditions favorable
for stifling political opposition, the media, and civil
society in real time, all of which were regarded as

vibrant beacons of progress in the region.

Georgia’s civil society has long depended on foreign
funding: according to an Asian Development Bank
overview, 95% of CSO funding came from inter-
national donors. However, alongside the Georgian
Dream’s adoption of draconian legislation, interna-
tional support has dwindled. USAID, once the main
donor for investigative media, withdrew, leaving a
critical gap. Investigative journalism, the only real
check on elite corruption, is now severely weak-
ened, even as the ruling party itself has acknowl-
edged systemic corruption by prosecuting former
officials for embezzlement and abuse of power.
Fact-checkers and fighters against disinformation
face severe pressure from the government through
legal means, intimidation, and a crackdown on re-

sources.
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UMY
RIGHTE FIRST

In parallel, it can be observed that the European
Union appears to be shifting from its traditional role
as a promoter of European values toward a more re-
alpolitik-driven agenda. For years, the EU was rec-
ognized for its principled defense of democracy and
human rights. Today, symbolic gestures such as the
visits of EU officials, public statements, and even
their handshakes with authoritarian leaders sug-
gest a different reality. The European Commission’s
proposal for the post-2027 Multiannual Financial
Framework (MFF) reinforces this perception. In-
creasingly, flagship projects such as Global Gateway
and the pursuit of critical raw materials are taking
precedence — overshadowing the human rights
agenda that once defined the EU’s global standing.

Georgia’s Civil Society’s
Cry for Help

Since May 2024, the Georgian Dream has waged

an aggressive campaign against civil society orga-
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nizations. In less than 18 months, far faster than
comparable crackdowns in Azerbaijan, Belarus, or
Russia, CSOs have been nearly paralyzed. The bank

accounts of leading organizations have been frozen,

leaders have been summoned to court, criminal in-
vestigations have been launched, and many activists
have been forced into exile or are preparing to leave.
Some organizations are shutting down due to the
inability to cover basic expenses. Others are work-

ing on the savings, which are to expire very soon.

Despite years of investment from the United States,
the European Union, and the United Kingdom in
Georgia's democratic development, international
responses have so far been minimal — character-
ized by delayed statements, weak measures, and
little tangible support. At this stage, it seems that
the U.S., the EU, and the UK lack an effective strat-
egy to prevent the Georgian Dream from derailing
the country’s democratic path and silencing critical
voices. Neither has a credible remedy been put for-

ward to safeguard Georgia’s civil society.
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The only form of opposition which the Georgian
Dream has been unable to suppress so far is the
ongoing street protests — the longest in Georgia’s
history. Yet, even these protests have their limits,
and without stronger international backing, they
cannot counter the regime’s authoritarian consol-
idation on their own. This is especially true after
the 4 October events, when the Georgian Dream ar-
rested the organizers of the rally who were alleged-
ly planning to take over the government buildings
and stage a “peaceful revolution.” The ruling party’s
leaders have declared that basically anyone who
continues protesting and closing Rustaveli Avenue
is subscribing to the idea of a coup d’état and should

therefore be punished.

Georgian NGOs and free media have repeatedly re-
quested practical assistance from donors to contin-
ue their operations inside Georgia or from abroad,
including legal funding mechanisms, relocation
support, visa and residence permit services, and
banking access. Yet, promises have not material-
ized. For instance, former EU High Representative
Josep Borrell pledged to redirect EUR 100 million
earmarked for the Georgian authorities toward civil
society, but this did not happen. Nor has the EU up-
dated its crucial roadmap for civil society engage-
ment (2018-2024). As of today, the struggling civil
society organizations have not received any tangi-

ble support.

I The European Union lacks a tailor-made

response to the crisis in Georgia.

By now, it is clear that the European Union lacks a
tailor-made response to the crisis in Georgia. This
gap has grown even more evident in parallel with
USAID’s withdrawal as the EU itself turns increas-

ingly inward and hesitant to engage decisively.
More Words Than Deeds

The European Union has struggled to articulate a

unified and effective response to democratic back-
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sliding in Georgia. This hesitancy has contribut-
ed to a perception of inertia and inconsistency in
Brussels’ approach, weakening its ability to act as a
credible defender of democratic values. Moreover,
this weak response, including the inability to agree
on the sanctions in Brussels, has further fed the
Georgian Dream propaganda machinery, using the
weakness to show their strength. After 4 October,
the Prime Minister and other ruling party leaders
blamed the EU ambassador and the “deep state”
hidden in the EU for assisting the “radical forces”
with a coup d’état and for failing to take responsibil-
ity for the failed attempts to overthrow the govern-
ment. The Georgian Dream claims this happened
five times, and EU bureaucracy and leadership have
been behind it through political support, finances,
and overt pressure on the ruling party. This line
was well articulated and defended by PM Irakli Ko-
bakhidze on 6 October during a prime-time show

on Rustavi 2.

In January 2025, the EU imposed travel restric-
tions on holders of Georgian diplomatic and service
passports. While this was a step, the measure was
largely symbolic. It can be easily circumvented be-
cause Georgian officials continue to travel to the
EU freely under the visa-free regime for ordinary
passport holders. Thus, the sanctions failed to cre-
ate meaningful political pressure on the Georgian
leadership. Moreover, countries such as Hunga-
ry are more than willing to assist Georgian Dream
leaders with visas if need be. Furthermore, the ef-
forts to adopt a broader sanctions package against
Georgian Dream officials have repeatedly faltered.
On 15 July 2025, another critical attempt to impose
new sanctions, collapsed due to opposition from
several EU member states friendly to the ruling
party. Instead of a unified EU response, individual
states such as the Czech Republic, Estonia, Germa-
ny, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland imposed their own
targeted measures, including travel bans and finan-
cial restrictions. While these are important, the lack
of collective action dilutes their impact and sends a

mixed signal to the Georgian leadership.


https://civil.ge/archives/704920
https://civil.ge/archives/704920
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This inconsistency is compounded by continued
normal diplomatic and economic engagement with
Georgian Dream leaders. For instance, in June 2025,
the ruling party’s Secretary General and Thbilisi
Mayor Kakha Kaladze received a warm welcome
during his visit to Milan, Italy. Meanwhile, ruling
party elites continue to own property and conduct
business in major European states such as France
and the UK. This continued access to Western mar-
kets and assets weakens the potential deterrent ef-
fect of any targeted sanctions. The Prime Minister
is regularly invited to attend the European Political
Community summits. The GD propaganda uses this
as an opportunity to demonstrate that GD and its

leaders are welcomed at the European level.

In the United States, the MEGOBARI Act — de-
signed to impose sanctions on Georgian Dream of-

ficials responsible for undermining democracy and
human rights — has remained stalled in Congress
for almost a year since its introduction. Moreover,
the EU and the U.S., which before had a common
position on Georgian affairs, making the Western

stance stronger, are now out of sync.

The absence of meaningful accountabil-

ity emboldens the Georgian Dream.

The absence of meaningful accountability embold-
ens the Georgian Dream. Its strategy appears clear:
to exhaust the patience of the EU and other West-
ern partners until “Georgia fatigue” sets in — a sit-
uation where street protests fade and Brussels ac-
cepts authoritarian consolidation as a fait accompli.
The Georgian Dream has begun preparing to “tick
boxes” for legitimacy, announcing plans to launch
a human rights dialogue with the EU after the Oc-
tober 2025 local elections. This is not motivated by
genuine concern for human rights but rather by
a desire to gain legitimacy from the international
community and secure political concessions. Polit-
ical prisoners and selective dialogues may be used

as bargaining chips to weaken the West’s resolve.
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Kobakhidze made it clear on 6 October by insisting
that the EU must drop its approach - treating the
Georgian government as either an agent or an en-
emy. This was a euphemism for proposing a ‘reset,
which for Georgian Dream leaders means forget-
ting the autocratic rise and embracing Ivanishvili
and his cronies as legitimate business partners. Af-
ter all, if the EU is pragmatic towards other dicta-
torships and non-democracies in the region, how is

Georgia different?

The Union’s gradual move from a “hu-
man rights first” approach toward an

“economy first” agenda is music to the
ears of the ruling party and its patron,

Bidzina Ivanishvili.

The fading visibility of Georgia on the EU and West-
ern agenda, coupled with a growing sentiment in
Brussels and some capitals that “Georgia should be
left alone,” gives the Georgian Dream a sense of im-
punity. This shift is particularly worrisome given the
EU’s own changing priorities. The Union’s gradual
move from a “human rights first” approach toward
an “economy first” agenda is music to the ears of the

ruling party and its patron, Bidzina Ivanishvili.

Recent developments illustrate this shift. The
EU-Central Asia strategic partnership, launched af-
ter the latest summit, prioritizes connectivity and
trade over human rights concerns. High-level visits
to Baku by HRVP Kaja Kallas and Commissioner for
Enlargement Marta Kos focused heavily on connec-
tivity and economic cooperation rather than dem-

ocratic reform. The draft EU financial framework

for 2028-2034 also signals diminished support for
democracy and civil society. These changes create
a favorable environment for the Georgian Dream’s
consolidation of power with fewer risks of pushback

from Brussels.

Civil society organizations in Georgia have repeat-

edly called for a stronger EU response. They em-
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phasize the need to clearly enshrine within the EU’s
Global Europe regulation pre-allocated and pre-
dictable funding for human rights and democracy
priorities, thereby safeguarding them from com-
peting budgetary and political pressures. Without
such guarantees, the democratic space in Georgia
will continue to shrink. CSOs also voice concern
over the EU’s decision to limit its funding for lobby-
ing, a move that constrains their ability to advocate

for systemic change.

On a positive note, there are signals that Brussels
may step up. Observers are awaiting the launch
of the European Democracy Shield, as well as the

Media Resilience Programme, announced by the

European Commission, designed to counter for-

eign information manipulation, disinformation, and
electoral interference. In parallel, the EU is prepar-
ing a Civil Society Strategy for 2026-2030, which

could address key concerns if implemented ambi-

tiously and adequately resourced.

However, these initiatives remain in development.
Without immediate, decisive measures to support
Georgian civil society, they risk arriving too late to

halt the erosion of democratic space in Georgia.

An Idea: Donors’ Conference for
Georgian Civil Society

The notion that the “Georgian Dream
should be left alone” or that “Georgia
is already gone” plays directly into the
ruling party’s hands and betrays those
risking their freedom and safety to up-

hold European values on the ground.

Georgian civil society continues its daily struggle
to halt the country’s slide into authoritarianism.
These organizations remain on the frontlines — en-
during harassment, legal persecution, and threats

to their very existence. Brussels must understand
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that Georgia is far from a lost cause. The notion
that the “Georgian Dream should be left alone” or
that “Georgia is already gone” plays directly into the
ruling party’s hands and betrays those risking their
freedom and safety to uphold European values on
the ground.

This fatalistic logic also fails from a strategic stand-
point. If the EU is genuinely committed to counter-
ing Russia’s malign influence in its neighborhood,
as it claims to be in Ukraine and Moldova, it must
also recognize that the same geopolitical contest
is underway in Georgia. The key difference is that
in Kyiv and Chisinau, pro-European governments
resist Russian pressure, while in Tbilisi, a pro-Rus-
sian government amplifies it from within. To “leave
the Georgian Dream alone” would be tantamount
to saying, “let us see if Russia can conquer Moldova
with billionaires, disinformation, energy extortion,

and economic sabotage”

Georgian civil society and independent media to-
day face immediate and long-term challenges. On
one hand, there is the urgent battle for day-to-day
survival. Many organizations are forced to operate
under increasingly hostile conditions - their bank
accounts frozen, their leaders facing legal threats
or harassment, and their access to vital funding
streams rapidly disappearing. Simply staying afloat
has become a daunting task.

An equally serious challenge looms on the horizon:
adaptation to a future where traditional donor sup-
port may no longer be reliable or sufficient. The in-
frastructure that once sustained civil society, from
investigative journalism to grassroots activism, is
beginning to erode. For the Georgian Dream, cut-
ting foreign funds has become a major priority. Un-
less new strategies are developed and new lifelines
secured, the very foundation of Georgia’'s demo-

cratic resilience risks collapse.

While the European Union cannot fully replace the

aid once provided by the United States, it can play
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a decisive role in securing the immediate survival
of Georgian CSOs. This would require concrete and

coordinated action, including:

© Establishing an effective communication plat-
form between Georgian CSOs, the EU, and will-
ing private donors to ensure a coordinated re-

sponse;

© Conducting a comprehensive needs assessment
to identify urgent priorities, operational chal-

lenges, and practical tools for survival,

© Overcoming bureaucratic barriers to provide
emergency funding to civil society and human

rights organizations under threat.

At the same time, Georgian CSOs must move be-
yond denial, clearly define their needs, and present
realistic requests to donors. This process requires
open dialogue, strategic planning, and a willingness
to adapt to the realities of operating in a shrinking
civic space. This, however, means challenging the
current legal regime, which will inevitably result in
many NGO leaders and activists being imprisoned
or forced to leave the country. This is the path that
political leaders have already taken.

For the donor community, the task is equally ur-
gent. Donors must clarify what they can provide,
how their resources can best be aligned with CSO
priorities, and how to ensure that their support is
sustainable. This is not merely a matter of funding
— it is about ensuring that civil society remains a
credible, capable, and resilient pillar of democratic

life in Georgia.

A structured and regular channel of communica-
tion between CSOs and donors is essential. Without
such coordination, the risk is that support will be
piecemeal, reactive, and ineffective. This would not
only waste valuable resources but also erode trust

between civil society and its supporters.
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It is, therefore, time to convene a Donors’ Confer-
ence for Georgian Civil Society — a platform to
coordinate support, match needs with resources,
and ensure that civil society actors have the tools
they need to survive and adapt. Such a conference
should not be a one-off event but part of a sustained
commitment to defending democracy in Georgia. It
should bring together international donors, EU in-
stitutions, private philanthropists, and civil society
representatives to agree on a strategic plan that is

responsive to evolving challenges.

A donor conference would also pro-
vide an opportunity to address broad-
er structural issues. It should explore
mechanisms to diversify funding
streams, reduce dependence on a few
donors, and create flexible support
structures that can withstand political

pressures.

A donor conference would also provide an opportu-
nity to address broader structural issues. It should
explore mechanisms to diversify funding streams,
reduce dependence on a few donors, and create
flexible support structures that can withstand po-
litical pressures. Above all, it should recognize that
saving Georgian civil society is not charity — it is an
investment in democracy, stability, and the rule of

law in the region.

This, however, will mean continuing the confronta-
tion with the Georgian Dream, which will now seek
to reestablish contacts with the EU and start the
relations from a clean slate. And this is where the
opportunity might lie. If the EU maintains a strong
non-negotiable stance that the ruling party should
allow civil society, media, and political opposition
to exist, then the Georgian Dream might reconsider
its draconian approach. Yes, it could mean that the

EU might have to drop the idea of pressing for new
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elections and political dialogue; however, the truth
is that it never consistently pushed for these at the
highest level, unlike the European Parliament and
the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Eu-

rope.
The Stakes for Democracy

The case of Georgia is emblematic of a more pro-
found crisis facing democracy in the 21Ist century.
The rapid erosion of democratic institutions, the
weakening of civil society, and the retreat of inter-
national support have revealed that democracy is
fragile, even in countries that have previously been

considered success stories.

For the European Union, Georgia is a test case. How
Brussels responds will shape its credibility as a de-
fender of democratic values and human rights. If
the EU allows Georgia to slip quietly into authori-
tarianism, it will set a dangerous precedent for oth-

er states in its neighborhood and beyond.

The EU must move beyond symbolic
measures and develop a comprehensive
and coordinated approach to support
civil society, defend human rights, and

counter authoritarianism.
This requires a strategic shift from rhetoric to ac-

tion. The EU must move beyond symbolic measures

and develop a comprehensive and coordinated
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approach to support civil society, defend human
rights, and counter authoritarianism. This includes
concrete funding mechanisms, tailored strategies
for crisis response, and sustained political engage-
ment. The sporadic, uncoordinated sanctions have
allowed the Georgian Dream to adapt. A creation of
a “Big Stick, Some Carrots” package that can be pro-
posed and negotiated at the highest level by some
EU member state leaders could be one way to tackle

the Georgian problem one last time.

Furthermore, the EU must recognize that the
broader Georgian civil society, comprising NGOs,
activists, public intellectuals, academia, and the
media, cannot win this fight for a democratic fu-
ture alone. Their survival depends on meaningful
solidarity from the EU, international donors, and
the wider democratic community. The time to act
is now, especially after the 4 October events, which
have all but given the Georgian Dream carte blanche
for further crackdown. Without sustained and co-
ordinated support, the gains of decades of demo-
cratic development in Georgia risk being lost for a

long period.

The coming months will be decisive. The interna-
tional community must decide whether it will up-
hold its values or allow Georgia’s democratic tra-
jectory to be determined by inaction. A donors’
conference should not just be a meeting but a lit-
mus test of that commitment. The future of Geor-
gian democracy and the credibility of the EU as a

normative power are at stake m
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Unconstitutional Revenge
Commission - a Stepping Stone
Towards One-Party Dictatorship

s Georgia moves into the autumn of
2025, a new phase of political repres-

sion is taking shape. Arrests, pros-

ecutions, and public trials of those
accused of organizing the so-called “peaceful rev-
olution” of October 4 are imminent. Court pro-
ceedings against non-governmental organizations
are also underway, with the clear prospect of clo-
sures and criminal charges against their leaders.
Yet these measures, severe as they are, may soon
be overshadowed by what now appears to be the
government’s next objective: the formal prohi-
bition of opposition political parties. Initially an-
nounced by Irakli Kobakhidze in November 2024
and reiterated by other Georgian Dream (GD) offi-
cials, this initiative represents a critical escalation
in the erosion of political pluralism, signaling a de-
liberate move toward a one-party political order.

This could even lead to Georgia’s expulsion from

the Council of Europe. As the Parliamentary As-
sembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) noted in its
resolution 2624, “banning of the democratic oppo-
sition would effectively establish a one-party dic-
tatorship in Georgia, which would be incompatible

with Council of Europe membership.”

To construct a semblance of legal justification
for the establishment of this one-man, one-par-
ty dictatorship strategy, the ruling party created
a parliamentary commission to investigate and
study “the Activities of the Regime in Power in
2003-2012, its Political Officials, and Current and
Former Officeholders, and Affiliated Political Par-
ties from 2003 to the Present” (hereinafter — the

Tsulukiani Commission).

This commission was initially tasked with review-

ing alleged abuses committed by the United Na-
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tional Movement (UNM) between 2003 and 2012.
In practice, however, its scope was quickly wid-
ened to include developments up to 2024 and to
scrutinize what it labelled the activities of the “de-
structive opposition.” All major opposition factions
(except for Giorgi Gakharia - For Georgia party)
refused to participate in this politically motivated
theatrics, citing the illegitimacy of the commission
and Parliament, which were convened after the
flawed Parliamentary elections of October 2024.
The proceedings of the investigative commission,
nonetheless, continued for six months, resulting

in a 450-page report now positioned as the prin-

cipal basis for banning political parties and crimi-

nalizing dissent.

The commission also achieved another corol-
lary goal - current and former political leaders
who refused to participate in the hearings were
sentenced and are serving time in jail until early
2026. Arrested leaders include Nika Melia and Nika
Gvaramia, leaders of the Akhali party, part of the
Coalition for Change; Zurab Japaridze, the leader
of the Girchi-More Freedom party, also a member
of the Coalition for Change; Giorgi Vashadze, lead-
er of the Strategy the Builder political party; Givi
Targamadze, former chairman of the defense and
security committee; Irakli Okruashvili, former de-
fense minister. Two other leaders, Mamuka Khaz-
aradze and Badri Japaridze, the leaders of Lelo
- Strong Georgia, were sentenced but have been
pardoned by the Georgian Dream in exchange for

their participation in local elections.

Parliamentary investigative commissions, when
constituted in accordance with democratic norms,
are legitimate oversight instruments. They are de-
signed to illuminate matters that the executive
might otherwise conceal and to strengthen insti-
tutional accountability. Their credibility depends
on balance, inclusion, and adherence to factual in-
quiry rather than political convenience. The Tsu-
lukiani Commission met none of these criteria. It

was conceived as an instrument of political retali-
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ation, aimed at delegitimizing the post-Rose Rev-
olution era and preparing the legal foundation for
the suppression of the government’s opponents.
The body was partisan in composition, uncon-
stitutional in procedure, and uninterested in the

substantive verification of evidence.

The commission’s creation followed soon after
Bidzina Ivanishvili’'s April 2024 public declaration
of intent to bring the “collective UNM” to justice.
The commission’s work, rather than focusing on
specific cases, expanded into an attempt to rein-
terpret two decades of Georgia’s political history
as a continuous criminal conspiracy. The breadth
of its mandate was excessive: in six months, it pur-
ported to review more than sixty thematic areas
and over two hundred incidents, spanning from
the early 2000s to the present. The exercise could
not possibly meet even the most minimal stan-

dards of investigative thoroughness.

The Tsulukiani Commission never in-
vestigated wrongdoing; it might have
revisited the case, in which some, or
many, former UNM leaders did wrong,
but those cases had either already been
investigated or were long forgotten.
What the Tsulukiani Commission man-
aged, however, was to manufacture a

narrative of collective guilt.

The result was a political document presented as

a report of parliamentary oversight. In substance,
it functions as a manifesto for the ruling party’s
campaign to consolidate power and eliminate re-
maining pockets of opposition. It is a sort of “Mein
Kampf” for Bidzina Ivanishvili. The Tsulukiani
Commission never investigated wrongdoing; it
might have revisited the case, in which some, or
many, former UNM leaders did wrong, but those
cases had either already been investigated or were

long forgotten. What the Tsulukiani Commission
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managed, however, was to manufacture a narra-

tive of collective guilt.
J'accuse — de tout!

Unlike Emile Zola, who accused the French gov-
ernment of conspiracy over the Dreyfus Affair in
4,500 words, Tsulukiani produced a 450-page in-
dictment that accused the United National Move-
ment of virtually every conceivable political, crim-
inal, and moral offense. The report is sweeping in
scope, denouncing the UNM, its years in power
from 2004 to 2012, and its allies in civil society, me-
dia, and opposition parties since 2012. It presents
the former ruling party as the architect of a violent
and corrupt system, responsible for state-spon-
sored torture, political repression, and the mo-
nopolization of information and business. It claims
that under UNM governance, systemic torture and
inhumane treatment became state policy as part of
the “zero tolerance” campaign, implicating senior
officials, including President Mikheil Saakashvili.
The report further alleges that the UNM operated
a vast surveillance network, collecting compro-
mising material on public figures to intimidate and
control dissent, and that its leadership engaged in
widespread racketeering, coercing business own-
ers, and transferring assets for personal enrich-

ment.

Particular attention is devoted to the media sec-
tor, which the commission depicts as having been
transformed into a propaganda instrument ful-
ly subordinate to the executive. In this narrative,
the once diverse and competitive Georgian media
landscape is recast as a state-controlled system of
manipulation, used to silence criticism and ampli-
fy official narratives. The report also revisits the
2008 war, contending that the UNM government
provoked the conflict with Russia through reckless
decisions and politically motivated military oper-
ations, resulting in defeat and territorial loss. The
portrayal is designed to shift responsibility for the

war’s outcome from Moscow to Tbilisi and to asso-
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ciate the former government with national humil-

iation and failure.

Beyond the UNM’s period in power, the commis-
sion extended its accusations into the following
decade, asserting that the UNM-led opposition, its
successor parties, and civil society organizations
have continued to act as instruments of subver-
sion. It portrayed these groups as part of a coordi-
nated effort, allegedly supported by foreign actors,
to destabilize the country and obstruct its prog-
ress. NGOs and universities received particular
attention, accused of serving as operational cen-
ters for Western-funded conspiracies, later also
augmented by propaganda outlets, like Imedi and
POSTV. Higher Education Institutions such as the
University of Georgia (UG), Ilia State University,
International Black Sea University, Free University
of Tbilisi/Agricultural University of Georgia, and
Caucasus University were described in the reports
as shelters for former officials and sites of ideolog-

ical indoctrination.

The resulting document thus functions
less as an investigation than as a politi-
cal manifesto: a comprehensive attempt
to criminalize the legacy of Georgia’s
democratic period and to legitimize the
ruling party’s campaign against opposi-
tion, independent institutions, and the

memory of political pluralism itself.

The report culminates in the claim that the Unit-
ed National Movement and its affiliated structures
constitute an ongoing threat to Georgia's sover-
eignty and security and are an impediment to the
normal development of the country. On this basis,
Georgian Dream proposes that the Constitutional
Court consider banning the party and its related
organizations from participating in politics alto-
gether. The resulting document thus functions

less as an investigation than as a political mani-
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festo: a comprehensive attempt to criminalize the
legacy of Georgia’s democratic period and to legit-
imize the ruling party’s campaign against opposi-
tion, independent institutions, and the memory of

political pluralism itself.

For Hitler, “Mein Kampf” was used to demonize
Jews and blame them for all wrongdoings. For
Ivanishvili, that force, which is responsible for all
historic and current problems in Georgia, is a col-
lective United National Movement, or “natsebi”.

The similarity is quite telling.

An Unconstitutional
Commission

Responding substantively to every accusation
contained in the Tsulukiani Commission report
would be impossible, given both its sheer volume
and its lack of methodological rigor. It is also not
the task of this journal to respond to such docu-
ments, which should be left to the political parties
“implicated” in the report. What we can and must
address, however, are the fundamental procedur-
al violations and constitutional breaches that de-
fined the commission’s formation and work. These
structural flaws alone render its findings political-

ly and legally void.

Article 42 of the Georgian Constitution stipulates
that “the representation of opposition factions in
temporary commissions shall not be less than half
of the total number of commission members.” The
purpose of this provision is clear: to guarantee po-
litical balance, preserve independence, and pre-
vent investigative bodies from becoming partisan
instruments. The Tsulukiani Commission ignored
this requirement entirely. Georgian Dream ap-
pointed eight of its ten members, including three
drawn from nominally opposition factions—Peo-
ple’s Power and the European Socialists—whose
representatives were elected from the ruling par-

ty’s list and have consistently voted with the ma-
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jority. The remaining two seats, allocated to Giorgi
Gakharia’s For Georgia party, were left vacant due
to that party’s boycott. As a result, the commis-
sion operated without a single genuine opposition
member, making any claim to pluralism or impar-

tiality unsustainable.

Equally telling was the appointment of Thea Tsu-
lukiani as chairperson. By established parliamen-
tary practice, investigative commissions are typ-
ically chaired by opposition members to signal
independence and credibility. In this case, leader-
ship was given to one of the most partisan figures
in Georgian politics, a long-time loyalist of Bidzi-
na Ivanishvili known for confrontational rhetoric
and overt hostility toward opposition parties, in-
dependent media, and civil society organizations.
Her presence as chairperson predetermined the

tone, focus, and conclusions of the inquiry.

The structure of the commission thus violated not
only constitutional provisions but also the fun-
damental logic of parliamentary oversight. The
opposition quota exists precisely to prevent the
governing party from investigating itself or wea-
ponizing such mechanisms against its rivals. By
filling opposition-designated seats with loyalists,
Georgian Dream eliminated the procedural safe-
guards that define legitimate inquiry. The result
was a body that mirrored the ruling party’s po-
litical objectives, used parliamentary formality to
simulate legality, and produced findings devoid of

institutional credibility.

The Commission for Rewriting
the History of the Russian
Invasion

The Tsulukiani Commission report reiterated
one of Georgian Dream’s most persistent narra-
tives: that Georgia initiated the August 2008 war,
allegedly driven by the political ambitions of the

United National Movement and influenced by ex-
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ternal actors. This framing mirrors Russia’s own
justification for its aggression and occupation,
while disregarding the established body of evi-
dence demonstrating that the war was planned
and provoked by Moscow. The commission pro-
vides no new intelligence, documentation, or cor-
roborated material to substantiate its claims. It
directly contradicts the findings of the parliamen-
tary temporary commission established shortly
after the conflict, which examined the causes and
consequences of the war in detail and produced
a comprehensive report showing that Russia had
long prepared and executed its invasion of Geor-
gia. Tsulukiani attempted to escape by inviting a
former chair of the commission, but the interview
failed to corroborate her claims, nor could it refute
the findings of the 2008 report.

The methods used by the Tsulukiani Commission
further undermine its credibility. Testimonies
from former military officials, including Generals
Zaza Gogava and Mamuka Kurashvili, were quot-
ed selectively and taken out of context, sometimes
contradicting the witnesses’ own statements
made during the hearings. References to interna-
tional court decisions and documents were simi-
larly distorted, stripped of their original meaning,
and presented as confirmation of conclusions that
those same institutions never reached. Evidence
pointing to Russian premeditation and escala-
tion, much of which had already been submitted
by Georgia to international courts, was ignored
or not mentioned. The commission’s questioning
of witnesses openly pursued one goal: to extract
statements that would suggest Georgia’s leaders,

and hence Georgia, started the war.

In her rhetoric during the commission sessions
and media, Thea Tsulukiani personally restat-
ed the ruling party’s position that, since 2004,
the Saakashvili government had taken “damag-
ing steps” against Georgia’s territorial integrity
through “militaristic” policies in the Tskhinvali re-
gion and Kodori gorge. She argued on the record
that by August 2008, the Georgian army had been
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led into war by politicians “distant from military
affairs,” who, expecting foreign support and disre-
garding commanders’ advice, had “attacked the city
of Tskhinvali,” resulting, as she put it, in a “three-
day war, defeat, occupation, and heavy losses.” It
is not incidental that in the last few years, Russian
history textbooks also switched from a narrative of
a five-day war to a three-day war in August 2008.
The Tsulukiani Commission also accused the UNM
government of ignoring warnings of escalation in
late July 2008 and failing to evacuate civilians, cit-
ing the PACE Resolution 1633 as supposed proof
that Georgia had “admitted to shelling Tskhinvali”

and “accused its own army of war crimes.”

This interpretation of Resolution 1633 is both in-
accurate and politically motivated. Adopted by
PACE in October 2008, the resolution does not as-

sign blame to Georgia for starting the war. On the
contrary, it calls for an independent international
investigation into the conflict’s origins and recog-
nizes that both sides offered conflicting accounts
of its outbreak. More importantly, the resolution
explicitly identifies Russia as the aggressor and
occupying power, condemns its recognition of the
so-called independence of Abkhazia and Tskhinva-
li Region/South Ossetia, and denounces the ethnic
cleansing of Georgians from occupied territories.
It emphasizes that while hostilities formally began
on 7 August 2008, they were preceded by Russian
provocations, military build-up, and the failure of
Russian “peacekeepers” to prevent violence. Four-
teen of fifteen Russian delegates voted against the
resolution, underscoring Moscow’s hostility to its

content.

By transforming this milestone into

a domestic propaganda tool, this time
through the Tsulukiani Commission re-
port, the ruling party not only distorts
historical reality but also erodes the
legitimacy of Georgia’s case before the

international community.
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Georgian Dream’s repeated claim that the UNM
government “admitted” to starting the war by
supporting Resolution 1633 is therefore false and
damaging. It undermines Georgia’s diplomatic and
legal position in international forums and weak-
ens the credibility of the country’s long-standing
argument that it was a victim of Russian aggres-
sion. The resolution remains one of the first in-
ternational legal documents to acknowledge Rus-
sia’s occupation and ethnic cleansing in Georgia.
By transforming this milestone into a domestic
propaganda tool, this time through the Tsuluki-
ani Commission report, the ruling party not only
distorts historical reality but also erodes the le-
gitimacy of Georgia’s case before the international

community.
The Commission of Bias

The Tsulukiani Commission’s report is saturated
with one-sided narratives and selective interpre-
tation of facts. Its treatment of the Rustavi 2 case
is emblematic. The document briefly mentions the
2004 sale of the television company to businessman
Kibar Khalvashi, an affiliate of the Georgian Dream,
but omits the politically charged circumstances
surrounding that transaction. There is no mention
of how Rustavi 2 was sold by the founders—Erosi
Kintsmarishvili, David Dvali, and Jarji Akimidze—
nor reference to the public disputes that followed
Kintsmarishvili's still-unexplained questionable
suicide. However, the commission then delves into
exhaustive detail, recounting how Khalvashi was
stripped of Rustavi 2 and how he managed to regain
control of it. Obviously, the commission complete-
ly omits the political implications and the role of
Khalvashi’s lawyer and first post-takeover director,
the current Justice Minister, Paata Salia, who, inci-
dentally, was also a member of the Tsulukiani Com-
mission before assuming the top executive job. This
pattern of omission and biased emphasis exposes
the commission’s intent: to reconstruct the history
of independent media through the prism of Geor-

gian Dream’s political interests.
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Over fifty pages of the report are devoted to the top-
ic of media freedom. Yet the section reads as a re-
statement of government talking points rather than
an investigation. It discusses outlets such as Ime-
di, Iberia, TV 202, Mze, Objektivi 2, Evrika, Presa.ge,
and ITV.ge but excludes any engagement with their
representatives or editors, or those who attempt-
ed or succeeded in silencing them. The commission
relies almost entirely on newspaper clippings, par-
tisan commentary, and secondary sources instead
of conducting primary research. The main sources
of the findings are the Ombudsman’s reports from
2003 to 2012, authored at the time by Sozar Subari—
himself a current member of the commission—and
are quoted extensively, allowing him to authenti-

cate his own political claims from a decade earlier.

The section on the judiciary reveals a similar dou-
ble standard. The report condemns the UNM era
for undermining judicial independence, citing as
evidence that only 51 criminal acquittals were is-
sued in 2006. While such a statistic indeed reflects
a serious imbalance, the analysis stops there. It of-
fers no discussion of judicial corruption or politi-
cal interference after 2012 and omits any mention
of figures such as Levan Murusidze and Mikheil
Chinchaladze—judges whose names have become
synonymous with the compromised judiciary now
serving the Georgian Dream. The only reference to
judges appears in the final pages, where the report
lists those sanctioned by the international commu-
nity in 2024-2025, presenting these sanctions as
attacks on Georgia’s sovereignty and judiciary in-
dependence, rather than as reflections of systemic
dysfunction dating back to the UNM times.

The contradictions between the commission’s
claims and reality are starkly illustrated by the re-

cently published video recording of the former Su-

preme Court judge Besarion Alavidze, now in exile.
In a testimony recorded in 2022 and released in Oc-
tober 2025, Alavidze described the inner workings
of judicial capture during the first ten years of GD

rule, naming Bidzina Ivanishvili and the Murusidze-
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Chinchaladze network as direct sources of pressure
on judges. He recounted episodes of coercion, brib-
ery attempts, and threats of prosecution, including
being locked in his chambers, forced into a hospital
under the pretext of surgery, and driven to consider
suicide as an act of protest. His testimony connect-
ed political interference to key cases, including the
Rustavi 2 ownership dispute and litigation involving
the Badri Patarkatsishvili family, who own the Imedi
TV. He also named judges Valeri Tsertsvadze, Vasil
Roinishvili, and Mzia Todua (a long-time employee
and manager at Ivanishvili’s Cartu Bank) as enforc-
ers of political directives, recounting how Todua
personally intervened to transfer the Rustavi 2 case
to the Grand Chamber “if we all want to survive.
Even former court chair Nino Gvenetadze, initially
resistant, was eventually compelled to comply and
then played a crucial role in advancing the political

interests of the Georgian Dream leadership.

The Tsulukiani Commission report devotes signifi-
cant attention to the banking sector, targeting TBC
Bank and its former executives, Mamuka Khaz-
aradze and Badri Japaridze, as well as the Bank of
Georgia, accusing them of corruption and political
collusion, which often resulted in the takeover of
certain businesses by individuals aligned with the
UNM. None of the individuals or institutions impli-
cated were invited to testify, except for Khazaradze
and Japaridze, who were political targets in 2025.
No other lower-ranking or management represen-
tatives of these banks were asked to provide their
account of the story. The same pattern recurs in the
case of internet provider Caucasus Online, whose
representatives testified about a state-orchestrat-
ed hostile takeover by Silknet, while key actors such
as Silknet owner Giorgi Ramishvili (now in cahoots
with the Georgian Dream) were never called to an-
swer to these allegations. The absence of counter-
arguments or verification reflects the commission’s
flawed method - collecting evidence that supports
a predetermined narrative and ignoring what con-
tradicts it. Also, not bothering to invite those who

are now close to the Georgian Dream.
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The report’s section on education is particularly
revealing. It reads as a blacklist of universities and
academics accused of political disloyalty. The Uni-
versity of Georgia is described as an institution cre-
ated by the mother of Mikheil Saakashvili through
a fraudulent purchase of the Georgian Technical
University (GTU) building. This allegation, though
never substantiated, is based entirely on the narra-
tive of the current rector of the GTU. Nobody from
the University of Georgia was summoned or asked
the question, and the publicly available information
about the baselessness of this claim was never cited
in the report. Moreover, this attack on UG was fur-
ther amplified by propaganda media, which alleged
that UG was serving as the base for “terrorists” and
“revolutionary cadres,” allegedly laundering West-
ern funds—a claim reinforced by State Security
Chief Mamuka Mdinaradze, who asserted, with-
out evidence, that U.S. grants were being funneled
through a Thai bank. The U.S. State Department

publicly refuted this accusation on October 8.

Selective approach by the commission
shows that it never intended to investi-
gate wrongdoings but wanted to revive
old cases and controversies, many of
which had already been adjudicated in

the courts.

Similar allegations were leveled against the Free
University of Tbilisi and Agricultural University of
Georgia, which were presented as improperly “gift-
ed” to Kakha Bendukidze, a former minister in the
UNM cabinet; however, no administrators or facul-
ty members were heard. Even the Caucasus Univer-
sity was targeted, its president accused of financial
misconduct without an opportunity for a response.
This selective approach by the commission shows
that it never intended to investigate wrongdoings
but wanted to revive old cases and controversies,
many of which had already been adjudicated in
the courts. Some individuals had served their sen-

tences, while others had been acquitted; yet, their
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names were reintroduced into the public sphere to
evoke anger and reinforce the ruling party’s narra-
tive. Cases such as the Sandro Girgvliani and Buta
Robakidze murders were selectively revisited, not
to uncover new evidence but to weaponize mem-

ory.

The choice of witnesses further exposes the com-
mission’s intent. None of the senior UNM figures
now abroad or inactive were called. In the mean-
time, attention focused on current opposition lead-
ers such as Zurab Japaridze and Giorgi Vashadze,
who were summoned despite having no relevant
role during the UNM period. Japaridze never held
public office under the Saakashvili government,
and Vashadze’s portfolio as Minister of Justice
was limited to the civil registry and public service
halls—institutions that Georgian Dream itself later
celebrated. Their inclusion, followed by selective
prosecution for noncompliance, reveals the true
purpose of the commission: not to establish facts,

but to silence today’s political opponents.

The Commission of Russian
Conspiracy Theories

The Tsulukiani Commission’s report
also sought to reinterpret Georgia’s
post-Soviet transformation, and no-
tably the 2003 Rose Revolution, as a
Western-orchestrated “state coup”
rather than a domestic democratic up-

rising.

The Tsulukiani Commission’s report also sought to
reinterpret Georgia’s post-Soviet transformation,
and notably the 2003 Rose Revolution, as a West-
ern-orchestrated “state coup” rather than a domes-
tic democratic uprising. Framed as a “retrospective
preface” to understanding the United National
Movement and its allies, the narrative positioned

the peaceful revolution as part of a broader geopo-
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litical conspiracy by “foreign powers” to create an

anti-Russian bloc across the post-Soviet space.

The report draws heavily on the Kremlin’s rhe-
torical playbook. It describes color revolutions in
Georgia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan as premeditated
operations following a “pre-established template”
imposed by external actors during election periods.
According to this account, the revolutions’ archi-
tects used Western-funded NGOs and independent
media to fabricate expectations of electoral fraud,
mobilize public unrest, and ultimately engineer re-
gime change. In the Georgian case, the 2003 Rose
Revolution is presented as a textbook example of

this foreign-designed “technology of revolution.”

To construct this argument, the report selective-
ly cites both Western and Russian scholars—such
as John Mearsheimer, Richard Sakwa, and Mark
Beissinger—out of context, using their analyses of
Western influence and geopolitical competition as
“proof” of foreign orchestration. It references the
2008 publication The Role of Civil Society in the Rose
Revolution as an authoritative source, claiming that
NGOs like ISFED, GYLA, and the Liberty Institute,
alongside USAID, NDI, IRI, the Soros Foundation,
and Cordaid, were not merely donors or civic ac-
tors but direct organizers and financiers of re-
gime change. The youth movement Kmara is por-
trayed as the local executor of a Serbian-inspired
revolutionary model, allegedly trained and funded
through George Soros’s Open Society Institute and

coordinated with Western embassies.

The commission merged factual events, such as U.S.
diplomatic engagement, NGO activity, and Rustavi
2’s political reporting, into a conspiratorial narra-
tive. It argues that the media, particularly Rustavi
2, played a central role in “radicalizing public opin-
ion” and preparing the psychological environment
for revolution by promoting Mikheil Saakashvili as
a youthful national savior while discrediting the
aging Shevardnadze government. According to this

view, NGOs and media did not serve as accountabil-
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ity mechanisms but as instruments of manipulation
and subversion. This is exactly what Kremlin pro-

paganda claims.

The report’s chronology of events from late 2003
to early 2004 reconstructs the Rose Revolution as
a scripted foreign operation. It suggests that “exit
polls,” parallel vote tabulations, and Western crit-
icism of electoral irregularities were part of a co-
ordinated effort between Georgian civil society,
U.S. officials, and Western media to delegitimize
Shevardnadze’s victory and provoke unrest. Even
diplomatic visits by senior American officials are
framed as evidence of interference rather than en-

gagement.

In its concluding sections, the report explicitly re-
brands the Rose Revolution as a coup d'état and
Saakashvili’s presidency as the product of foreign
manipulation. It extends the narrative to later
years, arguing that the same “revolutionary net-
works,” composed of former UNM officials, NGOs,
and academics, continue to pursue Western inter-
ests in Georgia and abroad, including in Ukraine.
By listing individual names and professional affili-
ations in Georgian universities and think tanks, the
report effectively constructs a blacklist of supposed

agents of “foreign-controlled subversion”

Throughout the document, the vocabulary of sov-
ereignty is twisted into a tool of isolation. “Nation-
al independence” is equated with protection from
Western influence, while “foreign coordination”
becomes the universal explanation for all criticism,
protest, and dissent. The logic of this narrative mir-
rors Russian state propaganda in its structure and
intent. It divides the world into two camps: the “sov-
ereign” state defending its culture and the “foreign
agents” undermining it from within. By transferring
this framework into Georgian political discourse,
the ruling party has effectively imported Russia’s
language of siege and self-victimization.
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The Commission of
Ultimate Revenge

The likely trajectory of events from now on runs
through a familiar sequence: the ruling party will
treat the commission’s findings as the evidentiary
basis for a constitutional appeal; the appeal will be
lodged with the Constitutional Court; the Court’s
opinion will then be used to reclassify the politi-
cal forces named in the report. Once a high court
endorses the narrative that certain parties, move-
ments, or individuals have acted “against the con-
stitutional order,” the legal framework for banning
the political parties will be created. That will be the
decisive pivot, the transformation of contested po-
litical judgments into a formal legal bar on partici-

pation in Georgia’s political affairs.

What follows from such a pivot is not only the
rhetorical delegitimization of opponents but the
construction of administrative instruments to op-
erationalize that delegitimization. The anticipated
sequence of implementation would include judi-
cial declarations or administrative determinations
that the named organizations are extremist or un-
constitutional; formal outlawing of those parties;
withdrawal of their rights to register and to appear
on ballots; and a cascade of secondary measures
intended to disable the social and professional
platforms of their leaders and cadres. Outlawing
a political association is one thing; preventing the
people associated with it from political life is an-
other, and it requires systems of blacklists, internal
sanctions, and criminal or administrative prohibi-

tions that reach into everyday functions.

Practical implementation, therefore, implies the
creation and publication of extremist registers, the
imposition of travel bans and asset freezes, the de-
nial of eligibility for public office, the suspension of
funding, and legislative or executive measures that

criminalize organized support or media coverage
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for outlawed groups. Beyond those conventional
instruments, implementation could seek to mar-
ginalize individuals more broadly: restrictions on
employment in state institutions and public-facing
professions, limitations on participation in educa-
tional activities, curbs on media work and public
speech, and formal prohibitions on organizing or
training. These measures would not merely prevent
parties from contesting elections; they would seek
to remove entire networks of people from the civic
sphere, interrupt the transmission of organization-
al memory, and make political reconstitution both
legally and practically costly. And let’s not forget -
these restrictions will concern several thousand, if

not more, persons.

The legal mechanics are only half of the story. Ad-
ministrative practice will matter: who compiles
the lists, by what evidentiary standard, with what
appeals process, and which institutions are em-

powered to enforce the prohibitions. Enforcement
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inevitably requires coercive backstops, including
criminal investigations, policing of assemblies, se-
lective prosecutions, administrative controls over
registration and employment, and monitoring and
surveillance of the activities of such individuals.
The translation of a court ruling into everyday re-
ality depends on bureaucratic instruments, on loyal
officials willing to execute politically charged or-
ders, and on judiciaries and enforcement agencies
prepared to treat political exclusion as a public-or-
der necessity. That combination of judicial impri-
matur and administrative reach is what converts a

legal label into social isolation.

This is when the analogy to a Russian playbook be-
comes undeniable. The pattern of delegitimizing an
entire political current through a mix of legal la-
beling, administrative exclusion, and societal mar-
ginalization tracks closely with tactics used by the

Kremlin m
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UN-Enchanted

Georgian Version of Neo-Isolationism

he body of modern international af-
fairs encompasses key events that are
vital to the global diplomatic land-
scape, and active participation in
such events enables smaller players within the in-
ternational system to advance their agendas. The
annual United Nations General Assembly high-lev-
el session, held in September, is undoubtedly one
of these events. Every UN member state considers
the platform a means to forge new or strengthen
existing partnerships, interact on multilateral or
bilateral levels with both like-minded and chal-
lenging partners, and present the country’s vision

from the highest podium of the international stage.

Since its inception in 1945, the UNGA has served
as the main venue for foreign policy leaders and
practitioners as a significant tool in global diplo-
macy. Accordingly, high-level delegations arrive
with pre-planned agendas, polished messages, and
readiness for ad hoc meetings. Every member of

the UN - whether welcomed or unwelcome by the

U.S. administration (Cuba, Iran, Venezuela, etc.) -
leverages this event for its own benefit and finds it

useful for advancing foreign policy objectives.

The key prerequisite for doing so is to actual-
ly have a foreign policy objective. The absence of
such objectives renders any trip to the UNGA little
more than a masquerade of statehood, a mockery
of diplomacy, and a stroll through Central Park or
the traffic-heavy avenues of the Big Apple. The re-
cently concluded 80th jubilee session of the UN
General Assembly had one such participant — and

unfortunately, it was Georgia.

Who Runs the Foreign Policy
of Georgia

It was odd from the outset that the Georgian dele-
gation to the UNGA was headed by former footbal-
ler Mr. Mikheil Kavelashvili—a “President” whose

legitimacy is contested by most of the opposition
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spectrum in Georgia and many Western powers.
Legitimacy aside, in June 2022, the Government
of Georgia filed a lawsuit in the Constitutional
Court, claiming (and unsurprisingly winning) the
supremacy of the Prime Minister over the Presi-
dent on matters of international affairs. If that is
the case, then logically the delegation should have
been led by the Prime Minister.

The Georgian government suffers not
only from a profound legitimacy crisis
but also from an acute problem of trust-

worthiness and growing isolation.

However, the reality is that the Georgian govern-
ment suffers not only from a profound legitimacy
crisis but also from an acute problem of trustwor-
thiness and growing isolation. Its anti-Western

rhetoric - amplified by loud and consistent state-

ments from senior officials about “the West’s at-
tempts to drag Georgia into war” and “the deep
state fighting Georgian identity” - has turned the
government into a pariah in the eyes of any credi-

ble Western leader.

The proclaimed “pivot to the East” has also failed:

China is uninterested, Iran is preoccupied with its
own problems, Tirkiye treats Georgia like a vas-
sal, and even the Central Asian states, as well as
neighboring Armenia and Azerbaijan, see little val-
ue in closer ties with the current Georgian regime.
Meanwhile, during the regional visit of UAE Presi-
dent H.H. Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan in
September 2025, Bidzina Ivanishvili was visibly the
central figure greeting the guest, overshadowing
all government officials. This served as a clear sig-
nal to everyone regarding who truly calls the shots
in today’s Georgia - including in matters of foreign

affairs.
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It is also notable that Ivanishvili has refused to ex-
tend the same courtesy to any senior U.S. or Eu-
ropean visitors. Since Ivanishvili holds no official
position, and his minions merely perform the roles
of “Prime Minister,” “President,” or “Foreign Min-
ister, it is unsurprising that Georgia’s chances for
significant high-level meetings at the UNGA were
minimal. A voyage by the actual Prime Minister
would have only exposed how isolated Georgia has
become in international affairs and how far it has
fallen from the radar of serious foreign policymak-

€ers.
Message in a Bottle

Sending Mr. Kavelashvili was merely an exercise in
optics - a symbolic attempt to “show the flag” or
signal that “we are not completely gone yet.” His
speech was even more telling: it completely avoid-
ed mentioning Russia, contained aimless calls
for peace and prosperity, and, most importantly,
conveyed a message of “my way or the highway.”
A short summary would be: “Accept us as we are,
or we won't play with you” He was essentially par-
roting the paranoia of the isolated and sanctioned
Ivanishvili, who perceives foreign affairs as a pro-
found danger for him rather than an opportunity

for the country.

Georgia was notably uninvited to the transatlantic
dinner hosted by Secretary Marco Rubio—an event
attended by European leaders, as well as represen-
tatives from Azerbaijan and Armenia. A protocol
meeting with UN Secretary-General Anténio Gu-
terres, courtesy photo-ops with the Presidents of
Slovakia and Serbia, and a dinner interaction with
U.S. Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick - all
underscored Georgia’s isolation, as there was no

substantive common agenda with any of them.

Similarly, Foreign Minister Maka Botchorishvili’s
meetings with her counterparts from Vietnam,
Hungary, Serbia, and Croatia were further evi-

dence of the absence of any real foreign policy
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direction. In short, the Georgian delegation had
no meaningful bilateral meetings, was not invit-
ed to any regional discussions, and Kavelashvili’s
Georgian-language speech - featuring the mythi-
cal call to “start relations from a blank page” - was
little more than a message in a bottle, cast into the
ocean in hope that someone, someday, might find

it and treat it as a call to action.
Home Alone

Isolation works in mysterious ways. For Russia, ac-
cording to Vladimir Putin, it resembles a cornered
rat that attacks out of desperation. The current
Georgian regime often borrows from the Russian
playbook but cannot afford even the rat’s desper-
ation. It feels more comfortable in the posture of a
frightened ostrich — burying its head in the sand
and ignoring the world. Just as the ostrich posi-
tion is a myth, so too is the dreamlike belief of the

Georgian Dream that reality can be ignored.

At the same time, with no “adult su-
pervision,” Georgian Dream is waging
war against any “foreign influence” by
cracking down on pro-Western opposi-
tion parties, civil society organizations,
independent media, and journalists,

and now even the universities.

Annoyed by persistent and growing challenges
from various organized and unorganized domes-
tic forces opposing Ivanishvili’s isolationism, the
regime tries to convince the population that the
world outside Georgia’s borders is a dangerous
place filled with hostile intruders — much like in
the movie Home Alone. At the same time, with no
“adult supervision,” Georgian Dream is waging war
against any “foreign influence” by cracking down
on pro-Western opposition parties, civil society
organizations, independent media, and journalists,
and now even the universities. Many of them have

already been imprisoned on bogus charges. Intim-
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idation, physical assaults, and violent crackdowns

on any form of dissent have become routine.

This hostility extends even to accredited diplo-
mats, especially those from Western countries,
who face verbal attacks almost daily from senior
figures of the Georgian Dream regime. Deporta-
tions or entry denials for foreign journalists and
experts have become the new normal. Pro-regime
media channels amplify xenophobic narratives,
portraying the West as a malicious force “trying to

erode Georgian identity”

Such behavior is hardly surprising: in one of his
interviews, Bidzina Ivanishvili openly stated that
traveling abroad is dangerous for Georgians be-
cause “they will see a good life, and it will enhance
their sorrow.” While Ivanishvili portrays himself as
a “hero” defending the nation against foreign “in-
truders” - like Kevin McCallister in Home Alone -
Ivanishvili’'s message of “starting from a blank page”
appears to be a hope that one day he might, like in
the movie, meet President Donald Trump and ask
him for directions. Just like in a movie, they met
briefly for a protocol photo, but there was no time

for questions or meaningful interaction.

Neo-Isolationism or National
Asceticism

Classically defined, neo-isolationism is a foreign
policy approach that advocates for reducing a na-
tion’s political and military commitments abroad
without complete withdrawal from the global
community. It is a modern variation of tradition-
al isolationism, favoring a less interventionist and
more restrained international role. While major
powers like the United States can, at least theoret-
ically, afford such a policy, for smaller states it in-
evitably leads to models like those of North Korea,
Turkmenistan, or, until recently, Uzbekistan. The
latter two possess substantial hydrocarbon and
natural resources, providing them with enough

income to sustain a sense of affluence among their
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populations. North Korea’s constant famine and
misery are well-documented, and even with a “fa-
ther figure” like China, it cannot achieve proper

sustenance or development.

Georgia’s form of neo-isolationism looks different.
Its ruling elite wants free access to the Western
world — but without being questioned. It is as if
saying: “We want to join the non-smokers club be-
cause you have clean air, but please take us with

our cigars.

Dragging Georgia into international
isolation is either a deliberate choice or
the consequence of Ivanishvili’s world-
view; in either case, it is lethal not only
for Georgia’s foreign policy but also for

its statehood.

It is difficult to pinpoint precisely where this atti-
tude originates. Still, it likely stems from Ivanish-
vili’'s early years of enrichment, when large sums of
money were welcomed almost everywhere with-
out much inquiry into their origin. Since then, the
world — including the financial world — has under-
gone significant changes, but Ivanishvili’'s mindset
remains unchanged. Dragging Georgia into inter-
national isolation is either a deliberate choice or
the consequence of Ivanishvili’s worldview; in ei-
ther case, it is lethal not only for Georgia’s foreign

policy but also for its statehood.

Businessmen entering politics is not new, but
Ivanishvili’s total control is unprecedented outside
fully autocratic regimes — and even there, auto-
crats at least hold official titles (e.g., President,
King, Chairman) and bear responsibility for their
actions. In Georgia’s case, Ivanishvili hides behind
his subordinates, and this masquerade of state-
hood serves only his personal interests and pho-
bias. These phobias appear profound: despite his
immense wealth, he has not left Georgian territory

for nearly a decade.
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This declared and practiced “national asceticism”
has become the defining feature of Georgia’s for-
eign policy — and from this angle, Kavelashvili’s
voyage and messaging at the UNGA appear logical.
Of course, this asceticism does not extend to his
subordinates, who continue to enjoy trips to Eu-
rope and America — even if only for luxury shop-

ping or fashionable haircuts.

This hypocrisy presents an opportunity for those
who still see value in a democratic and prosperous
Georgia. The soon-to-be adopted EU Visa Suspen-
sion Mechanism could become an effective instru-
ment if properly applied. Ivanishvili’'s regime relies
not only on loyalty among his top lieutenants but
also among mid- and lower-level judges, police-
men, propagandists, and other executors of his
anti-freedom agenda.

Revoking visa privileges for the entire
Georgian population would amount

to collective punishment — a form of
“carpet bombing.” Instead, selective but
extensive targeting of violators (and
making their names public) could create
a critical mass of “wrong-order enforce-

ment deniers.”
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Revoking visa privileges for the entire Georgian
population would amount to collective punish-
ment — a form of “carpet bombing?” Instead, selec-
tive but extensive targeting of violators (and mak-
ing their names public) could create a critical mass
of “wrong-order enforcement deniers.” Eventually,
this could empower freedom-loving, anti-isola-
tionist Georgians to rid themselves of the oppres-
sive regime and bring Georgia back into the family
of democratic nations. But before that, Georgia’s

foreign policy rests in peace s
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Seeking the Fixed Point

of Democracy

ice President of the U.S., JD Vance

launching into a scalding diatribe

against Europe at the Munich Se-
curity Conference in February, for
misinterpreting free speech and immigration,
was just the opening salvo of what seems like a
widening gap of misunderstanding across the At-
lantic when it comes to what a functioning de-

mocracy should be.

Divisions between the United States and the Euro-
pean Union are not very new, nor are they mere-
ly rhetorical. The differences towards democracy,
international law, freedom of speech, social pro-
tection, global warming, and artificial intelligence
are fundamental, and with the resurgent MAGA
movement capturing one of the U.S’s main polit-

ical parties, they are likely to persist.

And the more loudly and visibly the two erstwhile
poles of the “Western World” diverge, the more the
fault-line between them is perilous for states like

Georgia, where the western-minded citizens are

trying to put the country back on the democratic
track. The internal political conundrum compels
Georgian liberals to agree on fundamentals, even
as the U.S. and EU squabble.

The more loudly and visibly the two
erstwhile poles of the “Western World”
diverge, the more the fault-line between
them is perilous for states like Georgia,
where the western-minded citizens are
trying to put the country back on the

democratic track.

External Locus of Legitimacy

In the past, Georgia’'s pro-democratic forces have
often looked to the U.S. for inspiration and, one
may say without exaggeration, a nod of approval.

There are at least two reasons for that.

One is systemic. European republics harken back
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to the individual states’ heritage, some reaching
towards the Middle Ages. They are marked by the
continental upheavals, such as the two world wars
that shaped their internal politics, as much as in-
ter-state relations. Europe-wide, the multi-party
parliaments with their messy coalition politics are
the rule; democratic deliberations are often messy
and hard to understand. Quartered by the regional
powers and then swallowed up by Russia, Georgia
missed out on most of these European affairs and

forgot the rest under Soviet yoke.

The U.S. interpretation of the republic - or at least
its projection abroad - is more straightforward:
the federal government is skewed towards the ex-
ecutive; the two-party parliament looks efficient
and expedient. It is more distant geographical-
ly from Georgia, perhaps, but still easier to grasp
conceptually. The “checks-and-balances” idea is
intuitively appealing, power projection abroad

(soft or hard) is considered normal, and the “Amer-
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ican dream” of the widespread possibility of suc-

cess is seductive.

The second reason is almost accidental. Many
more Georgians have travelled to and studied in
the United States at the dawn of regained indepen-
dence in the 1990s and early 2000s than to Europe.
Generous funding schemes “From the American
People” helped make top-notch U.S. university ed-
ucation free for those who could show merit, while
only very few could fight their way through the
onerous visa obstacles and non-existent financial
support that most European states imposed. Thus,
the experience of democracy that most Georgian
liberal politicians and educators now have is the

U.S. experience.

This shapes worldviews and discourse. Launching
a strategic partnership with the U.S. in 2009 was
hailed as “the clearest response to the aggression

against Georgia,” a qualitative leap in security.
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Georgians, painfully mindful of power politics due
to their exposure to outside threats, traditional-
ly considered the ties with a more “hard power”
oriented U.S., more useful than the “values-driven”

pull of Brussels.

Georgians, painfully mindful of power
politics due to their exposure to outside
threats, traditionally considered the
ties with a more “hard power” oriented
U.S., more useful than the “values-driv-

en” pull of Brussels.

U.S. President George W. Bush’s description of
Georgia as “a beacon of liberty for this region and
the world” during his visit to Tbilisi in 2005 was
seen as a stamp of Western approval for the coun-

try’s democratic trajectory.

The Unraveling

But what now? Georgia, hamstrung by oligarchy,
is spiraling into authoritarianism, just as the de-
mocracy in the United States seems to be cracking
at its seams. What if the U.S,, as a democracy, is

disfigured beyond recognition?

Shall the Georgian liberals, beset on all sides by au-
thoritarian menace, stay on “forever-U.S!” course,
believe that the American Republic will promptly
redress itself and re-emerge as the key ally? Or
shall they earnestly reorient themselves towards
the European Union? What once seemed like
hair-splitting on minimal differences now looms

large.

The executive overreach of the current U.S. ad-
ministration, its denigration of critics, including
the media and opposition, its readiness to push
the boundaries of legality when using force, and its
antithetical stance to the foundational principles

of the European Union, are all antithetical to its
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daily practice of political compromise. Worrying-
ly for Georgian liberals, the executive power grab
is exactly what they are fighting against at home.
How shall they respond, rant against U.S. excep-
tionalism, the benefit of the doubt, keep faith, or
break ranks with the erstwhile ally? This is not an

easy question to answer in front of the crowds.

Muscular attitude to curbing migration in the U.S.,
often ethnically or racially tainted, splits the Eu-
ropean political class rather sharply across the
spectrum. In Georgia, too, that kind of rhetoric
has been viewed askance by the politicians and
human rights leaders who seek to build Georgia
as an inclusive republic. By contrast, populists and
the current administration manipulate and en-
courage ethnic prejudice, which is seen, sadly, as
a vote-winner. The same applies to other minori-
ties: The Georgian Dream (GD) has implemented
restrictive policies toward the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity, positioning patriarchally defined ‘family val-
ues’ as both an electoral strategy and a rhetorical
tool against what it portrays as the “woke” agenda
of the EU. The Georgian Dream purged Georgian
laws from the use of “gender” terminology, just as
President Donald Trump vowed to curb the “Gen-
der Ideology Extremism.” A degree of ideological
confluence between MAGA, the European ul-
tra-right, and the Kremlin makes more left-lean-
ing Georgian liberals queasy and tempts some
right-leaning ones to exploit the apparent popu-

larity of these agendas.

Interpretation of the freedom of speech and me-
dia, including especially social media, artificial in-
telligence, and the internet, is another fundamen-
tal disagreement between the U.S. Administration
and the EU. While the U.S. and American tech
firms resent Europe’s inclination to regulate, Pres-
ident Trump has threatened retaliation if Europe
does not relax its regulatory framework, a move
that Brussels has so far resisted. While the EU law

criminalizes hate speech in relation to a limited
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set of characteristics, the scope of that prohibi-
tion varies among individual member states. The
current U.S. administration apparently considers
some of these to be protected speech under the
First Amendment. Many libertarian Georgians

tend to agree.

The list where the EU and U.S. diverge on policy
is long: the extent to which the state should pro-
vide social protection and to whom, how the edu-
cation system should be organized, policy towards
the Palestine-Israeli conflict, how to tackle global
warming (and whether it exists), to name the burn-
ing four. One could say that witnessing this debate
is a good thing for a nascent democracy like Geor-
gia, which could consider and compare the argu-

ments to find its own way. Except...
Firehose Wars

Georgian Dream has tried to import the U.S. “cul-
ture wars” to Georgia. This is often done mechani-
cally, through transposition of terms and imitation
policies. Trump’s reference to “gender extremism”
or qualification of the Antifa movement as “ter-
rorists” is sometimes thrown at the opponents
of the Georgian Dream and youths protesting on
the streets of Thilisi, the very same day they are
uttered in Washington D.C., from the firehose of
propaganda television channels. Yes, such manip-
ulation is crude and transparent, but it does not
make it less harmful. The GD has literally translat-
ed the U.S. Foreign Agent Registration Act (FARA)
into Georgian law to restrict the freedom of the

media and civil society.

To rally the public opinion and regain the ideologi-
cal high ground, Georgian liberals may have to rein
in the instinct to launch a fratricidal conflict with-
in their ranks to mimic the U.S.-EU divide. The
denigration and vilification of the liberals as “neo-
cons” and of the social democrats as “communists”
is already common currency on social media. It is

our duty to keep a cooler head and look deeper.
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An opportunistic ideological breakaway from Eu-
rope that the Georgian Dream has been operating
actively for at least the last three years, planting
the idea of democracy and human rights as dan-
gers for Georgian identity, has left its mark. These
ideas will likely persist even if that party were to

vanish from the political scene tomorrow.

An opportunistic ideological breakaway
from Europe that the Georgian Dream
has been operating actively for at least
the last three years, planting the idea of
democracy and human rights as dan-
gers for Georgian identity, has left its
mark. These ideas will likely persist
even if that party were to vanish from

the political scene tomorrow.

To win back the support of the majority, Georgian
liberals have to combat the aftertaste of “anti-Eu-
ropeanism” tinted with “anti-Wokeism” as present-
ed by the MAGA and parroted by the Kremlin and
replicated by GD. Taken together, these three op-
erate a formidable propaganda influence machin-
ery at the international, regional, and local levels.
It is an uphill battle that would require organizing
pro-democratic constituencies beyond existing
political identities, promoting other, new kinds of

identities that would become more important.

This fight, Georgians cannot conduct or win alone.
And the EU cannot win it with endless equivoca-
tion, bureaucratic language, and promises of eco-

nomic benefits down the road either.
For Liberty

The idea of liberty, the inherent value of human
life (any human life), and the benefit of debate as a
way of solving common problems have once held
sway in the hearts and minds of multitudes. It is

a powerful idea, the one that moves people. For


https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/restoring-freedom-of-speech-and-ending-federal-censorship/

l BY JABA DEVDARIANI

too long, the centrality of that idea was taken for
granted in the Western world, and the debate cen-
tered around the specific ways to achieve better
results. That time has now revolved, and the idea
is now challenged by its usual enemy - tyranny at

home and abroad.

For Georgia not to fall into the cracks of the U.S.-
EU divide, it must build on the understanding that

there is no chasm between the political entities,
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but a division between the ideologies of freedom
and equality on the one side, and non-freedom and

oppression on the other. The rest is just a buzz.

From that fixed point of democracy, to quote Archi-

medes, we could start turning the world around =
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