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The dissolution of the Soviet Union led to the creation of the de facto states of South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia, two separatist regions of Georgia, recognized and economically supported only by 

Russia 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia had achieved a wide autonomy in the Soviet period, while 

maintaining overall stability, as they lacked ethnic tensions despite the mixed population living there. 

Only with the growth of nationalist sentiment in Georgia, since the late 1980s, the belief that the 

equilibrium experienced up to then was precipitating widespread in the two regions. Following the 

clashes between demonstrators and the Soviet army, in April 1989, the Georgian nationalist 

movement underwent radicalization. The proclamation of the Georgian as the only official language 

(August 1989), the convening of a referendum on independence and the election of the nationalist 

leader Zviad Gamsakhurdia as president (May 1991) caused an escalation of tension that led to an 

open conflict with the communities of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In fact, they began to fear for 

their survival and, in order to continue to distinguish themselves from the Georgian majority; they 

wanted to remain under the protection of Moscow. 

At the end of the Soviet era, Ossetia was inhabited by a population of 68,000 inhabitants, for 

two-thirds consisting of Ossetians. Another 100,000 Ossetians lived divided in other areas of 

Georgia. Between November 1989 and January 1990, an armed conflict erupted after the "march on 

Tskhinvali", when between 20 and 30 thousand Georgians moved to South Ossetia capital with the 

aim to protect their people. The clashes produced six victims. Consequently, the Ossetians refused 

to join the process of political re-orientation implemented by Georgia, also boycotting the September 

1990 elections and declaring themselves independent when Georgia has been established as a 

unitary republic with no internal borders. Initially, the Tblisi authorities adopted sanctions in response 

to the position taken by South Ossetia, but as the tension increased, they occupied the capital.  

The issue of the separatist region became a field of political revenge for the nationalist presidency 

of Gamsakhurdia, which wanted to strengthen its leadership through the return of Tbilisi's full 

sovereignty over those territories. 

The conflict ended in December 1991 with the defeat of the Georgian forces, and in June 1992, 

with the mediation of the OSCE, the Sochi Agreement has been signed, which established a 

permanent ceasefire and the definition of an area of military exclusion. The Agreement was followed 

by the deployment of an OSCE observer mission and a CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States) 

peacekeeping force, with the creation of a Joint Control Commission to facilitate daily relations 

between the parts of the conflict just ended. 

The agreement worked throughout the presidency of the successor of Gamsakhurdia, former 

Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnaze. With the advent of Mikhail Saakashvili, in 2003, a new 

political course began no longer based on the acceptance of the status quo and on pragmatism, but 

also on the assumption of full control over the whole Georgian territory. The breakpoint occurred in 

April 2004, when, by order of the president, the market of Ergneti has been closed by force. Although 

it was a center of illicit trafficking and smuggling, the market was also one of the few business where 

Georgians and Ossetians could come into contact. The violence continued throughout the summer. 

In November, the side agreed new demilitarization measures, but hostilities did not ended.  

The border clashes became more and more frequent and the positions between Georgians and 

Ossetians became increasingly polarized and radical, to lead to the August 2008 war, when 1000 

people died and 100 thousand were forced to flee, while urban centers and infrastructures remained 

severely damaged. 
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In addition, the Georgians still residing in South Ossetia left, while Ossetians living in Georgia 

decided to move into the separatist region, implementing a real segregation. 

 

 
Fonte: Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 

 

During the Stalin era Abkhazia suffered the persecution and destruction of its cultural elite, 

experiencing, in parallel, a growing influence by the Georgian ethnic group, so much so that between 

1930 and 1950, Abkhazia's share decreased by one third and in 1989 it fell below 18% of the total 

population. The policy of "georgianization" led to a severe critical phase with violence erupted in 

1957, 1967, 1978 and 1981. When Gamsakhurdia came to power, Abkhazia leaders believed that 

an even worse period was coming and that only independence could preserve the survival of their 

ethnic group. Following the Georgia’s declaration of independence and the abolition of the regional 

autonomy, Abkhazia reintroduced the 1925 constitution, defining itself as an independent state 

united to Georgia based on a treaty of union, and then proceeding to become independent within 

the Soviet Union. 

The Georgian authorities reacted by force and, in August 1992, completed the occupation of 

the Gali region. The whole Abkhazia was isolated from Russia. The Abkhaz leadership organized 

an armed resistance, also benefiting from the help of Chechen fighters and Russian aviation. 

Therefore, they managed to regain control of most of the region, except for the Khodori gorges and 

Gali. After several failed attempts to establish a ceasefire, in May 1994 the Moscow agreement 

established a permanent cessation of hostilities and the creation of a demilitarized zone. In parallel, 

the United Nations Security Council passed a resolution that established an observer mission in 

Georgia (UNOMIG) and the CIS a peacekeeping one. The situation remained overall balanced, but 

new hostilities occurred in 1998, 2006 and, above all, 2008, when a real war broke out. About ten 

thousand people lost their lives and tens of thousands of Georgians left Abkhazia. 

The 2008 war marked the separation of the two regions from Georgia and the ultimately 

legitimacy of Moscow as a political, military and, subsequently economic patron. On August 7th, 
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Georgia attempted to resume South Ossetia militarily, finding Russia ready for a massive 

counterattack. 

Hostilities lasted for five days. On August 25th, the Russian parliament voted for recognition of 

the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, now united by a single fate with Moscow.  

The European Union and the United States did not recognize the independence of the two regions, 

arousing the indignation of President Dmitri Medvedev, who had presented a situation similar to that 

of Kosovo, which declared independency in February 2008 being immediately accepted by 

numerous states of the International Community. 

Since then, the two regions have been developing as de facto states, which means that they 

are weak and unable to provide autonomously to their economic and security needs, being also 

deprived of a credible leadership, often colluded with criminal environments. The conflicts and the 

condition of substantial isolation have created a precarious economic situation, in need of a total 

reconstruction and, in fact, supported by the coffers of Moscow, which provides services and 

payment of pensions on the basis of the Russian standard. The situation is particularly advantageous 

for South Ossetia, which has less than 30 thousand inhabitants, while Abkhazia is resuming 

attracting tourists. The ruble is the official currency and the whole population is allowed to apply for 

Russian citizenship and passport, encouraging a massive migration. 

Moscow's interest in maintaining control over the two regions, one located directly on the Black 

Sea and the other wedged in Georgia, is likely to remain constant over time, despite a redefinition of 

strategic priorities, which has led Russia to a greater activism along its northwestern border, close 

to Ukraine and the Baltic Sea. Over the years, the absence of institutional and productive structures 

at the local level determined an increasing dependence on Russia, paradoxically incongruous with 

the aspirations for independence cultivated by Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the years of the Soviet 

decline. 

 

 


