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Russian-Georgian relations and the new wave of tension 

 

The tension between Russia and Georgia has come back after Sergey Gavrilov, a 

Russian parliamentarian, presided over the 20th Interparliamentary Assembly on 

Orthodoxy (Tbilisi, 19-23 June 2019), the transnational institution founded in 1994 ( based 

in Athens) to coordinate on a permanent basis the communication and information 

activities of Member State parliamentarians, in order to “promote spiritual values through 

democratic institutions” and “unite Orthodox Christians in diversity by circumventing 

national prejudices linked to national identity or party identity”1. Gavrilov, a practicing 

Orthodox Christian, a member of the Duma since 2007 (Kommunističeskaja partija 

Rossijskoj Federacii, Communist Party), and current president of the Interparliamentary 

Assembly on Orthodoxy, was charged with inaugurating the work of the Assembly and, for 

this reason, he has temporarily occupied the seat reserved for the President of the 

Georgian Parliament2.  

The event sparked a wave of protests, first by several parliamentarians from the main 

parties opposing the majority movement in the Georgian parliament, Georgian Dream-

Democratic Georgia. These opposition parties accused Georgian Dream founder and 

leader, Boris “Bidzina” Ivanishvili, of selling out to Moscow by inviting the 

Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy to hold its annual meeting in Tbilisi3. Secondly, 

thousands of protesters caused unrest in the Georgian capital, forcing the police to use 

tear gas and rubber bullets to prevent the crowd from breaking into parliament buildings. 

The outcome of the clashes, according to the Georgian Minister of Health, was 240 

wounded, including 80 members of the police force4. 

Immediately, the Russian and Georgian executives respectively accused the 

counterpart of instigating the riot. The Georgian President, Salomé Zourabichvili, called 

Russia an “enemy and occupier”, whose “fifth column” would have triggered violent 

protests. Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev judged Zourabichvili's claims as 

“distortion of reality”5.  

The scale of the events had political repercussions, since the protesters demanded 

and obtained the resignation of the President of the Georgian Parliament, Irakli 

Kobakhidze, and also called for the dismissal of the Interior Minister and the holding of 

early parliamentary elections. For its part, Moscow accused Tbilisi of having orchestrated 

“an anti-Russian provocation”, as stated by the Kremlin spokesman, Dmitry Peskov. 

Gavrilov himself, during a press conference on his return to Moscow, said he believed the 

                                                           
1  “Declaration”, Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy, Athens, 29/06/2013, p. 11, cit. (eiao.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/03/Declaration_Body.pdf).  
2  “Who is the Russian Orthodox communist who provoked protests in Tbilisi?”, Jam News, 21/06/2019 (https://jam-

news.net/who-is-the-russian-orthodox-communist-who-provoked-protests-in-tbilisi/).  
3  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Protests erupt in Georgia over Russian MP’s visit”, EurasiaNet, 20/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/protests-erupt-in-georgia-over-russian-mps-visit).  
4  Giorgi Lomsadze, “Violent crackdown throws Georgian ruling party’s survival into question”, EurasiaNet, 21/06/2019 

(https://eurasianet.org/violent-crackdown-throws-georgian-ruling-partys-survival-into-question).  
5  Margarita Antidze, Andrew Osborn, “Georgia and Russia trade blame over unrest as crisis brews”, Reuters, 

21/06/2019 (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests/georgia-and-russia-trade-blame-over-unrest-as-
crisis-brews-idUSKCN1TM0O0).  
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protests were planned following a “deliberate provocation by radicals forces, aimed at 

hindering efforts to strengthen relations between the Russian and Georgian peoples”6.          

On the same day (June 21), Russian President Vladimir Putin ordered the temporary ban 

of civilian flights from Russia to Georgia starting July 8th, also recommending Russian 

travel agencies to suspend tourist tours on Georgian soil7. Nonetheless, a few days later 

the Georgian President Zourabichvili tried to tone down the situation, after inviting Russian 

tourists to continue to visit Geogia8. This decision is likely to have a negative impact on 

Tbilisi, considering that last year – according to data provided by the President of the 

Duma, Vyacheslav Volodin – 2 million Russian tourists visited Georgia (a country of 3.7 

million inhabitants), helping to bring in the Georgian state coffers over $ 3.5 billion (about 

10% of national GDP)9. On 22 June the Russian Ministry of Transport also announced the 

suspension – starting July 8 – of Georgian Airways and MyWay Airlines flights on the 

Russian territory, citing as a reason “the need to guarantee a sufficient level of air safety, 

as well as the outstanding debts (of the Georgian companies vis-à-vis the Russian State 

ATM Corporation) for air navigation activities”10.  

The persistence of demonstrations near the Georgian parliament during the days 

following June 21 led the Tbilisi authorities to comply with some of the protesters' 

demands. As a matter of fact, on June 24, the Public Prosecutor's Office began 

investigating an alleged excessive use of force by some police officers, suspending some 

of them who were involved in the investigation. The political result was the proposal by the 

president of the ruling party Georgian Dream, Bidzina Ivanishvili, to organize parliamentary 

elections in 2020 using a purely proportional voting system. The current system, a 

combination of proportional and majority, had allowed the Georgian Dream movement to 

secure more than 75% of parliamentary seats in the last elections, although it obtained 

48% of the votes. 

The anti-Russian and anti-Putin declaration of a presenter of the Georgian (pro-

opposition) television channel Rustavi 2, Giorgi Gabunia, contributed to exacerbating the 

dialectical confrontation between Moscow and Tbilisi; it was immediately condemned 

harshly by all the institutional leaders, although it rekindled the Russian reactions11.         

On July 9, the day after the ban on air communications between the two countries came 

into force (the Georgian currency, lari, slipped to its historic low against the dollar, losing 

7.3% of its value since the beginning of 2019), the Russian Duma unanimously adopted a 

resolution urging the government to impose severe economic sanctions on Georgia due to 

what were called “hostile actions” of Tbilisi against Moscow. 

                                                           
6  “‘Deliberate provocation’: MP slams Tbilisi unrest as ploy to undermine ties with Russia”, TASS, 21/06/2019, cit. 

(https://tass.com/politics/1064977).  
7  “Putin orders suspension of passenger flights from Russia to Georgia”, Reuters, 21/06/2019 

(https://www.reuters.com/article/us-georgia-protests-russia-flights/putin-orders-suspension-of-passenger-flights-from-
russia-to-georgia-idUSKCN1TM2HR).  

8  “Russian tourists should continue to come to Georgia - President of Georgia”, TASS, 23/06/2019 
(https://tass.com/world/1065142).  

9  “Georgia must ensure security for Russian nationals - lower house speaker”, TASS, 22/06/2019 

(https://tass.com/politics/1065114).  
10  “Flights of Georgian airlines to Russia to be suspended from July 8 - Transport Ministry”, TASS, 22/06/2019 

(https://tass.com/economy/1065119).  
11  Giorgi Lomsadze, “TV host’s profane anti-Putin diatribe vexes both Georgians and Russians”, EurasiaNet, 

08/07/2019 (https://eurasianet.org/tv-hosts-profane-anti-putin-diatribe-vexes-both-georgians-and-russians).  
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Specifically, according to what Volodin claimed, the Duma supported the prohibition 

of importing Georgian wine and mineral water and the blocking of financial remittances 

(641 million dollars in 2018, according to Volodin) of Georgian citizens working in Russia12. 

However, the motion of the Duma was not supported by President Putin, who announced 

that he did not want to impose sanctions because the purpose is to repair, and not to 

worsen, relations with Georgia13.  

From the economic point of view, the blocking of air communications has resulted in 

the cancellation of 80% of Russian tourist bookings in the Georgian Black Sea resorts and 

60% in all of Georgia, according to the president of the Georgian Federation of 

Restaurateurs and Hoteliers. The Georgian National Tourism Administration estimates the 

losses (deriving from this lack of Russian tourist inflow14) at $ 710 million, a substantial 

figure, considering that tourism in Georgia accounts for 7% of GDP15. 

One of the guidelines of this context concerns the political-religious battle for the 

influence within the Georgian Orthodox Church, which is the main proponent of the annual 

meeting of the Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy held in Tbilisi and the sponsor 

of the invitation of the Russian parliamentarian Gavrilov. As a matter of fact, in November 

2017, Elia II, primate of the Georgian Orthodox autocephalous Church, announced the 

procedure for the election of his successor, after the same patriarch of Georgia died. 

According to Georgian expert Gocha Mirtskhulava, Moscow would support Shio Mujiri in 

his rise to the Georgian Patriarchate. Mujiri, an opponent of the recent autocephaly 

proclaimed in December 2018 by the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (perceived as anti-

Russian by the Kremlin and the Moscow Patriarchate), is considered as an advocate of 

greater links with Russian Orthodoxy, although almost the entire Georgian Orthodox 

hierarchy is considered pro-Russian16.  

From a general point of view, the events that have taken place have exacerbated the 

already existing disputes between Russia and Georgia, as well as a certain resentment 

present in a part of Georgian society regarding the sustainability of the approach of 

Georgian Dream movement and its leader Ivanishvili towards Russia, perceived as too 

accommodating after the tensions arising from the 2008 Russian-Georgian war. 

The war events of 2008 and the Russian recognition of the independence of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia had determined the breaking of diplomatic relations between 

the two countries (2 September 2008). Since March 2009, Russian interests have been 

treated by Russian diplomats at the Swiss embassy in Tbilisi and, proportionally, Georgia 

has operated with its own diplomats at the Swiss representation in Moscow.  

                                                           
12  “Russian Parliament Calls for Sanctions on 'Unfriendly' Georgia”, The Moscow Times, 09/07/2019 

(https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/07/09/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-tough-sanctions-on-
georgia-a66335).  

13  Andrew Osborn, Tom Balmforth, “Putin opposes Russian parliament call for Georgia sanctions”, Reuters, 09/07/2019 

(https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-georgia-russia-sanctions/russian-parliament-urges-government-to-impose-
sanctions-on-georgia-idUKKCN1U411P).  

14  “Russians cancel 80% of hotel bookings on Georgian coast”, TASS, 08/07/2019 
(https://tass.com/economy/1067458). 

15  Fraser Cameron, “Georgia’s European Economic Area ambitions”, Euractiv, 22/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/opinion/georgias-european-economic-area-ambitions/).  

16  Giorgi Menabde, The Battle for Political Influence in the Georgian Orthodox Church, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, 
No. 101, Jamestown Foundation, 16/07/2019 (https://jamestown.org/program/the-battle-for-political-influence-in-the-
georgian-orthodox-church/).   
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Since then the situation had gradually improved. In November 2012, the then Georgian 

Prime Minister Bidzina Ivanishvili established the figure of the special envoy for relations 

with Russia, appointing the diplomat Zurab Abarshidze (former Georgian ambassador to 

Russia in the period 2000-2004).  

On December 14 of the same year, Abashidze's first meeting took place with Russian 

Deputy Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin, in a Geneva suburb: it inaugurated the 

resumption of direct dialogue between officials from the two countries. Further bilateral 

meetings took place in Prague, the last of which was held on 31 January 2018. On 9 

March 2018, Georgian Prime Minister Giorgi Kvirikashvili issued a statement claiming the 

Georgian readiness to normalize bilateral relations with Moscow. This announcement was 

welcomed by the Russian Foreign Ministry, who reiterated the Russian intention to 

“promote healthy relations with neighbouring Georgia”, as well as to be ready to make 

further progress when also Tbilisi was willing to do so17. 

In the context of recent Russian-Georgian tensions, the United States expressed its 

support for the Georgian position as an anti-Russian stance. Recently, the American 

ambassador in Tbilisi, Elizabeth Rood, defined Russia's suspension of flights to Georgia 

over June 20-21 events as “disproportionate”, calling on Moscow to restore the status quo 

ante18. At the same time, around 1500 American military units arrived in Georgia to carry 

out the seventh edition of the joint military exercises (Agile Spirit 2019, started on July 27), 

which at the beginning had a bilateral character but in recent years they have also involved 

troops from other states (12 this year, all NATO members except Ukraine). It is no 

coincidence that this year's exercises are the largest ever, in an apparent Western support 

for Georgia in the dispute with Moscow, as argued by some analysts19. Precisely as a 

result of the recent tensions with Russia, Georgia has used its European leverage to try to 

calm the regional situation, which was already complicated by the political implications 

arising from a dispute with neighbouring Azerbaijan due to an altercation occurred in the 

monastery complex of Davit Gareja, straddling the border between Azerbaijan and 

Georgia20. President Zurabishvili mentioned current disagreements with Moscow during 

the 16th Batumi International Conference dedicated to the tenth anniversary of the launch 

of the Eastern Partnership, established by the European Union in order to bring Armenia, 

Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus closer to Brussels’ orbit. Zurabishvili 

suggested that Brussels adopts an ad hoc path to begin the negotiations for the Georgian 

accession to the European Union, following an unconventional, pragmatic, non-institutional 

and non-political process21. 

                                                           
17  “Moscow hails Georgian PM’s intention to normalize relations with Russia”, TASS, 12/03/2018 

(https://tass.com/politics/993616/amp).  
18  “Georgia-Russia: ambasciatrice Usa Rood, Mosca ripristini collegamenti aerei con Tbilisi”, Agenzia Nova, 26/07/2019 

(https://www.agenzianova.com/a/0/2549216/2019-07-26/georgia-russia-ambasciatrice-usa-rood-mosca-ripristini-
collegamenti-aerei-con-tbilisi).  

19  By way of example, see: Joshua Kucera, “U.S. troops in Georgia amid tensions with Russia”, EurasiaNet, 29/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/us-troops-in-georgia-amid-tensions-with-russia).  

20  Rahim Rahimov, Georgian-Azerbaijani Monastery Dispute and the Intersection of Local, National and International 
Drivers of Conflict, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 16, No. 109, Jamestown Foundation, 30/07/2019 

(https://jamestown.org/program/georgian-azerbaijani-monastery-dispute-and-the-intersection-of-local-national-and-
international-drivers-of-conflict/).  

21  Georgi Gotev, “Georgia suggests taking an unconventional path to EU accession”, Euractiv, 11/07/2019 
(https://www.euractiv.com/section/eastern-europe/news/georgia-suggest-taking-an-unconventional-path-to-eu-
accession/).  
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Overall, it is foreseeable that Russian-Georgian relations will not further deteriorate. 

Despite the fact that over the last few years the majority of the Georgian population has 

looked against Russia – to a large extent due to the 2008 war – part of the local elite 

understands that geographical proximity to the Russian Federation leads at least to 

maintain economic relations. Conversely, bilateral relations are unlikely to achieve 

complete normalization, mainly for geopolitical reasons. As a matter of fact, for Tbilisi any 

attempt to do so should imply the Russian cancellation of the recognition of the 

independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, a condition quite unlikely in the near future. 

As stated by Emil Avdaliani, from a strategic point of view Russia has already achieved its 

goals with Georgia: the creation of bases on Georgian soil (in the two separatist republics 

abovementioned) with the consequent possibility of preventing foreign troops from 

threatening the Federation from Georgian territory, and control over the neuralgic 

mountain passes North to South Caucasus. Tbilisi, for its part, seems to want to continue 

in the new course that provides for the gradual approach to the European Union and to the 

Western stance, while avoiding to officially position itself as an anti-Russian state22. 

 

Events 

 Kazakh Parliament approves the budget for the period 2019-2021 

The Parliament of Kazakhstan has approved the adoption of the national budget 2019-

2021, as well as the measures related to social and economic legislation proposed by 

the new President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev after his election. Among the latter there 

are laws on standardization, special economic and industrial areas, transport, 

naturalization, health care, circulation of drugs and medical devices, employment and 

amendments on housing relations23. As regards the part of the budget dedicated to 

public spending, the Parliament allocated 89.2 billion tenge ($ 232.19 million) for the 

implementation of the presidential decree on measures aimed at reducing the debt of 

Kazakh citizens, 138.6 billion tenge ($ 360.77 million) for measures to encourage 

employment and to support low incomes, large families and young people, and 72.2 

billion tenge ($ 187.93 million) to increase government funds, part of which will be used 

to face the consequences of the explosion in the city of Arys24. 

Among other measures, on July 17 the composition of the National Council of Public 

Trust was unveiled: it is a forum – chaired by the President of the Republic – of 44 

members, including activists and professionals from different sectors, such as human 

rights activist Aigul Orynbek, IT specialist Bagdat Musin, journalist Mikhail Dorofeev, 

                                                           
22  Emil Avdaliani, “What the Protests in Tbilisi Mean for Relations with Russia”, Georgia Today, 24/06/2019 

(http://georgiatoday.ge/news/16203/What-the-Protests-in-Tbilisi-Mean-for-Relations-with-Russia).  
23  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 

feedback”, The Astana Times, 9 July 2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-parliament-adopts-2019-2021-

national-budget-plans-to-visit-regions-for-populations-feedback/).  
24  On June 24, the explosion and subsequent fire in an ammunition depot near the town of Arys, in the southern region 

of Turkestan, caused the evacuation of tens of thousands of local inhabitants and the proclamation of a state of 
emergency. As a result of this event, 85% of Arys' buildings were damaged. See: Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: 
Thousands evacuated following massive arms depot blast”, EurasiaNet, 24/06/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-thousands-evacuated-following-massive-arms-depot-blast); Dilshat Zhussupova, 
“Kazakhstan hopes to complete main restoration of Arys by August, says Prime Minister”, The Astana Times, 
19/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakhstan-hopes-to-complete-main-restoration-of-arys-by-august-
says-prime-minister/).  
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economist Oraz Zhandosov, and Danya Yespayeva, presidential candidate of the liberal 

party Ak Zhol (Ақ жол Демократиялық Партиясы)25.  

Another provision implemented by the Kazakh authorities is the appointment of a 

famous Kazakh television personality, Aruzhan Sain, as the new Ombudsman for 

children's rights, a particularly delicate role in a country characterized by high suicide 

rates among young adolescents26 and violence in schools27. This appointment was well 

received by the media circuit, considering that Aruzhan Sain has a good public 

reputation since in 2006 she created a charitable foundation that collects money for sick 

children going abroad to receive medical treatment: in over 13 years, her foundation has 

subsidized care for over 1750 children28. 

In addition to the new budget legislation, MEPs have begun working on other measures 

including an agreement on cooperation in the fight against cybercrimes between 

members of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), a Kazakhstan-Ukraine 

extradition treaty, amendments to the agreement between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 

on border crossing points, changes to the Convention on public access to information, 

and citizen participation in environmental decision-making29. 

All these measures adopted are part of a broader plan by the government to restore 

calm in some sectors of civil society that had demonstrated in the streets during the 

days preceding the presidential elections of June 930, and to bring citizens closer to 

certain stages of the decision-making process. This initiative has also produced the 

adoption by the Kazakh executive of an action plan – approved on July 23 – aimed at 

improving social well-being, increasing salaries and expanding communication between 

government and civil society31.   

 

 

                                                           
25  “Tokayev approves composition of National Council of Public Confidence”, New Europe, 18/07/2019 

(https://www.neweurope.eu/article/tokayev-approves-composition-of-national-council-of-public-confidence/).  
26  “Kazakhstan and Turkey show highest suicide rates among 15-19 y.o. youth”, Tengrinews.kz, 28/09/2014 

(https://en.tengrinews.kz/health/Kazakhstan-and-Turkey-show-highest-suicide-rates-among-15-19-256369/).  
27  Robin N. Haarr, Assessment of violence against children in schools, Office of the Commissioner for Human Rights in 

the Republic of Kazakhstan, UNICEF Office in Kazakhstan & Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Norway, Astana, January 
2013. 

28  Almaz Kumenov, “Kazakhstan: Children ombudsperson appointee sparks hope”, EurasiaNet, 19/07/2019 
(https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-children-ombudsperson-appointee-sparks-hope).  

29  Saltanat Boteu, “Kazakh Parliament adopts 2019-2021 national budget, plans to visit regions for population’s 
feedback”. 

30  Alessio Stilo, «L’espansione dell’influenza russa in Africa», in Centro Militare di Studi Strategici (a cura di), 
Osservatorio Strategico, Anno XXI, numero 1/2019, p. 48. 

31  Aidana Yergaliyeva, “Kazakh government adopts action plan to implement President’s directives on social welfare, 
wages and other key issues”, The Astana Times, 25/07/2019 (https://astanatimes.com/2019/07/kazakh-government-

adopts-action-plan-to-implement-presidents-directives-on-social-welfare-wages-and-other-key-issues/).  
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