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During the 25 years since gaining indepen-
dence, Georgia has made signifi cant prog-
ress toward developing stable political insti-
tutions and a functioning democratic system. 
The country continues to make steady, if 
slow, progress toward NATO and the EU. 
This represents a key direction for the na-
tion’s political and economic development. 
That process has been given an added im-
petus by Georgia’s recent deepening inte-
gration with the European Union (EU) and 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
In particular, in June 2014, Georgia signed an 
Association Agreement (AA) with the EU, 
a document that requires it to meet targets 
on human rights, democratization, and good 
governance. The signing and ratifi cation of 
the AA is seen as a guarantee of Georgia’s 
pro-Western track. It also serves as a mod-
ernization action plan, having a signifi cant 
impact on the country’s social, economic, 
and political landscape. In addition, Georgia 
received a substantial package from NATO 
in 2014, which requires the implementation 
of additional governance reforms. Georgia 
is now closer to Europe than ever before. In 
March 2017, it achieved visa liberalization 
with the EU, with its citizens gaining the 
right to travel visa-free in the Schengen Area. 

While deepening cooperation with the EU 
supports the further strengthening of Geor-
gia’s democratic institutions and security, 
the overall picture is more complicated. 
Building a durable democracy and produc-
tive economy in an unstable security envi-
ronment remains a major challenge for the 
country. While Georgia is far ahead in terms 
of democratic development when compared 
to its immediate neighbors, the state of 
Georgia’s economy, democracy, and politi-
cal stability still come short of the Western 

standards to which it aspires. Against this 
background, establishing a sustainable, law-
based system of governance has become cen-
tral to Georgia’s aspiration to become a full-
fledged member of the democratic family of 
nations. Accordingly, this goal is repeatedly 
supported by politicians of all persuasions. 
However, Georgia’s ability to consolidate its 
political institutions around a durable dem-
ocratic culture remains uncertain. 

As the country has shown ample commitment 
to Euro-Atlantic integration, a choice that 
comes with the strings attached of democracy 
promoting conditionality, large segments of 
its population are yet to see any of the bene-
fi ts of Georgia’s much-lauded democratic re-
forms. As the declared goal of the Georgian 
government is to transform the current un-
consolidated democratic system into a repre-
sentative, European-style liberal democracy, 
new concerns arise. Just where is the current 
government – which enjoys a constitutional 
supermajority – headed? Can it be trusted to 
implement the right reforms? Many observers 
fear a situation in which a single party holds 
carte blanche. There has already been vo-
cal criticism from opposition forces and civil 
society representatives regarding this issue, 
due both to the experiences of the recent past 
and the content of the constitutional amend-
ments proposed by the current government. 
The amendments would, among other things: 
end the process of direct election of the pres-
ident and instead make the president elected 
by delegates from the parliament and munic-
ipal councils; and replace the current mixed 
majoritarian-proportional system for electing 
parliamentarians with a proportional system. 
However, that proportional system would 
include certain controversial features: Parties 
would be barred from forming electoral blocs, 
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and any unallocated seats – left over by the 
failure of smaller parties to pass the threshold 
for entering parliament – would automatical-
ly go to the leading party. The amendments 
have been criticized as thinly-veiled attempts 
by the current government to gain control of 
the presidency and cement its majority in par-
liament. 

Despite slight improvements on its Democ-
racy Score (improved from 4.64 to 4.61) 
Georgia is still deemed a hybrid regime un-
der Freedom House’s regime classifi cation 
system.[1] It is in the interest of the Georgian 
public to focus on developing a competi-
tive political landscape through strength-
ening and democratizing political parties 
and deepening their roots in society. It is 
essential that political parties represented in 
parliament make a genuine commitment to 
implementing key reform priorities. How-
ever, that commitment must go beyond the 
political parties in parliament and extend to 
non-parliamentary parties and the civil so-
ciety sector at large. With a society based on 
respect for the rule of law and the help of the 
international community, there is cause for 
cautious optimism that Georgia can develop 
a tolerant and pluralistic political culture.

Questions about Georgia’s democratic de-
velopment remain, as do those about the 
effectiveness of Euro-Atlantic institutions to 
provide incentives for reform. It is thus cru-
cial for the political class, civil society sec-
tor, and the public at large to more seriously 
engage with both the democratization and 
Europeanization processes. It is in this chal-
lenging environment that our organization 
produced this publication under the project 
“Democratization and Parliamentary Moni-
toring in Georgia” supported by the Nation-
al Endowment for Democracy and imple-
mented by the Georgian Institute of Politics 
(GIP). This publication contains fi ve policy 
briefs, each including recommendations on 
key issues pertaining to Europeanization 
and democratization in Georgia: priorities 
for Georgia’s further integration into Eu-
ro-Atlantic structures; the development of 
stable political party platforms; relations be-
tween the state and the Georgian Orthodox 
Church; and the balance of power across 
branches of government. This publication is 
intended as a resource for government offi -
cials, civil society representatives, academ-
ics, analysts, journalists, concerned citizens, 
and all who engage with issues related to 
Georgia’s democratic development. 

[1] Freedom House. Georgia-Nations in Transit. Annual report, 2016. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/
report/nations-transit/2016/georgia
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EU-Georgia relations through the uncharted 
waters of the post-EaP era. The brief concen-
trates on three core areas of EU-Georgia rela-
tions: democracy and rule of law; economic 
integration; and security and military affairs. 
It is argued here that, whereas democratic 
consolidation is a precondition for further 
deepening of relations with the EU, Geor-
gia’s government and society should temper 
their expectations regarding full member-
ship in the Union anytime soon and instead 
concentrate on more immediate goals such 
as: completing Georgia’s integration into the 
EU single market by implementing labor 
mobility with the EU; and establishing and 
deepening institutional relationships with 
EU military and security structures. 

This policy brief explores future avenues for 
EU-Georgia relations going beyond the East-
ern Partnership (EaP) but short of full EU 
membership. Enlargement fatigue coupled 
with economic and migration crises and the 
resultant rise of far-right groups puts addi-
tional pressure on the EU’s relations with its 
Eastern Partners. Georgia’s longtime goal of 
joining the EU is off the table, and the gap in 
expectations between what Georgia aspires 
to and what the EU is capable of offering is 
growing. However, the history of EU rela-
tions with third countries offers a number 
of creative solutions that go beyond the ex-
hausted framework of the EaP initiative but 
stop short of full membership. This policy 
brief focuses on such intermediate solutions 
for enhanced integration that may guide 

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Democracy and rule of law

• The Georgian government should ensure 
the sustainability of Georgia’s democratic 
development, without which the coun-
try’s European integration aspirations are 
without basis. Integration will become 
even more diffi cult to fulfi ll given that 
Georgia has received all available incen-
tives from the EaP but has not set new tar-
gets regarding democratic development.

• In addition to democratic consolidation, 
managing public expectations and pre-
venting the rise of Eurosceptic moods 
among the Georgian population shall re-
main priorities of the government.

• Georgia’s civil society with the backing 
of the EU and international communi-
ty should act as a guardian of Georgia’s 
democratic institutions. In particular, it 
should work to prevent the government 
from attempting to roll back Georgia’s 
democratic development.

Military and security

• NATO integration shall remain a prior-
ity for Georgia. However, the Georgian 
government should carefully observe the 
growing gap between the US and the EU 
and attempt to integrate into any alterna-
tive military structure that may be creat-
ed by the EU in the future.

1 Dr. Bidzina Lebanidze is a senior analyst at the Georgian Institute of Politics and lecturer at the University of 
Freiburg. He obtained his doctorate in Political Science from the Free University of Berlin.
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• Georgia should attempt to establish in-
stitutional relations with EU military and 
security agencies including the European 
Defense Agency and the newly-estab-
lished Military HQ for Military Missions.

• Georgia should closely coordinate with 
Ukraine its Euro-Atlantic integration ef-
forts, as Ukraine shares common con-
cerns with Georgia but due to its size and 
strategic location is far more important 
for the EU and NATO.

Economic integration and social mobility

• Accession to the European Economic 
Area (EEA) which includes free labor mo-
bility may be the best-case medium-term 
scenario for Georgia. The Georgian gov-
ernment should seek a special arrange-
ment with the EU that allows Georgian 
workers to enter the EU labor market for 

limited periods of time.

• Not every possible confi guration of fu-
ture economic integration with the EU 
will be profi table for Georgia. Since Geor-
gia is pursuing a liberal trade policy ori-
ented toward signing free trade deals 
with third countries, the country should 
avoid entering economic treaties that lim-
it freedom of external trade, such as the 
Customs Union (CU) with the EU.

• Georgia should complement its attempts 
at further economic integration with the 
EU with a multilateral track. The Geor-
gian government should cooperate close-
ly with Ukraine and Moldova to establish 
an EFTA-like organization which could 
pave the way for the three EaP countries’ 
limited access to the EEA, which would 
include labor mobility. 

INTRODUCTION

“Georgia is returning to the European fami-
ly” – Georgian Prime-Minister Giorgi Kviri-
kashvili tweeted on 28 March 2017 when the 
visa-free regime with the EU was offi cially 
launched (Civil Georgia 2017). Indeed, and 
unlike the Agreement on Deep and Com-
prehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA)—the 
positive results of which will only be visi-
ble in the long-term—the visa waiver is the 
fi rst and most important tangible benefi t of 
Georgia’s European integration process. At 
the same, however, it marks the end of the 
current era in relations between the EU and 
Georgia. With the visa waiver now offi cial-
ly in force, Georgia has eaten the last “juicy 
carrot” offered by the Eastern Partnership 
(EaP) Initiative and thus exhausted the po-
tential benefi ts of the current framework of 
relations. 

Georgian politicians, academics, and civ-
il society activists are now contemplating 
what the next steps in EU-Georgia relations 
should look like. It is obvious that the South 
Caucasus as a region has become irrelevant, 
and the EU itself has largely given up on 
regional “one-size-fi ts-all” thinking (Bör-
zel and Lebanidze 2015). Rather, it is now 
acknowledging the importance of bilater-
alism in its relations with EaP countries, a 
fact refl ected in its recent review of the Eu-
ropean Neighborhood Policy (ENP) (Euro-
pean Commission 2015). On the other hand, 
there is a group of pioneer EaP countries—
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine—who have 
been frontrunners of the EaP Initiative and 
are the only EaP countries with clearly ex-
pressed wishes to join the EU. Except for a 
common geopolitical interest in containing 
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Russia, however, the domestic conditions 
and needs of these countries are diverse 
enough to preclude a common approach. 
Thus, Georgia may need a bilateral track 
with the EU which will focus on its needs 
and exclude those aspects that may be im-
portant for other EaP states but are irrelevant 
to its own situation (for instance, combatting 
petty corruption). However, such a bilateral 
track may be unappealing to the EU as, un-
like Ukraine, Georgia’s political importance 
is relatively low. Hence, in the best-case sce-
nario Georgia would seek to establish both 
bilateral and multilateral (i.e., in cooperation 
with Ukraine and Moldova) mechanisms for 
cooperation with the EU that go beyond the 
current EaP framework. 

In reality, however, there is little Georgia 
can do to facilitate the process of Euro-At-
lantic integration. The speed and intensity of 
EU-Georgia relations depends more on cur-
rently-unfolding shifts inside the Euro-At-
lantic alliance. NATO is in crisis and it’s not 
yet clear if and how the EU will survive its 
multiplicity of crises that includes: Brexit; the 
rise of the far right; the migration crisis; and 
Russian revisionism. Uncertainty surround-
ing the future of the EU and NATO keeps the 
Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries in limbo 
as they’ve based their future plans on inte-
gration into organizations that may not exist 
in the near future in their current form. This 

policy brief analyzes scenarios for the future 
development of relations between the EU 
and Georgia in three key areas: democracy 
and rule of law; security and military coop-
eration; and economic relations. For Geor-
gia, the process of European integration has 
two interlinked dimensions—domestic and 
external. Democracy and rule of law belong 
to the domestic dimension of Georgia’s Eu-
ropeanization process, lying within the re-
sponsibilities of Georgia’s government and 
society. It is important for the Georgian gov-
ernment to understand that enhanced forms 
of EU integration with third countries, which 
go beyond the EaP framework, go hand-in-
hand with democratic development and 
good governance in those countries. One is 
not possible without the other. On the oth-
er hand, there is an external dimension to 
Georgia’s European integration—the further 
deepening of economic and political ties, 
over which Georgia has no leverage. 

As the crisis-wracked EU is politically unable 
to offer a membership perspective to the EaP 
countries, it’s worth taking a closer look at 
the different models of enhanced integration 
that lie between the EaP framework and full 
membership. Those may involve the pros-
pect of access to the EEA, something which 
could include a special arrangement cover-
ing labor mobility or close cooperation with 
newly-evolving EU military structures.

DEMOCRACY AND RULE OF LAW
How can the Georgian government contrib-
ute to Georgia’s European integration pro-
cesses? How can it prevent diversion from 
Georgia’s European path? There are two 
main domestic obstacles that could derail 
Georgia’s European integration and that fall 
within the responsibilities of the Georgian 
government: the degree of democratic devel-
opment in Georgia and rise of Eurosceptic 

attitudes among the Georgian population. 

With implementation of the Association 
Agreement (AA) and visa-free regime, 
Georgia has reached a level of integration 
with the EU at which the Union will fi nd it 
diffi cult to tolerate any signifi cant deviation 
from democratic norms. That is even more 
true of future EU-Georgia relations. Of the 
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countries which are more deeply integrated 
with the EU than Georgia, all are more dem-
ocratic in comparison. Hence, if anything 
about future EU-Georgia relations is certain, 
it is the indivisibility of the democratiza-
tion-Europeanization nexus: Without fur-
ther democratization there will be no further 
integration with the EU. 

The challenge of democratic consolidation 
of Georgia is further complicated by the 
fact that, at least as of early 2017, all “juicy 
carrots” have already been eaten and there 
are no new external incentives to induce the 
Georgian government to follow democrat-
ic norms. The problem is exacerbated by a 
new power equilibrium established after the 
recent parliamentary elections, which gave 
the ruling Georgian Dream party a super-
majority in parliament. Georgia’s political 
landscape lacks the maturity to secure ad-
herence to democratic norms on its own. In 
the past it has required public mobilization 
and protest to impose discipline on Geor-
gian governments, thus avoiding state cap-
ture and various other autocratic practices. 
The international community and especially 
the EU have played key roles in encouraging 
democratic processes by putting pressure on 
incumbent regimes whenever necessary. Yet 
there are concerns that, after consuming all 
the benefi ts of the EaP—such as the DCFTA 
and the visa-free regime—the Georgian 
government will be less keen to constrain it-
self with democratic rules and procedures. 
However, recent events surrounding the 

private TV station Rustavi2 clearly demon-
strated that the international community 
can and will exert pressure on the Georgian 
government when it deviates from demo-
cratic norms. 

The second major domestic challenge is that 
of preventing a rise in Eurosceptic attitudes 
among a Georgian public which currently 
aspires for nothing less than full EU mem-
bership. To address this problem, Georgia 
needs effective expectation management. 
The previous government under Mikheil 
Saakashvili was notorious for making unreal-
istic promises in order to gain domestic sup-
port. The current government has been more 
reserved in this regard. However, that may 
not necessarily be a sign of political maturity; 
rather, it could also be a product of its pol-
icy of accomodating Russia’s interests. The 
Georgian population has begun to display 
dissatisfaction with stagnating European in-
tegration processes. A recent poll conducted 
by the National Democratic Institute (NDI) 
indicated that 31% of Georgians would trade 
European integration for better relations with 
Russia, which in their opinion would be more 
benefi cial for the country (NDI 2017). Recent 
success stories such as accomplishment of the 
visa-free regime with the EU might tempo-
rarily forestall growing Eurosceptic attitudes. 
However, in the medium-term perspective, 
the absence of an EU-membership perspec-
tive and the lack of immediate positive effects 
from the DCFTA threaten to cause the public 
mood to take an anti-EU swing. 

QUEST FOR SUSTAINABLE SECURITY

Security remains the primary concern for all 
EaP states, including Georgia. Georgia has 
attempted to improve its vulnerable geopo-
litical position by joining NATO. However, 
the process has stagnated since 2008 due to 

politically-motivated resistance by certain 
European NATO members, most notably 
France and Germany. Realistically, Georgia 
cannot expect acceptance into NATO any-
time soon, as support for its membership has 
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also gradually eroded in Washington, Geor-
gia’s leading Western ally. Therefore, Geor-
gia needs to seek alternative—even if pro-
visional—solutions. By doing so, it should 
carefully follow the unfolding NATO crisis 
which has been further fueled by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s approach toward the 
Alliance, which questions the utility of the 
US commitment to defend its European al-
lies. In reaction to mixed signals from Wash-
ington, the EU has begun to take its security 
more seriously, taking steps to strengthen its 
military and security institutional structures. 
For instance, EU members recently agreed to 
establish joint military headquarters (HQs) 
for the “planning and conduct of non-execu-
tive military missions” (EUbusiness 2017)—
a move seen by many as a precondition for 
establishing a “European army” that could 
rival NATO (Kanter 2017). Regardless of re-
cent changes, the EU remains a reluctant re-
gional hegemon in terms of engaging or con-
fronting Russia in the military and security 
spheres. However, things are changing. The 
highly institutionalized nature of the EU has 
allowed it to run a consistent foreign poli-
cy regardless of changing circumstances, 
whereas the long-term reliability of the US is 
being tested by the growing impression that 
it may drastically alter its policy preferences 
based on who sits in the White House. 

To be sure, a country like Georgia does not 
have the luxury to choose between different 
Western military settings. It must adapt to 
changing circumstances in the West and seek 
close ties with current and future US- and 
EU-led military structures. It was a mistake 
of the previous government to focus solely 
on military and political ties with the US to 
the exclusion of the EU. Georgia’s political 
estrangement from the Western European 
members contributed to the NATO decision 
not to grant a Membership Action Plan at 

the NATO summit in 2008. Since then, Geor-
gia has worked to diversify its military and 
security ties with some success, for instance 
the acquisition of advanced air defense sys-
tems from France (Kucera 2015). Although 
it may not be an easy road, Georgia should 
work to establish institutionalized ties with 
the EU in the military and security realms. 
The Association Agreement already pro-
vides explicit provisions on Georgia’s par-
ticipation in several sector-specifi c EU 
agencies, including the European Defense 
Agency (Emerson 2016, 12). Georgia has also 
been actively involved in EU-led peacekeep-
ing missions, demonstrating that it’s not just 
a consumer but also a provider of security. It 
was the only non-EU country to participate 
in the European Union peacekeeping mis-
sion in the Central African Republic. Yet, the 
current level of relations with the EU is bare-
ly enough to contribute to Georgia’s long-
term security and stability, let alone help 
restore its territorial integrity. The Georgian 
government should attempt to integrate into 
any new security or military arrangement 
that may develop under the auspices of the 
EU in the coming years. On a concrete level, 
this may take the shape of Georgia’s full or 
associated membership in EU military struc-
tures, participation in EU-led missions and 
joint military drills, acquiring defensive le-
thal weapons on the EU market, and partic-
ipating in EU-wide defense procurements.
 
Recently there has also been much hype 
about the Intermarium—the concept of a 
new security alliance encompassing sever-
al Eastern European states (Umland 2016; 
Dostál 2016). Yet without commitments 
from Germany and other Western European 
countries, any European alliance structure 
will lack substance and suffi cient capacity to 
defend itself from Russian hybrid warfare or 
provide an effective deterrent against Rus-
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sia. Moreover, it’s unclear whether the EU’s 
Central and Eastern European member states 
will commit to a new alliance. The idea has 
thus far been mostly discussed in academic 
circles in Ukraine. In addition to questions 
of feasability, the concept also lacks a clear 
vision of what such an alliance would look 
like. Andreas Umland, a German expert 
working in Ukraine, argues that the strate-

gic alliance between NATO-member Turkey 
and non-member Azerbaijan might serve as 
a model for the Intermarium (Umland 2016). 
However, it is questionable to what extent 
this model can contribute to the stability and 
security of EaP countries. So far, strategic al-
liance with Turkey has failed to strengthen 
Azerbaijan’s security and stability, let alone 
resolve the Nagorno-Karabakh confl ict. 

1 EFTA was founded in 1960 in Stockholm. It is does not belong to the EU but is an independent intergov-
ernmental organization “set up for the promotion of free trade and economic integration to the benefi t of its 
four Member States” (EFTA 2013).  It currently includes four countries: Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, and 
Switzerland.

UPGRADING ECONOMIC RELATIONS

The economic sphere represents the most 
advanced area of EU-Georgian relations, 
with DCFTAs being the most comprehen-
sive free trade agreements the EU has signed 
with any third country. The agreements en-
sure a “high degree of inclusion in the single 
market for three of the four freedoms”: the 
free movement of goods, service, and capital 
(Emerson 2016, 6). However, the fourth and 
arguably most important freedom—labor 
mobility—is excluded from the DCFTAs. 
Under conditions where full EU member-
ship is not in sight, the pioneer EaP coun-
tries, including Georgia, should concentrate 
on two main objectives: further deepening 
of economic integration; and achieving free 
labor mobility with the EU. As unrealistic as 
it seems amidst the migrant crisis and rise 
of the far right in many EU countries, in the 
long-term future the opening of the labor 
market may be a win-win for both parties: 
demographically-aging EU countries need 
to develop more sophisticated mechanisms 

for controlled immigration in order to sus-
tain their social systems; and the EaP states 
can provide skilled, low-cost workers with 
relatively minimal problems integrating. To 
alleviate public anxiety in EU member states, 
additional control mechanisms can be estab-
lished to put temporal and segmental lim-
its on labor migration from the EaP states. 
On their part, the opening of the European 
labor market will allow the EaP countries 
to reduce their dependency on remittances 
from Russia. In Georgia’s case, that current-
ly accounts for between 5 and 10% of GDP 
annually.

In recent decades the EU has developed a 
number of models for economic relations 
with third countries that involve different 
degrees of integration. In addition to the 
DCFTAs, the EEA and CU are the two most 
advanced forms of economic integration, 
hence it is worth comparing the three mod-
els for economic integration. 

EFTA
The best-case scenario for advancing Geor-
gia’s European integration in the areas 
of economic and social mobility would 
be membership in the EEA, which was 

launched in 1994 to “extend the EU’s inter-
nal market to countries in the European Free 
Trade Area (EFTA)”1 (European Parliament 
2017). Membership in the EEA is contingent 
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on full implementation of all EU single mar-
ket legislation, the bulk of which is already 
covered by the DCFTA. A key difference be-
tween the EEA and the DCFTA is the for-
mer’s incorporation of all four freedoms of 
the EU’s internal market: free movement of 
goods, people, services, and capital. On the 
other hand, the EEA does not include mem-
bership in the CU, hence it doesn’t limit the 
freedom to negotiate free-trade agreements 
with third states. For instance, EFTA mem-
bers have already negotiated 31 such agree-
ments (Emerson 2016, 3).

One path to membership in the EEA is to 
fi rst apply for membership in the EFTA; 
however this may prove even more diffi cult 
than full EU membership. According to the 
EFTA convention, “any State may accede 
to the Convention provided that the EFTA 
Council decides to approve its accession, on 
such terms and conditions as may be set out 
in that decision” (EFTA 2013, 29). Moreover, 
unlike the EU, the EFTA lacks formal criteria 
for accession. Accession depends only on the 
political will of the Council, the organiza-
tion’s highest governing body. The fact that 
political preferences dictate decision-mak-
ing processes inside the EFTA Council was 

exemplifi ed by post-Brexit discussions 
when Norway threatened to block the UK (a 
founding member) from rejoining the EFTA, 
an act that would “shift the balance” inside 
the organization (The Guardian 2016). In the 
case of the EaP countries, including Georgia, 
there are even less obvious reasons why the 
developed Western European states would 
want to accept poorer and less developed 
EaP countries into their exclusive club. 

Instead of entering lengthy negotiations 
with the EFTA, the pro-EU EaP countries 
may be advised to launch negotiations on a 
similar framework agreement modeled on 
the EFTA. All three AA countries (Georgia, 
Moldova, and Ukraine) have already taken 
the fi rst step by achieving visa liberalization, 
and since 2014 have the most comprehen-
sive free trade regimes the EU has signed 
with any third country. That combination 
creates the preconditions for negotiating 
membership in the EEA in the long-term 
future. That may happen under the umbrel-
la of an “EFTA-East” which might include 
the EaP states which already exhausted the 
initiative’s full potential by eating its two 
major carrots—the DCFTA and the visa-free 
regime. 

CUSTOMS UNION

Entering the CU with the EU might be an-
other model for future economic integration. 
The EU-Turkey Customs Union, which has 
been in force since 1995, is the best exam-
ple of how the CU works in relation to third 
states. The CU has contributed to Turkey’s 
economic and trade upswing, transforming 
it into a regional “trading state” (Kirişci and 
Ekim 2015, 2). Within twenty years, bilateral 
trade between the EU and Turkey increased 
sixfold and Turkey’s overall annual trade 
volume increased from $20 billion to $400 

billion between 1985 and 1994 (Kirişci and 
Ekim 2015, 2). Georgia’s small economy is 
not comparable to Turkey, thus the econom-
ic benefi ts to Georgia as well as to the EU 
would be rather moderate. However, enter-
ing the CU would have strategic signifi cance 
for Georgia. It would further anchor Georgia 
in the European market, reduce the number 
of tools available to Russia for putting pres-
sure on Georgia’s economy via non-market 
methods, and create fertile ground for fur-
ther economic and, potentially, political in-
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tegration with the EU. 

However, the CU with the EU could have 
downsides as well. The CU’s main feature is 
the “common external tariff”, a “common sys-
tem of tariffs and import quotas that apply to 
non-members” (BBC 2017). Hence, entrance 
into the CU would limit the freedom of EaP 
states to negotiate trade agreements with third 
countries. That could potentially confl ict with 
Georgia’s current liberal trade agenda which 
it has followed since the Rose Revolution. For 
instance, the free trade agreement with China, 
which is set to enter into force by the end of 
2017, would not have been possible if Geor-
gia were a member of the CU. However, even 
without membership in the CU, free trade 
with the EU still comes with strings attached. 
For instance, membership in the EAA is con-
tingent on adherence to “rules of origin.” Ac-

cordingly, Georgian exporters must demon-
strate that the goods they export to the EU 
originate in Georgia and are therefore eligible 
for tariff-free import into the EU. At fi rst glace, 
this appears to be a restriction. However, the 
rules of origin regulation may have a positive 
impact for Georgia’s economy, for instance by 
attracting foreign direct investment. Applica-
tion of rules of origin could motivate foreign 
entrepreneurs to move production to Georgia 
to gain the ability to export to the EU on pref-
erential terms. Georgia’s low labor costs could 
also support that. Yet, the main weakness of 
the CU remains its exclusion of free labor mo-
bility—which remains a high priority for all 
EaP countries. Taking into account a number 
of other restrictions on free trade policies, it 
remains questionable whether the CU is the 
logical continuation of already-existing DCF-
TAs. 

CONCLUSIONS

This policy brief analyzed the future chal-
lenges and opportunities posed by Geor-
gia‘s European integration. After accom-
plishing all major, tangible objectives of the 
EaP—including the DCFTA and visa-free re-
gime—Georgia, together with Moldova and 
Ukraine, enters a gray zone in its relations 
with the EU. All bilateral targets have been 
achieved and no new goals have been articu-
lated. A wide gap exists between the expec-
tations of Georgia’s citizenry—who aspire to 
nothing less then full membership—and the 
EU’s reluctance to offer any new avenues 
for integration. Under conditions where the 
possibility of EU-membership is absent, the 
Georgian government must focus on three 
challenges: fi rst, it should ensure that there 
is no public backlash against the EU and 
there is no rolling back of democratic de-
velopment at the domestic level; second, in 

addition to its quest to join NATO, Georgia 
should attempt to establish institutional co-
operation with nascent EU military and se-
curity structures; and third, Georgia should 
look for ways to accomplish integration into 
the EU’s single market, most notably by 
achieving free labor mobility with the EU. 

As discussed in this policy brief, the best 
way to achieve labor mobility with the EU—
the only remaining of the four core freedoms 
that remains restricted after the launch of 
the DCFTA—is to create an EFTA-like orga-
nization composed of the three DCFTA-EaP 
states and which could pave the way toward 
access to the EEA. On the other hand, Geor-
gia should avoid entering any institutional 
frameworks with the EU that would provide 
fewer benefi ts while imposing restrictions 
on Georgia‘s external trade, an example be-
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ing the CU with the EU. In the military and 
security area, Georgia should continue to 
knock at NATO‘s door but at the same time 
closely monitor EU efforts to develop its 
own military capacities. In particular, Geor-
gia should engage in military and security 
cooperation with the EU and its member 

states as much as possible. Finally, the Geor-
gian government should attempt to consol-
idate democratic structures and should en-
sure that there is no democratic rollback in 
the country, as further Europeanization is 
not possible in the absence of simultanous 
democratization. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This policy document analyzes the prospects 
of future EU-Georgia ties. Examination of 
the historical experience of EU-Georgia ties 
reveals that progress in the forming of insti-
tutions and democratic development con-
tinually moves EU-Georgian cooperation to 
new stages. Hence, further democratization 
processes in the country increase the proba-
bility and opportunity of Tbilisi to advance 
to a qualitatively new stage of partnership 
with Brussels. Specifi c recommendations are 
proposed on the basis of the best practices 

and experiences of EU membership candi-
date countries on the path of European in-
tegration.

The policy document also includes analysis 
of threats and risks facing EU-Georgia rela-
tions. It also discusses the issue of the histor-
ical “window of opportunity”, underscoring 
that when such a moment appears, Georgia 
should meet all the criteria necessary to join 
the European family and to pursue its for-
eign policy objectives.

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Participation in the process of accelerating 
the appearance of a window of opportuni-
ty and making the most out it requires the 
active involvement of both the GoG and civ-
il society. The recommendations below in-
clude general, as well as concrete, steps to 
be taken on Georgia’s European path:

● It is highly recommended for the gov-
ernment to make a political statement 
proclaiming the new association agen-
da an ambitious plan for moving clos-
er to the strategic objective of member-
ship and for preparing a foundation for 
receiving the European perspective;

● The government should develop a 
strategy on moving forward to achiev-
ing EU membership objectives, which 
should act as a standalone conceptual 
document to lay the political ground 
for Georgia to receive a Membership 
perspective;

● It is highly important that in accor-
dance with the country’s foreign poli-

cy agenda, new approaches pertaining 
to membership be refl ected on during 
the revision of conceptual, as well as 
strategic documents, such as Foreign 
Policy Strategy, National Security Con-
cept, etc.;

● In addition, the government should 
take the initiative and launch a 
pre-emptive legal screening process, 
which would ensure the country’s pre-
paredness for future technical and for-
mal proceedings;

● It is crucial to make Georgia’s member-
ship a topic of discussion at various in-
ternational events that are attended by 
the government, as well as representa-
tives of civil society;

● It is highly recommended that the 
Georgian National Platform of the 
Eastern Partnership Civil Society Fo-
rum send the GoG and the parliament 
a recommendation to call for a formal 
application; in addition, non-govern-
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mental and civil organizations outside 
the platform should also actively con-
tribute to the cause;

● The discussion about membership 
should be intensifi ed in the capitals of 
our friendly EU allies (Eastern Europe, 
Sweden, Baltic states) and it should be 
discussed as frequently as possible;

● Preparatory discussions shall be 
launched in the capitals of Western Eu-
rope; it should be underscored that the 
discussion concerns the affi rmation of 
Georgia’s European perspective, not 
accession;

● It is recommended to add the issue of 
Georgia’s European perspective to the 
agenda of the Association Parliamen-
tary Council, Association Committee 
and Association Council;

● The government shall make an active 
effort to force the European Parliament 
to demand differentiating the states 
with a signed AA from other partici-
pants of the Eastern Partnership; the 
European Parliament can submit a rec-
ommendation to the European Com-
mission and the member states calling 
for the elaboration of a new strategy 
regarding those states, with the Euro-

pean Perspective in mind;

● The discussion of the topic under the 
bilateral political dialogue format 
should be intensifi ed.

Preparing a political foundation will make 
it possible for the GoG to submit an offi cial 
membership application. There is no need 
to go into specifi cs about the dates. The 
application should be submitted after the 
new European Commission is appointed in 
2019. The submission should coincide with 
the process of implementing the second 
EU-Georgia Association Agenda, which is 
scheduled until 2020. 

It is diffi cult to predict what Georgia will be 
able to achieve. Without a doubt, both lo-
cal and international political fl uctuations 
should be taken into account. However, it 
is certain that, after laying a solid political 
foundation and implementing a new wave 
of reforms, Georgia will be even closer to 
the strategic objective of membership. What 
is paramount is to make membership into an 
irreversible process and express readiness 
for further discussions, both within local 
and international political and civil circles. 

The publication represents personal view-
point of authors and shall not be viewed as 
the offi cial position of any organization.
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INTRODUCTION

On March 28, 2017 the visa-free regime for 
Georgian citizens traveling to the Schen-
gen Area offi cially entered into force. This 
was another historic decision on the road to 
Georgia’s homecoming, its fi nal integration 
into the European family. The visa regime 
liberalization is the fruit of a prolonged po-
litical process and chain of reforms, which 
were initiated back in June 2012 within the 
framework of EU-Georgia Visa Dialogue.

The launch of EU-Georgia negotiations on 
visa regime simplifi cation was followed by 
the elaboration of the Visa Liberalization 
Action Plan (VLAP)2, which the European 
Commission gave the Government of Geor-
gia on February 25, 2013. A framework doc-
ument for legislative harmonization and sec-
tor policy reform, it set forth key directions 
and requirements for visa-free short-term 
visits to the Schengen Area for Georgian cit-
izens with biometric passports. 

An open door to the European family and 
the right of free movement is one of many 
benefi ts Georgian citizens receive as a result 
of EU-Georgia cooperation. This initiative is 
unique as it reaches every citizen, making 
this hard-earned achievement on Georgia’s 
European path very concrete and tangible. 

1 Giorgi Vardishvili is an independent researcher; Elene Panchulidze is a Ph. D candidate at Caucasus Univer-
sity in Tbilisi;
2State Commission on Migration Issues of Georgia, offi cial web-site, EU-Georgia Visa Dialogue, Action Plan 
on Visa Liberalization; accessed on 02.04.2017,  http://migration.commission.ge/fi les/vlap-eng.pdf

This decision, which can appear to be a tech-
nical change, has political signifi cance. It 
plays a crucial role in the process of Geor-
gia fulfi lling its declared foreign policy 
objectives. The unhindered movement of 
Georgian citizens in the free world means 
not only more ties and better opportunities 
to penetrate the European market, but also 
establishing and developing civic relations, 
which in a modern system of interdepen-
dency is a cornerstone for pursuing foreign 
policy. 

Georgia’s foreign policy ambitions go far 
beyond free travel on the European conti-
nent. As soon as visa liberalization offi cial-
ly entered into force, a new topic of interest 
emerged – the next phase of the EU-Geor-
gian partnership. Both the local audience 
and Western partners are aware of Georgia’s 
intention to not stop at visa liberalization 
and to continue to work toward eventual EU 
membership. However, the nature of Geor-
gia’s action plan for membership remains 
the subject of discussion: whether to pursue 
the policy under the existing cooperation 
framework or establish new formats and 
further instrumentalize them for ultimate 
approximation with membership goals. 
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GEORGIA AND EU – NEXT STAGE OF COOPERATION

In a joint statement issued on April 12, 2017, 
the Foreign Affairs Ministers of the Visegrad 
Group (V4) supported the European per-
spective of Eastern Partnership countries. 
The statement stipulates that Brussels’ 2017 
summit declaration should refl ect the differ-
ent aspirations of partner countries and offer 
a European perspective for interested part-
ners.3 The joint statement was made after a 
meeting in Warsaw between the foreign af-
fairs ministers from the Visegrad Group and 
Eastern partnership countries. 

One month prior to the launch of the vi-
sa-free regime for Georgia, Dimitris Avram-
opoulos, European Commissioner for Mi-
gration, Home Affairs and Citizenship, paid 
an offi cial visit to Georgia. During his speech 
at the offi cial press conference, where he as-
sessed Georgia’s road to visa liberalization, 
the commissioner also spoke about Geor-
gia’s European perspective. “Georgia is an 
example of progress and reforms that bring 
it one step further to its European path, to 
its European perspective,” the commission-
er stated.4

The remarks of Dimitris Avramopoulos 
were something new for Georgian society, as 
the numerous attempts by the Government 
of Georgia to include clauses on “European 
perspective” in offi cial EU documents have 
traditionally been treated with reluctance by 
Brussels. Besides, EU representatives, both 

politicians and bureaucrats, have noted on 
many occasions that the European perspec-
tive was off the agenda and that it would be 
better for Georgia to focus on the fulfi lment 
of its responsibilities stipulated in the Asso-
ciation Agreement (AA). 

Despite the GoG requests, the 2014 Asso-
ciation Agreement ignored the prospect of 
Georgia joining the union. Although the pre-
amble of the document acknowledges “the 
European aspirations and European choice of 
Georgia”, no membership prospects are en-
visaged there, unlike the membership prom-
ise included in the Stabilization and Associa-
tion Agreements with the Western Balkans.5

In the spring of 2015, the Georgian leadership 
tried again to receive offi cial EU affi rmation 
of the country’s European perspective. Prior 
to the Eastern Partnership Riga Summit, Pres-
ident of Georgia Giorgi Margvelashvili, for-
mer Prime Minister Irakli Gharibashvili and 
then-Speaker of Parliament David Usupash-
vili published an open letter addressing Pres-
ident of the European Council Donald Tusk, 
President of the European Commission Jean-
Claude Juncker and former President of the 
European Parliament Martin Schulz. In the 
joint letter, the GoG called for acknowledg-
ing the country’s “European perspective” at 
the EU’s Riga Summit.6

Georgia’s attempts have usually been treated 

3 Joint Statement on the Eastern Partnership of the Foreign Ministers of the #Visegrad Group; Offi cial Twitter 
account of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland, Poland(MFA) https://twitter.com/PolandMFA/sta-
tus/852171700112416768 
4 Online Journal Civil Georgia, the European Commissioner Speaks of Georgia’s European Perspective, 
28.02.2017, http://www.civil.ge/geo/article.php?id=31065   
5 Online Journal Civil Georgia, the European Commissioner Speaks of Georgia’s European Perspective, 
28.02.2017, http://www.civil.ge/geo/article.php?id=31065 
6 Joint letter to the European Council President, His excellency Donald Tusk, Online Journal Civil Georgia, 
accessed on 06.04.2017, http://www.civil.ge/fi les/fi les/2015/Tusk_GEO.pdf
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with scepticism by Brussels and the member 
states; however, the EU has always high-
lighted that Georgia is a success story and 
expressed sincere hopes for the country’s fur-
ther approximation to the European family. 
The latter statement is further evidenced by 
Georgia being named as a regional example 
of success in a 2016 Global Strategy on Foreign 
and Security Policy for the European Union.7

An examination of the historical experience 
of EU-Georgian relations reveals that prog-
ress in the forming of institutions and demo-
cratic development always moves EU-Geor-
gian cooperation to a new stage. Hence, 
further democratization processes in the 
country increase the probability and oppor-
tunity of Tbilisi advancing to a qualitatively 
new stage of partnership with the Brussels. 

The fact that visa liberalization and the AA 
are not the fi nal achievement of EU-Geor-
gia relations is also strongly supported by 
trends in various public opinion surveys:

● A question included in National Dem-
ocratic Institute-funded research, car-
ried out by the CRRC in March 2016, 
“Is the Government’s declared goal of 
Georgia becoming an EU member ac-
ceptable or not”, received a positive re-
sponse from 77% of respondents.8

● Moreover, according to the survey re-
sults published by the International 

Republican Institute (IRI) on April 4, 
2017, 90% of respondents support the 
idea of Georgia joining the EU.9

It is important that public opinion is also re-
fl ected in offi cial foreign policy documents. 
On December 29, 2016, Georgia’s supreme 
legislative body passed a resolution on basic 
foreign policy directions, which reads that 
the Association Agreement is not the fi nal 
stage of cooperation and the ultimate goal 
of Georgia is to join the EU in compliance 
with Article 49 of the Treaty of the European 
Union. Interestingly, this is the same parlia-
ment that, in the new version of the Consti-
tution of Georgia, has the responsibility to 
defi ne basic internal and foreign policy pri-
orities for the government. 

Other notable offi cial documents on the par-
liamentary level include Statements and 
Recommendations of EU-Georgia Parlia-
mentary Association Committee, which 
serve the purpose of strengthening institu-
tional ties between the European Parliament 
and the Parliament of Georgia, as well as the 
development of parliamentary diplomacy. 

Statements by four EU-Georgia Parliamen-
tary Association Committees (in the years 
2015, 2016, 2017) highlight the fundamental 
position that “the Association Agreement is 
not the ultimate goal of EU-Georgian rela-
tions… and Georgia, like any European state, 
is entitled to apply for EU membership.”10

7 Shared Vision Common action: A Stronger Europe, A global Strategy for European Union’s Foreign and Se-
curity Policy, EEAS Website, June 2016 http://www.eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_
review_web.pdf
8 Public attitudes in Georgia Results of a March 2016 survey carried out for NDI by CRRC Georgia. NDI web-
site, accessed on 01.04.2017, https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/fi les/NDI%20Georgia_March%202016%20
poll_Public%20Issues_ENG_vf.pdf
9 Political ratings and public opinion in IRI funded research, Online Journal Civil Georgia, 05.04.2017, http://
www.civil.ge/geo/article.php?id=31169
10 EU-Georgia Parliamentary Association Committee, Fourth Meeting Final Statement and Recommendations, 
15-16 February 2017, Website of Parliament of Georgia, http://www.parliament.ge/ge/ajax/download-
File/56297/4th_EU_Georgia_PAC_meeting_fi nal_statement-adopted



24

In this regard, a number of noteworthy and 
signifi cant resolutions have been passed by 
the European Parliament, including the Jan-
uary 21, 2016 resolution on the EU Associ-
ation Agreements and the Deep and Com-

prehensive Free Trade Areas with Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine.11 The document once 
again recognizes the right of European states 
to apply for EU membership if the necessary 
conditions are met. 

11Association Agreements / Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas with Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine, 
21 January, 2016, Website of European Parliament,  http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?-
type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0018&language=EN&ring=P8-RC-2016-0068
12 Lisbon Treaty, Article 49, accessed on 01.04.2017,  http://www.lisbon-treaty.org/wcm/the-lisbon-treaty/
treaty-on-european-union-and-comments/title-6-fi nal-provisions/136-article-49.html
13 Consolidated Treaty of the European Union, Article 2, Pg.  C115/17, accessed on 01.04.2017,  http://eur-lex.
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:115:0013:0045:en:PDF

Article 49 of the Lisbon Treaty12, which is 
stipulated in both the Georgian and EU par-
liamentary resolutions, clarifi es that any 
European state which respects the values 
referred to in Article 2, such as the respect 
of fundamental human rights - including 
protection of minorities’ rights, rule of law, 
equality, justice, freedom and democracy - 
and is committed to promoting them, may 
apply to become a member of the Union.13

Submitting a formal application does not re-
quire complex procedures. When applying, the 
applicant state is not required to fi ll in an ex-
tensive questionnaire or deal with bureaucrat-
ic routine. The only requirement is to offi cially 
express the wish to join the Union in writing 
and forward it to the Presidency of the Council 
of the European Union. The institutional pro-
cedure associated with joining the EU starts 
after the application is submitted.

European Parliament resolution on Association Agreements / Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Areas with Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine 21 January, 2016

“Stresses that, pursuant to Article 49 of the Treaty on European Union, any European 
state may apply to become a member of the EU provided that it adheres to the princi-

ples of democracy, respects fundamental freedoms and human and minority rights, and 
ensures the rule of law…”
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14 Escaping the First Circle of Hell or the Secret Behind Bosnian Reforms, ESI Report, 10.03.2016, http://www.
esiweb.org/pdf/ESI%20-%20Bosnia%20escaping%20the%20first%20circle%20of%20hell%20-%2010%20
March%202016.pdf

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA OFFICIAL APPLICATION –
FEBRUARY 15, 201614
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PROCEDURES FROM SUBMITTING THE MEMBERSHIP
APPLICATION TO ACCESSION NEGOTIATIONS15

15 From EU Membership Application to Accession Negotiations: Frequently Asked Questions, regional web por-
tal European Western Balkans, accessed on 02.04.2017, https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2016/02/15/
from-eu-membership-application-to-accession-negotiations-frequently-asked-questions/
16 European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, European Commission, accessed on 
04.04.2017, https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/detailed-country-information/
croatia_en

● The applicant state submits an offi cial 
application to the Council of the Euro-
pean Union;

● The Council of the European Union 
notifi es the European Commission, the 
European Parliament and national par-
liaments of member states on the appli-
cation submitted by the applicant state;

● The European Commission sends the 
applicant state the Acquis Question-
naire and prepares an Opinion on the 
applicant state’s readiness for the Ac-
cession Process; the European Com-
mission checks the applicant against 
the Copenhagen Criteria;

● The applicant state is given, on aver-
age, three months to fi ll in the Com-

mission’s several thousand-question 
Questionnaire, however it is possible 
to prolong the process if necessary; it 
takes an average of one year for the 
Commission to formulate its opinion 
on the applications;

● The European Parliament examines 
the submitted application and makes a 
decision;

● The decision to approve or reject an 
application is made by the Council of 
European Union based on the Com-
mission’s opinion and the European 
Parliament’s recommendation; the de-
cision of the Council of the European 
Union is conveyed to the European 
Council for fi nal approval.

PROCEDURES FROM THE START TO THE END OF THE ACCESSION 
PROCESS16

● The European Council decides to 
launch accession negotiations with a 
candidate state;

● The European Commission starts the 
procedure of acquis screening;

● A series of Accession Conferences com-
mence with the candidate state on a 
ministerial level, where issues pertain-
ing to the harmonization of the candi-
date state’s law with EU legislation are 
discussed. A total of 35 chapters of the 

acquis are included on the agenda of 
the conferences;

● An accession treaty is signed with the 
candidate state after the membership 
initiative is supported by the Council of 
the European Union, European Com-
mission and European Parliament. The 
EU’s decision on membership shall be 
ratifi ed by the candidate state’s par-
liament, as well as the national parlia-
ments of member states.
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EU MEMBERSHIP CRITERIA

A prospective member state’s readiness for 
EU membership is determined based on the 
Copenhagen Criteria,17 which was approved 
in June 1993 at the Summit of the European 
Council:

● Political criteria: stability of institu-
tions guaranteeing democracy, the rule 
of law, human rights and respect for 
and protection of minorities;

● Economic criteria: a functioning mar-
ket economy and the ability to cope 
with competitive pressure and market 
forces within the EU;

● Legislative alignment (acquis crite-
ria): ability to take on the obligations 
of membership, including the capac-
ity to effectively implement the rules, 
standards and policies that make up 
the body of EU law (the ‘acquis’), and 
adherence to the aims of the political, 
economic and monetary union.

An applicant state has never been refused a 
candidate status in the history of the Union. 
The only exception is Morocco, whose rejec-
tion was motivated by the fact that it did not 
represent a European state.

As of today, Turkey, Serbia, Montenegro, 
FYR Macedonia and Albania all have candi-
date state status. Bosnia and Herzegovina as 
well as Kosovo are potential candidates. The 
time required to complete the procedure 
from the formal application to receiving can-
didate status varies from state to state. For 
example, Turkey applied in 1987 and the 
country was granted candidate status only 
in 1997. Turkey’s accession negotiations 
commenced in 2005 and are still underway.18

Unlike Turkey, other active candidate states 
went through the mentioned procedures rel-
atively fast. Serbia applied in 2009, received 
candidate status in three years and the fol-
lowing year, 2013, a decision was made on 
the commencement of the accession process.19 

17 European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, Conditions for Membership, European 
Commission, accessed on 06.04.2016, https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/policy/condi-
tions-membership_en
18 European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations - Turkey, European Commission, accessed 
on 04.04.2017, https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/detailed-country-information/
turkey_en 
19 European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations -Serbia, European Commission, accessed on 
04.04.2017, https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/countries/detailed-country-information/serbia_en
20 Former Yugoslavian Republic of Macedonia
21 This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the 
ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence; https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/
countries/detailed-country-information/kosovo_en

Country Applied Candidate Accession Negotiations
Turkey 1987 1997 2005
Montenegro 2008 2010 2012
Serbia 2009 2012 2013
Macedonia 20 2004 2005 X
Albania 2009 2012 X
Bosnia and Herzegovina 2016 X X
Kosovo 21 X X X
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EU FINANCIAL INSTRUMENTS

22 Funding Instruments, European Commission, accessed on 06.04.2017, https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/
funding/funding-instruments-programming/funding-instruments_en  
23 Programming of the European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) - 2014-2020 Single Support Framework for 
EU support to Georgia (2014-2017); Pg.- 5 -8;  accessed on 06.04.2017, http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/
enp/pdf/fi nancing-the-enp/georgia_2014_2017_programming_document_en.pdf

In a rapidly changing world, the EU holds 
nine key fi nancial tools for implementing 
foreign policy priorities that include both 
geographical and thematic instruments22. 

Geographical instruments:

● Instrument for Development Coopera-
tion (DCI)

● Instrument for Pre-accession Assis-
tance II (IPA)

● European Neighbourhood Instrument 
(ENI)

● Instrument for Greenland (IfG)
● European Development Fund (EDF)

Thematic instruments:

● European Instrument for Democracy 
and Human Rights (EIDHR)

● Instrument contributing to Stability 
and Peace (IcSP)

● Partnership Instrument (PI)
● Instrument for Nuclear Safety Cooper-

ation (INSC)

Presently, the key funding instrument of 
the EU for Georgia is the European Neigh-
bourhood Instrument (ENI). The ENI frame-
work covers programs such as Erasmus+; 
Technical Assistance and Information Ex-
change (TAIEX); Support for Improvement 
in Governance and Management (SIGMA); 
Neighbourhood Investment Facility (NIF); 
and other related programs. In addition to 
the ENI, Georgia also benefi ts from themat-
ic instruments, including the European In-
strument for Democracy and Human Rights 
(EIDHR) and the Instrument contributing to 
Stability and Peace (IcSP).

The EU extends its assistance to Georgia un-
der ENI via the Single Support Framework 
(SSF) programming document. In the period 
of 2014-2017, from 335,000,000 to 410,000,000 
euros in assistance will be allocated to Geor-
gia.23 This number, when comparing using 
the principle of proportionality, is far less 
than the assistance provided under IPA II 
to accession candidates and potential candi-
date states.
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 GEORGIA’S EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE 

ALLOCATED AND BUDGETED FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE UNDER IPA II
DURING YEARS 2014-202024

Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 -2020 2014 -20
Albania 83.7 86.9 89.7 92.9 296.3 649.5 million €
Bosnia and Herzegovina 39.7 39.7 42.7 43.7 * 165.8 million €

Macedonia 85.7 88.9 91.6 94.9 303.1 664.2 million €

Kosovo 83.8 85.9 88.7 91.9 295.2 645.5 million €
Montenegro 39.6 35.6 37.4 39.5 118.4 270.5 million €
Serbia 195.1 201.4 207.9 215.4 688.2 1,508.0 million €
Turkey 620.4 626.4 630.7 636.4 1,940.0 4,453.9 million €

Multi-support program (multi-
country)

348.0 365.0 390.0 410.4 1,445.3 2,958.7 million €

* Presently unknown

In addition to increasing its approximation 
to Europe’s political, administrative and 
trade space, Georgia’s aspiration to acces-
sion is obvious from its efforts to forge clos-
er cooperation with the EU. The Preamble 
of the EU-Georgia Association Agreement 
acknowledges “the European aspirations 
and European choice of Georgia”25 but EU 
offi cials often highlight that the association 
agreements signed with Georgia, Moldova 
and Ukraine do not envisage any perspec-
tives for membership. 

However, as evidenced by the above-men-
tioned offi cial foreign policy priorities doc-
uments, Georgia’s main strategic goal is EU 
accession and the EU Association Agree-
ment, as well as the Deep and Comprehen-
sive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA), visa 
liberalization and other integration-related 
initiatives, are the means to reach the ulti-
mate goal.

Two presumable scenarios manifest them-
selves for the country to achieve its strategic 
foreign policy objectives. Those scenarios may 
easily guide Georgia on its European path:

1. EU declares a European perspective 
for Georgia (independently or along 
with Ukraine and Moldova) and grants 
the country potential candidate status; 
this could mean Georgia transitioning 
to become a benefi ciary to the Instru-
ment for Pre-accession Assistance 
(IPA II) from its existing bilateral fi -
nancial assistance program (ENI); the 
next steps would involve Georgia sub-
mitting offi cial application and receiv-
ing the Candidate status. 

This was the road taken by the Western Bal-
kan states. The process involved EU leaders 
offering Western Balkans a European per-
spective at the 2003 Thessaloniki Summit26, 

24 Overview - Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance, European Commission, accessed on 06.04.2017, https://
ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/overview_en   
25 EU-Georgia Association Agreement, Pg. L 261/5, EEAS Website, accessed on 01.04.2017, https://eeas.euro-
pa.eu/sites/eeas/fi les/association_agreement.pdf
26 EU-Western Balkans Summit, Thessaloniki Declaration, 21 June, 2003, Website of European Commission, 
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_PRES-03-163_en.htm
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which was later followed by concluding the 
Stabilization and Association Agreements, 
joining the IPA program, submitting an of-
fi cial application and offi cially granting the 
countries candidate status at different stages 
of the process.

Exceptions to this path to membership are 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, which 
still remain potential candidates. Bosnia and 
Herzegovina recently applied for member-
ship and is currently fulfi lling the applica-
tion procedures. Kosovo has not offi cially 
applied yet. Bureaucratic procedures allow 
a state that has not offi cially applied for EU 
membership to have a European perspective 
and correspondingly be viewed as a potential 
candidate, which entails benefi ts from the In-
strument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA).

In light of these developments, it is crucial 
for Georgia to persuade the EU and mem-
ber states that it has more ambition and de-
serves promotion on the basis of a “more for 
more” principle. It is also essential to dif-
ferentiate Eastern Partnership states which 
have signed AAs and those which have the 
desire for further integration with EU. 

Taking into account the regional and tar-
get-group differentiation policy of the Eu-
ropean Union, achieving these goals inde-
pendently will pose a serious challenge for 
Georgia. The policy should be implement-
ed under the umbrella of the Eastern Part-
nership or outside it, e.g. by elaborating a 

new Stabilization and Association Process 
(SAP) or other integration initiative.

2. In the second scenario, Georgia does 
not wait for a European perspective or 
potential candidate status, but rather it 
applies for accession and creates a fait 
accompli for Brussels. This step may be 
taken anytime, referring to Article 49 of 
the Lisbon Treaty. However, it should 
be considered that, before taking this 
historical step of a qualitatively new 
nature, it is essential that the country 
prepares the necessary political basis 
to achieve the desired results. 

Unlike the fi rst option, this road is shorter, 
however it is also more complicated and 
risky. This is fi rst and foremost because the 
application process may be stretched out 
and the applicant country’s expectations 
may be quite unclear. Besides, until the pro-
cess is complete, Georgia will be unable to 
utilize the benefi ts offered to potential can-
didate states. An example is Iceland, which 
did not have a European perspective and the 
only way for the country to gain access to 
IPA benefi ts was to acquire offi cial candi-
date status.27

It is noteworthy that, unlike Ukraine, small 
Georgia and Moldova have an upper hand 
in one criteria of accession – Absorption Ca-
pacity.28 Correspondingly, it will be logical 
for Georgia to coordinate its actions in this 
direction with Moldova. The visa liberaliza-

27 Iceland applied for Accession in July 2009, but became an IPA benefi ciary only in June 2010, after being as-
signed Candidate State status by the European Council; Iceland joined the program in 2011 and utilized ben-
efi ts designated for Candidate State until the year 2013, before the newly elected Iceland government halted 
Accession Negotiations. 
28 “Just what is this “absorption capacity” of the European Union?”, CEPS, 6 October 2006, https://www.ceps.
eu/publications/just-what-absorption-capacity-european-union
29 Declaration of the leaders of 27 member states and of the European Council, the European Parliament and the 
European Commission, Website of European Council, 25 March 2017, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/
press/press-releases/2017/03/25-rome-declaration/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_
campaign=The+Rome+Declaration
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tion process revealed that being paired with 
Ukraine is nowhere near as advantageous 
from the political standpoint. 

As noted in scenario one, it is obvious that 
the EU will face diffi culties awarding only 
Georgia and/or Moldova with a European 
perspective and not include the Ukraini-
ans. Therefore, Brussels may even prefer for 
Georgia to formally apply under its own ini-
tiative. Such an action will provide EU with 
more room for political manoeuvring as 
the membership request would be initiated 
from the third country itself.

Taking the EU bureaucratic structure into 
consideration, Georgia needs to act in a con-
sistent and methodical manner in order to 
have a better chance of fulfi lling its strategic 
objective. GoG should not have a false ex-
pectation that it will be served with candi-
date benefi ts “out of turn” or be promoted 
“in advance”. It is also unlikely that the EU 

and member states will agree to elaborate 
a new instrument exclusively for Georgia. 
Hence, the GoG should focus on existing 
and active technical procedures and utilize 
them for its own interests. 

The only way to increase the theoretical 
probability of the EU introducing a new in-
strument for Georgia is to create a fait ac-
compli by applying for membership. Such 
a step creates a narrow door of opportuni-
ty for Brussels to make a specifi c decision 
regarding the expansion of its partnership 
with Georgia. In the best-case scenario, 
Georgia will be assigned candidate status 
and will gain access to IPA II benefi ts. In the 
worst-case scenario, a historical precedent 
of a European state being denied candida-
cy will be established. It is possible that the 
EU will fi nd a pragmatic solution and offer 
Georgia a new cooperation model, e.g. part-
nership with accession prospect and a new 
fi nancial instrument other than the IPA II. 

GEORGIA’S EUROPEAN PATH AND HISTORICAL WINDOW OF 
OPPORTUNITY

 In an analysis of Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic in-
tegration, the lack or absence of internation-
al organizations’ political will often surfac-
es and becomes the focus of discussion. In 
debates over the issue, the main reference is 
made to the so-called “Historical Window of 
Opportunity”, underscoring that when such 
a moment appears, Georgia should meet all 
the criteria necessary to join the European 
family. 

Currently the EU is undergoing the process 
of strategic refl ection on the Common For-
eign and Security Policy (CFSP). A notewor-
thy event in this regard is the elaboration of 
the Global Strategy for the European Union’s 

Foreign and Security Policy and its follow-up 
process – the revision of the Neighbourhood 
Policy. Both the aforementioned document 
and the strategic refl ection process are cru-
cially important as the current EU Security 
Policy is based on the obsolete 2003 Europe-
an Security Strategy document. 

Another notable fact is that, out of the 16 
ENP states, only Georgia and Tunisia are 
mentioned in the Global Strategy for the Eu-
ropean Union’s Foreign and Security Policy. 
The success of these two states on the region-
al level serve as a stimulus for new positive 
changes. The strategic refl ection process that 
is developing on the institutional level may 



32

provide a push for the opening of a “win-
dow of opportunity” for states striving to 
complete their integration in the European 
family. 

The Rome declaration, which was signed at 
the 60-years anniversary summit and cele-
brates the signing of the EU founding trea-
ty, should also be mentioned. On March 25, 

2017 the leaders of member states gathered 
“for a refreshing unique alliance of free na-
tions” and signed the declaration, which sets 
forth a common vision on the EU’s future for 
the next 10 years. Despite unprecedented in-
ternal and foreign challenges, the declara-
tion stipulates that the Union remains open 
for European nations that respect European 
values and facilitate their wide distribution. 

Changes emerging on the international level 
are evidence that Georgia should continue its 
active work to achieve the set foreign policy 
objectives. Changes to the global architecture 
complicate identifying when the “window of 

opportunity” will open for Georgia, which 
means that the state should not only prepare 
for the opportunity, but should also partici-
pate in the process of making it appear.

“…We want a Union which remains open to those European Countries that respect our 
values and are committed to promoting them….”
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 Levan Kakhishvili is a Researcher at the Georgian Institute of Politics and the Center for Political Research at 
International Black Sea University.

Strong political parties represent the corner-
stone of consolidated democracies. Parties 
contend for offi ce in elections. Therefore, a 
strong link between parties and voters is of 
primary importance to the success of elec-
tions. Strong and stable party-voter linkages 
ensure that democracy is stable, as voters are 
aware of what to expect from elected parties. 
Consequently, party ideological programs 
are key. As Georgia’s democracy matures, the 
country’s political parties must follow suit in 
order for democracy to be consolidated. Ac-
cordingly, Georgia’s parties should consider 
the nature of their linkages with the electorate. 
Studies show that party-voter linkage is most 
stable when on programmatic lines, a factor 
which diminishes the chance of unexpected 
policy turns. Therefore, this paper examines 
the challenges Georgian parties face on their 
path toward becoming more ideology-driv-
en. The paper examines how party programs 

correspond to party ideologies, how party 
programs refl ect public opinion, and why 
and how young people decide to join polit-
ical parties. This is achieved by: analyzing 
public opinion data from three different na-
tion-wide polls; undertaking content analysis 
of seven major political party programs; and 
conducting focus group discussions with ju-
nior members of seven parties regarding their 
motives for joining the party of their choice. 
Findings show that: only three parties out of 
seven have ideologically-matching names 
and/or rhetoric and pre-election programs; 
more successful parties tend to better refl ect 
public opinion than do less successful parties; 
and young Georgians tend to be more likely 
to prioritize personal networks, career oppor-
tunities, and ideology than the importance of 
a charismatic political leader when making 
decisions about which party to join or give 
loyalty.

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

For political parties in Georgia:

• Public opinion data and pre-election 
programs indicate a gap between what 
the public needs and what is offered by 
parties. Parties must refl ect the needs 
of the public, which are easily accessi-
ble through public opinion polls, but 
also must serve a function as public 
opinion mobilisers regarding the val-
ues on which their ideology is based. 
In short, parties much refl ect needs 
while nurturing values.

• Focus group discussions indicate that 

some Georgian parties are identifi ed as 
potentially programmatic and some as 
potentially clientelistic. Unexpectedly, 
however, no political party is labeled as 
a charismatic party, indicating a more 
optimistic view of the Georgian politi-
cal party system than is widely held by 
experts and scholars. However, parties 
must nurture the widespread appre-
ciation of ideology and values among 
their junior members in order to trans-
form into programmatic parties.

• Senior party members should be open 
to the ideas of their junior members 
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and welcome their participation in de-
cision-making processes, as this makes 
parties more internally transparent 
and democratic. Such horizontal gov-
ernance and openness is highly likely 
to ensure the loyalty of the younger 
members.

• Research shows that a lack of qualifi ed 
human resources is a recurring chal-
lenge for Georgian parties. Therefore, 
parties must either raise politicians 
from their own ranks or recruit from 
outside. While recruiting new mem-
bers, however, parties must be careful 
regarding their methods of persua-
sion, as fi nancial benefi ts and career 
opportunities do not seem important 
for gaining new and loyal members. 
Therefore, parties should identify pro-
spective members who share similar 
values.

For the government:

• This study fi nds that fi nancial resourc-
es are defi cient for Georgian parties. 
Competition, healthy and strong, is 
key to ensuring successful, democratic 
elections. Parties lacking resources are 
unable to compete effectively. There-
fore, a more effective party fi nancing 
mechanism is necessary for ensuring 
democratic consolidation.

• Pluralism in parliament is a key com-
ponent of democratization. The current 
electoral system favors larger parties, 
with smaller parties remaining outside 
parliament without an effective plat-
form for advocating for the interests of 
their constituents. There is a need to re-
form the majoritarian electoral system 
(e.g. adopting a regional proportion-

al system) to ensure better chances of 
representation for smaller parties.

For the civil society organizations (CSOs) 
and think tanks:

• CSOs and think tanks should work to 
ensure the accountability of political 
parties before their voters. Analysis 
of pre-election programs and research 
on societal needs and preferences help 
parties establish stronger linkages with 
their constituents.

• CSOs and think tanks should provide 
trainings for junior party members on 
the ideological foundations of party 
programs. Trainings in this fi eld will 
raise awareness as to why values and 
ideologies are important for party-vot-
er interactions.

For media organizations:

• Georgian political parties assume that 
the media sphere is not equally acces-
sible for large and small parties. En-
suring neutral coverage and giving a 
platform to smaller parties as well as 
larger parties will ensure more politi-
cal competition.

For donor organizations:

• Donor organizations can play an im-
portant role by prioritizing the devel-
opment of the political party system in 
their grant schemes. Providing support 
for parties through CSOs and think 
tanks can play a signifi cant role in en-
hancing the internal democracy of polit-
ical parties, their accountability before 
voters, and their awareness of ideologi-
cal platforms, among other things.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been said that Georgia fulfi ls “the ba-
sic conditions of a functional defi nition of 
democracy.”2  However, functional democ-
racy also requires functional political par-
ties. Even in minimalist terms democracy is 
“a political system which supplies regular 
constitutional opportunities for changing the 
governing offi cials, and a social mechanism 
which permits the largest possible part of 
the population to infl uence major decisions 
by choosing among contenders for political 
offi ce.”3 The contenders for offi ce are politi-
cal parties, the stability of which is the key to 
democratic elections. The stability of parties 
is especially important in the Georgian con-
text: the country’s political system has been 
developing toward parliamentarian rule 
since constitutional amendments came into 
force after the 2013 presidential elections. 
Furthermore, there have been discussions 
since the 2016 parliamentary elections about 
amending the constitution to make the pres-
ident elected by delegates from the parlia-
ment and municipal councils rather than by 
direct popular vote.4 Parties tend to become 
more important in a system in which parlia-
ment holds more power. Therefore, Georgian 
democracy is unimaginable without strong 
and sustainable political parties serving as 

the foundation for democratic consolidation.

The stability of political party systems de-
pends on two factors: the stability of the par-
ties, and the stability of party-voter linkages. 
Georgian political parties are characterized 
by a “high death rate.”5 This means that 
Georgian parties often do not often survive 
the loss of power or decreasing popularity 
on the part of their leaders. Furthermore, 
party-voter linkages in Georgia are assumed 
to be of the weakest type – charismatic. 
There are three types of party-voter linkage: 
charismatic, clientelistic, and programmat-
ic. Charismatic parties have constituencies 
loyal to the party’s leader. In comparison, 
clientelistic parties have constituencies who 
expect “personal and selective tangible and 
intangible advantages derived from [their 
party’s] victory.” Finally, programmat-
ic parties have constituencies who expect 
“the production of indirect advantages in 
the form of collective goods if the party of 
choice wins the election.”6 In the post-Soviet 
context, programmatic party-voter linkag-
es which “reinforce the consolidation and 
stability of democratic regimes”7  are rare. 
Consequently, Georgian political parties, 
if democracy is to be consolidated, face the 

2 Kakachia, K. and Kakhishvili, L. (2014). Georgia’s Political Transition: Halfway towards electoral democracy? 
In: Sully, M. (ed.) Governance and Sustainability: Black Sea Region. Vienna: Institute for Go-Governance.
3 Lipset, S. M. (2000). The indispensability of political parties. Journal of Democracy, 11(1), 48-55.
4 Broadcasting Company Rustavi 2. (2016, October 10). Population may be deprived of the right to elect the 
president - “Georgian Dream” is announcing constitutional amendments. Retrieved from http://rustavi2.
com/en/news/58783. 
5 Nodia, G., & Scholtbach, Á. P. (2006). The political landscape of Georgia: political parties: achievements, chal-
lenges and prospects. Eburon Uitgeverij BV.
6 Kitschelt, H. (1995). Formation of party cleavages in post-communist democracies: Theoretical propositions. 
Party politics, 1(4), 447-472.
7 Kitschelt, H. (1995). Formation of party cleavages in post-communist democracies: Theoretical propositions. 
Party politics, 1(4), 447-472. Also see: Lijphart, A., Rogowski, R., & Weaver, R. K. (1993). Separation of powers 
and cleavage management. In R. K. Weaver & B. A. Rockman (Eds.), Do institutions matter? Government ca-
pabilities in the United States and abroad (pp. 302-344). Washington, DC: Brookings Institute.
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challenge to transform into programmatic 
institutions. Such a transformation strength-
ens party-voter linkages as voters will have 
clear expectations regarding what policies 
will be pursued should a party of a given 
ideology win an election. Such predictabili-
ty, by extension, determines democratic sta-
bility and consolidation.

The goal of this paper is to study seven ma-
jor Georgian political parties8 in order to 
identify challenges to the development of 
Georgia’s political party system and provide 
recommendations for relevant stakeholders 
to promote the process of democratization 
in Georgia. For these purposes, three objec-
tives have been established. First, the paper 
explores to what extent the structure of par-
ties’ issue positions can be arranged along 
a one-dimensional left-right nexus and to 
what extent these issue positions correspond 
to the parties’ respective declared ideologies. 
To this end, party stances on economic and 
social issues have been analyzed through the 
content analysis of pre-election programs of 
the seven parties. Second, the paper further 

explores pre-election programs to analyze 
to what extent parties address the issues 
about which the public is concerned. Public 
opinion has been inferred from three pub-
lic opinion polls conducted prior to the 2016 
parliamentary elections, taking place in No-
vember 2015, March 2016, and June 2016.9 
Finally, in order to gain an understanding of 
the nature of party-voter linkages in Geor-
gia, representatives of the youth organiza-
tions of the seven parties were recruited to 
participate in focus group discussions, the 
aim of which being to identify reasons for 
why Georgian youth join political parties. 
This paper assumes that there are three 
main reasons for joining a party:10 interest 
in following a charismatic leader; interest in 
obtaining direct tangible or intangible ben-
efi ts from the victory of a certain party, and 
belief in the ideology or value preferences 
expressed by a given party. Throughout the 
research period (February-March 2017), sev-
en focus group discussions (FGD) were or-
ganized with the participation of 48 young 
political activists (30 male; 18 female) ages 
18 to 33.

8 Georgian Dream, United National Movement, Alliance of Patriots of Georgia, Free Democrats, Democratic 
Movement – United Georgia, Labour Party, Republican Party.
9 Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2015, November). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, November   2015. 
Retrieved from http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nn2015ge/codebook/.
Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2016, March). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, March 2016. Retrieved 
from http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/na2016ge/codebook/.
Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2016, June). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, June 2016. Retrieved from 
http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nj2016ge/codebook/.
10 Note: choosing to become active in politics and selecting a party to join are viewed as two separate deci-
sion-making processes. There are other factors that determine a decision to become involved in active politics 
but this paper limits the reasons for choosing a certain party to three possible factors, each of which refl ect 
Kitschelt’s theoretical framework.

STRUCTURE OF ISSUE POSITIONS IN THE POLITICAL PARTY 
SYSTEM OF GEORGIA

Well-defi ned ideologies result in strong link-
ages between a particular party and its voters. 
Therefore, the fi rst aspect of Georgian parties 
to be considered is how their respective posi-
tions are structured on a left-right spectrum. 

Content analysis of seven programs for the 
2016 parliamentary elections was conducted 
focusing on economic issues including jobs, 
poverty, rising prices and infl ation, and wag-
es; and social issues such as pensions, afford-



39

able healthcare, and education. Judging from 
party names and the public statements made 
by party representatives, out of the seven 
parties under consideration in this study, 
two parties lean toward the left – Georgian 
Dream (GD) and the Labour Party (LP); and 
fi ve parties lean toward the right – the Unit-
ed National Movement (UNM), the Alliance 
of Patriots of Georgia (APG), the Free Dem-
ocrats (FD), the Democratic Movement-Unit-
ed Georgia (DMUG), and the Republican 
Party (RP). Only three programs out of seven 
closely match the declared and/or inferred 
ideology of the respective party (see the Ta-
ble 1 below).

The analysis makes clear that pre-election 
promises tended to be leftist and only one 
right-leaning party – the Republican Party – 

stayed loyal to its ideology across all issues 
under consideration. However, it should be 
noted that in certain occasions a party pro-
gram exhibits right-leaning values (e.g. the 
program of FD), but when it comes to spe-
cifi c issue positions the party emerges with 
more left-leaning positions. On the other 
hand, given Georgia’s overall social-eco-
nomic conditions, parties may intentional-
ly choose to feature left-leaning positions, 
as was suggested by participants from the 
DMUG. And fi nally, there are cases when 
positions on economic and social issues are 
leftist but the non-economic and/or social 
values featured in the election program are 
conservative (e.g. the case of APG, whose 
program is centered on notions of “Geor-
gian spirit”, tradition, religion, and patrio-
tism, among other things).

Table1: Consistency of party programs and their declared and/or inferred ideology

 - The issue position of the party corresponds to the declared and/or inferred ideology
 - The issue position of the party does not correspond to the declared and/or inferred ideology
N.A. – The program does not mention or devote signifi cant attention to the issue

Several conclusions can be made. First, left-
ist ideas and pre-election promises may sim-
ply be semantics and not actual promises, 
as parties appear to understand that most 
voters expect improvements in living stan-
dards in the short-run perspective. There-
fore, these promises might be no more than 

appeals to populism. Second, when a party’s 
ideology and pre-election promises are not 
in line with each other, the possibility of de-
veloping programmatic party-voter linkag-
es is impeded. This situation hinders democ-
ratization in Georgia. Finally, divergences 
between a party’s name and its election 
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program create confusion about ideological 
identity and may discourage value-motivat-
ed would-be activists from engaging in pol-
itics.

Issue Salience: Public Opinion vs. Pre-Elec-
tion Promises

The issues that are stressed and receive the 
most attention in party programs are an im-
portant indicator of the nature of party-voter 
linkages. These issues also demonstrate the 
ways in which parties communicate with 
their constituents and to what extent they 
are aware of public preferences. It is often 
believed that pre-election promises are in-
signifi cant in comparison with the charisma 
of party leaders. However, as polls show, 
party platforms are at least equally import-
ant. When asked whether or not party elec-
toral platforms and promises are important, 
60 percent of Georgians responded that they 
are “somewhat” or “very important.”11 The 
same fi gure for “trust toward specifi c mem-

bers of parties” stands at 66 percent, lower 
than many assume to be the case in Geor-
gia.12 Public opinion polls do not complete-
ly correspond to voter behavior. However, 
they provide a strong indicator of the expec-
tations Georgian parties face from their con-
stituents.

This study examines the results of three 
public opinion polls conducted during the 
12-month period preceding the 2016 parlia-
mentary elections: November 2015, March 
2016, and June 2016. These polls, which 
were commissioned by the National Dem-
ocratic Institute (NDI), have been widely 
publicized, implying that the trends in pub-
lic opinion expressed are easily accessible 
even to small parties. The three polls suggest 
that the Georgian public prioritizes econom-
ic and social issues fi rst, followed by issues 
related to territorial integrity, foreign and 
security policy, and defense as well as issues 
related to governance, democracy, justice, 
and human rights (see Table 2).

11 Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2016, June). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, June 2016. Retrieved 
from http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nj2016ge/codebook/.
12 Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2016, June). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, June 2016. Retrieved 
from http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nj2016ge/codebook/.
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Table 2: Public opinion and their priorities

13 Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2016, June). NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, June 2016. Retrieved 
from http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nj2016ge/codebook/.

# The Most Important National 
Issue

Date of the Survey
Average

Nov-15 Mar -16 Jun -16
1 Economic Issues: Employment, Poverty, Prices/Inflation, Wages

1.1 Jobs 57% 57% 56% 57%
1.2 Poverty 29% 30% 29% 29%
1.3 Rising prices/Inflation 26% 35% 26% 29%
1.4 Wages 17% 18% 16% 17%

2 Social Issues: Healthcare, Pensions, Education
2.1 Pensions 28% 26% 25% 26%
2.2 Affordable healthcare 20% 18% 20% 19%
2.3 Education 12% 13% 17% 14%

3 Territorial Integrity, Foreign and Security Policy
3.1 Territorial integrity 29% 23% 28% 27%
3.2 Relations with Russia 10% 12% 12% 11%
3.3 NATO membership 5% 6% 6% 6%
3.4 EU membership 4% 3% 5% 4%

4 Post-materialist Values: Democracy, Justice and Human Rights
4.1 Fair elections 9% 6% 9% 8%
4.2 Restoration of justice 9% 9% 9% 9%
4.3 Human rights 13% 11% 8% 11%
4.4 Freedom of speech 9% 5% 5% 6%
4.5 Court system 4% 2% 4% 3%

For Georgians, two of the top three most im-
portant national issues are always econom-
ic, with the other being territorial integrity. 
However, on average at least one economic 
issue is mentioned by 33 percent of the sur-
vey respondents. For social issues, that fi gure 
is 19.7 percent. The third category of prob-
lems – relating to confl icts, foreign policy, 
and security and defense – are mentioned by 
12 percent of the population. Finally, gover-
nance-related issues, democracy, justice and 
human rights –related to what might be la-
belled post-materialist values – are the least 
likely to be mentioned as national problems: 
on average, the fi gure stands at 7.4 percent 
for each issue in this category. This discus-
sion is consistent with issues identifi ed by 

the public as most important when voting 
in parliamentary elections: 41 percent of the 
population thinks that a party’s stance on 
economic policy is of primary importance, 
followed by party stance on healthcare is-
sues – 14 percent; national security – 11 per-
cent; rule of law – 9 percent; foreign policy– 
8 percent; and education policy – 6 percent.13

This paper relies on content analysis to discuss 
the issues stressed by political parties in their 
respective pre-election programs. Unsurpris-
ingly, the most successful political parties 
– GD and UNM – better refl ected public pri-
orities (see Charts 1 and 2 below). GD, for ex-
ample, allocates 32 percent of its over-24,800-
word program to economic issues. That is 
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followed by social issues, which accounted 
for one in every four words on average. So-
cial issues are closely followed by territorial 
integrity, foreign and security policy, and de-
fense affairs. Finally, governance, democracy, 
human rights, justice, and other related issues 

14 Central Election Commission of Georgia. (2016, November 16). Summary Protocol of the Central Election 
Commission of Georgia on the Final Results of 8 October 2016 Parliamentary Elections of Georgia. Retrieved 
from http://cesko.ge/res/docs/shemajamebelieng.pdf. 

account for only 18 percent of the program. 
Furthermore, GD has the longest program in 
terms of word count (UNM’s program, for ex-
ample, is fewer than 6,000 words). It should 
be noted, however, that the length of a pro-
gram is less important as its content.

Charts 1 and 2: Pre-election program priorities for Georgian Dream and the United 
National Movement

  

As opposed to the top-performing parties, 
LP and RP – which received the lowest 
numbers of votes in the 2016 parliamenta-
ry elections, 3.14 percent and 1.55 percent, 
respectively14 - distribute their priorities at 
variance from public opinion (see charts 3 
and 4 below). Governance and democracy as 
well as cultural and post-materialist issues 
such as environmental protection take up 48 
and 53 percent of the LP and RP programs, 
respectively. These are low priorities for the 
public. Similarly, the APG, which, although 
it passed the threshold and received six man-
dates in parliament with just over 5 percent 
of the vote, does not address the priorities 
of public opinion in its election program. 
Every third word on average is dedicated 
to issues including patriotism and Georgian 

spirit, Georgian feast, religion and patriarch, 
Georgian poetry, dances and folklore, and 
other related terms (that is one percent more 
than the 32 percent dedicated to economic 
and social issues combined). However, it 
should be mentioned that APG’s focus on 
conservative and traditional values is likely 
what makes it more appealing than liberal 
parties such as the FD and RP. 

On the other hand, it must be emphasized 
that the results of the content analysis are in-
conclusive and suggest that the structure of 
priorities expressed in party programs is not 
the decisive factor infl uencing the electoral 
behavior of Georgian voters. That becomes 
clear when outliers are examined. DMUG, 
for example, closely refl ects public opinion 

32%

25%

22%

18%

3%

Georgian Dream

Economic issues

Social issues

Conflicts, security
and defence

Governance and
democracy

Other issues

22%

39%

24%

15%

United National Movement

Economic issues

Social issues

Conflicts, security
and defence

Governance and
democracy
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in its distribution of priorities; however, the 
party received only 3.53 percent of votes. 
Similarly, FD focuses most of its program 
on economic and social issues – 70 percent 
combined. Yet, the party failed to pass the 
fi ve percent threshold. This may also be ex-
plained by multiple factors such as voters’ 

trust in the party to make strategic decisions, 
or trust in whether a particular party is capa-
ble of fulfi lling pre-election promises. After 
all, these priorities are written on paper and 
most voters do not read the programs. How-
ever, they are a useful indication of the is-
sues deemed salient by the political parties. 

15%

20%

18%

48%

Labour Party

Economic issues

Social issues

Conflicts, security
and defence

Governance and
democracy

25%

8%

12%

47%

5%3%

Republican Party

Economic issues

Social issues

Conflicts, security
and defence

Governance and
democracy

Culture

Other issues

Charts 2 and 3: Pre-election program priorities for the Labour Party and
Republican Party

  

Georgian parties still have much to learn 
about refl ecting the values and needs of soci-
ety. On the other hand, however, a line should 
be drawn between societal needs and values. 
Political parties do have the responsibility to 
represent their constituents and fulfi l their 
needs, but they also have a duty to mobilize 
public opinion around certain values that are 
not yet mainstream among the public. For ex-
ample, raising awareness about social justice 

and equality is the moral duty of social dem-
ocrats, while promoting respect for freedom of 
choice and individualism is the task of liberal 
parties. Therefore, the priorities of political par-
ties can differ from those of the public, but this 
variance should be limited to post-materialist 
values. Parties should not disappoint their con-
stituents by failing to take notice of their needs. 
In addition, they should act when conditions 
exist for nurturing certain values.
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THE NATURE OF GEORGIAN POLITICAL PARTIES AND WHY 
PEOPLE JOIN THEM

Parties can be classifi ed according to the fac-
tors that citizens consider when deciding 
for whom to vote.15 This is defi ned by dif-
ference categories of party-voter linkages. In 
contrast to the widespread belief that ideol-
ogy is insignifi cant in Georgian party poli-
tics, this study found that most scholars and 
fi eld experts underestimate the importance 
of ideology for Georgian political activists. 
The study examined four major aspects of 
motivations for becoming politically active: 
why young people decide to go into politics; 
what factors infl uence their choice of party; 
what factors infl uence their decision to stay 
active in the selected party; and fi nally, what 
is the order of importance of personalities, 
career opportunities, and ideology in their 
identifi cation with a particular party. Ideas 
and values, this study fi nds, play roles of 
varied signifi cance in every stage of deci-
sion-making. However, the importance of 
ideology is showcased when young political 
activists identify themselves with a party of 
their choice.

According to the preliminary fi ndings of this 
study, there are three recurring reasons for 
why young people choose to get involved 
in politics. First, that involvement can be a 
protest against the existing state of affairs 
and the desire to change how the politics 
are made in the country. Second, youngsters 
wish to be active in order to develop their 
careers, gain experience, and do some good 
for society along the way. And fi nally, per-

sonal networks and the infl uence of friends 
can be signifi cant factors in this process, as 
well. These fi ndings represent a mixture of 
features of clientelistic (career, networks) 
and programmatic (value-driven activism 
oriented toward change) political parties.

Furthermore, the choice of a specifi c party 
is more often than not determined by per-
sonal networks. This implies that decisions 
about which party to join often depend on in 
which party one has friends. Although per-
sonal networks are the key variable among 
the participants of this research, there is a 
minority of young people whose choice of 
party may be determined by two additional 
factors: party ideology and party leadership.

Networks, friendships, and the types of re-
lationships established within a given party 
appear to determine allegiance to the party 
among the participants of this study. As var-
ious parties attempt to recruit young mem-
bers, they often headhunt current members 
of other parties. However, the commitment 
to remain in one’s chosen party appears to 
depend on to what extent junior members 
of the party feel welcome in both the higher 
and lower ranks of the party. If junior mem-
bers observe common interests and values16 

and feel that senior members pay attention to 
them – consider their opinion on various is-
sues and contribute to their personal develop-
ment – young people will remain loyal to the 
party. That is so even if the offers from other 

15 Kitschelt, H. (1995). Formation of party cleavages in post-communist democracies: Theoretical propositions. 
Party Politics, 1(4), 447-472.
16 Note: According to how participants describe the decision-making process of rejecting offers for member-
ship in other parties, discovering each other’s values and ideas happens after joining the party: being a mem-
ber of the same party does not guarantee that two members will have a similar set of values.
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parties are attractive fi nancially: according to 
the participants, the most common tools par-
ties use to recruit young members are direct 
fi nancial benefi ts (i.e. salary or a lump sum 
just before the elections) and the promise of 
better career opportunities. The former is 
used especially when attempting to win over 
experienced young people who have a longer 
track record of volunteering in a political par-
ty. Often, however, such offers are perceived 
as insulting by young activists who perceive 
fi nancially-driven decisions to be damaging 
to their political identities and future career 
prospects. In rare cases ideology can play a 
role, as well. There are cases when a political 
party is not concerned with the development 
of its younger colleagues but junior members 
stay loyal anyway out of a strong commit-
ment to the party’s ideological values. Such 
participants tend to come from smaller par-
ties and view their political careers through 
the lens of a constant struggle to improve the 
environment around them.

Finally, the process by which junior party 
members identify with their own party can 
also be insightful. The participants of the 
study were asked to rank, in order from the 
most important to the least important, three 
factors by which they identify themselves 
with their party. The results contradict the 
widespread belief that ideology is unim-
portant in Georgian party politics. Overall, 
ideas, values, and ideology topped the list 
of factors by which junior party members 
identify. Career opportunities and personal 
development came second, closely followed 
by leaders and personalities. While insight-

ful, these fi ndings must be treated with care 
for several reasons. First, in some occasions 
participants of this research were unable to 
correctly identify their political party’s ide-
ology. Yet, the same participants strongly 
argued that ideology is of primary impor-
tance to their identifi cation with the party. 
This puts the fi ndings under question be-
cause if a person is not aware of the ideology 
of their party has, this implies that ideolo-
gy is insignifi cant. Second, ideas and values 
are usually not as important as personal 
networks and career opportunities while 
making fi rst steps toward a political career. 
Therefore, how they emerge as the primary 
identifi cation mechanism with a party that 
was not chosen for its ideological stance re-
mains a mystery. Further research is neces-
sary to uncover how the process of socializa-
tion within a party affects the values of its 
junior members. Third, there might be cases 
when social desirability infl uenced the par-
ticipants’ honesty, and they answered in a 
manner they anticipated to be the most de-
sired by the researchers.

Although the data gathered in this study 
is inconclusive and the fi ndings should 
be viewed carefully, the research fi ndings 
are signifi cant. The fi ndings argue strong-
ly against the widespread perception that 
leaders are of primary importance in Geor-
gian party politics. One can conclude that 
the nature of party-voter linkages in Geor-
gia is changing and, in this process, politi-
cal parties along with other actors can play 
a decisive role in how this transformation 
proceeds. 
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CONCLUSION

17 Abdukadirov, S. (2009). The failure of presidentialism in Central Asia, Asian Journal of Political Science, 
17(3), 285-298.

This study found that Georgian political 
parties are currently undergoing transfor-
mation. Parties which are traditionally as-
sumed to be based on the popularity of their 
leaders have shown themselves to be more 
complex. Elements related to clientelism and 
programmatic party-voter linkages can be 
observed in Georgia’s party politics. This is 
important for the democratization process. 
Although democratic consolidation cannot 
be achieved without strong political parties, 
transforming party politics from fragmenta-
tion of the political establishment to compe-
tition between ideologies, values, and policy 
choices will ensure progress. This is espe-
cially acute in the context of rising popu-
lism in Europe as well as in North America. 
Although it is often argued that program-

matic political parties are no longer needed 
for the functioning of politics, Georgia, as a 
post-Soviet country, is now undergoing a 
process of strengthening its political party 
system. This is a process that Europe and 
North America had more than two centu-
ries to complete. Therefore, the evolutionary 
approach prevails over the revolutionary, 
and it is necessary to cement value linkages 
between voters and parties. This way, Geor-
gian voters will know what policies to expect 
from different political parties. Parliamenta-
ry systems, toward which Georgia is mov-
ing, require developed political parties.17 
Such development can be achieved only by 
weakening informal power networks and 
strengthening the programmatic features of 
Georgian parties.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Religious organizations as civil actors with 
social capital can play signifi cant roles in so-
cial reform processes, examples of which be-
ing the African Church in South Africa and 
representatives of the Catholic Church in 
Latin America.2 The Importance of church-
es as civil actors increases in those countries 
where the process of democratic transition 
is in progress and in which the civil sector is 
weak and disorganized. The church, in con-
trast to the civil sector, has surpluses of repu-
tation, organizational skills, and autonomy. 

Those are precisely the qualities that charac-
terize the Georgian Orthodox Church. It not 
only has a number of advantages compared 
to other civil sector actors but also actively 
takes part in ongoing processes in society 
and state. This policy brief overviews the ac-
tivities of the Georgian Orthodox Church as 
a civil actor, its challenges and potential in 
the ongoing process of democratization, its 
role in the context of pluralistic civil sector 
and its relations with other public actors.

THE CHURCH AS A CIVIL ACTOR AND ITS ROLE IN 
DEMOCRATIZATION

“Civil society” refers to self-organized groups 
of people who represent the interests of citi-
zens and act independently from the private 
sector and government. The civil sector plays 
an especially important role in countries un-
dergoing democratic transition.3 Religious 
associations such as the Georgian Orthodox 
Church (GOC) which represent social groups 
united according to religious beliefs are ex-
amples of such actors.4 However, the GOC 
is a signifi cant civil actor not only because 
of its historical experience but because of its 
present status and infl uence. Despite being 
fi nanced by the state, the GOC due to its high 
reputation retains autonomy and often posi-

tions itself separately from the government. 
One example includes foreign policy. The 
GOC’s relation with Russia differs from the 
offi cial position of the government. Meetings 
of the Patriarch of Georgia with Russian offi -
cials are of an independent character and are 
not carried out in coordination with the Geor-
gian government.5  Moreover, despite the fact 
that the GOC is fi nanced by the state, it is not 
accountable to the state for presenting any of-
fi cial reports of its expenditures.6 

Over the years, the GOC has enjoyed the sta-
tus of the country’s most trusted institution. 
Most interestingly, in spite of the so-called7  

1 Salome Minesashvili is a researcher at the Georgian Institute of Politics and a doctoral candidate in Political 
Science at Freie Universität Berlin.
2 Samuel, R. (2007, June 26). Religion: A Force for Social Change and Advocacy. Oxford Center for Religion 
and Public Life. Available at: http://www.ocrpl.org/2007/religion-a-force-for-social-change-and-advocacy/
3 Bernhard, M., Hicken A., Reenock C. and Lindberg S.I. (2015). Institutional subsystems and the survival of 
democracy. Do political and civil society matter? The Varieties of Democracy Institute. Series 2015:4. Univer-
sity of Gothenburg.
4 According to 2015 poles - 82% of Georgian population belongs Georgian Orthodox Church. Available at: 
http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/cb2015ge/RELIGION/
5 Interpressnews. (2011, November 28). Georgian Foreign Ministry cannot evaluate the visit of Catholicos-Pa-
triarch in Moscow. Available at: http://bit.ly/2pFJhUW
6 Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. (2015, February 18). Legislative assessment of fi nancing 
practice of four religious organizations. Available at: http://bit.ly/2dQNYGU
7 News.on.ge. (2017, February 22). Cyanide case – in short. Available at: http://bit.ly/2p4M2lp
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“Cyanide case’’, which pointed out that re-
lationships inside the GOC are not always 
based on Christian principles, the GOC has 
managed to unchangeably maintain high 
level of public trust. According to a 2017 
public opinion survey carried out by the In-
ternational Republican Institute, the GOC is 
still ranked fi rst among institutions with the 
trust of 88 percent of the population.8 The 
GOC is Georgia’s most powerful civil actor 
and therefore potentially the most infl uen-
tial organization in this area. Apart from the 
general public, the GOC maintains authority 
among the political establishment, as well. It 
often appears to be a source of legitimization 
for some politicians and political parties.9 
All political actors avoid open confrontation 
with the GOC.10

The GOC not only holds means of infl uence 
but also attempts to participate in ongoing 
processes in the country, supporting or op-
posing specifi c causes and movements. Apart 
from being a traditional religious institution, 
the GOC defi nes society’s values and princi-
ples and has on several occasions attempted 
to directly affect politics and legislation.

It should be noted that in comparison to 
other civil actors, the GOC has number of 
advantages that augment its importance. 
Apart from high levels of public trust in 
comparison to other groups, its membership 

is long lasting and loyal. In contrast, people 
often enter other public organizations and 
associations only when it fi ts their personal 
interests. To be a member of a religious or-
ganization means to share and unite around 
mutual values and beliefs. This is the pre-
requisite for high interpersonal trust among 
members of the GOC. While members of 
other civil organizations are united around 
particular indicators such as social or fi nan-
cial status or level of education, members of 
the GOC represent all social strata. There-
fore, a high degree of trust not only toward 
the GOC’s leaders but also toward other 
members of the organization and diversity 
of parish creates a strong base for social cap-
ital. Moreover, the Patriarchate of Georgia 
has owned a television channel since 2008 
that allows it to exclusively express and dis-
seminate its own views, a capability not en-
joyed by any other civil actors or confession. 
Finally, due to its high level of authority, the 
organizational ability of the GOC puts it in a 
unique position to encourage social activity. 
This is indicated by the large number of pro-
tests organized by its representatives. 

The potential of the GOC as a civil actor is 
signifi cant and is to be taken into account. 
Nevertheless, it is worth analyzing how the 
GOC’s civic activism is expressed and its 
implications from the democratization per-
spective.

8 Center for Insights in Survey Research. (2017, February 22-March, 8). Survey of Public Opinion in Georgia. 
International Republican Institute. Available at: http://www.iri.org/sites/default/fi les/iri_poll_presenta-
tion_georgia_2017.03-general.pdf  
9 Naskidashvili, M. (2013). Orthodox politics: religious renaissance and its political implications in post-Soviet 
Georgia. Master thesis. University of Oxford.
10 Netgazeti. (2017, April 25). Who is afraid to criticize the Church and traditions in Georgian politics. Avail-
able at: http://netgazeti.ge/news/110105/  
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OF DEMOCRATIZATION

11 Transparency International – Georgia. (2014, September 5). Business companies and other organizations 
related to Georgian Patriarchate. Available at: http://www.transparency.ge/blog/sakartvelos-sapatriar-
kostan-dakavshirebuli-bizneskompaniebi-da-skhva-organizaciebi?page=1
12 Eka Chitanava. Personal interview. Tolerance and Diversity Institute. March 2017. 
13 Jumpstart Georgia. (2017). Defi nition of Marriage. Available at: https://marriage.jumpstart.ge/ka#!61
14 Liberali. (2015, October 21). Patriarchate Center: “I and Society” will make youngsters lose respect for their 
parents. Available at: http://liberali.ge/news/view/18788/sapatriarqos-tsentri-me-da-sazogadoeba-mo-
zards-mshoblebis-pativistsemas-daakargvinebs

Offi cially, the Georgian Orthodox Church 
represents a legal entity of public law, which 
makes it a civil actor. However, because of 
the advantages listed above it is not an or-
dinary representative of such. Whether the 
GOC considers itself to be a civil actor is an-
other question, what is included in its public 
activities and how these activities can be as-
sessed from the democratization perspective 
is a matter of consideration below.

The GOC’s infl uence reaches across multiple 
spheres of public life: education, healthcare, 
and agriculture, among others. We can thus 
highlight certain civil activities of the GOC. 
According to Transparency International, 
the GOC within the limits of its noncommer-
cial activities owns four universities, fi ve 
theological seminaries, 25 schools, eight so-
cial institutions, 18 charity and development 
funds, and 16 cultural and spiritual develop-
ment centers, and roughly 90 schools, kin-
dergartens, seminaries and orphanages are 
under its supervision. Most of these schools 
were founded by the Patriarchate and run 
by bishops and high-ranking clergymen. 
For example, the Patriarchate’s centers in-
clude a canteen serving free meals, a home 
for the elderly, a drug rehabilitation center, 
and a kindergarten for hearing-impaired 
children.11 Moreover, the Patriarchate owns 
professional development centers where 
students are taught iconography, wood 
crafts, and knitting.

In addition to the activities mentioned 
above, the GOC has on several occasions 
attempted to exert infl uence over the state’s 
legislative and executive activities. Such ex-
amples include campaigns against legisla-
tive initiatives in 2011 and 2013, in the for-
mer case involving changes to the civil code 
regarding the status of religious minorities 
and in the latter, adoption of an antidis-
crimination law. There are other such cases 
as well. In 2015, a campaign was launched 
concerning the issue of defi ning marriage in 
the constitution as a unity of a male and a 
female. Signatures were collected demand-
ing a referendum on the issue and a draft 
bill was prepared. One of the leaders of the 
campaign was Zviad Tomaradze, (head of 
the Foundation of Demographic Revival) 
who was lobbying for the ‘“interests of the 
Patriarchate’’.12 Ultimately, the president 
of Georgia vetoed the referendum and the 
constitutional changes are currently under 
consideration by the Constitutional Reform 
Commission.13 The GOC has also actively 
interfered the discussions on the school sub-
ject ‘’I and society’’ initiated by the Ministry 
of Education and Science of Georgia. Repre-
sentatives of the Patriarchate’s educational 
center took part in discussions expressing 
the view that some of the concepts and defi -
nitions in the school subject stood against 
traditional family values.14 In the end, the 
subject was adopted by the school program 
but due to above mentioned lobbying, with 
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some corrections and after exempting some 
terms from the texts.15 
Due to the nature of its activity, the GOC is 
an actor with considerable infl uence. How-
ever, it is questionable whether the GOC, 
given the nature of its goals, activities, and 
structure, meets the criteria of a democrat-
ic civil actor. The positive involvement of a 
civil actor in the process of democratization 
and performing educational and pluralistic 
functions of a public actor implies internal 
democracy, diversity, and the principle of 
equality among its members.16 At the same 
time, a democratic civil actor must partici-
pate in public discourse and “not allow vi-
olence to happen”.17 The GOC, however, is 
an internally nondemocratic institution due 
to it being based on a hierarchical structure 
and membership. The GOC is an ideologi-
cally nationalistic organization with its pri-
mary goal being the spiritual salvation of 
Georgians. It therefore fails to keep up with 
ongoing social trends and does not respond 
to current challenges and problems.18 One 
reason for that is its doctrine, which is pri-
marily focused on spiritual salvation and 
conservatively approaches current challeng-
es. For example, the gender equality issue 
should be considered. The GOC is not only 
unable to respond to social trends but, on 
the contrary, opposes them outright. For in-
stance, during a sermon, Patriarch of Geor-
gia Ilia II made the following statement: 
“Nowadays it is an accepted term that man 
and woman are equal. Lord’s writing says 

that the head of the family is man. The fam-
ily is one whole body and the body cannot 
have two heads.”19 Therefore, the GOC’s ac-
tivities have a resistant character focusing 
on combatting rather than spurring change. 
All above mentioned outcomes from conser-
vative values that does not give chance to 
reinterpretation of Christian values in accor-
dance with modern challenges.20

However, some of the problems related to 
the GOC’s role as a civil actor can also char-
acterize Georgia’s civil sector in general. 
One of the main problems facing the coun-
try is the existing gap between the GOC and 
the wider society. Georgian organizations in 
general tend not to be “grassroots” as they 
are mainly represented by elites and led by 
top-down approaches.21 The fi nancing of 
such organizations often depends on do-
nors, and their activities are thus driven by 
the preferences of donors. This is one reason 
why civil organizations fail to respond to 
pressing social problems. This logic applies 
to the GOC.

Despite the fact that the GOC enjoys many 
privileges and its representatives actively 
communicate with the population in a face-
to-face manner, the top-down approach is 
evident in its relationships with the wider 
society, due to the types of its activities it 
pursues. The GOC’s representatives dictate 
public rules of conduct and values without 
taking into account existing social problems. 

15 Netgazeti.ge. (2016, May 30). The Subject „I and Society“ has been included in new national educational 
plans. Available at: http://netgazeti.ge/news/119177/
16 Gathuo, A. (2003). Democracy Through an Undemocratic Institution? The Church as Part of Civil Society. 
Religion and Civil Society. Trotter Review15(1).
17 Anonymous. Personal interview. Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. March 2017. 
18 Anonymous. Personal interview. State Agency of Religious Issues. March 2017. 
19  Tabula. (2012, April 9). Ilia II: husband is the head of a family. Available at: http://www.tabula.ge/ge/
story/59228-ilia-meore-ojaxshi-mtavari-aris-qmari
20 Anonymous. Personal interview. Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. March 2017. 
21 Puig, J.P. (2016). Situational report of Georgian civil society. European Fund. Available at: http://bit.
ly/2oSAJrU
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For example, while giving a sermon in 2015 
Patriarch of Georgia Ilia II referred to the 
practice of Georgian women traveling and 
working abroad as “fallacious” and invoked 

them to return and work in Georgia.22 His 
comment did not take into account that mon-
ey sent from overseas is the primary source 
of income for many Georgian families.

22 Netgazeti.ge. (2015, October 18). Ilia II: women leaving to work abroad is a fallacious habit. Available at: 
http://netgazeti.ge/news/72458/ 
23 Beka Mindiashvili. Personal interview. Theologist. March 2017. 
24 St. King Davit Aghmashenebeli Union of Orthodox Parish. Available at: http://www.religia.ge/about_
MShK.html
25 Ibid. 
26 Beka Mindiashvili. Personal interview. Theologist. March 2017.
27 Netgazeti.ge. (2013, July 16). Levan Vasadze will be the head of council of “Foundation of Demographic 
Revival”. Available at: http://netgazeti.ge/news/23752/

Relationship between the GOC and other
Public Sector Actors

The GOC as a civil actor, its role and contribu-
tion also depends on the type of its relation-
ship with the other groups of this sector: what 
is its attitude towards them; is there any kind 
of cooperation between the GOC and the oth-
er public organizations; does the GOC help or 
hamper the activities of other public actors. 

The attitude of the GOC toward representa-
tives of other civil organizations differs. At-
titudes are based on the GOC’s perception 

concerning the signifi cance and usefulness 
of a particular organization. Due to its pri-
orities—including elevating spiritual sal-
vation over everyday problems—the GOC 
supports and cooperates mainly with those 
groups with which its goals coincide.23 As 
for other groups, the relationships vary but 
tend to be limited or short-term in nature. 
The GOC may be indifferent or aggressive 
towards them, and it is worth discussing dif-
ferent types of actors separately.

Actors with a Religious Agenda

The GOC and its representatives are linked 
directly or indirectly to groups that have a 
religious agenda and work to protect tra-
ditional values. Some of these groups were 
founded by the Patriarchate itself or by oth-
er representatives of the GOC. One such 
group is the Alliance of Orthodox Parents, 
one of the leaders of which is Archpriest Da-
vid Isakadze. The group aims to protect na-
tional ideology and traditional moral prin-
ciples and strives to enforce these principles 
among the population. It also aims at im-
pacting state legislation in accordance with 
those principles.24 Other such organizations 
include: Saint David the Builder’s Union 

of Orthodox Parish25 and The Cross of the 
Queen Tamar.26

Representatives of the GOC cooperate with 
and are actively involved in the activities of 
groups that claim to defend and support tra-
ditional values. These groups tend to be na-
tionalistic. The Foundation of Demographic 
Revival is an example. The organization was 
founded in 2013 with the blessing of Patri-
arch of Georgia Ilia II and supported by Bid-
zina Ivanishvili, the former prime minister 
of Georgia. Levan Vasadze, an active lobby-
ist for nationalistic and traditional views, is 
the Foundation`s head.27 People’s Orthodox 
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Movement is one organization that deals with 
social as well as religious problems, includ-
ing the restoration of Georgian values. Cler-
gymen are actively involved in its activities.28

In addition to organizations that aim at de-
fending traditional and religious values, 
representatives of the GOC are connected 

to some organizations working on foreign 
policy issues. Such organizations include 
the Alliance of Eurasia, the Institute of Eur-
asia and the Erekle II Society. The leaders of 
these respective organizations admit to co-
operating with clergymen and some repre-
sentatives of the GOC are actively involved 
in their activities.29

28 Radio Liberty. (2019, March 25). “People`s Orthodox Movement” is being founded in Tbilisi. Available at: 
http://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/1993772.html 
29 Gulbaat Rtskhiladze. Personal interview. Eurasian Institute. 2015. Archil Chkoidze. Personal interview. Eur-
asian Choice. 2015. 
30 Eka Chitanava. Personal interview. Tolerance and Diversity Institute. March 2017. 
31 Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. (2914, February 17). Analysis of epistles of the Available 
at: Catholicos-Patriarch of Georgia. https://emcrights.fi les.wordpress.com/2014/02/danarti.pdf
32 Anonymous. Personal interview. Human Rights Monitoring and Education Center. March 2017. 
33 Netgazeti.ge. (2016, May 9). Plans of organizations united against Russian propaganda in Georgia. Available 
at: http://netgazeti.ge/news/113152/
34 Liberali. (2016, October 28). A delegation of clergy went to the European Union and NATO from Geor-
gia. Available at: http://liberali.ge/news/view/25552/evrokavshirsa-da-NATOshi-saqartvelodan-sasulie-
ro-pirebis-delegatsia-gaemgzavreba
35 Georgian Patriarchate. (2016, November 15). Statement of Georgian Patriarchate about the visit in Brussels. 
Available at: http://bit.ly/2oVzHMP 

The Church and Non-Governmental Organizations

The GOC’s relations with non-governmen-
tal organizations are ambivalent. Those 
non-governmental organizations that work 
on human rights issues and focus on defend-
ing the rights of minorities are unacceptable 
to the GOC; on the level of discourse, it even 
perceives them as enemies promoting West-
ern liberal values.30 Such groups are referred 
to by the GOC as “pseudo-liberals” and are 
often accused of ignoring national tradi-
tions. In 2014, Patriarch Ilia II stated in his 
Christmas Epistle that some of the NGOs 
that defend minority groups and are critical 
of the GOC exist to attack the institution of 
the family.31 The NGOs, on their part, are in 
open confrontation with the GOC and blame 
it for promoting ideological “darkness”.32

Nevertheless, there are examples of positive 
cooperation between the GOC and NGOs. 

Most interestingly, these organizations are 
devoted to issues lying outside the inter-
ests of GOC, e.g. Euro-Atlantic integration. 
And this takes place while the GOC is often 
accused for its anti-western views.33 For ex-
ample, in November 2016 a delegation of 
Georgian clergymen attended a meeting at 
NATO Headquarters organized by the Cen-
tre for Development and Democracy and the EU 
and NATO Information Center.34  Later, the 
GOC issued a statement that said “offi cials 
in NATO and EU have been misinformed 
about Georgia and the GOC was also mis-
taken on some of the issues related with 
their politics.”35 Moreover, in 2015-2016 The 
Center of Development and Democracy imple-
mented a project together with St. David the 
Builder’s Educational Centre of Patriarchy. In 
the framework of the project they organized 
seminars on Euro-Atlantic integration is-
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sues36 for representatives of schools connect-
ed to different eparchies and churches. 

An additional example of such cooperation 
is support for the GOC provided by the 
Open Society Georgia Foundation (OSGF), 
which has implemented a number of proj-
ects in cooperation with the Patriarchate.37 
Those projects include: photo-fi xation of 
wall paintings for monuments, including 

36 Center for Development and Democracy. (2015). Georgia and European Union – 2015. Available at: http://
cdd.ge/300-saqarthvelo-da-evrokavshiri.html 
37 Anonymous. Personal interview. State Agency of Religious Issues. March 2017. 
38 Open Society Foundation Georgia. Proejcts. Available at: http://bit.ly/2oxpZki
39 Guria News. (2016, September 26). Myths about George Soros. Available at: http://www.gurianews.com/
article/mtavari/sazogadoeba/42612  
40 Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. (2014, February 17). Analysis of epistles of the Catholi-
cos-Patriarch of Georgia. Available at: http://bit.ly/2oXouPe  
41 Orthodoxy.ge. Constitutional Agreement between Georgian state and the Apostolic Autocephalous Ortho-
dox Church of Georgia. Available at: http://www.orthodoxy.ge/samartali/konstitutsiuri_shetankhmeba.htm
42 Beka Mindiashvili. Personal interview. Theologist. March 2017. 
43 State Agency of Religious Issues. (2015). Annual report. Available at: http://religion.geo.gov.ge/geo/doc-
ument/reports/religiis-sakitxta-saxelmtsifo-saagentos-tsliuri

Kintsvisi; fi nancial support for the Patri-
archate’s anti-narcotic Centre of Patriarchy;  
and support for charity projects.38 Neverthe-
less, some representatives of the GOC crit-
icize the activities of the OSGF, accusing it 
of anti-Georgian activities.39 The abovemen-
tioned examples of cooperation, however, 
demonstrate that the GOC is ready in some 
cases to make concessions and cooperate on 
the basis of mutual interests.

The GOC and Other Religious Congregations

The GOC’s relationships with other religious 
organizations is hierarchical. According to 
the ideology of the GOC, there is only one 
true faith and that is Orthodoxy. Religious 
pluralism and the equality of confessions is 
viewed as “religious indifferentism.”40 The 
GOC strives for a monopoly on the religious 
market. The Constitutional Agreement41  
signed in 2002 that stresses this privileged 
status is an example of success. In some cas-
es when the GOC feels its monopoly to be 
under threat it actively expresses resistance; 
for instance, the protest expressed by the 
GOC against changes to the civil code ini-
tiated in 2011, according to which religious 
minorities were given the right to register as 
legal entities of public law. According to the 
GOC’s arguments against the initiative, the 
changes would have allowed the Armenian 
and Roman Catholic Churches to claim the 

right to possess disputed churches. 

The GOC recognizes only traditional reli-
gions such as Roman Catholicism, Islam, Ju-
daism, and the Armenian Apostolic Church. 
It refers to other confessions as sects and 
does not recognize them. The GOC coop-
erates only with the abovementioned tra-
ditional religions and only in a format that 
supports its own privileged status.42

Such format for cooperation functions in the 
frame of the State Agency for Religious Is-
sues, within which the “Interreligious Body” 
was established in 2015. The body provides a 
forum for discussing religious topics and is-
sues initiated by the Agency.43 However, ac-
cording to analyses provided by the Human 
Rights Education and Monitoring Center, in 
reality it strengthens hierarchy by granting 
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privileges to the GOC.44 Cooperation of the 
GOC with the other congregations outside 
the Agency is scant.45 For example, the GOC 
has refused to participate in the activities of 
the Council of Religions under the Ombuds-
man of Georgia due to its format, which 
places each congregation on an equal foot-

44 Human Rights Education and Monitoring Center. (2016, December 14). Critical analysis of activities of State 
Agency of Religious Issues. Available at: https://emc.org.ge/2016/12/14/emc-190/
45 Beka Mindiashvili. Personal interview. Theologist. March 2017.
46 Eka Chitanava. Personal interview. Tolerance and Diversity Institute. March 2017. 
47 Beka Mindiashvili. Personal interview. Theologist. March 2017.
48 Anonymous. Personal interview. Regional Center for Strategic Studies. March 2017. 

ing, there is no hierarchy or granting a dom-
inant role to any congregation.46 However, 
there are several formats for collaboration: 
The GOC cooperates with the Roman Catho-
lic Church organizing conferences on issues 
of family, abortion, and bioethics. In gener-
al, however, cooperation is minimal.47

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From the above analysis, it is clear that the 
Georgian Orthodox Church is more than a 
civil sector actor. The GOC has the ambition 
to be actively involved in ongoing processes 
of state and society. It is also worth noting 
that the strivings, values, and activities of 
the GOC do not always align with the prin-
ciples of pluralistic democracy. That being 
said, isolating and ignoring the GOC would 
create more problems than it would solve. 
Due to its high credibility compared to oth-
er actors, the GOC has the potential to pos-
itively contribute to democratization pro-
cesses. However, it is crucial that the GOC 
participates in civil sector activities in a care-
ful, expedient, and meaningful manner that 
takes into consideration its unique political 
and social role. For this purpose, it is import-
ant for other civil society groups to actively 
communicate with the GOC to challenge it 
as one of the pluralistic civil actors and to 
challenge the Church to realize the responsi-
bility endowed to it. 

• A comprehensive research should be 
carried out to obtain the views of GOC 
representatives from the perspective 
of such characteristics as their age, ed-
ucation, origin, and other factors. It is 

important to realize that the members 
of the clergy hold stereotypes concern-
ing liberalism and the West in the same 
proportion as the whole society, mostly 
due to a lack of information.48 The atti-
tudes of the GOC refl ect the wider social 
mood, but frequently that mood does 
not correspond to democratic values. 
Therefore, it is important to be aware of 
the current context in the GOC. 

• Public sector representatives should 
plan and carry out informational activ-
ities with the GOC. A suitable example 
already exists—the seminars carried 
out by the Centre for Development and 
Democracy. Dialogue allows clergy 
members to gain a better understand-
ing of the Anti-Discrimination Law. 

• It is necessary for civil sector representa-
tives to challenge the GOC in the frame-
work of bilateral and multilateral dialog 
and to offer assistance in carrying out 
joint projects on the community and na-
tional levels. Such projects would be in 
the interests of both sides and could fo-
cus on the environment, healthcare, agri-
culture, education, and vocational skills.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1   This policy brief was written by Tornike Zurabashvili in his personal capacity. The opinions expressed in 
this article are the author’s own and do not necessarily refl ect the views of the Georgian Institute of Politics or 
the National Endowment for Democracy.

As part of the ongoing constitutional reform 
process, the ruling Georgian Dream-Demo-
cratic Georgia party (Georgian Dream) in-
tends to abolish direct election of the pres-
ident of Georgia, transferring voting power 
from the public to a college of electors com-
posed of 300 parliamentarians and local and 
regional government representatives. The 
process has raised a number of questions. 
Why does the ruling party favor indirect 
election of the president? How was the con-

stitutional reform process organized? Were 
there shortcomings in the process? If so, how 
can those shortcomings be mitigated before 
the amendments come into force? This pol-
icy brief analyzes the shortcomings of the 
constitutional reform process in Georgia, 
specifi cally as the process relates to presi-
dential election procedures. It additionally 
provides the author’s refl ections on the is-
sue. Lastly, this brief provides recommenda-
tions for further action.

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

To the Parliament of Georgia:
 Ask the prime minister of Georgia to 

initiate a plebiscite on the entire draft 
constitution text or on the presidential 
election clause alone and pledge to ac-
cept it, whatever the result might be;

 Ensure that nationwide discussions on 
the draft constitution engage as many 
people in as many localities as possible;
o Use regional and local media outlets 

to inform the public about the con-
stitution draft, including in ethnic 
minority languages;

o Use innovative approaches in the 
process including digital platforms 
(ex: allowing citizens to comment 
on the draft online); 

o Engage with political parties 
through televised discussions on the 
proposed changes; and

 Ensure that the nationwide discus-
sions on the draft constitution engage 
the presidential administration as well; 
and

 Commit to adopt the Venice Commis-
sion recommendations, both those of a 
“legal” and “political” nature.

To Civil Society Organizations
 Ensure that the nationwide discus-

sions on the draft constitution engage 
as many people in as many localities as 
possible, including through using local 
CSO activists and networks;

 Coordinate messages and efforts on 
the reform process and its specifi c is-
sues; and

 Ensure that the reform process is 
backed by civil society expertise, in 
particular with respect to the effects of 
the proposed changes on the state of 
Georgia’s democracy.

To International Organizations
 Support the nationwide discussions on 

the draft constitution;
 Offer a neutral platform for dialogue 

for opposing parties, and
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 Ensure that the reform process is 
backed by international expertise, in-
cluding through funding research 

projects on the electoral, political, and 
policy implications of the proposed 
change.

 

INTRODUCTION

On April 22, 2016, following four months of 
deliberations, the 73-member Constitution 
Reform Commission tabled its proposals for a 
new Georgian constitution.1 According to pro-
posals contained in the draft document, the of-
fi ce of the president will no longer be elected 
through direct popular vote. Instead, the pres-
ident will be elected by a 300-member college 
of electors; 150 of whom will be members of 
parliament and the remaining 150 members 
of local municipal councils and the Supreme 
Councils of the Autonomous Republics of Ad-
jara and Abkhazia (in exile). If approved, this 
amendment will come into effect starting with 
the 2023 presidential election.

The proposal has raised a number of perti-
nent questions. Why does the ruling party 
favor indirect election of the president? How 
was the constitutional reform process orga-
nized? Were there shortcomings in the pro-
cess? If so, how can those shortcomings be 
mitigated before the amendments come into 
force? This policy brief analyzes the short-
comings of the constitutional reform process 
in Georgia, specifi cally as the process relates 
to presidential election procedures. It addi-
tionally provides the author’s refl ections on 
the issue. Lastly, this brief provides recom-
mendations for further action.

CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM PROCESS

The history of the Georgian Dream-led con-
stitutional reform process dates back to 2013, 
a year after the Georgian Dream coalition 
won a decisive victory over the then-ruling 
United National Movement. The three-year 
tenure of that 58-member Constitutional Re-
form Commission, established by the ruling 
Georgian Dream coalition in December 2013 
to address “serious shortcomings” in the 
constitution,2 yielded no result. Lacking in-
tra-coalition consensus and suffi cient legisla-
tive votes to pass the proposed constitutional 
amendments, Georgian Dream backtracked 
on its plans to amend Georgia’s constitution.

The environment changed drastically in the 
aftermath of the 2016 parliamentary elec-
tion. With the absence of a clear parliamen-

tary counterweight caused by a fragmented 
opposition, Georgian Dream, with a much 
larger mandate, re-launched the constitu-
tional reform process. The 73-member State 
Constitutional Commission, consisting of 
constitutional experts and representatives 
of seven political parties, government agen-
cies, and non-governmental organizations, 
was established on December 15, 2016 and 
tasked with offering its offi cial proposals by 
the end of April 2017.3

The Commission endorsed the draft consti-
tutional amendments with 43 votes to eight 
at its fi nal session on April 22, following 
four months of intensive, closed-door dis-
cussions.4 The document will now be sub-
mitted to parliament and the latter, in accor-
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dance with Georgian legislation, will launch 
a month-long nationwide discussion on the 

document before putting it to vote at the leg-
islature.

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE CONSTITUTION REFORM PROCESS

Presidential Boycott 

According to the Venice Commission, the 
Council of Europe’s advisory body for le-
gal affairs, “the adoption of a new and good 
Constitution” should be based on the widest 
consensus possible within society5 and on the 
inclusion of various political forces, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, citizens’ associations, 
the academic community, and the media.6

At the core of every constitutional reform 
should be the principle of maximizing con-
sensus about the process: only in that case 
would it be possible to agree on a text that 
endures and serves as the guiding docu-
ment of the country. Regretfully, such con-
sensus was lacking throughout the process. 
The parliament, which led the entire reform 
process, failed to include all interested polit-
ical parties and, importantly, to reassure the 
president—who has been at odds with the 
ruling party—that the amendments were 
not targeted at him personally. 

As a result of dissatisfaction with the compo-
sition of the Constitutional Reform Commis-
sion, the presidential administration boycot-
ted the commission7 and publicly criticized 
the reform process on numerous occasions.8 
The president also initiated a public cam-
paign, “The Constitution Belongs to Every-
one”, aimed at engaging the wider public in 
the constitutional review process.9  The pub-
lic campaign bypasses the parliament and 
effectively duplicates the nationwide discus-
sions that are to be launched once the draft 
constitution is submitted to parliament. 

As the commission neared the end of its 
work, seven opposition parties left the 
body, accusing the ruling party of wanting 
to cement its power through constitutional 
changes. When combined, the presidential 
and political party boycotts severely affect-
ed the constitutional reform process and 
undermined public trust in the work of the 
commission. It will also affect the state of the 
country’s democracy: by adopting the new 
constitution text without broad political 
participation, the ruling party will reinforce 
the long-lasting tradition of singe party-led 
constitutional review processes and contrib-
ute to the erosion of the principle of consti-
tutionalism and, hence, the country’s long-
term prospects of democratic consolidation.

Lack of a Clear Objective

The ruling party initiated the constitution-
al reform process without setting out a de-
tailed vision of the kind of presidency it 
aimed to establish. Stating that the reform 
process would bring Georgia’s existing “de-
viated” system into line with “standard” 
parliamentary form of government through 
abolishing direct presidential election10 was 
neither substantial nor convincing; the role 
and powers of the “new” presidency in the 
new institutional setting remained unclear 
throughout the process. 

Presidents in democratic political systems 
vary greatly; they may be activist, neutral, 
ceremonial, or otherwise. Each type of pres-
idency has its advantages and disadvantag-
es and differs across countries. The choice 
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among them, then, should rest on the fun-
damental needs of the country; constitution 
drafters must take into account the overall 
state of the country’s political, economic, 
and security environment when choosing 
the type of the presidency they wish to es-
tablish.  

That the draft constitution maintains the 
president’s status as commander-in-chief 
but no longer makes room for the National 
Security Council (replaced by the National 
Defense Council in wartime), indicates that 
the ruling party opted for a ceremonial type 
of presidency. Such a choice is not necessar-
ily positive or negative. Stripping the presi-
dent of the right to engage in regular defense 
policy making might restrict the president’s 
undue interventions in executive politics 
and thus contribute to the country’s overall 
institutional stability and democratic devel-
opment. At the same time, that the president 
as commander-in-chief will no longer have 
a clear electoral mandate and direct say over 
defense and security affairs might weak-
en the president’s authority as command-
er-in-chief and disrupt the operational chain 
of command.  In Georgia’s case, it could 
weaken defense capabilities in wartime.

Close examination of the constitutional re-
form process demonstrates that the choice 
over the president’s role and powers, in-
cluding the decision to abolish direct pres-
idential election, was made without broad 
public and political party discussion about 
Georgia’s long-term priorities and the way 
in which the presidency fi ts within those pri-
orities. As a result, the uncertainty over the 
fi nal objective of the constitutional changes, 
specifi cally as they relate to the president’s 
place in the overall system, signifi cantly af-
fected the quality of the reform process. 
 

One System, Two Interpretations

The unsettled debate on the nature of Geor-
gia’s current constitutional form of gov-
ernment added to the existing uncertainty. 
Debate about the country’s constitutional ar-
rangement emerged shortly after the victory 
of the Georgian Dream coalition in the 2012 
Parliamentary Election.11 Some Georgian 
Dream politicians argued that the country 
was to transition from a presidential to a 
parliamentary system of government while 
others said that the new constitution, which 
was to be enacted following the October 
2013 presidential election, would make the 
country semi-presidential, a distinct form 
of institutional arrangement where a direct-
ly-elected fi xed-term president coexists with 
a prime minister and cabinet who are collec-
tively responsible to the legislature.

The parliamentary vs semi-presidential de-
bate was not settled and has recently resur-
faced. “We intend to maintain the existing 
form of parliamentary governance … We 
believe that the parliamentary system, and 
it is universally recognized, creates much 
more guarantees for democracy and plural-
ism than presidential or semi-presidential 
systems,” Parliament Speaker Irakli Ko-
bakhidze stated on March 2.12 

“When did the Georgian people decide to 
move to the parliamentary model?” The 
question is left hanging in midair,” Presi-
dent Giorgi Margvelashvili said in response 
to Kobakhidze on March 23.13

The lack of consensus among the country’s 
political leaders over the constitutional ar-
rangement made it impossible to hold a 
meaningful discussion on the role and func-
tions of the presidency in both the current 
and proposed constitutions. Such a con-
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sensus is necessary for any constitutional 
change to move forward: without a clear 
understanding of the kind of arrangement a 
country has, the likelihood of political actors 
agreeing on the role and powers of the pres-
ident decreases signifi cantly.

Pre-Determined Choice

That the ruling party intended to abolish di-
rect presidential election was well-known 
long before the constitutional reform pro-
cess was initiated.

Georgian Dream’s opposition to direct election 
was fi rst expressed back in 2014, when the cab-
inet ministers and coalition lawmakers clashed 
with President Giorgi Margvelashvili over the 
latter’s attempts to exercise his constitutional 
powers, most notably on foreign affairs. Geor-
gian Dream questioned the legitimacy of the 
president’s actions then and argued for chang-
ing the direct presidential election, which they 
regarded as a catalyst of President Margvelas-
hvili’s political ambitions.

Parliamentary Chairman Irakli Kobakhidze, 
the main fi gure behind the constitutional re-
form process, has signaled on numerous oc-
casions both before and during the reform 
process that the forthcoming amendments 
would see the direct presidential election 
abolished, citing the incompatibility of di-
rect election with the parliamentary model 
of government.

That the ruling party had made an explicit 
choice in favor of indirect election—and that 
this decision would not be subject to revision—
limited the scope of discussion within the con-
stitutional reform commission and left an im-
pression that the overall process was intended 
to legitimize Georgian Dream’s long-sought 
plan for abolishing the presidential election.14

The manner in which the process was conduct-
ed also contributed to the widely-held assump-
tion that constitutional reform was aimed spe-
cifi cally at weakening the presidency of Giorgi 
Margvelashvili due to his acrimony toward the 
ruling party. Georgian Dream’s compromise, 
that the new mode of presidential election 
would come into force beginning with the 2023 
presidential election and thus not affect the up-
coming 2018 election, remedied the situation 
but failed to resolve those concerns entirely. 

Venice Commission Approval

Speaking at the Constitutional Reform 
Commission’s fi nal session on April 22, 
Parliamentary Chairman Irakli Kobakhid-
ze reiterated that “all legal suggestions” of 
the Venice Commission, the Council of Eu-
rope’s advisory body for legal affairs, would 
be “adopted and refl ected” in the draft con-
stitution.15 Kobakhidze stated:

“This is a commitment that we have made 
and we will not derail from it … we will wait 
for the Venice Commission conclusions and 
the Parliament will make its fi nal decision 
based on these conclusions.” 

Georgian Dream’s commitment to comply 
with the recommendations of the Venice 
Commission is without question a positive 
development for the process, as well as the 
country’s democracy in general. It is, how-
ever, outside the subject matter of this policy 
brief; because the mode of presidential elec-
tion qualifi es as a “political” question rath-
er than a strictly “legal” matter, the Venice 
Commission will most probably not explicit-
ly comment on the acceptability of adopting 
an indirect election procedure. And even if it 
does so, the parliament will have no formal 
commitment to comply with the recommen-
dation, citing its “non-legal nature.”
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WAYS AHEAD: CLAIMING THE NECESSARY LEGITIMACY

As a rule, the constitutional amendment 
process in most European countries takes 
place entirely in parliament. In a number of 
countries, however, a popular referendum 
is required as well, which may be mandato-
ry or optional. In France, Ireland, Romania, 
and Switzerland, for instance, a referendum 
is required on a mandatory basis for any 
constitutional amendment passed by parlia-
ment. On the other hand, in Austria, Esto-
nia, Liechtenstein, Slovenia, and Sweden, a 
referendum may be required on an optional 
basis upon demand by parliament.16

Although Georgian legislation does not es-
tablish such a requirement for constitutional 
amendments, it allows for holding a refer-
endum and a plebiscite on important public 
questions. 

The ruling party should, therefore, explore 
the possibility of initiating a referendum or 
plebiscite on the proposed changes. Putting 
the entire draft constitution or, at least, its 
election-specifi c provision, to the elector-
ate’s judgment would be a highly positive 
step by the ruling party and contribute to 
strengthening public trust in the overall le-
gitimacy of the process. It will also contrib-
ute to the country’s prospects for democratic 
advancement: by adopting the new constitu-
tion text with broad electoral participation, 
the ruling party will set a positive precedent 
for a future reform processes and contribute 
to strengthening constitutionalism in the 
country.

By adopting the new constitution text with-

out broad political participation, the ruling 
party will reinforce the long-lasting tradi-
tion of singe party-led constitutional review 
processes and contribute to the erosion of 
the principle of constitutionalism and hence, 
the country’s long-term prospects of demo-
cratic consolidation.

Two issues in particular stand out: Georgian 
Dream’s electoral platform ahead of the 2016 
parliamentary election did not contain any 
reference to their intention to change the di-
rect presidential election procedure.17 Thus 
the ruling party, despite enjoying a clear 
constitutional majority, lacks the necessary 
electoral mandate to pursue its plans when 
it comes to changing the mode of presiden-
tial election. This directly contradicts to the 
notion of parliamentary democracy: it is a 
common practice in European democracies 
that when a government decides to intro-
duce a controversial policy or pursue a po-
tentially unpopular step, it must either call a 
snap election or a referendum/plebiscite to 
seek a popular mandate.

That the proposed change will restrict the 
electoral rights of the population is an im-
portant factor to bear in mind as well; by 
making the presidential offi ce elected indi-
rectly, the ruling party will be stripping the 
electorate of its right to directly elect the 
president. Such a change should require ex-
plicit approval from the voters themselves, 
which can only be obtained through asking 
those very voters whether they would prefer 
for the president to be popularly or indirect-
ly elected. 
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CONCLUSION

Assessment of the recent constitutional re-
form process demonstrates that it suffered 
from serious shortcomings. First and fore-
most, the Constitutional Reform Commis-
sion failed to include all interested political 
parties and importantly to address the wide-
ly-held assumption that the reform process 
was targeted specifi cally at President Giorgi 
Margvelashvili. Moreover, the ruling party 
initiated the constitutional reform process 
without setting out a detailed vision of the 
kind of presidency it aimed to establish. The 
lack of consensus among political leaders 

over the nature of the country’s constitutional 
arrangement further weakened the process. 

To tackle some of these problems and, most 
importantly, to claim the democratical-
ly-appropriate popular mandate, Georgian 
Dream should closely cooperate with polit-
ical actors, civil society organizations and 
international organizations and employ a 
variety of instruments to increase the pub-
lic participation in the process, including 
through initiating a plebiscite and broad na-
tionwide discussion on proposed changes.
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