Registration of returning residents of the Gali district 

In addition to the foregoing, it should be noted that for several years the Georgian government postponed the process of registering the returning residents of the Gali district. In 2005, UNHCR planned to start the registration process (in 2006 everything was set up for it), but the Georgian side postponed the beginning of the process twice. «UNHCR's strategy included a number of checks of registration data, information on living conditions, and human rights problems ... in order to ensure that returnees are able to work and earn their living. ... Unfortunately, this strategy has never been implemented because of the Georgian government». 

Thus, all the above shows that the Georgian side is not interested in establishing normal living conditions in the Gali district. On the contrary, the use of the above mentioned measures shows that the goal of the Georgian government is the deterioration and destabilization of situation in the area. 

Border protection

In previous years, residents of the district have repeatedly reported violence over people detained on suspicion of involvement in subversive acts. However, the evidence of employees of international human rights organizations suggests that in recent years such cases became extremely rare. This suggests that special influence was put on people living close the bombing areas, which resulted in the fact that a significant part of the male population re-crossed the border and stayed for some time in the Zugdidi district. A notorious example is the safeguard troop of the President of Abkhazia, headed by Valmer Boothby. The troop was characterized by great power and autonomy: it was not subject neither to the influence of the district administration, nor to the influence of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Over time, the members of the troop obtained a substantial financial interest in the Gali district by collecting money from the cowed villagers who were not willing to face armed men. The decision of the Abkhaz leadership to disband the troop in 2005 was beneficial indeed. 

In-depth polls revealed other forms of property misappropriation in the Gali district. In recent times, units of the Abkhaz militia were deployed on a permanent basis to protect the population in remote villages. These measures led to the fact that robbery, which often led to murders, was almost eliminated. Most of interviewees confirmed that with the advent of permanent militias the security of the residents enhanced. On the one hand, the members of militia groups themselves discovered ways for illicit enrichment at the expense of villagers. For instance, in some villages the militia groups block the roads during the peak crop season in order not to let the robbers in; on the other hand, local residents are also unable to take out their goods for sale. They are forced to sell their entire crop to militia units, which makes it impossible to set competitive market prices. Residents are also concerned with a 100 kg of nuts tax per family. The administration of villages claims that this “tax” pays for land, electricity, etc., but the farmers have strong doubts on this account, since the “tax” is not universal and the taxing process is not transparent. In order to protect themselves against racketeering and to strengthen their businesses, many residents of the Gali district and Abkhazians from the Ochamchira and Tkvarchalsk districts create joint ventures. Sometimes such partnerships are formed with law enforcement officers who resolve all problems associated with processing and transportation of agricultural products. Thus, the nature of crimes is changing: they become more benign, but systematic and are characterized by involvement of governmental representatives and mid-level officials. 

Summarizing all of the above, we can conclude that the measures aimed at the protection of borders and at elimination of activities of subversive groups, unfortunately, often have a negative impact on the local residents who are not protected from arbitrary actions of formal and informal structures. There is still a lack of employees in the sector of border security and law enforcement in the Gali district. In previous years, the situation was even worse and the authorities had to accept the help of thievish volunteers. This definitely had an impact on the security level of Gali residents, and on the degree of confidence of Gali residents in the Abkhaz authorities.

Another unsettling fact is to be mentioned: after the August events, there were cases of mines’ explosions – these were the mines that where recently planted rather than left after 1992-1993 war. Representatives of the Abkhaz leadership deny their involvement in these cases and claim that the measures aimed at border protection do not include mine planting. However, these cases require special investigation. 


Talking about the intentions of the Abkhaz government on the development of the area, it should be said that in 1999, a decree of President Vladimir Ardzinba envisaged a creation of a governmental commission on socio-economic rehabilitation of Gali district and on creation of good living conditions for the returnees. In 2008, for the first time the Abkhaz government allocated sufficient extra-budgetary funds (17 mln.) for the rehabilitation work in the Gali district. Of course, the funds were not enough to solve all the district problems, but such generosity was not left unnoticed by Gali residents. Talking about information awareness, it should be said that many Gali residents find it difficult to say who is financing the area rehabilitation projects: the Abkhaz government, businessmen, the UN, or the Danish Refugee Council. Given the increase in population in the villages of the Lower zone, we can say that the situation is changing for the better despite all the difficulties. Contrary to popular belief, the neighboring Tkvarchalsk and Ochamchira areas face as many unemployment and crime problems as the Gali district. This is confirmed by every serious study. Despite fair reproach to the Abkhazian government, the foregoing facts suggest that the serious problems in the Gali district are being slowly addressed not because of the Abkhaz government’s reluctance but because of the overall low level of economic development and poor governance, which is characteristic of all parts of Abkhazia. 


Abkhazian domestic context 


The problems of the Gali district are key to domestic political discourse in Abkhazia. The unresolved Georgian-Abkhaz conflict, the worsening situation on the border, the acts of sabotage in the region, the ethnic and linguistic divisions make this a serious political issue. Attitudes towards this issue changed over time; after a certain period of non-publicity, the Gali issue is now being increasingly covered in newspapers, statements of political parties and governmental documents. There is no universal solution of the problem in the minds of Abkhazian people. In brief, the principal discrepancy is the answer to the question: should Gali residents be lawful citizens of the Republic of Abkhazia?

It should be noted that prior to the adoption of the Citizenship Law, all Gali residents were considered citizens of Abkhazia and elections were held in the Gali district. This did not mean that there were no problems with passports and other identity documents. Moreover, the Ministry of Defense of Abkhazia also acted on the assumption that Gali residents are Abkhazia citizens when Gali youth was recruited into the Abkhaz army. The recruitment process sometimes did not include any provisional agenda or warnings to parents, but it did include bribes, which caused many complaints. Yet, the main objection was definitely associated with the issue of recruitment prior to citizenship determination. The fact that most Gali residents acquired a Georgian citizenship in recent years seriously complicated the situation since dual citizenship is prohibited under Abkhaz legislation (with an exclusion made for Russia). At the same time, most residents of Abkhazia need the citizenship, as the lack of Abkhaz passport complicates their life in many ways. 


Despite the fact that the vast majority of residents of the Gali district had not participated in the war, they are still regarded as representatives of the Georgian nation. In our opinion, the caution, which is taken in the issue of full integration of Gali residents with the Abkhaz society, is rooted in the perception of these people as a threat to the security of Abkhazia rather than in ethnic prejudice. The block of opposing social and political movement that has recently become a political party called National Unity Forum, has repeatedly warned that a critical approach is to be taken in regard to proposals advocating speeding of the citizenship acquisition process. The members of the party often stress in their statements and speeches that the absence of a peace treaty with Georgia is a substantial risk factor and that is why Gali residents should acquire a resident permit rather than Abkhaz citizenship. «Our major concern ... is the intention to massively grant Abkhaz citizenship to the residents of the Gali district, many of whom are citizens of Georgia», - declared the political council of National Unity Forum on December 24, 2008. This view is opposed to the one of the Abkhaz President, who has repeatedly expressed his desire to accelerate the process of processing and issuing passports. Back in early 2007, Bagapsh addressed the residents of the Gali district and stated that the post-war years «demonstrated their resilience and will to build a free democratic society. The residents of the Gali district, the citizens of the Republic of Abkhazia, are part of this society». It must be said that the leadership of Abkhazia also expressed objections to the initiative of Bagapsh, but the decision was made. As a result, in the past two months, the Gali residents have been issued several hundreds of passports. Of course, no one forces Gali residents to acquire Abkhaz citizenship, but people understand that in the near future the rights of citizens and holders of residence permits will differ greatly (it is likely to be experienced in practice rather than in theory). Therefore, an ordinary resident of the Gali district chooses to acquire Abkhaz citizenship not because it will grant a right to vote and be elected, but because it will allow to legally register property and do business. Talking about elections, it should be noted that after the dramatic presidential elections of 2004, which were characterized by the vast majority of Gali residents voting for Bagapsh, Gali people feel quite skeptical about this right. First of all, the Abkhaz society many times questioned the right of Gali people to influence the elections process, and secondly, because the hope for a serious change in the Gali district proved to be not more than a hope. By the way, many experts believe that the certain passivity of Bagapsh in implementing more drastic measures against crime and corruption in the Gali district is a consequence of the schism in the Abkhazian society after the elections of 2004.
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