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Russia’s use of military, political, and 
informational tactics to manipulate 
unresolved confl icts is a dynamic pro-
cess. One novel warfare tactic Russia 
has employed since 2009 is the “bor-
derization” of Georgia’s territory. The 
tactic of borderization serves Russia’s 
strategy of undermining Georgia’s 
sovereignty, including its democratic 
development and independent do-
mestic and foreign policies. Border-
ization is a new phenomenon, differ-
ing from occupation in that it involves 
the expansion of territory under oc-
cupation. Borderization violates not 
only Georgia’s territorial integrity 
and sovereignty but also undermines 
the wider European security order. 
By continuing its creeping occupation 
and annexation of Georgian territory, 
Russia is exposing the weakness of 
the Georgian state and sowing doubt 
about the credibility of Euro-Atlan-
tic institutions. Moreover, the tactic 

Executive Summary
harms NATO and EU security in-
terests by raising risks of escalation, 
augmenting Russia’s militarization 
of the Black Sea and threatening to 
disrupt diversifi cation of energy sup-
plies. While the Georgian government 
condemns borderization as deliberate 
provocation aimed at destabilization, 
it lacks tools to directly deter use of 
the tactic. Therefore, it should focus 
on mitigating the harmful effects of 
borderization. This policy paper at-
tempts to provide policy recommen-
dations to that effect. At the local and 
national levels, the Georgian govern-
ment should mitigate the human costs 
of borderization and prevent political 
and social disruption. At the interna-
tional level, it should work with its 
Western partners to respond more 
assertively to further acts of border-
ization. This paper sets out detailed 
recommendations for achieving these 
objectives. 
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1 For more information, see: Asmus, R. (2010) A Little War that Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of the 
West (New York, St. Martin’s Press). 

2 According to Georgia’s Law on Occupied Territories of Georgia, the term “the occupied territories and territorial wa-
ters” or “the Occupied Territories” covers the territories of the Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia, Tskhinvali Region 
(the territory of the former South Ossetia Autonomous Region) and the Black Sea maritime territory along Georgia’s 
state border with the Russian Federation, running from the southern end of the Psou river to the administrative border 
at the estuary of the Inguri River. The term also covers airspace over the aforementioned territories.

3 Aptsiauri, G. (2009) ‘Russian Troops Try to Shift South Ossetia Border Markers’, RFE-RL, 3 August, available at: 
https://www.rferl.org/a/Russian_Troops_Try_To_Shift_South_Ossetia_Border_Markers/1791641.html.

4 According to information provided by the State Security Service of Georgia, the fi rst instance of borderization occurred 
in 2011 and the process began intensifying in February 2013. According to the State Security Service’s information, 
more than 30 instances had occurred along the ABL with Tskhinvali region as of October 2017. These instances affected 
33 villages along the ABL with Tskhinvali region. According to the same information, borderization has affected seven 
villages along the ABL with Abkhazia.   

5 Zhorzholiani, A. (2013) ‘Russia Continues Border Demarcation in South Ossetia’, The Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst, 
2 October, available at: https://www.cacianalyst.org/publications/fi eld-reports/item/12822-russia-continues-bor-
der-demarcation-in-south-ossetia.html/ 

Introduction
Since the restoration of Georgia’s in-
dependence, the Russian Federation 
has pursued a strategy aimed at frag-
menting and weakening the Georgian 
state. To achieve this goal, Russia has 
both promoted separatism and un-
dertaken direct military invasion. The 
latter, occurring in Georgia in 2008, is 
now called the Russo-Georgian “Five-
day War.”1 In August 2008, Georgia 
and Russia reached a Six-Point Cease-
fi re Agreement to end that confl ict. 
In violation of the agreement, Russia 
occupied Abkhazia and Tskhinva-
li region (“South Ossetia”) and then 
illegally recognized both regions as 
independent states (Figure 1. Nine 
years later, Russian troops continue to 
occupy Georgia’s breakaway regions. 
Shortly after the ceasefi re agreement 
was signed, Russia began to cordon 
off the occupied territories in a process 
called “borderization.” Borderization 
specifi cally refers to the unilateral in-
stallation of border markers, fencing, 
and barbed wire along the Adminis-
trative Boundary Lines (ABLs) that 
separate Abkhazia and Tskhinvali re-
gion (“South Ossetia”) from the rest 

of Georgia. In some instances, border-
ization has involved expanding the 
amount of Georgia’s sovereign terri-
tory under Russian occupation.2

In most cases, borderization has oc-
curred along or near the Adminis-
trative Boundary Line (ABL) demar-
cating Tskhinvali region, as most of 
Abkhazia is largely demarcated by the 
natural boundary of the Inguri river.3 
Russia has undertaken the borderiza-
tion of Tskhinvali region in waves. In 
April 2009, the Russian government 
and the de facto authorities of Sukhu-
mi and Tskhinvali signed respective 
agreements granting the Russian 
FSB border troops jurisdiction over 
the ABLs. The fi rst reported incident 
of borderization occurred roughly 
three months later, when local resi-
dents of the village of Kveshi on the 
central government-controlled side of 
the ABL reported4 that Russian bor-
der guards had put up border mark-
ers in the area.5 The process picked 
up in intensity starting in 2013 when, 
in two separate incidences, Russian 
soldiers and Ossetian militia border-
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ized the ABL near the villages of Dit-
si and Khurvaleti on the central gov-
ernment-controlled side of the ABL.6 
In summer 2015, Russian soldiers in-
stalled border markers in the village 
of Tsitelubani near Tskhinvali region. 
That incident resulted in a portion of 
the BP-operated Baku-Supsa oil pipe-
line being included in the zone of Rus-
sian occupation.7

Borderization occurs along with the 
continued integration of Abkhazia 
and Tskhinvali region into the Russian 
Federation—a policy referred to as 
“creeping annexation.” This paper in-
terprets borderization as a tactic used 
to implement creeping annexation. In 
November 2014, the Russian govern-
ment and the de facto Abkhaz author-
ities signed a treaty on “Alliance and 
Integration.” The agreement covered 
four main priorities: establishing a 
coordinated foreign policy and “com-
mon defense and security space” (in-
cluding a “Combined Group of Forc-
es”); creating a common social and 
economic space; enhanced Abkhaz 
participation in Russian-led regional 
integration initiatives (including an 
Abkhaz commitment to harmonize 
its de facto customs regime with the 
Eurasian Economic Union); and main-
tenance of a common cultural, spiritu-
al, and humanitarian space.8 Russia 

reached a similar agreement with the 
de facto Tskhinvali authorities in May 
2015.9

Abkhaz militia began to integrate into 
the Russian armed forces in 2015. By 
2017, 4,500 soldiers directly under Rus-
sian military command were based 
in Abkhazia.10 In March 2017, Russia 
and the de facto Tskhinvali’s author-
ities signed an agreement to formal-
ly merge the region’s militia into the 
Russian armed forces.11 Such steps by 
Russia and the de facto authorities in 
the breakaway regions further erode 
Georgia’s sovereignty and pose vital 
challenges to its national security. 

Heretofore, the Georgian state has not 
been able to respond directly to Rus-
sia’s actions due to the asymmetry in 
military power between the two sides. 
Moreover, as Georgia is a NATO 
partner but not a full-fl edged mem-
ber, it cannot expect the Alliance to 
place a check on Russian aggression. 
Therefore, Georgia’s government is 
extremely cautious in its response to 
instances of borderization. There is 
no military option for Georgia, a fact 
which Russia exploits. Due to the on-
going and cumulative nature of the 
problem, a more coordinated and as-
sertive response is needed from Tbili-
si and its Western allies. 

6 North, A. (2015) ‘Georgia accuses Russia of violating international law over South Ossetia’, The Guardian, 14 July, 
available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/14/georgia-accuses-russia-of-violating-internation-
al-law-over-south-ossetia/. 

7 ‘Moscow, Sokhumi Endorse Final Text of New Treaty’, Civil.ge, 22 November 2014, available at: http://www.civil.ge/
eng/article.php?id=27841.

8 ‘The Treaty on Alliance and Integration between Russia and South Ossetia has been submitted to the State Duma for 
ratifi cation’, Kremlin.ru, 20 May 2015, available at: http://en.kremlin.ru/acts/news/49493.

9 Batashvili, D. (2017) ‘Russian troop deployments menace Georgia’, Civil.ge, 4 April, available at: http://www.civil.ge/
eng/article.php?id=29994.

10  ‘Moscow, Tskhinvali Ink Military Agreement’, Civil.ge, 3 April 2017, available at: http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.
php?id=29986. 

11  ‘On the Impact of the Closure of Crossing Points on the Rights of the Population Living Along Abkhazia’s Adminis-
trative Boundary Line’, Public Defender (Ombudsman) of Georgia, Special Report, November 2017. 
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The borderization process is part 
of Russia’s campaign to undermine 
Georgia’s sovereignty as well as the 
wider European security order. This 
serves several concrete aims: to exert 
psychological infl uence over Geor-
gia’s government and society; to per-
manently undermine Georgia’s ter-
ritorial integrity; to undermine the 

credibility of Euro-Atlantic institu-
tions; and to prevent further NATO 
expansion. The effects of borderiza-
tion are fi rst felt locally by commu-
nities on both sides of the ABLs, then 
in Georgia on the national level, then 
on the international level, where they 
have implications for the wider Euro-
pean security order. 

Policy Implications

Local Implications

First, borderization has grave human 
costs for the local communities affect-
ed. The borderization of Abkhazia 
and Tskhinvali region deepens the re-
spective territories’ isolation from the 
rest of Georgia. This not only ham-
pers the Georgian government’s at-
tempts to regain control over the oc-
cupied territories, it also hinders the 
peace and reconciliation process by 
preventing residents of both territo-
ries from crossing the ABLs to enter 
central government-controlled terri-
tory. This creates personal hardship 
and impedes people-to-people con-
tact. Since April 2016, three of fi ve of-
fi cial crossing points between Abkha-
zia and the rest of Georgia have been 
closed off.12 According to the resident 
coordinator of the United Nations in 
Georgia, the closures will affect hun-
dreds of people each day.13 This cre-
ates hardship for those residents seek-

ing to visit relatives or to partake in 
medical care, education, or economic 
opportunities on the other side of the 
ABL. Internal freedom of movement 
is also restricted. In Gali district—a 
majority-ethnic Georgian enclave of 
Abkhazia—residents must display a 
so-called Abkhaz passport or resident 
permit when commuting between vil-
lages.14

Residents of Tskhinvali are adversely 
affected, as well. While the number of 
Tskhinvali residents crossing the ABL 
to access medical services increased 
precipitously from 2011 to 2016, the 
fi gure is likely to decrease year-on-
year in 2017.15 Villages and land plots 
are divided, depriving some individ-
uals of their homes and farmland. Lo-
cal residents are regularly detained 
by guards encroaching onto territory 
controlled by central government.16 

12  Quoted in ‘On the Impact of the Closure of Crossing Points on the Rights of the Population Living Along Abkhazia’s 
Administrative Boundary Line’, November 2017.  

13 ‘The Human Rights Situation of the Confl ict-Affected Population in Georgia’, Public Defender (Ombudsman) of Geor-
gia, Special Report, June 2017.  

14 Information provided from the public defender of Georgia. 
15 According to information provided by the State Security Service of Georgia, between the end of the Five-day War and 

November 20, 2017, 1,109 people were detained along the ABL with Tskhinvali region. During the same time period, 
1,842 people were detailed along the ABL with Abkhazia. For those fi gures, the margin of error ranges between fi ve 
percent and 15 percent.

16 Conversation with a representative of the public defender of Georgia.
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Moreover, it is worth noting that bor-
derization measures have also been 
taken around the city of Tskhinvali, 
well within the Russian-occupied side 
of the ABL.17 This restricts freedom of 
movement inside Tskhinvali region 
as well as across the ABL. According 
to the public defender of Georgia, this 
creates problems for some ethnic Os-

setian farmers attempting to access 
their own croplands.18 The negative 
impacts of borderization are felt by 
local communities regardless of eth-
nicity and results in violations of the 
UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in a number of areas, including 
freedom of movement and freedom 
from arbitrary arrest and detention.19

Nationwide Implications for Georgia

Borderization disrupts Georgia’s do-
mestic political processes as well. The 
Georgian public responds with out-
rage each time new border installa-
tions are put up. That outrage is most-
ly directed against Russia, but it also 
refl ects negatively on Georgia’s own 
government. Consequently, the cur-
rent central government is viewed as 
weak and ineffectual on matters in-
volving territorial integrity. This is an 
effect that can in part be attributed to 
the government’s inability to respond 
assertively to borderization. Accord-

ing to a June 2017 poll by the National 
Democratic Institute and the Cauca-
sus Research Resource Center, only 
16% of Georgians said they trusted 
the current ruling party to effectively 
manage the issue (Figure 2).20 By con-
trast, 40% reported trusting no party 
and 28% could not answer the ques-
tion. This plays into Russia’s hands. 
Injecting anxiety into Georgian soci-
ety saps legitimacy from the current 
regime, disrupting the normal func-
tioning of government. 

 

17 Ibid. 
18 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) The United Nations, available at: http://www.un.org/en/univer-

sal-declaration-human-rights/. 
19 Online Data Analysis (2017) Caucasus Research Resource Center, available at: http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/

nj2017ge/WPRSTINT/. 
20 Kremlin Infl uence Index (2017) Detector Media, European Values, Media Development Foundation, & Political Capital, 

Joint Research Report, available at: http://osvita.mediasapiens.ua/content/fi les/dm_iik_engl_pravka-compressed.
pdf. 
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This situation is damaging not only 
to domestic perceptions of the gov-
ernment’s effectiveness but also to the 
country’s external image. Given that 
incidents of borderization occur inter-
mittently and are followed by public 
demonstrations of outrage, the pro-
cess feeds the Kremlin-promoted per-
ception that Georgia is an unstable, 
failed state. 

Borderization also strengthens two 
Kremlin narratives being dissemi-
nated in Georgia: fi rst, that Georgia’s 
Western allies (especially NATO) are 
unwilling or unable to help it restore 
its territorial integrity, making Eu-
ro-Atlantic integration pointless; and 
second, that Russia holds all the cards 

and therefore the Georgian govern-
ment has no choice but to make con-
cessions in the hope of regaining sov-
ereignty over the separatist regions.21 
Moscow hopes that in the long run, 
this dilemma will prompt Georgia 
to cease its Euro-Atlantic integration 
and return to the Russian sphere of in-
fl uence.22

Borderization also impedes Georgia’s 
NATO integration. According to the 
accession criteria set out in the 1995 
Study on NATO Enlargement, any 
territorial disputes must be resolved 
before membership can be consid-
ered: “States which have ethnic dis-
putes or external territorial disputes, 
including irredentist claims, or inter-

Figure 2: Online Data Analysis (2017) Caucasus Research Resource Center.

21 Cohen, A. & Hamilton, R. (2011) ‘The Russian Military and the Georgia War: Lessons and Implications’, Strategic Stud-
ies Institute, ERAP Monograph, June, available at: http://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/pdffi les/pub1069.pdf. 

22 ‘Study on NATO Enlargement” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 3 September 1995, available at: https://www.
nato.int/cps/en/natohq/offi cial_texts_24733.htm. 
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nal jurisdictional disputes must settle 
those disputes by peaceful means in 
accordance with OSCE principles.”23 
While this not an offi cial precondition 
for membership, NATO considers 
matters of territorial integrity when 
deciding whether to accept additional 
members.

Moreover, borderization casts doubt 
on NATO’s viability and Georgia’s 
potential for membership. By solidify-
ing the separatist status of Abkhazia 
and Tskhinvali region, Moscow pres-
ents territorial integrity and NATO 
integration as a false dilemma—with 
the prevailing Kremlin narrative be-
ing that Georgia must abandon NATO 
integration before it can regain sover-
eignty over its occupied territories—
or vice versa, offi cially cede sover-
eignty over the territories in order to 
join NATO.24

The process also erodes public con-
fi dence in the EU. European Union 
Monitoring Mission (EUMM) staff 
were deployed to Georgia in Sep-
tember 2008. The fi rst priority of the 
monitors is “to ensure that there is 
no return to hostilities.”25 However, 
Russia has precluded monitors from 

entering Abkhazia and Tskhinvali re-
gion, thus monitors have no access to 
the Georgia-Russia border. For that 
reason, monitors are unable to fully 
monitor the security situation in the 
confl ict zones as stipulated in the 2008 
ceasefi re agreement. Additionally, 
the EUMM staff are unarmed moni-
tors, not peacekeepers; their mandate 
only covers reporting on the situation 
along the ABLs. While nothing fur-
ther can be done from the perspec-
tive of the EUMM—due to its limited 
mandate—its inability to prevent fur-
ther instances of borderization dam-
ages the EU’s credibility in the eyes of 
some Georgian citizens. 

In short, borderization also erodes 
public confi dence in the viability and 
utility of NATO and EU integration. 
Each time Russia deepens its occu-
pation and NATO and EU member 
states fail to deter such actions, it ex-
poses the fact that the Western Alli-
ance is largely unable to directly help 
Georgia defend its sovereignty. By 
exposing NATO’s and the EUs weak-
nesses and shortcomings, Russia’s ac-
tions in Georgia are the localization of 
a broader campaign against the West-
ern Alliance.

23 Kakachia, K. (2013) ‘NATO-Georgia Relations: Will 2014 Bring Anything New?’, PONARS EURASIA, PONARS Eur-
asia Policy Memo no. 291, available at: http://www.ponarseurasia.org/memo/nato-georgia-relations-will-2014-
bring-anything-new. 

24 Our Mandate (2017) European Union Monitoring Mission, available at: https://www.eumm.eu/en/about_eumm/
mandate. 

25 Bugajski, J. & Doran, P. (2016) ‘Black Sea Rising: Russia’s Strategy in Southeast Europe’, Center for European Policy 
Analysis, Black Sea Strategic Report No. 1, February.

Implications for the European Security Order 

Borderization has negative implica-
tions for the broader European secu-
rity order. It directly contradicts the 
principle of inviolability of borders, 

which is a cornerstone of contempo-
rary European security recognized by 
the Helsinki Final Act. It also under-
mines fundamental principles of in-
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ternational law, including respect for 
sovereignty, non-use of force, and the 
principle of non-intervention in the 
internal affairs of other states. 

At the most basic level, borderization 
increases the potential for renewed 
military confl ict. By increasing its mil-
itary presence and moving its forward 
positions deeper into Georgian territo-
ry, Russia and the separatist regimes 
increase the risks of further provo-
cation. For example, the presence of 
Russian FSB border guards and Ab-
khaz and Ossetian militia along the 
ABLs increases the chances of confl ict 
with local residents and anti-border-
ization demonstrators. A small-scale, 
local confl ict could potentially spiral 
into shooting between the Georgian 
and Russian militaries, resulting in an 
international crisis.

Moreover, the occupation and creep-
ing annexation of Abkhazia have giv-
en it a dominant position in the east-
ern Black Sea littoral.26 Control over 
Abkhazia’s 195-kilometer coastline 
complements Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea to expand its anti-access, area 
denial zone (A2/AD) in the Black Sea. 
Russia’s remilitarization of the Black 
Sea directly harms NATO and EU in-

terests by disrupting access to Asia 
and the Middle East. Russia has al-
ready used its enhanced presence to 
deploy parts of the Black Sea Fleet to 
Syria, directly opposing NATO and 
EU interests there.27

Furthermore, Russia’s occupation of 
Georgia threatens another key com-
ponent of the European security or-
der: energy security. As mentioned 
above, part of the Baku-Supsa oil 
pipeline is now under Russian occu-
pation. A potential future outbreak of 
hostilities between Georgia and Rus-
sia could threaten the pipeline as well 
as the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil and 
Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipelines 
running through southern Georgia. 
By fomenting instability, Russia can 
also impede further development of 
the Southern Gas Corridor, an EU-led 
initiative to bring Caspian gas to EU 
markets.28 The route from Azerbaijan 
to Europe includes the South Cauca-
sus Pipeline, which is currently being 
expanded to meet growing EU de-
mand.29 Regional instability poses a 
direct threat to EU ambitions for more 
diverse sources of energy supply and 
its stabilizing efforts in general in the 
immediate neighborhood. 

26 Toucas, B. (2017) ‘The Geostrategic Importance of the Black Sea Region: A Brief History’, Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 2 February, available at: https://www.csis.org/analysis/geostrategic-importance-black-sea-re-
gion-brief-history. 

27 Gas and oil supply routes (2017) European Commission, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/im-
ports-and-secure-supplies/gas-and-oil-supply-routes. 

28 South Caucasus Pipeline Project (2017) BP, available at: https://www.bp.com/en_ge/bp-georgia/about-bp/bp-in-
georgia/south-caucasus-pipeline--scp-.html. 

29 ‘Meeting of Georgian, Russian Negotiators in Prague’, Civil.ge, 6 June 2013, available at: http://www.civil.ge/eng/
article.php?id=26152/.
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The Georgian government has few 
tools at its disposal to directly deter 
further incidents of borderization. 
What can be more readily done, is to 
mitigate the effects of borderization to 
such an extent that the process no lon-
ger serves Russian interests. Options 
are available to the Georgian govern-
ment, although several major obsta-
cles currently impede action: lack of 
interagency coordination within the 
government; lack of strategic com-
munication to engage and inform the 
domestic public; and lack of coopera-
tion among Georgia’s political actors 
regarding borderization.

In interviews with various Georgian 
government agencies, it became evi-
dent that borderization has not been 
studied in a systematic and coordinat-
ed manner. For example, there is no 
unifi ed government stance regarding 
“waves” of borderization—why it oc-
curs when it does, and what forms it 
takes. Representatives of various state 
agencies do not agree on whether the 
timing of incidents depends on the 
availability of funds from the Russian 
state budget or whether instances of 
borderization are timed to coincide 
with important political events such as 
the Abashidze-Karasin meetings and 
milestones on the country’s Euro-At-
lantic integration agenda.30 Moreover, 
different government agencies offer 
different accounts of when borderiza-
tion began. Such a situation impedes 
taking effective measures to mitigate 
the effects of borderization.

As long as the Russian state relies on 
proxy regimes and military force to 
project its power in the post-Soviet 
space, civilians in confl ict areas con-
tinue to pay the price for power pol-
itics through violations of their safe-
ty, rights, and welfare. Although the 
Georgian government lacks tools to 
directly infl uence Moscow to change 
its behavior, it is possible to commu-
nicate with the public in a more delib-
erate manner so that reactions to fur-
ther incidents of borderization do not 
translate into outrage against the state 
or feed into Kremlin narratives. This 
is not to understate the signifi cance of 
Georgia’s territorial integrity. Rather, 
it is to ensure the public understands 
that expressions of outrage are mis-
placed and unhelpful in respond-
ing to borderization and to restoring 
Georgian sovereignty in Abkhazia 
and Tskhinvali region more generally.

Finally, the fact that Georgian political 
parties have divergent responses to 
Russia and its actions in Abkhazia and 
Tskhinvali region further complicates 
the situation. For obvious reasons, the 
issue of territorial integrity can be a 
potent instrument in the struggle for 
political power. Borderization is a 
tangible expression of Georgia’s prob-
lems and the government can easi-
ly be criticized for its “inaction.” For 
example, in July 2017, when the gov-
ernment reported another incident of 
borderization, one opposition politi-
cian stated, “today they will abduct a 
Georgian citizen. Tomorrow they will 

30 “Tbilisi Says Russian Troops Seize Farmlands Adjacent to South Ossetia.” Civil.ge, 5 July 2017. Available at: http://
www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=30238&search= 

Domestic Obstacles to Action
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move deeper [into the Georgian-con-
trolled territory]: they know that the 
Georgian government will have no re-
action to it.”31 Yet another opposition 
politician criticized the government 
for not being proactive on this front: 
“Of course, we cannot change Russia, 

but we can eradicate and prevent this 
through a lot of active, concrete steps 
both inside and outside the country.” 
Heretofore, political parties and civ-
il society actors have been unable to 
offer adequate alternatives to existing 
policy. 

31 Ibid.

Conclusion
Russia’s tactic of borderization threat-
ens not only Georgian security but 
also the wider European security or-
der, the latter by augmenting Russia’s 
militarization of the wider Black Sea 
region and its ability to disrupt EU 
attempts at diversifi cation of ener-
gy sources. The maintenance of un-
resolved confl icts enables Russia to 
remain the dominant regional actor 
not only in Georgia but in the wider 
Black Sea region. This weakens NA-
TO’s regional security position; it also 
increases the risk of a renewed out-
break of confl ict, as Russian troops 
occupy forward military positions in 
a NATO- and EU-aspirant country. 
Moreover, erecting barriers along the 
ABLs in Georgia’s breakaway regions 
violates the human rights of local res-
idents on both sides of the ABLs and 
leads to frustration among the Geor-
gian public regarding the apparent 

inability of NATO and the EU to help 
Georgia solve one of its most pressing 
national problems. Moreover, by im-
peding freedom of movement across 
the ABLs and within the occupied 
territories, borderization hampers the 
peace and reconciliation process pro-
moted by the international communi-
ty. The situation is exacerbated by the 
fact that different governmental agen-
cies have different understandings of 
the borderization process. Data collec-
tion and interagency cooperation are 
lacking. The Georgian government’s 
toolkit for responding to these chal-
lenges is limited. However, it is still 
possible to bolster measures aimed at 
mitigating the negative effects of bor-
derization on the local, national, and 
international levels. This can be done 
by adopting a range of recommenda-
tions, as provided below.
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Policy Recommendations
Recommendations for the Georgian Government

The Georgian government current-
ly lacks the tools to directly deter or 
prevent acts of borderization. Lack 
of coordination among government 
agencies and across Georgia’s po-
litical spectrum regarding the facts 
and interpretations of borderization 
is problematic and creates obstacles 
to responding to further incidents 
of borderization. While partisan 
mud-slinging may help achieve short-
term political gains, it increases social 
anxiety and political risks, disrupts 
Georgia’s democratic political pro-
cesses, and strengthens Kremlin nar-
ratives. Therefore, the government, 
while maintaining its strong position 
regarding recent developments in oc-
cupied regions, should be cautious 
when unilaterally responding to new 
incidents of borderization. Organiz-
ing large-scale demonstrations along 
the ABL has the potential to escalate 
the confl ict. Such actions should be 
avoided in order not to be interpret-
ed as provocations. Domestically, the 
government’s focus should be on mit-
igating the human and psychological 
effects of borderization. Therefore, the 
government should:

 Provide improved public ser-
vices to people affected by the 
occupation.

The government should continue sup-
porting the livelihoods of people af-
fected by the occupation living on both 
sides of the ABLs. Moreover, it should 
ease procedures for obtaining Geor-

gian passports so that the residents of 
the occupied territories can enjoy pub-
lic services as well as the benefi ts of 
visa liberalization with the EU.

 Improve coordination among 
government institutions.

The lack of careful, coordinated study 
is problematic as it impedes develop-
ment of a state strategy. In order to 
remedy the situation, the government 
should create an interagency working 
group to study the issue, form a co-
herent offi cial position, and develop 
a unifi ed action plan. The action plan 
should include detailed procedures 
establishing who is responsible for 
what when a new incident of border-
ization occurs.

 Develop a unifi ed state commu-
nication strategy.

The communication strategy should 
focus on communicating borderiza-
tion to the public. The communication 
strategy must achieve two objectives: 
accurately inform the public about 
the issue; and counter Kremlin narra-
tives intended to impose psychologi-
cal costs on the Georgian public. The 
strategy should manage expectations 
regarding Euro-Atlantic integration 
and its potential for helping restore 
Georgia’s territorial integrity.

 Improve the practice of inform-
ing the international communi-
ty regarding borderization.

i
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The Georgian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs informs foreign embassies when 
a new incident of borderization oc-
curs. However, communication with 
international partners can be im-
proved by maintaining a chronology 
of events and producing an annual 
report on borderization. The report 
would describe the events of the prior 
year and provide facts and statistical 
data to put borderization in the con-
text of Russia’s wider security strate-
gy. This would decrease the possibil-
ity of incidents being interpreted on 
an ad hoc basis. The report should be 
distributed to embassies as well as in-
ternational organizations such as the 
UN, OSCE, Council of Europe, and 
others. 

 Link borderization to the events 
in Ukraine and Moldova.

The government should intensify its 
diplomatic efforts in coordination 
with the international community to 
make sure that borderization – as well 
as Russia’s occupation of Georgian 
territory in general – is referenced in 
international resolutions and docu-
ments adopted by major internation-
al organizations. The government 
should also coordinate its anti-occu-
pation policy with Ukraine and Mol-
dova to reach a joint position to be 
taken in international forums. This 
will help frame borderization in the 
wider context of Russia’s aggressive 
strategy toward its neighbors. 

Recommendations for the International Community

Russia’s use of borderization is likely 
to continue as long as adequate costs 
are not imposed in response. The 
Georgian government lacks the capa-
bilities to unilaterally impose costs on 
Russia in response to borderization. 
Any response must be international. 
The West should treat Russian vio-
lations of Georgia’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity as it treats Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea and invasion 
of the Donbas—illegal and unaccept-
able. Therefore, the international com-
munity should consider the following 
options:

 The EU and other international 
actors should put pressure on 
Russia to demilitarize the ABLs. 

Georgian’s western allies should call 
for demilitarization of the ABLs. As 

the Georgian armed forces are pulled 
back, demilitarization by Russia 
would create “buffer” zones along 
both ABLs. This would bring immedi-
ate benefi ts to local residents on both 
sides of the ABLs as well as reduce 
tensions and promote peaceful dia-
logue among all interested parties. 

 Increase calls to allow EUMM 
offi cials access to the occupied 
territories and enhance its tech-
nical capabilities.

Russia’s actions should be made more 
transparent and more attention should 
be drawn to its refusal to adhere to 
the 2008 ceasefi re agreement, includ-
ing its refusal to allow the EUMM to 
fulfi l its original mandate. The EUMM 
should also increase the number of 
its staff to increase visibility from the 

i
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Russian side. The full-fl edged func-
tioning of the EUMM mission could 
help facilitate establishment of mutual 
trust along the ABLs, allowing cross-
ing points to be reopened and local 
residents to move freely to engage in 
commerce, visit relatives, and obtain 
necessary medical services. 

 Increase support for reconcilia-
tion and peaceful reintegration 
of occupied regions in Georgia.

All parties should be encouraged to 
continue constructive negotiations 
aimed at achieving a mutually agree-

able non-use of force agreement. That 
should include continued negotia-
tions within the Geneva discussions, 
despite the fact that a signifi cant part 
of Georgia’s population has lost con-
fi dence in the discussions’ ability to 
yield tangible results. Georgia’s west-
ern allies could also provide fi nancial 
support for public services aimed at 
residents of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali 
region, as well as Internally-displaced 
Persons. This aids the reconciliation 
process by mitigating the isolation of 
residents of the occupied territories 
from the rest of Georgia.
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