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The present report, prepared by the Democracy Research Institute, provides a summary of
the human rights situation in 2023-2024 for the conflict-affected population residing in the
occupied territories of Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region, as well as in villages adjacent to
the dividing line.

During the reporting period, Russia's explicit annexation policies toward Abkhazia intensified,
reflected in the harassment of international organizations and Abkhazian civil society, as well
as in ultimatums issued to Abkhazia's de facto authorities. In contrast to Thilisi, where
Georgia’s Parliament adopted the "Law on Transparency of Foreign Influence" in less than
two months across three readings, Abkhazia's de facto parliament has yet to commence
discussions on the bill "On Non-Commercial Organizations and Individuals Acting as Foreign
Agents," submitted by Bzhania in February 2024. During this period, the de facto president
dismissed the so-called Foreign Minister, Inal Ardzinba, who was regarded as a staunch
opponent of Abkhazian civil society. Nevertheless, Abkhazia's security services have
continued to exercise stringent control over the activities of non-governmental organizations
operating in Abkhazia.

Meanwhile, in the occupied Tskhinvali, where the adoption of similar Russian legislation in
2014 effectively eradicated independent civil society and critical media, the protection of
human rights has long ceased to be a priority for the de facto authorities.

A comprehensive assessment of human rights in the occupied territories of Abkhazia and
South Ossetia remains challenging. During this period, not only were independent
international organizations unable to access these areas to monitor human rights conditions,
but the working environment for international organizations became increasingly restrictive.
The inability to assess the situation on the ground underscores the significant challenges in
safeguarding the rights of those residing in the occupation zone.

dedicated to Abkhazia, provides an overview of the current state
of human rights protections in the occupied region. The deteriorating security environment,
characterized by restrictions on the activities of human rights organizations and obstacles
imposed on international organizations, has further impacted human rights conditions. For



instance, Vitali Karbaia, a resident of Gali, died from injuries inflicted by the Abkhazian police
in the occupied territory. Additionally, Irakli Bebua remains imprisoned in the Sukhumi
Penitentiary for the fourth consecutive year. This section also addresses issues concerning
the right to education in one’s native language in Abkhazia. As of 2024, the ethnically
Georgian population in Abkhazia is denied the right to receive education in the Georgian
language. The region faces a severe criminogenic situation, where the de facto authorities fail
to uphold basic human rights standards, including the restriction of freedom of thought and
expression. Challenges related to physical and economic security remain the primary reasons
for the emigration of the local population from Abkhazia, with demographic issues being
particularly severe in the Gali region.

The report also addresses the most significant security challenge of 2023-2024. According to
the Democracy Research Institute, the deployment of the Russian naval fleet in Ochamchire
constitutes a fundamental threat to the security of Georgia and the broader Black Sea region.
Given the gravity of the anticipated threat, the formal critical assessment issued by Georgian
authorities, which is primarily directed at the domestic audience, is both insufficient and
ineffective.

addresses the challenges in the Tskhinvali region, with a
particular focus on restrictions on freedom of movement. For residents who have remained
in their homes despite the ongoing conflict, the de facto authorities impose various barriers,
severely affecting their ability to access essential services. These restrictions deprive the
population of adequate healthcare, the ability to purchase food and medicine, and the
maintenance of family connections. Furthermore, the issue of receiving education in one’s
native language remains unresolved in Tskhinvali.

Until 2017, schools in Akhalgori taught in the Georgian language following the Georgian
curriculum. However, as of September 2017, all instruction was replaced by Russian. This
year's graduating class in Akhalgori was the last to receive education in Georgian. From
September 2024, one of the six remaining schools in the district will be closed, with the official
explanation being the lack of students. Beyond the official reasoning, the closure of schools
in occupied Akhalgori is a consequence of the unbearable living conditions faced by students



and their families. This section of the report also highlights the de facto elections held in
Tskhinvali this year, which were marred by significant violations.

The illegal detention of Georgian citizens by Russian occupying forces remains one of the most
pressing issues in occupied Tskhinvali. In 2023, 31 Georgian citizens were kidnapped, double
the number from 2022, with some arrests occurring in areas under the control of the central
government.

During the reporting period, Russian occupying forces also killed Tamaz Ginturi, a Georgian
citizen from the village of Kirbali, near the Lomisi Church. Despite the identification of the
Russian soldiers responsible for his death, as of September 2024, the Georgian Prosecutor's
Office has not filed any charges.

discusses the situation in villages near the occupation line. In July-
August 2024, the Democracy Research Institute conducted a study in villages located near the
dividing line, including visits to Tsalenjikha, Zugdidi, and Kazbegi municipalities. The
investigation revealed that economic hardship and concerns about depopulation are the
primary issues faced by these communities. The dire socio-economic conditions, coupled with
security concerns along the occupation line, have led to the practical abandonment of many
villages, with a significant portion of the workforce emigrating. In the villages of Samegrelo,
the population has sharply declined. All villages near the occupation line in the direction of
Kazbegi are abandoned villages, with only law enforcement checkpoints and a few clergy
remaining. Access to basic services, including electricity, internet, water, healthcare, and
transportation, continues to be a significant challenge for these communities.



The study covers the period from September 2023 to September 2024. Researchers from the
Democracy Research Institute employed a mixed-method approach to information gathering,
which included desk research, fieldwork, interviews with conflict-affected residents in villages
near the dividing line, and the analysis of publicly available sources.

A key challenge encountered during the study was the difficulty of directly assessing the
human rights situation in the occupied regions. Despite this, a significant portion of the data
presented in this report is derived from information provided directly from occupied Gali and
Akhalgori, offering critical insights into the situation on the ground. This represents a major
achievement of the research. The repressive conditions imposed on non-governmental
organization representatives in Abkhazia and Tskhinvali have made human rights protection
work in these occupied regions highly perilous. Additionally, the adoption of Georgia’s "Law
on Transparency of Foreign Influence" by Parliament during the reporting period further
exacerbated the vulnerability of our partners working in conflict-affected regions.
Consequently, the identities of the Democracy Research Institute's contact persons and the
sources of information from the occupied regions, unless publicly disclosed, remain
confidential. To ensure the reliability of the data, the Democracy Research Institute verified
the confidential information through multiple sources.

The report also includes an analysis of legal documents adopted by Georgia's central
government and the de facto public agencies of Abkhazia. Furthermore, it incorporates public
information requested from Georgia's central and local authorities.
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In the late 1980s, as Georgia's national liberation movement gained momentum, the Kremlin
sought to retain its influence over the country by mobilizing and manipulating separatist, anti-
Georgian, and nationalist forces in Abkhazia. Following Georgia's declaration of restored
independence on May 26, 1991, Russia continued to back a destabilizing policy in Abkhazia,
which fueled a highly volatile and tense situation in the region. With the provision of military
resources and support from mercenary groups, Russia successfully occupied the entire
territory of Abkhazia. On September 27, 1993, the mass genocide of the Georgian population
began, forcing more than 350,000 people to flee their homeland and become internally
displaced within Georgia. The ethnic cleansing of the Georgian population in Abkhazia has
been confirmed by the resolutions of the OSCE Summits held in Budapest (1994), Lisbon
(1996), and Istanbul (1999).1

Movement between Abkhazia and Zugdidi is highly restricted and subject to strict control by
the de facto security forces of Abkhazia, the Russian Federal Security Service (on the occupied
side of the so-called dividing line), and by Georgia’s Ministry of Internal Affairs and State
Security Service (on the side controlled by the Georgian central government). These
restrictions on freedom of movement date back to the conflicts of the 1990s. Depending on
the political dynamics in the occupied territories, the so-called checkpoints have been
periodically closed and reopened, with varying degrees of restriction. However, until 2016,
residents of the occupied regions had access to several crossing points to reach areas under
Thilisi’s control.

In March 2016, the de facto government of Abkhazia introduced amendments to its so-called
"Law on the State Border," which aimed to enhance control over the occupation line by
reducing the number of checkpoints. Implementation of the new law began in April 2016,
with the closure of the so-called crossing points near Shamgona village in the Zugdidi
municipality (at Tagiloni) and near Pakhulani village in the Tsalenjikha municipality (at
Lekukhona). After the closure of the Khurcha-Nabakevi and Otobaia-Orsantia crossing points,

1The official website of the Government of the Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia, [last accessed: 24 July 2024 ]
https://abkhazia.gov.ge/public/page/conflictChronology



https://abkhazia.gov.ge/public/page/conflictCronology

residents of Abkhazia are now limited to accessing Tbilisi-controlled territory through only
two remaining so-called crossing points: the Enguri Bridge (Zugdidi municipality) and
Pakhulani-Saberio (Tsalenjikha municipality). This poses immense obstacles for the residents
of Abkhazia.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the restrictions imposed by the de facto Abkhaz authorities
fully isolated Abkhazia from the rest of Georgia. However, on February 11, 2021, the Enguri
and Pakhulani-Saberio so-called "crossing points" reopened. Individuals residing outside the
Gali district, including ethnic Abkhazians, are permitted to cross into Georgia-controlled
territory only with "authorization" from Abkhazia's de facto security service. These crossing
points are also utilized by Abkhaz patients who travel to Georgia-controlled areas to receive
medical services under the referral program.

For ethnic Georgians, in addition to the elimination of the above-mentioned crossing points
and their periodic closing, > obtaining necessary documents for movement is another
challenge. As of 2024, movement from Abkhazia to the territory controlled by the central
government (and vice versa) is possible with a de facto (new) passport, residence permit,
temporary travel visa and, in the case of persons under 14, a birth certificate.? The so-called
law "On Entry into the Republic of Abkhazia and Exit from the Republic of Abkhazia" adopted
by the de facto Parliament of Abkhazia in 2016 establishes the rules for entering and exiting
the territory of Abkhazia and determines the necessary documentation and visa types.* On
the basis of a travel visa, entry into the occupied territory is also possible through a Georgian
biometric passport, but only for a period of 10 days. However, as a result of communication
with the local population, we have established that it is practically impossible to procure this
type of visa without paying a bribe.

The residents of occupied Gali use residence permits to cross the so-called border. These
residence permits were issued in 2017-2018 to those Gali residents who refused to obtain
Russian passports. Initially, the validity period of the residence permits was set at five years.

2 Netgazeti, "Gali residents on the difficulties of movement" 2024, https://netgazeti.ge/south caucasus/739287/ [Last
accessed: 25 July 2024].

3 public Defender of Georgia, On the state of protection of human rights and freedoms in Georgia, Thilisi, 2023, p. 22, available
at: < https://www.ombudsman.ge/res/docs/2024052311354297279.pdf > [last access date: 24 July 2024].

4 The Law of the Republic of Abkhazia "On the Procedure for Leaving the Republic of Abkhazia and Entering the Republic of
Abkhazia." 26 January 2016, available at: < https://sgb.apsny.land/images/PDF/111.pdf > [last accessed: 18 July 2024 ].
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Consequently, by 2023, a significant portion of the Gali population has seen their residence
permits expire.> According to the decision of the de facto government of Abkhazia,® the
validity period of residence certificates was extended until the end of 2023.7 In February
2024, an amendment was made to the law adopted by the de facto Parliament of Abkhazia
titled "On the Legal Status of Foreign Citizens in the Republic of Abkhazia." This amendment
extended the validity period of residence permits from five to ten years. Additionally, for
those without a residence permit, a list of required documents was established for obtaining
such a permit.®

The so-called head inspector of the Gali district department of the de facto Ministry of
Internal Affairs of Abkhazia, Tatiana Chistyakova, told Gali Television that holders of five-year
residence permits will be able to extend their permits without the submission of additional
documents. However, individuals applying for the permit for the first time will be required to
present relevant documentation to prove that they have resided on the territory of Abkhazia
for the past ten years. The required documents include a birth certificate, a passport of a
citizen of the Soviet Union, Form No. 9, an extract from the business registry, a labor book,
certificates from places of residence or employment, a certificate of completion from a
preschool institution, or a certificate of completed or incomplete general education, as well
as a document confirming professional or higher education. According to Chistyakova, if these
documents are unavailable, the applicant may submit an alternative document issued by
"state or local self-government authorities" that confirms the applicant's permanent
residence in Abkhazia for the past ten years.®

It should be noted that the residence permit document does not grant the holder the right to
participate in elections or to buy or sell real estate. Gali residents with residence permits pay

5 Ekho Kavkaza, "Residence permits in Abkhazia will be issued again by the Ministry of Internal Affairs.” 23 March 2023,
available at: <https://shorturl.at/JCcuw> [last accessed 24 July 2024].

6 The document through which the population of Gali region crossed the so-called border without "Abkhazian citizenship"
and residence certificate.

7 Sputnik Abkhazia, "Sputnik Abkhazia: The Abkhaz Cabinet of Ministers has extended the validity of Form No. 9." , 31
December 2022, available at: < https://dzen.ru/a/Y7BSgb7X9ndYIgF4 > [last accessed: 24 July 2024].

8 "Law of the Republic of Abkhazia on the Procedure for Leaving the Republic of Abkhazia and Entering the Republic of
Abkhazia." 26 January 2016, available at: < https://sgb.apsny.land/images/PDF/111.pdf > [last accessed: 24 July 2024 ].

9 Radio Liberty, Tamar Zantaraia, "A little bit is better" - what changes are introduces with the so-called New Rules for Issuing
Residence Permits", February 15, 2024, available at:

< https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32820623.html > [last accessd: 18 July 2024].
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double utility fees and receive pensions that are half the amount of those who possess an
"Abkhazian citizen's passport."*°

At the beginning of 2024, reports emerged regarding the possibility of crossing from occupied
Abkhazia to Russia using a Georgian passport.t! Previously, residents of Gali could only travel
to Zugdidi with a residence permit, while crossing the Psou border required either an Abkhaz
or Russian passport. Although official sources have not confirmed the accuracy of this
information, according to the Democracy Research Institute, several Gali residents were able
to cross the Psou border with a Georgian passport.

There are plans to tighten the citizenship law in Abkhazia. According to the draft law passed
unanimously in the first reading by the de facto parliament, individuals who participated in
military actions against Abkhazia (in the 1992-1993 Abkhaz war) and their family members
will be ineligible to obtain Abkhaz citizenship.?> The so-called "legislative amendments"
envisage increasing the period of continuous residence in the republic. From the date of
obtaining a residence permit until applying for citizenship, the applicant must now reside
continuously in Abkhazia for 25 years, instead of 10.13 Additionally, a quota has been set for
the simplified acquisition of citizenship - no more than 30 individuals per year. This applies to
those who have made significant contributions to Abkhazia and humanity, or who possess a
"profession or qualification of interest to the republic."'*

In April-May 2024, amidst the ongoing protests in Thilisi, media reports surfaced claiming that
representatives of the occupying forces had detained students living in the occupied
territories who were participating in the demonstrations.’® This information has not been
confirmed by official sources; however, interviews conducted for this research reveal that

10 Radio Liberty, " Why do Galician Georgians need an Abkhazian passport ? ", 2022,

[Last accessed on: 24 July 2024].

11 Business Media Georgia, Giga Benia, "We are moving from Abkhazia to Russia with a Georgian passport - residents of
Abkhazia," 20 February 2024, available at: < https://bm.ge/news/afkhazetidan-rusetshi-gartuli-pasportit-gadavdivart-
afkhazetis-mtskhovreblebi > [ Last accessed: 18 July 2024].

12 JAMnews, "Abkhazia tightens citizenship rules", 3 June 2024, available at: < https://jam-news.net/ge/
afkhazeti-mogalageobis-mighebis-wesebs-amkacrebs/ > [last accessed: 18 July 2024].

13JAMnews, https://jam-news.net/ge/afkhazeti-mogalageobis-mighebis-wesebs-amkacrebs/, Abkhazia tight-ens citizenship
rules, 2024, [last accessed: 25 September 2024].

14 Ibid.

15 Mtavari Arkhi, Emma Gogokhia, "According to available information, students participating in anti-Russian protests in Gali
were arrested,” 15 May 2024, available at: <https://shorturl.at/xtdpu> [last accessed: 18 July 2024].
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since early April 2024, students crossing the checkpoint have been subjected to more strict
inspections, and their personal information was unlawfully collected.

In addition to the difficulties related to obtaining the necessary documentation for crossing
from Abkhazia to the territory controlled by Thilisi, the population faces numerous obstacles
at the checkpoints. These include poor administrative infrastructure on both sides of the
dividing line, illegal searches, and degrading treatment.

During the reporting period, the Democracy Research Institute provided legal assistance in
Georgian common courts to individuals facing criminal charges for illegally entering the
occupied territories of Georgia or unlawfully crossing the Georgian border. In all cases, the
Georgian Prosecutor’s Office filed motions before the court to destroy Abkhazian "residence
permits" or so-called Abkhazian passports, which the court granted each time. In its
justification, the Georgian Prosecutor’s Office argued that these documents are not
recognized by the Georgian state. Contrary to this argument, we must note that with these
same documents, ethnic Abkhaz and Georgian residents of Abkhazia receive services from
the Georgian Ministry of Health. Destroying these documents considered vital in the occupied
territories exacerbates the already severe situation regarding freedom of movement for both
ethnic Georgian and Abkhaz populations.

The transfer of goods at checkpoints between the occupied regions and territory controlled
by Thilisi is strictly regulated. Residents from the conflict regions mainly cross into Georgian-
controlled areas to purchase household goods and food. The price difference between
Zugdidi and Gali is significant, with food and household appliances being much cheaper in
Zugdidi. As a result, Gali residents frequently come to Zugdidi to shop for these items. The
cargo is also inspected by Georgian law enforcement authorities, who search for contraband.
The population expresses concern that not only are their vehicles and bags inspected at the
checkpoints, but they themselves are often subjected to searches.

There is no posted information at the checkpoints that outlines the list and quantity of items
allowed for transfer. Transporting goods necessary for personal use often requires prior
agreement with the Office of the State Minister for Reconciliation and Civic Equality of
Georgia. The situation is further complicated by the lack of clarity regarding which goods and
in what quantities residents are allowed to transport, whether there are any legal restrictions
on the transportation of certain goods or quantities by non-commercial individuals, what

13



constitutes a personal use quantity, and how individuals can obtain the status of a "special
enterprise" if need arises.

The issues related to the transportation of goods to the occupied territories are regulated by
Article 6(2) of the Law of Georgia "On Occupied Territories". In addition, Article 242 of the Tax
Code of Georgia recognizes the status of a special enterprise for people living/doing business
in the occupied territories. The legislation restricts or subjects to control only those products
that fall within licensed activities or are of military use. However, beyond the provisions of
the law, a long-standing harmful practice has been in effect for many years, whereby the
transfer of goods from Thbilisi-controlled territory to the occupied regions of Abkhazia and
Tskhinvali is only possible with the individual approval of a designated official.1®

Since September 1, 2003, all nine schools in the upper zone of the Gali region have fully
transitioned to Russian-language instruction. The Georgian language, now taught only as a
foreign language, is allocated no more than three hours per week. The de facto government
of Abkhazia implemented the same policy in the lower zone schools of the Gali region.
Beginning in September 2015, primary classes in all eleven Georgian-language schools in the
lower zone switched to instruction in Russian. The last group of Georgian-language students
in the occupied territory of Abkhazia graduated in 2022, marking the complete
implementation of a Russian-language educational model in Abkhazia.

As of 2024, there are 27 schools operating in the Gali region: Saberio First and Second
Secondary Schools, schools in Lower and Upper Barghebi, Sidi, Mziuri, Gagida, Pichori, First
and Second Otobaia, Tagiloni, Nabakevi, Dikhazurgi, Lekukhoni, First Gali, Rechkhi, Gumurishi,
Kokhora, Achigvara, Mukhuri, Okumi, Tsarche, Chkhortoli, and two schools in Chuburkhini.
The town of Gali has two public schools—First and Second. There are no schools in the villages
of Agubedia, Tsirkhshi, Zgvispireti (known as Primorsky) and Gudava. The transition to
Russian-language instruction has significantly deteriorated the quality of education. The
majority of teachers in the Gali region are Georgian and have received their education in the

16 Democracy Research Institute, "Human Rights in Abkhazia and the Villages Around the Separation Line," Tbilisi, 2023, page
9, < https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1315/ > [last accessed: 18 July 2024].
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Georgian language, making it difficult for them to teach in Russian. Students speak Georgian
or Mingrelian at home, while all subjects are taught in Russian at school. This situation
hampers the effective learning of foreign languages and restricts future opportunities for
higher education and career development.

According to the official position of the state of Georgia, access to quality education for
people living in conflict regions is a priority for the Georgian government, which is reflected
in the peace initiative sponsored by the government: "Step towards a better future".!” This
initiative serves the purpose of developing educational opportunities for the population of
Abkhazia and Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia. ® Despite the fact that the Georgian
government presented this initiative back in 2018, the Office of the Minister of State for
Reconciliation and Civil Equality has not yet published an official report on the
implementation of the initiative.

The peace initiative in the field of education outlines the following priorities: ensuring access
to education in one's native language; safeguarding and promoting the Abkhaz language;
expanding and simplifying opportunities for integration into the education system; facilitating
enrollment in and continuation of studies at Georgian higher educational institutions;
improving access to quality education; establishing and streamlining mechanisms and
procedures for participation in international educational programs and for pursuing studies
abroad; promoting vocational education and skills development; and supporting scientific
research activities.!®

Among these priority areas, the most significant challenge remains ensuring access to
education in native language. To date, the government has not undertaken effective
measures within international negotiations to halt the ongoing Russification of the education
system or to mobilize international efforts to address this issue.

17 Center for Social Justice, " Access to quality education in Gali and Akhalgori" , Thilisi, 2023, pages 15-16, available at:
<https://shorturl.at/t62dd> [last accessed: 18 July 2024].

18 Office of the Minister of State for Reconciliation and Civil Equality, "A Step to a Better Future: Peace Initiative Development
of Educational Opportunities for the Population of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali Region/South Ossetia," Thilisi, 2018, available at:
< https://smr.gov.ge/uploads/prev/ a2beda36.pdf > [Last accessed: 18 July 2024].

19 Office of the State Minister for Reconciliation and Civil Equality, footnote no. 27, page 4.
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In occupied Abkhazia, the institution of "thieves-in-law" continues to serve as an alternative
mechanism for distributing spheres of influence and resolving disputes. These individuals
frequently assume the roles typically assigned to judicial and law enforcement authorities. In
both small and large businesses, they regularly demand a share of profits, a practice that is
often supported by the de facto law enforcement agencies. Unlike Georgia's criminal
legislation, the criminal code in occupied Abkhazia does not criminalize participation in the
"thieves-in-law" system, membership in the criminal underworld, or seeking the services of
"thieves-in-law."?°

Using the ,services” of the "thieves in law" has led to the romanticization of the criminal
subculture among young people, which postpones solving this problem even further into the
future.

Drug crime is one of the most widespread type of crimes in Abkhazia.?! In the case of ethnic
Georgians, accusations of illegal drug trafficking are often grounds for arrest and/or artificially
aggravating existing charges. According to the legislation of occupied Abkhazia, the illegal
consumption of narcotic and psychotropic drugs, their analogues or precursors without a
doctor's prescription is not a criminal act, although it is punished administratively. According
to Article 45 of the Code of Administrative Offenses in force in Abkhazia, the illegal
manufacture, purchase, storage, transportation, shipment and/or consumption, without a
doctor's prescription, of a small amount of a narcotic drug, its analog or precursor, is
punishable by 15 or 30 days of administrative imprisonment.??

20 Criminal Code of Georgia - Article 223 1,2232,2233,223 4.

2! Channel One, Givi Baramidze, "Death penalty imposed for export and import of large quantities of drugs in occupied
Abkhazia," April 4, 2019, available at: < https://1tv.ge/news/okupirebul-afkhazetshi-didi-raodenobis-narkotikebit-
eqgsportisa-da -importistvis-sikvdilit-dasja-dawesda/ > [Last accessed: 18 July 2024].

22 Article 45, Code of the Republic of Abkhazia on administrative violations, ,lllegal possession or storage of narcotics or
psychotropic substances in small quantities or consumption of narcotics or psychotropic substances without a doctor's
prescription.” Available at: < https://shorturl.at/pk55x > [last accessed: 24 July 2024].
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Road accidents are frequent in Abkhazia. De facto law enforcement authorities respond to
them mainly in an administrative manner, and criminal investigations are not initiated.
According to the Democracy Research Institute, there is no criminal liability for this type of
crime, especially if the victim is an ethnic Georgian.

Women in Abkhazia represent one of the most vulnerable segments of society. Domestic
violence and femicide are common, but they are not investigated. Investigation in the case of
murder of Natia Bakhtadze's is still ongoing to this day.??

According to the Democracy Research Institute, in Abkhazia, victims of rape typically do not
turn to investigative authorities because, even if they do, in most cases, even formal
investigation is not initiated. In publicly known cases, investigations are conducted only in a
superficial manner.

Since 2020, the de facto government of Abkhazia has been considering the adoption of
Russian-style legislation on foreign influence agents aimed at controlling civil society
organizations, which has been met with sharp criticism and resistance from the local civil
society. Efforts to control the civil sector have intensified particularly since the appointment
of Inal Ardzinba as the so-called Minister of Foreign Affairs. During his tenure as Minister of
Foreign Affairs, the occupation regime has altered the regulations governing the activities of
international organizations.?*

According to the decision of the de facto government of Abkhazia:

e USAID regional head John Pennell was declared persona non grata in Abkhazia.

23 Democracy Research Institute, Human Rights in Abkhazia and Villages Adjacent to the Separation Line. p. 18. Thilisi,
2023; Available from: <https://shorturl.at/1WUQz> [last accessed: 20 July 2024].

24 UN Human Rights Council, Cooperation with Georgia - Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights,
2023; Available from: <https://shorturl.at/JRxUk> [last accessed: 22 July 2024].
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e Implementation of any project funded by USAID was banned.

e Projects related to establishing contacts and dialogue between Abkhazians and
Georgians were banned.

e The de-facto Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been given the discretion to close the
project if the information provided on any project is considered insufficient.

e Media projects aimed at covering Abkhazia's internal and foreign policy were banned.

e According to the new order, all international organizations operating in Abkhazia are
obliged to obtain consent from the de facto Ministry of Foreign Affairs on any kind of
financial assistance to the local non-governmental sector.

According to the decision of the de facto government, projects submitted with partial or full
financial support from USAID are no longer approved, and the acceptance of UNDP projects
has also been suspended.?

According to the report of Georgia’s State Security Service, in 2023, approaches toward
international and local non-governmental organizations in occupied Abkhazia became more
stringent.?® A decision by the occupation regime significantly restricted the activities of
international organizations and UN agencies in the occupied region.?’ The State Security
Service's annual report notes that, in 2023, the occupation regime frequently accused
international organizations and the NGO sector of "disrupting socio-political processes" and
sought to discredit them. According to the report, this was an attempt by the occupation
regime to increase the influence of the Russian Federation in the region and minimize
contacts between Abkhazians and Georgians.

On February 7, 2024, the de facto President of Abkhazia, Aslan Bzhania, presented the so-
called "Agents Law" (a bill "On Non-Profit Organizations and Individuals Acting as Foreign
Agents") to the Abkhazian parliament. However, unlike in Thilisi, where the Georgian
Parliament passed the Russian-style law "On the Transparency of Foreign Influence" in less

2> Radio Liberty, Abkhazian "diplomats" come out against non-governmental organizations. Tbilisi, January 15, 2024;
Available at: < https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32774950.html > [last accessed: 20 July 2024].

26 State Security Service of Georgia: Report. Thilisi, 2023; Available at:
<https://info.parliament.ge/file/1/BillPackageContent/43216?fbclid=lwZXhObgNhZWOCMTAAAR2b6FR9UA6hMX6290
rR9v5UovDpLtTIKGEXDyPg50myyhQLIiL5fT6Si5s aem Ad8zzSNP6SgDUhO5wZpfasnaKogXEyQUBe

YEDw7U6 Dk _oNg9XTeo0JFXC29tVwxTi81pJicWjdbyx9Unc3Vukilg > [last accessed: 22 July 2024].

27 |bid., page 10.
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than two months after three readings, as of the report's publication, the de facto parliament
of Abkhazia had not yet started deliberating the bill.

Despite the absence of the law, the de facto Security Service continued to obstruct the
activities of NGOs operating in Abkhazia and applied psychological pressure on them. In April,
under the pretext of conducting searches, representatives of the de facto Ministry of Security
conducted raids on the offices of NGOs operating in occupied Gali. They confiscated
documentation, copied materials from computer equipment, and "individually questioned"
staff members. According to locals, the purpose of the interrogations was to find evidence
that NGO representatives were interfering in the de facto state affairs of Abkhazia, acting
against national interests, or engaging in "activities beneficial to the Georgian state."

Despite the pressure, international and local non-governmental organizations operating in
the occupied territory of Abkhazia continued their activities. However, on an individual level,
employees find it difficult to cope with the stressful environment, and for many, abandoning
their jobs is the only way to escape the pressure.

Although part of the Abkhaz political elite demonstrates resistance to Russian influence, for
the hostile faction of the de facto Abkhaz government towards NGOs, raids and intimidation
remain a strategy for harassing and systematically expelling international and local
organizations, with or without the adoption of the Russian law on foreign influence agents.

The tightening of demands on civil society in Abkhazia and the restriction of their activities
mirrors the content and objectives of the "Russian law" enacted by Georgia's central
government on the territories under Thilisi’s control.

Demographic problems caused by the outflow of the local population are considered the most
acute issue in the Gali region. Over the past 20 years, the population of the Gali region has
significantly decreased. In February 2024, Konstantin Philia, the head of the Gali region
administration, discussed this issue during a meeting with the so-called "president" of the
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occupied region, Aslan Bzhania.?® According to Philia, the outflow of population from Gali
began in 2015 due to "difficulties related to documentation." This process was accelerated by
the revocation of "Abkhaz citizenship" for approximately 30,000 ethnic Georgians, which was
motivated by fears of possible influence on election outcomes in 2014 and 2017 and
manifested in the deprivation of political rights.?°

According to the de facto authorities' 2011 census, which may not be reliable, around 30,000
ethnic Georgians lived in Gali, but the number of viable residents was reported to be 17,000.
Currently, 5,863 pensioners receive pensions with a "residency permit," while 344 hold the
status of "citizens of Abkhazia."3°

Pilia stated that in 2023, 137 children were born in Gali, but only 59 received birth certificates,
as most parents lacked the appropriate documentation. According to local administration, up
to 5,000 residents of Gali have only one document, "Form No. 9," while 1,130 residents have
an "Abkhaz passport," and 21,500 hold a "residency permit."*! It is significant that with the
legislative changes adopted in 2022, 32 that ethnic Georgians can obtain the so-called "Abkhaz
passport" only through "the restoration of Abkhaz ethnicity," which requires changing their
Georgian surnames to Abkhaz ones. Ethnic Georgians condemned these changes, calling them
an "unacceptable experiment on the population of Georgia."3* As noted during the meeting,
individuals without any of these documents leave the Gali district, making it impossible to
register them.3

28 Ancagrbbin-uHdo, KoHcmaHmuH [unus npedcmaeneHue 2000601 oumb u Hadyany npe3udeHmy o eo3spocuuel
uHeecmuyuoHHol npusamensHocmu anckoeo palioHa, February 27, 2024. Available at: <https://shorturl.at/byDoW> [last
accessed: July 24, 2024].

29 CnytHuK Abkhazia, "Mosiodexce nokudaem Fan": [uaus HaYanb6HO 0 PACHOAOKEHUX OMmOoKa HacaeHus, 2022, available <
https :// iz . ru /1584377/2023-10-05/ bzhaniia - soobshchil - o - razmeshchenii - v - abkhazii - punkta - postoiannogo -
bazirovaniia - vmf - rf . > [last accessed: July 24, 2024].

30 Civil Georgia, "Konstantin Filia speaks on the population flow from Gali", 29 February 2024, available at :
< https :// civil . ge / ka / archives /585103 > [last accessed: 18 July 2024].

31 Radio Liberty "The situation with the depopulation from Gali is severe — de facto administration.” 29 February 2024,
available at: < https :// www . radiotavisupleba . ge / a /32842174. html > [ last accessd: 18 July 2024].

32 Civil Georgia, "New Abkhazian law offers Gai-based| Georgians 'restoration of Abkhazian ethnicity,” 21 March 2022, <
https://civil.ge/ka/archives/480533 > [last accessed: 18 July 2024].

33 Civil Georgia, footnote no. 30.

34 ibid.
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In October 2023, the de facto president of Abkhazia, Aslan Bzhania, announced that an
agreement had been signed for the establishment of a permanent Russian naval base in
Ochamchire. According to him, the deployment of the naval fleet is aimed at enhancing the
defense capabilities of Russia and Abkhazia and serves their fundamental security interests.

In a resolution adopted on October 9, 2023, the NATO Parliamentary Assembly condemned
the establishment of the Russian military base in Ochamchire.

According to the Democracy Research Institute, large-scale preparatory work for ensuring the
operational functionality of the military naval fleet had already begun in October 2023, near
the village of Pichori, 4 kilometers from Anaklia. The village of Pichori is located in the lower
zone of the Gali region. The Democracy Research Institute received the following information
from local residents:

e Russian soldiers stated in conversations with locals that Pichori will serve a supportive
role for the large military naval base in Ochamchire;

e Currently, the Russians have been actively conducting drills, during which a drone
attack simulation was carried out on the military port in Ochamchire;

e According to the residents of Ochamchire, the process of deploying radio-electronic
warfare systems was actively underway on-site, which is likely to be used against
Ukrainian drones and missiles.

On October 24, 2023, the President of Ukraine responded to reports about the establishment
of a Russian military naval base in Ochamchire, stating that Ukraine would not refrain from
attacking Russian military vessels in Abkhazia: “Recently, the Russian leadership was forced
to announce the creation of a new base for the Black Sea Fleet, or rather, its remnants, on
the occupied territories of Georgia, namely in the southeastern part of the sea, as far away
as possible from Ukrainian missiles and naval drones, but we will reach them everywhere."3®

35 RFE/RL, "Zelenskii on Russian fleet base in Ochamchire: 'We will reach them everywhere'", 24 October 2023, available at:
https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32651748.html [last accessed: 13 August 2024].
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The Georgian Ministry for Foreign Affairs expressed concern3® over the “statements of
Russia's occupying regime in Sokhumi regarding the deployment of additional Russian military
bases on Georgia's occupied territories,” noting that “such actions represent a gross violation
of Georgia's sovereignty and territorial integrity and are another provocative attempt aimed
at legitimizing the illegal occupation of Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region.”

The parliamentary opposition in Georgia demanded a resolution from Parliament against the
Russian naval base in Ochamchire, but their efforts were in vain.3’

The deployment of the Russian naval military fleet in Ochamchire poses a fundamental threat
to the security of Georgia and the Black Sea region. Given the scale of the anticipated threat,
the government's protests declared only for domestic consumption are insufficient and
ineffective. In the context where a hostile state is attempting to establish a military naval base
on Georgian territory, disregarding international law, the Georgian authorities should not
respond to such challenges with mere formal expressions of concern.

On September 30, 2020, in Gali, Georgian citizen Irakli Bebua was arrested for burning the
flag of Abkhazia. The maximum penalty for this act is one year of imprisonment; however,
Bebua's charge was artificially aggravated, allegedly due to possession of a grenade, resulting
in a nine-year prison sentence.

Irakli Bebua does not have access to medical services, and his life and health are at risk. In
October 2023, a family relative noted: “For the past two months, he has been suffering from
severe headaches, back pain, and stomach issues. This is compounded by depression; he does
not leave his cell. He also does not have any medication, only painkillers are given to him, and
they do not conduct examinations or prescribe treatment.”38

36 Statement from the Press and Information Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on October 5, 2023.
https://mfa.gov.ge/news/428981-sagareo-sagmeta-saministros-presisa-da-inphormatsiis-departamentis-komentari [Last
accessed on: 13 August 2024].

37 Netgazeti, "The opposition in Ochamchire is demanding that the parliament adopt a resolution against the Russian
base.", https://netgazeti.ge/news/691035/ [Last accessed: 13 August 2024].

38 Civil Georgia, "Irakli Bebua's health condition requires immediate response - Human Rights Center" -
https://civil.ge/ka/archives/564487 , [Last accessed: 13 August 2024].
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As of now, Irakli Bebua has served four years of his illegal sentence. The conditions in the
prison facility where he is serving his sentence do not meet international standards.
Considering Irakli Bebua's health condition, the days spent in the correctional institution may
be counted as fully served. According to Article 753 of the de facto Criminal Code of Abkhazia,
a person may be released early due to serious health conditions. Given Irakli Bebua's serious
health problems, he is eligible for release under de facto legislation.

The Democracy Research Institute assesses that the Georgian government's efforts to secure
the release of Irakli Bebua, who is unlawfully imprisoned in Abkhazia, are ineffective and
insufficient.

Vitali Karbaia, a 43-year-old resident of the village of Tsarche in the Gali district, died from
injuries sustained because of severe beating by de facto police officers from the Gali militia
department.*®

On December 6, in the village of Tsarche, while being out with his wife and children, Vitali
Karbaia was stopped on the street by three officers from the Gali militia department during a
so-called police raid. They demanded that he submit a biological sample for drug testing on
the spot. Karbaia informed the de facto law enforcement officers that he did not want to
undergo the humiliating test in front of his children on the street and offered to take his family
home first and then report to the Gali department.*! In response, the militia officers brutally
beat him, causing injuries incompatible with life. A family member managed to transport Vitali
to the Gali clinic by ambulance. Upon arrival at the clinic, Karbaia was found to have broken
ribs, a concussion, and was vomiting blood. Later, while unconscious, he was transferred to

39 http://presidentofabkhazia.org/doc/codecs/ - The official page of the de facto President of Abkhazia, the legislative acts
posted on it [last accessd: 13 August 2024].

40 Radio Liberty, "His bones, ribs are broken" — Says the daughter-in-law of Temur Kurbaia, who was fatally beaten in
occupied Gali, December 10, 2023; Available at: https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32724313.html [Last accessed: 13
August 2024].

41 Gal Info, December 11, 2023, "Information on Karbayi's murder"
https://www.facebook.com/APSNYGAL/posts/pfbidOXTRIXPsXTM1esWzr76pnVXUe9x1VG7XMaoXdFuiAFe2mnVfjzlwsdife
LLhb9KJWI?rdid=udZg56Fm6fIC3Elj [Last accessed: 13 August 2024].
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the Republican Hospital in Sokhumi. His official date of death is recorded as December 9,
2023.4

Galli militia department attempted to cover up the involvement of the police officers
responsible for Karbaia’s beating and to conceal the true cause of death. The investigation
was conducted formally by the very same department where the implicated officers worked.

Following extreme protest from Karbaia’s relatives, those involved in the brutal beating were
arrested: Gela Tkebuchava, Alika Zarakua, and Via (Villi) Zarakua. On May 28, 2024, during a
closed court session, the Gali district court judge ruled that Karbaia’s death resulted not from
premeditated actions but from negligent behavior by the militia officers. The arrested officers
were released directly from the courtroom. The individuals accused of the murder were fined
fifty thousand rubles (approximately 1,600 GEL) and were barred from holding public office
for one year. It is suspected that each of the arrested officers paid the judge a bribe of one
hundred thousand rubles (approximately 3,200 GEL). The identity of the judge handling the
case is unknown to the Democracy Research Institute.

The police officers involved in Vitaly (Temur) Karbaia’s murder were released by the Gali
district court judge upon the announcement of the decision, marking yet another instance of
institutionalized ethnic discrimination in occupied Abkhazia.*?

Russia is systematically working towards the formal annexation of Abkhazia. Each step of
Russian policy is aimed at achieving this strategic goal—establishing full Russian control over
Abkhazia. The chronology is as follows:

42 Sputnik Abkhazia, December 12, 2023, "In connection with the death of Karbaia, the Public Defender of Abkhazia
appealed to the law enforcement authorities", accessible at https://sputnik-abkhazia.ru/20231212/ombudsmen-abkhazii-
napravila-obrascheniya-v-pravookhranitelnyy-organy-po-faktu- smerti-karbaya-1049416100.html [Last accessed: 13 August
2024].

43 Accent News, May 28, 2024, "The policeman was ordered to pay a fine in the case of the murder of Temur Karbaia"
https://accentnews.ge/ru/article/114208-po-delu-o-smerti-temura-karbaia-abkhazskim-militsione

[last accessed: 13 August 2024].
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10.

2020 — A "Plan of Measures for the Formation of a Common Socio-Economic Space"
was signed between the Russian Federation and Abkhazia, aimed at the
"harmonization" of Abkhazian and Russian legislation;

2022 - Work intensified within the de facto Ministry of Justice on the so-called "foreign
agents" bill;

2023 - A draft bill on apart-hotels was developed, which has currently been suspended
amid protests;*

2023 - A discriminatory agreement was signed transferring the Sokhumi airport to
Russian investors;*>

2022-2023 years - The Bichvinta area was transferred to Russia for the construction of
Putin's residence;*®

2023 - An energy crisis in Abkhazia worsened, presumably to increase pressure on the
population;*’

2023 - A fuel supply crisis was created in Abkhazia, likely also to increase pressure on
the population;*®

2023 - Preparations began in Ochamchire for the deployment of the Russian naval
fleet;*?

2024 - The Russian National Guard was granted the authority to control Abkhazia and
maintain public order;>°

2024 - On the Psou and Enguri, delaying and "questioning" of any active individual
living in Abkhazia became more intense;

44 Radio Liberty June 21, 2024 "There will be no more Abkhazia! - They are afraid of the law of apartments and new
colonization in Sokhulmi" [last accessed: 26 August 2024].

4> RFE/RL July 26, 2023 "Predatory Agreement - Sukhumi Airport to be under Russian control for 49 years" [last accessed:
August 26, 2024].

46 RFE/RL, December 27, 2023, "Russia took away Bitchvinta - the first fact of annexation for Thilisi, a black day for
Abkhazians", [last accessed: August 26, 2024].

47 0n.ge Agency, 27 November 2023, "Energy crisis has begun in Abkhazia - how Putin's Russia is using it to annex the region",
[last accessed: 26 August 2024].

48)am News, August 22, 2022, fuel crisis in Abkhazia https://jam-news.net/ge/sawvavis-krizisi-afkhazetshi/

[Last accessed: 26 August 2024].

49RFE/RL, 5 October 2023, "Russia to deploy navy in Ochamchire",

https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32624051.html [last accessed: 26 August 2024].

50 Statement of the Ministry of de facto Abkhazia, February 9, 2024, https://shorturl.at/yuO6F, [last accessed: August 26,

2024].
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11. Starting from March 1, 2024, entry into Russia for Abkhazians having Russian
passports will only be allowed with a Russian passport;!

12.In February 2024, Bzhania submitted the so-called agents' bill to the de facto
parliament.;

13. The July 2024 bill grants the Russian citizens a right to purchase real estate in
Abkhazia.>?

The Democracy Research Institute has concluded that Russia is in the process of legally
formalizing the annexation of Abkhazia;>® Aware that, at this time, the local population would
not support unification with Russia in a referendum, Russia is actively marginalizing civil
society organizations and individuals who work to protect human rights and promote socio-
economic development in the region. The Russian draft law on "foreign agents" aims to label
as agents anyone involved in informing and assisting the local population in Abkhazia.

According to reports, the de facto government of Abkhazia has received an ultimatum from
the Russian side, stating that as of September 1, 2024, Russia will suspend financial assistance
to Abkhazia until the region fulfills its obligations, including passing a law on apart-hotels,
which would legalize the right of Russian citizens to purchase real estate in Abkhazia.

Considering the escalating annexation efforts in Abkhazia, the Georgian government's
complete inaction and disregard of this critical issue is deeply concerning.

51 Kvira.ge, February 5, 2024, from March 1, they will be able to enter and exit Russia only with a Russian passport, otherwise
they will be fined" https://kvira.ge/901115 ; [ Last accessed: 26 August 2024].

52 Ekho kavkaza, July 17, 2024, "Clashes between protestors and police in Abkhazia", https://www.ekhokavkaza.
com/a/33039935.html .

53 Democracy Research Institute, "In Sokumi, little appetite to let Russian citizens buy real estate", 25 July 2024,
https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1515/, [last accessed: 26 August 2024].
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Following the conclusion of the armed conflict in 1992 in the former South Ossetian
Autonomous District (Tskhinvali Region), the majority of the region's territory came under the
control of Ossetian separatists with the support of the Russian Federation, including its so-
called peacekeeping forces.

In 2008, as a result of military aggression carried out by the Russian Federation against
Georgia, Georgian authorities, along with the majority of the Georgian population, were
forcibly expelled from the settlements of the former South Ossetian Autonomous District. The
territory of the district, including the Akhalgori District and the Mamison Pass, was placed
entirely under the control of occupying forces. Consequently, Georgia lost control over 135
settlements in the Tskhinvali Region.

In relation to freedom of movement, the obstacles faced by residents of the Akhalgori District
are particularly severe. Individuals who have remained in their homes despite the conflict
encounter numerous barriers imposed by de facto authorities, including the unpredictable
closure of checkpoints and bureaucratic requirements for obtaining necessary
documentation. These restrictions severely limit the population's access to essential
healthcare services, the ability to transport food and medicine, and the maintenance of family
relationships.

The situation for Akhalgori residents deteriorated significantly in 2019 when the de facto
authorities introduced requirement for additional movement permits. The acquisition of
these permits is frequently subject to corrupt practices, with permits being issued for only
one year and their format changing annually. Since 2020, the de facto administration has
begun compiling so-called "blacklists," arbitrarily restricting those included from receiving
movement permits. There is no formal appeal process for decisions regarding inclusion on
these lists, and the criteria for inclusion remain unclear. In April 2023, the procedure for
obtaining movement permits was modified, allowing residents of Akhalgori to apply to either
the Akhalgori or Java "administrations.” To secure a permit, applicants must submit a passport
copy, a certificate of residence, passport-sized color photographs, and proof of payment.>*

4 Radio Liberty, Connecting Road to Occupied Akhalgori Temporarily Opened, Thilisi, 2023, available at:
< https://www.radiotavisupleba.ge/a/32467823.html > [last accessed: 31 July 2024].
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The border policies enforced by the de facto authorities impose a significant financial burden
on the population. Each required document entails a financial cost, and the lack of proper
documentation leads to additional penalties, as individuals without the necessary paperwork
often face fines following detention. In addition to such detentions, cases of abduction near
the boundary line, particularly along the South Ossetian border, have been reported.

The dividing line between South Ossetia and Georgia spans over 350 kilometers, adjacent to
the municipalities of Sachkhere, Dusheti, Kaspi, Gori, and Kareli. Russian occupying forces
have installed barbed wire fences and barriers across more than 53 kilometers along this
dividing line, affecting villages in the municipalities of Dusheti, Gori, Kareli, Kaspi, Khashuri,
Oni, and Sachkhere. To cross, when checkpoints are operational, residents are required to
present various documents issued by the de facto authorities, including permits, Form N9, so-
called passports, or residence permits.

Before the isolation of the Tskhinvali region and the restrictions on Akhalgori residents, three
border crossing points existed between Georgian-controlled territory and the Tskhinvali
region, named after the local villages they served:
1. Sinaguri and 2. Perevi-Kardzmani — both crossings, located in the Sachkhere
municipality, were mostly closed, though exceptions were made and they were
occasionally opened before 2019.
3. Odzisi-Mosabruni, also known as the "Razdakhani" crossing, connects the Mtskheta
and Akhalgori municipalities and was primarily used by the Akhalgori population.

Additionally, at various times, crossings near villages along the dividing line, such as Akhmaji,
Nikozi, Zardiaantkari, etc., were in operation, though only a limited number of people used
them. These crossings, which were not included in the list of "official" crossing points, were
periodically opened, and closed before the COVID-19 pandemic, based on decisions of the de
facto Tskhinvali security service.

An interesting case is the section near the village of Ergneti in the Gori municipality, where a
marketplace operated from the late 1990s until it was shut down by the Georgian government
in 2004 as part of anti-corruption measures. Although there was no checkpoint in Ergneti to
control the movement of people, the village played a significant role in developing Georgian-
Ossetian trade relations and fostering closer ties between the sides.

On August 18, 2022, the de facto Security Council decided to partially restore the functionality
of the crossing points. According to this decision, citizens could use the Odzisi-Mosabruni
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(Razdakhani) and Perevi-Kardzmani checkpoints for 10 days each month, from the 20th to the
30th, through the end of 2022. This schedule has been maintained to date. Despite promises
for over two years to lift the 10-day restriction and the barriers related to permit issuance for
Akhalgori residents, this issue remains unresolved. In January 2024, during the period leading
up to the de facto "parliamentary elections" held on June 9, 2024, the process for issuing
permits to Akhalgori residents was simplified, but the distribution of permits continues to be
selective.

The unbearable living conditions of ethnic Georgians in the occupied Tskhinvali region, where
people are fighting for survival, pose a real threat of depopulation of Georgians from these
areas. The lack of physical and economic security, ethnic discrimination, systemic corruption,
and the deliberate and systematic exclusion of the Georgian language from daily life and
education are just a few of the many challenges faced by ethnic Georgians. In the absence of
official data, local estimates suggest that 90 percent of the population left the region after
the 2008 war. The depopulation of Akhalgori is evident in the reduced number of educational
institutions and the decline in the quality of education.

Of the six schools operating in the Akhalgori district (Ikoti, Boli, Korintha, and Balani), one —
school in Boli will be closed starting from September 2024. The official reason for the closures
is the absence of students. Both educational institutions were nine-grade schools. The Boli
school is a branch of the Akhalgori school, while the Korintha school is a branch of the Ikoti
school. Boli school is located about 1.5 kilometers from the town, and to keep it operational,
teachers’ children from the town had been attending it. However, they have now completed
the 9th grade.

Beyond the official explanation of a lack of students, the closure of schools is a direct result
of the unbearable living conditions faced by students and their families in occupied Akhalgori.
While education in Akhalgori schools was conducted in the Georgian language according to
the Georgian curriculum until 2017,°° from September 2017, instruction was fully replaced by
the Russian language. This year’s graduating class in Akhalgori was the last to receive

55 Tabula, 2017, "Georgian language schools of Akhalgori will teach in Russian and with the Russian curriculum"
https://tabula.ge/ge/news/599554-akhalgoris-kartulenovani-skolebi-rusul-enaze [Last accessed: 25 September 2024].
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education in Georgian. The Democracy Research Institute has previously noted that the
transition to Russian-language instruction has significantly deteriorated the quality of
education in Akhalgori. Students struggle to learn in Russian, and teachers find it difficult to
teach subjects in Russian.>®

Most teachers are ethnically Georgian and have received their education in the Georgian
language. The de facto security service of Tskhinvali is using this situation as a pretext to
remove ethnically Georgian and perceived disloyal teachers from Akhalgori’s schools. For
example, in 2024, the local population did not find it credible when the reason given for
dismissing one of Akhalgori’s schoolteachers was her lack of proficiency in Russian. The
reason seemed unconvincing, particularly since the teacher had previously taught in Russian,
and her replacement was someone closely connected to the "KGB."

In South Ossetia, children and caregivers in kindergartens are forbidden from speaking in
Georgian. According to the Democracy Research Institute, there have been several cases in
Akhalgori where parents were reprimanded because their children spoke Georgian to other
children. Some kindergarten staff have been threatened with dismissal for speaking
Georgian.”’

Since 2008, alongside Ossetian dances, Georgian dances were performed at cultural events
in Akhalgori, including school events and town festivals. However, this situation has changed.
The Akhalgori dance ensemble no longer performs Georgian dances at concerts. Additionally,
store signs that once displayed Georgian inscriptions have been replaced with Russian
banners.

In the so-called South Ossetian society, the problem of domestic violence is often ignored and
rarely brought into the public eye. The region's isolation and closed-off nature limit the ability
to adequately respond to violations of the rights of women and children living there.

56 Democracy Research Institute, 2024, "Georgian language is purposefully persecuted in occupied Abkhazia and
Tskhinvali" https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1391/ [Last accessed: 25 September 2024].

57 Democracy Research Institute, "Georgian language is deliberately persecuted in occupied Abkhazia and Tskhinvali ",
January 31, 2024, available at: < https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1391/> [last accessed July 30, 2024].
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Violence against women and mistreatment in the Tskhinvali region remain invisible due to
the prevailing mentality, which suggests that women should "endure" all forms of violence to
keep the family together. Women rarely, if ever, turn to law enforcement agencies. It is
common in the region for women to be abducted for the purpose of forced marriage. The
media occasionally reports instances where young women are victims of sexual violence, but
they do not seek help from the de facto police. On the streets, one might witness cases of
drunken husbands physically assaulting their wives, yet no complaints are filed with the
police. Women fear that the perpetrator will eventually be released and seek revenge on
them.>8

OnJune 9, 2024, de facto parliamentary elections were held in the occupied Tskhinvali region.
The Central Election Commission of Tskhinvali declared the party of the current de facto
president, Alan Gagloev, "Nykhas," as the winner. However, the opposition was convinced
that the victory belonged to the party of the former de facto president Anatoly Bibilov,
"United Ossetia." The leading opposition party boycotted the elections due to the
guestionable results.

The political crisis following the "elections" escalated into a violent confrontation in central
Tskhinvali. On July 14, 2024, in broad daylight, near the busy area in front of Tskhinvali's 12th
secondary school, two close relatives of the de facto former president Anatoly Bibilov - Lev
and Sergo Kabisov - were shot and wounded. It was reported that the attack was orchestrated
by the nephew of the current de facto president, Alik Gagloev. Both victims were taken to a
Tskhinvali hospital, but neither reported the incident to the police.>®

Due to the "lack of a formal complaint," the de facto Ministry of Internal Affairs did not initiate
a case. The official media stated that Alan Gagloev ordered law enforcement to "investigate
the incident." However, according to reports, the Ministry of Internal Affairs has yet to open
a criminal case on the attack, citing the formal reason that the victims did not file a report.
The Kabisovs have also refrained from commenting to journalists.®°

58 Echo Kavkaza, November 29, 2018, "MonuyaHue — 30n010?"

https://www.ekhokavkaza.com/a/29628794.html [last accessed: 30 July 2024].

% Democracy Research Institute, 2024, “Former and current de facto presidents vie for control of occupied South Ossetia”
https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1510/ [last accessed: 25 September 2024].

50 JamNews, « Wild Wild Tskhinval»: BpaT npesuaerTa KOxHo OceTun opraH13oBaa HanaAeHWe Ha ero onnoHeHTos, 16 July,
2024.
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In 2023, the illegal detention of 31 Georgian citizens was confirmed, nearly double the
number from 2022 (which saw 17 abductions).5*

Most of the detentions last year occurred in regions under the control of the central
government. Those abducted were transferred to military bases or prisons in Tskhinvali. Most
of them were accused of "violating the state border" under Article 322 of the Russian
Federation's Criminal Code. In several cases, Georgian citizens were detained while crossing
the occupation line to visit relatives living in the occupied territories.

Most illegal detentions were recorded along the occupation line in Gori Municipality.
However, detentions also occurred in the municipalities of Sachkhere, Kareli, Dusheti,
Tskhinvali, Akhalgori, Tighvi, and Eredvi. Of the 31 detentions, 23 took place in areas
controlled by the Georgian government, while 7 occurred in the occupied Tskhinvali region.
According to the de facto authorities, “251 citizens have violated the border regime."®?

By the end of 2023, six Georgian citizens were remaining in Tskhinvali prison. Among them
the following names are known to us: Soso Dvalishvili, Lasha Khetereli, Giorgi Meladze, and
Dimitri Korinteli.

According to the occupation regime, the situation at the "border with Georgia" has improved
in recent months, with no new detentions have taken place.%?

During the reporting period, the Russian occupation claimed another victim. On November 7,
2023, Tamaz Ginturi, a resident of Kirbali was fatally shot. Ginturi was killed near the Lomisi
Church by Russian forces, while his fellow villager, Levan Dotiashvili, was abducted.

According to a relative of the victim: "He was visiting his father's grave... He was told he could
not be there, and they shot him. Killed him. The car is still there, hit by three bullets [in the
back]. He was found dead in the driver's seat, shot inside the car. It was shot at from behind,
the car is riddled with bullets."

61 JamNews, "Occupation regime exacerbated illegal detention practices” - Ombudsman's report, 2 April 2024, available at:
< https://jam-news.net/ge/sakhalkho-damcvelis-angarishi/ > [last accessed: 2 August 2024] .

62 ibid.

63 TASS < OxmHbia Ocemus YeliHbili onucmumudeckoll cucmysaHusa Ha epaHuye ¢ pysuel, 23 July 2024, available at: <
https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/21431225 > [last accessed: 2 August 2024].
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In August 2023, Russian soldiers nailed shut the entrance to a Georgian church in the village
of Kirbali, Gori Municipality. This led to protests from the local population. The state did not
adequately assess the escalation in August and failed to implement sufficient preventive
measures. On November 7, 2023, Tskhinvali television aired footage showing Tamaz Ginturi
and Levan Dotiashvili removing the nails from the church door and entering.®*

Tamaz Ginturi’s death was announced to the public through an official statement posted on
the website of the State Security Service. Information about the incident was also shared on
the official website of the Georgian government under the name of Prime Minister Irakli
Garibashvili. However, high-ranking political officials did not deem it necessary to personally
inform the public through a briefing about the killing of a Georgian citizen by the occupation
regime or about the state’s planned response measures.

The Democracy Research Institute has repeatedly highlighted the lack of sufficient preventive
measures along the occupation line. In its August 2023 report, we stressed that, compared to
previous years, security monitoring and control by Georgian checkpoints along the so-called
dividing line have significantly decreased. Unlike in past practices, some of the checkpoints
visited by the institute had only one person on duty. Additionally, checkpoints in villages along
the occupation line are located not at the ends of the villages but at the entrances, increasing
the vulnerability of the local population and leaving them exposed to face the occupiers
directly. This gives the impression that law enforcement officers stationed at village entrances
are primarily monitoring the entry of media and civil society representatives, while ignoring
the illegal actions of the occupation regime, rendering these checkpoints more of a formality
and substantially abandonded.®>

Since 2014, five brutal murders have been committed by Russian occupation forces: Davit
Basharuli, Giga Otkhozoria, Archil Tatunashvili, Irakli Kvaratskhelia, and Tamaz Ginturi. In all
five cases, representatives of the occupation regimes were directly involved in the killings.

Even though the identities of the Russian soldiers who inflicted fatal wounds on Tamaz Ginturi
are known, as of September 2024, the Georgian Prosecutor's Office has not brought charges
against them.

54 indopmaLmoHHbIi Bbinyck «CerogHa». 7 November, 2023, accessible at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jaOa3gMVEZw last accessed 2 October, 2024].

65> Democracy Research Institute, Problems of the population living along the occupation line, 2023, available at:
https://www.democracyresearch.org/geo/1277/, [last accessed: 13 August 2024].
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In July-August 2024, the Democracy Research Institute studied the situation in villages located
near the occupation line. To examine the issues faced by the population living near the
occupation line, the villages of Tsalenjikha, Zugdidi, and Kazbegi municipalities—Shamgona,
Akhalabastumani, Ganmukhuri, Rukhi, Khurcha, the internally displaced settlement in
Potskho-Etseri, the community of Fakhulani, the Truso Valley, Kobi, Abano, Almasiani, Ketrisi,
Zenubani, Chitaurebi, Ukanamkhari, Zemo Mleta, Tsdo, Gveleti, Sno, and the border
checkpoints—were visited.

The visit confirmed that, compared to previous years, a large portion of the working-age
population has emigrated. Among the main issues, extreme economic hardship stands out,
leading many people to migrate to Europe. The harsh socio-economic conditions and security
problems along the occupation line have caused practical depopulation in the villages near
the dividing line.

Shamgona is a village in the Zugdidi municipality, located on a riverine island between
the Enguri River and the Rukhi stream. According to the 2014 census, the village had a
population of 1,605 people.®® The infrastructure in Shamgona is in good condition, with
roads, street lighting, bus stops, a school, a kindergarten, and a clinic all well-maintained.
However, the village lacks a pharmacy.

At the village's exit, there is a police checkpoint. The main source of income for the village is
the sale of hazelnuts. According to residents, a large portion of the youth has emigrated due
to a lack of prospects and unemployment.

Arrests by Russian special services for crossing the so-called Abkhazian "border" have
decreased compared to previous years, although residents often lose livestock that crosses
into Abkhazian territory. There are no longer any internally displaced settlements in the
village. Some displaced families have been provided with housing, while others were
relocated to Zugdidi. Vehicles from the European Union Monitoring Mission (EUMM) can
frequently be seen patrolling the village.

66 National Statistics Service, General Population Census 2014
https://www.geostat.ge/ka/modules/categories/568/mosakhleobis-2014-tslis-sagoveltao-aghtsera ; [Last accessed: 26
August 2024].
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Akhalabastumani is in the Zugdidi municipality. According to the 2014 census, the village has
a population of 2,084 people. The village’s roads and infrastructure are relatively well-
maintained, with transport services and newly built bus stops available. However, the village
lacks central street lighting, even in the village center.

The few waste bins placed on the roads are likely insufficient given the size of the village and
its population. The main sources of income for the residents are agriculture and the hazelnut
business.

The Ganmukhuri administrative unit of the Zugdidi municipality is 25 kilometers from the city.
The village is home to over 600 households and 1,300 people. The dividing line between the
village of Pichori in the Gali district and Ganmukhuri passes through this area. The "crossing
point" between the villages has not been operational since March 2017. Some parts of the
homesteads of three families living near the "border" are under central government control,
while other parts are on occupied territory. 67 After a few minutes of checks and coordination
with "higher-ups" at the Ganmukhuri checkpoint, law enforcement granted us access to the
so-called dividing line.

According to locals, to preventillegal "border crossings," the representatives of the occupying
forces have installed cameras in the houses near the so-called border. As a result,
homeowners avoid talking to strangers.

67 Problems of the population living near the occupation line, 2023, https://shorturl.at/ZSarN [last accessed: 26 August
2024].
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The village of Rukhi, located near the Enguri Bridge in the Zugdidi municipality, has a
checkpoint where the Georgian police monitor the identity of individuals wishing to cross into
or from Abkhazia. Cargo transport across the so-called crossing point is strictly controlled and
requires permission from the State Minister’s Office for Reconciliation and Civic Equality.

At the Georgian police checkpoint on the Enguri Bridge, we were told that about 2,000 people
cross from Abkhazia weekly, including around 40 ethnic Abkhaz individuals. The main reason
for Abkhaz people crossing is to receive medical services at Rukhi Republican Hospital.

There is no pharmacy in Rukhi, and the so-called free economic zone, built to facilitate trade
for residents of Abkhazia on the Georgian-controlled territory, is not functioning. Shops are
closed and abandoned.

In the village of Khurcha in the Zugdidi municipality, 160 households (535 people) reside. Until
2017, Khurcha-Nabakevi was one of four crossing points along the Abkhazia-Samegrelo
dividing line. Hundreds of people crossed this line daily, making the village an economically
active zone. However, the closure of the crossing point in 2017 left the village practically
isolated. Local small businesses, including cafes and fast-food outlets, shut down.
Unemployment caused a significant outflow of the working population from the village, with
most of the youth having left. More than 70% of the remaining population is over 40 years
old.

Currently, the primary source of income for residents comes from profits from substinance
agriculture. A significant issue in the village is the lack of central street lighting. Despite the
village prioritizing the installation of streetlights, funds were instead allocated for the
construction of a park, which locals find unhelpful. According to the residents, they have
repeatedly requested the installation of streetlights from the village representative, but
despite promises, the issue remains unresolved. Installing exercise equipment was also part
of pre-election promises, but no one has followed up on it after the elections. There are
concerns about "party-based employment," which locals describe as artificial inflation of staff
numbers.
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Residents claim that so-called "thieves-in-law" (criminals) are involved in resolving important
local matters.

The village lacks a high school, forcing children to attend school in the neighboring village of
Koki. In the newly opened village clinic, doctors from nearby villages only visit a few days a
week. The ambulance service comes from Zugdidi, and it is challenging to receive timely
medical assistance. Although the village has public transport, long-standing restrictions on
carrying more than three bags on the bus present a significant challenge for residents. Elderly
residents often rely on neighbors to bring supplies from Zugdidi, as they are unable to travel
themselves. The restriction on cargo transport creates serious obstacles for them.

The Potskho-Etseri IDP settlement is in the Tsalenjikha municipality, in the administrative unit
of Chalebi, 22 kilometers from the municipality center. The settlement remains isolated from
the outside world.

During the past year, nothing has improved in the Potskho-Etseri settlement. On the contrary,
the number of residents has visibly decreased, likely due to the unbearable living conditions
and severe economic hardship.

Socially vulnerable people and IDPs in the settlement live in dire conditions, with the right to
adequate housing being disregarded. Water and electricity are supplied according to a
schedule, and while gas lines reach the residential buildings, natural gas is still not supplied
to the population. The settlement lacks a pharmacy, and the clinic operates only a few days a
week. There is no central street lighting, and the condition of roads, buildings, and
infrastructure is deplorable. Many of the residential buildings are uninhabitable.

Pakhulani is in the Tsalenjikha municipality and borders the village of Saberio in the Gali
district. The so-called control-crossing point is located at the administrative border between
Saberio and Pakhulani. At the village entrance, there is a Georgian police checkpoint where
the identity of those entering is checked.
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Near the so-called control-crossing point, in the part controlled by the central government,
cameras are installed. Cargo transport is subject to the same rules as at the Rukhi "crossing
point." On the Abkhazian side, personal belongings are inspected superficially, in the
presence of the owner.

The asphalt road in the village is damaged. However, the main issue in the village, according
to locals, is the extreme shortage of drinking and irrigation water, especially in the summer
when wells dry up, forcing residents to collect drinking water from sources several kilometers
away.

The Truso Valley is located on the northern slope of the Caucasus, between the main Caucasus
watershed ridge and the Khokhi Ridge. The distance from the valley to the village of Kobi is
25 kilometers. The valley is rich in historical and cultural monuments, abandoned villages,
travertine formations from mineral springs, and glacial and river deposits.

The villages in the valley have almost no permanent residents; therefore, they are not
supplied with natural gas and sometimes lack electricity. Property registration is a challenge,
especially after the 2008 Russo-Georgian war. Roads connecting the villages are only partially
completed, and there is a high risk of the collapse of historically significant monuments and
structures. Modern infrastructure is also an issue—despite the valley’s appeal to tourists, it
lacks basic amenities such as lodging and food services, which could further enhance its
appeal as a tourist destination.

The village is located in the Kazbegi municipality, on the right bank of the Tergi River. The
village is abandoned, and most of the residential houses are damaged. According to the 2014
census, 3 people lived in the village. Based on data obtained during the visit, only the family
of the village representative lives there today.
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The village is in the Truso Gorge, in Kazbegi Municipality of the Mtskheta-Mtianeti region, on
the left bank of the Tergi River. The significant cultural heritage monuments in the village
urgently require restoration and conservation. According to the 2014 census, 3 people lived
in the village. However, this year’s data indicates that the village is now entirely deserted. In
winter, only monks remain in the village, traveling through the snow by snowmobile. Border
guards deliver food to them by helicopter. Unlike the seasonal residents of the Truso Gorge,
the permanent inhabitants of Abano monastery receive electricity continuously.

The village is in the Mtskheta-Mtianeti region, in the Kazbegi Municipality, within the Kobi
community. It is located on the bank of the Tergi River, at an elevation of 1960 meters above
sea level, 18 kilometers from Stepantsminda. According to the latest data, 22 people live in
the village.

Locals report that they do not receive water during the winter and have no access to the
internet. However, the primary issue relates to the registration of land plots. Locals say the
local government has been promising to register their land plots for over ten years, but the
process is artificially delayed every time due to new document requests. Residents suspect
the authorities might be interested in acquiring ownership of their land plots themselves.
They find it hard to explain the unjustified denial of land registration despite having all the
necessary documents for more than a decade.

An abandoned village in the Kazbegi Municipality (Kobi community), located in the Truso
Gorge on the left bank of the Tergi River. Only one family lives in Ketrisi during the summer,
and they have been refused land registration for years. According to the local government,
the family’s house and plot fall within protected areas, which seems questionable given that
the database of the Agency of Protected Areas only lists a mineral vocluse natural monument
in Ketrisi. The family does not receive gas or electricity, even though a power pole is installed
right in front of their house. In contrast, electricity is provided to the Abano Nunnery and the
border guard base.
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The Kazbegi region along the occupation line is entirely depopulated, and unique cultural
heritage is on the brink of ruin. Several local residents have requested assistance from the
government in the form of solar panels due to the lack of electricity.

Unlike in previous years, the problem of mobile connectivity in the village has been resolved.

The village is part of the Charli community in the Dusheti Municipality of the Mtskheta-
Mtianeti region. It is located on the eastern slope of the Alevi Ridge, 40 kilometers from the
town of Dusheti. According to the 2014 census by the National Statistics Office of Georgia, 9
people lived in the village. Currently, 5 families reside there. The village receives electricity,
water, and gas. Unlike other villages, the residents have registered their land plots. Their
primary source of income is livestock farming.

The main challenge for the village residents is connectivity with the outside world. The roads
connecting the village to neighboring communities are in extremely poor condition. There is
no public transportation serving the village, so locals must walk to the neighboring village.
Given that there is no school, kindergarten, or clinic in the village, the lack of transportation
and poor road infrastructure are significant challenges. Locals must travel to Charchali for
essential household needs. There is no street lighting or garbage bins in the village.

The village of Chitaurebi is located in the Dusheti Municipality, 34 kilometers from the town
of Dusheti. During the 2014 census, 10 people lived in the village, but now only two families
remain. The village is supplied with gas, electricity, and water.

Like the residents of Zenubani, the roads in Chitaures are in poor condition, and the village
lacks transportation services. Residents must walk to the community center for their needs.

The village is located in the Pasanauri community of the Dusheti Municipality. Distance from
Dusheti is 56 kilometers. According to the 2014 census, 23 people lived in the village.

42



The village has no ambulatory or pharmacy, and there is not even a store. For basic needs,
locals travel to Pasanauri using their cars or public minibus services. The village receives
electricity, but it is not connected to the gas network, and the roads are in poor condition.

Zemo Mleta is part of the Kvesheti community in the Dusheti Municipality of the Mtskheta-
Mtianeti region, located 70 kilometers from Dusheti. According to the 2014 census, 99 people
lived in the village, but today, only eight families remain.

In Zemo Mleta, the bridges connecting the village to other communities are damaged, as are
the access roads to the village. There is no pharmacy or ambulatory. Due to the lack of a
kindergarten and school in the village, children of school and kindergarten age must travel to
Gudauri. Most of the village’s population is employed in Gudauri. The residents face
difficulties in the process of registering their agricultural land plots.

The village often experiences landslides, and in winter, it is at risk of avalanches, which,
according to the locals, has been confirmed by an expert report. During floods, the village
gets inundated due to poorly constructed levees.

Locals frequently see Russian drones patrolling near the village.

The village is located in the Kazbegi Municipality, in the Stepantsminda community, 6
kilometers from Stepantsminda. According to the 2014 census, 17 people lived in the village,
but today, only 3 remain.

The village is supplied with electricity, water, and gas. The residents have registered their land
plots, but the condition of the roads remains a problem. There is no store, ambulatory, or
pharmacy in the village, so locals travel to Kazbegi for these needs. The village is not served
by public transportation, and there are no street lights or garbage bins.
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The village is located in the Kazbegi Municipality, in the Stepantsminda community, 9
kilometers away from Stepantsminda. According to the 2014 census, as well as today, only 2
people live in the village. The village has access to gas, electricity, and is equipped with
outdoor lighting systems.

There are issues with the registration of land plots in the village; despite being an attractive
location for tourists, the village roads are completely worn out, and road safety is not
ensured. The trails are not expanded and are life-threatening. According to the local resident,
in 2024, a tourist fell and died.

The Sno community (which includes the villages of Artkhmo, Achkhoti, Akhaltsikhe, Karkucha,
Koseli, and Juta) is in the Kazbegi Municipality, in the Sno River Gorge, 8 kilometers from
Stepantsminda. According to the 2014 census, 263 people live in the community.
The villages in the community have access to electricity and water; outdoor lighting is
installed, and most of the roads are in good condition.

The main issue for Sno residents is the plan to build a hydroelectric power station on a
tributary of the Sno River.®® Landslides are already frequent in this area during the snowmelt
period, and residents fear that the construction of the hydroelectric station could trigger
irreversible landslides and mudslides. Despite local opposition, there is concern that the
investor may proceed with the construction. Opponents of the hydroelectric power station
submitted a petition signed by 243 people to the chairman of the Kazbegi Municipality
Council.®

88iFacti, 2024, "Who's going to build a HPP in Sno", available at: https://ifact.ge/shinohesi/ [last accessed: 26 September
2024].

89Appeal of the inhabitants of the village of Sno, a petition on the restoration of the hydro-electric station in the village;
https://docs.google.com/document/d/10yITI4zoc5dhGsX8ImY8sPoSP4VhGrY /edit [Last accessed: 26 September 2024].
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