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ABSTRACT 

Eyup AYGÜN                                          May 2013 

 

2008 RUSSIAN – GEORGIAN WAR IN THE CONTEXT OF THE SOUTH 

OSSETIAN CONFLICT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR SOUTH CAUCASIA 

 

This thesis analyzes the implications of the 2008 Georgian - Russian War for the 

South Caucasus. At first glance, the war was a small-scale confrontation that was 

fought over South Ossetia, a small mountainous region with no significant strategic 

value. However, both sides had some the motives and reasons to fight a war. This 

five-day war has had significant results that meant much more than Georgia. The war 

brought about a big rift in the Western – Russian relations, and it has had 

implications for both South Caucasus and international politics over the region. With 

this war Kremlin had an opportunity to counter the Western attempts of penetrating 

into the Russia’s ‘sphere of influence’. It could also be argued that Russia was 

defending itself against Western containment efforts with this war. For Georgian 

administration that had very close relations with the West, war and the post-war 

situation were big disillusionment as they could not get adequate support that they 

had expected from the US and the EU. Therefore, the 2008 war also revealed the 

limits of the external actors particularly the EU and the USA in the geopolitical 

rivalry over the Caucasus and their incompetence to contribute to the solution of the 

regional conflicts in the region. In addition, Russian recognition of independence of 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia and increasing Russian military presence in the region 

after the war brought about a disturbing question whether a new kind of Russian 

imperialism is emerging. In this regard, other regional states, Azerbaijan and 

Armenia have made some adjustments in their foreign policies vis-à-vis their 

relations with Russia and the Western powers after the war. The war has had 

implications not only for the security of Georgia but also for Azerbaijan and 

Armenia. Ethnic conflicts of the regional countries seem to remain unsolved for 

many years to come, and they are likely to generate new sources of insecurity in the 

post-Soviet locale. Finally, the crisis is also closely linked with the energy issue. It is 

an unquestionable fact that the Western attention to the region is directly related with 

the energy resources. South Caucasus is an alternative transit energy route for the 

European countries which decreases their dependency on Russian energy. The new 

framework after the war would compel the western powers to redefine their policies 

for the region, and along with this, review their relations with Moscow. 

 

Key words: Georgia, Russia, South Ossetia, South Caucasia, Regional Conflicts, 

EU, USA, energy 
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KISA ÖZET 

 

Eyup AYGÜN                              Mayıs 2013 

 

GÜNEY OSETYA SORUNU BAĞLAMINDA 2008 RUSYA- GÜRCİSTAN 

SAVAŞI VE GÜNEY KAFKASYA'YA ETKİLERİ 

 

Bu yüksek lisans tezinde 2008 yılında meydana gelen Gürcistan – Rusya savaşının 

Güney Kafkasya’ya etkileri incelenmektedir. İlk bakışta, bu savaş her iki taraf için de 

çok stratejik öneme haiz olmayan küçük bir dağlık bölge için yapılmış gibi 

görünebilir. Ancak iki tarafı da savaşmaya iten bazı sebepler ve güdüler vardı. Bu 

beş gün süren kısa savaşın Gürcistan sınırlarını aşan önemli neticeleri oldu. Bu savaş 

Batı ve Rusya ilişkilerinde derin bir çatlak oluşturdu ve hem Güney Kafkasya’ya 

hem de bölge ile alakalı uluslararası siyasete etkileri oldu. Bu savaşla Kremlin 

Batı’nın Rusya’nın ‘etki alanına’ nüfuz etme girişimlerine karşılık verme imkanını 

elde etmiş oldu. Rusya’nın bu savaşla Batı’nın çevreleme çabalarına karşı kendisini 

savunmakta olduğu da ileri sürülebilir. Batı ile çok yakın ilişkileri olan Gürcistan 

yönetimi için savaş ve sonrası dönem Batı’dan umdukları yeterli desteği alamadıkları 

için büyük bir hayal kırıklığı oldu. Dolayısıyla, 2008 savaşı özellikle AB ve ABD 

gibi bölge dışı aktörlerin Kafkaslar üzerine olan jeopolitik rekabetteki limitlerini ve 

bölgedeki çatışmaların çözümüne sağlayabilecekleri katkıların yetersizliğini ortaya 

koydu. Ayrıca Rusya’nın savaştan sonra Güney Osetya ve Abhazya’nın 

bağımsızlıklarını tanıması ve bölgede artan askeri varlığı acaba yeni bir tür Rus 

Emperyalizmi mi doğuyor endişesine yol açtı. Bu bağlamda, bölgenin diğer ülkeleri 

olan Azerbaycan ve Ermenistan, savaştan sonra Rusya ve Batı ile olan ilişkileriyle 

alakalı dış politikalarında bazı değişikliklere gittiler. Savaşın sadece Gürcistan’ın 

değil ayrıca Azerbaycan ve Ermenistan’ın da güvenliğini ilgilendiren sonuçları oldu. 

Bölge ülkelerindeki etnik problemler daha uzun yıllar çözümsüz kalacak ve 

Sovyetler sonrası çevrede yeni çatışma kaynakları üretecek gibi görünüyor. Son 

olarak bu kriz enerji meseleleriyle yakından bağlıdır. Yadsınamaz bir gerçektir ki 

Batı’nın bölgeye olan ilgisi enerji kaynakları ile doğrudan ilintilidir. Güney Kafkasya 

Avrupa ülkelerinin Rusya’ya olan enerji bağımlığını azaltacak alternatif bir enerji 

geçiş güzergâhıdır. Savaş sonrası bu yeni durum batılı güçleri bölgeyle alakalı 

politikalarını yeniden tanımlamaya ve bunun yanında Moskova ile olan ilişkilerini 

gözden geçirmeye zorlayacaktır. 

 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Gürcistan, Rusya, Güney Osetya, Güney Kafkasya, Bölgesel 

çatışmalar, AB, ABD, enerji 
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INTRODUCTION 

The collapse of the iron curtain in early 1990s brought about significant 

changes in the international system whose implications are still observed. This 

momentous event marked the end of bipolar system which divided the world into two 

rival camps, which is considered to have many positive effects by many scholars. On 

the other hand, it also disturbed the balance in many places both in and outside the 

Soviet Union territory. Instability and regional conflicts are common features of a 

considerable part of post-Soviet environment.  

With the end of the Soviet Union fifteen new states joined the international 

community. It has been more than two decades since they gained their independence; 

however, they are still struggling with many problems in their state formation 

process. These immature states have faced many challenges such as corruption, 

ethnic conflicts, economic and political problems most of which were hereditary 

from the communist era. Caucasia, which is a cradle to many nations, has been the 

most noticeable region with such problems in the post-Soviet period. Caucasia has 

always been an area of conflicts in history. In this region, authoritarian Soviet rule 

helped ethnic enmities remain frozen or at least at a low level causing no significant 

conflicts. This relatively peaceful period suddenly came to an end with the 

dissolution of the communist regime. Since the chaotic final days of Soviet era, the 

region has been hosting bloody armed conflicts in several areas of the region.  

Georgia is probably the most inauspicious country which has suffered from 

such ethnic conflicts since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Its two autonomous 

regions Abkhazia and South Ossetia declared and fought for their independence and 

have existed as de facto states with the support of Russian Federation up until today. 

Russia, which considers the region as its sphere of influence, has always manipulated 

these two regional conflicts for its ends and used them as tools to control Georgian 

governments. Russia was often blamed by Georgia for assisting and supporting the 

secessionist of administrations Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Ironically, Russia was 

the main negotiator and the peace-keeper in these two regions.  
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The developments led to a war between Russia and Georgia in the August of 

2008. On August 8, Russian army marched across the border into Georgia. The night 

before, Georgian armed forces had retaliated to attacks by South Ossetian 

secessionists, an ethnic minority in northern Georgia, by bombing civilian districts of 

the region's capital city, Tskhinvali. Georgian administration was determined to re-

control the territory by military means. Georgian administration’s move threatened 

the fragile status quo and turned the frozen conflict into a war, which had unpleasant 

outcomes for Georgia. Moscow intervened in the conflicts without delay. There had 

been small-scale Russian armed forces in South Ossetia as peacekeepers, which 

started its mission 15 years earlier after a cease-fire agreement negotiated by Russia. 

That seven Russian peace keepers were killed during Georgian attack gave Russia an 

excuse for intervention. Russia, which had been the backer of the secessionist 

government of the autonomous republic for more than a decade, responded with a 

full-scale incursion, which was not very much anticipated by the Georgian 

leadership. Russian army targeted key military and transport centers throughout 

Georgia. The war lasted five days and ended after the mediation efforts of French 

president N. Sarkozy. The problems became more complicated when Russia 

recognized the independence of two regions after the 2008 Russo-Georgian war. 

Map 1. 
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The Purpose of the Study 

     The purpose of this thesis is to discuss the consequences of the five-day 

Georgian-Russian war which took place in the August of 2008. At first sight, the 

Russian-Georgian war of August 2008, which was fought over South Ossetia, a 

17km2 mountainous region with a population of about 70,000 with insignificant 

strategic value to both sides, may seem like a small-scale armed conflict of little 

importance. However, it is not the case at all. This five-day confrontation has had 

momentous results. Some scholars argue that this war meant much more than 

Georgia.
1
 The war created a big fault line in the relations between the West and 

Russia. Moreover, it has had implications for both the Caucasus region and world 

politics. The focus of the study will be on the implications of the war on the 

international politics over the South Caucasia and the adjustments of the policies of 

the states which are directly or indirectly involved in or concerned with the crisis.  

This thesis is an attempt to answer the following research questions: What 

were the motives and reasons of the two countries that caused them to fight a war? 

What will be consequences of the war for the region and the international politics? 

The consequences of the war are still being discussed among academic circles of 

international relations. The following are some of the apparent effects. It brought 

relations between Russian Federation and the USA to their lowest level since the 

gloomy decades of the Cold War. With this war Russia had a chance to stand up 

against American policies in the region which they aren’t pleased with and had an 

opportunity to confront up until then. For pro-American Georgian leadership, the 

situation was a grave disappointment as they thought they represented and followed 

American values and policies in the region. In this connection, another question that 

this thesis will attempt to answer is whether there are and will be any changes in the 

pro-Western and pro-American policies of the Georgian administration.  

The thesis also analyzes possible foreign policy changes of the other regional 

countries Azerbaijan and Armenia after the war. For the former Soviet republics of 

South Caucasia, including Central Asian states, the war was evaluated as a warning, 

                                                      
1
 Ronald Asmus,  A Little War that Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of the West 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan,  2010), 4. 
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which shows that Russia is ready to use its hard power in the case it feels its 

dominance in its sphere of influence is shaken. Regarding this fact, the thesis 

analyzes the capacity of the external actors especially the EU, and the USA to apply 

their policies and to contribute to the solution of the regional conflicts in the region.  

Another issue discussed in the research is the implications of this war for the 

security of the regional countries. Russian recognition of independence of South 

Ossetia and Abkhazia after the war has brought the Caucasia again on the Eurasian 

security agenda. Regional conflicts of South Caucasus seem to remain unsolved for 

years to come, which is a serious threat against the Western interests in the region. It 

is obvious that continuation of the long-lasting regional problems in the region is 

against the interests of European Union and the USA. In addition, the crisis worsened 

after the war is now more likely to generate new sources of insecurity in the post-

Soviet locale, which is considered as its backyard by the Russian Federation. Russian 

military interference in the regional conflicts brought about a disturbing question 

whether a new sort of Russian imperialism is emerging.  

Last but not least, the crisis is also connected with the energy routes. It is an 

undeniable fact that the interest of the West in the region is closely linked with the 

energy issues since the region is alternative transit route for European countries 

which decreases their dependencies on Russia. The new framework forces the West 

to restructure its policy for the region, and along with this, its relations with Moscow.   

Methodology & the Structure of the Thesis 

The research will look at primary data from sources like reports, statements of 

officials, public sphere debate journals, country-specific statistics, and etc. Literature 

review will include surveys about the issue as well as academic assessments of them 

by several observers. In addition, secondary sources such as generalizations, 

analysis, public debates, synthesis, interpretation, or evaluation of the information 

from primary sources concerning the issue by the experts and observers will be used 

to support the arguments.  

The thesis consists of four chapters. In the first chapter of the study, there is a 

brief theoretical part which assesses whether international relations theory is useful 
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to explain the war. Two branches of structural realism: offensive and defensive 

realism are employed to analyze the cause of the conflict. In addition to realist 

theory, geopolitics – which is often related to realist thinking – is presented to help 

us understand why this region is so important in world politics and the reasons of the 

war in connection with its geopolitical significance.  

The second chapter is dedicated to the conflict in August 2008. First of all, 

the roots of the South Ossetian - Georgian conflict, the war and the cease-fire process 

are given briefly which aims to give the reader an insight into a better understanding 

the conflict. This chapter further includes Russian arguments for intervention and the 

legality of the war, as well. Georgian counter-arguments of the war are also given. 

The legality of Russian and Georgian actions during the war is evaluated according 

to international law.   

In the third chapter, consequences of the war on South Caucasia are 

discussed. First of all, implications of the war for Russian approach towards 

Caucasia and the Georgian – Russian relations are analyzed. The role of pro-Western 

policies of Georgia in the conflict cannot be denied; therefore the effects of the war 

on the relations of Georgia with the West are discussed in the second part of this 

chapter. It is obvious that the war had also effects on the other South Caucasian 

countries Azerbaijan and Armenia’s foreign policies as they have close relations with 

both Russia and Georgia. Whether there are any changes in their foreign policy 

orientations is another subject of this chapter. Final part of the section is dedicated to 

the impacts of the war on the energy policies of the internal and external actors in 

South Caucasia.   

To sum up, the conclusion part is mainly allocated for the interpretation and 

evaluation of the consequences of the war. I plan to relate the recent political events 

which have been taking place in the region and the international arena with the topic 

of the paper.  
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CHAPTER I 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

1.1. Structural Realism 

In order to understand the behavior of the states in the events of international 

relations using theories can be very helpful in finding the reasons of the conflict 

between Russia and Georgia. Structural realism is probably the most convenient 

theory which offers plausible explanations to the reasons of this five-day war. Two 

schools of structural realism, offensive and defensive realism will be comparatively 

presented. The core of both schools of realist approach concerns power and security 

dilemma in international relations. Yet, these schools of IR theories put forward 

some dissimilar ways to understand Russian-Georgian conflict. It is important to note 

that both perspectives explaining the war have strengths and weaknesses.  

1.1.1. Offensive Realism 

According to offensive realists, the structure of the international system offers 

incentives for expansion and power maximization. Offensive realists argue that states 

always pursue policies to maximize their power, and their goal is to become a 

regional hegemon when they have the opportunity.
2
 According to offensive realists, 

the nature of the international system is anarchic which offers incentives for 

expansion. “The structure of the systems forces states which seek only to be secure 

nonetheless to act aggressively toward each other.”
3
 Offensive realists argue that the 

main motive of the states in their policies is survival because stronger states have 

more chance to survive. As a result they try to improve their relative power in any 

opportunity. And great powers often behave aggressively towards other states for 

more power as Mearsheimer argues “Great powers behave aggressively not because 

they want to or because they possess some inner drive to dominate, but because they 

have to seek more power if they maximize their odds of survival.”
4
 Therefore, 

                                                      
2
 John Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Powers (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001),7. 

3
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4
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according an offensive realist, countries like Russia look for domination over their 

neighbors or even invade their territory to maximize their relative power.  

The 2008 Georgian-Russian war seems to have proven the assumptions of 

offensive realists. Russian studies scholars tend to explain Russian foreign policy 

with offensive realist approach. In fact, there is a reason behind this tendency. 

Russia’s concrete actions in the last two decades in the region caused this way of 

studying its foreign policy. Taking into consideration Kremlin’s close connections 

with the separatist administrations of the autonomous republics in Georgia, and its 

support to Armenia, one of the key actors in Nagorno- Karabakh conflict, many IR 

scholars argue that Russia is following a policy to preserve and improve its 

hegemony and influence in the region.  

Another evidence for realist interpretation of Russian foreign policy is the 

fact that Russia has always been unwilling to withdraw its military units in South 

Caucasia, particularly from Georgia, since the dissolution of the Soviet Union.  It is 

known that Russian military forces in several bases in the region intervened in the 

regional conflicts of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh in many cases, 

which made these conflicts more problematic. This fact supports the view that Russia 

sees the continuation of the status quo for its interests as Baev argues that the 

continuation of insecurity and conflicts in the region is desirable for Russian 

interests.
5
   

According to the core ideas of offensive realists mentioned above, we can 

expect Russia to follow a policy of controlling or taking over Georgia by all means 

available. According to some Georgian politicians Russia is an expansionist state 

pursing to dominate South Caucasia
6
. The motives of Russia in its policy towards 

Georgia could be the following. It could be argued that Russia’s first aim is to 

destroy external actors’ capability to penetrate the Northern Caucasia, which has 

always been a problematic region prone to external manipulation due to its ethnic 

                                                      
5
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6
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composition. It could also be claimed that taking the control of energy transportation 

from the Caspian Sea to Europe by making Georgia insecure as a transit energy 

corridor is another policy pursued by Russia. For this end, either destabilizing or 

overthrowing uncooperative Tbilisi administration is probably a primary goal of 

Russia.   

Despite the facts mentioned above, offensive perspective has some 

deficiencies in explaining the case. To illustrate, one could ask why Russia imposed 

non-use of force agreement concerning the regional conflicts in Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia on Georgia earlier. The reason could not be Russia’s inadequacy to use its 

military force taking the incomparable military capacities of Russia and Georgia into 

consideration. In other words, Russia could have waged war on Georgia earlier 

taking into consideration that it had all the material conditions available. As a result, 

it could be argued that Russia reacted against Georgian aggression only for the 

security and defensive reasons as Russian administration argued to legitimize their 

use of force against Georgia.  

There is another weakness of the offensive explanation. Russia did not 

capture the Georgian capital and overthrow Saakashvili regime during the war 

although it had the power and military capacity. If Russia had pursued a totally 

realist policy, it should have overthrown uncooperative Saakashvili administration to 

guarantee total dominance over Georgia.  

Thirdly, Russia recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia’s independence soon 

after the war. Russia could have annexed these two small pieces of land, but 

abstained from pursuing more expansionist policies. The offensive perspective is 

deficient in fine distinction and a sense of proportion and, it tends to ignore the effect 

of international developments on Russian foreign policy by calling Russia as 

essentially imperialist and anti-Western. 
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1.1.2. Defensive Realism 

Defensive realism offers a more conceivable interpretation of the Russian-

Georgian conflict. Defensive realists argue that the nature of the international system 

encourages states to pursue expansionist policies but only in certain conditions. For 

defensive realists, states’ primary concern is to maintain their position in the system 

rather than increasing their power as they will face balancing responses from their 

rivals. Therefore, too much power is not beneficial for states.
7
 For this reason, states 

try to preserve status quo. Unlike offensive realists, defensive realists focus on 

security and survival to understand state behavior. They assert that states usually use 

more balancing or bandwagoning than war to take action when they face security 

dilemmas. To identify primary motivating variables, defensive realists describe 

misperceptions and predispositions that may prevent an accurate understanding of 

indications stemming from the anarchical international system. 
8
 

 In the light of above mentioned brief summary of defensive realist 

perspective, it could be argued that Russian policies in Caucasia serve its security 

purposes. According to them, despite its use of power, Russia is on defense, not on 

offense. Russia is trying to prevent a bigger war along its borders. According to the 

policy makers in Kremlin, Georgia’s membership in NATO is seen as a potential 

threat to Russia’s security; therefore it must be prevented.  In defensive perspective, 

Russia took action against Western power maximization attempt using Georgia as a 

proxy after the Velvet Revolution in Georgia in 2004.  

In order to understand Russia’s motivations in line with defensive realist 

approach, we can find a great deal of statements made by the country’s officials 

which explain their reaction to Georgia for security objectives
9
. Secondly, the fact 

that Russia did not go as far as to invade all the Georgian territory and overthrow 

Saakashvili supports defensive explanation of the Russian – Georgian war. Russian 

                                                      
7
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officials were aware of the fact that they would face punishment of several forms 

from the international society if they had gone further. Therefore, it could be argued 

that the structure of the current international system does not permit Russia to pursue 

expansionist objectives.   

1.2. Geopolitics  

Geopolitics has become a popular theory in the last few decades. It is 

extensively used in the analyses of the academic circles of political science and 

international relations. Geopolitics offers valuable explanations to understand the 

2008 Russian – Georgian war. In order to comprehend the geopolitical account of 

Russian – Georgian war, we first need to remember what geopolitics entails as a 

theory. The term Geopolitics was first coined by Swedish political scientist Rudolf 

Kjellén in early 20
th

 century.
10

 

Geopolitics basically analyzes the implications of geography of countries for 

their security and foreign policy. It refers generally to the relationship 

between territory and politics on local or international level. The connection between 

security politics and the material conditions of a given territory is the core of the 

geopolitics. A country’s foreign policy and its power are shaped by its geography 

according to geopolitical perspective. However, geopolitics does not only take into 

consideration the geographical features of a region or a country. Halford Mackinder, 

Nicholas Spykman, Alfred Mahan, Friedrich Ratzel and others developed and 

broadened the scope of geopolitics further than simple geographical features as in a 

contemporary definition of geopolitics by Evans and Newnham: “Particularly, it is a 

method of foreign policy analysis, which seeks to understand, explain and predict 

international political behavior primarily in terms of geographical variables. Those 

geographical variables generally refer to: geographic location of the country or 

countries in question, size of the countries involved, climate of the region the 
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countries are in, topography of the region, demography, natural resources and 

technological development.”
11  

 

Geopolitical theory has the key concepts of heartland, rimland and buffer zones 

which denotes strategic zones in the world map. Heartland theory was developed by 

Mackinder who argued that geography is the prime determinant of a country’s 

foreign policy. Mackinder partitioned the world into three areas: heartland, inner 

crescent and outer crescent. In Mackinder’s theory, Heartland, corresponding to 

Eurasia, which includes Caucasus region and most of which is controlled by Russia, 

is the pivotal area of world politics. He argued that the power that controls the 

heartland has all the material conditions to become the global hegemon.  According 

to Mackinder’s theory the power controlling Eurasia rules the heartland, and who 

rules the heartland commands the world island.
12

  

Later Nicholas Spykman suggested an alternative heartland to Mackinder’s 

which he called ‘rimland’ based on Mackinder’s thesis. Rimland refers to Western 

Europe, the Middle East and the Pacific Rim. The common point of Mackinder and 

Spykman’s arguments was that geographical variables are the most important factor 

of being a regional or global hegemon.   

Geopolitics emerged as a predisposed theory during the days of global rivalry in 

early 20
th

 century. Geopolitics used to be more an ideology than an international 

relations theory. The theory of geopolitics was blamed for trying to justify the 

imperialist policies of the Western countries arguing that Western civilization is 

superior to others in terms of its economic, socio-cultural and political systems. 

Expansionism was regarded as an indispensable condition of being a world power.
13

 

Later, it lost its credibility in the post WWII period because of its abuse by the Hitler 

regime’s foreign policy.
14

 The term geopolitics was not as popular as it used to be for 

several decades. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, it became once again popular 
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as a term to refer to a new Great Game in Eurasia.
15

 The term geopolitics is 

frequently employed in academic papers about world politics. Geopolitics is often 

considered an indispensible part of realist theory of international relations.
16

 

Anarchic character of international system as in the realist perspective can alleviate 

or aggravate as a result of geographic features. It is important to note that such 

features are not static today due to fast changes in world politics and scientific 

innovations, especially in the area of telecommunications and military technology. 

Non-material features such as perceptions of the political elites and the intellectuals 

also comprise the strategic importance of regions. Therefore, new geopolitics is not 

simply about raw geographic characteristics of a given region.    

1.2.1. Distinct Geopolitical Features of the Caucasus 

The Caucasus has unique geopolitical conditions due to its geography and 

diverse ethnic composition. The region is divided into two parts as North and South 

Caucasia according to their geographical and ethnical features. There are strong 

economic and socio-cultural relations between two parts of the region despite this 

geographical division.  

The Caucasus has always had high level of conflict potential due to its varied 

ethnic composition. Moreover, it is a region where Christian and Islamic worlds 

confronted each other in several occasions in history. Thus, it can accurately be 

called one of the most problematic and unstable regions of the world. That almost all 

of the regional conflicts started in the post-Soviet period are in this region proves this 

view. Many complicated factors play role in region’s ethnic problems, which makes 

conflict resolution efforts futile. The fact that many ethnic entities live in a very 

proximity to each other in such relatively small areas makes the situation even worse 

in many cases. The ethnic conflicts in the region have deep historical roots which 

makes them very difficult resolve. During the Soviet period, clashes between the 

ethnic groups were prevented either by giving each of them regional autonomies or 
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by authoritarian policies. However, they were just frozen until an indefinite time, 

which turned out to be the collapse of the Soviet Union in early 90s. This historical 

event considerably changed the geopolitics of the Caucasus. 

1.2.2. Geopolitical Significance of the South Caucasus 

The geopolitical significance of the Caucasus region has noticeably increased in 

the last two decades. The region doesn’t have importance for only the regional 

powers neighboring the region, but it also attracts the attention of the great powers, 

namely the USA, EU, and China. However, their geographic features determine their 

policy options towards the region. Due to their proximity to the region, Russia, 

Turkey and Iran seem to have a relative advantage over other actors that are 

interested in the region.  

Caucasus is a geostrategically important place where the interests of many 

powers conflict. Its rich oil and natural gas sources in Azerbaijan and the Caspian 

Sea along with its value as a transit energy route make the region geopolitically very 

important. Despite not having significant energy resources, Georgia is a key country 

in South Caucasus as it serves as way of access to open seas for landlocked Caspian 

region which includes very rich energy resources of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan.  

1.2.2.1 Geopolitical Importance of Caucasus for Russia 

The 2008 Russian – Georgian war showed that South Caucasus is such a 

geostrategical region for Russia that it can resort to military power, taking several 

risks. Russia wouldn’t have been neutral in the south Ossetian – Georgian conflict as 

Georgia is located in such a region which can serve as a geographical lever to control 

Central Asia and the Caucasus. One of the priorities of Russian policy is to maintain 

its presence in this region whether military or political. 

In relation to Mackinder’s heartland theory, geopolitics played an important 

role in Russian history. A brief look at Russian history shows that its geography has 

always had an effect on Russian foreign policy. Because of it remoteness from warm 

seas, Russia pursued a policy of controlling or invading the areas adjacent to its 
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southern borders. Caucasus, due to its strategic location, has always been an 

important region for Russia.  

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, liberal ideas supporting integration with 

the Western world were dominant for a short period during Yeltsin’s presidency. It 

seemed that Russia abandoned geopolitical thinking during this period. However, 

this period did not last long and Russia returned to its traditional policy based on 

geopolitical perspective. Eurasianist outlook, which is significantly influenced by 

geopolitical way of thinking, began to dominate Russian foreign policy starting from 

mid 90s.
17

 According to Eurasianists Russia has to establish an empire controlling 

the heartland in order to survive. Dugin, a prominent political thinker of the last two 

decades in Russia, argues that Russia needs to revive Russian empire in the 

heartland. To achieve this aim controlling Caucasus is crucial and delaying the 

resolution of the conflicts in the region is beneficial to Russian interests.
18

 His 

argument seems to have been accepted by the Russian political elites as Russia has 

always been a major actor in all the conflicts in Caucasus. Therefore, Russia is often 

blamed for its role in the long-lasting conflicts in the region. 

Russia has always been a major actor in the Caucasus region. Until early 1990s, 

Russia ruled both north and south of the region for about three centuries. Russia lost 

control of an important part of this strategically important region when southern 

Caucasian republics Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia gained their independence after 

the disintegration of the Soviet Union. All the same, having controlled the region for 

a very long time, Russia has continued to have influence over the south Caucasian 

countries. Since the disintegration, Russian Federation has constantly acted to ensure 

that it possesses influence on the region. Regional countries’ long years of existence 

as parts of both the Czarist Russia and the Soviet Union gives Russian Federation 

advantage over its rivals. There are still strong ties inherited from the past between 

Russia and the regional countries. For this reason, Russia can be called an insider in 

these states and it can easily exert influence over them. For this reason, Russia is the 
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most important player in the region that can never be ignored both by the regional 

and external states. 

There are several reasons why South Caucasus is geostrategically important to 

Russia. First of all, South Caucasus is adjacent to North Caucasus which is a 

problematic part of Russian Federation. Controlling the southern border of this 

problematic region can make it easier for Russia to control the secessionist 

movements by securing the stability of the border as external support is crucial for 

secessionists in the North Caucasus. To illustrate, Chechen rebels often used Pankisi 

Valley in Georgian territory as a safe haven despite Russian warnings to Georgia.
19

  

Secondly, South Caucasus region has geostrategic value for Russia because 

Turkey, a significant NATO member, is adjacent to the region, which makes it 

strategically important in terms of security concerns. Moreover, Georgia’s aspiration 

and endeavors to become a NATO member is a well known fact. Russian officials 

have made it clear several times that they are against Georgian NATO membership. 

Therefore, it could be argued that South Caucasus is considered a region that needs 

to be controlled by Russia for security reasons.  

Another point is that controlling Georgia means the control of the flow of trade 

of the Caucasus and Central Asia. Moreover, it serves as an important air corridor 

from the United States and Europe to destinations in the Middle East and Asia, 

including Afghanistan.  

The last but not least, Abkhazia, internationally recognized as part of Georgia, 

provides Moscow with an opportunity to expand its sea access after it lost most of its 

coastal border in Black Sea after the Soviet disintegration.   

1.2.2.2 The Caucasus and the Interests of the Other Regional and World Powers  

In current situation, Russia and the US are the leading actors of Caucasian 

geopolitics. Despite its geographic remoteness from the region, the US is active in 

the region due to its geostrategic importance. The South Caucasus is an area of 

strategic interests for the USA. Rich Caspian gas and oil resources and the region’s 

importance as a transit route to Central Asia makes the region valuable for the US. 
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Current American geopolitics in the Caucasus is economically demonstrated, based 

on the Caspian energy resources. Transportation of the rich oil and natural gas in the 

region to the world energy market is a key issue that is in the center of geopolitical 

rivalry between Russia and the USA. To illustrate, the U.S. contributed to 

establishment of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline bypassing Russia which was 

regarded by Russia as an attempt to decrease its geopolitical influence in the region. 

The USA’s close relationship with pro-American Georgian president Saakashvili 

also disturbs Russia. In a nutshell, South Caucasus is one of the important areas in 

the world for the USA to maintain global leadership.     

Another actor in the region is the EU. The EU’s role as the mediator in the 2008 

Russian-Georgian was not only for the sake of humanism and peace. South Caucasus 

is geostrategically important for the EU in order to decrease its dependence on 

Russian energy. A new development which will increase Russian control and 

influence in South Caucasus would augment the European dependence on Russian 

energy.  

Turkey is another actor of the geopolitical game in the region. However, due to 

its limitations, it is not as influential as Russia and the USA in the region. Georgia is 

geostrategically important for Turkey to access Azerbaijan and the Central Asian 

countries which it has close cultural, historical and economic ties with. Turkey has 

managed to build a very close relationship with Georgia in the last decade. On the 

other hand, Turkey has close economic relationships with Russia that it would not 

easily risk losing. Its dependency on Russian natural gas is also another factor that 

limits Turkey in the region.  

To sum up, there is a great geopolitical rivalry among the great powers of the 

world in the region which seems to last for a long time. Moscow seems to have an 

advantage over its rivals in this geopolitical competition. The war in 2008 clearly 

made it obvious that Russia still has significant means of influence in the region even 

two decades after the Soviet disintegration. Russian policies and actions will 

continue to define the future of the South Caucasus.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND OF THE  

SOUTH OSSETIAN – GEORGIAN CONFLICT 

2.1. Introduction 

Historical narratives of the actors play an important role in the formation and 

continuation of the conflicts. Conflicting parties’ mutual perception of each other’s 

identity which evolves over the centuries plays a significant role in the formation, 

continuation and the resolution of conflicts. This chapter looks into the South 

Ossetian – Georgian conflict from a historical outlook. The origins of the South 

Ossetian-Georgian conflict will be explored starting from the early years of the 

Soviet Union and during its dissolution process. The chapter starts with a brief 

summary of the earliest records of the conflict between the two nations in history. 

After that, problems that appeared in the break-up process of the Soviet Union and 

later developments that led to the recent events are presented.  

Another significant part of the chapter is dedicated to the history of the Russian 

– Georgian relations as Russia has been a key actor in this conflict since it started. It 

is often argued that South Ossetian-Georgian relations have been considerably 

influenced by Russian policies towards the region. The first part of this chapter aims 

to give a brief yet a clear picture of the gradual evolution of the hostility between the 

parties of the conflict. The following part is dedicated to evolution of the animosity 

between the two countries in the context of the South Ossetian problem. The third 

part is about the war that took place in August 2008 and the cease fire process. The 

chapter ends with an analysis of the war in terms of international law by presenting 

all actors’ arguments about the legality of their actions and their allegations against 

one another during the war.  
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2.2. The Nature and the Level of the South Ossetian – Georgian Conflict  

The Georgian-South Ossetian conflict is one of the regional conflicts that have 

continued in the Caucasus region since the disintegration of the USSR. South Ossetia 

has existed as a de facto independent entity with the support of Russia since Georgia 

became an independent state in 1990. The roots of the conflict date back to early 20
th

 

century. However, the current character of the conflict was shaped in the late 1980s 

when the USSR was on the brink of dissolution. 

The Georgian-South Ossetian conflict was an intrastate conflict between a state 

and a sub-state – South Ossetia before the direct military intervention of The Russian 

Federation in 2008. Between 1991 and 1992, there was severe violence which 

resulted in over 1,000 civilian and military casualties from both sides. It was a low –

level conflict throughout the 90’s and in the early 2000’s. In 2004, armed conflict 

broke out again between the Georgian and South Ossetian armed forces. The 

violence diminished after the signing of a cease-fire agreement in August 2004. In 

August 2008, violence erupted once again causing many military and civilian 

casualties. It turned into a regional state versus state conflict after Russian 

intervention upon Georgian military campaign over South Ossetian capital 

Tskhinvali. Currently, the conflict remains unsolved at a low threat level. 

2.3. Who are Ossetians? 

Ossetians are an ethnic group that inhabits the both sides of the border between 

Russia and Georgia. Ossetians live in North Ossetia, an autonomous republic in the 

Russian Federation, and in South Ossetia, which is an autonomous region in Georgia. 

They are ethnically and linguistically distinct from Georgians.
20

 Ossets call 

themselves Iron and Ossetia Iriston. The South Ossetians claim that they are 

indigenous people of the region. They are thought to be of Persian origin from 

ancient Persian tribes the Scythians, the Sarmatans and the AIans.
21

 Ossetian 
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language is related to Persian and Pashto. Their previous homeland was the plains in 

south of the River Don. Mongol invasions forced them to move to south by and 

settled along the Georgian border in the second half of the 12th century. They have 

close ethnic kinship with the North Ossetians. However, they have also significant 

ethnic and cultural differences. Religion is not a factor in the South Ossetian – 

Georgian conflict. The majority of the South Ossetians are Eastern Orthodox 

Christians like Georgians. Overwhelming majority of the South Ossetians support the 

secession of the region from Georgia and joining North Ossetia. 

Ossets formed 66 % of the total population in South Ossetia during the Soviet 

era. Georgians were the second largest ethnic group with a percentage of 29%. 

Russians, Armenians and Jews constituted the rest of the population.  Only 40 % of 

the Ossetians in Georgia lived in The Autonomous Region of South Ossetia before 

the armed conflicts started; about 97,000 of the 165,000 Ossetians spread out all over 

Georgia. At present there are about 40,000 Ossetians living in Georgia as most of 

them have migrated to their northern neighbor North Ossetia in the Russian 

Federation.
22

 

2.4.  History of the Georgian – South Ossetian Conflict:                                     

Contrasting Views of History 

The Georgian and Ossetian sides have contrasting historical perception on the 

causes of the conflict between them. According to South Ossetian resources, they 

were not under the Georgian sovereignty when they joined the Russian Empire in 

1774 and Ossetia was not officially divided into north and south.
23

  

While South Ossetians argue that they are indigenous people of the region, 

common Georgian perspective is that Ossetians migrated to the region two or three 

centuries ago, and they inhabited the areas in northern part of the Caucasian 
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Mountains.
24

 Despite the fact that Ossets constitute the majority of the population in 

the region, Georgians rejects to call it South Ossetia and they officially use the names 

Samachablo or Shida Kartli.   

2.4.1. South Ossetian – Georgian Relations in Early Years of the 20th Century  

Georgia declared its independence in 1918 a year after the Bolshevik 

revolution in 1917 taking the advantage of turmoil in Russia. Ossetians refused to be 

a part of Georgian Democratic Republic. They supported the Bolshevik revolution in 

Russia. There were several unsuccessful Ossetian uprisings against the Georgian 

administration from 1918 to 1920.
25

 In 1920, a big Ossetian revolt was crushed 

violently by the People’s Guard of the GDR.
26

 Ossetian historians consider these 

atrocious events as an act of genocide claiming that about five thousand Ossetians 

were massacred by the Georgian forces.
27

 Harsh suppression of the upheavals by the 

GDR laid the foundations of mistrust towards the Tbilisi administration among South 

Ossetians. On the other hand, Georgian view of these events is that the South 

Ossetians betrayed Georgians and this led to the invasion of Georgia by Bolsheviks 

in 1921. A year later, South Ossetia acquired the status of autonomous region which 

only granted cultural and social rights.
28

 Georgians considered this decision as a 

reward to South Ossetians for their support. However, the South Ossetians argued 

that the foundation of this autonomous region was in name only. South Ossetians felt 

that they were socially and economically disadvantaged when compared to Georgian 

majority. South Ossetian argument is supported by historical facts. To illustrate, 

Ossetian geographical names were changed with the Georgian ones. In addition, in 

1938 their alphabet was substituted by the Georgian alphabet and Georgian language 

became the language of instruction in education.
29
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  Despite all these unpleasant events that took place during the Soviet Union, 

there were almost no incidents of ethnic clashes between the two nations up until the 

last few years of the USSR. They had peaceful relations and there were a high rate of 

intermarriages.
30

 A considerable Ossetian population lived in several parts of 

Georgia until end of communist era when the dead conflict between two nations was 

aroused from its ashes.  

2.4.2. The Revival of the Conflict during the Dissolution of Soviet Union   

The old hostilities started to flourish in the last years of the Soviet Union when 

Gorbachev was in power. With Gorbachev’s reform policies there was a certain level 

of democratic atmosphere in the social life. Strict central authority of Moscow started 

to weaken. Issues that were once considered taboo started to be expressed and 

discussed. One of these issues was the rights of the minorities in the Soviet Union. 

Despite being unlawful, some groups organized establishing societies and unions.       

The years of Soviet liberalization in the late 1980s gave rise to Georgian 

national movement. The movement acquired widespread support among Georgians 

in a short time. Zviad Gamsakhurdia was the most prominent figure of this 

movement. The movement’s primary aim was the independence of Georgia. They 

considered themselves freedom fighters fighting the rule of a colonial power. 

Georgia’s independence from 1918 to 1921 was their point of reference and they 

wanted the restitution of 1921 constitution. Their motto was ‘Georgia for Georgians’ 

and the movement started to direct against the minorities seeing them as artificial 

entities formed by Moscow which can be threat to Georgian independence 

movement.
31

 According to Gamsakhurdia’s rhetoric minorities were troublesome 

remnants of the Soviet era, and the privileges granted to them should be curtailed.
32

 

After Georgia’s declaration of independence, Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s coalition 

of national movement won the elections and Gamsakhurdia became the president in 
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1991. Gamsakhurdia’s role in aggravating the South Ossetian conflict cannot be 

ignored. His radical nationalist policies during his office disturbed ethnic minorities 

and alienated them from Georgian rule. His assertive nationalism contributed a lot to 

shape consequent Georgian politics towards to regional conflicts in Georgia up to the 

present. They were treated as second class citizens. Gamsakhurdia even called them 

traitors and evil enemies and said that they would be driven out from Georgia. 
33

  

South Ossetians like other minorities in Georgia were anxious about rising 

Georgian nationalism in the late 80s. As a reaction to Georgian national movement 

South Ossetian nationalist movement began to grow. In 1988, nationalist Ademon 

Nykhas movement was founded. It was not very popular among south Ossetian in the 

beginning. However, as a reaction to growing Georgian nationalism, it developed 

very rapidly. The events that took place in the following times worked in favor of 

Ademon Nykhas.  

Mikhail Gorbachev's reform policies known as glasnost and perestroika 

encouraged South Ossetians to defend their cultural and social rights and self-

governance. In November 1989, local parliament of South Ossetia made an 

application to the Supreme Soviet of Georgia for raising the status of Autonomous 

Region of South Ossetia to an autonomous republic. This demand was turned down 

by the Supreme Soviet of Georgia. Subsequently, South Ossetian regional parliament 

proclaimed state sovereignty on 20 September 1990. 

Gamsakhurdia supporters responded to South Ossetian appeal and declaration 

of independence with anger. Gamsakhurdia blamed Ossets of being ‘unappreciative 

guests’ of Georgia’ and claimed that Ossets are originally from the North Caucasus. 

They organized demonstrations in South Ossetian capital Tskhinvali on 23 

November. Demonstrators denounced South Ossetians as ‘traitors’ and ‘puppets of 

Moscow’. There were confrontations between the Georgian and Ossetian 
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demonstrators, and major clashes were prevented by the Soviet security forces.
34

 

After this demonstration, the first militia group was formed by Ademon Nykas.  

Further measures taken by the Georgian parliament even worsened the 

situation. To illustrate, it adopted a law which made Georgian the only official 

language, which was considered obviously discriminatory by the minorities. Later in 

August 1990, it adopted a law which prohibited regional parties from taking part in 

general elections. South Ossetian regional parliament considered this law a political 

move to exclude Ademon Nykhas from the elections.
35

 Consequently, South Ossetia 

boycotted the elections, and on September 20, 1990, declared its autonomy as a part 

the Soviet Union.  In December 1990, there were elections for the local parliament in 

South Ossetia. However, the Georgian parliament did not recognize the elections and 

as a response, it abolished the autonomy of South Ossetia.
36

 A few weeks days later, 

Georgian government announced a state of emergency for the region and imposed an 

economic blockade that would last about two years. Gas and electricity supplies of 

the region were cut off and civilian population had hard times without heating and 

insufficient food.
37

  

Armed clashes started between South Ossetian paramilitary and the Georgian 

armed forces. In April 1991 additional Soviet troops were deployed in the region to 

stop the armed conflict, but they were not successful in preventing it. In fact, they 

took side with the Ossets. After the disintegration of the USSR, Soviet army left a 

considerable amount of weapons to the South Ossetians, which helped them a great 

deal against the Georgian forces. Two sides fought a violent war committing frequent 

war crimes against the civilian population. The armed conflict reportedly caused the 

deaths of about 4,000 people, and thousands of civilians from both sides had to leave 
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their homes and became refugees.
38

 Combating continued until the cease-fire 

agreement on 24 June 1992. 

In January 1991 Gorbachev issued a decree revoking both the South Ossetian 

regional parliament’s decision to declare independence from Georgia and the 

Georgian Supreme Soviet’s abolition of South Ossetia’s autonomy. 

In March 1991, there was a referendum to vote the preserving the Soviet Union 

in USSR. Gamsakhurdia declared that Georgian citizens would not vote in the 

referendum. Despite Tbilisi’s decision, South Ossetians participated in the 

referendum and voted overwhelmingly in favor of preserving the Soviet Union. In 

the same month of 1991, in an alternative referendum 90% of the Georgians were on 

the side of independence. In January 1992, following the dissolution of the USSR,  a 

new referendum was held in South Ossetia in which over 90% of the voters 

supported secession from Georgia and joining with North Ossetia. On 29 May 1992, 

the South Ossetia declared its independence from Georgia. 
39

 Neither Georgia nor 

Russian Federation recognized the South Ossetian referendum and declaration of 

independence.  

2.4.3. A new Era in Georgia - Eduard Shevardnadze’s Presidency 

In January 1992, a coup d’état took place in Tbilisi and Zviad Gamsakhurdia 

had to leave the office. Eduard Shevardnadze was invited by the coup leaders to take 

over the presidency.  South Ossetia and Georgia signed a ceasefire agreement with 

the participation of representatives of Moscow and North Ossetia on 24 June 1992.
40

 

According to the terms of the agreement a multiparty peacekeeping force including 

Georgian, Ossetian and Russian units was established. The mission of the 

peacekeeping force was to supervise the ceasefire, to observe the pulling out of the 

armed forces, and the disarmament of small irregular armed groups. Russia took on 
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the position of the only guarantor of peace in the conflict and held de facto command 

of the peacekeeping force.  

With the changing regime in Tbilisi, the Georgian approach toward the conflict 

changed and diplomacy gained supremacy. A resolution of the conflict seemed 

possible during Shevardnadze’s period. In mid-1990s the conflict was frozen and 

there were almost no incidents of violence between the parties. There was 

considerable progress in the peace process. In 2000, Russia and Georgia signed a 

treaty on the rehabilitation of the region. South Ossetian - Georgian relations 

gradually improved and a lot of progress was achieved in trust-building.
41

 

To sum up, there was a gradual progress in the resolution of the conflict during 

Shevardnadze’s period (1992-2003).   

2.4.4. The Rose Revolution & The Regime Change in Tbilisi 

The regime change after the Rose Revolution in the fall of 2003 was a turning 

point for the South Ossetian conflict. Mikhail Saakashvili, the main figure of the 

revolution, was elected president getting 92% of the electoral votes. Having gained 

of such an overwhelming public support, Saakashvili took radical steps in solving 

country’s long-lasting problems. One of his priorities was the resolution of the 

regional conflicts in Georgia. After he took office, Saakashvili declared that re-

establishing territorial integrity of the country was his main aim. New government 

departments were formed and a ministry that would solely work on reintegration of 

the separatist regions was established. Saakashvili’s policy was to reunite the country 

by peaceful means. He offered the separatist regions economic incentives, and 

guarantees of the “broadest autonomy”.
42

 

His first target was the Autonomous Republic of Adjara. It did not take long 

for the Saakashvili administration to solve the problem as this conflict did not have 

an ethnic character. It was due to a power struggle between Tbilisi and Aslan 
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Abashidze, the president of the autonomous region. It is interesting to note that 

Russia mediated between the parties and it prevented bloodshed. Having gained 

confidence after the resolution of Adjara, Saakashvili directed his focus on South 

Ossetia.  

Taking into consideration the normalization of interrelations that started in mid 

1990s, the solution of the South Ossetian problem did not seem impossible.  In the 

beginning, using force was not option for the resolution of the conflict for the 

Saakashvili administration. Saakashvili once stated that South Ossetia would be 

gradually reintegrated without any gunshots.
43

 At this time Tbilisi was using new 

tactics to influence Ossets. Georgia’s rhetoric radically changed. The name South 

Ossetia, previously rejected by the Georgian government, started to be used in 

official statements. In addition, television broadcasts in Ossetian language were 

introduced. Saakashvili even saluted Ossets in their language on Georgian 

Independence Day. With such incentives, the Georgian government anticipated that 

the South Ossetians would be reintegrated with Georgia.
44

 

2.4.5. The 2004 Crisis  

The year 2004 was a defining moment for the future of the South Ossetian 

conflict. Saakashvili administration began to increase pressure on de facto 

government of South Ossetia by increasing border controls and carrying out 

extensive anti-smuggling operations in the conflict area.  

In South Ossetia there are certain groups that have no interest in the resolution 

of the conflict. These groups have always tried to impede the resolution of the 

conflict.
45

 Smuggling is the main source of income of the South Ossetians as there 

aren’t any valuable strategic resources in South Ossetia. De facto government of 

South Ossetia, some criminal gangs, corrupt officials and commanders of the 

peacekeeping force benefited from illegal trade of goods between Russia and 
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Georgia.
46

 In May 2004, Georgian government decided to close the Ergneti Market 

which was the center of smuggling in order to deprive separatist South Ossetian 

government off its primary income and to restore Tbilisi’s control in the region. In 

spring 2004, Georgian government carried out anti-smuggling operations Georgia 

with armed units in the area. However, the operation did not bring about the result 

that the Georgian government expected. Even though the operation was aimed at 

smuggling, Ossetians perceived them as a military intervention.
47

 Moreover, it 

caused a series of armed clashes. 
48

  Small scale armed clashes between the parties 

caused casualties from both sides, most of who were civilians. In July 2004, a 

ceasefire mediated by Russia was signed between the parties.  

As a result, the events of 2004 increased the support for the de facto South 

Ossetian government which did not have strong support among the Ossetian society 

at the time.
49

 Mutual relations that had been gradually improving since the ceasefire 

in 1992 between two parties were damaged. Georgian government’s miscalculation 

helped nothing but augment the resistance among the South Ossetians against 

reintegration with Georgia.  

2.4.6. Efforts for Peace after the 2004 Crisis 

After 2004 crisis, there were several attempts of the Georgian administration 

for the resolution of the conflict, none of which produced tangible results due to 

mutual mistrust and lack of political will. To illustrate, in September 2004 

Saakashvili offered a three-phase peace plan.
50

 A month later, Eduard Kokoity, the 

president of South Ossetia, declined the peace plan stating that they are Russian 
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citizens.
51

 The following year Tbilisi declared a roadmap for the settlement of the 

conflict. The plan offered a broader autonomy than that of North Ossetia for South 

Ossetia and representation in the central government.
52

 A similar plan was proposed 

by the central government in a conference held in Batumi in the same year. In 

October 2005, Georgia introduced an action plan to OSCE. As a response to these 

peace plans, in November 2006 South Ossetian administration held a referendum to 

reaffirm their determination for their independence from Georgia. The result was in 

favor of independence with 99% of the votes. Georgian government, OSCE, the USA 

did not recognize this referendum. In March 2007, a further peace plan was 

introduced by Tbilisi. It offered a transitional administration in the region. 

Nonetheless, all these efforts were turned down by the South Ossetian administration 

and no further peace efforts were made since that day forward.  

 In all these attempts Tbilisi tried to internationalize the conflict in order to 

break Russian domination over the conflict but it was not successful in doing so.   

2.4.7. Increasing Russian Intervention in the Conflict (2004-2008) 

In South Ossetian – Georgian conflict, the influential role played by Russia 

marked the period from 2004 to the present day. Russia has always been an active 

player in the South Ossetian conflict with an important role as a mediator in the 

ceasefire and as a peacekeeper. Georgians have been critical of Russian influence 

over their country since they became independent.
53

 Georgian side is convinced that 

Russia has never been an impartial mediator in the South Ossetian conflict.
54

 

Secessionist movements of Abkhazia and South Ossetia would not have succeeded if 

Russian had not aided them militarily. In fact, Georgians mostly see Russia as a 
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provocateur of the regional conflicts in Georgia since the very beginning including 

Tsarist and Soviet periods. On the other hand, South Ossetians have always 

considered Russia a guarantor of their existence.
55

 After the 2004 crisis, a 

considerable change in Russian policy toward the conflict has been observed.  

During this period, Russian role in the conflict increased more than ever. Since 

the beginning of the conflict, South Ossetia had improved close economic and social 

relations with North Ossetia and Russia. Support among south Ossetians for the 

integration with the Russian Federation increased after the 2004 crisis. South 

Ossetian de facto government’s primary goal seems to unite with their ethnic 

brethren North Ossetians and be a part of Russia rather than reintegrate into Georgia. 

The South Ossetian administration rejected all the resolution proposals of the 

Georgian side although they were offered generous concessions. South Ossetia has 

increasingly become politically and economically aligned with Russia, which 

Georgia considers a violation of its sovereignty. Russian became one of the official 

languages, and Russian ruble the valid currency in the region. During this period, 

Russia granted passports to a lot of South Ossetians. Today, 95% of the population 

has Russian passports. In addition, Russia made considerable investment for the 

infrastructure of South Ossetia. To illustrate, in 2006 a natural gas pipeline 

connecting South Ossetia to Russia was laid, which would end its dependence on 

Georgian energy.
56

   

In order to understand the causes of 2008 Russian – Georgian war and foresee 

its future implications for the region, it is essential that we take a look at Russian – 

Georgian relations since the beginning of the South Ossetian conflict. 
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2.5. A Brief History of Georgian – Russian Relations 

2.5.1. Georgian – Russian Relations in Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Era 

The history of close Georgian – Russian relations goes back to the second half 

of the 18th Century when the borders of the Tsarist Russia reached the South 

Caucasus. Georgian Kingdom was threatened by Ottoman and Persian attacks. King 

Erekle II, pleaded Russian Empire for protection.  With the Treaty of Georgievsk 

in1783, Georgia went under Russian protection.  Later in 1801, Georgia was annexed 

by the Russian Empire. Negative sentiments of Georgians against Russians began 

with this event. Russia viewed this annexation as a “humanitarian mission” to protect 

a Christian nation against its Islamic enemies.
57

 Although this period had some 

positive effects and benefits for Georgians, they, on the whole, considered it a threat 

to their nation and a period of russification. Georgian nationalism emerged as a 

reaction to Russian occupation in the second half of the 19
th

 century.
58

  

Russian rule ended in Georgia with the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 

1917. In 1918, Georgia declared its independence as the Democratic Republic of 

Georgia. Then communism was not very popular in Georgia and the elites of this 

new state aimed to establish close relations with the West while keeping relations 

with Russia. However, the new state did not last long and in 1921 Red army invaded 

Georgia, and Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic was founded on 25 February 1921. 

In 1922, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia unified to establish Transcaucasian Soviet 

Federative Socialist Republic. In 1936 this federation was dissolved and Georgia was 

incorporated into the USSR. As mentioned earlier in the previous chapter, Georgians 

blamed South Ossetians for their role helping Bolsheviks to invade Georgia and 

establish a communist regime. This invasion could be interpreted as a second 

incident of humiliation of Georgian national pride after the Tsarist Russia’s invasion. 

During Soviet period, autonomous territorial entities of Abkhazia, Adjara and 

the South Ossetia were created in Georgia. Georgian intellectuals thought these were 

artificial territorial structures that were politically formed by Moscow in order to 
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reduce Georgian authority in its own homeland. Since the Soviet period came to an 

end in 1991, Georgia has had to cope with regional conflicts which were inherited 

from the communist era. All these historical events caused a negative perception of 

Russia in the eyes of Georgians. 

2.5.2. Georgian – Russian Relations in the Post-Soviet Era 

The collapse of the USSR started a new era in Russian – Georgian relations. In 

the early years of the new period (1991-1993) Russia followed a pro-Western foreign 

policy. The West was not “an enemy” anymore and integration with the West was 

the goal of the Russian administration. However, this honeymoon period did not last 

long and the Eurasianist perspective, which is deeply influenced by geopolitics, 

began to direct Russian foreign policy. Russia accepted a foreign policy called “Near 

Abroad” which claimed former Soviet territory, mainly Caucasus and Central Asia, 

as its sphere of interest.
59

 According to this foreign policy, Russia pursued a more 

assertive foreign policy considering itself the rightful successor of the Soviet era. 

Russia has not encountered much difficulty in the implementation of its near abroad 

policy as it has inherited many assets from the Soviet legacy.  

Russian near abroad policy has intensely affected Georgian - Russian relations 

up until present day. With three regional conflicts, Georgia was one of the targets of 

new Russian policy. Georgia has never been willing to accept Russian influence and 

this has caused friction between the two countries.  

During the presidency of Zviad Gamsakhurdia relations between Russia and 

Georgia were at a very low level. Gamsakhurdia, who was a prominent figure of 

Georgian nationalism at the time, had strong anti-Russian attitude which was shared 

by the majority of the Georgian elite. After Eduard Shevardnadze came to power 

relations began to improve in the beginning; however, deteriorated again upon 

Georgia’s West-oriented policies.  

In order to maintain its influence over the post-Soviet newly independent 

countries, Russia created and organization under the name of Commonwealth of 
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Independent States (CIS). Initially Georgia abstained from joining this organization. 

In October 1993, in return for Russian military support to crash an uprising started by 

the former president Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s supporters, Eduard Shevardnadze 

accepted to join CIS and gave consent to Russian military bases in Georgian 

territory. According to Georgian political elites, Russia once again exploited the 

regional conflicts in Georgia for its geopolitical ends.  

Russian military presence in Georgian territory caused problems between the 

two states. Georgia demanded withdrawal of Russian troops from Georgia several 

times the first of which was in 1993.A number of agreements were signed between 

the parties. However, the implementation of the agreements was often postponed by 

Russia. Finally, in 1999 border troops left Georgia and the withdrawal of the other 

Russian troops in several military bases all over Georgia, except for the Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia peacekeeping missions, was completed in 2007.  

Increasing Georgian relations with the West after mid-1990s affected 

Georgian–Russian relations. Construction of Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) and Baku-

Tbilisi-Erzurum natural gas pipelines increased Georgia’s geostrategic importance. 

These alternative pipelines and the future projects obviously challenge Russian 

monopoly over marketing Caspian energy resources to the world markets. Georgia’s 

military relations with the West intensified after late 90s. In 1999, it joined the 

Council of Europe, started relations with NATO. Georgia’s desire to join NATO was 

first expressed during Shevardnadze’s presidency. Close relation of Georgia with the 

USA after 9/ 11 also disturbed Russia. Georgia became an important partner of the 

US in the region especially in the military field. All these developments in its sphere 

of interest upset Russia and deteriorated its relations with Georgia.  

2.5.3. Georgian – Russian Relations during Saakashvili’s Presidency 

The 2004 Rose Revolution brought President Saakashvili to power. Georgian – 

Russian relations worsened gradually after the regime change in Tbilisi. 

Saakashvili’s new rhetoric towards the regional conflicts of Georgia and his pro-

Western policies strained Russian – Georgian relations which had already been bad.  
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In the early days of Saakashvili, there was hope for the improvement of 

relations between the two countries. Russia’s mediation role in preventing the 

bloodshed in 2003 Rose Revolution in Georgia was promising for the restoration of 

the relations. Upon the regime change in Tbilisi, Vladimir Putin stated his optimism 

for improving relations with the imminent Georgian administration.
60

  

In the first year of Saakashvili’s presidency, Russian – Georgian relations 

considerably developed compared to past. Economic relations especially in the 

energy sector increased. Russian eased the issuing of visas to Georgian citizens. The 

most significant sign of the new era was Russian assistance to the resolution of 

Adjara crisis in May 2004. Saakashvili’s one of the first priorities was to restore 

Georgia’s territorial integrity. After he came to power, his first target was the 

Autonomous Republic of Adjara, which had been ruled by Aslan Abashidze rejecting 

the control of the central government since the Soviet break-up. In fact, he was able 

to maintain his authoritarian regime in this tiny but geostrategically important piece 

of land with Russian support. There was a possibility of armed conflict when 

Saakashvili asked Abashidze to leave his position. Russia convinced Abashidze to 

resign and granted him asylum. With this move, Russia both prevented a possible 

bloodshed and increased optimism for the resolution of the other regional conflicts in 

Georgia by peaceful means.  

However, this period of good relations did not last long. There are several 

reasons why the positive atmosphere in mutual relation ended. First of all, despite the 

positive change in Russian policy to win the new administration, Georgia’s Western-

orientated foreign policy continued. The new Georgian administration was 

determined to improve relations with the USA, NATO and the EU.  Georgia became 

one of the highest beneficiaries of American financial and military aid.
61

 Georgia 

contributed to American missions in Afghanistan and Iraq by sending troops.  As a 

result, Russian attitude towards Georgia significantly changed at the end of 2004 
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when Georgia took radical steps to solve South Ossetian conflict.
62

 In South Ossetia, 

Russia did not follow the same constructive policy it had pursued in Adjara crisis.  

Saakashvili made it clear in his many speeches that he wouldn’t accept the 

status quo in South Ossetia. Georgian administration made an important policy 

change and decided to internationalize the conflict by involving the EU and the USA, 

portraying it as a Russian-Georgian one. They wanted international community to 

question the role for Russia as the peacekeeper of the conflict. Consequently, on 18 

July 2004 the Georgian Parliament made a declaration which demanded the 

withdrawal of the Russian peace-keeping mission from the region.
63

 From this date 

forward, friction between the two countries gradually increased, which eventually 

resulted in war in August 2008.  

2.5.3.1. Increasing Friction after 2004 Summer 

Russia renounced its new friendly policy towards Georgia having noticed it 

would not be able to prevent the new Georgian administration from following 

policies that went against Russian interests in the region. Russia decided to play the 

regional conflicts card once again. Russia had long been accused by Georgia for 

manipulating the conflicts for its interests. The events that took place after 2004 

confirm this argument. 

Georgian aggressive operation to restore the central control in South Ossetia in 

2004 summer was the beginning of the new period in Russian – Georgian relations. 

As an immediate reaction to Tbilisi’s operation in South Ossetia, Russia suspended 

talks with Georgia and stopped giving visas to Georgian citizens.  

A series of events deteriorated Russian – Georgian relations even further. Here 

are some of the major ones. Russian backing to the separatist administration of the 

region and its policy of granting passports to South Ossetians increasingly continued. 

Georgians thought Russia was following a two-faced policy: while fighting 
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separatists at home, it was apparently encouraging them in Georgia.
64

 Georgia often 

accused Russia for violating Georgian airspace and carrying out terrorist operations 

including bombings in Georgian territory. In February 2006, Georgian parliament 

adopted a resolution which demanded removal of Russian peacekeeping force in 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia. As a reaction, Russia closed its border to Georgia and 

prevented Georgian exports, which was detrimental to Georgian economy.  

The spy scandal of 2006 was a very important event that seriously damaged the 

hope for the restoration of mutual relations. In September 2006, four Russian citizens 

were accused of spying for Russian intelligence and arrested by Georgian authorities. 

Upon this development, Russia reduced its diplomatic relations with Georgia to a 

minimum level by calling its ambassador from Georgia. Russia retaliated by severing 

all means of transport to Georgia and deporting 119 Georgian citizens from Russia. 

Russian energy cartel Gazprom announced the plan for increasing the price of natural 

gas exported to Georgia in the middle of the winter and threatened to stop the 

delivery of gas if previous Georgian debts were not paid. Upon Russian retaliatory 

actions, Saakashvili accused Russia of blackmailing and being xenophobic.
65

 

Tension in Russian - Georgian relations continued all through 2007. Georgian 

accusations about airspace violations continued. Russian and Georgian presidents 

met in June 2008. In this meeting, Saakashvili reiterated Georgia’s demands for the 

withdrawal of Russian peacekeeping forces and substitution of them with an 

international one. However, Russia and the administrations of break-away regions 

did not accept this demand.  

Russia sent 1500 additional troops to Abkhazia in April 2008, which was 

harshly condemned by Tbilisi. Both South Ossetia and Abkhazia carried on lobbying 

for integration with Russian Federation. However, their demands were not accepted 

by Kremlin as such an action would damage the reliability of Russia as a 

peacekeeper in South Ossetia and Abkhazia.  Yet, president Putin issued a decree 
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starting direct relations with the two separatist regions of Georgia, which was also 

perceived by Georgia as a violation of its territorial rights.  

2.5.3.2. Dawn of the War – The Summer of 2008 

Beginning from the early 2008, violence and provocations started to escalate 

between Georgia and South Ossetia, which finally led to the war in August of 2008. 

In June and July, the frequency of minor armed clashes increased. Cases of assaults 

on civilians and government officials became more frequent. To illustrate, on July 3, 

an Ossetian police chief was killed in a bomb explosion and Dmitri Sanakoyev, who 

is the head of the pro-Georgian government in SO, escaped injury by a roadside 

mine. Armed forces of the both sides often harassed each other with recurring 

gunfire. In early summer, the friction between the parties significantly increased and 

they accused each other of getting prepared for a war. Georgian army attacked 

civilian areas including outer parts of Tskhinvali and several villages supposedly as a 

retaliation to South Ossetian attacks. Georgian operations continued until 

administration of South Ossetia appealed to Russia for protection against Georgian 

aggression. Upon Ossetian appeal, Russia asked both sides to end hostility and 

proposed a new peace plan which was submitted to UN.  

On July 8, 2008, four Russian war planes flew over the disputed region, 

which was harshly condemned by Tbilisi stating that it was an act of aggression and 

violation of its sovereignty.
66

 Russia responded to Georgian statement by explaining 

the reason of the violation as a preventative measure against a possible Georgian 

aggression in South Ossetia.
67

 

In the second half of July, an annual military exercise led by the United States 

Army was carried out near Tbilisi. About 2 000 troops from the USA, Georgia, 

Armenia, Azerbaijan and Ukraine joined the exercise.
68

 After a few days, the Russian 
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army held an extensive military exercise named Kavkaz 2008 along its border with 

Georgia which included its land, naval and air forces. According to official 

statements, about 8000 soldiers attended the exercise.
69

 There is no evidence whether 

this exercise was a response to the one in Georgia; however it could be concluded 

that it was probably a kind of warning to Georgian side in case they resorted to force 

in South Ossetia. 

In early August, the situation in South Ossetia deteriorated due to 

provocations of both sides. Incidents of bombings and minor armed clashes increased 

injuring or claiming lives of dozens of civilians and officials. Increasing Georgian 

military activity in the regional border and the evacuation of the civilian population 

in South Ossetia by the local administration signaled that a major conflict was 

imminent.   

On August 7, just one day prior to the war, representatives of the all parties 

had diplomatic efforts for peace which had no result. In the evening of the same day, 

president Saakashvili made a public statement on television which announced that 

Georgia unilaterally ceased fire and called for peace talks.
70

 However the cease-fire 

only lasted a few hours and claiming that South Ossetians restarted shelling of the 

Georgian villages near Tskhinvali, Georgian army resumed it attacks at around 11 

p.m.
71

 General Kurashvili, the commander of the Georgian troops in South Ossetia, 

stated that the Georgian government had decided to “re-establish constitutional 

order” in the breakaway region in response to the South Ossetian bombardment.
72
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2.5.4. The Five-Day War: August 7th – 12th 2008   

Beginning from the early August, about 10000-12000 Georgian troops and 

heavy weaponry including tanks and missiles had been moved to the certain 

locations near Tskhinvali.
73

 Despite the non-use of force agreement, Georgian forces 

began to open fire at the targets in Tskhinvali at the night of August 7. In the 

following morning, Georgian forces launched a large-scale attack on Tskhinvali and 

took control of most of the city in the beginning of the attack. Georgian 

bombardment and land attacks caused a considerable number of civilian and military 

casualties including ten Russian peacekeepers. Russia responded promptly a few 

hours after the Georgian attacks, and Russian troops crossed the border through the 

Roki Tunnel into South Ossetia.
74

 Georgian forces could not withstand 

comparatively-superior Russian forces and had to declare a unilateral ceasefire
75

 and 

retreated from their positions in South Ossetia to Mskheta which is a small town near 

Tbilisi.     

Russian forces did not stop when they managed to take control in South 

Ossetia and continued its advancement deep into the central Georgia invading several 

villages, towns and city of Gori on August 12. Most Georgian civilian casualties 

were here. Most of the city dwellers had to flee to safer places. South Ossetian 

militias were fighting alongside with the Russian forces. There were some reports of 

serious war crimes committed by these militias.
76

 Meanwhile, several Georgian 

military and strategic targets were being bombarded by Russian air forces throughout 

Georgia including some targets near capital Tbilisi. A second front was opened by 

Abkhaz and Russian forces in Western Georgia. They crossed ceasefire line of 1994 

and several towns including the port of Poti near the Black Sea were occupied and 

many military targets were destroyed by Abkhaz and Russian forces easily without 

facing much resistance.  
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Five-day war had tremendous results for Georgia. The impacts of the war on 

Georgia will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. The following are the 

overall immediate outcomes of the war for Georgia. Most the military targets were 

destroyed during the war. Besides civilian and military casualties, there was a high 

economic cost of the war due to the damaged infrastructure, residential areas, 

industrial sites and roads. In addition, thousands of people became internally 

displaced. The immediate cost of the war is estimated at about 1 billion US dollars 

by the Georgian Government.
77

 This amount may seem insignificant to some; 

however it is relatively high for such a small country’s economy. 

2.5.4.1. Ceasefire  

Russian military campaign lasted five days and ended on 12 August. Russian 

president Medvedev announced that their operation aiming to coerce the “aggressor” 

was successful and that it was over.
78

 The mediation efforts of EU represented by 

former French President Nicolas Sarkozy played an important role in ending the war. 

Sarkozy visited both capitals and the two parties accepted a 6-point peace plan on 

August 12. The agreement included the following terms: ending hostility bilaterally, 

the withdrawal of the fighting units to their pre-war positions, permitting 

humanitarian relief efforts and allowing the return of internally displaced people, and 

pulling out of Russian soldiers from Georgian territory except for the peacekeeping 

unit patrolling along the South Ossetian – Georgian border. The agreement also 

envisaged internationalization of the peacekeeping mission and peace efforts in the 

region. On the same day, right after the signing of the arrangement Russian President 

Medvedev said that he ordered to end the operation. However, Russian and South 

Ossetian forces reportedly continued their advances for some time after the ceasefire 

and invaded some Georgian areas outside the official borders of South Ossetia. On 
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14 August, the agreement was also signed by the Abkhazian and South Ossetian 

leaders, Sergei Bagapsh and Eduard Kokoity.
79

 

Russia withdrew most of its troops from Georgian territory, except for the 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia, very slowly and gradually in the face of calls and 

warnings of the US and the EU. This withdrawal lasted more than three months and 

ended on December 9
th

, 2008 when the last few Russian check points were 

dismantled. Russian compliance with the agreement is questionable. It was reported 

that Russia did not fully observe the terms of the ceasefire agreement.
80

 To illustrate, 

Russia officially announced that additional Russian troops would be deployed in 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia according to bilateral agreements signed with these two 

“independent states”.
81

 Russia also set up air defense systems in both regions, which 

was criticized by France and the UK. On October 9, the Russia publicly announced 

that its last troops left their positions along the borders of South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia.
82

 

 

2.6. August 2008 War from the Perspectives of Both Sides 

Georgia and Russia had contrasting points of view about the war. Both sides 

claimed that their military actions were legitimate according to the international law. 

Their arguments cannot be expected to be objective due to the hostility between 

them. However, this doesn’t mean that they were all unfounded; both parties had 

some reasonable arguments to legitimize their positions. It is essential that they be 

discussed and evaluated impartially.     
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2.6.1. Georgian Perspective of the War 

It is not a matter of discussion that Georgia was the party that initiated the 

war. However, Georgia did not consider its attack on South Ossetian capital 

Tskhinvali which started at the night of August 7, 2008 a war. It was rather seen by 

Georgia government as an internal operation to restore central government’s control 

over its own territory which has been illegally taken away from Georgia by the 

insurgent administration of South Ossetia with the assistance of Russia. In the 

beginning of the operation, General Mamuka Kurashvili, the commanding officer of 

the Georgian troops of peacekeeping forces in the region, openly announced that 

their operation aimed to re-establish ‘constitutional order’ in South Ossetia.
83

 

Although this statement was later rebutted by Tbilisi stating that the operation was in 

fact against Russian occupation, it revealed Georgian administration’s the real 

intention.   

According to the answers given to the international fact finding mission’s 

questions after the war, Georgian government explained their reason for launching a 

full-scale military operation to South Ossetian capital. The operation had a defensive 

nature which aimed at protecting its citizens and peacekeeping personnel in the 

region whose security was threatened by secessionist armed groups and impeding the 

advancement of Russian troops that were passing through the Roki Tunnel inside 

South Ossetia.”
84

 According to this explanation, Georgian operation in South Ossetia 

was a preventative attack that was carried out for security purposes. Nevertheless, the 

Georgian shelling of Tskhinvali with heavy weaponry cannot be presented as a 

preventive operation.  

Georgian administration probably did not anticipate such an immense 

reaction from Russia when they decided to launch the military operation in South 

Ossetia that commenced on August 7, 2008. Upon Russian interference and having 

to withdraw from South Ossetia suffering great loses as a result of it, Georgia 

changed its rhetoric. According to the Georgian side, they were in fact fighting a 
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Russian incursion which had been planned long before August 2008. Georgia 

claimed that Russia positioned considerable amount of troops in South Ossetia and 

trained local rebels and provided them with weapons prior to the war in order to 

occupy Georgian territory. All these allegations were later denied by Russia. In fact, 

several reports, including some of Russian sources, shows that there were military 

preparations and training by the Russian and local secessionist forces before the 

war.
85

 

Georgian president Saakashvili appeared in international media and presented 

Georgian nation as a victim of an imperial power which was invading its small 

neighbor. Saakashvili even argued that Georgia was being punished by Russia 

because it was defending Western values in the region. He argued that the war is 

about the future of freedom in Europe, and it would mark the end of Western 

influence on any of the former Soviet republics.
86

  Saakashvili explained the reasons 

for Russian military operation in Georgia in a classical geopolitical framework. 

According to him Russia was pursuing the following goals: taking over the natural 

resources; terrorization; and overthrowing Georgian government. Europe’s 

dependence on Russian energy encouraged Moscow to show aggression to Georgia: 

Saakashvili finally remarks: “They need control of energy routes. They need sea 

ports. They need transportation infrastructure. And primarily, they want to get rid of 

us”.
87

  

To sum up, Georgian side asserted that their military actions were against the 

Russian incursion that took place in its own territory and that they had to carry out 

the operation in order to protect its citizens who were under attack by the Ossetian 

militias; therefore, their use of force was essential and legal under international law 

as Georgia used its right to self-defense. 
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2.6.2. Russian Arguments for Intervention and the Legality of the War 

Russia refers to the five-day war as peace enforcement operation, whereas 

Georgian side depicts it as an invasion of their country by its big neighbor. Russia 

used the argument of humanitarian intervention. Regarding this issue, On August 8, 

2008 Russian President Medvedev stated that traditionally Russia had been, and 

would continue to be a protector of the Caucasian peoples.
88

 Russian side justified its 

military intervention in Georgia by the intention to stop an allegedly ongoing 

genocide of the Ossetian population by the Georgian forces as well as to protect 

Russian citizens residing in South Ossetia and the Russian peacekeeping force, 

deployed in South Ossetia in accordance with the Sochi Agreement of 1992. In this 

regard, the Russian side claimed that in the morning of 8 August 2008 two Russian 

peacekeepers were killed and five were wounded by the Georgian attacks on the 

peacekeepers’ premises in Tskhinvali, which gave the right to the Russian leadership 

to take the decision of the movement of Russian troops into South Ossetia.  Georgian 

side denied attacking Russian peacekeepers deliberately, arguing that their troops 

entering Tskhinvali were fired at from the Russian peacekeepers` compounds and 

that they had to respond.
89

 Even if Russian claims were true, the task of the Russian 

military force in the region was confined to monitor the ceasefire not enforce 

peace.
90

 Georgian attack to Russian peacekeeping force gave them the right to self-

defense; however, the response far exceeded the limits of self-defense.  

As far as the Russian accusations of genocide are concerned, they became less 

frequent in later months as the casualties among the Ossetian civilian population 

turned out to be much lower than it was initially claimed. Russian officials stated at 

the outset of the conflict that about 2 000 civilians had been killed in South Ossetia 

by the Georgian forces and eventually the figure of overall South Ossetian civilian 

loses in the course of the August 2008 conflict was reduced to 133 according to the 

                                                      
88

 Nichol, “Russia-Georgia Conflict in South Ossetia: Context and Implications for U.S. Interests,” 5. 
89

 “Report of IIFFMCG”, Vol.I, 21.  
90

 Roy Allison, “Russia Resurgent? Moscow’s campaign to coerce Georgia to peace”, International 

Affairs, 86: 6, 1145-1171 (2008):1152. 



44 

 

report by Thomas Hammarberg, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human 

Rights, which was also confirmed by the Russian authorities.
91

  

The legitimacy of use of force in the cases of humanitarian intervention, the 

protection of nationals abroad
92

 and security of peacekeepers is a contentious issue in 

international relations. Kremlin did not directly and officially state that they 

intervened due to humanitarian reasons. However, they accused Georgia of 

committing genocide against ethnic South Ossetians. As for the legality of 

humanitarian intervention, no state can take a unilaterally decision to have a military 

operation in another sovereign state’s territory according to international and 

customary laws. Furthermore, war is no longer accepted as an instrument in 

international relations to settle disputes among states. According to the article 2(4) of 

UN Charter, which states: 

“All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat or 

use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any 

state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the United 

Nations”.
93

 

Use of force against a sovereign state and occupying its territory is strictly forbidden 

by international law. This is one of the key principles of international law. Use of 

force is permitted in a few exceptions such as self-defense and authorization of the 

Security Council, according to UN Charter Article 51
94

 and the invitation of the state 

which is a victim of an attack. According to this prohibition of use of force, taking 

into consideration its extent and size, Russian military actions constitute a serious 

violation of this rule. Moreover, neither was Russian military operation authorized by 

the UN Security Council, nor did Georgia attack Russia, which would not give 

Russia a right to self-defense. Therefore, Russian incursion was not lawful under 

international law. 
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2.7.  Reports on the Violations of International Law and          

Human Rights during the War 

After the war, European Union set an independent international fact-finding 

mission to investigate the war. The mission group carried out its task conducting 

researches in the areas of conflict, and it carried out talks with all parties of the 

conflict. They made use of the reports of other NGOs or international organizations 

such OSCE and Human Rights Watch (HRW).
95

 

The report holds all parties responsible for the break-up of the war. The report 

acknowledges that Georgian side initiated the war with its attack to Tskhinvali. 

However, it came to a conclusion that Georgia was provoked to carry out a military 

operation by the South Ossetian and Russian sides.  

The fact-finding mission also concluded that all conflicting parties breached 

several rules of international law during the war. Here are some of the findings of the 

commission: 

As for the Georgian attack on Tskhinvali, which was claimed to have been 

carried out in order to protect Georgian officials and citizens in the region from 

South Ossetian militia attacks; the commission came to a decision that it was not 

proportionate as international law requires a state to use proportionate force when 

exercising its right to self-defense. Thus, Georgia had a right to self-defense against 

South Ossetian forces, but it is hardly consider Georgian response proportionate.  

According to the report, there was considerable amount of Russian force in the 

conflict region before the war, which was a violation of Sochi Agreement 1992, the 

peacekeeping treaty. Nevertheless, this Russian breach of the agreement did not 

justify the Georgian attack on the Russian peacekeeping forces; it was contrary to 

international law. As a result, Russian immediate response to Georgian attack was 

justifiable under international law. However, the report also stated that there wasn’t 

enough evidence about whether there was a deliberate Georgian attack on the 

Russian peacekeeping force or no. (The Georgian side denied an intentional attack.) 
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The report described the Russian military actions out of the conflict zone of 

South Ossetia as invasion. Russian attacks to Georgian military bases and civil 

infrastructure and the invasion of several towns around South Ossetia were regarded 

as exceeding the limits of defense. In addition, although there was no Georgian 

military attack in Abkhazia, a second front was opened by the Abkhaz forces with 

the help of Russian forces on the border of Abkhazia and Georgia during the war in 

order to capture some areas controlled by the Georgian army. This was also found 

illegal according to the international law by the commission. 

The commission also revealed some incidents of ethnic cleansing of Georgians 

which were mainly carried out by South Ossetian militia. 

Human Rights Watch was another NGO that released reports on the 2008 war. 

According HRW, all parties of the conflict committed severe war crimes causing 

civilian casualties and displacement of thousands of local residents. HRW reported 

that both Russian and Georgian armies used heavy weaponry during the war without 

discriminating civilians and; as a result caused many civilian casualties.
96

 The report 

also blamed South Ossetian forces for committing war crimes such as raiding and 

arson on attacks Georgians’ residential areas to make them flee, and for raping and 

kidnappings of Georgians. The report stated that displaced people were not allowed 

to return their homes.
97

 Eduard Kokoity, the president of South Ossetia told 

Kommersant, Russian news agency, that they almost demolished everything and they 

would not allow Georgian refugees to come back.
98

 Lastly, HRW report claimed that 

both sides used banned cluster bombs which caused civilian deaths. 

Another organization that reported on the conflict of 2008 was Amnesty 

International. The report hold both sides responsible for violating international law. 

According to the report mostly civilians rather than military people suffered because 

of the war. The Amnesty International stated that Russian and Ossetian authorities 
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reported high number of civilian casualties to justify a military operation on 

Georgia.
99

 Both countries appealed to international courts regarding their accusations 

to each other. The legal process is still going on as of 2013.  
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CHAPTER 3 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE WAR FOR SOUTH CAUCASIA 

3.1. Introduction 

The 2008 war did not only have significant effects on the security of the 

South Caucasian countries, primarily Georgia, it has also had implications for the 

policies of the EU and the US towards the region. In fact, it is evident that the war 

and subsequent Russian recognition of the independence of South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia marked a turning point in post-cold war Eurasian politics. The war is likely 

to produce new sources of conflict and instability in the Caucasus. The war of 2008 

raised the question whether Russia has turned back to the old days of cold war when 

it used to confront the West. With the war of 2008, Russia unequivocally challenged 

the Western assertiveness in South Caucasus, which it considers its sphere of 

influence. This puts the gains made by the West since the collapse of the Soviets, 

regarding its relations with Russia and post-Soviet states in Eurasia, in jeopardy.  

The war was also a demonstration of the limitations of the other actors 

involved in the Caucasian politics, namely the US, the EU and Turkey, due to their 

geostrategic disadvantages against Russia. Russia and the West have contrasting 

interests and therefore different agendas for the region. This fact will not only have 

an impact on the near future of the regional countries, particularly Georgia, but it will 

also shape their future for many decades to come.   

3.2. Implications of the War for Georgia 

It is an undeniable fact that Georgia was the country to have been affected 

most by the war in the region. Georgians’ great expectations for the resolution of the 

regional conflicts that it has been struggling with since the early days of its 

independence now seem to have dwindled to nothing. The hopes about restoring the 

territory integrity of the country are somewhat dashed for Georgia. Georgia has now 

a more vital problem than losing its two autonomous regions, which is the fact that 

the existence of Georgia as an independent and democratic state is in jeopardy. After 
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the velvet revolution in 2003, Georgia was supported and presented by the US and 

the EU as a model country for the wider region. Its swift political and economic 

development with Western aid increased the hopes for weakening the Russian 

influence in the region. Nonetheless, it seems that this Western project failed as a 

result of the 2008 war. Contrary to its prospects before August 7, 2008, Georgia 

suffered great losses due to the war. Georgia was the primary loser of the war for 

several reasons discussed below.   

3.2.1. The Issue of Restoration of Georgian Territorial Integrity  

The regional conflicts of Abkhazia and South Ossetia were state vs. sub-state 

conflicts before the war. Today, they are virtually transformed into a Russian - 

Georgian conflict. Russian control over the two regions is more effective than it was 

before the war. The fact that Russia recognized the two separatist regions of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia soon after the war will obviously render the Georgian 

goal to re-control the two regions impossible, at least in the short run.  

Russia would have annexed these two tiny regions into its territory; however, 

it did not do so because Russian policy makers probably envisaged reactions and 

punishment from international community in various forms, mainly political and 

economic. This could be explained by the defensive realist perspective which asserts 

that international system encourages states to pursue expansionist policies only in 

certain conditions and that states’ primary concern is to maintain their positions in 

the system rather than increasing their power as they will face balancing responses 

from their rivals.
100

 Therefore, it is highly improbable that Russia will retreat from its 

decision of recognizing Abkhazia and South Ossetia as it gained several 

geostrategical assets by this recognition. This means that Georgia’s objective to 

restore its territorial integrity has been postponed to an indefinite time or has even 

become unattainable.  

Moscow, with this recognition, changed its former policy concerning the 

regional conflicts in Georgia. Before the outbreak of the war, Russia respected and 

recognized the territorial integrity of Georgia. Even though Kremlin did not share 
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common viewpoint with Georgia regarding the resolution of the conflict, Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia were referred to as parts of Georgia by Kremlin.  

On the other hand, Russian recognition of the independence of the two tiny 

regions, which are parts of Georgia according to international law, was not 

welcomed and accepted by the international community. Only Nicaragua, Venezuela, 

Nauru and Tuvalu recognized the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The 

US, the EU and many other countries criticized and condemned Russia for not 

respecting the territorial integrity of Georgia.
101

 Furthermore, in spite of its 

influential role in Commonwealth of Independent States and the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization, none of the member countries has so far recognized the 

independence of the two regions.
102

 

Russia did not only recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia, but it also 

deployed additional troops in the two regions according to the terms of the alliance 

and cooperation agreements signed between the parties. Russia has now become the 

protector of the two regions against external attacks, namely those of Georgia. 

According to the terms of the agreement, Russia has been entitled to set up military 

bases in both regions. Russia has 7600 troops in the conflict areas of Georgia, which 

is twice as many as the figure before 2008 war.
103

 In fact, Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia have no chance of surviving as independent states without Russian support. 

Even though they are de jure independent states according to Russia, they are in 

practice parts of Russian Federation, which is an overarching barrier for Georgia in 

the way of the resolution of the conflict.  

Furthermore, Tbilisi lost additional areas in the two conflict regions as a 

result of the war. These areas were mostly populated by Georgians; they had to flee 
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their homes and thus became IDPs. As a result, Georgia’s competence as an efficient 

state can be questioned as it could not provide security to its nationals and maintain 

control all over its territory. This could be a source of instability and political chaos 

for Georgia. Considering the complexity of the problem that deteriorated by the war, 

it is certain that Georgia is not able deal with it without international support.  

3.2.2. Destroyed Dialogue between the Parties of the Conflict 

Another reason why the restoration of its territorial integrity is now almost an 

unattainable goal for Georgia is the fact that the war further deteriorated the 

relationship between Georgians and the local population in the conflict regions. Prior 

to the war, despite minor armed clashes, there was a direct channel of 

communication between the sides. The war destroyed the dialogue and the restitution 

of the direct talks is not likely.  

The Georgian attack on August 7
th

, 2008 that shelled the South Ossetian 

capital Tskhinvali in an indiscriminative manner leading to hundreds of civilian 

casualties as a result of this attack was a factor that contributed to the detestation of 

Georgian rule over the region among South Ossetians. This large-scale military 

operation resulted in nothing than increasing mistrust for Georgians among 

Ossetians. As a result of Saakashvili administration’s military attitude toward the 

South Ossetian conflict, local population of the region is convinced that continuing to 

live under Georgian rule would put their safety at risk.  

One of the Russian arguments for legitimizing its intervention in the conflict 

was the accusation of Georgia of committing genocide against the ethnic South 

Ossetians. This allegation was later refuted by the fact-finding mission which found 

out that it had been used for propaganda purposes by Russia.
104

 Such charges played 

an important role in deepening the enmity between the parties of the conflict. 

Even though Russia recognized the independence of South Ossetia, uniting 

with their ethnic brethren in North Ossetia under Russian Federation is more 

preferable for South Ossetians. Right after the war, Eduard Kokoity, the president of 
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South Ossetia, stated that they aimed merger with North Ossetia within the Russian 

Federation.
105

 In fact, this option seems more rational than independence as South 

Ossetia possesses inadequate assets to continue its existence as a sovereign state. In 

fact, taking into consideration the fact that more than 90% of the locals have been 

granted Russian passports by Moscow, combined with the presence of a significant 

number of Russian troops in the region, it could be argued that South Ossetia has 

already become a de facto member of the Russian Federation.  

Abkhazia, another secessionist region of Georgia, was recognized as an 

independent state by Russia soon after the war. Abkhazian militia forces fought 

along with Russian and South Ossetian forces and opened a second front during the 

war, although there was no Georgian military operation aimed at Abkhazia. In the 

five-day war, Abkhazian forces managed to capture some areas which were 

previously controlled by the Georgian forces. Unlike South Ossetians, Abkhaz 

people have strong determination for independence. On 25 August 2008, the day 

before Russian Federation recognized Abkhazia’s independence, Abkhazian 

president Sergei Bagapsh spoke at the Russian Federation Council and stated: “It is 

hard to say what decision Russia's political leaders will make on our republics, but I 

can say for certain that Abkhazia and South Ossetia will never be part of Georgia.”
106

 

All these considered, restoring the dialogue between the parties for the 

resolution of the conflict in the form of reintegration of these regions into Georgia 

does not seem viable. Georgian administration’s mismanagement of the conflict and 

the miscalculations about the results of their military operation resulted in a total 

failure. 
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3.2.3. Destroyed Hopes of Georgia’s NATO Membership  

The 2008 war had also implications for the Georgian NATO membership 

plans. Since the beginning of independence, Georgia followed the policy of 

becoming a part of Europe and accordingly of joining its unions and institutions 

whether political, economic or military. A noticeable sign of this ambition can be 

seen in front of the Georgian Parliament: the flag of the Council of Europe 

accompanies the Georgian flag. One of the top priorities of this policy is NATO 

membership which is considered a guarantee of security against Russian threat and 

an effective way of restoring Georgian territorial integrity by Tbilisi.  

Georgia and NATO relations officially started in 1994 when Georgia joined 

the NATO Partnership for Peace. In 1996, Georgia proposed its first membership 

plan, and in 1997 Georgian Parliament ratified the Status of Forces Agreement about 

the deployment of NATO forces in Georgia. In 1998, Georgia appointed a 

representative to NATO Headquarters in Brussels. Georgian army joined the first 

joint military exercise with NATO in 2001 which was held in Poti, Georgia.
107 

Tbilisi 

intensified its relations with NATO to the extent of pursuing full membership after 

Saakashvili came to power as a result of peaceful revolution in 2003.  

Georgia was very close to being a NATO member before the 2008 war. 77% of 

the Georgian citizens voted in favor of Georgia’s joining NATO in a referendum 

held in January 5, 2008.
108

 The results revealed strong support for NATO 

membership among Georgian public. At the Bucharest NATO summit, which was 

held a few months before the war, Georgia was given assurance for NATO 

membership on the condition that it met the requirements for membership.
109

 

However, some of the NATO members, led by Germany and France, were against 
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Georgia’s membership since they were worried about irritating Russia.
110

 They 

thought accepting a country with unresolved regional conflicts would be problematic. 

Thus, despite the US support, Georgia did not receive a positive response for 

membership in the near future.  In fact, the US was not so persistent about Georgian 

membership even though it made promises to Georgia, which caused frustration in 

Tbilisi.
111

 

3.2.3.1. Russia’s Opposition against NATO Enlargement 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, former members of the union and 

the states that were once members of the Warsaw Pact began to have close relations 

with the Western organizations and unions, particularly NATO and the EU. NATO 

enlargement was particularly disturbing for Kremlin. It was considered a security 

threat from Russian perspective. Georgian aspiration for NATO membership 

obviously disturbed Moscow since Georgia as a NATO member in such a 

geostrategically important region along its borders would have negative impact on 

Russian influence on the Caucasus. Russia openly declared its opposition when 

Georgia was given the promise of membership at the 2008 Bucharest NATO 

Summit. As a reaction to the promise given to Georgia, a few days after the summit, 

Yuri Baluyevsky, the General-in-Chief of Russian army, stated that “Russia will take 

steps aimed at ensuring its interests along its borders. These will not only be military 

steps, but also steps of a different nature.”
112

 In fact, Russian leadership has been too 

often declaring worries about Georgia – NATO rapprochement. To illustrate Putin 

once stated “The expansion of NATO infrastructure towards our borders is causing 

us concern.”
113

  Likewise, Medvedev declared that Russia would prevent Georgian 
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membership to NATO at all costs.
114

 The fact that Russia has not been able to 

prevent NATO’s expansion which reached its borders increases Kremlin’s opposition 

to Georgian membership. Many of the former socialist states such Latvia, Estonia, 

Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania and Poland became members to NATO, and 

Russian western borders now neighbor NATO. 

Caucasus, as mentioned earlier, has a significant geostrategic value for 

Russia. Georgia’s acceptance to NATO would mean losing another front for Russia 

against NATO considering the fact that Moscow was not able prevent NATO 

enlargement in Eastern Europe. Therefore, Russia views Georgia as a revisionist 

state that can disturb the balance in the region, which Russia views in its ‘sphere of 

influence’ due to its Eurasianist foreign policy. Georgia as a model country 

developing swiftly under Western security guarantees and support in the post-Soviet 

arena is likely to shatter Russian authority and influence. Prevalent realist thinking in 

Kremlin based on geopolitical assumptions obliges Russian leadership to pursue 

realist policies in Russia’s relations with the West. Defensive realism gives a credible 

explanation of Russian policy in the Caucasus against NATO expansion. According 

to this theory, Kremlin feels its security being threatened by NATO. Therefore, in 

2008 Russia was defending itself against a potential attempt of Western expansion 

which would not be in favor Russian security and interests.  

The 2008 war was a Russian demonstration of challenge against the European 

security structure that had been built since the early 1990s. Russia confirmed that it 

will not allow further expansion of NATO along its borders. Russian use of hard 

power against Georgia was not a warning only to Georgia, but also to Ukraine, 

another candidate country, NATO, and the US.  
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3.2.4. A Brief Overview of Impact of the War on Georgian Economy 

The war also caused considerable damage to Georgian economy. A 

significant amount of military equipment was destroyed during the war. Georgian 

Defense Ministry reported that Georgia’s material losses are worth $250 million.
115

 

This officially announced figure was probably higher as it must have been 

deliberately reduced for political reasons. In addition to military losses, the non-

military infrastructure of the country, including the energy, water and transportation 

utilities, was given substantial harm by the Russian forces. Rebuilding the army and 

repairing the damaged infrastructure have certainly had and will continue to have a 

negative effect on the economy, which is already beset by many problems.  

Secondly, several thousands of Georgian nationals had to flee their homes 

because of the war. According to the Georgian government figures, there are 268,415 

internally displaced persons (IDP) in Georgia, about 10.000 of whom have become 

IDPs as a result of the war in 2008 (dated December 2012).
116

 Most of them cannot 

return to their homes although it has been a long time since the war ended, as South 

Ossetian authorities do not allow them to return. In fact, even if they were allowed, 

they wouldn’t be able to, because their properties were looted and destroyed by the 

South Ossetian militia or expropriated by the regional government. The financial cost 

of IDPs is an extra burden for the country’s budget. Social problems related to this 

issue are also another possible source of instability for the country.  

Finally, the attraction of the country for foreign investors undoubtedly 

diminished, which further contributed to the previously mentioned economic 

problems. The war with Russia had a negative effect on Georgia’s Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI). A year before the war, the country had its all-highest foreign 

investment in its history with 69.3% yearly growth.
117

 This trend continued in the 
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first half of 2008. However, FDI inflow has had a mostly declining character since 

the 2008 war.  

3.2.4.1. The Effect of the War on Georgia’s Economic Relations                                       

with its Neighbors 

One effect of the 2008 war is that Georgia has become closer to its neighbors, 

especially with Turkey and Azerbaijan. This rapprochement was mainly observed in 

economic fields. Georgian government has been looking for ways to improve its 

economic relations with its neighbors in order to recover the losses from the war and 

from the Russian trade embargo on Georgian products.  

3.2.4.1.2. Georgia – Turkey Economic Relations after the War  

The significance of Turkish partnership has considerably increased for 

Georgia after 2008 crisis. Turkish – Georgian relations have been always goods since 

Georgia gained its independence. Relations considerably improved after AK Party 

government in Turkey and Saakashvili in Georgia came to power. Interruption of 

economic relations with Russia as a result of the South Ossetian conflict after 2006 

accelerated the trade volume with Turkey, and Turkey has replaced Russia’s number 

one position in Georgian market. Turkey is also the second biggest investor in 

Georgia after the USA.
118

 Bilateral trade volume between the two countries has 

reached to 1.4 billion $ as of 2013.
119

  There is interdependence between Turkey and 

Georgia. Turkey is aware of the necessity for stability in the region in order to 

maintain its economic and political relations. Another fact that makes the region 

geostrategically important to Turkey is the BTC and BTE (Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum) 

pipelines. Both Turkey and Georgia have mutual interest in the construction of 

additional projected pipelines. In addition, Turkey needs Georgia as a transit route in 

order to improve its commercial relations with Azerbaijan and Central Asia. 

However, continuation of these relations depends on the security of Georgia. 
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Therefore, for Georgia, having close relations with Turkey is of high importance not 

only for economic but also for political and security reasons. This has indeed become 

more evident after the 2008 war. 

3.2.4.1.3. Georgia – Azerbaijan Economic Relations 

Georgian – Azerbaijani economic relations also boosted after 2008. Georgian 

government made natural gas agreements with Azerbaijan to liberate the country 

from dependence on Russian gas. According to this deal, Georgia will supply over 

80% of its natural gas need from Azerbaijan. In addition, the volume of trade 

between the countries considerably increased after 2008. Azerbaijan is now the 

second biggest trade partner of Georgia.
120

 

3.2.4.1.4. Georgia – Armenia Economic Relations 

Armenia ranks the lowest among Georgian neighbors in term of economic 

relations. In fact, Armenia, as a close ally of Russia in the region, needs Georgia as a 

transit route to reach Black Sea coast. Despite Armenia’s pro-Russian stance, 

Georgian – Armenian relations were not badly affected as a result of the war since 

Yerevan followed a careful policy not to irritate Tbilisi during the 2008 crisis. After a 

brief interruption, the trade between the countries resumed and continued as usual. 

There has not been much growth in the trade volume between the two countries since 

2008 compared to the period before the war.
121

 The only significant development 

after the war is the protocol that was signed between Georgian and Armenian 

governments on the construction of a highway connecting Yerevan to Batumi which 

will facilitate the trade between the countries.
122

 It was surprising that Moscow did 

not oppose recent Armenian-Georgian agreements.  Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 

Lavrov said during a visit to Yerevan: “I hope that these agreements will prevent a 
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repetition of the situation during the Caucasian crisis that resulted in artificial 

obstacles on Georgian territory to the traffic of goods to Armenia; I think these 

agreements will contribute to the economic development of our ally (Armenia).”
123

 

In conclusion, the war compelled Georgia to improve its relations with its 

neighbors in order to avoid Russian efforts to damage Georgian economy. Turkey 

and Azerbaijan have become beneficiaries of this new reality 

3.3. Georgian - Russian Relations after the 2008 War 

Fifteen new independent states joined the international society after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. These new states have struggled with many difficulties 

which were both inherited from the communist era and the outcome of those troubles 

of the transitional period. In this new period, ruling elites of the Soviet period 

continued their positions in administration in almost all of these countries. However, 

due to several reasons such as corruption, ethnic conflicts, inexperience of the ruling 

elites about the new political conditions and inadequate economic resources, they 

failed to present good management, and this caused widespread discontent among 

the populations of the very nations. Beginning from the early 2000s, opposition 

movements began to flourish and “color revolutions “started to change the political 

environment in some of the post-Soviet countries, such as Ukraine, Georgia, and 

Kyrgyzstan. Western-supported leaders replaced the pro-Russian ones. Kremlin 

never welcomed the “color revolutions” as it views this development as a threat to its 

hegemony in its sphere of influence.
124

 

Georgia was the first country to go through such revolutions. It later inspired 

the revolutions in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan. After 2003 parliamentary elections in 

Georgia, opposition parties did not recognize the election results claiming that there 

had been considerable amount of electoral fraud. Accordingly, extensive 

demonstrations were held, which resulted in the fall of Eduard Shevardnadze. 
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Mikhail Saakashvili, who was openly supported by the US, was the key figure of the 

so-called Rose Revolution and was elected the president soon after the revolution. 

Since the early days of his office, Russian – Georgian relations that were already 

problematic deteriorated day by day which eventually led to a war. 

Russian motive in intervening in the South Ossetian-Georgian conflict was not 

confined to the reasons that Russia declared such as protecting its nationals and 

stopping “genocide”, but it had geostrategic goals that went far beyond that. Russian 

leadership’s statements prove that they aimed at punishing pro-American Georgian 

administration and even removing it from power. By punishing Georgia, Russia 

wanted to prove Russia’s status as a potential global power.
125

 

3.3.1. Frozen Georgian – Russian Relations 

The war produced a new reality in the Russian – Georgian relations, which 

forced Georgia to revise its stance against Russia and its policies regarding its 

regional conflicts. The two countries are now formally adversaries and there is no 

direct diplomatic relations between them. Kremlin explicitly declared that on no 

account would they ever have talks with Saakashvili administration. Russian Foreign 

Minister Sergey Lavrov stated that “they will not negotiate with Saakashvili as he is 

a US project.”
126

 However, Russian leadership stated that they do not have problems 

with the Georgians and they are ready to deepen relations, but not with Saakashvili 

regime. At a press conference after meeting South Korean foreign minister, Lavrov 

stated “We do not associate the Georgian people with this character (Saakashvili) 

and are ready to develop business, pragmatic and mutually beneficial ties in different 

fields with Georgians but not with Mikhail Saakashvili,” and he added “Saakashvili 

is Georgia’s anomaly.”
 127

 These statements obviously indicate that Kremlin desires a 

regime change in Georgia, and thus cause suspicions that Russia could be taking 

measures to make this take place. As a result of this approach, there was not even the 
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slightest hope for rapprochement between the two countries until a government 

change occurs in Tbilisi.  

3.3.2. New Government and Attempts of Reconciliation 

The result of the 2012 Parliamentary Elections in Georgia changed this 

atmosphere. Saakashvili’s party lost the majority in the parliament and Georgian 

Dream Coalition led by Bidzina Ivanishvili won the elections gaining 54.3% of the 

electoral votes.
128

 Ivanishvili formed the new government and became the prime 

minister. He is the richest person in Georgia. According to Forbes magazine's list of 

the world's billionaires, Ivanishvili’s fortune is worth 5.3 billion US dollars as of 

March 2013.
129

 The fact that Ivanishvili is a billionaire who made his fortune in 

Russia raised questions about him.
130

 He was a Russian citizen before 2011. He 

resigned his Russian citizenship just before he entered politics. During his campaign 

he declared that he sold most of his assets in Russia.
131

 Owing to his past life as a 

businessman in Russia, Ivanishvili came to be known as a pro-Russian leader.
132

 His 

opponents often highlight his reliance on Russian leadership, which he needs to 

maintain to do business in Russia. However, this image could be an advantage for 

him to help normalize relations with Russia. In fact, Ivanishvili did not conceal his 

objective to repair Georgia’s relations with Russia during his campaign. 

Saakashvili’s approach to Russia could not be sustainable, as it promised no 

improvements. Despite having been defeated in the war, Saakashvili managed to 

protect his post by getting widespread support from the Georgian public with his 
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harsh anti-Russian rhetoric. However, Georgians were weary of the “Kremlin is 

Georgia’s foe” slogan of Saakashvili which made the resolution of the prolonged 

conflicts of South Ossetia and Abkhazia more complicated and which also had a 

negative impact on the economy due to interrupted trade with Russia. Russia was the 

main market for the Georgian agricultural products prior to the 2006 spy crisis. Soon 

after this event, Russia put a ban on the import of Georgian products allegedly for 

health reasons. In fact, the aim was to harm Georgian economy. Therefore, Georgian 

citizens embraced Ivanishvili’s promise to repair relations with Russia. Georgian 

population’s aspiration for resolution could explain Ivanishvili’s unexpected success 

in the elections.  

As the head of the new government, Ivanishvili started to send signals to 

Russia proving his intention to restore relations with Russia. Ivanishvili government 

created a Special Representative to carry out talks with Russia to normalize relations. 

Zurab Abashidze, former Georgian ambassador to Russia, was assigned to this 

post.
133

 The first official talks between the two states after the war took place on 

December 14, 2012 when Abashidze and Grigory Karasin, Russian deputy foreign 

minister, met in Geneva.
134

 Although there were no concrete results for the resolution 

of the problems, it was significant that dialogue between the two countries resumed 

after the war. The issues discussed were confined to economic relations and the visa 

regime of Russia towards Georgian citizens. The contentious issues of the regional 

conflicts were deliberately left out during the meeting. Ivanishvili stated that he is 

making progress on one of his campaign promises: repairing Georgia’s relations with 

Russia.
135

  

There is not a common understanding between the government and the 

opposition parties on what kind of foreign policy Georgia should follow. Moreover, 
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there is a great political tension between Saakashvili’s party UNM and the new 

government due to the investigations on the previous administration and the 

detention of former officials and ministers. Ivanishvili even demanded the 

resignation of president Saakashvili.
136

 This strained political situation makes it 

difficult for the government and the opposition to have a consensus on policies 

regarding the regional conflicts and the relations with Russia. Yet, Ivanishvili 

government announced a 14-point plan on the new foreign policy of Georgia in order 

to have a public consensus on foreign policy issues. The opposition parties declared 

that they were against some of the articles claiming that they are either against the 

interest of the country or they mean making concessions to Russia.
137

 

3.3.2.1. Future of Georgian – Russian Reconciliation Efforts 

Despite the efforts of the new Georgian government, it is an undeniable fact 

that the war made the confrontation between the two countries sharper but at the 

same time less vague. Georgia’s allegations of veiled Russian annexation of 

Georgian territories before the war turned out to be a reality. Before August 2008, 

Georgia was questioning the Russian role as a peacekeeper in the conflict regions as 

it was suspicious of Russian impartiality. Now, this suspicion turned into a fact and 

can no longer be denied by neither Russia nor the international society. Thus, Russia 

is no longer a peacekeeper and mediator in the regional conflicts of Georgia in the 

eyes of Georgians. On the contrary, from Georgian point of view, Russia is an enemy 

country which continues to occupy Georgian territories. Georgian administration 

asserts that Georgia will never cooperate with Russia unless Russian troops leave 

Georgian territory. 

Georgia is in a very difficult position regarding the resolution of the regional 

conflicts and the restoration of relations with Russia. Having gained an advantageous 

position after the war which it could make use of in order to coerce Georgia to make 

compromises and to hamper its relations with the West, including Georgia’s NATO 
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membership, Russia is tempted to consider maintaining the status quo suitable for its 

geostrategic interests. It could be argued that Russia will continue to keep its troops 

in the two regions of Georgia to guarantee that this pressure on Georgia continues 

blatantly, which gives Russia an opportunity in the great game of Eurasia.  

To sum up, the current situation seems to promise no prospects for resolution. 

Extremely self-assured, Moscow is looking for ways to entrench its position in the 

conflict regions in order to lessen the chances of Georgia to re-control them by either 

use of force or diplomacy. In response, Georgia is not inclined to make any 

compromises which could start the normalization process.  The efforts of Georgia’s 

new administration could be considered as signs of melting the frozen relations with 

Russia. However, they are far too insufficient to solve the major problems of the two 

countries. In addition, the fact that Georgian attempts have been paid very little 

attention by Kremlin reduces the hopes for reconciliation.  The process of restoring 

relations will probably continue; however, it will be time-consuming and difficult 

since there are so many controversial issues to overcome such as Georgia’s desire for 

NATO membership and Russia’s recognition of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 
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3.4. Implications for the Russian Approach towards South Caucasus 

3.4.1. Significant Russian policy change towards the Caucasus 

The 2008 war marked a significant change in Russian policy towards the 

Caucasus. Up until the war, Russia had made use of various means except for its hard 

power to exert influence on the South Caucasian states. However, Russia was not 

very successful in obtaining its political goal in the region with these instruments. 

One of the reasons for this failure was that Russia did not have much to offer to these 

new independent states in the early post-Soviet period because it was struggling with 

its own problems of the transitional period. Another reason can be explained by the 

realist assumption that weaker states seek balancing against a regional hegemon.
138

 

These new independent states have always tried to balance Russian influence by 

having close relations with the world powers since they gained their independence.  

American, European and Turkish economic, military and political activity has 

been increasing against Russian interests in the region since early 1990s, especially 

in Georgia and Azerbaijan. Regional states’ aspiration to integrate with the West and 

the world played an important role in this process. Moscow is aware of the fact that 

South Caucasian countries’ growing collaboration with the West will eventually 

foster their integration with the Western institutions, which is detrimental to its 

interests. The 2008 war gave Russia the opportunity to change the balance of power 

in its favor again. 

Russian for the first time waged a war against one of the ex-Soviet republics. 

With its use of power, Russia made it clear it will not hesitate to resort to hard power 

to protect its interest in the region. For their part, Western powers are not able to 

contain Russian influence in the Caucasus that Russia considered its sphere of 

influence. Russia gave a message to the West, mainly to the USA, that Russia is able 

to counter against Western influence in the region assertively and that the West could 

do little in response. This is not a hidden agenda for Moscow. The principles of this 

new policy were publicly declared on several occasions. To illustrate, Medvedev 
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once stated that “the former Soviet republics are in the sphere of Russia’s privileged 

interests”
139

 Its use of hard power against Georgia ignoring probable negative 

consequences confirmed that maintaining its presence in the region is of high priority 

for Russia. In consequence of the war, Russia strengthened its military presence in 

the region by weakening Georgian military power and recognizing the independence 

of two autonomous regions.     

3.4.2 Changed Russian Policy towards regional conflicts 

The August 2008 war was also a turning point for the Russian policy toward 

the regional conflicts in the region. Until 2008, Russia tried to keep the regional 

conflicts in South Caucasus in suspense in order to exploit them for its interests. 

Moscow did not allow these regional conflicts to turn into wars but maintained them 

at low-intensity. In fact, Russia has the capacity to resolve these conflicts, as it 

possesses all the means to influence the parties of the conflict. However, it never had 

made use of this power to bring peace to the disputed regions of Caucasus. With the 

war in 2008, Russia left its traditional policy and for the first time it directly 

intervened into a conflict taking side openly with the secessionists against a post-

Soviet republic. It was suspected that Russia provided support to secessionist 

administrations in Georgia; however, this support was not officially declared and it 

was given in disguise using its peacekeeping forces in the two conflict regions of 

Georgia.
140

 

One of the reasons for this policy was the fear of spillover effect of such direct 

support on the secessionist movements in the North Caucasian autonomous republics 

of the Russian Federation, such as the ones in Chechnya and Dagestan. Taking these 

ethnic problems into consideration, Russian recognition of Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia’s independence is a paradox. There is now a bizarre situation: While South 

Ossetians have gained their independence, their brethrens in North Ossetia continue 
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to be under Russian rule. Thus, the August war has a potential to destabilize the 

situation in the Northern Caucasian Republics which are under Russian rule. Russian 

recognition of the independence of the two autonomous republics of Georgia may 

serve as a precedent for the secessionist movements, which is dangerous for the 

Russian Federation itself. However, this situation is unlikely to create a significant 

threat to Russia in the short run.  

3.4.3. Destroyed Image of Russia as a Peacemaker 

Russian military intervention the South Ossetian conflict also destroyed 

Russia’s role as a reliable mediator and peacekeeper in the regional conflicts of the 

post-Soviet locale. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Moscow has maintained 

the role of mediation in many conflicts in the post-Soviet republics such as Nagorno-

Karabakh conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and Transnistria conflict 

between Moldova and Ukraine. Russian military intervention in the South Ossetian 

conflict was a manifestation of realist power expansionism of Russia, which was 

explained in the first chapter. Henceforth, the countries which are parties of these 

conflicts will probably question the credibility of Russia since they might suspect 

that they are being used by Kremlin for its geopolitical goals. 

Being aware of this perceived image, Russia began to take more active role in 

the resolution of Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Starting from November 2008, a series 

of talks have been carried out by Azerbaijani and Armenian presidents under the 

mediation of Russian president Medvedev.
141

 With this move, Russia aimed at 

maintaining its role as a mediator in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict since its 

reliability as a peace broker is doubted especially by Azerbaijan. There is a similarity 

between Georgia and Azerbaijan in that both countries have discredited Russia as an 

impartial mediator in their regional conflicts. Georgian mistrust for Russia as a 

peacekeeper turned out to be right. Azerbaijan is right to be worried that it might 

have the same fate with Georgia. Close Russian – Armenian military relations and 

the existence of Russian bases in Armenia give Azerbaijan good reason for such 
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suspicion. Therefore, Russia must have initiated a new peace for the resolution of the 

conflict in order to repair its damaged image.  

To sum up, the August 2008 war showed that Russian policy towards the 

region has become more assertive. This was because of the changing geostrategic 

factors such as increasing Western influence in the region. Changing Russian 

approach may have an impact on Azerbaijan and Armenia.  

3.5. Effects of the War on the Relations of Georgia with the West 

It is a well-known fact that Georgia has always aspired to be a part of Euro-

Atlantic world since the day it gained its independence. The relations with the West 

intensified after Saakashvili came to power as a result of a US-supported civil 

upheaval. Saakashvili pursued pro-Western and American policies at the expense of 

aggravating relationships with Russia. The USA assisted the new Georgian 

administration in many areas. For example, American military assistance to Georgia 

has been worth about $2 billion in the last 15 years.
142

 The US and the EU continued 

to support Saakashvili’s regime despite criticisms about his failure to keep promises 

for democratic reforms and becoming despotic. Georgia also received the 

unconditional support of the USA in the process of its aspired NATO membership.  

Having been elected with an overwhelming majority in the elections and gotten 

absolute Western support, Saakashvili took radical steps for the resolution of long-

lasting regional ethnic conflicts in Georgia. He was determined to solve them during 

his term of office, which was a very ambitious and difficult goal to achieve.
143

 

However, Russian peacemaking monopoly over the regional conflicts in Georgia was 

an obstacle to his goal. Thus, Saakashvili sought to save the conflict resolution 

process in South Ossetia and Abkhazia from Russian monopoly by trying to 

internationalize them with the US and the EU support. Nevertheless, this was not a 

realistic goal, as Russia would never give consent to such a Western intervention in 
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its sphere of interest. Ignoring such a reality, Saakashvili anticipated that the West 

would intervene and as a result, Russia would have to abandon its traditional policy 

in the conflict regions. As was expected, the status quo in the region did not change 

in favor of Tbilisi.  

3.5.1. Failure of Western Policies in Georgia 

In fact, the Caucasian regional conflicts have never been top priority in 

Western agenda. The US and EU recognized Russian domination in the conflict 

regions; however, they could have required an international peace-making 

mechanism and administration of South Ossetia and Abkhazia before the conflicts 

got more complicated.  

As result of the provocative events of summer 2008, Saakashvili administration 

decided to use military power to solve South Ossetian conflict. Saakashvili probably 

anticipated a risk of war with Russia in case of a military operation to South Ossetia, 

but he must have thought the West would intervene in such a situation. However, he 

was mistaken; both the US and the EU failed to send a warning sign to Georgian 

president that they would not take the risk of defending Georgia in case of a war with 

Russia. Moreover, the US did nothing to stop Saakashvili from carrying out such a 

risky operation. American diplomats who were present in Georgia at the time of the 

conflict were probably informed about the Saakashvili’s decision of military attack 

on South Ossetia. The US failed to predict Russian incursion in the face of several 

signs. In addition, both the US and the EU were unable to develop a realistic 

approach to respond to Russian ambitions and consequent belligerence. 

The result of the war was a total frustration for Georgia. The US and the EU 

could not risk a war for the sake of Georgia; they did nothing more than condemning 

Russian aggression, calling for a peaceful solution and negotiations for ceasefire. 

After the ceasefire agreement, Russia did not fully observe the ceasefire terms. 

Russian troops are still just 50 km away from the capital Tbilisi, and displaced 

Georgian citizens are still not able to return to their homes in violation of the terms 

of the agreement. The EU and the US have been unable to force Russia to comply 



70 

 

with the terms of the agreement since August 2008. In fact, they lack instruments to 

do this.  

Imposing economic sanctions on Russia would be an obliging alternative; 

however, European countries were not able to agree since they foresaw such 

sanctions might have counterproductive results for Europe. The EU countries, 

particularly those who have close economic relations with Russia thought that it 

would be unrealistic to jeopardize relations with Russia for Georgia at the outset of 

the Russian intervention. However, when Russian army began to occupy Georgian 

territory out of South Ossetia, approached capital Tbilisi and eventually recognized 

the independence of the conflict regions following the war, the EU declared that 

“there would no business as usual with Russia until Russian troops had fully pulled 

out of Georgia,”
144

 Yet, the EU did not stand firm behind this statement of threat. 

Russian troops are still in the internationally recognized territory of Georgia (as of 

2013), but the EU has not taken any concrete steps, whether economic or political, to 

force Russia to withdraw its troops from Georgia. The USA’s situation is not much 

more different from that of the EU’s.  

As a result, one of the most important implications of the war was the declining 

prestige of the West. Russia literally occupied the territories of a country which is 

member of the Council of Europe, OSCE, and a candidate to NATO, ignoring the 

principles of international law. The apparently inadequate and reluctant response to 

this belligerence towards Georgia revealed the limits of the Western powers in the 

geopolitical rivalry in the region. Moreover, this lethargic attitude of the West caused 

disappointment and a loss of confidence for the West in Georgia. Strong 

disillusionment due to lack of Western support during the 2008 crisis is a widespread 

sentiment among Georgian population. Common public opinion is that the West was 

not able to respond to Russian assault, and just made diplomatic maneuvers rather 

than taking action to solve the problem.
145

 However, not having another appropriate 
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option to balance against the Russian threat, Tbilisi did not retreat from its traditional 

pro-Western course. 

3.5.2. The USA – Georgian Relations after the War 

It would have been unrealistic to expect a military intervention from the USA 

in the Georgian – Russian war. However, Washington could have prevented the 

outbreak of the war had it shaped its policies towards the region more circumspectly 

taking Russian factor into consideration. Being aware of the fact that a military 

solution was not a possible option to deter Russia from stopping bullying Georgia, 

the USA has since made use of all means available to confirm that it stood firm 

behind its close ally in the region. Improved relations between the US and Georgia 

were a consequence of the 2008 war.   

The US was one of the countries which harshly criticized Russian military 

operation in Georgia. President George Bush condemned Russia and demanded that 

Russia immediately withdraw its troops from Georgian territory.
146 

American 

government warned Russia of a significant long-term impact on their relations if 

Russia did not stop its disproportionate military operations.
147

 US Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice also played an active role in the ceasefire agreement process.  US 

army began to deliver urgent humanitarian aid to Georgia a day after the ceasefire.
148

  

After the war was over, Russia recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia’s 

independence on August 26, 2013. The US administration also harshly criticized this 

recognition calling it an irresponsible decision. Russia increased its support to 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia after its recognition of them. Russia became the 

guarantor of security in the two regions according to agreements signed. Similarly, 
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the US enhanced support to Georgia by signing agreements with Georgia.
149 

The US 

support was not only in financial form. Secretary Rice announced a $1 billion aid 

plan for Georgia during her visit to Tbilisi September 3, 2008. The US government 

also made commitments to Georgia for the reconstruction of its damaged 

infrastructure and military aid for the security of Georgia.
150

 For example, the 

Pentagon pledged to aid Georgia to reconstruct its military.
151

 During his visit to 

Tbilisi on September 4, 2008, Vice President Cheney said: “We will help your 

people to heal this nation’s wounds, to rebuild this economy, and to ensure Georgia’s 

democracy, independence and further integration with the West.”
152

   

On 9 January 2009, the two countries signed a pact on democracy, defense, 

commercial, financial and educational issues. The declared aims of the agreement are 

the following: “a) deepening Georgian integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions, b) 

initiation of a program of improved security cooperation to enhance Georgian 

defense, c) strengthening Georgian candidature for NATO.”
153

 Both countries also 

signed a contract and carried out joint military exercises in Georgia.
154

  

During President Barack Obama’s term, American support for Georgia slightly 

decreased due to Obama’s new Russian policy. This new policy was called a “reset 

in the relationships” by Vice President Biden.
155

 The aim of this policy is restore the 

US – Russia relations that deteriorated during G. Bush’s presidency mainly due to 
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the 2008 Georgian – Russian war. New American administration believes that both 

countries could identify areas of mutual interest that they could cooperate. This 

policy has been fairly successful. Russia and the USA have cooperated on several 

international issues such as arms control, and Iran and Afghanistan problems. As a 

result of this rapprochement, anti-American sentiments among Russian public 

decreased.
156

   

On the other hand, Obama’s new Russian policy has had a negative impact on 

Georgia. Obama’s Russia-first policy led to disregard of Russian misdeeds in 

Georgia. Obama administration seems less committed to Georgian NATO 

membership than the previous American administration, which Tbilisi is very 

worried about. Despite this change in American policy, Washington does not 

disregard Georgia completely. To illustrate, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 

expressed US support for Georgia’s NATO membership along with other candidates 

during a NATO summit in Chicago on May 21, 2012.
157

 In addition, the US aid to 

Georgia has steadily increased in the last five years.
158

 

All these developments after the war indicated that the US strengthened its 

alliance with Georgia in order to restore its damaged image in its geopolitical rivalry 

in the region against Russia. Washington must be aware of the fact that its 

international prestige will deteriorate even further if Russian influence rises in the 

region, and as a result, regional countries might be hesitant to collaborate with the 

US because of Russian pressure. In fact, their geopolitical conditions and geographic 

proximity to Russia is a prime determinant in regional countries’ foreign policy 

choices. Therefore, Russia is one-step ahead of the USA in the rivalry.   

 

                                                      
156

 Peter Sawczak, “Obama’s Russia Policy: The Wages and Pitfalls of the Reset”, (paper presented at 

the Biennial Conference of the Australasian Association for Communist and Post-Communist Studies 

, Canberra, 3-4 February 2011), 1. 

157
 “Clinton Says NATO Membership Should Grow At Next Summit”, Radio Free Europe Radio 

Liberty, May 21, 2012, accessed April 20, 2013, http://www.rferl.org/content/nato-should-grow-at-

next-summit-says-clinton/24588476.html 

158
 USAID-GEORGIA, “Georgia Country Profile”, accessed April 20,2013, 

http://georgia.usaid.gov/about/country-profile  



74 

 

3.5.3. Georgia – EU Relations after 2008 War 

The 2008 war had an impact on Saakashvili administration’s foreign policy 

approach. Relations with the US and NATO outweighed the relations with the EU 

before the war. The foreign policy documents published by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Georgia indicate this fact. In the Foreign Policy Strategy 2006-09, 

becoming NATO member was mentioned as a primary goal of Georgian Foreign 

Policy. The EU membership was not envisaged although integration with Europe 

was mentioned as one of the foreign policy goals.
159

 

The war changed the conditions and Tbilisi began to give more emphasis on its 

relations with the EU and NATO after 2008. Georgia concluded that NATO 

membership had turned into an impractical objective as result of the Russian 

occupation of its territories. Thus, Georgian leadership began to consider the EU as 

the sole option for guaranteeing Georgia’s security and territorial integrity. 

After the Russian recognition of the two secessionist regions, monitoring 

missions of OSCE and UNOMIG ended since they were not able to carry out their 

tasks any longer.
160

At present, EUMM (European Union Monitoring Mission) is the 

only international organization which observes the situation in South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia. Georgia expects that the EU will take on more active role in the resolution 

of the regional conflicts.     

Georgian relations with the EU have been improving in other fields as well. In 

addition to the regional conflict matters, cooperation programs are carried out in the 

areas of political and socio-economic reforms and institutional building. Reform 

programs are in progress in the sectors of agriculture, justice, regional development, 

finance. 
161
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3.5.4. NATO – Georgia Relations after 2008 War 

Despite its diminished hopes of becoming a NATO member after 2008 war, 

Georgia does not renounce its efforts for membership. Relations with NATO have 

continued. As a sign of solidarity, NATO took a number of steps to help Georgia 

after the war. First, NATO froze its relations with Russia condemning Russian 

occupation of Georgian territories and requested Russia to comply with the terms of 

the six-point ceasefire agreement.
162

 A NATO – Georgia commission was formed to 

strengthen relationship. North Atlantic Council convened in Georgian capital Tbilisi 

in September 2008.
163

 This could be interpreted as an expression of NATO support 

for Georgia. However, this show of solidarity did not meet the expectations of 

Georgia since alliance members decided not to grant membership to Georgia. A few 

months after this disappointing decision for Georgia, NATO took another 

controversial step and decided to resume frozen relations with Moscow although the 

demands of NATO about the compliance with the terms of the ceasefire agreement 

were not fulfilled.
164

 NATO had to take this decision as it needed Russian 

cooperation in other parts of the world such as Afghanistan. This incidence proves 

the fact that pragmatism of realist thinking prevails in international relations. 

Georgia is still hopeful that it will eventually become a NATO member. Some 

experts believe that NATO’s rejection of granting membership plan to Georgia in 

2008 encouraged Kremlin to punish Georgia using hard power, and Russian 

aggression justified Georgian membership to NATO.
165

 Russian relentless attitude 

might stimulate NATO members to stand firm against Kremlin’s policies and support 

Georgian membership. In fact, German Chancellor Angela Merkel had given a sign 

of this option after meeting Medvedev for ceasefire agreement on August 12, 2008. 
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She stated that the promise given to Georgia in Bucharest Summit was still valid.166 

However, Germany and France had required resolution of Georgia’s internal 

conflicts before its NATO membership.  

On December 7, 2011, NATO gave Georgia the status of "aspirant country”.
167 

As of 2013, there is not an agreement among NATO members on Georgia’s 

membership.  

3.5.5. Limits to Western Leverage towards Russia  

The EU and the US have mutual interests in South Caucasus. While 

formulating policies to attain their goals in the region, they need to take their 

relations with Russia into consideration as both may overlap. Thus, Western 

instruments to control Russia in the region have always been and will continue to be 

limited.   

It is known to all that EU is dependent on Russia energy. Therefore, the 

feasibility of containment of Russia with economic sanctions is uncertain bearing in 

mind that Russia is a permanent member of UN Security Council and possesses 

nuclear weapons.
168

 Considering its pros and cons, countering Russia for the sake of 

Georgia is not a rational option for the EU states. German and French opposition 

against Georgian membership at Bucharest NATO in 2008 was a manifestation of 

this thinking. This perspective fits one of the main assumptions of realist theory 

which states that all states are rational actors pursing their self-interest.   

On the other hand, Russia has also strategic relations with the US and the EU 

since it has economic and financial links with Western markets. Considerable 

amount of its revenues come from its natural gas sales to Europe. Russia’s using 

energy card may backfire in case Europe manages to find alternative energy supplies 
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to minimize its dependency on Russian energy. In this case, Russian economy would 

be badly affected. Moreover, Russia relies on Western countries for new 

technologies for its energy, financial, and military sectors.
169

  

All things considered, the West has inadequate leverage to get involved in the 

Georgian-Russian problem and Kremlin can easily close its eyes to Western 

warnings. 

3.6. Impacts of the War on Azerbaijan’s Foreign Policy 

The 2008 war had also implications for the other South Caucasian states as it 

produced a new situation that has the capacity to disturb the balance and stability in 

the region. The 2008 war created challenges to regional countries, which will shape 

their future foreign policies. There is a new geopolitical reality in the Caucasus 

region.  

Azerbaijan is probably the second most affected country by the war. Russia has 

always been a key country that Azerbaijan needs to take into consideration when 

shaping its foreign policy. In fact, like its neighbors Georgia and Armenia, 

Azerbaijan has reasons to fear Russia. Therefore, like most of the post-Soviet 

countries Azerbaijan took a neutral stance and refrained from taking side with one of 

the parties of the conflict. 

Moscow views the entire Caucasus as geostrategically important for its aim of 

maintaining its great power status. After South Caucasian countries gained 

independence from Moscow, Russia has followed the policy of ‘controlled 

instability’ in these three states using their ethnic conflicts and disputed regions 

between them. With this policy, Russia has maintained its influence in the region and 

used it as a tool to reach its political and economic goals.
170

 Like Georgia, 

Azerbaijan has such vulnerability against realist foreign policies of Kremlin due to 

its long-lasting dispute with Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh and the ethnic 

problem of Lezgins in its northern border with Russian Federation. In fact, being 
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aware of this fact, Azerbaijan has followed a balanced foreign policy since Haydar 

Aliyev came to power in 1993. The main objectives of Azerbaijan’s foreign policy 

are the following: protecting its independence, resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict, and collaborating with regional powers as a key partner.
171

 

3.6.1. Lessons for the Azerbaijani Administration 

Russian military attack on Georgia could be interpreted as a warning message 

for Azerbaijan. The case of Georgia could teach some lessons to Baku about two 

issues: its relations with the West and the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.  

To start with, Azerbaijan and Georgia are similar in that both countries’ 

relations with the West have been growing noticeably lately. Azerbaijan has formed 

close relations with the West in the last two decades owing to its attractiveness 

stemming from its rich energy resources. For its part, Georgia attracted external 

actors because of its geostrategic location as a transit route for Caspian energy 

resources. One could derive a result looking at his analogy. Despite Tbilisi’s 

extremely pro-Western foreign policy, Western powers were not able to prevent 

Russia from using hard power against Georgia as they lacked adequate means. An 

implication of the 2008 war was that Baku witnessed the fact that having close 

relations with Western powers is not a security guarantee against Russia.  

A state’s primary concerns are survival and security; and it seeks to preserve 

status quo in order to maintain its position in the international system.
172

 This 

assumption of defensive realism is a good explanation of Azerbaijan’s current policy. 

The 2008 war indicated that disregarding Moscow’s interests in the region could lead 

to destabilization of the status quo, causing a security dilemma. Therefore, it is quite 

reasonable for Azerbaijan to prioritize maintaining good relations with Russia, which 

is a regional hegemon, for security reasons. Baku may be pressurized by Russia, or 

even become the next victim of Russian belligerence if Kremlin considers that 

Azerbaijan has become too pro-Western. Thus, Azerbaijan is following a very 
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controlled foreign policy to balance the actors in the region. Azerbaijani political 

analyst Anar Valiyev calls this foreign policy “‘silent diplomacy’ by which Baku is 

gradually developing Azerbaijan’s role in the region using contradictions between 

powers”.
173

 

Azerbaijan now faces Russian revisionism. Passive stance of the West against 

Russian aggression toward Georgia forced Azerbaijan to revise its relations with the 

West like all other regional countries. Baku is questioning the merit of improving 

relations with the West after witnessing inadequate support of the West to Georgia 

against Russian military assault. This new reality may force Azerbaijan to come 

closer to Russia. Actually, it is undeniably much easier for authoritarian Azerbaijani 

regime to collaborate with Kremlin than Western powers in the political, economic 

and military fields, as the West demands political and economic reforms in order to 

improve relations.    

Another significant implication of the Georgian – Russian war for Azerbaijan 

concerns the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Georgia’s unsuccessful attempt to resolve 

South Ossetian conflict would certainly have an impact on Azerbaijan’s policy 

regarding the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Military solution to this conflict has 

become almost impossible as an option for Azerbaijani side. As a result of its 

increasing revenues from petroleum and natural gas export, Azerbaijani government 

managed to modernize and improve its military. Azerbaijan has been steadily 

increasing its military budget. In his address to graduates of National Higher Military 

College, on June 25, 2012, President İlham Aliyev stated, “Military expenditure is 

our biggest budget item. Over the past few years our military spending has increased 

more than 20 times. The current armed forces budget of $3.6 billion, which is [sic] 

50 percent more than Armenia’s total expenditure.”
174

 This shows that Azerbaijani 

leadership does not reject a military solution to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.  

However, the Georgian military defeat in South Ossetia is a discouraging precedent 

for Baku.  
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Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is a prime determinant of Azerbaijani internal 

politics due to its tremendous effects on the society. Today, 20% percent of 

Azerbaijan’s territory is under Armenian occupation and the conflict caused about 1 

million Azerbaijanis to become IDPs. It is also a complicated regional conflict to 

resolve. Conflicting interests of the regional and world powers that have interests in 

the Caucasus region make the resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh problem difficult. 

Huseynov argues “It (Nagorno-Karabakh conflict) is unique in a sense that it has 

always been a conflict that cannot be solved exclusively on an intra state level and 

requires combination of intra-state measures with inter-state and supra-state 

measures.”
175

 Russia is one of these actors which have assumed the role of the main 

mediator between the parties since the early years of the conflict. Due to its 

pragmatic inconsistent policies, Azerbaijan is particularly suspicious of reliability of 

Russia as a mediator in the conflict.
176

  In addition, Russia’s close relations with 

Armenia especially in the military field increase Azerbaijan’s suspicions for Russia. 

To illustrate, Armenia signed military agreements during Russian President 

Medvedev’s visit to Armenia in September 2010. The agreement extended the 

duration of Russian military base in Gumru until 2044. In return, Russia offered 

Armenia military aid and modernization of its army.
177

 In the press conference 

following the signing of the treaty, Armenia’s President Sarkisyan said “Our 

relations are those of strategic allies, and this reflects our peoples’ feelings and meets 

the demands of Armenia’s and - I hope – Russia’s real national interests.”
178

  To put 

it briefly, Armenian – Russian alliance continues to be firm and strategic. 

Armenia’s close alliance with Russia was a deterrent for Azerbaijan to take a 

military action in Nagorno-Karabakh conflict also before August 2008. Russian-

Georgian war in 2008, however, confirmed this fact. Baku probably recognizes how 
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a military clash with Russia’s ally may result in. In this regard, Russia implicitly 

warned Azerbaijan that in case of an armed hostility it would intervene in the conflict 

as Armenia is a member of a Russian-led CSTO.
179

 

In a nutshell, in this new context, Azerbaijan will probably maintain its 

balanced policy regarding its relations with Russia and the West. Russian influence 

on Azerbaijan with respect to Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has increased since the 

2008 war. Baku’s position in the Karabakh conflict is more difficult today. 

Continuation of this conflict has a negative effect on Azerbaijan’s goal to intensify 

relations with the West. Azerbaijani ruling elites are aware of the fact that their 

country’s security depends on maintaining good relations with Kremlin. As a result, 

they abstain from involving in intricate Caucasian politics in order not to irritate any 

of the partners with whom they have strategic relations. They have been successful in 

implementing this policy to date.   

 

3.7. Impacts of War on Armenia’s Foreign Policy 

3.7.1. Georgia’s significance for Armenia 

Armenia is one of the most affected countries by the war. As a landlocked 

country with limited resources, Armenia is the least developed country in the region. 

Its relations with Georgia are of vital importance for Armenia as its borders with 

Azerbaijan and Turkey are closed due to its long-lasting problems, which has had a 

negative effect on the economy of the country since it gained its independence. 

Azerbaijani and Turkish embargo obliges Armenia to have good relations with 

Georgia in view of the fact that it is the only transit country for Armenia to reach the 

ports of Black Sea and is an important trade partner. Armenia considers Georgia a 

crucial route that links the country to the world.
180

  About 70% of the Armenian 
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foreign trade is carried out from Georgia’s Black Sea ports.
181

 Therefore, Armenia 

suffered some losses from the war as a result of the interrupted trade during the war. 

3.7.2. A Brief Overview of the Features of Armenian Foreign Policy 

Russia has always had influential role in Armenian foreign policy. Its 

dependence on Russia is mainly caused by the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. If it were 

not for the Russian interference, Armenia would not be able to maintain its non-

compromising foreign policy regarding its relations with Turkey and Azerbaijan for 

which it has a deep and incessant fear and mistrust. Moreover, Russian bases in its 

territory are a kind of guarantee of security for Armenia.   

The Armenian Diaspora living mainly in the US and France has also a 

significant role in shaping the Armenian foreign policy. Diaspora’s effective 

lobbying activities in the US and France produce not only political but also financial 

benefits for Armenia. Armenia receives considerable amount of financial support 

from both France and the US. To illustrate, Armenia was the second country that 

received the largest American aid per capita after Israel in 2005- a total of more than 

$1.6 billion since 1992.
182

 Furthermore, Armenia has always tried to maintain good 

relations with the US in order to get financial aid and support for its so-called 

allegations of genocide which Armenia has been traditionally using as a foreign 

policy instrument against Turkey.  

3.7.3. Armenian Foreign Policy during the 2008 War 

All these factor mentioned above forces Armenia to follow a balanced foreign 

policy. Armenian case proves the defensive realist perspective, which argues that 

security and survival define the behavior of states and that their concern is to 

preserve status quo to maintain their position in the system by balancing or 

bandwagoning. As a result, not to irritate any of the conflicting countries that it needs 
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to have good relations with, namely Russia and Georgia, Armenia adopted a 

controlled balanced policy during the Russian-Georgian crisis of 2008 and took a 

neutral stance, notwithstanding its loss from the war which was estimated at about 

$670 million. During the Russian-Georgian war, Yerevan called the parties to resolve 

the conflict peacefully. Armenia’s dependence on Georgia made Armenian 

government follow a more controlled policy so as not to infuriate Tbilisi. Armenian 

economy could have been damaged more had Yerevan not followed a constructive 

foreign policy regarding its relations with Georgia. Yet, a day after the war was over, 

Armenian president Sarkisyan called Russian president Medvedev to praise Russia’s 

efforts to bring ‘stability’ to the region.
183

 On the other hand, Yerevan did not 

recognize the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia despite the pressure 

coming from Kremlin. 

3.7.4. Armenian Foreign Policy after the 2008 Georgian – Russian War 

After the 2008 Georgian – Russian conflict, Yerevan seems to have understood 

the necessity to diversify its options to in order to access the world as a landlocked 

country. In order to achieve this goal, Armenian president Sarkisyan started to put 

emphasis on normalizing relations with Turkey and Azerbaijan. However, 

normalizing relations with Turkey and Azerbaijan was not an easy task for the 

Armenian government. Yerevan declared that that they had no preconditions to start 

talks to normalize the relations and they are anticipating the same attitude from 

Turkey.
184

 On the other hand, contradicting its own declaration, Armenian 

administration highlighted their prerequisite of recognition of the Nagorno-Karabakh 

Armenians’ right to self-determination by Azerbaijan. In addition, Yerevan 

demanded that Azerbaijan leave the territory between Nagorno-Karabakh and 
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Armenia so that two entities would have a land border.
185

 These were not realistic 

demands to be accepted by Azerbaijan and Turkey.  

There was a short period of ‘attempts of rapprochement’ between Turkey and 

Armenia soon after the 2008 war, which was also called ‘football diplomacy’ in 

September 2008. Some analysts argue that the US and the EU forced Armenia to 

start normalizing relations with Turkey and Azerbaijan in order to decrease Russian 

influence on Armenia.
186

 To normalize relations, the two countries reached an 

agreement in April 2009 which envisaged beginning diplomatic relations and the 

lifting of the Turkish embargo against Armenia. Foreign Ministers of the two 

countries signed protocols on these issues in August 2009 which would be ratified by 

the parliaments of the two sides. The protocol states:  

“implement a dialogue on the historical dimension with the aim to restore mutual 

confidence between the two nations, including an impartial scientific examination 

of the historical records and archives to define existing problems and formulate 

recommendations,”
187 

Rapprochement between Armenia and Turkey produced no tangible results 

also because of Azerbaijan’s skepticism. Baku thought Turkey was forcing 

Azerbaijan to make concessions to Armenia for the resolution of the Karabakh 

conflict.
188

 Azerbaijan harshly criticized Turkey’s attempt as the protocols did not 

mention the resolution of Karabakh conflict as a precondition to normalize relations 

with Yerevan. As a reaction to Turkey’s efforts, Azerbaijan took a number of 

measures to prevent this initiative such as playing the energy card. Due to mainly 

Azerbaijan’s opposition and domestic political developments in Turkey, there was 
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not any progress about the protocols. On April 22, 2010, the Armenian side declared 

that they decided to halt the process as Turkey failed to ratify the agreement in a 

reasonable time.
189

 

There was in all this an implication of the 2008 war which worked in favor of 

Armenia. Georgia’s unsuccessful attempt to resolve its regional conflicts by military 

means can be a discouraging example for Azerbaijani leadership. Compared to its 

rival Azerbaijan, Armenia’s economy is much weaker. Therefore, Armenia is not 

able to allocate as much money for defense budget as Azerbaijan. In case of an 

armed clash, Armenian army would probably have difficulty confronting Azerbaijani 

army. For this reason, Armenian administration hopes that Azerbaijan understands 

that a military solution to the conflict is not realistic after the developments that took 

place in August 2008.  

Finally, after Russian recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, there were 

claims that Armenia would follow the same path like Russia for Karabakh 

Armenians and recognize their independence. However, President Sarkisyan refuted 

such rumors during one of his election campaign speeches in January 2013. He stated 

that such a decision would finish the peace negotiations and then an armed conflict 

would be inevitable.
190

 

3.8. Implications for the Energy Policies in South Caucasia 

One of the most important factors that defined South Caucasian and Caspian 

politics has been the energy issue since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Caspian 

region has always been an area of geopolitical rivalry among world powers because 

of its rich energy resources. Russian monopoly over the energy resources of the 

region ended in the post-Soviet period and the other world and regional powers, the 

US, the EU, China, Turkey, etc., started to have a share in the energy pie. 

International oil companies projected the construction of alternative pipelines to 
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transport the petroleum and natural gas to world markets circumventing Russian 

territory so that European dependency on Russian energy would be reduced.  

Azerbaijan with its rich oil and natural resources and Georgia as a transit 

country for the transportation of these resources are two geostrategically important 

countries in the South Caucasus. The two countries also will serve as a transit route 

for the Caspian energy resources if the planned pipeline projects connecting the two 

sides of the Caspian Sea are realized. Exclusion of Armenia due to its problems with 

Turkey and Azerbaijan increased the importance of Georgia as the only route for the 

pipelines that would transfer oil and natural gas to Western markets circumventing 

Russia and Iran. These developments in the region are obviously against Russian 

interests. It is often argued that the main Russian motive in its war in Georgia was to 

undermine the security of Georgia as a transit route for energy resources.
191

 

Therefore, it is inevitable that the 2008 war has had implications for the current and 

future energy issues in the region.  

3.8.1. Existing Pipelines in the Region 

Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) is the main pipeline with the highest capacity in 

the region. BTC is a 1,768 kilometer crude oil pipeline with a capacity of more than 

one million barrels of oil a day which started to function on 25 May 2005. It carries 

Baku petroleum to the port of Ceyhan, a Mediterranean port in Turkey, via Georgian 

territory.
192

 In addition, there is also Baku – Tbilisi – Erzurum (BTE) natural gas 

pipeline (also known as South Caucasus Pipeline) which started its deliveries in 

2006. It follows the same route as BTC. It was built to supply Georgia and Turkey 

with natural gas.
 
In the long term, this pipeline will supply natural gas to the 

projected Southern Gas Corridor pipelines, such as Nabucco Pipeline, Turkey–

Greece pipeline and Greece–Italy pipeline
193

 BTC oil pipeline and BTE natural gas 
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pipeline have substantially altered the economy of the South Caucasus region, and 

laid the basis of a new intercontinental energy architecture. 

Baku-Novorossiysk oil pipeline is the pipeline that transports Azerbaijani oil to 

Russia, which is an alternative to the BTC. Compared to BTC, Baku-Novorossiysk 

oil pipeline has considerably a low capacity. (5 million tons a year)
194

  Baku – Supsa 

is another oil pipeline which has a considerably low capacity compared to BTC. Its 

capacity is 145,000 barrels per day. It transfers Baku oils to the Black Sea through 

Georgian territory. It was constructed after agreement between Azerbaijan and 

Georgia presidents in 1996, and began to function in 1999. 
195

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://oilrelations.weebly.com/national-influence.html 

3.8.2. Immediate effects of the 2008 Conflict on the current Pipelines 

In 2008 war, Russian forces cautiously avoided giving damage to Baku-Supsa 

and BTC pipelines. Russian vigilance was probably due to the sensitivity of the 

energy issue, which is a key element shaping the relations of states. A Russian 

sabotage on the pipelines would have had unpleasant consequences for Russia. It 

would have caused severe problems in its relations with the West, particularly with 

the EU. Although there were no attacks on the pipelines crossing through the 
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Georgian territory during the war, the flow of oil was temporarily suspended due to 

security reasons.
196

 Thus, the Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline was the only alternative 

pipeline that Azerbaijan could use. The transportation of oil through this pipeline 

dramatically increased during this period.
197

 A short time after the war was over, the 

transfer of petroleum and natural gas via Georgian route was resumed, and the export 

of oil Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline substantially decreased. (2,064,000 tons in 2012) 

This is ten times less than the exports through BTC.
198

 

3.8.3. Planned Pipelines in the Caspian Region 

 The Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline: a submarine pipeline between 

Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan. An alternative plan proposes its connection to 

Kazakhstan gas resources.
199

 It will provide central Europe with natural gas, 

circumventing Russia and Iran. In Baku, it will connect to the Baku-Tbilisi-

Erzurum pipeline, and with the projected Trans Anatolian pipeline.
200

 

 The Trans-Anatolian gas pipeline: a proposed natural gas pipeline from 

Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz gas field through Turkey to Europe. It is joint 

project of Turkish Botaş and TPAO and Azerbaijani SOCAR oil companies.  

It is planned to be constructed from 2014 to 2018.
201

 

  The Nabucco pipeline: a natural gas pipeline from Turkmenistan and 

Azerbaijan to Austria by the way of Turkey. It will also reach Bulgaria, 

Romania, and Hungary with additional smaller pipelines. It aims at 

diversifying the natural gas supply routes to Europe to reduce Europe’s 

dependence on Russia. The main supplier of this pipeline will be Azerbaijan 
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along with Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Iraq and Egypt. It is planned to be 

finished by 2017.  Russian South Stream project is seen as a rival to this 

project.
202

 

3.8.4. Russia’s Concerns about the Planned Pipelines 

Russia holds the monopoly in the European energy market as an oil and natural 

gas supplier, which makes EU countries dependent on Russia. European countries 

are very enthusiastic about finding alternative energy route in order to reduce this 

dependency. However, Russia is very uneasy about the above mentioned planned 

pipeline projects as it will lose its domination in the energy sector. Russian leaders 

and experts often express their concerns about the pipeline projects, especially the 

Nabucco and the Trans-Caspian pipelines. For example, Alexander Golovin, an 

expert diplomat on Caspian issues, argues that “a major gas pipeline would pose a 

serious, dangerous risk to the prosperity of the entire region (Caspian).”
203

 Regarding 

the Trans-Caspian pipeline, the EU was notified by Russian Foreign Ministry stating 

“the project seemed to have been adopted without taking into account the 

internationally accepted legal and geopolitical situation in the Caspian basin, and as 

Caspian Sea littoral state, Russia could veto any international agreement allowing for 

the pipeline to be built.”
204

 Kremlin not only considers the efforts for alternative 

pipeline projects as a menace to its economic interests, but also questions the 

viability of them. Ivan Grachev, State Duma Energy Committee Deputy Head, stated 

that “the signing of the agreement on the Nabucco project was an attempt to put 

pressure on Russia.” He also questioned the viability of the project.
205
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When we look at the figures of Russian gas and oil exports from 2007 to 2011, 

it is seen that current South Caucasus pipelines, namely BTC, BTE, and Baku – 

Supsa can hardly challenge Russian energy monopoly, as shown in the next page. 

Thus, they cannot pose a significant threat to Russian interests. In fact, what Russia 

is worried about is the realization of the planned projects. Only a small fraction of 

the rich Caspian oil and natural gas resources is being used at present. Caspian Sea 

littoral countries have about 14% of the world’s total proven oil reserves, and about 

50% of the world’s total proven natural gas reserves.
206

 Through alternative 

pipelines, the flow of natural gas and oil to world markets will substantially increase 

once they begin to function. In addition, according to some proposals, Central Asian 

countries Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan will also supply natural gas to these 

pipelines. It is obvious that such a development would seriously affect Russian 

interests. All these facts clearly indicate how geostrategically important the energy 

issue is for Russia regarding its relations with South Caucasus and the Caspian 

region.   
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   Source: OPEC Annual Statistical Bulletin 2012 
207

 

 

3.8.5. Energy Security: August 2008 Georgian – Russian War and its Aftermath 

The most significant implication of the 2008 war for the region was increasing 

concerns about the security of the current and planned pipelines crossing through 

Georgian territory. It is argued by some that by recognizing two autonomous 

republics of Georgia and fortifying its military presence there, Russia achieved a 

geostrategical gain to control the South Caucasus energy corridor. The Caucasus 

Institute for Peace, Democracy and Development analysts contend that Russia’s aim 

was to weaken Georgia’s geostrategic importance as a secure transit route for 

Caspian energy.
208

 Sohov argues that paradoxically both hard-line Russian 

nationalists and those who consider it a threat share this view.
209

 In fact, Russia never 

welcomed the BTC, Baku-Supsa, and BTE pipelines; however, it was not able to 
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prevent their construction due to its own domestic problems such as Chechnya war 

and limitations in the transitional period after the fall of the Soviet Union.  

There is not much evidence that Russia aimed at disrupting the oil and natural 

gas flow through Georgian territory by its attack on Georgia. However, the five-day 

war raised some questions about the feasibility of transporting energy through the 

South Caucasus corridor. In fact, it has been long argued that instability caused by 

regional conflicts in the region may pose a threat to the energy transit in South 

Caucasus. The possibility of these regional conflicts’ turning into a large scale war 

has always been a cause of concern for both the regional states and the external 

actors who have stakes in the energy resources of the region. Therefore, security and 

stability of the region is of vital importance for the continuation of the internationally 

funded energy projects.
210

 In addition, future pipeline projects like Nabucco which 

will pass through the region may have difficulty attracting investors due to security 

concerns. The war in Georgia seems to have delayed the construction of the EU’s 

Nabucco project. No significant steps have been taken since the war. 

Whatever Russian aim was, the 2008 war was perceived as Kremlin’s message 

to regional countries, namely Georgia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, 

that Russia is against alternative pipelines and wants to maintain its energy 

monopoly in the entire region.   

3.8.6. Developments Regarding the Energy Issue after 2008 

Georgian - Russian war did not bring about the expected instability in Tbilisi 

which would cause a regime change. Indeed the flow of oil and natural gas through 

the existing pipelines resumed shortly after the armed conflict. Russia did not opt to 

disrupt the South Caucasus energy corridor although it had the capacity to do so. 

However, Moscow achieved its aim to undermine the reputation of Georgia as a 

transit energy route. Russia still continues its attempts to impose its energy policies 

in the region using non-military instruments. Moscow offered its alternative routes 
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such as the North Stream and South Stream projects arguing that the South Caucasus 

energy corridor is not efficient. Russia offered the South Stream project as an 

alternative to Nabucco. South Stream will transport Caspian natural gas to Europe 

under the Black Sea. With this project, Russia will also have a chance to circumvent 

Ukraine with which it had problems over the pipeline carrying Russian gas to Europe 

due to price disagreement.  

The West and the regional countries are aware of the Russian efforts. Western 

support for the South Caucasus energy corridor continues. This support is mentioned 

in the US - Georgia Charter on Strategic Partnership, which was signed a few months 

after the war as a sign of solidarity between the two countries. An article of the 

charter states: “Recognizing the importance of a well-functioning, market-oriented 

energy sector, the United States and Georgia intend to explore opportunities for 

increasing Georgia’s energy production, enhance energy efficiency, and increase the 

physical security of energy transit through Georgia to European markets, We intend 

to build upon over a decade of cooperation among our two countries and Azerbaijan 

and Turkey, which resulted in the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan and Baku-Supsa oil pipelines 

and the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum natural gas pipelines, to develop a new Southern 

Corridor to help Georgia and the rest of Europe diversify their supplies of natural gas 

by securing imports from Azerbaijan and Central Asia.”
211

  

In 2009, Russia made an appealing offer to Azerbaijan: buying all its natural 

gas at the European market prices. Moscow’s aim was obviously to block the 

realization of the Nabucco pipeline project. However, Azerbaijan did not accept 

Russia’s bid as it would hamper its economic and political relations with Western 

countries and would make Azerbaijan dependent on Russia.
212

 Azerbaijan’s cautious 

foreign policy regarding its relations with the West and Russia may impede the 

realization of the future pipeline projects. Baku does not want to take side in the 
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Western – Russian geopolitical rivalry in the South Caucasus; it follows a balanced 

foreign policy.   

Despite its balanced foreign policy, Azerbaijan did not hesitate to use its 

energy card against Turkey in 2009 as a reaction to Turkish government’s efforts for 

rapprochement with Armenia. Ilham Aliyev paid a visit to Moscow on April 16-17, 

2009, and signed a deal on selling natural gas to Russia. He stated that there is no 

limit to the amount of gas that Azerbaijan can sell to Russia. He also added that the 

amount of oil sent to the Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline could be increased.
213

 

Azerbaijan’s move could also be interpreted as an effort to get Moscow’s support in 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in return for oil and natural gas. This is also an example 

of how energy and regional conflict issues are interrelated in the region. This is also 

good example of how the Russian influence over the regional conflicts works for the 

interests of Russia. This development could be an indication of a change in 

Azerbaijan’s energy policy. If Azerbaijan comes closer to Russia more, it would be 

the end of the Nabucco project. 
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CHAPTER IV  

CONCLUSION 

4.1. Conclusion 

This study was an attempt to discuss some of the implications of the 2008 war 

for the South Caucasus region from realist and geopolitical perspectives, by also 

giving due consideration to their background and causes. The following are the main 

findings of the dissertation.  

2008 Georgian – Russian war was a small-scale armed conflict. However, it 

had significant results which were far beyond Georgia.
214

 It caused a great friction in 

the relations between the West and Russia. Relations between Russia and the USA 

returned to their lowest level as in the gloomy decades of the Cold War. With this 

war, Kremlin stood up against American policies towards the region which it had not 

been pleased with for over a decade.  

From an offensive realist perspective, Russia is an expansionist state looking 

for domination over its neighbors to maximize its relative power. The 2008 war 

seems to have proven the suppositions of the realists. Russia is seeking to dominate 

the South Caucasus. Russia sees the continuation of the status quo as its main 

interest. Russia returned to its traditional policy colored by realism and geopolitics. 

Eurasianist point of view dominates Russian foreign policy.
215

 Now we could expect 

Russia to follow a policy of controlling or taking over Georgia by all means available 

in the future unless Tbilisi collaborates. 

Russia did not, however, go as far as invading all the Georgian territory and 

overthrowing Saakashvili regime during the war probably because Kremlin knew 

that it would face several forms of punishment from the international society if it had 

gone further as the defensive realism suggests. According to this view, the structure 

of the current international system does not permit Russia to pursue more 
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expansionist objectives. At present Russia’s primary concern is to preserve its 

position in the system rather than increasing its power as it may face balancing 

responses from the West and regional countries.
216

 

Kremlin views Georgia’s membership in NATO as a security threat. As the 

defensive realists argue, we could assert that Russian policies in the Caucasus serve 

its security purposes. South Caucasus is seen by Moscow as a region that needs to be 

controlled for security reasons. From this perspective, in its war against Georgia, 

Russia was on defense, not on offense. With its military actions in Georgia in 2008, 

Russia took precautions against the Western power maximization attempt to use the 

Saakashvili regime. Russia has so far been trying to prevent a potential threat to its 

security. The 2008 war showed that Kremlin is determined to prevent Georgia’s 

membership to NATO. 

For pro-American Saakashvili regime, the situation was a grave 

disappointment as its expectations from the West did not come true. However, this 

did not change the course of Georgian administration. Tbilisi followed the same pro-

Western policy making some minor foreign policy changes. This fits the realist 

assumption that small states choose bandwagoning when they face a security 

dilemma. The same rule applies to Azerbaijan and Armenia. They interpreted the war 

as a warning from Russia. Russia gave the message that it is ready to use its hard 

power in case it feels its dominance in its sphere of influence is shaken. The 2008 

war reminded the regional countries of the fact that Russia is the most important 

actor in South Caucasus that should not be ignored. However, this may have a 

negative effect on Russia’s image among post-Soviet republics. They are likely to be 

more cautious about Russia’s intentions and will be compelled to look for alternative 

alliances.  

The geopolitical interests of the West and Russia in the region are closely 

linked by virtue of energy and security issues. Other issues have secondary role. 

Geopolitical perspective asserts that a country’s foreign policy is shaped by its 

geographical conditions. In the South Caucasus, this is true both for the world and 

regional powers of the geopolitical rivalry. The geopolitical significance of the 
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Caucasus does not only attract the regional powers neighboring the region, but it 

draws also the attention of the world powers, namely the USA and the EU. The 

reason why Georgia matters to them is that it is a key country in the region serving as 

a transit route to open seas for the landlocked Caspian region which includes very 

rich energy resources. Controlling Georgia also means the control of the flow of 

trade through Caucasus to Central Asia.  

The 2008 Russian – Georgian war showed that South Caucasus is such a 

geostrategical region for Russia that it can resort to hard power, taking several risks. 

Caucasus, due to its strategic location, has always been an important region for 

Russia. Since the breakup of Soviet Union, Russia has constantly acted to ensure that 

it possesses influence on the region. Thus, Russia probably will not be neutral in the 

future incidents of armed conflict in the region as in the south Ossetian – Georgian 

conflict since the region serves as a geographical lever to control entire Caspian and 

the Caucasus region. In this regard, the 2008 war may have implications for the 

Nagorno – Karabakh conflict in the near future. Not only Karabakh but also 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia conflicts in the region seem to remain unsolved for 

many years to come, which is a serious threat for the Western interests in the region. 

They are likely to generate new sources of insecurity in the region. There have been 

Western efforts to resolve them; however, the EU and the USA have limited 

instruments to contribute to the resolution of these conflicts as it was seen in the 

recent South Ossetian – Georgian conflict. Their complexity and Russian agenda 

which conflicts with the Western one make conflict resolution efforts ineffective. In 

fact, Eurasianist perspective which is very influential in Kremlin holds the opinion 

that Russia needs to revive Russian Empire in the heartland (Eurasia), and to realize 

this goal, controlling Caucasus is essential; therefore delaying the resolution of the 

conflicts in the region is beneficial to Russian interests. This idea seems to have been 

accepted by the Russian leadership since Russia has always either fueled the regional 

conflicts or obstructed the resolution of them.  

To sum up, the 2008 Georgian – Russian war generated a new geopolitical 

context in the South Caucasus. Geopolitical perspective colored with realism has 

become more dominant in the regional rivalry prevailing over globalization. From 
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now on, geopolitics and structural realism will probably provide the most reliable 

explanations to understand the behavior of the competing actors in the region. As an 

illustration of this new reality, it could be argued that recent events provided Russia 

with a relative advantage over its rivals due to its proximity to the region, and shared 

identity, common Soviet legacy and the economic interdependence of the regional 

countries. In addition to this, Russia gained a strategic advantage over its opponents 

in the region after the war. Due to this new framework all internal and external actors 

of the region were compelled to redefine their policies and strategies vis-à-vis the 

South Caucasian politics. Energy and regional conflicts of the region are the two key 

issues that need to be tackled carefully. Both issues are interconnected as long-lasting 

conflicts threaten the security in the region, which is detrimental to the prosperity of 

the regional countries and their integration with the world. 

 

4.2. Policy recommendations and predictions 

In this section of the Conclusion, policy recommendation will be made for the 

internal and external actors of the region in the light of the discussion above. Some 

predictions will also be made along with a number of suggestions. 

 

4.2.1 Conclusions that Georgia needs to draw 

Georgia as the main loser of the 2008 war needs to follow a careful foreign 

policy which takes the geopolitical realities of the region into consideration. 

Unrealistic expectations from the US and the EU and excessively pro-Western 

policies may cause serious consequences for its national security. Georgia should not 

rely on the US and the EU for its security and the resolution of its regional conflicts. 

Georgian administration views accession to NATO as a security guarantee against 

Russia and a way to restore its territorial integrity. However, they are not realistic 

goals which contradict with the geopolitical realities. It is essential that Tbilisi 

develop a new model of relationship with Kremlin. However, this does not mean that 

Georgia should renounce its aspirations to integrate with the West. Azerbaijan can be 
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a good example for Georgia in that Baku has successfully balanced the West and 

Russia in the last two decades.  

The war radically changed the attitudes towards the South Ossetian and 

Abkhazian conflicts. Tbilisi’s approach to the South Ossetian problem was wrong. 

Georgian leadership ignored the fact that conflict resolution is a time-consuming and 

complicated process. In addition, the Russian factor was miscalculated by the 

Georgian administration. Georgia’s unilateral decision to resolve South Ossetian 

conflict resulted in confrontation with Russia. In addition, Tbilisi’s excessively pro-

Western attitude that ignored Russian interests was another cause of the 2008 war. 

That the conflicts have become unsolvable is a widespread perception now, which is 

a negative thing for the Georgian side. Therefore, meaningful progress in the 

resolution of the conflicts cannot be expected in the near future.  

Another conclusion that Georgian administration needs to draw is that a 

military solution to its regional conflicts has become impossible. Considering the fact 

that Russia has now become the guarantor of South Ossetia and Abkhazia’s security, 

investing heavily on building an army would not be a reasonable option. Georgia is 

not unlikely to reach a military power to confront Russia militarily.  Therefore, it 

needs to elaborate new policies regarding the regional conflicts and its relations with 

Russia. What Georgia needs to do is to focus on improving its economy and 

democracy. Once Georgia becomes a wealthy democratic country, Abkhaz and 

Ossetian peoples may want to be a part of Georgia. However, this alternative is 

unlikely to work in the short run due to the intensely increased enmity and mutual 

mistrust between the sides as a result of the 2008 war. 

It could also be argued that Russia would give consent to a resolution if 

Georgia made compromises such as renouncing its goal of NATO membership. 

Georgian political analyst Ghia Nodia argues that taking such steps would mean 

legitimizing Russian military actions in 2008, and may encourage it to follow the 

same approach in its ‘spheres of influence’.
217

 Thus, it would be a mistake for 

Georgia to surrender to Russia’s indirect pressure to collaborate with it.   
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Despite this gloomy picture for Georgia after the war, Georgian nation and 

statehood could be safer than the pre-war period. There are two reasons for that. 

First, Russia exhausted the causes for a new military attack. Whether it was 

legitimate or not, Russia had some reasons to intervene in the South Ossetian conflict 

in 2008. Of course, possibility of a new Russian aggression cannot be totally 

disregarded; however, in case of such an attack, Russia would have to invent new 

reasons to legitimize it. Therefore, Georgian administration should avoid actions that 

would give Moscow new pretexts to attack. Secondly, Georgia has more 

international support today. It was seen that Russia might ignore international society 

as it did in 2008. Nevertheless, its losses would be more than the gains as 

geopolitical context has considerably changed since 2008.     

4.2.3 Recommendations for the West against New Russian Assertiveness 

Kremlin’s recent policies show that Russia considers itself as great power in 

the post-Soviet regions, which does not welcome other external actors that try to 

penetrate into these areas. Developments that took place after the war indicate that 

the US and the EU countries seem to accept Russian hegemony in the Russian 

spheres of interest.  

Kremlin is using all means available to restore its dominance that it had in the 

Soviet era in a different form. It could be called the “new Soviet Empire”. In order to 

achieve this goal, Moscow has the following objectives: weakening American 

influence in these regions, preventing NATO and the EU expansion, destabilizing the 

countries with uncooperative governments in the post-Soviet locale by economic, 

political, and military instruments.  

By its war with Georgia in 2008, Russia meant to show that it was not in 

strategic retreat against the West anymore. Russia revitalized its capacity to resist 

Western encirclement in the countries it sees as its spheres of interest. The war of 

2008 in Georgia brought the South Caucasus into the center of geopolitical rivalry in 

Eurasia. The war was a demonstration of Russian hegemony not only in the region 

but also for the other former states of the Soviet bloc. 
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Russia’s ambitions were not confined to the conflict zones in Georgia in 2008 

war. Destroying a pro-Western regime’s image or even overthrowing its leader 

would serve Russian objectives, but Russian military action did not bring about huge 

destabilization in Georgia. Nevertheless, Russia will probably make use of other non-

military methods to undermine the influence of the West not only in Georgia but also 

in the entire region.   

Russia’s near abroad policy that aims at restoring Russian dominance over the 

former Soviet countries compels Georgia to make a difficult decision. If Georgia is 

not given adequate support by the West, Russian influence on Georgia might 

increase and Georgia might have to abandon its aspirations to become a part of the 

Euro-Atlantic world. Western powers need to elaborate new strategies to respond to 

Russia’s attempts to dominate the region. Though they have some limits, the West 

has a number of measures to take against this Russian assertiveness.   

First, the West must understand Russian leadership’s concerns about Western 

containment policy of Russia. The West has continuously disturbed the balance in 

the post-Soviet regions since early 1990s. NATO’s expansion towards Eastern 

Europe is a good example of this reality. Conflict is inevitable when the balance of 

power is disturbed in international relations. From the realist perspective, it is 

Russia’s right to take action against Western encirclement. Thus, the US and the EU 

should reconsider their policies towards relations with Russia. They need to focus on 

generating approaches to reduce tension with Russia. In this effort, they need to have 

a common policy regarding their relations with Russia. They should find a common 

approach in dialogue with Moscow in order to create a win-win situation.
218

 They 

should highlight their mutual interests with Russia in the region and convince 

Kremlin that South Caucasus as stable region would serve all parties’ interests. In 

other words, the topic of the dialogue with Russia should not be confined to Georgia; 

other regional countries, namely Azerbaijan and Armenia, should be included as 

well. 

                                                      
218

 Nona Mikhelidze, “After The 2008 Russia-Georgia War:  Implications For The Wider Caucasus  

And Prospects For Western Involvement In Conflict Resolution”, (paper presented at the Conference 

on the Caucasus and Black Sea Region: European Neighborhood Policy and beyond, Rome, 6-7 

February 2009).   

 



102 

 

However, efforts for having a closer dialogue with Russia should not shadow 

the situation in Georgia. Western powers should continue to express their 

disapproval of Russia’s violation of Georgia’s territorial integrity and reject the 

formation of military zones in Georgian territory. They should press for the 

implementation of the six-point ceasefire plan by Russia and demand Russia to give 

consent to the establishment of an international peacekeeping force along the borders 

of the conflict zones. Tactically, American and NATO contribution in this effort will 

be essential for showing that Russia has to face consequences for its actions in 

Georgia. If the West fails to give adequate concrete responses to Russia, Kremlin 

may conclude that using hard power is an appropriate method in order to achieve its 

foreign-policy goals. 

NATO’s role needs to be reduced in providing security to Georgia. Granting 

full membership to Georgia seems problematic and may cause further conflicts 

considering the strong Russian opposition. It was mentioned earlier that Kremlin 

declared that it would prevent Georgia’s membership at all costs. However, NATO 

and Georgia can build closer military relations out of a full membership format or the 

US could give Georgia the status of major non-NATO ally (MNNA) which is a 

designation given by the USA to close allies with whom American Army has 

strategic relations.
219

 Such a course could be acceptable to both Georgia and Russia. 

The events of 2008 also showed that a new strategy is needed in order to deal 

with the regional conflicts more effectively. Russian monopoly in the regional 

conflicts needs to be ended through diplomatic means. Developments since the 

collapse of the Soviet Union indicate that Russia has been abusing the ethnic 

conflicts for its interests. Therefore, it cannot be a reliable peacemaker as it is not 

trusted by the parties of the conflicts due to its confirmed partially in the South 

Ossetian and Abkhazian conflicts. The situation is the same in Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict. The solution is to establish international peacekeeping forces in the conflict 

areas. These forces need to be positioned on the borders of the conflict areas so as to 

prevent possible incidents of armed clashes. If there had been an international 
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peacekeeping force in South Ossetia, the 2008 war could not have occurred. 

However, Russia would oppose this offer; in this case, the West can warn Russia that 

its closing eyes to international demands might result in international isolation. In 

addition, a way of dialogue with the administrations of secessionist regions should be 

found. Their dependence on Moscow should be ended. This is essential for the 

resolution process. 

Finally, efforts to resolve Nagorno-Karabakh conflict needs to be intensified, 

but it is not very realistic to hope for an immediate resolution. International pressure 

on the sides of the conflict would speed up the peace process.  Continuation of status 

quo in this conflict is against the interest of Western powers, Turkey, Azerbaijan and 

Armenia. Once the conflict has been solved, Russian influence on Armenia and 

Azerbaijan would be reduced. 

To sum up, geopolitical rivalry over the South Caucasus is likely to continue 

for many years to come. The war in 2008 indicated that Russia still has noteworthy 

instruments of influence in this region. If the Western passivity continues, Kremlin 

will maintain its position as the prime actor in the future of the South Caucasus.  
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