
	
		
			THE CONVERSATION

			Mikhaïl Saakaixvili, president of Georgia

			“Europe and the United States took their time to stop the war”

			BY EVA MILLET

			Born in Tiflis, the capital of Georgia, in 1967, Mikheil Saakashvili holds a degree in Law from the University of Kiev. He is very knowledgeable about the culture of his main ally, the United States, as he pursued further education at two prestigious US universities. In 1995 he joined the party of Eduard Shevardnadze, his mentor, and in 2000 he was appointed Minister of Justice in the government of this former Soviet Foreign Minister. However, one year later, he founded his own party, and in 2004 he won the presidential elections. He was re-elected in 2007 after a controversial vote count.

			The figure of the President of Georgia catapulted into the international headlines last August when the so-called South Ossetia War broke out. Mikheil Saakashvili was recently in Barcelona, where he explained his role in this conflict and his plans for the former Soviet republic, a loyal ally of the United States which is marked by tense relations with its powerful neighbour, Russia.
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			Even though he is just 41 years old, Mikhail Saakashvili was elected President of Georgia five years ago. After leading what is known as the Revolution of Roses, which peacefully deposed his predecessor, Eduard Shevardnadze, he won the 2004 presidential elections by a landslide. However, since then things have not exactly gone smoothly for the leader of this strategic state of 4.4 million inhabitants located on the coast of the Black Sea, between Russia and Turkey, which declared its independence in 1991 after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

			Last August, dovetailing with the opening of the Olympics in Beijing, Georgia launched a land and air attack against South Ossetia. This region of the country, which is ethnically different and pro-Russian in sympathies, has aspired to independence from Georgia since the 1990s. The attack was bluntly answered by the army ofRussia, a country that supports the claims of both South Ossetia and another nearby region, Abkhazia. In fact, both have already declared their independence, although only Russia and Nicaragua have recognised this status. 

			The war ended with a humiliating military defeat for the Georgians, plus a death toll in the hundreds, thousands of refugees and war crimes on both sides. The capital of South Ossetia, Tskhinvali, was left practically in ruins and Russia seized almost one-third of Georgia.

			It is not clear whether the Russian troops entered South Ossetia before or after the Georgian attack. Journalists and international observers claim that Georgia took the first step, fed up with constant provocations – military incursions into its territory and energy boycotts – from the neighbouring Russians.

			Saakashvili denies this. At a breakfast with journalists organised by the International Press Centre of Barcelona (CIPB) and the Centre of Contemporary Culture of Barcelona (CCCB), the loquacious President of Georgia billed these accusations as “totally erroneous”. “Our troops went to Ossetia because there were 3,472 Russian tanks there. Unfortunately, the Russian soldiers told the world that Georgia attacked first and they just responded,” he stressed.

			Did you have the United States’ blessing for the attack? I’ve been asked before if it is true that Dick Cheney [then US Vice President] authorised me to go to war. I can ensure you that I have spoken with him several times and that Cheney… never talks. Never. That is, physically, Cheney could not have authorised anything. Plus, how are the Americans going to risk engaging in a nuclear war just to protect us? They’re not mad. The claim that they told us to attack is yet another Russian invention that some European countries, discontented with [George W.] Bush, were happy to swallow.

			At any rate, did you expect clearer support from the United States during the conflict? I think that at first Bush committed a serious mistake by describing Russia’s entrance into Georgia not as war but as a “disproportionate use of force”. So the Russians kept coming further and further into Georgia until the United States grasped that they were going to take the entire country. That was when Bush warned them that if they didn’t stop, the Pentagon would begin to take measures. In short, we got more than we expected, and at a given point the combined efforts of Europe and America stopped the war. It came late, but not too late; the rest of the country was saved. What they should have done is not allow them to enter to begin with. But the occasion was perfect: Bush and [Nicolas] Sarkozy were in Beijing, and Angela Merkel was on vacation. No one cared what was happening to us because all eyes were on the Olympics: the worst time for a small country to be in a situation like that. During the first three days, our message was overwhelmed. 

			Have you had any contact with the new US administration yet? I met Joe Biden, the new Vice-President, in Munich. At one point he was the mastermind behind a billion-dollar aid package that the Democratic Party sent to Georgia after the war. In Munich, he told me that they would help us more, and I can assure you that his speech there was brilliant: his tone with everyone is calmer. At any rate, I believe that the Obama administration will be strong, and this is positive for countries like ours. In my opinion, [Vladimir] Putin decided to attack us because the United States was very weak at the time, while Russia, in contrast, was very strong – the stock market was still going well that week in August. In some ways he was right, but now things are changing. Even though there is a crisis, the United States has a stronger president. Europe is also more aware of us; now there are European observers in our country, something that I have been clamouring for since the first day of my presidency. If they had come to Georgia earlier, there would have been no war. Now there is a European mission and better security.

			“They attacked us when all eyes were on the Olympics”

			The thorny relationship with their powerful neighbour, Russia, determines the dynamic of this country that measures almost 70,000 km2 and has its own alphabet, picturesque landscapes, people who are famous for their hospitality and a per capita income of $2,120 in 2007. Its main exports, including wine, fruit and mineral water, have been boycotted by Russia. Saakashvili reports that Russia has imposed an economic embargo since 2006: “All the Georgian products that we used to export to Russia have sanitary problems,” even the prized Borjomi, the mineral water that springs from a small village in the Caucasus mountains. “Our Borjomi was regarded as the best remedy for hangovers in Russia, and it accounted for 60% of the mineral water market… But now they’ve launched their own Borjomi,” he says with a hint of irony. Something similar has happened with the wine, but the Georgian President believes that in this sector, the Russian boycott was positive: “It has made us dramatically improve our wines. We are at a very high level, close to that of Spain, which enables us to open up to other markets. We have tripled exports to other European countries. I calculate that next year we will be at the same level of exports as before the Russian embargo, but with very high quality products.”

			In addition to losing the Russian market, how is your country facing its economic prospects in the wake of the destruction wrought by the war and the current worldwide crisis? There is no question that the war harmed our economy. Whereas two years ago we were one of the fastest-growing economies (13% in 2007), I would say that we are now one of the ten that is suffering the least. My prediction for this year is growth between one and two percent, even up to three to four percent, optimistically. It’s not enough to feel proud, but at least we’re not falling into a recession like Ukraine or even Russia itself. Our currency, the lari, is stable, as is our banking system. We have lost financial investments, but we’re getting them back: unlike other countries in the region, we are about to sign important agreements. On the other hand, the reconstruction aid from the United States and the European Union helped us to meet the budget in 2008, and to create infrastructures and jobs this year.

			How is the reconstruction process in Georgia faring? Forty thousand people were displaced during the war, an ethnically mixed group of people (Georgians and Ossetians). Curiously, the Russians entered Ossetian zones, which were under my government until last year, to liberate the Ossetians, yet they fled. We built houses for these people within a month and a half, complete houses, very modern and well-equipped, with heating and electricity. We also gave homes to the Ossetians who requested them. I want Georgia to be a country where all the minorities feel at home.

			According to analysts, this country lost almost one-third of its land during the conflict (according to Saakashvili, it was 20%, although he notes that Russia already controlled 16% of Georgia with the presence of its “peacekeeping forces”, which reduces Russia’s more recent encroachment to 4%). The President does not yet have a strategy for getting it back: he believes that it is up to Russia to normalise relations “and do what has to be done before the eyes of the international community”. “We cannot compete with them militarily,” he stresses.

			His efforts are mainly focused on seeking alternative energy sources, yet another issue that tarnishes relations with its neighbour. Just like in Ukraine, in the past Georgia has suffered from Russia’s cut-offs in the gas and electricity supply. “The Soviet Union was made this way, by centralising energy. Everything went through Moscow. They believed that this made them indestructible,” states Saakashvili. The response to Russia’s restrictions is to seek alternative energy sources, improving their own hydraulic energy facilities and bringing valuable gas from Azerbaijan.

			Georgia is also heavily involved in the Nabucco project, the construction of an enormous natural gas pipeline to join the energy reserves in the Caucasian countries like Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan with western Europe via the Caspian Sea, running through Georgia and Turkey. This would allow to supply the EU with almost 40% of the gas it imports and put an end to Russia’s energy domination. 
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