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Georgian Foreign Policy after the Ukrainian Crisis
By Lika Merebashvili, Intern, Eastern Europe Studies Centre

Developments in Ukraine from the 2013 “Euromaidan” to the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing
war in Eastern Ukraine are widely referred as the Ukrainian crisis, which emerged as a consequence of
the pro-European shift of Ukraine’s foreign policy understood as a threat by Russia to its influence
over the Eastern Europe. The recent Russian-Western involvements in Ukraine fomented
reconsideration of Georgian foreign policy by the new government of Irakli Garibashvili. However,
not all members of the government seem to agree on how the policy should develop. As a result, the
problem of poor coordination within the political elite has brought very fragmented and undefined
foreign policy in Georgia.
The article shows how the Ukrainian crisis affected the foreign policy of Georgia and why the
Garibashvili’s government avoided to actively stand against Russia’s illegal actions in Ukraine. In
addition, analysis of the role of the recent governmental shift in Georgia and the examples of its
uncoordinated policies are followed by the consequences and prospects in the conclusion.
Governmental Shift and New Foreign Policy Agenda in Georgia
In the late 2012 a newly formed coalition Georgian Dream won over the previously dominant United
National Movement (UNM), which was famous for its pro-Western and anti-Russian orientation. EuroAtlantic aspirations of Georgia remained the main foreign policy priority, but along with the ambitious
plan of resuming relations with the Russian Federation. 1 One of the foreign policy promises the
Georgian Dream coalition made to win the votes of its constituency during the election was to
normalize relations between Russia and Georgia.2
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Minister for Relations with Russia, and Grigory Karasin, Deputy Foreign Minister of Russia, was
launched shortly after the Georgian Dream came in power; Russian market was opened to Georgian
products, foreign direct investment from Russia increased and international flights between the two
countries were resumed. Consequently, Russia became the third biggest trading partner for Georgia in
the last two years.3
Meanwhile, specific ministries actively engaged in Western-oriented foreign policy. The Ministry of
Defense continued strengthening cooperation with NATO. At the 2014 Summit of NATO leaders in
Wales Georgia obtained a new cooperation agenda, the so-called “Substantial Package”, which
envisages launching of NATO training center in Georgia before September 2015.4 The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Euro-Atlantic Integration promoted signing of the EU Association
Agreement and implementation of the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement.5
Georgian Policy towards the Crisis in Ukraine
When the crisis in Kiev started many expected Georgia to demonstrate firm support to Ukraine as its
long-time friendly country. But, largely because of the 2008 war and the subsequent and ongoing
borderization policy of Russia, the Georgian government decided to use cautious rhetoric not to
provoke Kremlin while simultaneously supporting Ukrainian sovereignty.
Nevertheless, not all officials in Georgia followed the balanced policy approach. Three different types
of rhetoric can be identified within the political elite of Georgia: more staunch to Ukraine, anti-Russian
and reasonably cautious. Prime Minister Irakli Gharibashvili seems to have had the strictest and even
belligerent rhetoric when he blamed the West for not sanctioning Russia back in 2008, believing that
the Russian expansion to Ukraine could have been avoided had the international society shown
resistance to Russian aggression in Georgia.6 The UNM members of the Parliament, as well as the
former President Mikheil Saakashvili, criticized the ruling government for turning its back on Ukraine,
which they value as one of the most ardent supporters of the territorial integrity of Georgia. 7 They
further suspected the current government for having pro-Kremlin sentiments. The President Giorgi
Margvelashvili, however, remained fairly balanced, claiming that Georgia should follow its Western
partners and engage in peaceful management of Ukrainian crisis.8
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However, Georgian government did not join sanctions against Russia until June 19, 2015,9 and only
provided humanitarian aid and relatively restricted moral support (in the form of carefully formulated
official statements) to Ukrainian people.
Impact of the Ukrainian Crisis on the Foreign Policy of Georgia
Georgia, which has focused on ensuring and protecting its territorial integrity ever since becoming
independent from the Soviet Union, was deeply disappointed when the international society confined
its reaction to Russian expansionism to mere political or economic sanctions. Georgians acknowledged
that if Ukraine, a country which is geopolitically more important to the West, is not given substantial
help against Russia, Georgia cannot expect Western support in countering the ongoing Russian
occupation10 and in regaining its breakaway territories. The pro-Russian political parties, NGOs and
individuals propagated this rhetoric and it let to reconsideration of the foreign policy of Georgia by the
population. According to the 2015 March-April survey of National Democratic Institute, public
approval of the EU integration decreased from 72 to 68 percent during the last year, while the approval
of the Eurasian Economic Union increased from 20 to 31 percent during the same period.11
As the Ukrainian crisis started, NATO and the EU became more inward-looking trying to ensure
internal cohesion and security. This negatively affected the prospects of NATO and the EU
enlargement. Mostly because, Georgia, Ukraine and Moldova were considered together as a group of
Eastern Partnership countries aspiring the Euro-Atlantic integration. And, as Ukraine is fighting a war
in its Eastern territories, the chances of Georgia and Moldova joining the EU or NATO individually
have decreased significantly. At the 2014 EU-US Summit in Brussels, President of the United States
Barack Obama stated: “NATO has no short-term plans to have Ukraine and Georgia join.”12 On their
part, the EU officials declared several times during the Vilnius and Riga Summits that the Eastern
Partnership is not a format for accession to the EU, and should be understood as a platform for closer
relations.13 This frustration consequently led to undefined Georgian foreign policy. The West no longer
seemed a strong guarantee of Georgian security, especially after Russia signed Strategic Partnership
treaties with the Georgian breakaway territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 2014 and 2015. 14
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Nevertheless, the Minister of Defense Tina Khidasheli is strongly insisting on the importance of giving
NATO Membership Action Plan (MAP) to Georgia at the upcoming 2016 Summit in Warsaw.15
Recent developments show very fragmented foreign policy in Georgia because of the inability of
Georgian officials to form unified and clear vision when addressing the latest drawbacks that have
emerged lately. On the other hand, the government of Georgia seems to trying different tactics to
examine opportunities for new policy directions. Yet, the new game lacks a coordinated stand on key
foreign policy issues. For example, the Minister of Foreign Affairs Tamar Beruchashvili intensified
negotiations for further integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures and announced, in response to the
Russia-Abkhazia and Russia-South Ossetia partnership treaties, that the Abashidze-Karasin dialogue
format was exhausted. But, Abashidze kept on his unofficial meetings with the Russian ambassador
Karasin denying that the format should be cancelled.16 Another disagreement was related to adoption
of the resolution on Ukraine in the Parliament of Georgia on March 6, 2014. The members of the
opposition UNM party were ardent supporters of Ukraine and advocated to include in the resolution
the paragraph on direct call for international sanctions against Russia.17 But, the majority and minority
groups failed to negotiate on the unified text because the paragraph seemed provocative for the
Georgian Dream parliamentary majority group. As a result, the resolution proposed by the Georgian
Dream was adopted without the UNM participation in the voting.18
In addition to these examples in the legislature and the diplomatic service, the lack of coordination is
present at the cabinet level as well. For example, while almost absolute majority of Georgian officials
kept neutral or non-adversarial language when it came to Russia, the newly appointed Defence Minister
Khidasheli kept harsh anti-Russia rhetoric in the majority of her statements. After the meeting with the
NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg on the issues related to opening of NATO training center in
Georgia, she announced that Georgia should follow its purposeful policy neglecting what President
Putin will say in Russia.19 Majority of the government officials supported relatively bolder policies of
Khidasheli, but they avoided to mention Russia in their statements. Khidasheli’s hard approach seems
very controversial for many in the West. However, the Georgian government hopes to persuade NATO
that Russia will not be capable of opening new military fronts on the territory of Georgia.
Consequently, they expect that Georgia may obtain MAP or the recognition that it no longer needs
MAP for membership at the 2016 Warsaw Summit.20
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Conclusions
Overall, because of the Ukrainian crisis and strained Russian-Western relations, the West removed the
question of Georgia’s accession to the EU and NATO from the agenda. Still, the National Security
Concept21 and the Foreign Policy Strategy of Georgia define Euro-Atlantic direction as the strategic
priority for Georgian foreign policy.22 At the same time, Georgians elected the current government
with the expectation of normalizing relations with Russia, which poses a threat to territorial integrity
of the country. Considering these circumstances, playing uncertain foreign policy in the short-term
perspective might be beneficial for Georgia if it helps to determine how to address the challenges in
the long run. Georgian government needs to ensure security of the country, and the most feasible way
of improving its defence capabilities is cooperation with NATO. Thus, despite the harsh Russian
opposition, the Ministry of Defence opened the NATO-Georgia joint training center in August, 2015.23
By doing this, Georgia demonstrates capacity and commitment to its security, and hopes to convince
the West that Georgia invests in its defence capabilities in order to become the full-fledged NATO
member. As a result, the Garibashvili government expects the Alliance to reconsider Georgia’s
accession.
At this stage, Western countries need to demonstrate that deepening relations with their Eastern
partners still represents one of their foreign policy priorities. Both, NATO and the EU disappointed
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine when due to Ukrainian crisis took back their enlargement promises in
order to avoid provoking Russia. As a result, Russia became more confident in widening its spheres of
influence, while the future and necessity of the EU Eastern Partnership policy became questionable. If
NATO and the EU will further keep the doors closed for the aspirant countries, neglecting their
membership goals, they will lose these countries’ loyalty. Consequently, the Eastern Partnership policy
of the EU and NATO will fail, and this will bring a negative effect and damage credibility of both
organizations.
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