The NGO alternative report regarding Georgia’s respect of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights articles 18, 19, 25, and 27, which are related to the rights of ethnic, national, religious and linguistic minorities.
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to the attention of the 

United Nations Committee on Human Rights 

for the consideration of the Georgian Government’s third periodic report,

on the 15th and 16th of October 2007

September 2007
This report was prepared with the support of
Minority Rights Group International

The NGO alternative report

According to article 40 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of December 16th, 1966 (the Covenant from here on), the Georgian Government has the obligation to prepare a report on the implementation and respect of the Covenant in Georgia.

The Georgian Government’s third periodic report was transmitted to the Human Rights Committee on November 7th, 2006.
 Georgia will be auditioned by the Committee in Geneva on October 15th and 16th, 2007.

The non-governmental organisation (NGO), the Yerkir – Georgia, wishes to voice, through this alternative report, its comments regarding Georgia’s respect of the Covenant articles 18, 19, 25, and 27, which are related to the rights of ethnic, national, religious and linguistic minorities. 

Please find hereafter a summary of the organization’s recommendations.
Summary of the recommendations

International sphere

· Government of Georgia to invite the UN Independent Expert on minority issues to undertake country visit to Georgia in order to observe relevant programmes and policies, register concerns, and identify areas for cooperation with the Government, international, regional, non-governmental and other civil society organizations. 
· Government of Georgia to invite the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief to undertake country visit to Georgia in order to observe relevant policies, register concerns, and identify areas for cooperation with the Government, international, regional, non-governmental and other civil society organizations. 

Protection of fundamental human rights and freedoms

· Recognize the principles of protection of human rights and of ethnic minorities as first priorities and as concepts corresponding to the highest interests of the state of Georgia;

· Uplift the authority of the Public Defender of Georgia and provide him with the necessary resources and the mandate for more active monitoring of the human rights situation;

· Increase the level of awareness in the population of the rights they have and improve the access of ethnic minorities to information by producing a larger number of news and educational programs in the minority languages in mass media;

· Create a new specialized structure (such as “The Office of Defender of Rights of Ethnic Minorities of Georgia”) having an enhanced activities mandate, high degree of independence and elections-based proportional representation of minorities;

Law and legal standards

· Codify the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities 1995 in its entirety into the Georgian law, to extend the Convention cover to all representatives of the minorities regardless of where they reside; 

· Ratify the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, 1992;

· Ratify the European Convention on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities, 1980 (and its additional Protocols) and continue codifying the rights of ethnic minorities to cultural, educational, economic and other types of across-the-frontier links to their “ethnic motherlands” (also by signing bilateral treaties or by including ad hoc articles into intergovernmental agreements);

· Adopt a new law on ethnic minorities that would take into account their interests in the cultural, linguistic, educational and sociopolitical spheres and promote the civic integration of minorities;

· Introduce additions and amendments into derivative standards and laws and into departmental regulation of issues concerning cultural, linguistic, educational and political rights of ethnic minorities;

· Actively involve social and political organizations and individual representatives of ethnic and religious minorities in working on draft laws that are relevant to their concerns.

Socio-political area

· Proclaim that socio-political associations in regions with compact habitation of ethnic minorities refuse to make irredentist or secessionist declarations;

· Declare moratorium on irresponsible speculations concerning the problems of regions with compact habitation of ethnic minorities in the domestic political activities in Georgia and in the “ethnic motherlands” of minorities;

· Declare moratorium on further increase in the numerical strength of law enforcement armed units in the regions with compact habitation of ethnic minorities and take into account the interest of ethnic minorities when new units are brought to these regions;

· Extend trust-building measures by a deeper dialog with public organizations in Georgia and by regular meetings with core socio-political organizations representing ethnic minorities; 

· Proclaim repudiation of any action aimed at (or objectively assisting in) a change in the demographic situation in regions of territorially concentrated habitation of ethnic minorities;

· Take practical steps towards ensuring equal rights for representatives of ethnic minorities in matters of employment by state structures and of professional advancement;

· Start a broad-based campaign for promoting tolerance with regard to ethnic and religious minorities.

Linguistic issues

· Ratify the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, 1992 and implement it in its entirety into the Georgian legislation;

· Develop the legal basis and standards for further implementation in Georgia of the provisions of the European Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, 1995 so as to raise the status of the languages of ethnic minorities in regions of their territorially concentrated habitation to the language of internal record keeping and court proceedings;

· Analyze and discuss the issue of incorporating adequate modifications concerning minority languages into domestic legal acts and into derivative departmental instructions;

· Organize courses for improving the proficiency in the official language among civil servants and eliminate language-based discriminatory practices (such as sacking civil servants belonging to ethnic minorities for reasons of insufficient command of the official language).

Cultural and educational fields

· Codify into law a special mode of taking entrance exams in the languages of ethnic minorities representatives from regions with concentrated habitation of ethnic minorities or reduced-criteria for the Georgian language exams for enrolling in higher-education establishments of Georgia;

· Set up a joint Armenian-Georgian State University in the town of Akhalkalaki (biggest Armenian populated town in the region of Samtskhe-Javakheti) in accordance with the intergovernmental agreements between Armenia and Georgia;

· Intensify more profound cultural and educational exchange between representatives of different ethnic groups of Georgia;

· Include into Georgian school curricula in regions of territorially concentrated habitation of ethnic minorities special subjects for studying the language and culture of these minorities;

· Introduce into curricula of all general-education schools of Georgia a mandatory subject designed to teach multiculturalism, tolerance and nondiscrimination.

Freedom of conscience and freedom to practice religion

· Amend the Civil Code and other relevant legal documents in order to resolve the issue with registering religious associations in Georgia as legal entities of public law;

· Adopt a separate law on religion and religious associations in Georgia reflecting the view of the fundamental international legal standards;

· Resolve the issue of restitution of church properties and buildings confiscated during the Communist rule in Georgia to their former owners;

· Reduce political activities of religious organizations in areas of territorially concentrated habitation of minorities to the lowest possible level.

Local governance area

· Implement the provisions of the European Charter of Local Self-Government 1985 in Georgia with a view to greater decentralization of power on all-Georgia scale;

· Adopt a law establishing electiveness of town mayors and heads of district and regional administrations;

· Submit annexes to the acting legal standards in Georgian legislation designed to raise the level of self-governance taking into account the interests of regions of territorially concentrated habitation of ethnic minorities;

· Comply with the principle of parity and proportionality in drawing the borders of electoral districts with territorially concentrated (or mixed) habitations of people of ethnic minorities;

· Create special councils comprising representatives of minorities and empowered to introduce initiatives and draft laws into local organs of representative authority to provide assistance for heads of executive powers of the regions;

Civic integration and participation of minorities in social and political life

· Launch more active measures to seed institutions of civil society in areas of territorially concentrated habitation of minorities;

· Repeal legal constraints on the registration of political parties and movements that are created on the basis of ethnicity and/or region of habitation;

· Assign quotas of Parliament seats and draft an adequate policy for active involvement of representatives of minorities in the work at every level of executive and judicial branches;

· Uphold the proportionality principle in selecting candidates to appointive positions in regional power structures and in forming the staff of law enforcement structures in areas of territorially concentrated habitation of ethnic minorities;

· Intensify the campaign aimed at weakening the relevant social stereotypes and intolerance, in the society and also in the media and educational establishments of Georgia;

Socio-economic sphere

· Stimulate investment for the socio-economic rehabilitation in areas of territorially concentrated habitation of minorities originating from “ethnic motherlands” and diasporas of these minorities;

· Sign bilateral legal acts covering legal standards at the governmental and interdepartmental levels and concerning specific ethnic minority issues between Georgia and the “ethnic motherlands” of these minorities;

· Actively complete implementation of the program (or draft a new one) of job procurement for the local population of Javakheti in the course of dismantling and evacuation of the Russian 62nd military base;

· Implement an efficient state-supported program of socio-economic rehabilitation, expansion of the transportation infrastructure and provision of natural gas to Samtskhe-Javakheti.

Presentation of the report
The report covers the main concerns of the organisation that drafted it. In light of the importance and diversity of the issues covered by the Covenant, it does not pretend to be exhaustive, nor does it reply to each and every point of the Georgian Government's report.

The report mainly aims at drawing the Human Rights Committee’s attention to specific situations, related to the contemporary situation of ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities in Georgia. 
The Yerkir - Georgia asks the Georgian Government, Members of Parliament and the Georgian political world to give a high priority to the respect of the Covenant’s provisions, related to the rights of ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities in Georgia and to the implementation of the recommendations of the Human Rights Committee.

Presentation of the organizations
Yerkir – Georgia

Yerkir – Georgia is a local Georgian NGO, which is working on issues of ethnic, linguistic and religious minorities in Georgia. Organization aims to support minorities in Georgia to protect their rights and freedoms and to lobby minorities’ rights before the Georgian and international structures. For more detailed information about the Yerkir - Georgia please visit http://www.yerkir.ge/. 
Minority Rights Group International
Minority Rights Group International campaigns worldwide with around 130 partners in over 60 countries to ensure that disadvantaged minorities and indigenous peoples, often the poorest of the poor, can make their voices heard. Through training and education, legal cases, publications and the media, we support minority and indigenous people as they strive to maintain their rights to the land they live on, the languages they speak, to equal opportunities in education and employment, and to full participation in public life.
Minority Rights Group International has over 40 years experience of working with non-dominant ethnic, religious and linguistic communities and we bring a long term view of these issues to bear in all the work we do.
MRG is an international non-governmental organization (NGO) with an international governing Council that meets twice a year. We have consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and observer status with the African Commission for Human and Peoples’ Rights. For more detailed information about the Minority Rights Group International please visit http://www.minorityrights.org/. 
Introduction

Georgia is traditionally a multiethnic country. For centuries it was the area of habitation for various peoples who all contributed greatly to the evolution of the Georgian culture and the building of the Georgian statehood. In contemporary Georgia authorities chose to accelerate and enforce their policies directed at ethnic minorities, which only caused opposite consequences – in recent years ethnic minorities were distancing themselves more and more from the Georgian state and Georgian society. 
Despite the introduction of a large number of general and declarative statements, the legislation in Georgia concerning the protection of human rights and ethnic minorities is still characterized by distancing itself from democratic law enforcement and efficient practical implementation. Even though the fundamental principles of protection of ethnic minorities were incorporated in the Constitution of Georgia of 1995 and in the derivative laws, there is still no law enacted in the country that would directly and justly regulate the rights of minorities and define their status. In view of the importance of the problems involved in ethnic and religious minorities, the unwillingness of the political forces in Georgia to finalize the legal status that would practically guarantee the protection of the rights of minorities in this country is an indication of the absence of political will and/or rejection of this outcome by the Georgian society. 
Efforts made by a number of NGOs in Georgia resulted in preparing a draft law regulating the status of ethnic and religious minorities which would make it possible to work out details of the available legal basis in terms of the political realities of the country. A number of international organizations also recommended adoption of this law but so far most of the parliamentarians as well as the government maintain a rather critical stance towards this step.
Demographic situation in Georgia

According to the 2002 official census, 4.372 thousand people reside in Georgia in which 248.9 thousand are ethnic Armenians (5.7%) and 284.8 thousand are ethnic Azeri population (6.5%). The Armenians compactly reside in Samtskhe-Javakheti province of Georgia; Azeri population compactly resides in Kvemo Kartli province. The ethnic composition of contemporary Georgia is the following:

Ethnic composition of the population of the Georgia. The data of official censuses in Georgia in 1989 – 2002.

	Ethnic group
	1989
	2002
	Increment

in 1989-2002

	
	thousands
	%
	thousands
	%
	thousands

	Georgian
	3 784.4
	70.1
	3 661.2
	83.8
	-126.2

	Abkhaz
	95.9
	1.8
	3.5
	0.1
	-92.3

	Ossetian
	164.1
	3
	38.0
	0.9
	-126.0

	Armenian
	437.2
	8.1
	248.9
	5.7
	-188.2

	Russian
	341.2
	6.3
	67.7
	1.5
	-273.5

	Ukrainian
	52.4
	1.0
	7.0
	0.2
	-45.4

	Azerbaijani
	307.6
	5.7
	284.8
	6.5
	-22.8

	Greek
	100.3
	1.9
	15.2
	0.3
	-85.1

	Jewish
	24.8
	0.5
	3.8
	0.1
	-20.9

	Kurdish
	33.3
	0.6
	2.5
	-
	-30.8

	Total population
	5 400.8
	100
	4 371.5
	100
	-1 029


As we see from these statistics, the population of Georgia as reflected in the data of the latest census of 2002 was (with the exception of the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia that are beyond control of the Georgian government) 4 mln 371.5 thousand. The drop in population in comparison with the Soviet period by 1 mln 29.3 thousand was mostly caused by emigration. Most of those who left the country in the post-Soviet period were ethnic minorities: Russians, Ukrainians, Armenians and Greeks. During these years the total number of minority residents in Georgia decreased from 1 mln 613 thousand to 710 thousand, i.e. it dropped by 56% of the total population while the number of ethnic Georgians decreased by only 3%.

Consequently, the ethnic and demographic situation in today’s Georgia have significantly changed. By the data of the 2002 census, ethnic Georgians compose now 83% of the country’s population while in 1989 their share was 70.1%. During these years the number of representatives of ethnic minorities in Georgia has dropped from 29.9% to 16.2%. One exception among the larger minority groups in Georgia are Azerbaijanis: their number fell in the post-Soviet period by only 7% (by 22.8 thousand) while their percentage relative to the rest of the population in Georgia rose from 5.7% to 6.5%.
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Information on implementation the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights article by article
Article 18 - The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion

The freedom of thought and the freedom of conscience are protected equally with the freedom of religion and belief. The fact that a religion is recognized as official or traditional or that its followers comprise the majority of the population, shall not result in any impairment of the enjoyment of any of the rights under the Covenant, including articles 18 and 27, nor in any discrimination against adherents to other religions or non-believers. In particular, certain measures discriminating against the latter, such as measures restricting eligibility for government service to members of the predominant religion or giving economic privileges to them or imposing special restrictions on the practice of other faiths, are not in accordance with the prohibition of discrimination based on religion or belief and the guarantee of equal protection under article 26.
However, an analysis of the domestic legal situation with the rights and with political realities in post-Soviet Georgia shows that the situation with the freedom of conscience and with protection of the religious right of minorities is rather alarming. Even though the Constitution states in Article 9 that the Georgian state recognizes the exceptional role of the Georgian Orthodox Christian Church (GOC) in the history of the country, it also declares at the same time the freedom of worship and faith and the separation and independence of the church and the state.
Georgia is the only state in the post-Soviet space without a separate law on religion or religious associations; this is largely explained by the resistance from the Orthodox Church which has a special status and in fact exerts great influence on the social and political processes in the country. In addition, the GOC enjoys very preferential treatment, including favors in tax payment and property ownership while all other religious associations of the country are offered practically no such benefits. 

This special – we could even say constitutional – status of the GOC was created as a result of signing on 14 October 2002 of the so-called Concordat (officially known as the “Constitutional Covenant between the Georgian State and the Georgian Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox Church”). At the same time for all other religions in Georgia even the procedure of registration is fraught with complications. All aspects of creating religious associations in Georgia are supposed to be regulated by the Civil Code adopted in 1997. 

The situation with religion-related issues started to change after the “Rose revolution”, when the Parliament modified Article 1509 of the Civil Code of Georgia which for the first time in the history of the Georgian state created for religious associations the possibility of registering as non-commercial private law legal entities. Regardless of this, the registration of religious associations still remains an unresolved issue for several religious associations since the Roman Catholic Church, the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Evangelical Baptist Church, the Muslim community, and the Jewish community refuse to acquire the status of private-law legal entities since they consider it unacceptable to exist as an organization without recognition from the side of State their religious character. 

Today’s legislation of Georgia is inapt for solving difficulties that the religious minorities have to face on the daily basis. Their view is that either a clearly defined legal act on religious associations be passed or a separate full-scale agreement with the Georgian government (in the spirit of the Concordat) be signed with individual religions. The leading Georgian human rights activists and experts, as well as the ombudsman for Georgia S. Subari also chose this approach.
This lack of legal instruments for registering religious associations in Georgia is very closely tied with the right to hold property of a number of traditional non-Orthodox Christian religions in Georgia, e.g. the Roman Catholic and the Armenian Apostolic churches. As long as there is no encoded legal status for these churches, they cannot achieve a restitution of a number of buildings of religious and historical nature which were confiscated in the years of the Soviet rule, and will be unable to achieve that even if the Georgian authorities dare in the foreseeable future to display a political will and decide to return these buildings to their former owners.

At the present moment the diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Church encounters formidable difficulties. While in the 1920s there were hundreds of Armenian churches and faith-related edifices in Georgia, by now only about two dozens have survived. Almost all churches were shut down in the Soviet period. However, as we mentioned above, the problem of legal registration is painfully acute. Another difficult problem facing the diocese is the restitution of churches and other faith related buildings that were confiscated by the Soviet state or transferred by it to the GOC. The paramount problem is to restore church buildings and historical monuments. A problem of recent origin that grew more pressing recently is that of religious tolerance; the press reported facts of defilement of Armenian churches in Georgia. 
Armenian Church does indeed request to repossess the ownership rights over six Armenian temples. Five of these temples are in the city of Tbilisi and the remaining one is in the town of Akaltsikhe of Samtskhe-Javakheti, a region with a majority Armenian population. These churches are: “Norashen”, “Surb Nshan”, “Shamkhoretsots Surb Astuadzatsin”, “Mughno Surb Gevorg”, “Surb Minas” in Tbilisi, and another “Surb Nshan” church in Akhaltsikhe. All these churches, that served the Armenian community for centuries, are today shut and made no use of whatsoever by any denomination. 

The same issue is crucially important for the Roman Catholic Church in Georgia. 

The US State Department has touched on the issue of ownership of historical Armenian and Catholic churches in Georgia in report released by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor in 2005, 2006 and 2007. It states: “The Catholic and Armenian Apostolic churches have been unable to secure the return of churches and other facilities closed during the Soviet period, many of which later were given to the GOC by the state. The prominent AAC church in Tbilisi, Norashen, remained closed, as did four smaller AAC churches in Tbilisi and one in Akhaltsikhe. In addition, the RCC and AAC, like Protestant denominations, have had difficulty obtaining permission to construct new churches”.

Because the solution of these issues, particularly definition of the status of the religious organizations in Georgia and the return of churches into domain of their historical owners, are entirely within competence of the Government of Georgia, the Yerkir – Georgia calls on the Government for prompt action on definition of the status of the religious organizations and returning churches to their owners. 
Article 19 – Freedom of expression

According to Article 8 of the Constitution of Georgia of 1995, the official language of the country is the Georgian language. The Constitution of Georgia guarantees that the Abkhazian language is also an official language on the territory of Abkhazia, alongside with the Georgian language. Likewise, the use of languages in the administrative proceedings is regulated in Articles 14 and 73 of the Administrative Code of 1999 (it came into force in 2000). Note that according to Article 73.4, if an application or any other document is submitted by one of the parties to proceedings not in the official language, this party must also submit a notarized translation of this document.

The use of the Georgian language in the system of state and local government is also regulated by the Law on Public Service, 1998. According to Article 12 of this law the government of Georgia operates in the Georgian language, with the exception of Abkhazia where the Abkhaz language can also be used. However, according to Article 98.1 inability to communicate in the Georgian language may be a legitimate basis for dismissing a state employee. This law states that anyone applying for a position with civil service (Article 15) or with local selfgovernment (Article 16) must have command of the Georgian language. Article 16 is based on the new Organic Law of Georgia on Local Self-Government of 2005, in which Article 10 declares that the working language of the administration and local self-government bodies is the state language of Georgia. 

The Law on Common Courts, 1997 regulates the use of the language in the judicial system of Georgia. This law (namely, Article 10) also declares that court proceedings are to be run in the Georgian language with the exception of the territory of Abkhazia. At the same time this Article stipulates that should a person not be conversant in the official language, that person will have in the course of court proceedings the services of an interpreter at the state’s expense. 
The Unified Election Code of Georgia (as amended in August 2003) contains a partial permission to use languages of minorities in the course of the electoral process. According to Article 51.1, “[a] ballot paper shall be printed… in the Georgian language, and in Abkhazia – in the Abkhazian language, and if necessary – in any other language understandable for the local population”. And at the same time the Election Code holds that the knowledge of the Georgian language is obligatory for persons elected to the Parliament (Article 92.1). This provision was to come into force as of January 1, 2005 and will therefore be applied during the next elections to the Parliament of Georgia in 2008 (Article 129.1). Moreover, according to the amendment to the Unified Election Code of Georgia adopted in April 2005 (Articles 27.4 and 33(B).5) all candidates to the Central Electoral Commission and district Electoral Commissions must also be able to speak fluent Georgian.

Even before the “Rose Revolution” the Chamber of the State Language prepared a draft Language Law but as it caused widespread rejection, especially by certain NGOs and also representatives of ethnic minorities, it was sent back to be revised. The opinion was that the draft contained a number of provisions that were either blatantly discriminating ethnic minorities or unacceptable to them for other reasons. Thus in the introductory part of the first draft of the law all languages but the Georgian were put together in a group classified as “foreign languages”. The introduction of this term caused serious discomfort for representatives of ethnic minorities who saw in this a precondition for treating minorities as “foreigners” or potential emigrants. The term “foreign languages” was replaced in the amended version of the draft law by the term non-state languages. In fact, neither is this term adequate but those who insist on this formulation seemed to try to avoid the use of the terms “regional languages” or “languages of ethnic minorities”.

The authors of the report “Language Policy in Georgia”, among others, point to this approach being fairly popular among certain Parliamentarians and representatives of the political elite in Georgia27: “In particular the notion that minorities are immigrants is expressed among those who oppose giving more linguistic autonomy to the Armenian speaking population in Samstkhe-Javakheti and the Azeri speaking population in Kvemo Kartli. For example, Nodar Grigalashvili, head of the Parliamentary Committee on Education, dismisses the possibility of a federal approach or a territorial bi- or trilingual solution for certain areas with reference to European monolingual nation states”. The second item of the draft language law that caused debates is found in Article 11 which says that “every citizen of Georgia should have command of the Georgian language”. Opponents argue that there can be no factual obligation for those who live in areas where Georgian is not spoken. A law, they argue, can require and encourage people to learn the language, but it cannot legally impose language competence… Furthermore, the law does not say anything about the legal consequences for those who do not know Georgian. Do they lose citizenship? Do they become second-class citizens? These are fears expressed by those who do not master Georgian… Furthermore, the law did not specify how language competence should be measured and what level of competence is accepted as “knowledge of Georgian”)”.

Article 25 - The right to participate in public affairs, voting rights and the right of equal access to public service
Minorities are represented poorly in central levels of government and only marginally better in regional ones, though such representation and participation is vital for forging loyalty to the state and “integration of diversity within the state”.
 Many believe state-sponsored discrimination is responsible, that only ethnic Georgians are trusted in influential posts, and they have virtually no chance of getting a job if a Georgian also applies.
 Minorities complain that ethnic Georgians from elsewhere in the country are increasingly brought in to fill posts previously held by Armenians or Azeris.

Armenians and Azeris are seriously underrepresented in the political system. Almost no ethnic Armenians or Azeris work in the presidential administration or the prime minister’s office
 and few in ministries.
 The senior Azeri in the army is a captain at the military academy in Tbilisi; and the senior Armenian is a chief of battalion. In the 225-member parliament, there are five Armenians and three Azeris; the two groups make up 12.2 per cent of the population and hold 3.6 per cent of the seats. The situation is no better in the regions and capitals. 

In spite of all the steps made both by the Georgian government and by international donor organizations, practically no appreciable results or shifts of attitude in the problem of knowledge (or rather ignorance) of the state language by persons belonging to ethnic minorities were observed over the entire post-Soviet period. As a matter of fact, only about 30-40% of the entire Armenian community in Georgia is unable to communicate in the official language but the general negative attitude of the Georgian society and political elite toward the Armenian minority extends to practically every representative of this community.

Georgian experts often refer to the inability to communicate in the official language as the main cause of ethnic minorities being poorly represented in legislative and other types of authorities in Georgia. In fact, only one person coming from the Armenian community of Tbilisi now counting 100-120 thousand people and where virtually everyone is fluent in the official language, occupied an important position in state hierarchy in all the years since Georgia became independent. True, an Ossetian, Zinaida Bestaeva was appointed to a relatively high administrative post in the government. It appears, however, that this appointment was stimulated by reasons of political expediency: the government was anxious to somehow show to the international community after the events in South Ossetia in summer 2004 that its attitude to Ossetians has changed.

We come to a most important factor and an indispensable precondition for the integration of ethnic minorities into the socio-political life of Georgia: the formation, registering and participation of political parties that represent the interests of minorities or specific regions of the country during elections. The Georgian political elite are so far very negative about the idea of registering political parties of ethnic minorities. “Creating such parties is regarded as a step towards separatism – territorial or psychological”
. 
However, in the conditions when the minorities in Georgia remain permanently beyond the Georgian social context, when none of the acting all-Georgia political parties is for them politically relevant and desirable, the ban on registering regional political parties or movements  effectively erases the possibility for the local population to realize their constitutional rights in the process of decision making and to create equal opportunities for electing and taking part in the governance of their country
. 
As formulated by the German expert Stephen Oeter, “Without the possibility to organise themselves as a ‘particular’ group and to put forward their particular interests as a group through

their independent organisation including the pleading of their own cause in the political sphere through a specific party representing the minority, the integration of the minority will remain a phantom”
.

Another dangerous anachronism of the existing Georgian landscape is the fact that the ban on ethnic parties under the current conditions merely entrenches the situation in which ethnic minorities are represented in all-Georgia parties only nominally; this creates a basis for strengthening bureaucracy, stunting democratic institutions, corruption and clannishness in the regions of Samtskhe-Javakheti and Kvemo Kartli, which are compactly inhabited by representatives of Armenian and Azeri minorities’ respectively. 
Article 27 - The rights of minorities 

The problem of protecting human rights of minorities in Georgia is desperately entangled. Policies aimed at dealing with ethnic minorities call for integrated approaches because they must be directed, on one hand, at protecting the ethnic and cultural identity of these minorities and at creating for them the conditions of dignified life and social and economic development, but on the other hand, at their integration into the social and political environment of the country, at their involvement in the processes of democratization and formation of a civil society. Georgia had in the past issued a number of declarations on adhering to these principles but on a practical level the policies that Georgia implements regarding its minorities remain utterly ineffective.
The inability of the post-Soviet Georgia to make even the tiniest steps towards solving the problem of ethnic minorities stems to a large extent from factors beyond the control of the authorities, such as the heritage of the communist past. Conflicts in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the civil war and domestic mutinies of the 1990s, as well as the hardships of the resulting social and economic situation could only worsen the plight of the minorities. Subjective factors have, beyond any doubt, played a role here, first of all the absence in Georgia of the political will and determination to decisively reconsider the attitude to problems of minorities. 

Despite the ethnic and religious pluralism that was a traditional feature of Georgia, nationalistic tendencies and even xenophobia that is discernible in certain segments of the current Georgian society affect the policies towards the ethnic minorities in Georgia. The policies pursued in post-Soviet Georgia not only failed to stimulate the integration of ethnic minorities but in fact amplified the negative potential of interethnic friction. 
The Georgian state and society stop regarding these ethnic minorities as “aliens” or “undesirable elements” and start working to create realistic perspectives for non-discriminatory professional and social promotion of representatives of the minorities in the country. 

Among other factors, the introduction of real self-governance in the regions of compact settlement of minorities (Samtskhe-Javakheti and Kvemo Kartli regions, with ethnic Armenian and Azeri population respectively), and measures aimed at sustaining their ethnic identity, may work as important stimuli for the integration of ethnic minorities. Under these conditions the minorities can perceive themselves as real and welcome participants of the process of building the civil society in Georgia. 

Even though some Georgian political analysts insist that aggressive nationalism and negative rhetoric in relation to minorities do not have much weight in the Georgian society and politics, the data of sociological surveys and results of research by highly respected Georgian and international organizations show that in reality such feelings are widespread in society. Thus the Georgian Association of Regional Press published at the beginning of 2006, in the framework of the project “Time for Reforms”, the results of sociological survey on the policies with regard to the ethnic minorities on the territory of Georgia. The data of this survey showed that 72.2% of respondents answered that the problem of ethnic minorities in Georgia can only be solved by evicting them out of the country, 8.8% thought that this problem can be solved by their assimilation, and only 18.5% proposed to create conditions under which minorities could retain their cultural and religious identity, learn the Georgian language and become fully recognized participants in the rebuilding of the Georgian state and in the formation of the civil society of Georgia
.
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