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POLITICS by David Stern 

President's credentials 
come under scrutiny 
Demonstrations against power blacl<outs have exposed a wider discontent 
November proved to be 
Georgia's month of discon
tent as protestors took to the 
streets of Tbilisi in a mass 
outcry against the country's 
frequent power blackouts 
and lack of heating. 

Demons t ra to rs erected 
barricades and burned tyres 
on the capi ta l ' s main 
arteries, while the media 
reported clashes with police. 

Over the past nine years, 
public discontent over the 
chronic electricity shortage 
has erupted periodically, but 
no widespread movement 
has taken root. This year 
may be different, analysts 
say, and it may hold omi
nous signs for future politi
cal developments. 

Protestors said that the 
issue of power was just a 
focus for bigger complaints 
over corruption, unemploy
ment , low salar ies and 
flawed elections. "We know 
why there is no electricity, 
and we know where the prof
its are going - into officials' 
pockets," said one demon
strator as he manned a barri
cade on the city's main ave
nue, Rustaveli Prospekt. 

The events took many 
observers by surprise, how
ever, since they seemed bet
ter organised and more 
forceful than previous dem
onstrations, and appeared to 
cut across social and geo
graphic divisions. 'Whereas 
in the past, protests took 
place largely in the coun
try 's poorer fringes, this 
time the capital's centre also 
took part , including the 
exclusive district of Vake. 

The significance of the 
events was not lost on offi
cials, who were quick to 
recognise the parallels with 
the mass protests that ulti
mately drove the country's 
first president, Zviad Gam-
sakhurdia, from office in 
1991 and plunged the coun
try into conflict - later 
bringing Eduard Shevard
nadze to power. 

Georgia's Security Council 
met in an emergency session 
earl ier th is mon th and 
issued a statement in which 
it quoted President Shevard
nadze: "The president said 
that such a si tuation will 
drive the capital to complete 
chaos, which can be used by 
provocateurs and enemies of 
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Georgia. Georgia has bitter 
experience of how such an 
event can lead to mass disor
der and even civil war. All 
citizens should comprehend 
such a danger," 

But the country's 5.5m citi
zens have also recognised 
that, despite repeated gov
ernment promises of eco
nomic improvement, so far 
there have been no real 
changes. Despite more than 
$1.5bn in total foreign aid, an 
estimated 70 per cent of the 
population lives below the 
poverty level. "The country 
has lost its illusions that 
Shevardnadze, with western 
help, will solve the economic 
crisis," says David Losiper-
idze, a local political expert. 

Democracy also remains a 
distant goal. Recent presi
dential and parl iamentary 
elections were marred by 
irregularities, which mostly, 
benefited Mr Shevardnadze 
and his rul ing Citizens 
Union party (CUG). In the 
presidential vote, the Geor
gian incumbent probably 
received more than half of 
the vote, but observers ques
tioned his final victory fig
ure of about 80 per cent. 
Police and interior ministry 
forces are also accused of 
mistreating and even tortur
ing detainees. 

The irony is tha t the 
unrest comes at a time when 
Mr Shevardnadze and the 
CUG face minimum political 
opposition. Previous threats 
to the ruling party's power 
base, such as Ajarian leader 
Asian Abashidze and his 
Revival block, seem to have 
been neutralised. The break

away regions of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia remain 
gaping holes In the body pol
itic, but Mr Shevardnadze 
has consolidated his position 
in the rest of the country. 

Within the CUG, both the 
reformers and old-time appa
ratchiks, are careful not to 
stray too far from the Geor
gian leader. New movements 
have sprung up - some 
using the electricity protests 
for political gain, but all 
seem to be waiting for the 
end of Mr Shevardnadze's 
term in 2005. "We live in a 
monogamous political envi
ronment. Everyone wants to 
get close to Eddy," says 
Merab Pachula of the Gorbi 
opinion centre. 

At the same time, the pro
tests also demonstrated the 
strength of Georgia's fledg
ling democratic institutions. 

The population insists on its 
right to public expression 
and a civil society is being 
created. The mass media is 
strong and much of the 
count ry , especial ly the 
younger generation, contin
ues to support the principle 
of democracy and reform. 

For many, although the 
country may still be a long 
way from a fully market-ori
ented democracy compared 
with other former Soviet 
states, Georgia remains the 
best hope for the future. 
"Expectations are high here 
because the potential is 
high," says Mark Mullen of 
the US-based National Demo
cratic Inst i tute . "Georgia 
could become a free-market 
democracy comparat ively 
easily. There is rich topsoil 
here. The rest of the region 
is a Gobi desert." 

But for others, both inside 
and outside the country, the 
shine on Mr Shevardnadze's 
halo has been severely 
t a rn i shed . The "Shevy 
effect" - whereby the west 
seemed ready to forgive the 
government its democratic 
and human rights shortcom
ings because of goodwill 
towards the Georgian leader 
- seems to be wearing off. 

The man who helped bring 
down the Berlin wall and 
then restored order to his 
chaotic homeland is being 
judged in a harsher light. 
And as a result, the coun
try's democratic reforms and 
pro-western orientation are 
also coming under scrutiny. 
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