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HIGHLIGHTS:

Situation in Abkhazia

In early January, Situation has become tense in the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict zone. Several armed robberies, kidnappings of local residents and a murder of ethnic Georgian took place in the predominately Georgian populated Gali district.  

In response to the above situation, Georgian State Minister for Conflict Resolution Issues Giorgi Khaindrava sent a letter to UN Secretary General’s Special Representative to Georgia Heidi Tagliavini and Maj.-Gen. Sergey Chaban, commander of the CIS peacekeeping forces deployed in the Abkhaz conflict zone, demanding that measures be taken to deploy UN police in the Gali district of breakaway Abkhazia.

On 20 January, The de-facto president of the self-declared republic of Abkhazia, Sergey Bagapsh, sent a letter to the president of the UN Security Council. Through it, the Abkhaz side praises the activities of the UNOMIG the CIS Collective Peacekeeping Force in the conflict zone and complains on the lack of progress due the Georgian side's continued failures to comply with earlier agreements. An agreement on international security guarantees and non-resumption of hostilities is seen as chance for resumption of the talks and is expected to boost the process of IDP return to Gali District. The letter also touches upon the great importance to the opening of human rights offices anywhere in Abkhazia, including in Gali District, and the readiness to cooperate in this respect. Sergey Bagapsh asks the Security Council to consider the issue of Abkhaz representatives' participation in a meeting of the UN Security Council, so that the council members could listen to their arguments and reach objective conclusions.
In light of the above events, on 24 January, the UN-mediated Georgian-Abkhaz talks over security issues were launched in the Gali district. State Minister for Conflict Resolution Issues represented the Georgian side, while the Abkhaz delegation was led by de-facto Foreign Minister Sergey Shamba. The sides have signed a final protocol on the "High-level Meeting in Gali on Security Issues". In addition, the meeting also featured issues on joint preventive measures concerning the Avian Influenza. The sides signed the "Gali Protocol on Bird Flu" envisaging collaboration on the relevant issues. In terms of security, it was agreed to step up bilateral and multilateral cooperation in the fight against crime in the conflict zone. In particular, both sides agreed to appoint coordinators responsible for the following tasks: taking anti-criminal measures in a timely manner; opening criminal cases against people who commit criminal offences in the conflict zone and especially in Gali District; ensuring the timely exchange of operational information; working out joint actions and informing the media about these actions. UNOMIG pledged to work on a range of issues to assist the sides. By 1 February, the sides have compelled to present to UNOMIG a plan for additional checkpoints and telephone hotlines to be established in the conflict zone. It was agreed to hold similar meetings whenever necessary.

On 24 January the Abkhazian side declared about its readiness for a meeting to take place between Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili and the de-facto president Sergey Bagapsh. Further discussion of this issue are expected to take place at the Georgian-Abkhaz meeting scheduled in Geneva on 2-3 February under the aegis of the UN.

On 27 January, Georgian President’s special envoy for the Georgia-Abkhazia talks, Irakli Alasania, participated in the UN Security Council session to discuss the Abkhazian issue. Irakli Alasania presented the special report on the current developments in Abkhazia and, considering new priorities of the UN high working group, introduced the new views and priorities of the Georgian government. During his speech, Alasania reaffirmed the commitment of the Georgian leadership to the new approaches of establishing links with the Abkhaz side and support to the establishment of favourable conditions for dignified and secure return of IDPs and refugees. Mr. Alasania noted that the Georgian side observes alarming trends in de-facto leadership’s activities, and particularly stressed the deteriorating security and safety in the Gali district, including violations of human rights and threats to the lives of local population. In his speech, Mr. Alasania mentioned some negative aspects of the CIS Peace Keeping Forces and the increasing mistrust of Georgian population towards their activities. He once again reiterated that the status of Abkhazia should be determined within the State of Georgia, and called upon all Member States not to spare efforts to find peaceful solution for the conflict in Abkhazia, Georgia. 

Agreement Signed for the Shuttle Bus Service over the Enguri Bridge

On 20 January 2006, the Special Representative of the Secretary general in Georgia, Ms. Heidi Tagliavini, and the Ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany to Georgia signed a Grant Agreement for the contribution of US$ 50,000 by the Government of Germany to UNOMIG for the establishment of a shuttle bus service over the Enguri Bridge. 

The German contribution will enable UNOMIG to purchase two buses, which will transport passengers across the Enguri bridge, which is the main route across the Cease Fire Line in the conflict zone.

In an effort to alleviate the difficult living conditions of the local population, particularly during the harsh weather conditions, UNOMIG initiated the free-of-charge shuttle bus services for local residents and their goods across the bridge several times per day. This initiative also serves as important confidence building measure between the confronted sides.

UNOMIG Mandate Extended in Georgia 

UN Security Council has adopted a resolution on the extension of the mandate of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict zone, Georgia until 31 March 2006, instead of usual 6 months, i.e. through July 2006, as recommended by the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan. As stated, the two-month extension will allow the Security Council to further discuss the situation. The text of the current resolution differs from all previously adopted ones as it lacks the sentence on the UN Security Council’s commitment to the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of Georgia within its internationally recognized borders, and the necessity to define the status of Abkhazia within the State of Georgia in strict accordance with these principles. This fact caused concern of Georgian officials, and was voiced by President of Georgia in his appeal to European countries and international organisations. 

Energy Crisis in Georgia

Explosions of two gas pipelines in Russia’s North Ossetian Republic early on 22 January suspended gas supply to Georgia and Armenia. No reasons of explosion were immediately reported, but later the incidents were classified as “criminal act” from the Russian side and as “sabotage” from the Georgian side.

Georgian side managed to import 3 million cubic meters gas from Azerbaijan starting from 23 January. A representative to Georgia from the Russian energy giant Gazprom said earlier on Sunday that Gazprom was ready to increase its gas supply to Azerbaijan so that the latter could supply gas to Georgia. 

The energy crisis came alongside with low temperature, snowfalls and unusual frosts and laid additional burden to the already harsh winter conditions. On 26 January, most of eastern Georgia - including the capital Tbilisi - was blacked out after the "Imereti" high-voltage power line was damaged. As reported, the "Imereti" power line, which delivers electricity from western Georgia to the eastern part of the country, was damaged as a result of heavy snowfall. For certain period of time, electricity was only delivered to hospitals and other facilities of vital importance in Tbilisi. The Georgian authorities were able to import an additional 310 tons of kerosene fuel to fill the deficit created after demand for kerosene increased in the wake of a blackout caused by damage to a high-voltage power line in western Georgia.

As the repair works were delayed on gas pipeline on Russian territory, Georgian authorities started seeking alternative gas supply. Iranian gas started flowing through the Georgian pipeline system on 30 January for the first time in 35 years. As reported, Iranian gas will continue to flow to Georgia for 10-15 days or even as long as a month, depending on how stable Russian gas supplies are. Supply of the Russian gas was gradually restored starting from 31 January, too. 

Situation in South Ossetia

Georgian State Minister for Conflict Resolution Giorgi Khaindrava sent on 4 January a letter to the co-chairmen of the Joint Control Commission (JCC) and to the OSCE Mission proposing to hold regular sitting of JCC in Tbilisi before 20 January. The Ossetian part of the JCC has declined the proposal of Giorgi Khaindrava doubting on Georgia’s country capable to ensure security to the South Ossetian delegation. Ossetian side insisted to hold the meeting in Vladikavkaz and to modify the proposed agenda. Giorgi Khaindrava proposed to hear report of Command of Joint Peacekeeping Forces on demilitarization, to discuss socio-economic needs of the region and to prepare joint measures for investigation of disappearance in the conflict zone of Eldar Kakhniashvili, reported missing since 3 November 2004. North Ossetian side has also suggested to hold the meeting in Vladikavkaz. Despite all efforts, there was no JCC meeting in January. 

US Ambassador in the OSCE Julie Finley visited Georgia during January 19-24. After her meeting with State Minister for Conflict Resolution Giorgi Khaindrava reiterated the OSCE support to the Georgian-Ossetian conflict resolution. 
European Union also pledges support to the principles of peaceful settlement of conflicts in Georgia, as per the Special Envoy of the European Union to South Caucasus Heikki Talvitie, who met with Georgi Khaindrava on 24 January. Heikki Talvitie also held talks with South Ossetian leader Eduard Kokoity in Tskhinvali. South Ossetian side pledged commitment towards the agreements reached by the sides in order to foster peaceful resolution of the conflict. 
HUMANITARIAN AND DEVELOPMENT UPDATE:

RISE Project Brings Recognition and Hope for the Hidden Children of West Georgia

World Vision Georgia has launched its new Resources for Inclusive Services and Education (RISE) program. RISE strikes at the heart of the issues of disability and inclusive policies by targeting Zestaponi district of west Georgia where industry through pollution has been suspected of contributing to a significant number of children being born with birth defects and disabilities since Soviet times. 

Funded by World Vision US, RISE will strive to support children with disabilities by enabling them to access education in partnership with the Ministry of Education's new unit for inclusive education.  Communities will also be encouraged to integrate disabled children into social life, and form links with organizations working in the region. 

It all started when two Peace Corps volunteers based in Zestaponi drew attention to the big number of disabled children in the district. The initiative group revealed that children were locked in their homes as their parents were often too ashamed to bring them out in public.

Currently, Zestaponi, a town with population of 25,000 has 200 registered disabled children, although the actual real number is estimated to be much higher. The children informally evaluated recently, were predominantly diagnosed with cerebral palsy and suffer seizures. A high percentage of those examined (19-25%) appear to have autism symptoms. Vision impairment was also common.

RISE will build advocacy training into local citizens' agendas, work with the Ministry of Environment and use the Aarhus International Convention guidelines, which Georgia has ratified. Together with engaging local NGO partners it will establish a database on types of disabilities and their causes, and introduce a model for testing and integration of children into educational facilities locally, or create individual child development programs.  

Georgia Takes Preventive Measures Against Avian Influenza 

In the beginning of January, Georgian population and relevant Government structures were alerted by the confirmed fatal Avian Influenza cases in its neighbouring Turkey. The situation continued to evolve, revealing some new cases in provinces located near Georgian border. As assessed by the UN FAO, an outbreak poses a serious risk to neighbouring countries, including Georgia, requiring high alert and introduction of surveillance and control measures. Epidemiologists fear that the spread of the Avian Influenza in Georgia is almost inevitable, particularly hazardous periods are Spring and Autumn. In addition, Georgia is at the crossroad of migratory bird flyways. 

There has not been a confirmed bird flu cases in Georgia so far. Government of Georgia has introduced several preparedness and preventive measures as per the contingency plan it has been working on for past few months. It has banned import of poultry products and eggs from countries with confirmed cases of infection. Sales of poultry products have drastically decreased on a local market, affecting poultry producers and importers. Border checkpoints were equipped with disinfectants and protective clothing and vehicles entering the country undergo special disinfection procedure. 7 special veterinary headquarters have been established throughout Georgia, where information regarding infected/suspicious poultry is reported, and mobile groups are mobilized to check any suspicious cases of domestic birds infection. Teams also provide necessary advice/consultations to the rural communities. The Public Health Department of the Ministry of Labour, Health and Social Affairs (MoLHSA) has printed 200,000 information leaflets on bird flu that was disseminated to population. In addition, 25,000 special leaflets for medical personnel was printed and distributed with the support of the USAID. The procurement of Tamiflu, the antiviral medication is already arranged and the expected stockpile of drugs will be delivered to Georgia in October 2006 and March 2007. It is noteworthy that Georgia, with the support of the US Government and other donor countries has a capacity of detecting H5N1 strain both, in birds and in human beings. The Ministry of Agriculture undertakes monitoring of wild and migratory birds and collects samples for testing. At present, the Government works on a special programme in close cooperation with the World Bank (estimated budget of US$15 million) for additional preparedness and prevention measures. It is expected that the World Bank and the EC, together with other international organizations and donor countries will support the Government in implementing this programme.  

Additional planned activities in order to improve the response to the potential pandemic includes educational campaign aiming at awareness raising of general population, especially risk-groups, as well as better coordination of activities undertaken by various government agencies and international organisations. The international community will assist the Government in designing of a quality communication programme. Meanwhile, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) will assist in printing and disseminating special leaflets for the schoolchildren and their families as well as prepare TV and radio spots on the topic.  

It is notable that the Georgian Government has established contacts with the relevant authorities of two breakaway regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. It had opened offices in Georgian villages of Tskhinvali district and agreed with the de-facto government on mutual cooperation and assistance on veterinary side. The Georgian side also agreed to supply south Ossetian authorities with necessary disinfectants. In regards to Abkhazia, on 24 January 2006, in the framework of the high level meeting on security issues, an experts’ meeting on Avian Flu was convened with the support of the UN Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) in Gali. Georgian and Abkhaz sides agreed to actively cooperate through joint efforts in detection, prevention and fight against Avian Flu by regular exchanges of information on the situation and new measures undertaken to prevent and fight against it. The sides also agreed to facilitate the process of disinfection at the Inguri river crossing, to assist each other in capacity building of the sides in this field through providing training to specialists in detection, prevention and fight against Bird Flu.  

International organizations, such as the World Health Organization, Food and Agriculture Organization, USAID, and others working in Georgia provide substantial support to the country through financial, technical and professional assistance in regards to the potential Bird Flu outbreak. 

Agricultural Census 2004

The first National Agricultural Census of Georgia 2004 has been conducted by the State Department for Statistics (SDS) of Georgia with close cooperation with the Ministry of Agriculture. 

The publication contains manifold information on various aspects of the Georgian agriculture at the district level. The Census has been conducted with substantial financial and technical assistance of the European Commission and UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 

The necessity of conducting the agricultural census was due, on the one hand, to fundamental changes in the structure of land tenure, land use, agricultural producers and production that took place in Georgia since independence, and on the other hand to the fact that Georgia joined FAO programme of World Census of Agriculture 1996-2005.

The Census was conducted in two stages from 25 September to 4 October 2004 in the rural areas and from 14 to 23 April 2005 in district centres and small towns. 5 large cities of Georgia (Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Batumi, Rustavi and Poti) were not covered by the census, as well as uncontrolled territories of Abkhazia (except Kodori gorge) and Tskhinvali Region, South Ossetia. The main reason for not covering the mentioned places was the lack of reliable list of those persons who live in those cities and own or rent land. Therefore, when analysing the results given in the present publication, it should be taken into account. As it is the first census, there is no baseline data for comparison or detecting trends in development, which places some limitations on the benefits of the material and its longer term reliability.

The main results of the Census are presented as tables. Up to 730 thousand holdings were revealed during the Census, of which about 595 thousand are in rural area. As expected, the Census revealed a substantial decrease of areas under permanent crops. The area under vineyards decreased from 117.7 thousand to 37.7 thousand ha compared to 1988 data. The area under citrus plantations from 27.1 thousand to 8.7 thousand ha, the area under tea plantations from 64.8 thousand to 11.5 thousand. In return, areas under some temporary crops have increased: for wheat from 88.5 thousand to 94.9 thousand ha, for sunflower from 12.4 thousand ha to 23.4 thousand ha. However, on the whole, the area of arable land has considerably decreased from 785.4 thousand in 1988 to 472.1 thousand ha (40%) in 2004, mainly at the expense of the drastic fall of area under fodder crops, from 344.8 thousand to 20.3 thousand ha.

The Census also reflected food security in all rural areas and small town households participating in the census – 790552 in total. On a question – whether in previous 12 month the household was not provided with the normal food, 71% answered yes, 29% answered no. Another question was whether the households feared they would have not have enough to eat, and it turned out that 71.3% of the interviewed households faced such fear during last 12 months.  

All the materials on the Agricultural census (Georgian and English) may be found in the internet on the website of SDS: www.statistics.ge. Besides, interested users can approach SDS office for any kind of available information within the framework of statistical confidentiality at the country, region, district and community levels. Address: 4, Gamsakhurdia Ave, tel.: 33 14 50, 33 05 40, 33 70 42.  

LOCAL NGO SPOTLIGHT

The South-Ossetia based non-governmental organisation “Journalists for Human Rights” (JHR) was established in 1998. The main aim of the organisation is to protect human rights in South Ossetia, support the development of democracy and building of civil society, facilitate the development of cooperation in the field of human rights between the South Ossetian and foreign organisations and individuals. 

The organisation implements the following activities: free legal consultations, participation in court cases as lawyers, preparation of relevant appeals to governments and international organisations to defend rights of particular citizens of groups of people, organising press-conferences and roundtables, raising public awareness on human rights issues through trainings and information campaigns and publishing relevant brochures. During its existence, JHR has implemented number of projects funded by international donor organisations, such as OSGF, UNHCR, UNICEF, OSCE, Fridrich Ebert Foundation. 

The most recent project young Peacebuilders’s overall goal is to build a participatory civil society in South Ossetia through broader involvement of school communities and other educational institutions through creative sessions, trainings, puppet performance into peacebuilding and human right protection process. The project is funded by the War Child Netherlands. 

For more information, interested organisations and individuals can contact Ms. Irina Yanovskaya at JHR at the following address: 61, Sovetskaya Street, Tskhinvali, tel.: (8 88344) 5 55 37, mob.: (8 99) 51 82 70, e-mail: yanovska@rambler.ru.      

HUMANITARIAN ACTION UPDATE:

During January 2006, the Salvation Army (TSA) has been trying to meet the needs of Georgia caused by the cold temperatures and energy crisis. Specifically, three initiatives were undertaken during recent weeks. Each Monday at noon, the organisation distributes tea and cookies at the Eliava Market to the men waiting for work. TSA started this activity in mid-January. Each week, as the beneficiaries become familiar with us, the orgaisation serve more and more people. 

TSA’s 'Do Something' homeless feeding program tries to reach an often ignored and isolated people. Twice a week at midnight, TSA volunteers go out to the streets to find homeless and provide them with hot meal.

During the recent gas shortage, six corps in Tbilisi and Rustavi distributed wood and candles to needy persons.

Produced by the UN Humanitarian Affairs Team 

For more information or your comments and suggestions please contact Ms. Maka Esaiashvili, Information Officer.

Address: 9 Eristavi Street, Tbilisi, Georgia. Tel: (995 32) 95 95 16, 94 31 63. Fax: (995 32) 95 95 16; e-mail: maka.esaiashvili@undp.org.ge 

Please send any contributions for the next bulletin to Humanitarian Affairs Team by 25 February 2006
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