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Preface
In summer 2013, research was conducted on 
both sides of the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict into 
public attitudes towards a range of potential 
steps that could contribute to transforming the 
Georgian–Abkhaz conflict.

The idea to conduct this research arose out 
of a process of cross-conflict exchange and 
dialogue, facilitated by Conciliation Resources 
and its partners. One of the key topics that 
emerged in the dialogue was the overall lack of 
progress in the peace process. It was seen as 
a challenge to introduce even small changes 
in policy or behaviour, which was clearly 
hampering prospects for development and for 
building more constructive relationships in 
future. Some participants in the dialogue often 
referenced public opinion in trying to explain the 
lack of progress – attitudes held by the general 
public were an obstacle, holding back attempts 
by officials and decision-makers to make 
bolder moves.

Having identified this tendency in the dialogue 
process, we decided to test our assumptions, 
and to enquire through a process of focus group 
discussions and interviews about the opinions of 
a range of people on both sides of the conflict. 
What do people really think, what hopes and 
fears do they have, and to what extent are 
predominant attitudes in the societies presenting 
an obstacle to moving forward? How broad is the 
range of opinions that exist in society, and how 
have they changed in relation to a dynamic and 
changing political context? Can we be sure that 
we are not basing the discussions in our dialogue 
processes on attitudes that are already out of 
date, that we are not missing the nuance in the 
debate within the societies?

Conciliation Resources’ local partners decided 
to conduct the research in parallel so that we 
could compare the results together, and explore 
to what extent opinions on either side of the 
conflict converge or diverge. The research 
teams agreed focal areas for the research, 
though questions were formulated separately, as 
appropriate to the distinct contexts. We focused 
on themes that arose frequently over the course 
of the dialogue. What are the obstacles cited 
as standing in the way of change? What are the 
possible steps that people see as desirable or 
feasible? We wanted the results of the research 
to help us to understand which areas may be the 
most appropriate for taking first steps and to 

understand better the areas that are better left 
for a later stage in the process. We wanted to see 
whether there was common interest in making 
changes in some specific areas: which are the 
issues where interests overlap? On which issues 
are sides too far apart for the dialogue to lead to 
tangible result at this point?

Participation in the research provided an 
opportunity for people to structure their thoughts 
on the conflict. The topic is rarely discussed 
on either side of the conflict with a view to 
finding practical and constructive ways forward. 
Discussions in the focus groups provoked serious 
thought on the issue, and encouraged people to 
think creatively about what might be possible 
and whether change could indeed be achieved. 
For many, the assumption is that nothing can 
be done. Daily life has adopted a pattern that is 
now habitual and that makes it hard for people 
even to imagine that it could look very different 
if the conflict were resolved. Taking part in the 
research began to open up possibilities, giving 
people a sense that in fact some steps can be 
taken at this point in time, and that these might 

Footbridge in Abkhazia © Ibragim Chkadua



4  •  Conciliation Resources

shift the dynamic in a more constructive direction. 
On the Georgian side, at the time the research was 
conducted in 2012, this was aided by the relatively 
recent change in government, which gave some 
people in society a sense that a new approach to 
the conflicts may be possible. Looking back at 
this period now that parliamentary elections have 
again taken place in Georgia in October 2016, 
some today speak of yet another political cycle of 
missed opportunities; others recognise the small 
but sometimes significant steps that were made, 
despite an unstable political context, that proved 
more problematic to navigate than many had 
perhaps expected.

The broader context for the research was 
predominantly an overwhelming feeling on 
both sides of the conflict that so much time has 
passed, and so many opportunities have been 
missed, that it is hard to envisage what change 
is possible. The outcomes of the research, in 
light of this, were surprising and participants in 
the dialogue had mixed responses to the results. 
Some questioned the findings, and different 
participants drew different conclusions as to 
which issues emerged as priorities. 

In one dialogue session in 2014, Georgian and 
Abkhaz participants were asked to place issues 
that had been explored in the research on a 
grid. They placed the issues according to their 
potential to build confidence across the conflict 
divide on the one hand, and the degree to which 
they might be contested or controversial, on the 
other. Although this exercise proved extremely 
challenging and frustrating for some, eventually 
the groups managed to identify a clearer 
picture of issues that had the potential to build 
trust and lead to long-term peace, and that 
could be prioritised in terms of practical action 
and advocacy. 

The research challenged the apparent reluctance 
at the political level to pursue changes, and take 
creative steps. Some dialogue participants had 
held the view that resistance among the wider 
populations was holding back initiatives and 
action at the political level. Others were of the 
view that the governments were lagging behind 
their populations in terms of readiness for bold 
steps. The research provoked intense debate, 
and challenged some of our assumptions. 
Overall, it demonstrated a degree of readiness 
among some groups in the societies to resolve 
certain issues and to settle practical, concrete 
questions, even in the absence of any progress 
toward political settlement. 

Most participants identified three areas with 
fairly high potential for confidence building and 
transforming the conflict in a positive way where 
progress would be achievable in the short term: 

 3  Access for Abkhaz (students) to education 
abroad;  
 3  Facilitate international engagement to support 
development in Abkhazia.  
 3  (Re-)establish bilateral formats for discussion 
and/or contacts among Georgian and 
Abkhaz officials.

Additional issues were also categorized as ‘less 
contested’, but opinions differed with regard to 
the potential impact on trust and overall conflict 
dynamics. A number of them require further 
clarification:  
 3  Restoration of the Abkhaz archive was 
perhaps seen as the least contested action 
point of all. However, while the Abkhaz felt 
it would have significant impact in terms of 
peacebuilding, some within the Georgian 
group were more sceptical;   
 3  Both groups thought it would be possible to 
come to some agreement over co-operation 
on issues of security in the Gal/i region. But 
the Georgians tended to give this higher 
priority in terms of confidence building than 
the Abkhaz;  
 3  The Abkhaz group pointed out the significance 
of granting UNESCO access to Abkhazia 
in the broader context of preservation of 
cultural heritage and building trust. Some 
Georgian participants felt they needed more 
clarification what this type of work may look 
like in concrete terms;  
 3  Similarly, both groups could imagine that 
symbolic steps could be taken to address or 
acknowledge grievances of the war. However, 
this area requires further elaboration 
and needs to be fleshed out with more 
concrete ideas.  

Three issues were discussed as potentially 
having a fairly high impact on confidence 
between Georgians and Abkhaz and 
creating long-term stability, but participants 
acknowledged it would be difficult to move 
forward on them in the current political climate:   
 3 Official recognition of Abkhazia as a party to 
the conflict; 

 3 Drafting and signing an agreement on non-
use of force; 



 `Paths to Peace?  A survey of public attitudes towards potential transformation of the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict  •  5
 Abkhaz findings

 3 Finding an agreed definition of the status of 
Gal/i residents and officially recognizing the 
fact of return. 

Although the field research was conducted in 
2013 and the joint conclusions were drawn in 
2014, we feel that the findings remain relevant, 
and have decided to bring them to the attention 
of a wider circle of people. The protracted nature 
of the conflict, and the apparent lack of progress 
can result in pessimism regarding prospects for 
change. Indeed, even the positive steps that are 
being taken are not always given the credit they 
deserve. The Georgian government’s cessation 
of subversive activity in the Gal/i region in recent 
years, for example, or the demonstration of 

good will on the part of the Abkhaz, when they 
agreed to release Georgian prisoners in 2016 as 
a result of negotiations, were largely overlooked 
by both societies. We hope that research such 
as this can help to overcome the sense of inertia 
surrounding the conflict, and contribute to a 
more objective assessment of what is being done 
and can be done. 

The main conclusion we draw is that there is an 
agenda for an on-going cross-conflict dialogue, 
and there are things that can be discussed, and 
bolder steps that could be taken, in order to 
make real progress.

The full reports are available on our website: 
www.c-r.org/resources/paths-to-peace

Research methodology
We conducted qualitative research with a 
relatively small sample audience. We wanted 
to explore the main tendencies in the initial 
responses that people had to particular 
suggestions. We wanted to get a feel for the kind 
of issues that emerge from a focused discussion 
of the conflicts with a roughly representative, or 
at least varied, selection of people.

Respondents were selected in relation to the 
specificity of the contexts on either side of the 
conflict. On the Abkhaz side, 20 interviews 
and 4 focus groups were conducted, making 
a total of 48 respondents. On the Georgian 
side, 20 interviews and 7 focus groups were 
conducted in different regions, making a total 
of 83 respondents. People interviewed or 
participating in focus groups included public 
figures and policymakers, representatives of the 
authorities and of political opposition, experts 
and researchers, journalists, civic activists, 

NGO representatives, unemployed people, and 
displaced people and youth.

On the Georgian side, because of the 
fundamental recent changes in political life in 
Georgia at the time the research was conducted, 
respondents fell more or less into two camps 
– those in favour of or in opposition to the new 
regime. On the Abkhaz side, the conflict, and 
the question of relations with Georgia, was 
a contentious subject to raise. Many people 
continue to be highly distrustful and people’s 
responses to the request to participate varied. 
Some were cautious about engaging with 
questions about how to improve the relationship 
with Georgia for fear this was misunderstood as 
a betrayal of the Abkhaz interest, others were of 
the opinion that it is so unlikely that constructive 
steps could be taken there is nothing more to say 
on the issue. As a result, fewer, and less diverse, 
respondents took part. 

The analysis and conclusions drawn by partners who led on the research on either side of the 
conflict are theirs, and do not necessarily reflect discussions in our dialogue meetings, or the 
views and opinions of Conciliation Resources or the publications’ donors. 

Since this publication highlights the perspectives of Abkhaz interlocutors, Abkhaz terminology 
has been used, including for place names. The preface, written by Conciliation Resources, uses 
wording that reflects the contested nature of this terminology.
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Survey results
Sukhum, 2013 
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Introduction
In July 2013, a qualitative survey of public opinion 
concerning potential steps that could contribute 
to resolving the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict was 
conducted in Sukhum. It comprised 20 individual 
interviews (with experts, politicians, journalists 
and civil society representatives) and 4 focus 
groups (two involving civil society representatives 
– mostly from NGOs but also academics, artists, 
business professionals and others – and two 
involving young people). In total 48 individuals 
participated in the survey.

When conducting the focus groups and 
interviews it was very important to explain to the 
respondents the objective of the research: to try 
and identify actions acceptable to both parties 
to the conflict, despite the existing controversies 
and opposing views in Georgia and Abkhazia with 
regard to fundamental questions. These would 
be actions that could in the short term remove 
the restrictions that have been affecting the life 
of ordinary people in Abkhazia for decades, and 
in the longer term create conditions for a lasting 
solution to the conflict, which should be in the 
interest of both parties.

The results of the survey can be summarised 
as follows:

The study demonstrated unambiguously that 
the level of trust within Abkhaz society towards 

the Georgian side – both the government and 
society as a whole – is extremely low. The 
majority of respondents do not believe in any 
substantial transformation in the Georgian 
society and government with regard to resolving 
the conflict. They see any steps taken by the 
Georgian leadership as nothing but tactical. It 
was frequently argued that at the end of the 
day the Georgian side is driven only by one 
motivation: to secure, one way or another, 
Abkhazia’s return into the Georgian fold. And for 
that reason, any move by the Georgian side is 
viewed with suspicion. 

Notwithstanding this general mindset, most 
participants were still willing to reflect on the 
topic. They recognised the value of removing at 
least some of the factors that seriously limit the 
opportunities currently available to people living 
in Abkhazia, which could be looked at in broader 
terms than merely symbolical steps to improve 
relations. This would mean peace in a more 
tangible sense, restoring justice, and raising 
the level of freedom and the quality of life of the 
population of Abkhazia. In this context, it was 
particularly valuable for the survey’s objectives 
when participants engaged in free-flowing 
reflections on potential steps that they perceived 
could lead to real change.

Many of the respondents felt it was very 
important to clarify that they were talking 

Local men at the Black Sea in Abkhazia © Otto Lakoba
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about actions that could really change relations 
between the parties – actions that could 
promote understanding, and rethinking of the 
past. The participants feared that Georgia could 
implement steps in order to redress the conflict 
superficially, and that this would create the 
impression that relations have improved, while 
in fact there would be no acknowledgement of 
mistakes, nor admission of guilt, nor addressing 
the injustices experienced by the Abkhaz people. 
Without this it will be impossible to transform 
the destructive and conflict-ridden relations 
that have evolved in the past. The respondents 
felt that cosmetic changes of this nature would 
be short-lived and over time lead to yet another 
escalation of the conflict.

Reflections on the survey results: 
Emphasis on problems and concerns
Reviewing the survey findings as a whole, it is 
striking that in most cases the respondents 
focused not on the potential positive 
consequences of a prospective step, but on 
the obstacles that would make it impossible 
to put that step into practice. This reflects the 
inertia that has built up, a kind of ‘attachment 
to the status quo.’ In this respect, respondents 
typically referred to the fact that politicians 
have only limited scope to change the situation. 
Thus, when talking about the Georgian side, 
respondents often explained that Georgian 
society has an aggressive attitude toward 
Abkhazia, that without changes in society 
it is difficult to expect new solutions from 
politicians: 

“Politicians are hostages to public pressure. 
It is therefore difficult [for them] to even talk 
about new approaches, let alone be bold 
enough to actually take action.”

Similar concerns were expressed with regard to 
Abkhazia: 

“Our situation is unhealthy... We use Georgia 
as a weapon against one another. As a 
consequence, we cannot expect any signals 
from the current political community... for 
them to acknowledge something, to notice any 
positive trends, that is simply not realistic.” 
(Civil society representative)

Respondents frequently expressed concern 
about possible developments in Russian–
Georgian relations, noting that certain 
dynamics in the Georgian–Russian dialogue 
could potentially have a negative impact on 

Abkhazia’s position. They feared that Russia’s 
interest in better relations with Georgia might 
lead to compromises regarding Abkhazia’s 
status or refugee issues. 

While discussing possible steps that Georgia 
could take, almost all the respondents feared 
that such steps could be motivated by false 
expectations on Georgia’s part: that once the 
Abkhaz see positive developments they will 
reconsider their attitude towards the Georgians 
and start wanting to live in one state with them. 
Some respondents expressed concern that in 
response to its concessions, Georgia would 
start demanding that the Abkhaz renounce their 
political achievements. It should be noted that 
these recurring thoughts frequently prevented 
respondents from considering and discussing 
possible positive steps on Georgia’s part, as they 
felt the expectations of Georgian politicians and 
society are illusory and potentially damaging.

1. Basic attitudes
1.1 Irrelevance, pessimism and 
responsibility for a peaceful future
On the basis of the survey results, it is difficult to 
point to a uniform position toward the research 
topic among respondents. Most respondents 
initially were very doubtful as to whether it was 
realistic to move relations between Abkhazia 
and Georgia in a positive direction. They were 
particularly sceptical as to the Georgian 
authorities’ ability to change policies with regard 
to Abkhazia. 

In a situation where the Abkhaz population’s 
everyday life depends to a much greater extent 
on whether Russia will provide assistance, 
all remaining issues, including developments 
and public sentiment in Georgia, are of little 
interest to Abkhaz society. Many respondents 
nonetheless also talked about the need to search 
for positive solutions, the fact that peaceful 
coexistence is inevitable, about responsibility 
for a peaceful future, and about their hopes 
for a decent life and development, which for 
over twenty years have been hampered by the 
unresolved conflict with Georgia.

The following quotations illustrate the 
respondents’ general attitudes: “Many people do 
not even think about the question of what Georgia 
should do now. The Russian troops are stationed 
here, our security is guaranteed – there is nothing 
else to think about. The vast majority of people do 
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not expect anything from Georgia. The fact that 
the security issue has been resolved makes the 
Abkhaz position even less negotiable.” (Expert) 
“Over the past twenty years alienation has grown 
deep... Georgia has dropped off the radar of public 
attention... Even if Georgia were to make [some 
steps towards rapprochement]... this would of 
course be received positively... but all the same the 
situation is unlikely to improve in any meaningful 
way... whereas if they [had done so] fifteen years 
ago [that would have been another matter]...” 
(Journalist)

On the other hand, a common theme of many 
responses was the notion of responsibility for 
future generations that obliges the two parties 
to look for ways of resolving the conflict: “I do not 
want this conflict because all of us have children 
who are growing up... We have already lived 
through a war. For that reason we need to talk.” 
(NGO representative)

“This conflict has to be resolved somehow, 
sooner or later. Why leave the conflict to our 
children and grandchildren to inherit...?” 
(Journalist)

1.2 Negative public sentiments
Respondents were frequently sceptical about 
whether the change of elites in Georgia in 2012 
could bring about fundamental change, given 
that public awareness in Georgia is so profoundly 
disoriented concerning Abkhazia that even if the 
process of establishing more healthy relations 
got underway, it would take a long time.  
“It is necessary to change [public] consciousness... 
When people have been taught history from a 
particular perspective since their school days...  
you can’t expect that once there is a different 
leadership, attitudes will change completely on  
their orders. That’s highly unlikely.” (Professional 
artist) “Our problem with Georgia boils down 
to one thing – that they see Abkhazia as part of 
Georgia. They have poisoned their own society 
to such an extent... that even if today Ivanishvili 
wanted to [change something], people wouldn’t 
understand. You need to prepare society, to start 
telling the truth gradually... I reckon this would 
take more than one generation.” (Businessman) 

The majority of respondents were convinced that 
the current mood in Georgian society with regard 
to Abkhazia creates an unfavourable context for 
any attempts at rapprochement: “The [Georgian] 
people have been thoroughly brainwashed, all this 
time they have been under the terrible influence 
of propaganda...” (NGO representative) Many 

respondents, however, did not think this meant 
that there is no point in working with the public 
today, to try to create conditions for a long-term 
settlement of the conflict.

1.3 Lack of trust
The reaction of respondents when the objective 
of the survey was explained to them was 
frequently of the nature, “You can’t trust them”. 
Many referred to Yakobashvili’s “engagement 
strategy” that has resulted in a persistent 
wariness in Abkhaz society with regard to any 
Georgian initiatives. The Abkhaz distinguish 
between soft rhetoric and hard content. Some 
respondents felt that the establishment of 
trust would require the Georgian leadership 
“to abandon any incomprehensible or suspicious 
initiatives such as ‘the Strategy on Occupied 
Territories’, the distribution of so-called ‘neutral 
passports’ etc.” (Civil society representative)

Many survey participants cited the absence of 
trust as the main problem facing those who 
really are ready to embark upon genuine positive 
steps: “When Georgia says that contacts are 
necessary, that we need to start looking for ways 
to resolve the conflict, all we see is a provocation. 
They… adopted a law on the occupied territories. 
There are visa restrictions in place. All this is 
[taking place] against the background of calls to 
find peaceful solutions. What is behind this? Where 
will the next pitfall be prepared for us?” (University 
lecturer) Many expressed regret that for 
Georgian politicians, confidence-building is not 
an end in itself but a means to draw the Abkhaz 
back and solve their own political objectives: 
“... the Abkhaz will see us in a better light and 
will eventually want to come back. This is a false 
premise.” (Civic activist) Similarly: 

“Abkhaz society can see that all this is being done 
in Georgia’s own interests. Not because they 
have re-evaluated [relations with Abkhazia]; ...not 
because they want to de-isolate Abkhazia, but in 
order to draw it closer to Georgia.” (Member of the 
Public Chamber) One of the participants (an NGO 
representative) came up with the following recipe 
for restoring trust:“How to reduce the intensity 
of mistrust and hatred? Unblock our roads. Stop 
making it difficult for us to travel beyond Abkhazia 
and Russia. Abandon the rhetoric about territorial 
integrity and the occupied territories. Repeal the 
law [on occupied territories]. Sign an agreement on 
the non-use of force…”

In the sections that follow, the survey findings 
are categorised according to the various issues 
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raised in the questionnaire. Further themes 
that were not initially included in the survey 
have been added as they emerged during 
the interviews and seemed important to the 
respondents. In each section, as an illustration 
of the range of opinions among respondents, 
this paper quotes the most typical, or, on the 
contrary, unique but substantiated opinions 
expressed by survey participants. 

2. What could change the 
situation?
In order to create conditions conducive to 
establishing a new approach in bilateral relations 
respondents felt it would be important to conduct 
outreach work and to raise awareness.

According to one respondent (an artist), the 
most important issue is an objective evaluation 
of the past: “[the Georgian version of] history 
has been doctored somewhat to suit them. ... 
Falsifications have been going on not just for 
twenty or even fifty years. If this issue is raised 
in academic circles, even if there is no [clear] 
result... that would already be a signal.” At the 
same time, a serious impediment to such work 
is “the ignorance of ordinary people... and the fact 
that they are being manipulated... Very simple 
slogans sink in much faster…and this is used by 
unscrupulous politicians... To re-evaluate the 
history of the Abkhaz–Georgian relations would 
require intellectual efforts.” This point of view 
found support among other participants: “All 
this was the historians’ doing... what happened is 
directly attributable to them.” Some suggested 
that there should be a reverse process: “If they 
found a way through academia to finally present an 
accurate version of history... by teaching in schools 
and universities they could influence their own 
population.” (NGO representative)

Some suggested to focus on a politological study 
of the postwar period: “If the expert community 
[in Georgia] asked themselves the question: ‘What 
have we gained by unleashing a war and continuing 
for the past 20 years with these efforts to regain 
Abkhazia?’, [the answer would be]: ‘Nothing...’ If 
this were understood at least within the expert 
community, that would already be a step forward.” 
(Journalist) Others thought it would also be 
helpful to jointly analyse the history of Abkhaz–
Georgian relations: 

“Our readings of what happened differ 
dramatically... At the end of the day there 
is only one truth... In order for both us and 

them to rid ourselves of subjectivity we [need 
to] set up a group of lawyers and historians 
who can conduct a joint analysis and give a 
joint impartial assessment [of the situation].” 
(Young lawyer) 

Many stressed that even the most sincere desire 
to do something useful for Abkhazia will remain 
futile unless there is recognition of current 
realities: “The main thing that Georgia should do 
today… is recognise that reality has changed, that 
they lost the war, that they have lost Abkhazia.” 
(Member of the Public Chamber) Some talked 
about the need for bold solutions: “If we want 
a real breakthrough... with regard to Georgian–
Abkhaz relations, we need bold solutions. In his 
time, Vladislav Ardzinba decided to return some of 
the refugees... He was heavily criticized for that... 
but he took that step. That same Vladislav also went 
to Tbilisi and engaged in talks there. Looking at this 
today... that seems like something from the realm 
of fantasy.” (War veteran, civic leader) Despite 
the apparent impasse, respondents often 
expressed the hope that over time the situation 
will eventually change for the better: “…Georgian 
society, too, will understand... that the independent 
state of Abkhazia has become a reality. They will 
need to take a sober look at the past, at our history, 
to acknowledge that Abkhazia has the same right to 
independence as Georgia... It is simply a question 
of whether it will happen sooner or later... The later 
it happens, the further our societies will drift away 
from one another… this goes primarily against 
Georgia’s interest. That is what Georgian society 
needs to understand.” (Politician, diplomat)

3. Evaluating the new 
Georgian leadership’s 
actions
As for the change of regime that took place in 
Georgia in 2012, almost all the respondents were 
unanimous that there had been no substantial 
shift with regard to Abkhazia. The slight change 
in rhetoric, some softening of formulations, 
has only made Abkhaz society more suspicious, 
as these moves are perceived as the start of 
a new strategy to annex Abkhazia peacefully. 
“The current Georgian government is actively 
working to ensure that our children’s ensembles 
do not travel to Europe.., to block Abkhazia on the 
European front and with regard to other countries 
generally... They keep telling us the same things, 
but in more polite, pleasant language… Their tone 
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has changed... But what difference does this really 
make?” (War veteran, civic leader)

Many respondents noted inconsistencies in the 
policies of the ruling party headed by Ivanishvili, 
in that in reality their declared intentions 
contradict their actions: “The [new] Georgian 
government proceeds on the assumption of 
‘everything except recognition’. ... What do they 
actually mean by that? [...] They do not allow us 
to open the airport, they do not recognise our 
passports, they do not allow us to participate in 
international platforms...” (civic leader) When 
asked whether the Abkhaz society had perceived 
any changes in Georgian policy with Ivanishvili’s 
supporters coming to power, survey participants 
gave responses such as: “The Georgian 
authorities have not officially published a dedicated 
and consistent policy with regard to Abkhazia... 
In reality, these changes are purely of cosmetic 
nature. This window dressing is not directed at 
Abkhazia..., it is addressed to Russia.” (Journalist) 

Participants said that even if there were positive 
intentions, they “would like to see some tangible 
initiatives and ideas.” (University lecturer)

Some survey participants suggested an indicator 
for actual change could be investigations of 
criminal actions committed against residents of 
Abkhazia, but that this is not happening. In this 
context uninvestigated crimes in the Gal region 

were mentioned. Individual respondents asked 
very specific questions, such as: “Where are Tengiz 
Sigua’s killers? Where are the killers of those who 
were abducted?” (War veteran, civic leader)

4. Political issues
4.1 Recognition of Abkhazia’s 
independence
While the possibility of Georgia recognising 
Abkhazia’s independence was not among 
the topics put to the respondents, it came up 
time and time again in responses to other 
questions. When asked what steps by Georgia 
could contribute to reducing tensions and to a 
solution to the conflict, research participants, in 
particular the younger ones, typically responded: 
“For me it would be the recognition of Abkhazia and 
the signing of an agreement... and then everything 
else...” “The first step they need to take is to 
recognise Abkhazia.”

A majority of respondents from other categories 
answered in the same vein: “It is too late to 
change the past, and our perception of past events 
cannot be changed either, whatever they [the 
Georgians] do. No one can bring back our dead 
sons, fathers, brothers and other close relatives. 
However, as for steps that could be appreciated...  
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by Abkhaz society, there is, of course... the 
recognition of Abkhazia’s independence...” (Official 
at the Presidential Administration) Many 
understood that Georgia is not ready for such a 
bold step: “If the Georgian leadership were freer 
in their thinking and could deal adequately with 
public perception... they would have to recognise 
Abkhazia. This would be a bold step for the future 
that would bring dividends to Georgia itself. [It 
would show] ... that it is a country which has 
abandoned its imperial ambitions.” (Journalist)

At the same time, a considerable number of 
respondents admitted that in the circumstances, 
recognition is hardly an option: “We have to be 
realistic... Georgia is far from ready for this today.” 
Frequently respondents added that without the 
support of ‘the West’, the Georgian authorities 
would not be able to change their approach to 
Abkhazia in any meaningful way, because for 
decades they had prepared their society for a 
completely different outcome. 

The majority of respondents felt any steps 
leading to a comprehensive settlement 
of the conflict could be undertaken only 
after recognising the right of the Abkhaz to 
independence. However, upon further reflection, 
most respondents came to the conclusion that 
there are no politicians in Georgia today who 
would be able to take upon themselves the 
responsibility for such a decision. This led the 
survey participants to start thinking of more 
realistic options, such as the signing of an 
agreement on the non-use of force, recognising 
Abkhazia as a party to the conflict, beginning 
a new negotiation process, and so on. It is also 
important to note that a number of respondents 
pointed out that not only is Georgia not ready to 
recognise Abkhazia, but – given the vulnerability 
of the Abkhaz state, its demographic problems, 
the high level of corruption, and so on – Abkhazia 
itself is not prepared for the changes that could 
follow recognition by Georgia.

4.2 Signing an agreement on non-
resumption of hostilities
Regarding an agreement on the non-resumption 
of hostilities, respondents agreed unanimously 
that the signing of such a document by Georgia 
and Abkhazia would mean a real breakthrough in 
the conflict resolution process. Many explained 
that until such a document is signed, residents 
of Abkhazia continue to feel that they are living in 
limbo, despite Russia’s support. In the event of 
a threat, only such an agreement would make it 

possible “to appeal to the international community” 
and “to remove international sanctions”.

Speaking about the importance of signing an 
agreement on non-resumption of hostilities, 
one of the respondents (a journalist) specified 
that the agreement “is a logical full stop of sorts, 
without which the conflict cannot be considered 
resolved in the political and legal sense.”

Many emphasized that such an agreement would 
be a huge step towards establishing trust: “After 
the signing of this agreement, we may ... believe in 
their further steps. […] A document must be signed 
stating that they will not undertake any kind of 
military actions on the territory of Abkhazia. After 
that we will be open to other contacts, to establish 
some kind of relations.” (Sukhum municipal 
official) Some understood the complexity of the 
problem, but suggested, 

“where there is a will, there is always a way to 
find a formulation that would be acceptable to 
both parties... We could reach a compromise 
on this.” (Politician)

4.3 Recognition of Abkhazia as a party to 
the conflict and to a negotiation process
The problem of signing an agreement on the 
non-resumption of hostilities is closely linked 
with the issue of recognising Abkhazia as a 
party to the conflict. For many of the survey 
participants, “recognition of Abkhazia as a party 
to the conflict could serve as a real positive step. 
And as a result, a peace treaty could be signed, or, 
at the very least, an agreement on the non-use of 
force.” (Journalist) A large number of respondents 
specifically stressed the importance of 
recognising Abkhazia as a party to the conflict, as 
it seemed perfectly realistic and at the same time 
effective in the context of a possible negotiating 
process: “Recognition as a party to the conflict... 
creates a certain framework for a negotiation 
process. If there are no parties to the conflict, …if 
there is no conflict, why negotiate? [...] Returning to 
the recognition of Abkhazia as a party to the conflict 
is important to give a more clearly defined structure 
to the Geneva discussions.” (Government official) 
With regard to bilateral negotiations, some 
respondents emphasised “such a format would suit 
both the Georgians and the Abkhaz...” (Veteran of 
the Georgian–Abkhaz war)

4.4 Law on ‘the Occupied Territories’
All the respondents who raised this issue 
talked about the destructive nature of the Law 
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regarding the de-isolation of Abkhazia, with 
all the ensuing negative consequences for the 
conflict resolution process. By repealing the 
Law, the Georgian side could turn a new page in 
the peace process: “The de-blocking of Abkhazia 
remains impossible while that Law is still in force. 
This is one of the first steps that need to be made 
– to repeal the Law. Because even the preamble 
to the Law makes it impossible for us to sit down 
at the negotiating table with Georgia.” (Politician, 
diplomat) 

“We do not perceive our territory as occupied, so 
there is a basic conflict of interests with regard 
to this Law as a whole, not just to the individual 
amendments they keep making to it... But 
repealing this Law... could be regarded as a kind 
of signal.” (Government official) In general, the 
most common comment was about the negative 
consequences of the adoption of this law: 
“Adopting the Law on ‘the Occupied Territories’ did 
not bring Georgia any gain... It’s like a declaration... 
which antagonised the Abkhaz and the Ossetians 
even more.”

4.5 Allowing Abkhazia access to 
international political fora
A majority of respondents thought that giving 
Abkhazia the right to speak at the UN and other 
international organisations and fora could serve 
as a serious step in the process of resolving the 
Georgian–Abkhaz conflict: “I do not understand 
why Abkhazia cannot be allowed to address 
the UN, as it has been trying to do for more 
than twenty years. Why has it been possible in 
the case of Palestine and why not in the case 
of Abkhazia? Why [can we] not [address] the 
European Parliament? At the end of the day, 
this would only be a symbolic gesture, but a 

significant one...” (NGO leader). “An ‘open doors’ 
policy for Abkhazia. The Georgian leadership could 
call on the UN and other international organisations 
to grant Abkhazia a seat, not necessarily a 
permanent one, among its members, so that 
Abkhazia, too, could present its interests at the 
international level.” (Young journalist) 

Since the issue of Abkhaz representation in 
international fora is extremely important for 
Abkhaz society, the continuing policy of creating 
obstacles to this process is a sore point for 
people in Abkhazia: “Protests against Abkhaz 
participation in international fora are an indicator of 
the Georgian side’s hostility...” 

Many respondents felt that disallowing Abkhazia 
to voice their concerns even at sessions that deal 
directly with the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict, is not 
only short-sighted but also detrimental to the 
peace process: Being excluded from discussions 
at the international level does not make the 
Abkhaz viewpoint and aspirations disappear. On 
the contrary, it creates more defensiveness and 
blocks opportunities for constructive dialogue in 
the presence of international actors.

5. The question of 
Abkhazia’s de-isolation
Another group of issues raised by respondents 
relate to the de-isolation of Abkhazia. The 
following quote illustrates how painful this issue 
is for Abkhazia and how acutely the Abkhaz 
perceive this problem, with the respondents 
describing the motivation of the Georgian 
authorities who continue the policy of isolating 
Abkhazia: “They want us to remain ignorant, have 
restricted contacts and always be isolated from the 
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rest of the world. In other words, we should quietly 
curl up and die.” (Professional artist) 

A commonly expressed opinion was that “the 
main way to de-isolate us is to stop blockading 
us.” In order to do so it would be necessary “to 
give the Europeans the green light to come to 
Abkhazia and engage in any kind of programme.” 
Respondents frequently referred to the promises 
Bidzina Ivanishvili made prior to the change 
of government in 2012: “If Ivanishvili really 
means ‘Everything but recognition’, let us see 
this ‘everything’… If Georgia rejected the policy of 
isolation, it would be a major positive shift.” (Civil 
society representatives)

A significant number of respondents, however, 
considered discussions of this nature 
unpromising, given the tough position clearly 
marked out by representatives of the new 
Georgian government, who actively pursue the 
policy of non-recognition and view any kind 
of contact between Abkhazia and the rest of 
the world as a threat. Some study participants 
regretted that so few in Georgia seem to 
understand that isolation of Abkhazia is not in 
the interests of either Abkhazia or Georgia: 

“No one wins in that situation – neither 
Georgia nor us.” (Businessman)

5.1 Freedom of movement
This question is closely linked to the travel 
documents Abkhazian citizens hold – the 
Abkhazian foreign passport, which is valid only 
in countries that have recognised Abkhazia’s 

independence, and the Russian foreign passport. 
Hundreds of residents of Abkhazia who submit 
their documents to embassies from around the 
world are denied visas because the Georgian 
government has demanded from the Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs in these countries not to let 
Abkhazia’s residents move freely. A number 
of respondents blamed the Georgian side for 
today’s difficult passport situation, who in the 
late 1990s turned down the proposal to issue 
UN passports to the Abkhaz so that acquiring 
Russian passports became the only remaining 
option: “Was it not thanks to them [the Georgians] 
that we have ended up with dual citizenship 
today? [...] We would have probably built our lives 
quite differently if they had not... driven us into a 
corner...” (Former Member of Parliament)

Survey participants offered various suggestions 
with regard to possible positive steps around 
the right to freedom of movement for Abkhazia’s 
residents. Some did not rule out that fairly bold 
steps could be taken towards accommodating 
Abkhazia, seeing the possibility, for instance, “for 
Georgia to declare that citizens of Abkhazia are 
allowed to travel, ...to participate in conferences, 
to study at universities... Georgia could call on 
other countries to follow friendlier visa policies 
for Abkhazia’s citizens.” (Journalist) It was also 
proposed that foreign countries open consulates 
in Abkhazia. Another thought was repeated time 
and time again – to recognise Abkhazian foreign 
passports as valid travel documents: “Even if 
they won’t yet recognise us as a state, let them at 
least recognise the Abkhazian passport as a type 
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of travel document.” (Young person, focus group) 
This idea was put forward by many others.

5.2 The right to study abroad
Survey participants viewed one of the most 
worrying consequences of Abkhazia’s isolation 
as being the fact that it is virtually impossible for 
young Abkhaz to study at foreign universities: 

“If Georgia were to take steps that could 
contribute to... increasing opportunities for 
our young people to participate... in some of 
the processes that are underway in Europe… If 
our young people could have better access to 
European resources regarding education and 
information... This is precisely the kind of thing 
that would facilitate mutual understanding.” 
(University lecturer)

Several respondents drew attention to the fact 
that, according to academic tradition, there 
should be no restrictions on education arising 
from unresolved political issues, such as the 
political status of the country where a young 
person lives. Respondents often suggested 
that Georgia could not only unblock Abkhaz 
youth from receiving education abroad, but on 
the contrary, play a more proactive role in the 
process: “Georgia could come out with an initiative 
to encourage European countries to provide an 
annual quota for Abkhaz students enrolling at 
European universities.” (Young journalist)

5.3 Resumption of transport 
communications
The majority of respondents regarded lifting the 
transport blockade an extremely important issue 
for Abkhazia. Many stressed that negotiations 
around this topic would be expedient: “Of 
course, there is a need to talk about everything. 
The railway, the airlines, and sea [ports]... they all 
form part of the economy, part of good neighbourly 
relations... An agreement to open the port, the 
airport... would generate something positive in 
the minds of ordinary people… seeing that they 
[Georgia] are not creating obstacles...” (former 
Member of Parliament) There was not a single 
survey participant who did not acknowledge the 
importance of opening transport links. But while 
some felt progress in this area was possible even 
today where the conflict with Georgia persisted, 
others believed that attempts to unblock such 
transport arteries could only be justified “once 
international guarantees are determined...” 
Virtually all agreed that progress in this area 
would have an important peacemaking effect.

5.3.1 Rail traffic

The railway was the most frequently mentioned 
issue in this context: “Abkhazia should 
demonstrate the maximum interest in capitalising 
on its location, on its utility as a transit corridor”, 
therefore “...it would be good to open the Abkhaz 
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railway, on condition that the security issues 
are resolved and environmental issues, too, are 
addressed...” (War veteran, public figure) Some 
respondents cited the example of what can be 
called an ongoing joint energy project: “How 
does the Ingur GES (Hydroelectric Power Station) 
operate today? – [It operates] for the benefit 
of both countries; the railway could operate in 
exactly the same way. Of course, there are risks, 
and these need to be minimised... But this could 
yield significant revenue for both the Georgian 
and the Abkhazian budgets... Everybody needs 
transit routes. This is one of the steps that could, 
perhaps, become the beginning of some sort of 
normalisation [between us]...” (Representative of a 
political party)

5.3.2 The seaport

Comparing the economic effects of unblocking 
different means of transport, a number of 
participants concluded that the highest priority 
for Abkhazia are the opening of the seaways 
and an uninhibited functioning of the seaport: 
“...Given that we position ourselves as a resort, 
a tourist destination, communication by sea is 
important for us.” (Journalist) In order to open 
the seaport, “there is no need for all parties 
to coordinate, all we need is the political will of 
Georgia...” (University lecturer)

5.3.3 The airport

The question of opening up the railway and 
the seaport was very often discussed together 
with that of Sukhum airport, without which it 
is impossible to exploit Abkhazia’s economic 
potential to the full. “If it is debatable whether 
the railway will generate any income, opening 
the airport... would be rather beneficial for 
Abkhazia from the financial point of view.” 
(Journalist) One NGO activist also emphasised 
the economic component of this matter: “The 
Georgians heavily politicise the airport issue. 
They say that is a political [issue]... we say that it 
is more a humanitarian one… I think in fact it is 
a purely economic project.” Many pointed to the 
importance of the airport, not only for Abkhazia, 
but for the entire region: “That very Georgia 
which does not recognise us could, in principle, 
reach agreement with the International Civil 
Aviation Organization, if not on lifting the blockade 
of the Abkhaz airport, then at least on using it as 
a stand-by facility in emergencies... That would 
be a gesture of goodwill, not just in relation 
to Abkhazia, but for the entire Caucasus...” 
(Government official)

6. Economic projects
Talking about the potential of the economy 
sector in terms of contributions to conflict 
resolution, a number of respondents 
emphasised the high impact that small but 
specific steps to lift restrictions on Abkhazia’s 
foreign trade could have on improving relations, 
in contrast to high-profile projects that talk 
about setting up a common economic space: 
“These restrictions must be removed, without 
any kind of publicity... This would be much more 
effective than... a common economic space, and so 
on… All those projects that are being proposed... It 
is better to stay away from them. The first thing is 
to remove all kinds of economic and humanitarian 
restrictions, and then we can think about joint 
projects.” (Journalist) 

However, survey participants also talked about 
mutual interest in economic projects: “If we talk 
in terms of economic needs, we already utilise the 
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Ingur GES in a joint effort ... because the livelihood 
of our population comes first. This means that 
there are ways of engaging with each other.” 
(Sukhum municipal official) 

7. The role of western 
countries
Several respondents pointed out the potential of 
Georgia’s allies, i.e. western countries. Insofar 
as Georgian society remains a hostage to anti-
Abkhaz propaganda and is not ready for many of 
the steps that could lead to conflict resolution, 
the Georgian authorities are unlikely to risk 
losing the support of their population. These 
respondents felt a way forward could be for the 
Georgian authorities to share the initiative for a 
new, more positive, approach towards Abkhazia 
with western governments. The latter could 
publicly provide appropriate recommendations 
to Georgian policy makers and openly support 
politicians who boldly put forward proposals for 
the de-isolation of Abkhazia. Most of the survey 
participants who expressed views on this topic 
were convinced that “without the support of its 
western allies, the Georgian leadership on its own 
will not be in a position to make positive moves 
towards de-isolating Abkhazia.” (Civil society 
representative)

8. Dealing with the past
A further group of questions related to dealing 
with the past, assessing the 1992-93 war 
and the post-war period. Almost all survey 
participants brought up the past, the history of 
the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict and, especially, its 
escalation in the 1980s and 90s. Respondents 
were keen for a truthful analysis of these events 
to take place. They stressed the need for an 
acknowledgement of the fact that it was Georgia 
that started military actions on Abkhazian 
territory and so bears the primary responsibility 
for the breakout of a full-fledged war in 1992-
93, including the hardships that followed in the 
post-war period. The survey revealed a strong 
sense among Abkhaz society that without such 
acknowledgement it would be difficult for the 
peace process to move forward: “...Without a 
re-evaluation of what was done, Abkhazia will not 
be able to re-establish trust... [and make] open and 
confidential conversation possible. First of all, there 
should be a moral evaluation, then all other aspects 
(legal) would follow.” (Civil society representative)

“It was not just a conflict. It was a proper war, 
when they came here armed, with tanks, and 
began shooting at peaceful civilians... The first 
volleys hit the people relaxing on the beach... It 
was an invasion...” (University lecturer)

“An assessment is needed. For twenty years 
there has been no progress in recognising what 
a terrible catastrophe occurred between our 
peoples, in recognising our borders, or that we, 
the Abkhaz, actually exist in this world... All [we 
need] is a legal assessment... What happened 
must be condemned... Personally, my friends 
and I had hoped for a Georgian national leader to 
emerge who would clearly state where the guilt 
lies, why this happened and who assumes this 
terrible responsibility... Someone has to take this 
responsibility upon himself and tell the truth. That 
truth would then bring to bear all those fruits that 
we [all] want to see – both us and them.” (Former 
Member of Parliament)

Survey participants felt that an assessment 
of the war and its aftermath is needed before 
anything else: 

With the exception of a very few participants, 
almost every respondent reiterated that 
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a comprehensive settlement requires an 
“acknowledgement by the Georgian leadership of 
their guilt in unleashing the Georgian–Abkhaz war, 
a public condemnation of the actions of those in 
authority at the time.” (Young journalist) 

Talking about this, several respondents shared 
their personal perceptions: “Perhaps it is wrong, 
but I really want Georgia to admit its guilt to 
Abkhazia. This is important to me... If you admit 
you have done wrong, it means you already feel 
regret. It is important to me that they should at 
least apologise... Not one person, not a couple... I 
want the state to apologise to Abkhazia, because it 
was a catastrophe for us... I want the state to admit 
its wrongdoing, and the whole world to recognise 
the act of aggression.” (War veteran) Talking 
about the importance of condemning the war, 
several participants expressed the hope that this 
would help create a basis for peaceful relations 
in the future: “Future generations at least should 
understand that their ancestors were in the wrong, 
condemn their conduct and make clear that they 
personally have nothing to do with it and that they 
understand us.” (Politician)

9. Reparations
When asked about compensating Abkhazia for 
war damage, many said they believe Georgia 
needs to do this as a necessary step to resolve 
the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict. “Georgia could 
pay Abkhazia reparation for the economic damage 
inflicted during the war.” (Young journalist) “This 
issue could be raised if we are going to talk about 
ending, resolving the conflict. It seems to me that 
this should be the final point. An evaluation is 
the moral aspect of the issue. The other, second 
aspect, is compensating Abkhazia for everything 
that was destroyed by the war... It is difficult to 
discuss restitution for the damage inflicted by the 
war, because economically Georgia can hardly 
afford it, but [they could] support the initiative of 
the Abkhaz side for the international community, 
donors, to...pay reparation for the damage caused 
to Abkhazia.” (Government official)

Several stressed that restitution is directly 
related to Georgia taking on the blame for 
starting the war: “Naturally, it follows from this 
that they should compensate us for all our losses 
– both moral and material. This is a very serious 
aspect. It is also about our attitude towards them. 
If this happens at the level of government ... then 
it will mean that something must have changed in 
their consciousness. I think it will in some way have 
an effect on us as well.” (War veteran)

10. The refugee question
Various ideas were articulated with regard to 
the question of refugees, although not a single 
respondent mentioned the possibility of a mass 
return of refugees: “Tell them straight what the 
situation is and integrate them [in Georgia]. Look 
historical truth in the eye, ... leave those who have 
returned to the Gal region... in peace. [As] for those 
who have stayed [in Georgia], let them integrate 
into Georgian society.” (Journalist) “The question of 
return needs to be dealt with in very concrete terms 
on a case by case basis, depending on the behaviour 
of the respective individual during the war... Those 
who took part in the fighting must not be allowed 
to return.” (Young lawyer). With only very few 
exceptions, the survey participants recognised the 
complexity of the refugee problem: 

“…it’s a very difficult question, in terms of both 
politics and ethics. As a human being, I can 
understand people who were born and raised 
here and are denied the opportunity to be 
here.” (Professional artist)

Virtually all survey participants agreed that 
a verification process would be essentially 
important in this context, involving the drawing 
up of a comprehensive and objective list of all 
refugees with the help of the UN Refugee Agency 
or other international organisations: “Firstly, 
it is very important to verify how many refugees 
have returned to the Gal region and other parts of 
Abkhazia. Secondly, it is necessary to conduct a 
survey within Georgia... and determine the actual 
number of those who have already settled in Georgia 
and are not prepared to return...” (Civil society 
representative) “I believe that we need to put a stop 
to speculation on this subject.” (War veteran).

There were mixed reactions to the idea of 
compensating the refugees for the property they 
have lost and thereby make void their claims 
to return to Abkhazia. Many of those who were 
supportive of this suggestion emphasised that 
compensations to refugees, in exchange for 
them to withdraw their return claims, should be 
parallel to paying out reparations for the loss 
inflicted on Abkhazia as a result of the war. Some 
saw this as a solution, while others thought 
it unjust to pay compensation for the loss of 
property when nothing can compensate a person 
for the loss of their loved ones: “The property 
rights of refugees pale in comparison with the 
losses we suffered. That is why I think it would not 
be entirely fair.” But if a special fund were set up, 
“if they received payment [from the international 



 `Paths to Peace?  A survey of public attitudes towards potential transformation of the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict  •  19
 Abkhaz findings

community], this would settle the refugee issue 
once and for all. This would be an adequate option.”

The respondents were hopeful and at the 
same time apprehensive about compensating 
refugees for the loss of their property. The idea 
of   direct bilateral negotiations was mooted in 
this context: Compensation “is something that 
can be a subject for formal negotiations... If not the 
return of refugees, then restitution... This subject 
is appropriate for negotiations, very concrete, 
very sophisticated, calculable negotiations, that 
are more than merely declaratory in nature...” 
(Government official) Many participants noted 
that by creating a special fund, representatives 
of international organisations could assist 
in the implementation of specific steps to 
integrate refugees in the locations where they 
currently reside – and in the process, remove 
the issue of return from the Georgian and 
international agendas.

11. The Gal region
Only very few respondents were aware of the 
changes in the Georgian authorities’ policy 
in relation to the Gal region. Those who did 
know that there was no longer support to 
groups responsible for subversive actions 

and destabilisation in Gal, acknowledged how 
important this move was: “They [the current 
Georgian authorities] have already made a positive 
step in the Gal district – they do not support 
subversive activities any more. I believe that we 
must resurrect... something like the quadripartite 
commission. Let us co-operate... and fight crime 
in the border areas.” (Civil society representative) 
However, some thought the Georgian authorities 
have not done enough to improve in real terms 
the situation of the region’s population: “They 
have put an end to terrorist campaigns [in the Gal 
region], but not to ideological ones. They should not 
delude people who in actual fact find themselves 
between a rock and a hard place.” (Civil society 
representative).

With rare exceptions, the majority of 
respondents would regard it as a positive step 
to officially recognise the return of refugees to 
Gal and have them registered with the help of 
international organisations: “Tens of thousands 
of refugees have returned and live in the Gal 
district, and the international community, with 
Georgia’s complicity, does not acknowledge their 
return to Abkhazia. This is another element of our 
mistrust. Hence the lack of trust in the Georgian 
data, which puts the figure at several hundred 
thousand refugees.” (University lecturer) Several 
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stressed that the process of registering those 
who have returned to the Gal region would 
be beneficial to both sides: “It is useful to both 
parties to have clarity. Firstly, it is good for us – 
we would know exactly how many have returned; 
and it is good for them, as they keep paying the 
refugees... It is beneficial to both of us, from the 
financial point of view at least. At the same time, 
having clarified figures of how many have in fact 
returned would stop political manipulation in this 
regard.” (Government official)

As for the pro-Georgian leanings of the Gal 
residents, many survey participants spoke about 
the failures of the Abkhaz side, about the lack 
of pro-active initiatives to develop this district 
and solve social and other problems: “...some 
of the blame lies with our government in that it 
has not made their life here attractive, or stopped 
them looking towards the other side and waiting...” 
(NGO employee)

12. Public initiatives
A separate question concerned the Georgian 
‘Sorry’ Campaign, which at the time had 
triggered ambivalent reactions within Abkhazian 
society. On the whole, respondents felt that 
campaign had been unsuccessful not only 
because the Georgian public did not support 
it, but also due to the fact that other important 
processes did not precede the gesture, such 
as dealing with what had happened in the past, 
re-thinking, and repentance. For that reason, 
people in Abkhazia did not take it seriously: “if 
this initiative had been put forward… in parallel 
to an agreement on the non-use of force, then 
it would have been received [more positively].” 
(University lecturer) “We really need to feel that 
the country [Georgia] has come to understand what 
damage it has done. In actual fact it [committed] 
genocide. It was extermination on a mass scale... 
Therefore a verbal statement of repentance is too 
little...” (Civil society representative)

Despite that scepticism, many still acknowledged 
that the campaign was a positive step: 

“A heart-felt and sincere ‘I’m sorry’... may 
be worthless from the legal point of view, but 
there is a moral aspect to it. […] It is not that 
easy to say ‘sorry’. And it was not easy for 
them... They accepted all the blame…” (Civil 
society representative) 

“The word ‘sorry’ is perceived as repentance, 
however it is assessed or perceived emotionally. 

At the end of the day it leaves a positive 
impression...even though it does not eliminate 
the lack of trust that exists between the two 
societies. Still, such actions do contribute to 
overcoming that mistrust.” (Expert) Such 
campaigns are still helpful in that they 
encourage people to try to overcome the 
stereotypes and the inertia of a one-sided 
position in the conflict: “...overall, my response 
to this [‘Sorry’ campaign] is a positive one, 
because I think the process of acknowledging 
the fact of aggression, the process of repentance 
must take place both at the level of government 
and at the level of the general public.” (NGO 
representative) 

During the discussion of this issue, it was 
suggested that due to the attitudes prevalent 
in society, many more people experience guilt 
and regret internally than are willing to admit 
to it publicly. Respondents recalled personal 
meetings at which representatives of the 
Georgian side admitted: “I know we are guilty, 
but I’m afraid to say so.”

One respondent, a civil society representative, 
shared an important observation that reflected 
the negative inertia on the Abkhaz side of the 
conflict, too: “Has the Kuparadze film1 taught us 
nothing? It has shown that our people here are not 
ready for [the Georgians] to admit their guilt.” (NGO 
representative)

13. Cultural and academic 
initiatives 
Discussing the prospects for peacebuilding in the 
context of cultural and academic development 
in Abkhazia, respondents overwhelmingly 
expressed their wishes along the lines of “just 
as long as they don’t try to interfere...” This 
sentiment referred to a range of areas, including 
but not limited to travel, study, participation in 
international fora, competitions, festivals, and 
sporting contests. 

1. In 2010, the documentary ‘Absence of Will’ (www.c-r.org/
absence-of-will), made by Georgian film director and peace 
activist Mamuka Kuparadze, was shown on Abkhaz state 
television. The film focuses on two young Georgians’ journey 
of discovery as they set out to understand what the conflict 
with Abkhazia is about. It is a challenging film, which 
explores Georgia’s role and responsibility. On the Georgian 
side the film was contentious and perceived by many as 
overly self-critical. When the film was suddenly broadcast 
in Abkhazia, without preparing the domestic audience, there 
was a depth of negative public reactions.
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In addition, everyone remembered that the 
burning of the archives in Sukhum in 1992 was 
a deliberate act of aggression for which the  
Georgian side has to bear full responsibility. 
Respondents stressed that the materials must 
be restored and that Georgia has an obligation to 
return all available documents. The fact that this 
problem practically cannot be solved without co-
operation with the Georgian side was generally 
not seen as an obstacle: “...If there are normal 
people and normal scholars [over there], it is their 
duty to do so.” (Government official) Many saw 
the return of archival documents as a possible 
first step to rapprochement: “The first thing they 
should do is to return our archives... They burned 
all our archives so they have an obligation to return 
[copies of] those documents to us.” The majority of 
respondents felt that returning archive materials 
would be welcomed: “This is one of the tasks 
by which Georgia could exhibit its positive steps 
towards conflict resolution.” (Politician)

Some respondents spoke about the negative 
impact of the post-war hardships on the current 
state of academic work in Abkhazia. One of the 
experts suggested it would contribute to re-
establishing academic contacts if an objective 
assessment of the postwar years were carried 
out and Georgian academics desisted from 
their position “Abkhazia is [a part of] Georgia”. 
This respondent felt a lot, then, could be done 
“...in the area of science, in studying archival 
sources...” (Expert)

The discussion of culture included the 
restriction of contacts between Abkhaz scholars 
and such international agencies as UNESCO; 
a large number expressed great interest in 
fostering co-operation with that organisation: 
“granting UNESCO access to Abkhazia could 
serve as a good demonstration of a good will on 
Georgia’s part. This would make it possible to 
not simply include specific monuments in the 
UNESCO list, but also see to their conservation. 
It would be an act of good will if together we 
did something for our future generations…” 
(Government official)

The survey also identified the question of 
the historic and cultural artefacts that were 
exported to Georgia under various pretexts both 
before and during the war. “Many of our cultural 
monuments – material artifacts, archaeological, 
written and other material – were taken to 
Georgia, supposedly for safe keeping... One should 
start to think about bringing them back. The 
international community could act as a mediator 
in this context. It might also be possible to make 
copies of some of the artifacts.” (Expert)

14. Abolition of the 
‘autonomous government-
in-exile’
The most frequent reaction to the question of 
abolishing the ‘autonomous government’ was 
indifference. People said that such changes 
would be perceived as purely cosmetic. Some 
stressed that, yes: “...these autonomous bodies 
must be abolished, they are still an irritant”, 
“better late than never”, “they need to eliminate 
these structures and allow people to integrate.” 
The majority, however, argued along the lines 
of: “This was relevant up to a point in the 1990s 
when that institution played some kind of a role...”, 
whereas now they feel the matter is of little 
interest to anyone in Abkhazia.
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Conclusions 
Overall, the survey results demonstrate that 
participants clearly felt that Georgia’s tough 
stance, in reinforcing the isolation of Abkhazia, is 
the cause of many problems in Abkhazian political 
life and its economy, as well as education and 
culture. In the context of growing pessimism and 
disillusionment regarding a potential resolution of 
the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict, the survey did not 
so much elicit widespread hopes and expectations 
that form part of popular debates in Abkhaz 
society as prompt a process of reflections that 
had almost abated. The sense of scepticism over 
the possibility of meaningful progress had grown 
further after Georgia’s new 2012 government 
failed to produce tangible results that could be felt 
by the Abkhaz population. As there have been no 
consistent signs of positive changes in Georgia’s 
policy towards Abkhazia for a long time, many 
think that there is little point in any practical 
initiatives in this area. They believe that instead 
one needs to focus on adjusting to the difficult 
living conditions, working around the problems 
and harnessing other opportunities that have 
presented themselves as a result of Russia’s 
recognition of Abkhazia.
On the other hand, this study has delivered an 
extensive and substantial body of data, providing 
food for thought on obstacles and potential 
steps that could help to shift dynamics toward 
resolving the Georgian–Abkhaz conflict. 
Among the spectrum of opinions expressed, 
from the most frequently occurring points of 
view the following conclusions can be drawn: 

 3 In spite of widespread scepticism, the majority 
of respondents nevertheless believed that the 
nations affected by the conflict do themselves 
possess a certain potential, and responsibility, 
for resolving it. That not everything is decided 
at the geopolitical level.
 3 There are matters of a bi-lateral nature that 
can be resolved even at this stage provided 
there is political will on both sides of the 
conflict divide – namely, by recognising 
Abkhazia as party to the conflict and by 
signing an agreement on non-resumption of 
hostilities between Georgia and Abkhazia. 
 3 There is room for Georgia to take unilateral 
steps. According to the majority of respondents 
the most important unilateral step by Georgia 
that could radically improve the bilateral 
relationship would be an objective evaluation 
of the 1992-93 war and acknowledgement of 

its responsibility for the commencement of the 
hostilities and their consequences.
 3 Leaving aside suggestions that are commonly 
made but rather unrealistic in the current 
circumstances (such as, for instance, Georgia’s 
recognition of Abkhazia’s independence), it 
is important to note that practically all the 
respondents agreed that fulfilling at least one 
of these steps would lead to a breakthrough 
in the peace process: signing of a bilateral 
agreement on the non-resumption of hostilities 
or objective evaluation of the Georgian–Abkhaz 
war of 1992-93. 
 3 Positive steps on the part of Georgia are 
seen as being possible even in the current 
political climate, with moves that could 
improve the situation of Abkhazian citizens 
significantly. Issues relating to freedom of 
movement, transport and communications, 
or humanitarian problems could be resolved 
without waiting for a comprehensive 
document to be signed. 
 3 Nevertheless, one should not expect that such 
steps in isolated areas would lead to a rapid 
reduction in the level of mistrust of Georgia 
that has built up in Abkhaz society over the 
duration of the conflict. Moreover, a large part 
of Abkhaz society might see positive steps 
proposed by Georgia as yet another case of 
artful deception – part of a hidden agenda 
to peacefully re-conquer Abkhazia. Trust 
would have to be rebuilt gradually; it requires 
an aggregated toolkit of consistent positive 
actions aimed at Abkhazia’s de-isolation, 
ones that would tangibly improve the lives of 
Abkhazian residents. 

When responding to questions about possible 
actions on the part of Georgia, several 
respondents reflected on the Abkhaz side as 
well – its demands, reactions, and analysis – and 
considered the role Abkhazia can and should 
play, highlighting that: 

 3 It is important to welcome and acknowledge 
those steps already taken by Georgia that are 
essential for the Abkhaz side, for example, 
disbanding subversive groups that had 
previously been destabilising the Gal region.
 3 More effective ways need to be found to help 
the Georgian side understand that steps to 
de-isolate Abkhazia – to increase capacity to 
address human rights issues, to restore the 
archive and preserve cultural artefacts – are 
in the interest of both sides. 
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