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Ménici se povaha ozbrojeného konfliktu v Jizni Osetii
Od zamrzlého konfliktu k otevirenému a zét

The Evolving Nature of the Armed Conflict in SouthOssetia
From “Frozen” to “Hot” and Back

Zinaida Shevchuk

Abstrakt

Tentoclanek se zabyva konfliktnimi procesy v jednom eséqbilrjSich region v postsostském prostoru —
Jizni Osetii. Cilem analyzy jeripést podrobgjSi a explicitni pojednani pro pochopeni heterogepavahy
ozbrojeného konfliktu. Studiem vyvoje problematibkgtazek a konfliktnich progesnizeme vysledovat vzorec
konfliktniho chovani. Studie se zitje na posouzeni miry, do jaké je etnicita pouzedmfim spoknym
dominujicim tématem pro mobilizaci etnickych skypifboji o zdroje, Gzemi nebo moc. Tato studie @dafiecny
nazor, Ze satasny konflikt v Jizni Osetii Ize chapat jako ,nedtenou zalezitost* z minulych etnickych konfljkt
které byly ,zmrazeny* v komunistickém rezimu.

Abstract

This article explores the conflict processes in ofieghe most volatile regions in post-Soviet spa&»outh
Ossetia. The objective of the analysis is to bningre nuanced and explicit distinction to the untierding
of the heterogeneous nature of the armed confBgt.studying the evolution of issues at stake andflicb
processes we can trace the pattern of conflict biehaVhe study focuses on an assessment of thet éatevhich
ethnicity is merely a convenient common dominatanobilize ethnic groups in the struggle over reses, land,
or power. This study rejects the common notion th&t contemporary conflicts in the South Ossetia can
be understood as “unfinished business” from thet jpéisnic conflicts that had been “frozen” under tb@mmunist
regime.
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INTRODUCTION

Armed conflicts in the Caucasus represent one @fntlhst complex challenges that emerged with
the breaking apart of the Soviet Union. Patterngalitical, economic, and cultural discrimination,
intensified by historical grievances, as well as #ffects of political transformation and economic
development, national doctrines, and the role ¢éreal actors have all contributed to the escafatio
of conflicts in this region. Recent crisis in Crismearries a danger of re-escalation of unresolved
conflicts in Eurasia - Nagorno-Karabakh, AbkhaBauth Ossetia, and Transnistria. As we witnessed
in 2008 the armed conflict on the other side of Bt@ck Sea - Georgia - served as a tool for Russia
to stop the penetration of the Western influende Russia’s peripheryConducting an assessment
of stability in this region is important, as thenflct in South Ossetia can re-escalate and mag lea
to broader conflicts in the region. Escalation o&u€asian conflicts has implications not only
on the stability in the region and its neighborioguntries, but on the broader European security
architecture.

The armed conflicts in Georgia have been the subjemany academic studies during the last two
decades. Stuart Kaufman, one of the biggest repiasees of the symbolic theory of ethnic conflict,
argues that the conflicts in this region were drityy fear. His argument contradicts with the ragion
choice theory and claims, that “rather, ideologiaatl prejudice driven ethnic fears caused conflict
and violence that, over time, weakened and findiystroyed the staté."Besides this interesting
argument about the origins of the conflicts, ottmudies propose that the region emerged
as a battlefield of clashing national proje%tsecessionist ethnic conflictsthat were escalated
by foreign interventioﬁl; mass mobilizations aiming to challenge Soviet prded its Iegitimacy?;

and internal power struggles, with high level ofroption in the newly created weak stateSvante
Cornell in his book “Small Nation and Big PowersXpéores the role of the institutional structures
of autonomy within the Soviet Union republics, asa@or factor to explain the outbreak of conflicts
in the Caucasub.Other scholars highlight the role of intellectualsd ideologies of confrontation
or historians, which quite often served as the e@wf justification for mobilization of ethnic grps.
Some studies have geopolitical appeal and overesigghthe role of external powers in these conflicts

The variety of interpretations and the challengéscompeting theories on armed conflicts
in the South Caucasus create a demand for a $wemguiry into the nature of the conflicts.
The armed conflict in South Ossetia contains alhef dimensions mentioned above, but what is most
important to understand is which of these issuesvfoch combination of issues) caused the escalatio
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of the conflict into a full-scale war. Giving theheic heterogeneity in the South Caucasus region,
the armed conflict in South Ossetia is atest daseexplanatory power of ethnicity as a cause
of the armed conflict. This article sheds consitkrdight on the significance of the different asise

in conflict dynamics and illustrates their changeime. Finally, the outcomes of this article walko
serve as avaluable contribution to the preventidnconflicts for the international community,
especially because conflicts in the studied aregparticularly dangerous and contain a high paénti
for escalation. This article posits its findingsarmg those authors’ work who contributed to the gtud
of these armed conflicts in a more sophisticatedy wa by applying and testing the theories
of international relations and the causes of watbé South Caucasus.

| argue that political elites play a significantleran mobilization of masses and transformation
of low-scale struggles into organized, full-scalarwThe escalation of the armed conflict cannot
be explained as an “unfinished business” from thst gthnic conflicts that had been “frozen” under
the communist regime. | do not deny that ethniists significant factor in prolongation of the clietf
however, the link between ethnicity and armed donfis indirect and should be reconsidered.
The armed conflict in South Ossetia is the outcaha decision made by political leaders in order
to impose, institutionalize, and legitimize thaiter over a territory.

This article follows the logic of a qualitative ezsch to “scale down” and trace the bellicose
aspects of the armed conflict. The issue at stalseahprofound effect on conflict strategies, mutual
relationships among conflict parties, dynamics sdadation, and the overall outcome of the conflict.
The objective is to take the analysis of theseofaobne step further by tracing the modes of egoala
in the life cycle of the conflict in South Ossetiehis article does not aim to present a comprehensiv
history of the armed conflicts in the South Ossdtiar does it aim to assess the mistakes of caimitjc
parties and unsuccessful peacebuilding effortshd&atwhat this article aims to do is to overcome
the static study of the various factors determirtiigy modes of escalation of the conflict by tradiisg
evolution over time. From there, the article shadight on conflict processes and draws some tieptat
conclusions about common factors of unresolvedlimd®in the South Caucasus region.

THE Viclous CYCLE OF CONFLICT: ISSUES AT STAKE AND THE NEXUS OF
ESCALATION , DE-ESCALATION AND RE -ESCALATION

The “frozen conflict” in this article is understo@s a conflict which remains between the stages
of stalemate and de-escalation when peace-keeffimgsenever result in the resolution of a conflict
This may lead to the establishment of a regime whigs achieved de facto independence, but has not
gained the international recognitidmncompatibility of goals has not found compromisel ceasefire
does not necessarily mean that the conflict pah#a& exited from violence. Quite the opposite migh
be the case, “frozen” conflicts involve the simmgrinature of interests of conflicting parties, whic
may transform the conflict back to the escalatibage.

In order to understand the nature of the conflictSouth Ossetia and to address the question
of re-escalation of this conflict in the futurejsttarticle studies evolution of issues at staker divee.
The issue at stake reveals the core aspects ihehg of the conflict and defines what the conflict
is about. An analysis of issues at stake points thet significance of the aspects embedded
in the conflict. Such analysis goes beyond theasarfof conflict phenomena. For example, ethnic
autonomy can be manifested in terms of preservatiotraditions and culture of a conflict party,
but the main issue at stake might be a fight oweess to the power-sharing institutions of a state.
The detailed study of issues at stake furthersebettademic understanding of the conflict nature.
Furthermore, it is essential to differentiate wisah key issue at stake and whether it correspdsden
with the actual claims of conflict parties. In atleords, some issues might be masked and manipulate

9 CASPERSEN, Nina and STANSFIELD, Gareth eds. UnreieegrStates in the International System. London:
Routledge, 2011. ISBN 9780415582100
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by leaders of conflicting parties. In order to &s@ conflict resolution, it is essential to uncover
and address the key issues at stake in each donflic

The complexity of armed conflicts can hardly be toegd in alinear way. The trajectory
of the conflict represents the culmination of tlaeht phase to intensification of violence leading
to a full-scale war. Once the conflict starts, iaymtransform leading to an increase or decrease
of intensity in violence. The analysis of conflmtocesses in this article traces the relationshipsng
the different phases. The change in conflict dymamas a rapid eruption of violence, can be caused
by accumulated tension between conflict partietrigger event can lead to the escalation of viodenc
On its way to escalation the conflict produces utadety and unpredictability. The significance
of issues at stake reflects the incentives of adtinfh parties to full engagement in the full-scale
confrontation.

The modes of escalation of a conflict have a sigguift influence on the behavior of the conflict
parties. As the conflict evolves, the pattern af thehavior becomes more complex, the number
of issues at stake increases, and the intensijotefnce leads to a vicious circle of escalationotder
to explain the armed conflicts with long duration $outh Ossetia, this article employs the scheme
of “vicious cycle of conflict” as illustrated in §ure 1 below. This logic could be applied on thieeot
“frozen conflicts” in Eurasia.

Figure 1. Vicious Cycle of Armed Conflict

W,

Vicious Cycle

Note: This figure was prepared by the author.

The frame of analysis is divided into three majeriqds: first, Phase A, the stage of initiatiorstla
years before the demise of the Soviet Union; secBhdse B, culmination, when the conflicts escdlate
to the violent stage; third, Phase C, the secoadesescalation during the Russian-Georgian armed
conflict in August 2008. The objective of the nesdction is to trace the process of transformation
of aspects that determined conflict behavior in thalined phases. It is legitimate to claim that
the entire dynamic of the armed conflict — chanastie feature of conflict groups, factors thagtrered
the outbreak of violence, conflict termination —ulwb be hardly grasped within a single study.
This article achieves this goal by within-case ehuprocess observation, which involves
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the reconstruction of an empirical sequence of tmm$. Such approach requires extensive
and systematic empirical investigation. In this wthis research seeks to advocate a more balanced
and dynamic explanation of conflict processes. Aigidation of sources, including English, Russian
and Georgian language documents and publicaticrgrilbutes to eliminate the problem of biased
data. It also allows us to capture wider spatio@mlpcontexts and processes within evolving conflic
policies and actions.

PHASE A: THE SPIRAL OF THE CONFLICT : THE PROCESS OF ESCALATION TO WAR

The armed conflicts in South Caucasus emergedanate years of the Soviet Union that after
an initial violent stage ended in a political stalde. The series of armed conflicts in this regitarted
with armed confrontation between Armenia and Azgabaover Nagorno-Karabakh, followed
by the conflicts within Georgia in South Ossetial @bkhazia. Unlike other parts of the post-Soviet
space, where the nomenklatura initiated conflictiagional projects to remain in power, the cordlict
in the South Caucasus, at the initial stage, wetk dy nationalist movements aiming to change
the existing political order by a new one ruledthg Soviet-era intelligentsid.The mass movements
in the South Caucasus were anti-systemic, aimingefdace the ruling class with the new one,
stimulating the social, political and economic smmation™*

The tensions between Georgians and South Ossediarted in 1989, even before the collapse
of the Soviet Union, and lead to the full-scaleadstton in 1991. Due to the conflicts in South Qisse
and Abkhazia, Georgia has a high number of int&rndisplaced persons (IDPs): in the 1990s,
the number of IDPs was 233,453 (6 percent of ther@an population); it increased to 249,365 after
the Russian-Georgian armed conflict in 2008 (iltiitithere were 22,000 people, but only 15,912 had
refugee status in accordance with the Georgianrgavent policy)'> The number of victims in the
armed conflict in 1991 in South Ossetia is uncléacording to South Ossetian data, more than 1,000
people died and 3,500 were wounded in the aftermtthe conflict in SOAO, and the number

of refugees topped 20,000 people.

The beginning of Georgia’s campaign for independenas characterized by a permanent jostling
for power between the former members of the comstumdbmenklatura elite, some of whom were
inspired by nationalistic ideas. The process ofaligion of the Soviet Union opened up opportuasitie
for bloody confrontations. It was believed that tReissian empire” would use military force to ddfea
the Georgian national movement. The radical winghaf Georgian political spectrum at that time
emphasized the need to restore independén@n November 14, 1990, Zviad Gamsakhurdia,
the chairman of the Georgian Supreme Council (alidaent), declared Georgia’s high national
consciousness for freedom and declared this as b#ginning of the more significant war
for independenc?’

The nationalist mobilization and radicalizationtloé newly formed Georgian government, however,
boosted separatist movements of non-Georgian etiroigps. The dynamics of the Georgian-Ossetian
armed conflict were shaped by a number of factorsluding the extreme position of Georgian

10 CHETERIAN, Vicken, ref. 5, p. 1628.

1 Ibid., ref. 5, p. 1644.

12 Angarishi Idzulebit Gadaadgilebul Pirta Da KonfiskShemdeg Dazaralebulta Uplebebis Mdgomareobis
Shesaxeb Sagartveloshi [Report on the State of HiRigirts of IDPs in Georgia] (Saqartvelos Sakhalkho
Damcveli, July 2010), [online] Available frorhttp://www.ombudsman.ge/uploads/other/0/92.pdf

B TOAL Gerard (Gear6id O Tuathail) and John O'Louighinside South Ossetia: A Survey of Attitudesiide
Facto StatePost-Soviet Affair9, no. 2 (2013): 13672, doi:10.1080/1060586X32030417.

14 SHVELIDZE, Dimitri. Politikuri dapirispirebebi darovnuli kherlisuplebis damkhoba saqartveloshi {12892
clebi).[Overthrow of the Government and National Politi€Gdntroversy in Georgia (1989-1992)pilisi:
Gamomcemloba “Universali,” 2008. p. 42 ISBN 978-994£1325-2

15 sagartvelos Uzenaesi Sabchos Tavdzdomaris Bate Zamsakhurdiis gamosvla 1990 Clis 14 noembris
skhdomaze [The Speech of the Chairman of the Sugp@wancil of Georgia Zviad Gamsakhurdia at the meeti
on 12 November 1990]3agartvelos Respublik&990.
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nationalists in 1989, led by Zviad Gamsakhurdia@alition “Round Table — Free Georgia” and his first
presidency, the lack of aclear idea by the Geargiatablishment of the autonomous regions,
and the great faith of South Ossetian leaders ingbsupported by North Ossetia and the Russian
Federatior®

According to one of the most prominent social si&® in Georgia, Ghia Nodia, “Georgia’s
nationalist movement was probably the most radicatyle in the former Soviet Union, at least among
the movements at the union republic level. Howewbis radicalism was primarily targeted
at the imperial center, not ethnic minoritié§ For Georgians, the problem with minorities did agist
on its own.

The initial phase of the escalation of the confiicinterlinked with the political processes within
Georgia. “Independence” and “democracy” became kegis/in Georgian political discourse. Zviad
Gamsakhurdia’s nationalistic agenda was primaribeaded against the Soviet regime in Georgia,
and the problem with Ossetia was considered pahaifstruggle. Claims of minority were interpreted
as dictated from the Kremlin, and so there were tnst-building efforts for compromisé.
Gamsakhurdia’s rule and his struggle for indepeonédrad strong popular support; however, his efforts
to dismiss the opposition and strengthen his pat¢ihe expense of the democratization processes led
to his overthrow by military means, organized bti-@viadist pro-democratic coalitiof.

Under these conditions, when anti-Gamsakhurdia efrevere strengthening, the president
of Georgia played the nationalistic card to stapamver at the expense of democratization and ntinori
groups in the country. However, the further develept failed to “unite the nation” by compelling
the spirit of armed conflict in South Ossefia.

One of the first manifestations of this procesststhwith the confrontation over amendments
to the Georgian Constitution — the law on the statithe state language, which demanded the need fo
the Georgian language in the public sphere. AfterAugust 1990 election, which excluded the small
region-based parties from participating in the iparentary elections, this language law was paSsed.
These policies were interpreted as antidemocrai¢hay cut down on the influence of minorities
in the power-sharing institutions in Georgia.

Political issues at stake provoked the spiral aflerice, causing increasing distrust between
the titular nation and the South Ossetian minaiti& parallel trend took place in the South Ossetia
Autonomous Region. In order to express their aspita and their dissatisfaction with Georgian
nationalist politics, the Ossetian minorities fodme popular front named Ademon Nykhas.
In the atmosphere of accumulating tensions, Sowbetia adopted a declaration on the “sovereignty
of South Ossetia” on September 20, 1990, which esiphd the right of self-determination
of the Ossetian people. The demands of South @ssetit this stage included the following aspects:
1. Convert the South Ossetian Autonomous Region the South Ossetian Soviet Democratic
Republic; 2. Ask the Supreme Soviet of the USSRalbsorb South Ossetia in the Soviet Union

18 Fond “Otkrytoe Obshestvo® Poiske Prichin, Putei Uregulirovania | Vozmozhmy¢apravleniax Razvitia
Gruzino-Osetinskogo Konflikta [On the Search of@aises, Possible Directions and Ways to Resolve the
Georgian-Ossetian ConflicfIbilisi, 2005.

”NODIA, Ghia, ref. 3, p. 30.

18 NODIA, Ghia and Scholtbach Alvaro Pinto eds. ThiitRal Landscape of Georgia. Political Parties:
Achievemnets, Challenges and Prospects, Eburonéitj®.V., 2006).

19 SHVELIDZE, Dimitri, ref. 25, p. 30-44.

20 NODIA, Ghia. Political Turmoil in Georgia and tEghnic Policies of Zviad Gamsakhurdia, In: COPPIETERS
Bruno, eds. Contested Borders in The Caucasus, Brugé#ssPress. 1996. ISBN 90 5487 1172 NUGI 654.
Available from:http://poli.vub.ac.be/publi/ContBorders/eng/ch010%h. ht

21 Fond “Otkrytoe Obshestvo,” O Poiske Prichin, Puteggulirovania | Vozmozhnych Napravieniax Razvitia
Gruzino-Osetinskogo KonfliktfOn the Search of the Causes, Possible Directiomnk\&@ays to Resolve the
Georgian-Ossetian ConflictlL2.
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as an independent entity of the federation; 3. Bsefthat the republics of the USSR sign a treaty
of friendship, cooperation, and mutual assistanite 8outh Osseti&’

Thus, the process to attain national liberation wasfold: Georgian political leaders aspired
to attain independence from the Soviet Union widisregarding grievances by their own national
minorities. At the same time, South Ossetia stredidor the preservation of its specific status,cluhi
it had enjoyed within the Soviet ethno-federal eyst This system was asymmetric in its nature
and enabled some groups to have certain poligcalinomic, linguistic, and cultural rights under Bov
rule. After the demise of the Soviet Union, Soufs€tians feared that the Georgian national movement
would undermine their right to self-determinatiowhich would lead to their assimilation with
the titular nation. As aresult, a triangular styieg occurred: Georgia struggled for independence,
Moscow fought against Georgian secession from théeSUnion, and South Ossetia tried to carve out
a special status for itself and to protect its t8ghis-a-vis Georgian nationalism under the prabect
of Moscow.

A second feature characteristic for the conflicthas time was the process of collapsing existing
political institutions and the challenge to creat@ew one. The clashes that took place between
the titular nation (Georgia) and ethnic groups (BaDssetians, for instance) were about the national
project of how to organize political arrangememighe newly created state. In the early 1990s,Sout
Caucasian states had started constructing theirstata structures without armed forces. Conflict t
arose from these changes were led by paramilitemed formations, often inspired by nationalistic
ideology motivated by self-enrichment and crimiiaterest® According to the Georgian political
establishment, these conflicts were not ethniGasth Ossetians and Abkhazians were not recognized
as “other.” Everybody was Georgian. So the armedlicoin South Ossetia was considered “political”
because the conflicts were about statehood anitbté&lt integrity of the post-Soviet state of Geiarg
In other words, it was argued that Georgia wasfighting specific ethnic groups but “separatists,”
that is, people who are challenging its territoiegrity, whatever their ethnic origffi.

According to this logic, the conflicts inside Geiargvith separatists were not caused by ethnic
hostility. Rather they were struggles of formingadion state, struggles over the status of someifgpe
groups, and they were caused by contradictionsdsstwational projects.Conflicts in Georgia were
about defending the territory, political statusdandependence. However, it should be said that,
nowadays, mutual relations between conflict partas ethnically hostile. This can lead one
to conclude that ethnic animosity was not the causethe result of the armed conflict in South
Ossetia.

For Ossetian minorities, then, the conflicts wdrewd self-determination and reinforcement of their
political rights in their ethnic homes. Ossetiansmselves claimed that they did not have any better
choice than looking for security guarantees frora Hremlin, “striving for survival as an ethno-
historical entity — and identity — drove [them] ‘tide with Soviet Russia’ — not [their] genetic dov

for bolshevism, sovietism and other ‘isms’%.”

Finally, the armed conflict in South Ossetia wasoamepanied by mass mobilization. Clashes
between popular movements were led under natidretigans of former dissidents and intellectuals.
They played a significant role in the events ofvimating” the history of the Caucasian nations. $&e
clashes, involving mass-level violence, were attasntp define their strength, territory, and rights

22 Fond “Otkrytoe obshestvo — Gruzia”, ref. 13, p. 14

Z KUPATADZE, Alexander. Radiological Smuggling andddntrolled Territories: The Case of Geordiobal
Crime 2007, Vol. 8, No. 1., p. 40-57. ISSN 1744-05721D10.1080/17440570601121852.

2NODIA, Ghia, ref. 3, p. 3.

% MAMRADZE, Petre.Absurduli omi, romelic ar unda momkhdarikichilisi: Bakur Sulakauris Gamomcemloba.
2011. 302 s. ISBN: 9789941155321

26 SAMMUT, Denis.Background to the Georgia-Ossetia Conflict and fetprospects for Georgian-Russian
relations London: The London Information Network on Con8ieind State-building. 2008. p. 6. ISBN 1-899548-
06-08
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for independenc?. As Georgia was seeking to change its status frddowéet republic, the former
autonomous region — South Ossetia — was tryingpgrade its position as well. The South Ossetian
parliament demanded to transform the region’s statom “Autonomous Region” to “Autonomous
Republic?®

In sum, Georgian policies towards its secessiorgibns were ambivalent and, therefore, resulted
in two secessionist conflicts inside Georgia, iuthoOssetia (1989-1992) and Abkhazia (1992-1993).
The conflicts have not been resolved, and in mdsthe specialized literature, they are referred
to as frozen conflict® Consequently, clinging to exclusivist nationalritiey in an ethnically mixed
Georgia led to an armed conflict and destroyedstate.

Having failed at creating a new statehood, Geargllapsed. It was the price the Georgian political
establishment had to pay in order to abolish thdusivist nationalist political culture. Furtherneor
the Russian involvement in these conflicts resulitedthe defeat of a titular nation against their
minorities. Rumors had it that the conflicts reallgre not between Georgia and its ethnic minority,
the Ossetians, but with Russia, which was punishpogt-Soviet republics for their aspirations
for independence. However, in order to study th#flid mechanisms in South Ossetia, it is significa
to point out that this conflict was not between #tate and non-state actors. The conflict actors
at the stage of initiation involved parties invalvim nationalist movements on both sides, competing
over the rules of the new political structure irsttegion.

The international recognition of Georgia as an pwdelent state did not change the course
in the process of conflict escalation. As mentioabdve, Georgia did not possess the tools to regula
these increasingly severe tensions, nor did themwwent have the means to stop the escalation from
conflict to war. Georgia was ill equipped to addréise process of state building and the demands
of ethnic minorities for autonomy.

PHASE B: "F ROZEN" CONFLICT

Unresolved status of the armed conflicts has jetiped political stability and economic
development in Georgia and has contributed toesoalation of tensions in 2004. State weakness was
the key problem that undermined Georgia’s develognsince its independence. National-building
efforts to achieve national integration were ilepared as well as state effectiveness (or “state
capture”) to provide territorial control. After Mileil Saakashvili came to power, he launched a polic
of consolidating the Georgian state, developing élementary features of functional statehdbd.
Control over oil, Black Sea ports, flow of commaekt and trans-Caucasian roads, as well as ovalr loc
markets played a significant role in igniting cact8 in South Ossetia.

Leaders in conflict zones are involved in illegehde with drugs, contraband, and weapons,
and they are not interested in a resolution of d¢baflicts because of the benefits from the zones
of conflicts. According to Paata Leiashvili, prafes and leading expert in the administration
of the Parliament of Georgia “millions of dollardamge hands in such places; this gives rise
to powerful economic interest that exploit high-sding patriotic slogans to keep the conflict alive.

The frozen status of the conflict in South Ossefiaated unique conditions for the illegal
distribution of goods. The region’s political insiiity led to escalation of tensions in 2004, when
the Georgian administration started an anti-smuaggltampaign, aiming to close Ergneti market.
The “invisible” movement of goods across the staieder, bypassing customs, had reached alarming

2 SHVELIDZE, Dimitri, ref. 13, p. 178-179.

28 Fond “Otkrytoe obshestvo — Gruzia”, ref. 20, p. 9.

29 ZURCHER, Christoph, ref. 5, p. 112-113.

%0 The Permanent Mission of Georgia to the Orgaronaior Security and Cooperation in Europe. “H.Eediitent
Mikheil Saakashvili To The Parliamentary AssemblyT@e Council Of Europe.” Vienna: 26 January 2005.
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proportions. Goods and petroleum products were itedowithout customs clearance into Georgia
from Russia through the Roki Tunnel. Highly orgagizransnational groups were smuggling narcotic
substances, weapons, and cigarettes, threater@reztmomic development in Geordfa.

Saakashvili's main goals were to accomplish a pead transformation for the Georgian state,
eliminating corruption and poverty in the countand achieving NATO membership and territorial
integrity. Georgian political establishment verpga#mphasized its desire for a peaceful settlement
of the conflicts. The new Georgian government pealithe need to deal with the issue of territorial
control to build a strong state. The first succiesshis regard was achieved in Adjara (autonomous
region) by overthrowing Aslan Abashidze’s regime2B04> In a way, this turned out to be a double
victory for the Georgian government: first, the toiy over an autocratic ruler in the name
of democracy, and second, a victory in the statdding process. After Adjara had become a part
of Georgia without major international complicatloror an outbreak of violence, the Georgian
government started to deal with the issue of SQdbetia.

Before 2004, there was no major deterioration ef ¢ituation in the conflict zone with South
Ossetia. Georgians and South Ossetians were engagedctive trading across the zone.
The characteristic “cold peace” ideology — free mment and trade in the region-wide Ergneti
market — saw the biggest challenge for peace imrdheg clan of Eduard Kokoiti in South Ossetia.
They assumed that sending support to the Ossegaple would lead to the fall of the separatist
government in Tskhinvali. The Georgian governmegitelved that the problem was only the corrupt
clan of Eduard Kokoiti ruling in South Ossetia ahdt South Ossetians would be willing to fight him.
Indeed, the overall goal of the Georgian adminigtrawas not only its economy, but the usage
of “anti-contraband measures as a dual-purpose anésth: (...) to add revenues to Georgia’s ailing
budget (but also) to oust the (...) governmenthef de-facto president, Eduard Kokoiti (...) Without
contrabang funds to prop up his government andrgg@ervices, Kokoiti's ‘regime of bandits’ would
fall apart.’

In May 2004, Georgia launched a campaign againstiggiimg in South Ossetia. Contrary
to the expected outcome, the Georgian strategyadetrestrictions threatened South Ossetians, which
led to armed skirmishes, while Ossetians consdiiadtehind the de-facto government in order
to defend their territory, their freedom of movemend to prevent Georgian military success in this
zone. From the Georgian perspective, the countesumes taken by Ossetians represented danger
for the local Georgian population and the terrabmntegrity of the country. On the other hand, Kibk
blamed the Georgian government of following aggwespolicy and countered with an offensive
operation, declaring that the South Ossetians weady to defend themselves with armed fofGes.
At the same time, Kokoiti claimed that the relatbip with Georgia would not be restored until
the Georgian side fulfilled the following demandisst, restoration of the damages in the Republic
of South Ossetia caused during the Georgian aggresecond, the Georgian parliament was expected
to give a political assessment of the events 081881992, recognizing the genocide of the Ossetian
people; third, Georgia was expected to adopt adawefugees that included reinstituting their right

32 As one of the leading Georgian expert Mamuka Aibshsuggests, illegal activities in South Ossetiae
protected by the “Sport Mafia” of Jambul Tedee trainer of wrestling team. Mamuka Areshidze, Kiktgbis
Mimdinare Ekonomikuri Mizezebi [Current Economic Cesi®f the Conflicts], 2010.

33 Civil Georgia.Acharis krizisi - movlenata qronologi€ivil.ge. [online] 5. 5. 2004 [cit. 2013-10-10]vailable
from: http://www.civil.ge/geo/article.php?id=6700

34 FREESE, Theresa. A Report from the Field: Georgiéés against Contraband and the Struggle for Teiaitor
Integrity. SAIS Review of International Affair2005, Vol. 25, No. 1, p. 109-110. doi:10.1353<2005.0008.

% Silovye Struktury Juzhnoi Osetii Privedeni v S¢estée Boeboi Gotovnosti, Ozhidaja Provokacii [Sétyur
Structures in South Ossetia Have Combat ReadinessitiAg/for Provocation], Newsru.com, June 11, 2004,
Available from:http://www.newsru.com/arch/world/11jun2004/osetiah
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and fully reimbursing for reparations. Kokoiti alslaimed that he had “no doubts” that “the histakic
justice will prevail, and the Ossetian people Wil united and be a part of the Russian Federatfon.”

These demands led to a rapid escalation, whictheshits culmination in August 2004, when fire-
fights erupted between Georgian and Ossetian seldiar the village of Tamarashéhithe Georgian
side attacked the village of Didi Liakhvni in itdempt to take control over the bypass road. Adoord
to the Georgian Prime Minister Zurab Zhvania, Gesggoal was to protect Didi Liakhvni in order
to overcome “large-scale ethnic cleansiiy.The spiral of insecurity-driven escalation of fens
in the conflict zone led to the edge of an unwantamhflict. Unlike the triumph in Adjara,
this development indicated an overall setback aos@ning relationships in the conflict zone.

Thus, the unresolved conflict in South Ossetia reaththe biggest challenge of Georgia’s state-
building efforts. Since the developments in 200ak&shvili’'s strategy was to achieve success tlroug
internationalization of any Georgian conflicts,dhgh NATO membership, and by gaining support
from the West. Georgia came up with peace initetivbased on a three-level solution
in 2005 — demilitarization, economic rehabilitati@nd political solution — and Mikheil Saakashuili’
peace plan in 2007. However, this took place agaitsckdrop of pressure on South Ossetian pdlitica
representatives. For example, in December 2009yithester of Defense of Georgia at the time, Irakli
Okruashvili, announced that Georgia would regaintmd over South Ossetia by January 1, 2007.
None of the peace plans were ever implemented miribated to a substantial improvement of mutual
relations and the situation in the regin.

PHASE C: RED LINES IN SOUTH OSSETIA

The second phase of escalation of the conflictciviéd to the Russian-Georgian armed conflict
came in the spring of 2008 when the Georgian Unmdrerial Vehicle “Hermes-450" was shot down
over the Gadida village in the Gali region by a &as MIG-29 fighter plan&’ This incident was also
confirmed in a report of the UN Observer MissiorAibkhazia. Russia accused Georgia of mobilization
of troops in the Kodori Gorge and increased its memof Russian troop$. In addition, new
checkpoints were added in the Ochamchire and Tkedircegions and an additional 400 Volgograd
railway troops were deployed. Russian troops weeparing platforms to transport military equipment
to Abkhazia. These activities were criticized bye tiS* NATO,”* and the EU as a violation

* Prezident Juzhnoi Osetii Ne Somnevaetsja, Chto Rékpw/oidot v Sostav RF [The President of Southefias
Has No Doubt That the Country Will Become a PathefRussian Federation]. Newsru.com, 10 June 2004.
Available from:http://www.newsru.com/world/10jun2004/osetia.html
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to Tamarasheni: The Conflict Zon&aqartvelos Respublika004, N160(4889) edition, 2.
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http://globe.blogs.nouvelobs.com/media/01/02/cf386@b6f305824428f6c83509. pdf
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of the cease-fire agreement in 1994; however, thiesiAn side argued that it was in line with
the “peacekeeping mandate.” On April 25, RussiafebAssador-at-Large Valery Kenyaikin warned
that “... if a war is unleashed, we will have tdedel our compatriots even through military means.
We will use every means to do this; there shouldddoubt about this**

These developments were alarming for Georgia. &tedtby the Georgian foreign ministry in May
2008, Russia “started to enlarge its military isfracture in Abkhazia, Georgia, ... to prepare
for a large-scale military aggression against Gegfj According to the International Crisis Group,
the increased military presence of Russia in Abkhazght have “reassured on their physical security
but at the same time increased their fears of beivajlowed by Russia. Many Abkhaz worry that their
national cause is being diluted, and they are teggto minority status in a larger entity by detfa
integration into Russia®®

From the low-intensity conflict that started on ApRO to the hot stage in August 2008,
the development could be characterized by miligaign of the regiofi’ While it is not the purpose
of this article to find out who launched the offaesand defensive military operations, it is impamtt
to keep in mind that on March 31, 2008, Davit Bdke Minister of Foreign Affairs, announced that
another 350 Georgian soldiers would be sent to afiggtan’® The deployment of 2,000 troops in Iraq
was also extended for several months. This is ditation that the Georgian administration was not
planning to wage war on its own territory any tis@on?® The escalation of the Russian-Georgian
armed conflict in August 2008 increased the scop&ussian targets beyond the South Ossetian
territory. On August 9, Russia opened the secoadtfin Abkhazia and bombed the Kodori Gorge,
where the Abkhazian government-in-exile was locatdd a result, more than 2,000 Georgians
had to leave their homes. The next day, Russizkatthother Georgian cities in Zugdidi, Senaki,
and Gori. In combination with air and ground atgdRussian battleships blocked the Georgian coast.

On Thursday August 7, 2008 at 11:35 p.m., the Gaorgrmed forces entered the separatist region
of South Ossetia, according to official pronouncetsgto “restore constitutional ordef” The Russian
response was very quick. The next day, using thki Rannel, the Russian armed forces reached
the territory of South Ossetia. The Russian arneedek crossed the borders of the separatist regions
and entered the Georgian inland. Russian armeedostopped at the city of Mtskheta, only 35 km
from the capital of Thilist*

44 Russia Warns Georgia Could Use Force against AbkHaaath OssetizRia Novosti 25 April 2008. Available
from: http://en.ria.ru/world/20080425/105945463.html
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Rustavi 2. 1 June 2008. Available from:
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The Russian-Georgian armed conflict was by somelach interpreted as a first armed clash
between the West and the East after the end o€tié War>> However, it is questionable whether
such an interpretation is sustainable. The Wesndicenter a conflict with Russia because of Georgi
After all, Georgia had never received any secugitrantees from the WedtOn the other hand,
this conflict involved some aspects of ideologicainfrontation: Georgian pro-Western orientation
and Russian great power ambitions in the South &ausc region. Russia started to recover after
the demise of the Soviet Union and under the Patmile being a Great Power was no longer
an aspiration but a determining element aimingettuge its special status. One of the most prominent
scholars on Russia’s foreign relations Ted HopfrtdaRussia has never really concealed its great
power ambition and can hardly imagine itself in aother role’* According to Robert Kagan
the Russian-Georgian conflict is part of Russiaandr strategy. “Putin cares no more about a few
thousand South Ossetians than he does about Kas8eobs. The claims of pan-Slavic sympathy are
pretextsssdesigned to fan Russian great-power raifon at home and to expand Russia’s power
abroad.

Because of the war, Georgia has become a counthouti definite borders of its own territory,
and hence it does not meet one of the key requiresrfer new NATO members declared in a NATO
study on its potential expansidhOpponents of Georgian membership in NATO have hesimyg this
unquestionable fact intensively in recent yearsceRe developments have revealed that Russia
maintains a substantial military presence in theflat zones and even after Bidzina Ivanishuvili
became the head of the new government in GeorgissiR continues to undermine Georgian territorial
integrity by erecting barbed wire barricades in tBoOssetia, as well as keeping Georgians from
Western-style sovereign state by putting pressargiming the Eurasian Union. It can be concluded
that the Russian-Georgian armed conflict and tHeseguent recognition of the separatist regions
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia to be independetgsstay Russia institutionalized the old dividing
lines in the region of South Caucasus.

As a consequence of the armed conflict, Russiamaglished many of its aims: to have at its
disposal strategiplace d’armesin the middle of South Caucasus; to stop the patieh of Western
influence into the region and prevent Georgian nenstip in NATO; to arouse a feeling of fear
among Russia’s neighbors; to get rid of Georgiadaa@s in South Ossetia representing the main
obstacle to Russian annexation of this area, amhsare a significant military presence. Russiais a
has been and further remains to suppress the Wedsfkrence and make sure that Georgia will not set
an example for other countries in the region. lagtnot least, Russia managed to send a clearlsigna
to its neighbors that their friendship with the Wissnot a guarantee against a Russian militanchit

For Georgia, the overall impact of the conflict @eorgia’s prestige in the world was tremendous.
Probably the most adverse consequence for Georgi the violation of its territorial integrity,
as Russia recognized the independence of AbkhawlaSamuth Ossetia and its Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Lavrov, announced that Georgia could fargeout its territorial integrity’
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Georgian strategic situation deteriorated by ddplpyrelatively strong Russian contingents
on Georgian territory (Abkhazia and South Osseti)ssia keeps 7,600 troops on the Georgian
territory where secessionists have declared indigren states® These forces serve not only
as a deterrence to Georgia’s future efforts tomsitary force against secessionists, but they alsse
a permanent threat to Thilisi, as they reduce theod of warning for the Georgian army in case
of a Russian attack against this country.

Military experts have attempted to evaluate theppse of Russian military bases in Gudauta
and Ochamchira (in Abkhazia) and Java (South Ggseétiudauta could be used for offensive troops,
air forces, or air protection, while Ochamchiraldoserve as a naval base, which would enable Russia
to transfer the Black Sea fleet from Sevastopol.fasas Java is concerned, this city could be used
for the dislocation of the motorized infantry brige® However, the most serious military consequence
is unquestionably the reduction of time necessanry & direct threat for the Georgian metropolis
of Thilisi by troops stationed in South Ossetia,ickhis situated on the southern side of the South
Caucasus ridge, and thus it is an ideal strate@idirgy point for a potential military occupation
of Georgia.

Among others, the Russian-Georgian armed confli‘ngthened anti-Georgian attitudes both
in South Ossetia and Abkhazia; despite Presideak&&hvili's optimistic declarations, this makes
the possible reintegration of these areas into @aadn the near future even less likely. Russiasak
these attitudes into account in its politics andsughem actively when obtaining support for the new
“independent” states. As is evident from the negimths in Geneva, the attitude of all sides
of the conflict does not offer much space for a poymise. A great role in this respect is played
by the fact that Russia wants Abkhazia and Soutet@sto be treated as sovereign states. The Russia
Federation calls on Georgia to sign an agreementhennon-use of military force in Abkhazia
and South Ossetia. In this regard, the Georgiaritiposlies in the preparedness to sign such
an agreement with Russia, as it does not recogh&separatist regions as the subjects of intenmaiti
law.%’ So far the most recent round of negotiations @kitace did not lead to any particular results.
The main issues lay in the requirements imposethbyGeorgian side to withdraw financial support
for terrorist attacks on Georgia’s territory by tRederal Security Service (FSB) of the Russian
Federation. The positions of the individual siddstle conflict remain unchanged and at odds
on the issue of a secure return of internally disptl persons to Abkhazia and South Ossetia. At this
moment, it is evident that Georgia h@s factolost these territories and cannot hope to redaemt
soon.

Due to the Russian-Georgian armed conflict, thexe reen a shift in the perception of domestic
conflicts in Georgia both by Georgian politicalte and inhabitants. The Georgian-Abkhazian
and Georgian-Ossetian conflicts are regarded aartagf the Russian-Georgian conflict. After
the Russian-Georgian armed conflict, the possjbdit a direct dialogue between the conflicting side
(Georgia, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia) diminishedthee separatist governments negotiated with
Russia. In this respect, it is necessary to poitttbe paradoxical situation that Russia recognizes
the existence of South Ossetia as an independatd, sthile North Ossetia is regarded as a part
of Russia. That implies that Russia considers theergignty of South Ossetia as an instrumental
principle, using it as a tool to put pressure o@i&a and the international community.
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CONCLUSION

Conflicts are not static, but multilayered and dwi@ In this regard, the armed conflict in South
Ossetia is no exception, but an example of theeeaty complex interplay of issues at stake thathav
not been resolved yet. The aim of this article veatrace the evolution of aspects and issues ke sta
at each stage of the armed conflict. By studyireggatolution of issues at each stage of the conflect
can trace the processes and patterns of conflithwier in the case of South Ossetia. In this way,
we can obtain a better understanding of the intexnd external dimensions of the armed conflict and
how the transformation from the one escalation estag 1990s to another in 2008 shapes their
outcomes.

Assessing the extent to which ethnicity is usedntibilize masses in the struggle over resources,
land, and power is not an easy task, especialiiggrSouth Caucasus region, where the notion ofeethn
hatred and primordial characteristics are widelgduso justify incompatibility in goals and rights
of conflicting parties. The in-depth study of ettity as an explanatory variable that has ignitdd fu
scale armed conflicts has revealed that ethnicigs wot a sufficient condition for the conflicts
to emerge. It was, however, used in legitimizingssnaobilization by political elites. The most prote
explanation points out that there are three comfactors determining evolution of the unresolved
conflicts in the the South Caucasus region: segeissn, political transformation and international
competition among regional and global powers.

One of the major findings of this article lies upbie role of political leaders and political proses
that lead to escalation of tensions. Without thepsut of political elites, the conflict in South §&tia
region would never have escalated to a war. Thélicoim South Ossetia in the 1990s was the outcome
of the disintegration of the previous political erdand an attempt to create a new one. It was about
defending territory, political status, and indepemck. The issue at stake at the stage of escalatisn
characterized by conflicting visions about the fidi arrangement and secessionist aspirations
of the South Ossetians. Ethnicity was used by ipaliteaders to legitimize their claims, strengthen
their position, and mobilize the masses.

The armed confrontation from 1990 to 1992 diffemsf the one in 2008. Mass mobilization, which
was a key factor in the first escalation phasegppeared in the second escalation phase. Masses wer
mobilized in Georgia in a struggle against eledtdrauds, corrupted elites, and state weakness,
culminating in the Rose Revolution in 2003. In #mmed conflict in 2008, the state was not endamgere
by popular movement, rather the state itself wasatttor, initiating change through its military ig
rather than through nationalistic appeals of prditi leaders who use ethnicity for purposes
of manipulation.

The Russian-Georgian armed conflict did not touble tearts of Georgians or their self-
identification. It was more about defending the fgém territory and the state’s borders. The issue
at stake in 2008 was the pro-Western orientatiorlGebrgia and Russia’s interests to undermine
the penetration of other powers in the South Caugca®n the other hand, Georgia’s main objective
is to be incorporated into the Euro-Atlantic ingtibns, which would guarantee security, democratic
transformation, sustainable economic developmenat,peeaceful resolution of the conflicts. In thisywa
we can argue, the territorial issues that playgdiraary role in the second escalation phase were
correlated with ideological aspects of the futurierttation of the Georgian state.

“Frozen” conflicts have a significant impact on thbility in this region. The heavy military
presence in the South Caucasus gives the Russdardfien support in manipulating the unresolved
conflicts in South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Nagormwafbakh. This is especially dangerous now, during
the crisis in Crimea, because as the crisis evpRessia can use its leverage in the South Caucasus
in order to extend its power and control over thesegtories by supporting any escalation of simimggr
tensions and the transformation of “frozen” conflimto a next series of “hot” wars.
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