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TO OUR READERS

We are pleased to present you the first issue of The Journal of Frontline Democracy, 
published by Economic Policy Research Center and Fukuyama Democracy 
Frontline Center. We decided to create this journal to offer our readers a selection 
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with the views and opinions of Georgian as well as foreign experts and decision-
makers on both global and regional issues. 
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INTRODUCTION

As this publication goes to print, there are more than 43 million cases of COVID-19 
in the world, including more than 1.1 million deaths, according to the World 
Health Organization. The COVID-19 pandemic certainly outstrips by a wide 
margin the SARS, MERS, Swine Flu and Ebola outbreaks earlier this century. Some 
compare the current pandemic to the Spanish Flu in 1918-19, which ultimately 
claimed some 40-50 million lives. The race for a vaccine, one hopes, will keep the 
fatality numbers well below those of the Spanish Flu. But some countries have 
suffered staggering losses. 

The United States holds the ignoble distinction as the country suffering from 
the most deaths due to the virus, with more than 230,000 victims, and with the 
highest number of cases of infection, nearly 9 million. To understand the abysmal 
failure in handling the pandemic by the current administration, one simply needs 
to look at the numbers: the U.S. represents four percent of the world’s population 
and yet has some 21 percent of the total number of cases in the world and 20 
percent of the fatalities due to COVID-19. Brazil and India follow, though other 
countries such as Russia are thought to undercount their losses in human lives by 
significant margins. 

As of October 261, Georgia has experienced a huge increase in cases in the 
fall after keeping the numbers incredibly low earlier in the year. The country 
registered more than 30,300 cases (a number that has roughly quadrupled since 
late September) and 215 deaths (a figure that is nearly seven times the toll in 
late September). For purposes of comparison, neighboring Armenia, a country 
with a million fewer people than Georgia, has registered more than 78,100 cases 
and close to 1,200 deaths; Azerbaijan, with 2.5 times the population of Georgia, 
has close to 50,000 cases with 671 reported deaths. Georgia, in other words, had 
been a leader in containing the spread of the virus and aiding those who have 
been infected, as several authors in this publication have noted. Irina Guruli, 
in her essay, provides a very useful timeline of the various steps the Georgian 
government, working together with civil society and others, took early on in the 
crisis. That said, Georgia is experiencing a significant increase in infections in the 
fall, as a second wave hitting the country – and the rest of the world – is proving 
to be much worse for Georgia than the first wave in the spring and summer.

1 https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/. 
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The recent jump in cases in Georgia arrives at a tense time with the country 
preparing for parliamentary elections October 31. Election officials should 
provide safe conditions for voting, ensuring that Georgians do not have to choose 
between exercising their right to vote and staying alive; the same, of course, 
applies to Americans with their upcoming elections. 

Despite keeping the number of cases and deaths low, relatively speaking, earlier 
in the year, the shutdown of Georgia’s borders exacted a significant toll on the 
country’s economy. Tourism, a key to many Georgians’ livelihood, has been 
devastated by the pandemic, with many foreigners unable to travel to sightsee 
and explore. In her chapter, Guruli cites decline in the second quarter of 12.6 
percent; the six-month average is negative 5.8 percent. She notes a forecast of 
approximately 4-5% shrinkage of Georgian GDP for all of 2020. Georgia, certainly, 
is not alone in suffering economically from the pandemic and its effects. By taking 
serious measures early on, however, Georgia not only kept the numbers down 
of people infected but avoided having to shift major public spending toward 
emergency health care. If that continues, Georgia might emerge from the crisis 
in better shape than other states in the region. A key to such recovery will be a 
return of foreign tourists – and the ability of Georgian officials to handle the new 
wave of infections. 

In his essay, Andrew Urushadze describes the social and economic impact of the 
pandemic globally, and in Georgia. Citing a World Bank assessment, Urushadze 
writes that global gross domestic product (GDP) is expected to shrink by 5.2% this 
year, which is the worst decline in the past 150 years. Citing UN estimates, he notes 
that some 130 million people worldwide face the threat of extreme poverty. In 
Georgia, Urushadze describes the toll the pandemic and the response to it have 
taken: “Thousands of people have been left without jobs and daily income. Rising 
prices on food products and items of daily consumption have further aggravated 
the situation of poor families and elderlies, people with disabilities, unemployed 
workers and people working in informal sector.”

Batu Kutelia, in his essay, argues that the pandemic poses opportunities as well 
as challenges for Georgia when it comes to infrastructure. “COVID-19 provides a 
perfect opportunity to conceptually rethink the critical infrastructure network in 
Georgia.,” he writes. “’Resilience’ is the key word used for describing the effective 
outcome of the critical infrastructure policies. Resilience can be defined as the 
capacity of critical infrastructure to absorb a disturbance, recover from disruptions 
and adapt to changing conditions, while still retaining essentially the same 
function as prior to the disruptive shock.” 
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Grigol Mgaloblishvili offers an important reminder from a Georgian perspective 
in his essay on the pandemic’s impact on the global order: “There is a growing 
concern that “the pandemic is in danger of becoming an unlimited excuse that 
can be used to justify increasing restrictions on personal freedoms and greater 
intervention in different spheres of everyday life.” The upcoming parliamentary 
elections pose the immediate test of this concern. 

Mgaloblishvili goes on to state that the pandemic poses other challenges 
and “small states with fragile institutions, such as Georgia, will face enormous 
challenges in navigating the uncharted waters of disrupted geo-political realities.” 
The pandemic, he warns, “will significantly inflame tensions in the international 
environment and, as a result, will considerably increase security risks in and 
around Georgia.”

That is a theme that Shota Gvineria picks up on in his contribution to this report, 
where he focuses on the Euro-Atlantic security order and broader security 
challenges. He rightly acknowledges that some of the challenges heightened 
by the pandemic have been around for a while. “[T]he countries bordering the 
Russian Federation in the so-called Eastern flank see Russia’s aggressive policies as 
an existential threat,” he argues. “In contrast, among the countries of Western and 
Southern Europe, there is more focus on cooperation opportunities with Russia, 
while threats are often seen as exaggerated.” 

Gvineria worries that the pandemic will lead to a reduction in defense spending 
needed to confront and deter a variety of threats. “Authoritarian regimes,” he 
writes, “are historically less reluctant in cutting military expenditures during crises 
as they experience less pressure from public opinion in times of socioeconomic 
difficulties.”

One such regime of great interest to Georgia and others, of course, is Russia. 
One of that country’s best analysts, Lilia Shevtsova, takes issue with much of the 
analysis to date on Russia. “Russia presents an intellectual and political puzzle,” 
she writes. “It is a puzzle even for Russians who are still confused about Russia’s 
trajectory.” 

She is especially critical of “pragmatists” and “their dogmas on ‘common interests,’ 
the need to respond to Russia’s ‘grievances’ and the Kremlin’s demands for ‘equality’.” 
The Western pragmatists, she continues, “bear at least partial responsibility for the 
Kremlin’s reckless actions, which are based on the belief that the West would be 
ready to accommodate (if threatened) – just as the Western pragmatists promised!”
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Shevtsova offers an important caution to those predicting the imminent demise 
of the Putin regime. “[A]nyone holding out hopes that the System will go down in 
flames should prepare themselves for disappointment,” she writes. “Public opinion 
creates the impression of the cognitive dissonance. On the one hand, people’s 
trust in Putin is failing. On the other, about 58 per cent of respondents in 2020 
approve of his activity. This schizophrenia is reflection of the state of people’s 
minds, confusion regarding Russia’s further trajectory and lack of the political 
force that could represent an alternative.” 

In a follow-on essay, Shevtsova takes the Kremlin and Putin to task for their poor 
handling of the pandemic. It is against this backdrop that Putin held a nationwide 
vote to make it possible for him to run for re-election two more times, remaining 
in power theoretically until 2036.” The goal,” Shevtsova argues, “is to create the 
governance system that will not be threatened by elections, opposition or the 
elite balance of forces and will constitute a new Russian state with Putin’s stamp. It 
will be formed by the consensus within the ruling clan regarding the leader who 
will personalize the state. Putin also wants to be sure that his successor (there will 
be of course a successor at some point!) would preserve his legacy and will refrain 
from the tradition of autocracies to legitimize themselves through dumping the 
previous regimes and blaming them for all sins and evil.” 

The implications for Georgia are considerable. On the one hand, Shevtsova 
writes, “In the context of Moscow’s efforts to return to dialogue with the West, 
Russia at the moment is not ready for a new confrontation with Georgia,” though 
revanchist forces in Russia might seek to make Georgia the enemy. On the other 
hand, “Georgia is the test for the Kremlin’s ability to keep the independent states 
in its orbit and prevent them joining the Western civilization,” Shevtsova writes. 
“Georgia also could demonstrate the ‘collective’ West’s readiness to help the new 
independent states to preserve their sovereignty and independence.” 

The West’s readiness to help is the focus of David Kramer’s essays, offering 
perspectives from the United States. In the first essay, Kramer writes that 
transatlantic relations have reached new lows – but could get even worse if 
President Trump is re-elected and follows through on a policy he has hinted 
at, namely withdrawal from NATO. A Biden administration, by contrast, might 
demonstrate greater interest in repairing these badly frayed relations, especially 
with Germany, and would likely take a stronger stance against Putin. That could 
redound to Georgia’s benefit.

Vice President Mike Pence’s visit to Tbilisi in the summer of 2017 raised hopes 
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that the administration would deepen bilateral ties. Instead, that was followed 
by a nearly two-year gap when the U.S. was without an ambassador. That finally 
changed when Kelly Degnan arrived in Tbilisi earlier this year as the new envoy. 
“In Georgia, after all,” Kramer writes, “perhaps more than in any other country in 
the region, the U.S. carries great weight and influence. Exercising that influence 
will be important as Georgia prepares for parliamentary elections this October, 
and beyond.”

In his earlier essay, Mgaloblishvili laments the lack of U.S. leadership during the 
pandemic. “Another important characteristic of the crisis,” he writes, “has been 
the marked absence of US leadership in consolidating and coordinating global 
response.” Kramer agrees, writing, “[D]emocracy and freedom have been in 
decline for a while – this trend did not simply start with the pandemic. Freedom 
House has documented 14 years in a row of decline when it comes to political 
rights and civil liberties. The pandemic is merely making a bad situation worse. 
Developments in the United States have not helped either.” The image President 
Ronald Reagan spoke about of the United States as that “shining city on a hill,” 
Kramer adds, has been badly tarnished over the past few years. That is not good 
for the United States, Georgia or the world. 

Finally, the essays for this publication were completed before the renewed 
fighting between Armenia and Azerbaijan, which broke out in late September. 
While Tbilisi officially remains neutral, the conflict poses serious challenges for 
the country, given that Russian resupply routes for its treaty member Armenia run 
through Georgia. The fighting has continued for a month so far, and the casualties 
are mounting on both sides. With Russia’s support for Armenia and Turkey’s for 
Azerbaijan, as well as the involvement of Iran and reports of foreign fighters from 
Syria participating, the conflict has the potential to spin out of control. Needless 
to say, that would be disastrous for the region, and Georgia would not be immune 
from its consequences. 
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T he pandemic is putting multifaceted pressures, not a single country around 
the world has managed to escape or avoid the negative consequences of 
the new reality, and Georgia is no exception. Apart from pressures put 

on healthcare systems worldwide, effect of the pandemic on global economy is 
unprecedented. Strength and intensively of negative spillover effects vary from 
sector to sector, while duration and complexity of impact varies from country to 
country and is largely dependent on the country specific internal vulnerabilities 
and peculiarities. 

As of October 2020, Georgia counts 6640 confirmed cases and 39 fatalities1. As 
of summer 2020, international press named Georgia as a success case in the 
fight against Covid-192 3. After the first confirmed case on February 26th, the 
Government of Georgia (GoG) started to take swift steps towards the lockdown 
strategy. The government opted for a set of strict economic, social and cultural 
restrictions as a disease response strategy, in order to counterbalance the threats 
of the underprepared healthcare system which is characteristic to developing 
countries.

These early on measures taken by the Government that resulted in a nearly 
complete lockdown have had a success in maintaining low spread of the disease. 
However, the damage done to the economy paired with both a lockdown and 
external shocks has been quite drastic, the second quarter showed 12.6 percent 
negative growth, while 6-month average is -5.8 percent. The full-fledged impact 
is still to be calculated, however the estimates offered by the international 
organizations4 expect approximately 4-5% shrinkage of Georgian GDP in 2020, 
which is a rather optimistic prognosis. The role of international assistance cannot 
be overestimated - up to 1.5 billion USD of international contribution for Georgian 
economy has already been secured. Significant economic contributions come 
from the Asian Development Bank, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, European Union, United 
States (through bilateral financing and USAID), etc.

1 As of October 1st, www.stopcov.ge 

2 Washington Times. Coronavirus Success Story: The Nation of Georgia. 
April 22, 2020. https://m.washingtontimes.com/news/2020/apr/22/
coronavirus-success-story-the-nation-of-georgia/?fbclid=IwAR32yS5DhFmJ_
PZWvM2GEX5uONgI5j8hOsd6Qdv29zL0EIPgXtla6ENaVQg

3 Coronavirus: How ‘three musketeers’ helped Georgia fight virus https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-53269000

4 International Monetary Fund, Asian Development Bank (IMF), Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) 
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On the positive side, international community is expecting economic reshuffling 
through bringing value and supply chain processes closer to the European 
boarders. Hence, this reshuffling is expected to bring new winners and losers 
along the way. If positioned smartly, Georgia might be able to associate itself with 
pandemic winners not only in terms of the low number of confirmed cases, but 
also in terms of gaining economic benefits from the new global order.  

COVID-19 TIMELINE IN GEORGIA 

Georgia had time to prepare for the virus as the first case was recorded only on 
February 26th. The first steps taken by the Georgian government can be traced back 
to January. Initially, these were soft warnings by the National Center for Disease 
Control (NCDC) and the first meeting of the Inter-Agency Coordination Council 
of the Government of Georgia to discuss the potential risks of Covid-19.   As the 
conditions started to worsen in Wuhan (China), Georgian authorities with the 
assistance of the international community, started to evacuate Georgian citizens 
from the high-risk locations. With the exponential growth of the virus around the 
world, Georgian society as well as the government started to evaluate the clear 
threat of the outbreak. The policies of “flattening the curve” took off even before 
there was any indication of the curve at all. With only three reported cases, on 
February 29th, GoG decided to shut down schools and other educational institutions.

Starting from March, actions countering the spread of the virus became more 
structured and complex. Namely, Georgian authorities started to control the 
borders, especially for passengers coming from high risk regions. By mid-March 
GoG gradually started to apply multifaceted restrictions. The recommendation 
to shift to telecommuting was announced on March 11th, however private 
companies, which had the capacity to work remotely had already moved to the 
remote work even before the recommendation was announced. Notwithstanding 
the fact that the number of reported cases stood at 30, starting from March 12th all 
cultural, educational and sport events were postponed. Starting from mid-April, 
due to the undertaken measures, almost all types of economic activities were 
ceased (including restrictions of intercity travel, driving and a curfew). It would 
be fair to argue that policies adopted by the Georgian government were strongly 
influenced by the international practices. With a low number of confirmed cases, 
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Georgian authorities adopted similar policies to the counterparts from Europe 
which had comparatively harsher conditions to deal with. 

Given the worsened socio-economic outlook, on April 24th, GoG presented a 
timeline for gradual re-opening of the economy in 6 stages. It was planned to 
keep a 2-week gap between the stages, but given the improving statistics, in 
terms of declining number of active cases of Covid-19, and societal pressure, the 
government opted for a faster reopening. The first stage commenced on April 
27th, as the passenger cars, taxis, online trade, deliveries and open air-markets 
were re-opened. From May 5th: construction, production of construction materials, 
carwash, computer and equipment repair shops, parks were reopened. All shops 
having an independent entrance (except for malls, apparel and footwear shops) 
re-opened on May 11th. Beauty salons and aesthetic medical centers have also 
re-opened faster than initially planned on May 18th. 

From the May 23rd curfew was canceled. Furthermore, all economic activities were 
restored (except: On-site service in restaurants, bars and other dineries; apparel 
and footwear shops; Shopping malls, Sporting, cultural and entertainment events; 
Sports and health centers and gyms; currency exchange spots). The restrictions on 
the passengers in the private car was abolished. On the later stage all municipal 
transport including the metro, buses and minibuses were restored from May 29. 

The 4th phase for easing the restrictions was hastened by one week, due to the low 
spread of the virus, public dissatisfaction and worsening economic environment. 
Shopping malls, restaurants and cafes with open-air spaces re-opened on June 
1st instead of the initially planned date of June 8th. Following the hastened path 
of re-opening, restaurants and hotels which had complied with the standards 
of healthcare protection were allowed to reopen from June 8th. Noncompliance 
with the recommendations defined by the NCDC results in a fine of up to 10 
000 Georgian Lari. The process of reopening was/is complicated and challenging. 
Many restaurants, bars and hotels were fined due to the violations of the 
guidelines. Although, the challenge of compliance was not only related with the 
negligent attitude from the Georgian business owners, but also with the vague 
and complicated nature of the guidelines. Fines imposed on already struggling 
Georgian businesses, resulted into a somewhat negative public attitudes towards 
the Georgian authorities. 

Another group expressing discontent towards the national strategy of reopening 
were the sports and wellness centers. Due to the speedy reopening of the 
economy and low spread of the virus they build up the rational expectation that 
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the process of reopening of the gyms, swimming pools and wellness centers 
would also be accelerated. However, they were reopened on July 6th as it was 
initially planned according to the national strategy. So far by July 27th from 118 
applicants only 66 swimming pools were reopened and from 275 applicants only 
144 gyms. 

Another sector which had experienced a complicated process of reopening 
has been tourism. Due to the heavy dependency of the Georgian economy 
on international visitors, speculations regarding the opening of boarders for 
international travelers have started quite early. The strategy presented by the 
Georgian authorities emphasized two main dates in the process of opening up 
the tourism sector. It was planned that the domestic tourism would reopen from 
June 15th, while from July 1st international travel would resume. In practice, the 
process of reopening of domestic tourism followed the predetermined timeline, 
while restoring international travel faced serious disruptions.

From June 8th, hotels were allowed to reopen and intercity transport was restored. 
The railway resumed functioning from June 15th. The final phase of reopening 
of domestic travel was restoration of domestic flights from July 24th. Meanwhile, 
the dates for reopening international tourism were extended on a few occasions 
and it is yet uncertain when Georgia will be fully ready and to host international 
travelers. The date for reopening borders for the international visitors was initially 
set for July 1st, however, later it was postponed to July 31st. On July 8th, Georgian 
authorities reopened borders with five European countries (Germany, France, 
Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia). Bilateral unconditionally reopening of the borders 
from and with the up-mentioned five countries was the consequences of the 
EU listing Georgia among 15 safe travel destinations on June 30th. Currently it is 
expected that the regular flights to and from the 5 states that have reciprocally 
unconditional free travel with Georgia will be gradually resumed. 

According to September 9th decision, the opening of theaters and cinemas, has 
been postponed till November 1st, there is a limit of up to 200 participants for 
open door events; holding weddings and other celebrations are prohibited. 
Primary schools have resumed in-class teaching in large cities (except for schools 
in Adjara, which has the highest number of confirmed cases) as of October 1st, 
while higher education institutions will re-open on October 19th. 
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ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL IMPACT

From early March international organizations and international financial 
institutions started to draft and publish economic forecasts for the COVID-19 
affected economies. Initial reports had rather optimistic expectations. However, 
the forecasts started to worsen with the spread of the virus. The largest hits 
were expected for commodity exporters and the tourism sector. Furthermore, 
developing economies were expected to have larger and longer recessions as 
compared to the advanced economies. 

Given its structure, Georgia’s economy is very fragile towards international shocks. 
As an open economy, highly dependent on the international receipts from tourism, 
trade, investments and remittances, Georgia has a limited ability to domestically 
counter the global economic implications of the world pandemic. Outlook for 2020 
is quite unfavorable and varies by sources, IMF forecasts real GDP growth at minus 
4 percent, while EBRD predicts a 5 percent shrinkage of the economy. Due to the 
high levels of uncertainty, it is yet too early to fully assess the economic and social 
impact of COVID-19. However, the impact of the virus is more or less visible. Second 
quarter estimate is annual -12.6 percent (q-o-q) negative growth with a 6-month 
prognosis standing at -5.8 percent. The most affected month was April with -16.6 
percent shrinkage, due to a nearly complete lockdown. 

Reduction of aggregate demand, increase in unemployment levels (both 
temporary and long-term), increase depth and severity of poverty, pressure on 
the national currency, decrease in receipts from tourism and remittances – these 
are the most visible economic effects that the population of Georgia already 
started to feel. 

INFLATIONARY PRESSURES

Georgian Lari (GEL) was characterized by high fluctuations even before the 
spread of the pandemic. The effect of COVID-19 has significantly weakened its 
positions. In March, GEL depreciated by a record of 22% andthe National Bank 
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of Georgia (NBG) has responded with several waves of foreign currency reserve 
sales to help stabilize the national currency. As of end of July, 2020, 1 USD sells 
for slightly above 3 GEL (as compared to 2.80 when the first confirmed case was 
reported back in February). For Georgia, as a heavily import-dependent country, 
currency depreciation translates in elevated inflationary pressures and a heavy 
social impact. As a response, the government introduced the state program 
for maintaining prices of primary consumption food products. The program 
envisaged subsidies for certain imported products to keep their local price stable 
(rice, pasta, buckwheat, sunflower oil, sugar, milk powder, beans, wheat, and 
wheat powder) in the short-term period. Sharp decline on the oil prices has a 
downward pressure on the commodity prices and inflation levels, thus slightly 
counterbalancing other negative shocks. In July 2020 the annual inflation rate 
amounted to 5.7 percent. The annual inflation rate was mainly influenced by price 
increase in the following groups: food and non-alcoholic beverages (increase by 
11.5 percent), alcoholic beverages and tobacco (prices increased by 9 percent). 
Prices on transport went down by 9.3 percent compared to the same period last 
year, which resulted in a -1.18-percentage point contribution to the overall annual 
inflation rate. It is predicted that the national currency will be facing further 
shocks due to the decrease in international receipts through tourism, remittances 
and FDI, as well as predicted decrease in exports amid global decrease in demand 
levels. 

IMPACT THROUGH TOURISM

In the past years, tourism became one of the most important sources of 
international receipts for Georgia. This sector generates approximately 11 percent 
of GDP5. Georgia has been an increasingly attractive destination for international 
tourism. If we assume that international tourism revenues totally fell through, at 
least, in the second quarter of this year, we can expect a minimum loss of 2 billion 
GEL. According to National Statistics Office (Geostat), in the second quarter of last 
year, Georgia was visited by 1.8 million people and an average spending per visit 
comprised GEL 890. Consequently, the minimal loss in revenues from external 
tourism will amount to 2 billion GEL. The decline in international traveler visits 

5 World Travel and Tourism Council, 2018
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began in February (-0.7%). Visits in March (-62.3%) and April (-94.5%) declined 
sharply, which was a logical consequence of closed borders and suspended 
air traffic. Pattern has continued throughout May (-94.6%) and June (-95.5%) 
as borders were closed. With the slowdown in world tourism, it is unlikely that 
international travelers’ visits to Georgia will return to their old highs in a short 
time. This will have an indirect multiplier impact on the adjacent industries, such 
as hotels and restaurants. At the same time, disruptions in resuming international 
flights further delays the recovery process. 

FDI PROGNOSIS

Another important source of international receipts and inflow of foreign currency 
that inter alia is one of the guarantees of strong national currency is Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI). Previous years saw a stable decrease in the FDI inflow, in 
2018 and 2019, approximately 1/3 less investments were received if compared to 
2014. Post crisis period will heavily affect availability of FDIs on a global scale and 
competition for attracting FDIs will be fierce. The United Nations forecasts 30 to 40 
percent decrease in FDI decrease globally6. Foreign direct investments received 
in the first quarter of 2020 equaled 165.4 million USD, which is approximately 42 
percent less than the same indicator for the same period last year and 48 percent 
less than in 2018. FDI has sharply declined from Turkey and the Netherlands, 
meanwhile the United Kingdom (44 percent), United States (17 percent) and 
Panama (11.9 percent) remain as the top investors in Georgia. Part of equity in 
FDI was drastically reduced during the Q1 of 2020 and the composition of the 
investments are split into following structure: Equity (13.7 percent); Reinvestment 
of earnings (81.6 percent; Debt instruments (4.6 percent). The sharpest drop is 
seen in investments in the tourism sector (76 percent). 

6 World Investment Report 2020. International Production Beyond the Pandemic. https://
unctad.org/en/pages/PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=2769
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EXTERNAL TRADE TENDENCIES

Economic impact of COVID-19 will be substantial on the external trade 
tendencies. Notwithstanding the fact that there are practically no restrictions 
imposed on international trade, most probably, economic problems faced by the 
high-risk countries will have a spillover effect on their major partners through 
decrease in aggregate demand. As of January-July, 2020, Georgian economy saw 
a 16.8 percent decrease in exports and 17.9 percent decrease in imports. Data 
offered by Geostat and graphically presented below demonstrates that Georgia’s 
international trade started to show effects of the pandemic from February and it 
continues through June. It is important to highlight that exports to the EU 
countries have been relatively stable as compared to other trade partners. 
Exports to Bulgaria, Switzerland and Spain have shown an increase in 
exports in January-July 2020 – 13.7, 33.3 and 25.1 percent respectively. 
Largest drop in exports was seen to the following destinations: Armenia 
(-44.7 percent), Ukraine (-36.9 percent), the U.S. (-46.6 percent), Russia 
(-24.5 percent) and Azerbaijan (-15.3 percent). 
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RECEIPTS THROUGH REMITTANCES

Remittances are an important indicator for assessing economic dependency 
on the outside world. Georgia is vulnerable towards economic crises especially 
when they take place in the countries with the largest remittance inflows. The 
share of remittances in the country’s GDP equals 13,5 percent (National Bank of 
Georgia, 2019). Compared to the corresponding period of 2019, in March 2020, 
12.5 million USD less remittances were sent. In April 2020, as compared to the 
same period last year, the decrease amounts to 43%. The volume of remittances 
sent is 58 million USD less if compared to last year. In May the decrease level was 
reduced and compared to last year only 9.6% (13.9 million USD) less remittances 
were sent to Georgia. In June the inflow of remittances rebounded and compared 
to the same time period of the last year has grown by 17.8% (25.6 million USD). 
Remittances are considered to be one of the most stable sources of foreign 
currency inflow in the developing countries, latest statistics even in the times of 
an extraordinary crisis has once again proved this hypothesis. 
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GOVERNMENT RESPONSE 

Given the harsh economic implications, the GoG announced the Anti-Crisis 
Economic Plan, to support the population and businesses many of which are of 
social character to soften the negative economic impact in the short to medium 
run. Among others, these measures include payment for gas, electricity and 
utilities for the vulnerable groups, co-financing mechanism for supporting SMEs 
in the crisis hit sectors such as hotels and restaurants, introduction of guarantee 
schemes, postponing tax liabilities, in collaboration with the commercial banks, 
payment of interest rates on loans were postponed for the three-month period 
for both individuals and companies. 

In the economy where the role of informal employment is large and dependence 
of workers on daily cash revenues is high, the pressure in terms of worsening 
of social situation is quite elevated. The new initiative introduced by the GoG 
envisages provision of targeted social assistance to those formerly employed 
people who lost their job or were sent on an unpaid leave due to the spread of 
the coronavirus pandemic in the amount of 200 GEL per month over the course 
of 6 months (an estimated 350,000 people will be receiving this assistance). A 
one-time payment will be provided for families with children (200 GEL per child), 
this initiative will cost approximately 177 million GEL. Furthermore, employers 
will receive a state subsidy for each job maintained. Namely, over the course 
of 6 months’ salaries up to 750 GEL will be fully exempt from income tax. One-
time assistance of 300 GEL will be provided to people who are self-employed or 
employed in the “informal sector”. 600 GEL in assistance will be given to families 
living under the poverty line. A financial assistance in the same amount will be 
provided to persons with severe disabilities and children with disabilities.

According to the GoG, the initially presented anti-crisis action plan requires GEL 
3.9 billion, while the expected decrease in budget revenues is estimated at 1.8 
billion GEL. Georgia accumulated 1.5 billion USD in the form of international 
assistance. This amount is made up of both grants and credit schemes. Significant 
amount of assistance will come from the EU, divided into three packages. Through 
the first package Georgia received urgent healthcare supplies and technical 
expertise, assistance to vulnerable groups, and wide liquidity support to small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The second package included over 183 
million Euros for Georgia in support to socio-economic measures, including a 
contribution to bridging the financing gap. These packages have brought the 
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total COVID-related support to Georgia to 250 million Euros in non-reimbursable 
grants to date. The third package includes 150 million Euros of loans on highly 
favorable terms. Furthermore, big sums of contribution come from IMF (200 
mln USD to be allocated to budget support); European Investment Bank (200 
mln Euro contribution to healthcare infrastructure and fiscal need); World Bank 
(80 mln USD to mitigate health and social impacts of the pandemic); Agence 
Française de Développement (AFD) (70 mln Euro support to energy sector; 50 
mln Euro for social reforms)7.

CONCLUSIONS

Relative success of Georgia to combat the spread of the virus can be attributed 
to the following: the lockdown measures taken by the state very much resembles 
those taken by other countries, with the difference that Georgia started to introduce 
the measures earlier on, in the third week after the first confirmed case. Rigorous 
investigative works conducted by the epidemiologists to timely identify and isolate 
all contacts of specific clusters have also paid back. Economic and social impact 
brought about by internal and external shocks will result in longer term crisis. 

Economic turnaround will be a hard path to walk. Many of the economic activities 
were not just paused, and exiting the lockdown will not necessarily result in 
getting back to normal. It is logical to assume that much of negative aspects of 
the shock cannot be overcome during this year even if the crisis is liquidated by 
summer and signs of economic normalization appear in large countries. It is vital 
to wisely use the accumulated international assistance for ensuring long-term 
sustainability and economic recovery. So far the measures taken were directed 
towards overcoming the immediate economic and social shocks. Maneuvering 
possibilities of the government of Georgia and the Georgian economy are way 
more limited compared to developed economies. 

In times of crisis, a degree of dependence on the situation in other countries, 
especially large neighboring countries is higher than in ordinary situations. Therefore, 
the effectiveness of governmental actions will also largely depend on the speed 

7 Delegation of the European Union to Georgia https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/
georgia/78001/letter-eu-ambassador-carl-hartzell-prime-minister-giorgi-gakharia_en
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at which the large external economic partners of Georgia, especially neighboring 
ones will overcome the crisis. Given the fact that the country is dominated by small 
enterprises, and the role of informal employment is significant, dependence on 
cash is heavy and the level of technological development is low, the movement of 
cash flow (including international receipts) is of crucial importance for all economic 
sectors in order to prevent them from suffering a permanent long-term damage. 
Therefore, the aim of stimulus packages to be introduced is to prevent such type 
of developments, through stimulating the weakest links of supply chains and the 
demand to enable the stabilization of economic and social climate and achieve 
some rejuvenation by the end of the year.

ANNEX 1 COVID-19 EPIDEMIC TIMELINE - GEORGIA
Date Number of cases Measure
22 January --- Georgian National Center for Disease Control (NCDC) warns 

Georgian travelers from visiting Wuhan, China, due to “small, 
but theoretical” chance that virus could reach Georgia

26 January --- Georgian doctors start examining passengers arriving from 
China at airports for coronavirus-related symptoms.

27 January --- NCDC starts monitoring Chinese workers operating on the 
construction of highways in Georgia.

28 January --- - First meeting of the Inter-Agency Coordination Council of 
the Government of Georgia against “potential” threats of 
Corona virus;
- GOG announces evacuation of Georgian citizens from the 
Hubei Province of China;
- GoG bans the import of live animals, including turtles and 
ornamental fish, from China, until the WHO declares China 
free from the coronavirus.

29 January --- - Georgia suspends direct flights with China for 2 months;
- Two Chinese sailors stationed in Batumi and showing signs 
of high fever start being monitored by the NCDC.

2 February: --- Turkey and France evacuate 5 Georgian citizens from the 
Hubei Province of China, initial center of the coronavirus 
outbreak.

4 February: --- The Lugar Centre of the NCDC starts testing for the coronavi-
rus after receiving reagents from Germany. 

10 February --- United Airports of Georgia reports a 3% year-on-year de-
crease in airport traffic in January, 2020 due to the suspen-
sion of flights to China.

22 February --- 34 Georgian citizens evacuated from China test negative for 
the coronavirus, while remaining in quarantine.

24 February --- GoG warns its citizens visiting Italy, to avoid public places and 
regularly wash hands, as Italy becomes the newest center of 
the epidemic.

26 February First confirmed Corona virus case - a Georgian citizen returning from Iran is diag-
nosed with the coronavirus at the Georgia-Azerbaijan border.
---

27 February --- Airline Wizz Air reduces its flight frequency to Italian destina-
tions, including a full cancellation of flights to Milan.
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February Second case of 
COVID-19 detected 
- a woman with 
recently travel 
history to Italy.

---

29 February A third case is 
diagnosed, contact 
with the first pa-
tient and recently 
travelled to Iran.

The government closes schools down until 16 March.

1 March --- Inter-Agency Coordination Council issues recommendation to 
avoid public gatherings.

3 March --- GoG announces the creation of an online platform www.
stopcov.ge , where information related to the Coronavirus will 
be published and updated daily and NCDC announced the 
hotline number – 116 001 for citizens with the suspicion of 
coronavirus symptoms.

6 March Infected 9 patients - GoG sets border crossing restrictions for Georgian citizens and 
foreign individuals and suspending direct flights with Italy;
- Citizens of Georgia returning from countries classified by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) as of definite epidemic 
risk are subject to a pre-defined intensive medical check-up at 
the border crossing and go through a mandatory 14 day-long 
quarantine procedure; 
- Foreign individuals if travelling from countries classified by 
the WHO as of definite epidemic risk in the previous 14 days 
should upon their entry to Georgia get subject to a pre-de-
fined intensive medical check-up at the border crossing and 
go through a mandatory 14 day-long quarantine procedure.

9 March 15 reported cases Recommendations of the Inter-Agency Coordination Council:
- Public institutions have been strictly recommended to post-
pone and limit overseas business trips except for an extreme 
necessity. This recommendation also applies to study tours 
as well;
- Citizens with recent travel history are encouraged to demon-
strate high social responsibility and remain in self-isolation 
during their quarantine, to make sure that no potential threat 
is caused to their family members and general public.

11 March 23 reported cases - GoG announced about taking active measures in coopera-
tion with the National Bank of Georgia and commercial banks 
to mitigate the negative impact of a novel coronavirus on the 
tourism sector;
- School break extended until April 1 in all educational institu-
tions of Georgia. Daycare centers suspend service delivery to 
persons with limited abilities until April 1; 
- Spring conscription is postponed for a month, until April 13.

12 March 24 reported cases - All government structures are put on red alert within 24 
hours;
- Citizens returning from Germany, France, Austria, and Spain 
will be placed under mandatory 14-day quarantine. Foreign 
nationals are obligated either to produce a medical report 
confirming negative testing on coronavirus or consent to 14-
day quarantine.
- GoG and all state institutions are advised to switch to 
remote work, same recommendation is given to all private 
organizations.
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13 March 25 reported cases WHO declared Covid-19 as a global pandemic.

GoG issues a statement, where along with already set regula-
tions new restrictive measures are announced: 

- Individuals kept on probation will be liberated from a duty 
of visiting the Probation Bureaus until April 14.

- Special conditions have been enforced for two weeks at 
penitentiary institutions, suspending the right of family, long-
term and short-term visits.

- Education, sports and other events envisaged for attendance 
of a wide number of people will be suspended in Georgia for 
unspecified time.

- The Prime Minister of Georgia, together with the Cabinet’s 
economic team, and National Bank and banking sector repre-
sentatives, discussed the economic stimulus plan seeking to 
minimize a possible negative impact of the global pandemic 
on Georgia’s economy. As a result of the meeting following 
specific economic support measures were announced:

1. Businesses that will encounter problems in covering loans 
will get their liabilities restructured by commercial banks on 
an individual basis. Hotel industry will get up to 100 MLN GEL 
in order to postpone loan payments and support the industry;

2. All citizens can postpone loan repayment to commercial 
banks for 3 months;

3. Companies operating in the tourism industry: hotels 
and restaurants, travel agencies, passenger transportation 
companies, site seeing companies, arts and sports event orga-
nizers, etc. will get their property and personal income taxes 
deterred by the GoG for the coming 4 months (Due Date for 
the latter being November 1, 2020). Hence, tax incentives 
will apply to 18 000 employers and over 50 000 employees, 
meaning that over 100 MLN GEL will remain in this sector of 
the economy;

4. GoG doubled the volume of VAT refunds to companies with 
an aim of supplying them with working capital and instead of 
600 MLN GEL originally intended by the Ministry of Finance of 
Georgia 1.2 BLN GEL (by 600 MLN GEL more) will be refunded 
by the end of the year;

5. Tailor-made State Program will be designed to co-finance 
the interest payment on bank loan borrowings by hotels with 
4-50 rooms throughout the country for the coming 6 months. 
This project will apply to about 2000 hotels operating in the 
country, which might have otherwise run into significant 
financial losses as a result of the pandemic;

6. Apart from all the above-mentioned, State will augment 
its support towards capital expenditure (CapEx) projects with 
an aim of providing additional economic incentives. Hence, 
CapEx envisaged in the State Budget of Georgia for 2020 will 
be increased by 300 MLN GEL.

- GoG conducts negotiations with International Financial 
Institutions (IFIs) for soliciting financial resources from their 
special allocations.
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14 March 30 reported cases Movement across Georgia-Azerbaijan and Georgia-Armenia 
borders suspended for 10 days;
- Border crossing restrictions set with Switzerland, Norway 
and Denmark, including presenting evidence of negative 
lab test on coronavirus, or subject to 14-day mandatory 
quarantine;
- Casinos, slot clubs and totalizators all over the country are 
encouraged to suspend their operation.

15 March 33 reported cases Sarpi border crossing point with Turkey temporarily closed
16 March 33 reported cases 

First recovered 
patient

-Passenger movement suspended between Georgia and 
Russian Federation;
- Ski resorts of Georgia closed down for a temporary period of 
time throughout the country;
- Cafes, restaurants and bars are recommended to restrict 
direct service rendering to their customers on a temporary 
basis and to only accept the take-away orders;
- Individuals aged over 70 are recommended to strictly keep 
away from places of public gathering and to stay in isolation 
to the extent possible to avoid a potential threat to their 
personal health.
- Georgian Lari hit new historic low of 3.0118 per USD, the 
weakest point for Georgia’s national currency since its intro-
duction in October 1995.

17 March 34 reported cases - Statement of the GoG - citizens aged over 70 are strongly 
encouraged to stay in self-isolation, representing highest risk 
group.
- The National Bank of Georgia (NBG) sold USD 40 million at 
the foreign exchange auction in an effort to soften the pres-
sure on the exchange rate of Lari. Georgia’s national currency 
plunged to a new low (3.0807 GEL per 1 USD) on March 17 
amid Covid-19 fallout.

18 March 38 reported cases - Citizens of any foreign country are denied of entry to Geor-
gia for two weeks;
- Special platform created under the Business Ombudsman 
with an aim of coordinating initiatives expressed by business-
es as part of their CSR; 
- National Mail Service instructed to work on the mechanism 
of public service delivery to socially vulnerable and single 
pensioners aged over 70;
- Operation of fixed-route taxi, so called ‘Marshutka’ prohibit-
ed on the whole territory of the country.

19 March 30 reported cases - All shopping and retail facilities throughout the country 
must be closed, with the exception of food stores, pharma-
cies, gas station chains, post offices, and bank branches, in 
order to ensure social distancing and limit mobility in the 
country.

20 March 43 reported cases - All air traffic suspended, flights are allowed only operated 
by Georgian Airways in coordination with the Government, in 
order to repatriate Georgian citizens;
- All Georgian citizens crossing national border (air, road, sea) 
will be subject to 14-day mandatory quarantine;
- The Government’s economic team announced that it has 
concluded works on identifying specific target sectors and 
elaborated measures to stimulate the economy, in order to 
facilitate fast recovery from the crisis.
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21 March 49 reported cases Georgia declared State of Emergency until April 21.
Evoked measures under State of Emergency:
A person found to be in violation of the rules of isolation or 
quarantine will be forcibly transferred to the relevant facility; 
Appropriate sanctions will be applied to the person found to 
be in violation of isolation or quarantine rules; 
- Restrictions are being applied to international air, land, and 
sea traffic, with the exception of freight traffic;
The Government of Georgia is being granted the right to limit 
property rights through established procedures, if necessary, 
for quarantine, isolation, or medical reasons, and to utilize 
the property and material resources of private persons or 
legal entities;
The gathering of more than 10 persons is being prohibited;
- The government will have the right to restrict the operation 
of private organizations or business entities, as well as to task 
them with the implementation of specific activities.
 If necessary, the government will regulate the prices of medi-
cines, medical services, and basic products;
 If necessary, the government will be able to carry out the 
general mobilization of persons with corresponding medical 
education and qualifications;
 Court sessions may be held remotely.
All private persons and legal entities are obligated to abide 
by the state of emergency. Failure to comply with the state 
of emergency will result in: Administrative liability - a fine 
of 3,000 GEL for private persons and 15,000 GEL for legal 
entities.

23 March Total cases – 61
Recovered - 8

Under the State of Emergency, strict quarantine regime 
declared in 2 municipalities of Georgia – Marneuli and Bolnisi, 
after one resident of Marneuli tested positive on coronavirus.
Measures under strict quarantine regime in Marneuli and 
Bolnisi:
Entry and leaving of Marneuli and Bolnisi Municipalities is 
restricted;
All outlets shut down, except for food stores, pharmacies, and 
other essential infrastructural facilities;
Public transport and movement within the municipalities re-
stricted, with the exception of citizens leaving home for food, 
medications, or medical services;
Residents of these regions are allowed to carry out agricultur-
al activities.

24 March Total cases – 70
Recovered - 9

- Along with the State of Emergency, GoG prohibits intercity 
traffic throughout the territory of the country;
- Special platform – StopCoV Fund created in Business Om-
budsman’s Office to direct funds towards identified needs, 
contributors can be citizens and private companies. 

25 March Total cases – 75
Recovered - 10

- The National Bank of Georgia sold USD 40 million at the for-
eign exchange auction to stem a sharp depreciation of the na-
tional currency amid coronavirus fallout. The Central Bank has 
already carried out two consecutive currency interventions 
worth USD 60 million from its foreign exchange reserves. 
Georgia’s national currency is at a historic low trading at GEL 
3,48 per U.S. dollar on Bloomberg’s platform.
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27 March Total cases – 83
Recovered - 14

- So called “fever centers” established in all regions of the 
country, the clinics will only receive patients with running 
fever;
- Pension recipients of all ages in Georgia to receive April 
payment in advance 

29 March Total cases – 91
Recovered - 18

Enforcement of restrictions imposed under State of Emergen-
cy in Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti region, including movement 
of transportation. Special checkpoints set up at entrance to 
the region, controlling vehicle traffic, ensuring transportation 
with social distancing.

31 March Total cases – 110
Recovered - 21

Universal quarantine under the State of Emergency declared. 
New restrictive measures include:
Forbidding to travel using any type of public transport 
(including the subway), both within and between cities and 
municipalities;
Transportation is allowed only by means of vehicles (including 
taxi) under the condition of not having more than three per-
sons in an automobile, with the essential condition that the 
two persons are seated in the rear seat;
Gathering of more than three persons is forbidden, with the 
exception of grocery stores and pharmacies, where maintain-
ing a social distance of two meters is mandatory;
Separate rules will be set out for the enterprises permitted to 
operate by the government;
Citizens above 70 years of age are forbidden from leaving 
their homes, unless they are going to their nearest grocery 
store, nearest pharmacy, or nearest medical facility. Local 
self-governments are obligated to provide assistance to the 
citizens above 70 years of age living alone;
So called curfew set between the hours 21:00 and 06:00, pro-
hibiting movement of citizens on foot or by any other means 
of transportation;
Checkpoints set in the cities of Tbilisi, Batumi, Kutaisi, Rustavi, 
Poti, Zugdidi, and Gori in order to control the movement and 
provide initial thermal screening;
Citizen are obliged to carry ID documents at any time.
- Special hotline – 144 created to respond to public interest/
questions related to all measures introduces under pandem-
ics.

1 April Total cases – 117
Recovered - 23

- GoG announces the allocation of 2 billion GEL from the bud-
get to mitigate negative impact of Covid-19 on the economy. 
These resources exclude 351 million GEL issued from the 
budget for the healthcare system;
- The Government will cover utility bills for the households 
consuming less than 200 cubic meter of gas and 200 kilowatts 
of electricity per month in March, April and May.

2 April Total cases – 134
Recovered - 28

GoG expands list of authorized business activities, special per-
mits are issued by the Ministry of Economy and Sustainable 
Development of Georgia. 

4 April Total cases - 162
Recovered – 37

Georgia reports 
first coronavirus 
death

---
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8 April Total cases – 211
Recovered – 53

GoG initiates to work along with the research and analytical 
organization on the stimulus package to support economy.

10 Aprili Total cases – 234
Recovered - 57

- Lentekhi region placed under strict quarantine measures;
- Georgian Orthodox Churches full for Palm Sunday service 
despite State of Emergency

12 April Total cases – 257
Recovered - 70

Administrative units of Kobuleti Municipality placed under 
strict quarantine 

15 April Total cases - 306
Recovered - 74

- State of Emergency extended until May 10
Georgia shuts down 4 largest cities – capital - Tbilisi, Kutaisi, 
Batumi and Rustavi for 10 days, banning entry and leaving of 
the cities;
- Anti-crisis economic group created under the Inter-Agency 
Council;
- Donor organizations and IFIs will issue total of 1.5 billion 
USD to support Georgian economy until the end of the year
- IMF already approved expanded cooperation package in 
the amount of 450 million USD, out of which 200 million will 
directly go to the budget;
- Entry to the cemeteries will be prohibited during Easter 
celebrations;
- Perishers will be allowed to Easter Eve liturgy under condi-
tions of social distance and obeying nighttime curfew.

16 April Total cases - 348
Recovered - 79

- Stop Covid 19 App created, aimed at the early detection and 
prevention of the virus.

17 April Total cases - 370
Recovered - 82

- Until April 21 traveling by car is completely prohibited;
- Mandatory to wear face masks in closed spaces (grocery 
stores, pharmacy);
- US announces to issue financial aid of 600 000 USD to sup-
port Georgia tackle Coronavirus.

21 April Total cases - 408
Recovered – 104

 State of Emergency extended until May 22.

22 April Total cases - 416
Recovered – 112
5th confirmed 
death case

From 6 a.m. to 8 a.m. and from 6 p.m. to 7 p.m., driving 
private vehicles allowed in order to carry out essential agricul-
tural work in municipalities.

24 April Total cases - 444
Recovered – 137

Presentation of the Anti-Crisis Economic Plan
- 3,5 billion is allocated to finance the measures foreseen by 
the anti-crisis plan. A total of 350,000 citizens will benefit 
from the targeted assistance package.

27 April Total cases – 497
Recovered – 162
Death - 6

- Lifting restrictions include traveling by car and operating tax-
is, online trading (wholesale and retail), delivery services on 
any type of product, and the operation of open agro-markets 
- NBG sold 20 million USD at the foreign exchange auction in 
bid to shore up the weakened national currency;
- Strict lockdown measures removed in Lentekhi Municipality

2 May Total cases – 582
Recovered – 215
Death - 7

28 open air agricultural markets (bazars) reopened 
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5 May Total cases – 604
Recovered – 249

Restrictions will be lifted on carwashes and automobile 
repair shops, construction companies and building material 
manufacturers;
- Public Service Halls and Community Centers re-open;
-Cities - Batumi and Kutaisi re-opened.

7 May Total cases – 615
Recovered – 284
Death - 8

- Government unveils tourism stimulus plan, introducing 
3-phase plan to gradually reopen the sector, reopening na-
tional borders on July 1.
 - 600 million GEL will be allocated to foster tourism industry, 
stimulus measures include tax breaks and exemptions, direct 
subsidies, fiscal incentives and other support for virus-hob-
bled businesses operating in the tourism industry.

11 May Total cases – 638
Recovered – 328
Death - 11

Restrictions on entry and leaving Tbilisi (capital) are lifted 

12 May Total cases – 642
Recovered – 360

GoG presents agriculture anti-crisis plan with budget of 
GEL300 million. The package includes exemption of farmers 
from irrigation service fees, provision of 150 liters of diesel 
fuel per hectare, direct subsidy in the amount of 200 GEL per 
hectare and etc.

14 May Total cases – 667
Recovered – 383
Death - 12

Restrictions on entry and leaving Rustavi and Gardabani are 
lifted.

15 May Total cases – 671
Recovered – 393
Death - 12

GoG presents anti-crisis plan for the Education system:
- Academic year will last until June 15;
- University entry exams will be conducted as planned.

18 May Total cases – 701
Recovered – 432

- Beauty and aesthetic salons reopen; 
- Quarantine lifted in Marneuli Municipality;
- Restriction of gathering of more than 3 people removed, but 
restriction of gathering more than 10 people remains. 

22 May Total cases – 732, 
Recovered – 537; 
death – 12; under 
quarantine 3076, 
under hospital 
supervision 300 (as 
of May 26, 2020)

End of State of Emergency, lockdown is lifted on all eco-
nomic activities (with special sanitary and hygiene norms). 
A number of restrictions are still in place. Namely: public 
transportation, shopping malls, shops that sell clothes and 
footwear, gathering of 10 people and more in a public space, 
cafes and restaurants (excluding drive through and delivery 
services), sports and cultural activities, currency exchange 
activities, hotels (except for providing space for quarantine). 
It is obligatory to wear a face mask in all other public spaces 
that are functioning. 

29 May -- Public Transportation starts functioning (wearing a facial mask 
is obligatory)

1 June Stores, open markets and restaurants with open air spaces 
are reopen 

8 June --- Restaurants, Cafes and Hotels (after special inspection from 
the Ministry of Healthcare) reopen. 

15 June Railway restarted providing service to the customers 
(re-opening of domestic tourism) 

6 July Gyms and swimming pools are allowed to reopen. 
8 July Georgia opens up its border with the following five states: 

Germany, France, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia. 
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25 July Total cases – 1117
Recovered – 917
Death - 16

Domestic flights are restored. 

24 August Total cases – 1421
Recovered – 1137
Death – 17 

Separate municipalities are being closed and various 
measures are taken on ad hoc basis. Schools are planned to 
resume on September 15th. 

26 August Total cases – 1436

Recovered – 1150

Death – 19 

Kindergartens are scheduled to open on October 1st. The decision to 
open cinemas and theaters was made at a government inter-agen-
cy meeting: cinemas will open on September 15 and theaters on 
October 2.

2 September Total cases – 1548

Recovered – 1270

Death – 19 

With 38 newly infected the highest number of infections per day was 
recorded in Georgia. Most of the new patients come from Batumi 

7 September Total cases – 1684

Recovered – 1315

Death – 19

After the interagency meeting the following decisions were made: 

- From September 15th the duration of the quarantine will be 
reduced from 12 to 8 days;

- All foreigners arriving in Georgia from September 15 will be 
required to have conducted PCR test 72 hours prior to travel;

- Until October 1st teaching will be held remotely in Batumi and 
Kobuleti;

- Mild and asymptomatic patients will be treated in quarantine 
areas;

- Control over social and ritual events will be “extremely tight-
ened” 

9 September Total cases – 1773

Recovered – 1325

Death – 19

After the interagency meeting the following decisions were made:
- Jubilees, weddings, celebrations and similar events are prohib-

ited;
- The opening of theaters and cinemas, as well as children’s 

entertainment centers has been postponed for a month (until 
November 1st) 

- Holding cultural and sports events with the participation of 
more than 200 people is prohibited;

- Festive events in schools have been canceled;
- Some patients infected with coronavirus will be also treated in 

hotels.

11 Septem-
ber

Total cases – 1917

Recovered – 1354

Death – 19

The statement was made that in-class teaching will be postponed 
until October 1st in 6 large cities: 

Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Gori, Zugdidi, Poti, and Rustavi 

28 Septem-
ber

Total cases – 5552

Recovered – 2054

Death – 31

Face to face teaching process at universities and vocational schools 
will be resumed from October 19th. 
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T he outbreak of Covid-19 has been the most serious challenge faced 
by social protection systems in the past decades. Although it is too 
premature to speak about the pandemic in the past tense, it has already 

had a significant impact on the health and welfare of millions of people.

Unemployment, lost revenues and increased poverty, barriers to health and social 
services, closed schools and sports grounds, labor migrants unable to return to 
countries of their origin are among the economic and social problems that have 
arisen because of the pandemic.

Every country has its own history of Covid-19. The pandemic has exposed the 
significance as well as weaknesses of operating social protection systems.

Lessons learned from Covid-19 may be used by many countries with developing 
economies for further reformation and development of their social protection 
systems. Georgia is one of such countries.

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC RESULTS OF 
THE PANDEMIC

The pandemic has significantly altered our daily life, relationships and mode of 
activity. With the economy halted and income decreasing, the number of those 
having experienced hardship and require assistance has been increasing. Both 
healthcare and social protection systems have come under intense pressure and 
their capacities and resilience are being rigorously tested.

The first blow of Covid-19 was suffered by a public health system. The first 
shock experienced by society across the world was caused by TV reports 
from overcrowded hospitals in Bergamo and New York, where doctors clad in 
protective gear were trying to save patients.

There was the ground for panic indeed: a virus that was unknown to everyone 
was spreading at a high speed while the number of people infected and dead 
from this virus was mounting very fast. The initial data seemed to show twice as 
high mortality rate as in case of any other familiar respiratory infection. There was 
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not (and still is not) a medicine to cure the disease; nor was (and is) a vaccine to 
protect oneself against the virus.

Save rare exceptions,1 governments responded to the spread of epidemic by 
unprecedented measures of quarantining. Borders were closed and travel among 
countries was stopped. Many countries either imposed a ban on or severely 
restricted the movement of citizens, in some places, even prohibiting them to 
leave homes. Public transport came to a halt, the majority of enterprises and 
offices were closed as well as cultural, educational and sport establishments. 
Religious leaders called on their congregations to pray at home in order to avoid 
spread of virus in places of mass gatherings. Shopping malls, restaurants and 
cafes were all closed. Traditional social contacts and relations severed.

Despite unprecedented measures to contain the spread of infection, after almost 
eight months since the first Covid-19 case was diagnosed, the number of those 
infected has reached 20 million and that of deceased neared 800 000.2 These are 
the medical results of the epidemic.

The effect of the pandemic on economy and social development is very severe too. The 
global economic crisis has already affected the life and welfare of millions of people.

According to a forecast of the World Bank, published in June 2020,3 a global 
gross domestic product (GDP) is expected to shrink by 5.2% this year, which is 
the worst indicator in the past 150 years. The same forecast predicts a substantial 
decrease in per capita income in the majority of developing countries as well as 
a notable increase in the number of people living in poverty. According to one of 
UN estimates, around 130 million people face a threat of extreme poverty.

According to the data of the International Labor Organization (ILO),4 the second 
quarter of 2020 saw the total of 14% decrease in working hours which is equivalent to 
400 million jobs. This organization warns about 1.6 billion people, who are employed 
in informal sector and comprise almost a half of the entire employed population, face 
a threat of losing the income that is necessary to meet basic needs of living.

1 Among exceptions, for example, is a strategy chosen by Sweden. https://www.government.
se/government-policy/the-governments-work-in-response-to-the-virus-responsible-for-
covid-19/

2 By 10.08.2020 data. Source: ECDC https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en

3 WB. June 2020. Globl Economic Prospects. Washington : World Bank Group, 2020. Flagship 
report.

4 ILO. ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Fifth edition Updated estimates and 
analysis. s.l. : ILO, June, 2020.
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It is clear that these forecasts will only worsen if the pandemic continues longer 
than expected. The estimates of the Asian Development Bank5 put the loss of 
global economy at USD 5.8 trillion (6.4% of global GDP) if Covid-19 cannot be 
contained within three months, and at USD 8.8. trillion (9.7% of the global GDP) if 
it takes six months to contain it.

The experience gained during previous epidemics (such as SARS, MERS, Ebola) 
made it clear that public health programs alone are not suffice to minimize dire 
economic and social consequences. It is also necessary to plan and effectively 
manage short- and long-term social protection measures on national as well as 
international level. Along with the access to healthcare services it is necessary to 
provide people with financial assistance to meet their basic needs and deal with 
the consequences of economic shock.

SOCIAL PROTECTION AND ITS GOALS

Approaches to social protection goals vary. Under one approach, the goal of 
social protection is to remove the barriers of social risks, that impede human and 
economic development. Under another approach the goal of social protection is 
to meet basic needs. According to the third approach, social protection is a right 
of a human being and ensuring this right is the goal of social protection.

There are other approaches too. For example, following a theory of social contract, 
a social protection, alike other state obligations and services, may be viewed as a 
“social contract” entered into by and between the state and a citizen, under which 
both parties have their rights and obligations.

The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD)6 defines 
social protection as “preventing, managing and overcoming the situations that 
affect welfare of people”.

Social protection combines those policies and programs that are designed to 
reduce poverty and vulnerability, enhance the effectiveness of labor markets, 

5 ADB. ADB Biefs No. 133 May, 2020. Mandaluyong City : ADB, May, 2020.

6 The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) https://gsdrc.org/
topic-guides/social-protection/what-is-social-protection/definitions-and-objectives/
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decrease vulnerability of people in order to strengthen their capacity to cope 
with economic and social risks such as unemployment, social exclusion, illness, 
disabilities and old age.

Social protection goals are influenced by a country context too. According to 
a definition, social protection may be viewed as “‘the public actions taken in 
response to levels of vulnerability, risk and deprivation which are deemed socially 
unacceptable within a given polity or society.”7

For the assessment and development of social systems, the ILO developed a 
mechanism of so-called social protection floors.8 It helps states parties evaluate 
the efficiency of their operating systems and plan future development of these 
systems. The mechanism of social protection floors is part of a common concept 
that considers social protection as an integral element of human rights and 
defines minimal, basic guarantees for the protection of these rights.

In 2016, the World bank and the ILO called on the states parties to join efforts 
in achieving a universal social protection by 2030. The goal of universal social 
protection is to ensure each and every member of society throughout their life 
with a basic social protection level that will protect them against impoverishment 
and those risks that endangers their source of living and wellbeing. The idea of 
universal social protection is compatible with so-called sustainable development 
goals too, with many indicators thereof representing measurements of social 
welfare. 

Today, according to the World Bank data,9 the reach of social protection stands, on 
the average, at 36.8% of the population in low- and mid-income countries.

The Covid-19 experience has shown that the more universal a social protection 
system in a country is, the higher a possibility to provide population with 
needed social support during crises in a more cost-effective way and with lower 
administrative costs.

7 A. Norton., T. Conway., M. Foster. Social Protection concepts and approaches: implications for 
policy and practice in international development. London: Overseas Development Institute. 
2001.

8 ILO. Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202). https://www.ilo.org/dyn/
normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:R202

9 This database contains the data from those 114 countries where household surveys are 
conducted. World Bank’s ASPIRE database.. https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/datatopics/
aspire 
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SOCIAL PROTECTION PROGRAMS 
IN ANTI-CRISIS PLAN OF THE 
GOVERNMENT OF GEORGIA

Georgia is among those few countries which succeeded in controlling the 
epidemic and containing its spread owing to effective work of public healthcare 
system and strict quarantine measures imposed in a timely manner.10

However, this success has come at a price. Thousands of people have been left 
without jobs and daily income. Rising prices on food products and items of daily 
consumption have further aggravated the situation of poor families and elderlies, 
people with disabilities, unemployed workers and people working in informal sector. 

The government of Georgia responded to the created situation with an anti-crisis 
plan to protect health and wellbeing of citizens and save the economy.

The government presented the public with four priority directions of the plan 
to fight Covid-19: 1. Healthcare – protection of health and life of population; 2. 
Economy – management and recovery of Georgian economy in the setting of 
global economic crisis; 3. Safety – protection of citizens; 4. Supplies and logistics 
– management of uninterrupted food supply to population.11 

Within the anti-crisis plan, GEL 1 035 000 000 will be allocated for the social support 
to citizens while the healthcare system will get additional GEL 351 million.

Social protection programs of the anti-crisis plan12 may be classified into three 
main directions (see Tale #1).

• Enhancement of already existing social assistance programs;

10 It is important to note that out of total 3 716 858 people living in Georgia, 762 621 are of 
the retirement age (20.5% of the entire population). Consequently, these people may be 
considered as high or medium-risk groups vulnerable to Covid-19 pandemic. From main 
risk-factors of Covid-19, the load of four key chronic diseases is rather high in Georgia – 
80%, of which: 1) cardiovascular diseases – 40%; 2) chronic respiratory diseases – 22%; 
3) tumors – 15%; and 4) diabetes – 3%. Source: https://www.ncdc.ge/Handlers/GetFile.
ashx?ID=4c07b687-7268-4ae8-9978-821e5e5ac4b6. 

11 Government of Georgia. Report on the measures implemented by the government of Georgia 
against Covid-19. Government of Georgia, 2020. https://stopcov.ge/Content/files/COVID_
RESPONSE_REPORT__ENG.pdf

12 For details, see: https://stopcov.ge/Content/files/COVID_RESPONSE_REPORT__ENG.pdf
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• Financial assistance to those social groups that are not covered by 
operating social protection programs;

• Maintenance of continuous health services.

Table #1. Social programs of Covid-19 anti-crisis plan

Social programs Beneficiary Monetary/nonmonetary 
assistance

Enhancement 
of social 
assistance

- Poor families receiving social assis-
tance

- Families having a social score exceed-
ing 100000 and three or more children

GEL 100 during six 
months

Additional GEL 100 per 
child

- Pensioners aged 70 and above It is planned to index the 
pension by GEL 30 from 1 
July 2021

- Persons with severe diabilities, also 
children with disabilities

GEL 100 during six 
months.

Additional 
monetary 
assistance

- Hired employees GEL 200 during six 
months.

- Self-employed persons GEL 300 one-off assis-
tance.

- Families with children GEL 200 per child.

- Citizens placed in hotels allocated for 
quarantine1

Costs of accommodation 
and meals in a hotel 
throughout the isolation 
period.

- Families consuming less than 200 
kW electricity and less than 200 m3 of 
natural gas monthly

Subsidizingthe utilities 
bills during the first three 
months.2

Non-monetary 
assistance 

- Beneficiaries of state medicine pro-
grams, including hepatitis C elimination 
program

Delivery of medicines 
(including insulin and 
psychotropic medicines) 
at home.

- People receiving hemodialysis treat-
ment

Free transportation due to 
the suspension of public 
transport.

Source: Government of Georgia. Anti-crisis economic plan.

A quick analysis of these programs allows to draw out several important 
conclusions. The majority of social assistance programs are temporary or one-off. 
Monthly monetary assistance to various social groups ranges between GEL 100 
and GEL 200, which is equivalent to around USD 1 – USD 2.2 per day.
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For a large segment of elderly people, the age pension increases by GEL 20 (USD 
8) a month while for those aged 70 and above by GEL 55 in total (around USD 18) 
beginning from the next year.

The majority of programs (save the utilities bill subsidizing) was launched after 
relieving quarantine measures, that is after May 20. The ground for monetary 
assistance to people employed in informal sector is the reimbursement formally 
received recently, which will be a serious barrier to obtaining this assistance.

A significant source of financing of the measures envisaged in the anti-crisis plan 
is the funds received from international organizations, which make up USD 1.7 
billion.13

LESSON FROM PANDEMIC FOR SOCIAL 
PROTECTION SYSTEM OF GEORGIA

Over the past two decades Georgia has taken significant steps towards building a uni-
versal social protection system,14 but there is still much to do before achieving this aim.

Recent years have seen a notable rise in financing of social and healthcare programs. 
The share of costs of social protection programs comprised 7% (including state 
pensions and compensations) of the GDP while the share of healthcare programs 
comprised 1.6%, on average.15 Nonetheless, during periods of crises, social and 
social protection system almost entirely depends on international assistance 
thereby creating a feeling of instability of financing.

The analysis of Georgia’s social protection system and relief measures of the govern-
ment of Georgia in the conditions of pandemic shows that the national mechanism 

13 Including: IMF – USD 200 million; ADB – USD 400 million; WB – USD 25 million; AFD – USD 
200 million; KfW – USD 250 million; EU – USD 200 million; AIIB – USD 100 million.

14 Worth mentioning from already implemented reforms are: a pension reform implemented 
in 2005, targeted social assistance program launched in 2006, child deinstitutionalization 
implemented in 2010, and universal healthcare program launched in 2012. 

15 Source: UNICEF. 2017. Social Assistance Description and Recommendations. 2014-2016. 
Analysis of Social Benefits/Assistance Provided to the Population of Georgia by Central and 
Municipal Governments. Tbilisi. https://www.unicef.org/georgia/sites/unicef.org.georgia/
files/2019-01/Mapping_GEO_edited.pdf 
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of social protection cannot be comprehensive if it is limited to the assistance to only 
extremely poor and other vulnerable groups while, during the crisis, a large seg-
ment of population relies on only temporary state programs or one-off assistance.

It is also apparent that the labor market policy needs to be revised. Programs 
implemented today do not ensure the formation of an effective labor market and 
a social security of citizens employed in formal and informal sectors.

Against the backdrop of existing achievements and problems, it is necessary 
to think about the development and future of the existing social protection 
system. The crisis of a scale such as Covid-19 makes the need of reformation and 
development of social protection system clearly visible.
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GLOBAL CONTEXT

Thucydides (460-395 BC) and his masterpiece “History of the Peloponnesian 
War” is the must read for almost every international relations, strategy or security 
studies class. Importance of this Greek classics has been brought once again when 
COVID-19 was declared as the pandemic1. Thucydides interrupted his account of 
the Peloponnesian War to describe the famous Plague of Athens, which occurred 
at the start of the summer in 430 BC. This description was long considered among 
the first descriptions of an epidemic2. More importantly, the plague was a decisive 
factor, not only in the war but in the development of the city (city-state) and 
would influence the history of Athens for many years after it had moved on from 
the region. We will be returning to this piece of history in theses series of policy 
papers, not only for the reason that disease changed the course of the war, and 
shaped the peace that came afterward, planting the seeds that would destroy 
Athenian democracy3, but also for it featuring almost all the components that 
we call today the Critical Infrastructure – governance (democracy vs. oligarchy), 
ports, public health, city-state infrastructure, safety etc.

Modern globalized world brought significant benefits to the economic prosperity 
and security of the societies and opened new opportunities, but also the risks and 
challenges became globalized. This is how the world has been visualized from the 
risks’ perspective and their interconnectedness in 2019:

COVID – 19 would dramatically affect perspective of 2020 and beyond – marginal 
risk of “spread of infectious diseases” shown on the above infographic will appear 
in the center with a bigger shape. What will not be changed are the numerous 
connecting lines and complexity of the outcomes. Therefore, COVID-19 is more 
than just a health issue – it is the challenge that tested political, economic, social 

1  pandemic ultimately derives from the Greek pándēmos, “common, public.” https://www.
dictionary.com/e/epidemic-vs-pandemic/

2  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3373038/

3  https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/great-plague-athens-has-eerie-parallels-
today/608545/

“In the midst of chaos, there is also an opportunity”, Sun Tzu

“The aim of the wise is not to secure pleasure but to avoid pain”, Aristotle
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and governance systems globally. Due to the significant differences in those 
systems in different countries, one of its effects is the amplification of different 
systemic problems whether in democracies, authoritarian countries or countries 
in transition. It is too early to talk about post-COVID world, but being in the midst 
of the pandemic it is important to apply some strategic thinking on the complex 
nature of threats to our societies posed by global disruptive events. 

Pandemic disruption slowed down global economic relations, but geopolitical 
processes have accelerated even more than before. Special attention needs to 
be given to the opportunistic and revisionist powers like Russia and its situational 
allies, who are seeking to advance their geopolitical goals by attacking the “targets 
of opportunities”. These targets are democratic countries and democratic values. 
They will be chosen upon the weak links in the complex grid of interdependent 
components of democratic states. 

The following trends could be observed so far: importance of the alliances based 
on the same values and principles for effective responses; necessity of further 
investing in national critical infrastructure; cascade effect of pandemic on other 
components of critical infrastructure, like supply chains, food supply, good 
governance, etc.

CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
RESILIENCE

What can be considered as critical infrastructure? These are systems, assets, 
facilities and networks that provide essential services for the functioning of 
the economy and the safety and well-being of the population.4 There are ten 
principal critical infrastructures to consider: government, finance, water, energy 
and utilities, health, manufacturing, safety, transportation, food, information and 
communication.

4  While definitions of critical infrastructure differ across countries, this definition is not 
prescriptive and aims to encompass the largest set of definitions identified in the OECD 
Survey on Critical Infrastructure Resilience. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/governance/good-
governance-for-critical-infrastructure-resilience_fc4124df-en
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COVID-19 revealed, the necessity of proper understanding of the key critical 
infrastructure, risks associated with them, but more importantly complex 
interdependence of those infrastructure that challenges economies but societies. 
In Georgia, critical infrastructure is mostly discussed under the cyber security and 
also in terms of its physical protection. Again, the problem and the issue are much 
wider than that.

COVID-19 is an opportunity to rethink the Critical Infrastructure security and 
resilience of the society. “Resilience” is the key word used for describing the 
effective outcome of the critical infrastructure policies. Resilience can be defined 
as the capacity of critical infrastructure to absorb a disturbance, recover from 
disruptions and adapt to changing conditions, while still retaining essentially 
the same function as prior to the disruptive shock.5 This definition includes the 
ability to withstand shocks with as little loss of functionality as possible under 
the specific circumstances, limiting the duration of potential service interruption 
by minimizing the recovery time, as well as adapting to new conditions and 
improving systems’ functionality.6

It is anticipated that COVID-19 aftershocks and cascade effects will be observed in 
the nearest future first of all for the society and therefore, for the economy. Bringing 
the “resilience” into the equation of proper public policy is important to widen 
the scope and avoid narrow approach to the risk analysis thats aims only at the 
physical protection of the system. While analyzing risks are important to help the 
Government prepare for particular contingencies, implement prevention measures, 
deploy immediate responses or recovery means, the biggest challenge is the 
interdependence of these critical infrastructure and cascading effect of the disruption, 
causing the follow up crises. One of those contingencies has been mentioned by the 
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg. Speaking after a virtual meeting of defense 
ministers, he noted that the “geopolitical effects of the pandemic could be significant” 
if economic difficulties make “some allies more vulnerable for situations where critical 
infrastructure can be sold out.” He said that ministers had discussed the point that 
“resilience” is enshrined in Article 3 of the alliance’s founding treaty and talked about 
“making sure that we have resilient, critical infrastructure, industries, and that we are 
able to, for instance, provide critical equipment during crises.”7

5  OECD (2014), Boosting Resilience through Innovative Risk Governance, OECD Reviews of Risk 
Management Policies, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264209114-en.

6  Chang, S. et al. (2014), “Toward Disaster-Resilient Cities: Characterizing Resilience of 
Infrastructure Systems with Expert Judgments”, Risk Analysis, Vol. 34/3, pp. 416-434, http://
dx.doi.org/10.1111/risa.12133.

7  https://www.dw.com/en/nato-warns-allies-to-block-china-buying-spree/a-53167064
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Various other examples could be brought, but the challenge is how to prioritize 
the resource allocation among many short-term pressing issues and long-term 
strategic perspective, particularly for the countries with transitional economies.

CASE OF GEORGIA

Referring to the successful democracies, where Georgia intends to belong, coping with 
short- and long-term consequences of the pandemic and increasing the resilience of 
the society for any future contingencies requires sophisticated critical infrastructure 
policy. These policies, as well as definitions of the critical infrastructure, are varying 
country by country, but considering Georgia’s strategic development vector towards 
free, democratic and market-oriented society, OECD countries’ model and approach 
could be considered as the most appropriate: “The shift from critical infrastructure 
protection to resilience aims to address key changes of the risk landscape, marked by 
increased uncertainties. In order to better integrate the complexity, interdependencies 
and interconnectedness of critical infrastructure, adopting a systemic approach to 
critical infrastructure resilience provides complementary perspectives”.8

Georgia, as the new and fragile democracy with geopolitically important location 
and frontline of freedom is one of the abovementioned “targets of opportunity” 
for Russian hybrid offensive. Georgia is not defenseless against these challenges: 
it is the strategic partner of the US and EU, NATO aspirant country with significant 
contribution to Euro-Atlantic security, there is public consensus on its western 
integration and good track record of democratic transformation. The biggest 
challenge though, is the still lacking institutionalized good governance system9 
and growing public polarization exploited by Russian malign influence10.

8  https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/02f0e5a0-en.pdf?expires=1591340414&id=id&accn
ame=guest&checksum=9AD4AD2F307062A58EE10508A681433D

9  “The greatest threat to countries like Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine lies in their own poor 
governance and abuse of informal power “https://www.politico.eu/article/eastern-europe-
problem-isnt-russia-georgia-abuse-of-power-governance/

10  “As malign disinformation capitalizes on the structural vulnerabilities of the targeted 
societies, the countries with inherently more internal fractures offer more cracks for 
exploitation. In that regard, countries like Georgia have long offered a fertile ground to the 
Kremlin’s malign activities.” https://www.europeanvalues.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/
Comparing-Lessons-Learned-from-Countering-Russian-Disinformation-in-Georgia-and-the-
Czech-Republic.pdf
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COVID-19 provides a perfect opportunity to conceptually rethink the critical 
infrastructure network in Georgia. COVID-19 has highlighted several important 
priorities for Georgia’s Critical Infrastructure strategy whether the pandemic 
will reoccur, or any new risks arise. COVID-19 induced debate in Georgia largely 
follows the question of “Health vs. Economy.” In the political dimension this is the 
right debate, but in terms of Governance, the situation is much more complex 
and complicated. As was indicated in the graph above, governance is one of the 
key dimensions of Critical Infrastructure. 

Governance challenge is designing proper polices that will be adequate but also 
flexible and adaptable enough for any future contingencies. Governments have 
decisive role in adopting, implementing and overseeing the critical infrastructure 
resilience policies. This Critical Infrastructure strategy of Georgia should start 
from the fundamentals – national level conceptual document describing the 
key definitions as well as list of the Critical Infrastructure sectors or items, their 
characteristics and interdependencies and the effects on societies. Conceptual 
document should describe the whole-of-government approach to the 
management of the Critical Infrastructure. Currently Georgia lacks well streamlined 
overarching and holistic conceptual documents11. There are individual sectoral 
strategic documents, but not having the institutionalized whole-of-Government 
approach, diminishes the possibility of effective resilience. 

An important component should be an institutionalized constant oversight and a 
review process for adjustability of the policy. A careful study and mapping of the 
interdependencies, has a paramount importance to make policy adaptable and 
oriented towards increasing the resiliency. Clearly identified priorities should be 
identified as well as relevant resources allocated. While immediate COVID-19 health 
protection results are good12, the first three months of lockdown in Georgia clearly 
showed that Georgian government has been criticized by its opponents for not 
revising its measures and being in the mode of preserving its political reputation or 
consolidating the power13 rather than adapting the measures for the needs of society.

11  The lack of the renewal of the national-level conceptual documents required by law in the 
field of national security creates a feeling, within and without, that the country does not 
appreciate the dangers it faces, does not plan its national security policies in accordance 
with the threats and, therefore, fails to coordinate them. https://www.gfsis.org/files/library/
opinion-papers/135-expert-opinion-eng.pdf

12  https://eurasianet.org/georgia-gets-rare-plaudits-for-coronavirus-response

13  Transparency International Georgia, a local watchdog, issued a statement on May 19 
criticizing a draft law, which – if adopted – will grant the Government powers to restrict 
certain rights after the current state of emergency is lifted on May 23. https://civil.ge/
archives/352590; https://transparency.ge/en/post/it-unconstitutional-impose-restrictions-
without-state-emergency
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Besides the government ownership, most of the Critical Infrastructure are private 
entities, with international financial stakeholders or ownership. Private business 
risks are not a matter of public concern but in the modern interconnected and 
interdependent economy seemingly minor event may cause cascading failures 
and lead to a major crisis affecting thousands of businesses and private citizens. 
This is particularly the case when the business in question is a major utility that 
provides essential services to the public.14 

Therefore, robust but adaptable legislation and regulations need to encompass for 
sharing the information and granting the access to the vulnerable components. 
Key to the success of this policy would be incentivizing the voluntary cooperation 
for common good while providing security guarantees for not damaging their 
business interests. Information sharing in the modern era is not a complicated 
process, but protecting the information, confidentiality, privacy or other interests 
might be a challenging issue to regulate. It is the government responsibility to 
provide such a platform. Notwithstanding the fact that Georgia has a relevant 
PPP law15, since the COVID-19 reached Georgia, we have witnessed foreign donor 
supported PPPs16, some voluntary actions by the private sector17 and ad-hoc 
engagement of the government with the private sector18. 

Incentivization of all non-government actors can only be achieved if they are 
incorporated in the policy planning, review and oversight process. Instead of ad-hoc 
arrangements, policy should consider institutionalized process of the dialogue. This 
type of process would benefit the government’s interest to have more structured 
understanding of the public expectations towards the Critical Infrastructure resilience 
and its social, economic and security implications. As a result, government can set 

14  Many OECD countries policy documents claim 85% of CI is privately owned (It would be 
worthwhile to calculate this number for Georgia). The actual percentage has never been 
empirically established, and in any case, would vary widely depending on how CI is defined 
and identified.

15 In May 2018, the Parliament adopted the PPP law and corresponding 
amendments to other primary laws enabling practical application while 
the PPP secondary legislation prepared by the ADB with EBRD’s extensive 
comments were issued in summer 2018. https://www.ebrd.com/cs/
Satellite?c=Content&pagename=EBRD%2FContent%2FContentLayout&cid=1395281551647

16 The U.S. Government, through USAID, announced that its Economic Security Program is 
supporting the production of packaging for nearly one million domestically manufactured 
medical masks to be distributed throughout Georgia.  A partnership between USAID, 
Enterprise Georgia, and private sector manufacturers, this activity is helping protect the 
health and safety of Georgia’s citizens during the COVID-19 prevention period. https://
ge.usembassy.gov/usaid-partnering-with-enterprise-georgia-to-combat-covid-19/

17 https://agenda.ge/en/news/2020/974

18 https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/insights/2020/04/georgia-government-and-institution-
measures-in-response-to-covid.html
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common objectives which will be understood and shared by the society as well and 
give legitimacy to their actions and enable them to make decisive steps without 
damaging the credibility or legitimacy. Strategic communication or engagement 
with other stakeholders in Critical sectors has been the most criticized aspect of the 
Georgian government’s responce to the pandemic.

Abovementioned conceptual and comprehensive policy approach would 
enable individual sectors of the Critical Infrastructure to be more protected and 
have more efficient (cost-effective and mission-effective and adaptable) risk 
management without long-term devastating effect.

Most of the Critical infrastructure are directly or indirectly linked with various 
services. Any disruption and its cascade spillover as well as attempted sectoral 
regulations will impact the costs and some cases might have long lasting 
economic consequences. This should be considered as the most important 
pillar of the policy – that brings financial institutions in the center of the Critical 
Infrastructure resilience. While itself being the target, financial institutions 
have more proactive role in policy planning. This itself increases the possibility 
of corruption19,20. Or, for example, Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
designated U.S. election systems as a sub-sector of the Government Facilities 
critical infrastructure sector, which also includes national monuments and icons 
and education facilities.21 The components of the election systems as described 
by DHS include physical locations (storage facilities, polling places, and locations 
where votes are tabulated) and technology infrastructure (voter registration 
databases, voting systems, and other technology used to manage elections and 
to report and validate results).22 The criticality of these facilities, systems, and assets 
derives primarily from their essential role in supporting the nation’s civic life.

Considering the abovementioned inherent problems of credibility, accountability 
and oversight, there is the necessity of independent monitoring mechanisms for the 

19 The Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO) has 
published guidelines addressed to its 50 member states aimed at preventing corruption in 
the context of the health emergency caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. https://www.coe.int/
en/web/tbilisi/home/-/asset_publisher/oce8KQ78XEbs/content/covid-19-pandemic-greco-
warns-of-corruption-risks?inheritRedirect=false

20  https://idfi.ge/en/pandemics_and_corruption_risks

21 11 Department of Homeland Security, “Statement by Secretary Jeh Johnson on the 
Designation of Election Infrastructure as a Critical Infrastructure Subsector,” press release, 
January 6, 2017, https://www.dhs.gov/news/2017/ 01/06/statement-secretary-johnson-
designation-election-infrastructure-critical.

22 CRS In Focus IF10677, The Designation of Election Systems as Critical Infrastructure, by Eric A. 
Fischer. 
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policy implementation. This mechanism, as all the others, must be institutionalized 
and cover both transparency as well as performance of the system.

Lastly - policy should have a significant foreign policy dimension – developing the 
common approaches with like-minded countries as well as neighbors, conducting 
relevant multinational exercises as well as closely following the global context23. 
In Georgia’s case Critical Infrastructure protection policy should be synchronized 
with the EU and NATO Critical Infrastructure programs and needs to be given a 
top priority. Also, it would be important to synchronize with the global push back 
of democracies to authoritarianism24. Pandemic period has been marked by very 
intensive criticism of the Georgian Government by its western partners on key 
elements of the Critical Infrastructure: Governance and backslide of democracy, 
staled strategic logistical infrastructure process. This makes strategic goal of 
siding with the democracies hard to achieve, and vulnerable to Russian malign 
influences. Also, numerous problems have been instigated with our neighbors 
(Ukraine, Azerbaijan). State security service had to admit the existence of the 
groups intending to stir “ethnic hostilities”25.

More developed economies/societies have more complex network of 
such infrastructure which requires sophisticated policies. For Georgia this 
infrastructure is less complex, but besides the national interests it has regional 
importance: e.g. Kars-Akhalkalaki-Baku railway connecting Turkey, Georgia 
and Azerbaijan to European and Central Asia network; Energy infrastructure of 
pipelines bringing Caspian hydrocarbon resources to the European markets 
bypassing Russia; Hydro power production and abundant water resources; 
Black Sea has got significant strategic interest and is a region of several 
Critical Infrastructure intersections. Few could be named: fiber optical cable 
connecting all the South Caucasus countries to the internet, Poti and Anaklia 
deep-sea ports. The latter has been an issue of significant political controversy 
in Georgia26. Georgia’s functional role on the Black Sea as the logistical 
hub for the regional supply chains, but more importantly its future role in 

23 https://lmc.icds.ee/building-the-post-pandemic-world/?fbclid=IwAR2EOaO46G7e1mMdf1zp
_28IiXVPzJ9Kfx-kUhKU0i6Rph_gLlDZnK-QiW8

24  https://www.afsa.org/state-democracy-europe-and-eurasia-four-challenges

25  https://civil.ge/archives/354469

26 “Finally, I communicated our hope that Georgia completes the [Anaklia] port project. The 
project and others will enhance Georgia’s relationship with free economies and prevent 
Georgia from falling prey to Russian or Chinese economic influence. Those pretend friends do 
not have Georgia’s best interests at heart” (State.gov, June 11, 2019). https://jamestown.org/
program/russias-discreet-satisfaction-over-georgias-anaklia-port-debacle/
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regional security and stability27 has strategic connectivity to the EU Critical 
Infrastructure28. Without proper strategy and policy, it would be impossible to 
materialize these advantages into the tangible political or economic benefits 
and increase resilience to persuade a successful statecraft for more developed 
economy and prosperous society.

Government and private sector functions and their interdependence in owing, 
managing and operating the Critical Infrastructure are extremely important for 
the country’s resilience, therefore any form of their disruption through various 
risks, supported by corruption and dysfunction would have a devastating effect 
on economy, security, public health safety and their combination.

That is why, Government itself is labeled as the Critical Infrastructure. It has to 
provide security and safety to citizens, make infrastructure policies and regulations, 
in some cases own and operate them, but besides this be a major user or client. 
This requires coordination of all relevant functions, clear objective setting and 
trade-offs. Government should be conducting thorough threat assessment 
process, including the interdependences among various Critical Infrastructure 
sectors. As the owner, operator and consumer of critical services, Government 
should ensure necessary investments, reserve capacities while supporting 
healthy market competition for sustainable costs of those services but ensuring 
this through minimizing possible risks.

To sum up, Critical Infrastructure policy for Georgia should be resting on holistic 
approaches to the risks and its management in the context of the connectivity 
and cascade effect of possible disruption, and institutionalized national 
and international coordination mechanisms of inclusive nature. Besides the 
Governance policy described in this paper, there will be follow up policy paper 
series on other Critical Infrastructure policies in Georgia.

27 https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2020/05/increasing-natos-presence-black-sea-
time-get-creative/165760/?fbclid=IwAR1eutmINWmzJA3buUKlKxf5v1WpiXI23oADw_
PFyfU80DyzAz8ZTxJtzqo

28  The Anaklia deep sea port is the most strategically important project Georgia has undertaken 
since the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline opened in 2005. Strategically for Georgia, the Anaklia 
port is a game changer. It provides Georgia, for the first time I might add, direct access to 
large-scale shipping from around the world. Obviously, it has a national security impact in 
terms of traditional military security, but it also has a great impact on Georgia’s economic 
place in the world. I’m already seeing here in Turkey, that there are promising new logistical 
opportunities to deliver, for example material, food and other support, goods. For example, 
US military personnel in Afghanistan might consider using the Anaklia Port instead of having 
to transit military cargo into Afghanistan from Turkish ports, like Mersin, and drive across 
Turkey into Georgia . https://iwpr.net/global-voices/georgias-strategic-game-changer
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T he novel Covid-19 Coronavirus has become the greatest crisis so far of the 
21st century and one that, undoubtedly, will have a lasting geo-political 
impact on the global order. While governments across the world have 

struggled to address these urgent health, safety and welfare issues for their 
citizens, consideration of the geo-political implications may appear to be of 
secondary significance. However, in the long term, such repercussions may be as 
far-reaching – perhaps even more consequential – as countering the immediate 
challenges of the crisis.1 Whether those implications will reshape the global 
order or simply accelerate the depth and velocity of existing trends, is a matter 
of current debate. What is certain is that small states with fragile institutions, 
such as Georgia, will face enormous challenges in navigating the uncharted 
waters of disrupted geo-political realities. Thus assessing these global trends, 
from a Georgian perspective, has important implications for fashioning a potent 
response to the unfolding crisis.

GLOBAL GEO-POLITICAL TRENDS

The unprecedented scale of the crisis and the vapid response of the international 
community have, to some extent, reinforced the fundamental characteristics 
of modern geo-politics.2 The post-pandemic aftermath will be marked by the 
intensification of the geo-political trends that have been observed even before 
the pandemic broke out, such as the ascendance of nationalism that significantly 
weakens the foundations of multilateralism; the perception of the US’s movement 
towards a more inward-looking nativist mindset; and the acceleration of the trends 
of de-globalization that have manifested in the rise of ‘economic nationalism’ and 
the ‘interventionist state’. None of these trends are new; however, given the scale 
of economic and societal disruption, they will further escalate and significantly 
destabilize the global order. 

The response to the pandemic across the world was rather fragmented and 
localized, exposing the limitations of multilateralism and lack of international 

1 Kurt M. Campbell and Rush Doshi, “The Coronavirus Could Reshape Global Order”, The 
Foreign Affairs, March 18, 2020

2 Richard Haas, “Pandemic Will Accelerate History Rather Than Reshape It”, The Foreign Affairs, 
April 7, 2020
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cooperation. Although Covid-19 is a global challenge, the response to the crisis 
has been nation-driven rather than internationally coordinated. In this respect, 
the important feature is a near absence of leading international institutions in 
crafting and coordinating the global response. The United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC) stayed silent and failed to convene a session on coordinating joint 
efforts to fight the pandemic for months. Global forums, such as the G-7 and G-20 
were unable to rise to the occasion and struggled to reach meaningful decisions 
on consolidating the global response. The only international organization with 
the direct mandate to fight the pandemic – the World Health Organization 
(WHO) – was discredited and marginalized. As Richard Hass, President of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, appropriately notes, “The near irrelevance of the 
World Health Organization, which should be central to meeting the threat at 
hand, speaks volumes to the poor state of global governance.”3 The failure of 
international institutions to fashion a concerted response reveals not only limits 
of the international system, but also exacerbates the tendencies towards rising 
nationalism. Putting the blame on international institutions might be a misguided 
effort as “multilateral institutions are what states and their leaders make of them.”4 
Hence, the disarray of international organizations in consolidating resolute action 
against pandemics clearly demonstrates how the ascendance of anti-globalist 
leaders to power may paralyze multilateral institutions that for decades have 
been the foundation of the rules-based international order.

Another important characteristic of the crisis has been the marked absence of 
US leadership in consolidating and coordinating global response. This should not 
come as a surprise as it reflects President Trump’s appeal to the ‘America First’ 
message. The president has been fairly consistent in advocating that the “United 
States would be stronger and more prosperous if it did less abroad and focused 
its energies on domestic issues”5. The pandemic will only reinforce this inward-
looking nativist tendency. In this respect, the passage of the unprecedented 
stimulus package clearly demonstrates the US administration’s priorities and 
approach towards the global dimension of the crisis – as reflected by Philip H. 
Gordon’s statement, “That entire bill allocates only $1.5 billion – less than one-
tenth of one percent of its total – to support the international activities of the 
State Department, the U.S. Agency for International Development, and the 

3 Richard Haas, “Pandemic Will Accelerate History Rather Than Reshape It”, The Foreign Affairs, 
April 7, 2020

4 Stewart Patric, “When the System Fails”, The Foreign Affairs, June-July, 2020

5 Richard Haas, “Pandemic Will Accelerate History Rather Than Reshape It”, The Foreign Affairs, 
April 7, 2020
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.”6 The US fatigue in this sense is easily 
understandable as ordinary Americans find it hard to connect the US global 
outreach with their domestic well-being. This waning enthusiasm to lead, on 
the other hand, emboldens revisionist powers to fill the vacuum and capitalize 
on opportunities created by the perceived US ‘retreat’ from the global stage. 
During this crisis, Chinese and Russian efforts to provide ‘imitative’ solidarity and 
assistance to those in need is yet another attempt of those revisionist actors to 
project themselves as the US counterweights on the global stage. The dynamics 
of waning US enthusiasm to lead globally on one hand, and the revisionist 
powers’ attempts to fill the void on the other, significantly exacerbate the already 
challenging international environment. The security risks of facing the unchecked 
and less constrained ambitions of emboldened revisionist powers, attempting to 
unsettle the rules-based international order, becomes considerably high. 

Alongside these international dynamics, Covid-19 also affects the domestic 
political choices of all types of governments. While discussing the response to 
the pandemic, the notion of the ‘interventionist state’ has gained notable traction. 
The fight against Covid-19 has significantly strengthened the role of the state 
and reinforced authoritarian tendencies as governments across the globe have 
adopted severe measures to manage the crisis. State intervention in economies as 
well as the imposition of stringent restrictions on individual rights have become 
the ‘new normal’. The enforcement of these drastic measures has been carried 
out with the ‘noble’ purpose of saving lives that helped strengthen the legitimacy 
of imposed restrictions. The unprecedented measures taken by the all types of 
governments may lead to a rapid unraveling of the liberal economic model as 
well as backsliding from democratic gains of the past decades. There is a growing 
concern that “the pandemic is in danger of becoming an unlimited excuse that 
can be used to justify increasing restrictions on personal freedoms and greater 
intervention in different spheres of everyday life.”7 What is even more disturbing 
is that governments may not relinquish the newly gained powers even after the 
threats posed by the pandemic subside. Countries with weak democratic traditions 
and fragile institutions face particular risks of regressing towards authoritarianism, 
and the pandemic considerably increase the probability of this regrettable shift. 

Covid-19 will also re-draw the global terrain by accelerating the trends towards 
de-globalization. It will encourage governments to turn inwards and shield 
themselves from the perceived ‘threats’ of globalization. The scale of economic 

6 Philip H. Gordon, “America First Is a Dangerous Fantasy in a Pandemic”, the Foreign Affairs, 
April 4, 2020

7  Oleksi Goncharenko, “Coronavirus Crisis Could Spark Authoritarian Revival”, Atlantic Council
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and societal devastation may lead to the revision of existing global supply chains, 
resulting in governments’ efforts to decrease their reliance on the Chinese market 
and to become selectively more self-sufficient. One of the early indications of 
this trend was the announcement by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to allocate USD 
2.2 billion for Japanese firms to relocate manufacturing out of China as a part 
of its massive stimulus program8. In all likelihood, the revision of global supply 
chains will reinforce ‘economic nationalism’ movements that favor greater 
protectionist measures as well as disadvantaging free trade regimes. The scarcity 
of basic medical equipment, even in the most developed countries, thereby 
endangering the lives of millions of ordinary citizens, will undoubtedly increase 
the sentiments for governments’ accountability – leading to more self-sufficiency 
and protectionism. Hence, the initial inadequate response to the spread of the 
virus will significantly increase people’s fear and sense of vulnerability against 
dependency on foreign markets. The pandemic will also increase the resistance 
of accepting foreign migrants in part because of concerns over importing 
infectious disease and rising unemployment9. This will build additional pressure 
on governments to further tighten immigration procedures. More importantly, 
this crisis may strengthen the legitimacy of those leaders who build their political 
capital on fanning those fears and “the virus might become another weapon in 
the armory of those who believe that the answer to the 21st century is to build a 
higher wall.”10 While this is not the end of globalization, however, reinforcing the 
inward-looking mindset while fashioning the response to global pandemics may 
“create a world that is less open, less prosperous, and less free.”11

IMPACT ON GEORGIA

In a broader perspective, any major global event in the Georgian context can 
be assessed from two angles: how this event may alter Russian behavior as an 
existential threat to Georgia’s security; and how it may affect Georgia’s democratic 

8 Elena Pavlovska, “Japan to Pay Firms to Leave China as Part of Corona Stimulus”, New Europe, 
April 9, 2020

9 Richard Haas, “Pandemic Will Accelerate History Rather Than Reshape It”, The Foreign Affairs, 
April 7, 2020

10 Tom Fletcher, “When the Pandemic Recedes, the World May See the Rise of New Soft Power”, 
The National, May 5, 2020

11 Stephen M. Walt, “A World Less Open, Prosperous, and Free”, The Foreign Policy
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institutions and processes. The Covid-19 pandemic and ensuing geo-political 
shifts at a global level, undoubtedly, have had considerable impact on both of 
these directions. Thus, assessing the influence of these global trends on Georgia 
has important implications for Tbilisi’s national security considerations. 

To start with, the perception of weakened international cooperation and 
especially, the signs of widening rifts between traditional allies in the Euro-
Atlantic area, creates momentum for Russia to exploit this division. One of 
Moscow’s favorite diplomatic strategies is to drive a wedge between US 
and European allies and create disarray in fashioning a concerted response 
to the pandemic. In this respect, Russia will intensify its efforts to erode the 
consensus on Western sanctions on one hand, and to regain access to global 
forums on the other, under the ‘noble cause’ of fighting the pandemic. A recent 
initiative to invite Russian leadership back to the G-7 summit, is an initial step, 
although a minor one, in this direction. These types of decisions reinforce the 
Russian narrative that the international community will eventually accept the 
‘outcomes’ of Moscow’s illegal actions as time passes by and as geo-political 
circumstances change. This is obviously a dangerous trend for Georgia’s 
security. But in a wider context, it would be naïve to expect that only ‘fault 
line’ states may become the ‘casualties’ of Russia’s boundless unconstrained 
power game. 

Even more unsettling is the combination of multiple geo-political factors that may 
embolden the assertive behavior of revisionist powers and, hence, considerably 
heighten security risks in and around Georgia. To start with, the US’s response 
to the pandemic revealed the latter’s gradual shift towards a more inward-
looking nativist tendency. This trend, coupled with the US’s entrance in pre-
election mode, creates an opportunity for Russia to expand its influence while 
the US seems largely preoccupied with domestic issues. In this context, President 
Putin’s recent statement where he “appeared to question the redrawn borders of 
Russia after the break-up of the Soviet Union”12, sends a shivering message to all 
of its immediate neighbors. Besides, Russia’s poor performance to counter the 
spread of the Covid-19 virus has considerably aggravated its domestic economic 
outlook that has already suffered from dropping oil prices and mounting Western 
sanctions. At the same time, the exacerbated economic conditions increase 
the likelihood of aggressive behavior as foreign adventures are a well-tested 
method to divert attention from domestic problems. Putting together these two 
concurrent tendencies – the perception of US disengagement on one hand, and 

12 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, “Kremlin Denies Eyeing Territorial Claims After Putin’s 
Comments In Documentary”, June 22, 2020
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the increased likelihood of Russia’s aggressive behavior on the other – creates 
considerable security risks that Georgia needs to closely observe in the coming 
weeks and months. 

The spread of the pandemic will also test the resilience of Georgia’s domestic 
political system against the rising perils of authoritarianism. The increased 
‘interventionist’ tendencies, in the midst of the pandemic, increase the likelihood 
of sliding towards more authoritarian rule. As countries such as Georgia acquire 
‘legitimate’ grounds for imposing stringent measures to interfere in the daily lives 
of their citizens, this type of intrusion significantly curtails their individual rights. 
This tendency acquires particular consequence in the wake of approaching 
parliamentary elections in Georgia whereby the risks of tailoring these measures 
to gain favorable political outcomes become considerably high. In this context, 
the ‘ill-timed’ statements of the representatives of the ruling party on the 
possibility of rescheduling the parliamentary election13 raised legitimate doubts 
about the use of the pandemic as an excuse to engineer desirable political results. 
So far, the unprecedented engagement of Georgia’s strategic partners to facilitate 
the adoption of the long-awaited amendments to the electoral system has borne 
fruit. Overall, Georgia’s strategic partners have a unique role to play not only in 
facilitating the creation of a level ‘playing field’ for all political actors, but also in 
generating incentives for avoiding the regression of democratic institutions. In this 
respect, placing more emphasis on the conditionality of international assistance 
to the Georgian government’s commitments under the ‘fair game’ principle bears 
considerable significance. It is equally important to remain vigilant to the misuse 
of the pandemic as an excuse for justifying long-lasting restrictions on personal 
freedoms or political processes. Otherwise, Georgia’s regression from democratic 
gains might become the biggest casualty of Covid-19.

Alongside the obvious risks entailed from the altered-geopolitical realities, the 
spread of pandemics may also present unique opportunities for Georgia. In 
particular, the trends of de-globalization significantly accelerated the process 
of the revision of global supply chains, resulting in a number of governments’ 
efforts to decrease their reliance on the Chinese market. The overreliance on 
a single supplier, in times of global crisis, considerably heightened the sense 
of vulnerabilities, especially among the developed Western nations. In this 
respect, the revision of global supply chains offers an opportunity to Georgia 
to attract some of those companies considering a shift from their China-based 
manufacturing. Its unique geographic location, advantageous trade regimes and 

13 “Elections Might be Postponed Due to the Second Wave of the Coronavirus in Fall”, Georgia 
Today, June 15, 2020
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proximity to the Western market may play a hand in Georgia’s ability to attract 
foreign investors. All these advantages notwithstanding, the questions regarding 
the credibility of its judicial system as well as some dubious decisions on halting 
crucial business projects, such as the Anaklia deep water port, may significantly 
confine Georgian government ability to capitalize on this opportunity. In the 
midst of the crisis, missing this chance would considerably harden the Georgian 
governments efforts of economic recovery. 

Addressing the immediate threats posed by the pandemic is a natural instinct 
of any state or society. Hence, focusing on health, safety and welfare issues at 
the initial stage of the Covid-19 crisis is natural. In the longer term, however, 
consideration of geo-political implications is as essential as countering the 
immediate crisis. Although we are still in the midst of the unfolding pandemic, the 
contours of the post-Coronavirus geo-political shifts are already visible. The trends 
of de-globalization, the growth of nationalism, the slide towards authoritarianism 
and the empowerment of emboldened revisionist states will dominate political 
discourse in the foreseeable future. The pandemic will significantly inflame 
tensions in the international environment and, as a result, will considerably 
increase security risks in and around Georgia. Hence, fashioning an appropriate 
response to the exacerbated geo-political circumstances must be handled with 
the same urgency and care as countering the immediate Covid-19 crisis.
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T he pandemic crisis caused by startling outbreak of the corona virus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) and its shocking effects have underlined the 
unpredictable and uncertain nature of the contemporary security 

environment. By August 2020 total panic, unprecedented human lockdown 
and apocalyptic interruption of global interaction is slowly being overcome, and 
many governments are carefully easing restrictions in most of the countries of 
the Euro-Atlantic area. The peaks of the spread and fatalities caused by COVID-19 
are already behind however the pandemic is still visibly present. There is no 
indication about fundamental variables such as how long the pandemic will last, 
will there be a second wave and when there will be an effective treatment or 
vaccine available. While everyone’s crystal ball is broken and a comprehensive 
solution to the crisis is nowhere in sight, it will probably take months, if not years, 
to evaluate and analyse the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis. 

Despite global confusion fuelled by the lack of information about the genesis 
and features of the virus, some determinants of the modern security environment 
can still be identified. There are already some visible trends, which provide 
specific evidence for analysis. In past decades authoritarian regimes such as 
Russia and China have been actively applying hybrid strategies against the 
Western dominated rules based international system. Those strategies are being 
constructed based on identification and utilization of the vulnerabilities of the 
democratic political systems, institutions and societies. Pandemic crisis have 
clearly underlined vulnerabilities and opened up even wider possibilities 
for the hybrid warfare. The overall aim of the article is to evaluate expected 
impact of the pandemic crisis on Euro-Atlantic security in the context of hybrid 
warfare. The paper attempts to provide a clear and pragmatic definition of hybrid 
warfare and to practically link its theoretical part with the developments in Euro-
Atlantic security on the ground. This paper heavily concentrates on cyberspace 
and the information ecosystem as being indispensable and the most important 
elements for waging hybrid warfare.

This paper is a condensed version of a broader study, which was published by 
the author in the Journal on Baltic Security in September 2020.1 The original 
study was conducted in the midst of the pandemic crisis from April through June 
2020. To take advantage of the existing extensive data describing hybrid warfare 
trends before the pandemic, secondary data analysis of available literature and 
synthesis of findings from multiple studies have been utilized. Since, in contrast, 
very little scientific literature was available on the ongoing pandemic crisis, the 

1 Journal on Baltic Security. Volume 6 (1). https://www.baltdefcol.org/?id=691
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primary source of the data obtained came from the op-eds of influential opinion-
makers and news articles. Moreover, leading opinion makers and experts had 
been surveyed for that specific research. The analysis of the sources as well as 
the survey clearly showed that the outbreak of COVID-19 has raised questions 
regarding the future of the world order more broadly and especially regarding 
the role of hybrid warfare in forming contemporary security environment. 

GEOPOLITICAL TRENDS IN THE LIGHT 
OF PANDEMICS 

As Russian political ideologist Aleksandr Dugin was hoping even before the 
pandemic, the COVID-19 outbreak and the urgent need for physical survival have 
led states to abandon liberal and transnational approaches.2 The fact is that in 
search of solutions to the global problem, the states have had to prioritise the 
interests of the nation-state by locking inside national borders. Dugin’s main 
argument is that all the institutions, all the mechanisms and even the ideas of 
globalism, liberalism and a common vision of full transparency have utterly failed 
to prevent spread or to respond to the pandemic. Moreover, he argues that 
adequate handling of the crisis was only possible through closure of borders 
and restricting fundamental freedoms. This brings him to the conclusion that the 
pandemic has precipitated the inevitable win of the revisionist regimes and that 
democracies will gradually deteriorate, as already demonstrated in some Western 
countries, such as Hungary. Finally, Dugin generalises the exceptional conditions 
of the global pandemic in contemporary geopolitics to suggest that there will 
be no going back to globalism and that the world has already turned multipolar. 
What Dugin regards as a multipolar world has been discussed among security 
experts as possible regionalisation in the aftermath of COVID-19. There is an 
obvious gap on how different powers understand the process and the expected 
outcomes of regionalisation. The revisionist understanding of the regionalisation 
obviously implies legitimation of the spheres of exclusive influence in their 
neighbourhoods. From the Western side, there is hope that regionalisation will 

2  Memri, 2020. Anti-Liberal Russian Philosopher Dugin: The New Multi-Polar World Order 
Is Upon Us, Where Russia, China And Even The United States, Can Survive By Suspending 
Democracy. Memri, Special Dispatch, 
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happen at the expense of China through the consolidation of transatlantic efforts 
and the decoupling of dependence on Chinese supply channels and markets. 

Wide differences between the revisionist powers and the West on the future 
of the global world order are now as obvious as ever. In contrast to Dugin’s 
conclusions, Professor Joseph Nye of Harvard University argues that the COVID-19 
crisis will not be enough to change the world order.3 While acknowledging 
inevitable change, he is more sceptical of the idea that the pandemic will 
bring a completely new post-globalisation reality. Nye defines the key factor 
of globalisation as interdependence across the continents facilitated by the 
breakthrough in transportation and communication technology. He concludes 
that ‘walls, weapons, and tariffs’ cannot stop the transnational effects of these 
essential aspects. While not mentioning Russia as a global power at all, Nye’s key 
point is that China is not even close to surpassing the US in the worldwide power 
competition. His calculations are based on a couple of vital criteria, such as the 
ability to use soft power and forge alliances, openness to attract the world’s talent 
and influence in international institutions. More specifically, he concludes that as 
both economies have been struck, the US is still much better off in terms of energy 
resources, technology, demographic situation and the quality of education. The 
combination of these factors leads Nye to the conclusion that it is too early to 
predict a geopolitical turning point.

Whether globalisation will be hampered and replaced by a multipolar world in the 
post-corona times remains to be seen. Much will depend on which powers will 
adapt to the realities best and will take the leadership role in overcoming the global 
crisis. The leadership role of the West and how the US and the EU will handle 
the crisis will be crucial for the survival of the rules-based, liberal international 
system. At the webinar organised by Globesec, Nathalie Tocci – special advisor to 
the Vice President of the European Commission – has stressed that the EU needs to 
find ‘internal glue’ to resist the global power competition of the US and China.4 The 
conclusions of the webinar with the self-explanatory topic of ‘Europe (Un)Divided? 
Southern & CEE States’ Post-Pandemic Position’ suggest that the EU itself will not be 
in a position to play the role of a global power in today’s increasingly confrontational 
world. At this point, an overly national approach and a very moderate role of the EU 
in handling the crisis in European states suggest that the differences and divides 
within the EU will probably persist and grow in the times of selfishness, inward-

3 Nye, J. S., 2020. No, The Coronavirus Will Not Change the Global Order. Foreign Policy, 16 April.

4 Globesec, 2020. Europe (Un)Divided? Southern and CEE States’ Post-Pandemic Position. 
[Online] Available at: https://www.facebook.com/GLOBSECforum/videos/306965516976013/ 
[Accessed 09 June 2020].
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looking policies and financial hardships. As Francoise Heisbourg, the senior adviser 
to the International Institute for Strategic Studies, puts it, the crisis has strengthened 
the 20th-century understanding of the nation-state. He observes the trend of a state 
making a comeback as a protector of the society from a foreign threat, allocator of 
resources and an economic manager.5 There are some indications that Germany 
will try to strengthen the EU’s cohesion and its standing as a global power during its 
presidency of the Council from July till the end of 2020. An illustrative signal about 
German vision of global geopolitics and transatlantic cooperation is its slogan for 
the presidency: ‘Together. Making Europe strong again’.6 While strengthening the 
Union from within, the risk of harming the already-troubled transatlantic relations 
should not be underestimated.

Trends show that the pandemic is aggravating the greatest vulnerability 
of the West by rubbing salt into the transatlantic wound. Two controversial 
decisions of the US administration have not contributed to building trust across 
the Atlantic – closing borders with European Allies without prior consultations and 
withdrawal of the funding for the World Health Organization (WHO) in the middle of 
the pandemic. The US inaction on the global stage has created a huge vacuum for 
the revisionist powers to promote their policies and narratives through the so-called 
‘mask diplomacy’. For example, China and Russia have been sending humanitarian 
aid packages with medical equipment of questionable quality to several Western 
countries and their allies, which has created a controversial context about the 
political intentions of the aid.7 So far, despite the ongoing lively deliberations in 
Brussels about the EU’s common stance on cooperation opportunities with the US 
and China, there is no indication that the ‘mask diplomacy’ has positively changed 
European perceptions of any revisionist power. However, the mere fact that the 
US and China are discussed in similar contexts in the EU shows the poor state or 
prospects of transatlantic relations. At the initial stage, the global competition has 
been free from real substance. During the crisis the powers have been locked in 
the battle for narratives on who is to blame for the inception and the spread of the 
pandemic and who is better at handling the crisis. Ultimately, the real leadership 
role would be demonstrated in the ability of the powers to compete in finding 
comprehensive solutions, such as vaccines or treatment on the one hand and real 
recovery programmes on the other.

5 Heisbourg, F., 2020. From Wuhan to the World: How the Pandemic Will Reshape Geopolitics. 
Survival, 62(3).

6 Posner, J. & der Burchard, H. v., 2020. Back off, Trump. Germany wants to Make Europe Strong 
Again. Politico. 

7 O’Connell, K., 2020. washingtonpost. [Online] Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.
com/outlook/2020/05/05/are-there-any-humanitarian-superpowers-covid-19-fight/ 
[Accessed 9 June 2020].
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CONTEMPORARY SECURITY 
ENVIRONMENT AND FUTURE 
TRENDS: A WORLD WITH BLURRED 
BOUNDARIES

From a broader perspective, the greatest challenge to Euro-Atlantic security 
in recent decades has been the rise of authoritarian regimes and their 
aggressive policies against the Western-dominated rules-based, liberal world 
order. The term ‘revisionism’ has been actively used among foreign policy experts 
to describe the process of undermining of the liberal principles and frameworks 
of global interaction, as well as the authoritarian policies undermining democratic 
values and institutions.8 Russia and China have been aggressively applying various 
tools of hybrid warfare for the implementation of revisionist policies to oppose 
Western interests and values not only in their respective neighbourhoods but also 
globally. A creature from Greek mythology – Centaur – is a good analogy to explain 
hybridity. From different perspectives, Centaur could be equally seen as a man or 
as a horse; however, it is neither a man nor a horse. Centaur is a hybrid creature 
combining elements of both. Similarly, hybrid warfare is neither a war nor a peace 
and it combines the elements of both, hard as well as soft power.  

More specifically, hybrid warfare could be defined as a coherent strategy of 
applying all elements of national power interchangeably or simultaneously 
with the aim of identifying vulnerabilities of the adversary and turning them 
into pressure points. It is very important to note that a coherent strategy does 
not mean that all instances of hybrid warfare are interconnected and synchronised 
on the operational level. Rather, coherent strategy accentuates the continuity of 
the process whereby adversaries are constantly trying to exploit vulnerabilities and 
attempt to use the weaknesses of one another. Simply put, hybrid warfare strategies 
depend on the opportunities that arise so as to advance predetermined overarching 
objectives. Hybrid warfare may look chaotic because those random opportunities 
guide specific operations in different points in time. Thus, coherent hybrid warfare 
strategy implies careful calculation of which tools would be more productive, 
relevant and efficient based on the context in which particular operations take 

8 Pisciottta, B., 2020. Pisciotta, Barbara. “Russian revisionism in the Putin era: an overview of 
post-communist military interventions in Georgia, Ukraine, and Syria. Italian Political Science 
Review/Rivista Italiana di Scienza Politica, 50(1), pp. 87-106.
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place. This key feature makes hybrid warfare coherent, complex and chaotic – all at 
the same time. Its indefinite continuity and opportunity-based application are the 
primary reasons why hybrid warfare is so difficult to predict, deter or counter.

The West’s lack of a unified strategy and a shared vision on countering – or even 
defining – critical threats and challenges has become an exploitable strategic 
vulnerability. There are vast variations on how security risks are prioritised even within 
the European and Euro-Atlantic institutions. For example, the countries bordering the 
Russian Federation in the so-called Eastern flank see Russia’s aggressive policies as an 
existential threat. In contrast, among the countries of Western and Southern Europe, 
there is more focus on cooperation opportunities with Russia, while threats are often 
seen as exaggerated. Even when the threat is duly acknowledged, the urgency of 
action to counter the shared threats is often prioritised differently according to the 
fractured East–West or North–South sub-regional viewpoints. The unified vision, and 
even more so – collective action, is seriously undermined by complicated global and 
geopolitical agendas, such as difficult transatlantic relations, disagreements within 
the EU and Brexit. Accordingly, revisionist strategies often dwell on seeking to 
amplify divisions between governments and among societies, turning political 
cohesion of Western countries into a critical vulnerability. 

Although hybrid strategies and tools have been part of warfare for ages, the features 
of the modern globalised world have opened new possibilities for their application 
and have multiplied their far-reaching effects. One of the critical characteristics of 
the globalised world, affecting the formation of the modern security environment 
the most, is the interdependence and connectivity between major powers in 
vital areas, such as production and supply chains, transport and communications 
infrastructure, and technology. 9/11 attacks were a reminder that no single power 
can achieve security in isolation, by heavily relying on military force and by protecting 
the homeland only within its boundaries. In the aftermath of 9/11, understanding 
of national security has evolved into a broader phenomenon. It has become 
evident for the world powers that the sources of insecurity could easily reach the 
mainland of even the best-protected military superpowers from across very long 
distances in a short amount of time. The global interconnectedness undermined 
geography and time as defining factors. Therefore, despite being challenged 
by the pandemic crisis in a short term, physical as well as political boundaries 
irreversibly continue to fade away. 
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BOUNDARIES BETWEEN WAR AND 
PEACE – UNPEACE

As the commander of Russian armed forces, General Gerasimov wrote, ‘today the 
boundaries between war and peace are blurred’, meaning that hybrid warfare 
presents enormous opportunities to push a destructive agenda, but still stay below 
the threshold of conflict. Following this vision, which is oriented at using information 
warfare and related subversion tools for disrupting democracy inside Western 
capitals, Russia has realised that the best ways to undermine democracy is to support 
peer authoritarian regimes. Russia’s national hero, Alexandr Dvornikov, had a chance 
to test his own hybrid warfare doctrine 2.0 while leading a military intervention in 
Syria in 2015. The doctrine relies on the deployment of ‘integrated groups’ of non-
uniformed mercenary fighters, local regime-supported militias and regular troops 
to support regimes loyal to the Kremlin in different parts of the world.9 The most 
recent demonstration of adopting the Dvornikov’s doctrine took place in Venezuela 
on a smaller scale, when Russia sent military personnel and equipment to support 
Maduro’s regime.10 The doctrine also perfectly fits into the vision of ‘Putin’s lasting state’ 
communicated by Kremlin’s former ideological mastermind, Vladislav Surkov.11 Surkov 
clearly underlined the export potential of Russia’s autocratic political model as one of 
the powerful instruments of subversion for extending Russia’s political influence. 

Evidently, the post-pandemic crisis would strike everyone and the defence sectors 
will suffer financial cuts in every part of the world. Economic and financial difficulties 
might shift the attention of the governments in the Euro-Atlantic area away from 
defence and security. Authoritarian regimes are historically less reluctant in 
cutting military expenditures during crises as they experience less pressure 
from public opinion in times of socioeconomic difficulties.12 Recent historical 

9 Tucker, P., 2019. Russia Is Perfecting the Art of Crushing Uprisings Against Authoritarian Regimes. 
[Online] Available at: https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2019/07/russia-perfecting-art-
crushing-uprisings-aid-authoritarian-regimes/158396/ [Accessed 03 June 2020].

10 Reuters/Interfax, 2019. Russian military specialists arrive in Venezuela to service equipment: 
Interfax. [Online] Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-venezuela-
specialists/russian-military-specialists-arrive-in-venezuela-to-service-equipment-interfax-
idUSKBN1WA2FJ [Accessed 03 June 2020].

11 Surkov, V., 2019. Vladislav Surkov’s Hugely Important New Article About What Putinism Is - Full 
Translation. [Online] Available at: https://russia-insider.com/en/vladislav-surkovs-hugely-
important-new-article-about-what-putinism-full-translation/ri26259 [Accessed 1 June 2020].

12 European Parliament, 2011. The Impact of the Financial Crisis. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/
cont/201106/20110623ATT22406/20110623ATT22406EN.pdf [Accessed 09 June 2020].
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example is how Russia used the invasion of Georgia to distract its own people’s 
attention from socioeconomic hardships for creating and financing a massive 
military modernisation programme. This time, due to the sanctions already imposed 
on Russia for the annexation of Crimea and due to unprecedented trajectory of the 
oil prices  ,13 Russian defence plans might come under more pressure. In addition, 
Luke Coffey, from the Heritage Foundation, USA, notes that a drop in oil prices 
and the apparent mishandling of the pandemic might put pressure on Putin’s 
internal popular rating and legitimacy, which in turn might push him towards more 
aggressive foreign actions.14 Similar behaviour had been observed when Russia 
exploited the West’s attention being consumed by the Ukraine crisis to engage in 
Syria. Finally, poor financing of the security sector in the Western countries might 
lead to the degrading appetite for security cooperation projects, leaving more space 
for revisionist interest. Those trends indicate that authoritarianism and the threat of 
revisionist regimes could become even more destructive. However, neither Russia 
nor China will be in the position to afford an arms race with the US; consequently, 
they will have to heavily rely on hybrid strategies.

Authoritarian regimes have realised that the world of faded boundaries present 
wide possibilities for achieving revisionist ends. To achieve political objectives in 
times of war or peace, an increasing number of states, as well as their proxies, 
continuously apply all possible tools at hand. As a result of the constant application 
of various hybrid tools, not only the regional security around China and Russia, but 
more broadly, the Euro-Atlantic security as a whole, is challenged. Military leaders, 
such as Gerasimov and Dvornikov, have started to develop evolving strategies, 
which adapt to new realities, by realising that there are more and more non-kinetic 
tools that can supplement, reinforce or even substitute military power. There is no 
declared beginning or negotiated end to hybrid warfare. In times of unpeace 
– a situation that is described as lack of peace but not necessarily a war – even 
the strongest and best-protected countries appeared to be inherently insecure.15 
Through elevated uncertainty and tensions between the world powers, the 
pandemic crisis has further boosted constant conflict as the defining factor 
of the contemporary security environment in the Euro-Atlantic area. 

13 Waller, H., 2020. Oil Rises After Libya Shuts Largest Field and Demand Perks Up. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-06-08/oil-holds-losses-as-
saudis-call-time-on-additional-output-cuts [Accessed 1 June 2020].

14 Journal on Baltic Security. Volume 6 (1). https://www.baltdefcol.org/?id=691

15 Merriam-Webster, 2020. Unpeace, nown. [Online] Available at: https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/unpeace [Accessed 03 June 2020].
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BOUNDARIES BETWEEN CYBER AND 
REAL ENVIRONMENTS

The security environment is an ever-evolving phenomenon and always follows 
in the footsteps of the changes on the planet. Today, when dependency of the 
world powers on the internet, as well as reliance on technological solutions, 
is growing day by day, the kinetic possibilities of the cyber domain become 
more apparent. With hybrid warfare and constant conflict as a new normal, the 
boundaries between what is cyber and what is real are becoming increasingly 
blurred. Cyberspace is largely mystified and considered to be an area of 
uncertainty. A commonly agreed understanding, however, is that cyberspace 
is the key instrument of hybrid warfare, as well as the defining factor of the 
modern security environment. As a human-made environment, cyberspace 
is a technology itself, which is used to exploit and to navigate all other 
domains - land, sea, air and space. Therefore, cyberspace has also changed 
the ways of using all instruments of national power and thus has evolved into 
the key enabler of hybrid warfare. In the modern world, essential services such as 
healthcare, transportation, telecommunications, banking, food safety and many 
other vital processes, which have a direct impact on the normal functioning of the 
state, are either happening in cyberspace or heavily rely on internet connection. 
While not fitting in the classical understanding of the ‘warfare’, cyber domain 
gives revisionist regimes an exceptional opportunity for pushing their disruptive 
agendas by operating below the threshold of conflict, but still severely damaging 
vital interests of the adversary. 

A long-standing debate about the security aspects of business relations with China, 
in general, and of China’s domination in 5G technology, in particular, has become 
more urgent during the pandemic. Forbes’s report points to specific indications that 
the Chinese economy will suffer significantly from a number of Western companies 
abandoning Chinese supply chains and leaving the market.16 In response, China will 
continue its efforts of attacking the transatlantic cohesion by isolating the US and 
the EU through pushing attractive bilateral deals with individual states, including on 
5G component of Digital Silk Road initiative. A positive development, giving a good 
example to other Western countries, is Canada’s decision to ditch Huawei and team up 

16 Rapoza, K., 2020. New Data Shows U.S. Companies Are Definitely Leaving China. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2020/04/07/new-data-shows-us-
companies-are-definitely-leaving-china/#3e29bbe440fe [Accessed 10 June 2020].
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with European Ericsson and Nokia in building 5G telecom networks.17 Cyberspace, 
most importantly, is an information-based domain, which is perhaps its most 
important feature, as information has clearly become a vital resource and source 
of power in the era of hybrid warfare. Cyberspace has fundamentally changed the 
paradigm of navigating the information environment. The internet has enabled full 
digitalisation of the ways to create, store, modify, exchange and exploit information. 
Digitalisation of the information, in turn, has accumulated an overwhelming amount 
of information and data openly available on the internet. Overwhelming amounts of 
online information have shifted the objectives of information consumption for the 
people or the users. If, in the pre-internet era, users were striving to find channels 
and get access to information, now, the objective is to determine its credibility. High 
levels of confusion and uncertainty offered by the modern information environment, 
in combination with the vulnerabilities of cyberspace, are now reinforced by the 
pandemic crisis, presenting new opportunities for waging information warfare.

BOUNDARIES BETWEEN THE TRUTH 
AND FALSITY

The contemporary information environment, in which the boundaries between 
the truth and falsity are blurred, sets the most favourable context for the revisionist 
offensive against democracy in the post-fact or post-truth era. In 2016, the Oxford 
Dictionary defined ‘post-truth’ as ‘Relating to or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to 
emotion and personal belief’.18 This new reality fundamentally transformed the 
information ecosystem. It empowered the most disturbing modern trends, such 
as increasing dismissal of not only science but also evidence, facts and even truth 
itself.19 In practice, this translates into the absence of a commonly accepted standard 

17 Warburton, M. & Malara, N., 2020. Canadian telcos tap Ericsson, Nokia for 5G gear, ditching 
Huawei. [Online] Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-bell-canada-ericsson-
5g/canadian-telcos-tap-ericsson-nokia-for-5g-equipment-amid-huawei-uncertainty-
idUSKBN2391ZV [Accessed 18 June 2020].

18 Wang, A. B., 2016. ‘Post-truth’ named 2016 word of the year by Oxford Dictionaries. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/11/16/post-truth-
named-2016-word-of-the-year-by-oxford-dictionaries/ [Accessed 03 June 2020].

19 McIntyre, L., 2018. Post-Truth. Cambridge Massachusetts: MIT Press. 
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understanding of empirical truth, meaning that the truth has become what 
target audiences can be convinced about. As a result, expertise and science have 
lost their ability to convince as they have dissolved in the ocean of easily digestible 
and emotionally compelling information. The phenomenon of alternative facts 
has, in turn, facilitated the creation of so-called information bubbles, which is a 
community of information consumers united around information sources based 
on their pre-set shared beliefs. The paradox of coexistence of more than one truth 
has created a fertile ground for the rise of fake news, disinformation and conspiracy 
theories, eventually resulting in a deeply fragmented and polarised information 
environment. Enabled and bolstered by the unlimited possibilities of cyberspace, 
information warfare has grown to be the most potent tool of hybrid warfare, 
challenging the cohesion of Euro-Atlantic alliances, institutions and societies.

An important trend accelerated by the pandemic crisis, is that authoritarian regimes 
more closely synchronise and coordinate their hybrid warfare against Western 
interests and values. For the first time experts observe clearly that that the authoritarian 
regimes are joining forces in orchestrated information strategies and campaigns on 
the operational level. A recent report of the German Marshall Fund of the US (GMF) 
identifies an exceptional trend evidenced during the COVID-19 crisis – a powerful 
authoritarian anti-Western coalition has been formed by Russia, China and even Iran.20 
The trend shows China relying more on classical Russian strategy – Chinese fake 
social media accounts and bots, with the assistance of state-controlled media outlets, 
‘have promoted multiple and at times conflicting’ disinformation and conspiracy 
theories. According to the report, Iran and Russia are reinforcing China’s information 
campaigns by multiplying Chinese narratives through their own channels, claiming 
that the coronavirus is an American bioweapon, as well as with other misinformation 
‘that further confuses world audiences about the origin, advance, containment, and 
treatment of coronavirus’. In particular, the humanitarian aid sent to Western countries 
by China and Russia was part of the propaganda campaigns, trying to take advantage 
of the global confusion and the crisis to promote their political agendas, specifically 
through utilising information space against democracy. 

Authoritarian regimes have exploited the pandemic crisis to exert even more control 
over the domestic information ecosystems. Based on a shared vision on information 
security policy, both Russia and China clearly see cyberspace as an information 
domain and try to effectively utilise it as an enabler for foreign and domestic 

20 Watts, C., 2020. Triad of Disinformation: How Russia, Iran, & China Ally in a Messaging War 
against America. [Online] Available at: https://securingdemocracy.gmfus.org/triad-of-
disinformation-how-russia-iran-china-ally-in-a-messaging-war-against-america/ [Accessed 
06 June 2020].
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information warfare strategies. Russia is also learning lessons from China as both 
countries aggressively impose digital surveillance systems, such as contact-tracking 
applications, for the full control of societies in the so-called ‘cyber Gulags’.21 A powerful 
signal on Western countermeasures against growing authoritarian presence in the 
information environment is the decision to remove state-controlled media from 
Facebook. Acknowledging the role of social media in the manipulation of public 
opinion, especially in the context of elections during the pandemic crisis, Facebook 
has begun blocking advertisements from the television network Russia Today and 
news agency Sputnik of Russia as well as Chinese CCTV and Xinhua News.22 The 
company has developed definitions and policy on labelling ‘state-controlled media’, 
which extends beyond ‘just assessing financial control or ownership and includes an 
assessment of editorial control exerted by a government’. 

Despite some western countermeasures, authoritarian regimes will continue to 
effectively utilise hordes of internet trolls and botnets – fake social media accounts 
creating and multiplying disinformation narratives – for deliberately targeting public 
opinion to sow discord, confuse societies and obstruct democratic processes. This, 
trend has already resulted in the ‘weaponisation’ of information as individuals and 
groups of people become targets or stakeholders in information warfare. Regardless 
of the specific political beliefs or orientation, the Kremlin supports all ultra-movements 
on the extreme left or extreme right, turning a traditional political rainbow into a fire 
loop.23 Trends show that anti-establishment and Euro-sceptic groups will capitalise 
on the inefficient management of the COVID crisis by Western institutions and will 
become more influential in the aftermath of a pandemic. In many cases, information 
warfare tactics boil down to turning the genuine grievances and vulnerabilities 
within the democratic societies into an opportunity for populist leaders, not 
necessarily to argue who is right and who is wrong, but just for muddying the 
water and raising issues for future information campaigns. The trends and evidence 
presented above provide the bases for the assumption that the authoritarian regimes 
will more aggressively utilise cyberspace to enable hybrid warfare with the aim of 
controlling the information environment at home and abroad.

21 Ilyushina, M., 2020. Moscow rolls out digital tracking to enforce lockdown. Critics dub it a 
‘cyber Gulag’. [Online] Available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/14/world/moscow-
cyber-tracking-qr-code-intl/index.html [Accessed 19 August 2020].

22 Gleicher, N., 2020. Labeling State-Controlled Media On Facebook. [Online] Available at: 
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/06/labeling-state-controlled-media/ [Accessed 30 June 
2020]. 

23 Győri, L. & Krekó, P., 2016. open democracy. [Online] Available at: https://www.
opendemocracy.net/en/odr/don-t-ignore-left-connections-between-europe-s-radical-left-
and-ru/ [Accessed 9 June 2020].
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

COVID-19 pandemic crisis is neither a revolution nor a turning point. However, 
this global crisis has accelerated and amplified some of the already-existing 
trends in the security environment, such as the growing importance of hybrid 
warfare. Contemporary competition for global power has turned the world into 
a hybrid battlefield. In this modern battlefield, the strategic advantage of the 
authoritarian regimes in terms of being irresponsible, reckless and aggressive is 
balanced with the virtue of finding cheap and effective – short of war – solutions 
for achieving geopolitical objectives. Revisionist powers shape and adjust their 
hybrid strategies based on the specific opportunities that arise from Western 
vulnerabilities. This puts Western institutions under pressure to adapt to the 
current security environment quickly and effectively. The adaptation by and large 
implies building resilience against the continuous application of various hybrid 
strategies, Building resilience has become a vital component of security as it is 
hardly possible to fully deter, counter or defend against random hybrid threats.

The security environment will be affected by the continued dependency of 
the global powers on technology and the internet. Thus, the trend of eroding 
boundaries between war and peace, cyber and real, truth and falsity will persist 
or probably grow. It is clear that the modern hybrid battlefield will be dominated 
through the cyberspace and information environments. The boost of the hybrid 
warfare will largely define the security environment in the Euro-Atlantic area after 
the COVID-19 crisis. The revisionist powers will continue to constantly exploit 
the vulnerabilities of the West and will use growing divides between and within 
Western countries to push a final assault against the rules-based international 
system. The expert community seems to agree that the pandemic might hamper 
the globalisation process and encourage regionalisation. The revisionist vision of 
the so-called ‘regionalisation’ actually means that global powers will be taking 
care of the spheres of influence in the regions around them. 

Historically, disagreements and financial difficulties in the West have emboldened 
revisionist powers to accelerate their aggressive policies. Especially Russia 
demonstrated its willingness and ability to exploit uncertainties in the Euro-
Atlantic area to invade and occupy a neighbour’s territory. Russia’s resolve is 
evidenced by the launching of its military aggression against Georgia in 2008, 
followed by the annexation of Crimea and invasion of eastern Ukraine in 2014. 
Russia also used the invasion of Georgia to distract its own people’s attention 
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from socioeconomic hardships for creating and financing a massive military 
modernisation programme. Another example is how Russia exploited the West’s 
attention being consumed by the Ukraine crisis to engage in Syria. Thus, during 
global confusion and hardships there is a higher probability that revisionist 
powers will boost application of the hybrid warfare against the interests of the 
smaller countries in what they see as the spheres of their exclusive influence.

Today, when less money is available for military spending, the cost-effective solutions 
offered by hybrid warfare through cyber and information operations seem to be the 
obvious choice. It has become a widely acknowledged fact that revisionists have 
found effective ways of utilising hybrid warfare as the most powerful weapon against 
democracy. There is a consensus among security experts that the unprecedented 
boost of the cyberspace and information ecosystem, in terms of their size, importance 
and sophistication, has allowed hybrid warfare to become a defining factor of the 
contemporary security environment. The COVID-19 pandemic, while touching every 
aspect of the lifestyle of modern societies, has precipitated some of the tendencies 
such as the rush of governmental, business-related, educational and all other 
socioeconomic operations and services into the cyberspace. This trend will boost the 
importance of cyber effects and cybersecurity considerations for all world powers. 
Victory in the global power competition now obviously lies in the ability to dominate 
the cyberspace and information environment.

It is now safe to assume that there is an urgent need for the West to consolidate 
around common values and interests to avoid the collapse of the global system. 
The West should enhance its resilience by bridging the gaps in common threat 
perceptions on the one hand and build common vision and strategy on the 
other. NATO and the EU provide perfect frameworks to be filled with meaningful 
content. Euro-Atlantic institutions are well equipped with the tools that promote 
international cooperation with the aim of strengthening common values and 
interests. Despite some singled-out cases of effectively handling the pandemic by 
several countries, an obvious takeaway from the still-evolving global crisis is that 
not a single country or institution can afford comprehensive response modern 
threats. With almost every healthcare and crisis management system in the world 
failing to adequately counter or respond to COVID-19 without costly and severe 
restrictions, it is now the right time to re-evaluate vulnerabilities and invest in the 
resilience of the Euro-Atlantic security.
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T he Kremlin’s handling of the coronavirus crisis has produced a paradox. 
On the one hand, Russia has demonstrated disarray, and President Putin 
has been refusing to take tough measures in fighting the pandemic. On 

the other, the Kremlin has used the crisis to accelerate the shift toward the new 
system of governance. This shift is followed by attempts to redefine the foreign 
policy agenda that will impact Russia’s relations with the neighboring states. The 
relationship between Russia and Georgia demonstrates the nature of Russia’s shift 
and new Russia’s ambiguity.

1. RUSSIA REACTS TO PANDEMIC

Russia’s adaptation to the pandemic world could be seen as the chain of 
paradoxes. Ironically, even the liberal opposition has been calling on the Kremlin 
to introduce the state of emergency to fight the pandemic, but with no effect: the 
Kremlin continued its muted response to the virus that has been spreading across 
the country. Putin has chosen “wait and see” tactics.

The Russian president demurred from addressing the nation for several weeks, 
refusing to play the Leader-Savior role that fits the pattern of personalized rule. Hiding 
in his residence in Novo-Ogaryovo, only in March he began to videoconference with 
authorities in Moscow and in the regions who were left to cope with the pandemic 
on their own. In his long-delayed address to the nation on the coronavirus crisis 
on March 25, Putin decided to refrain from introducing stringent measures against 
the pandemic. He did not adopt adequate measures to support the segments of 
the population that have been losing their jobs, small and medium businesses, and 
big companies suffering from the pandemic. The measures announced have been 
piecemeal and were lagging behind those introduced by other states. 

The Kremlin has stubbornly refused opening up the formidable resources at his 
disposal to aid the Russian people, including a $120 billion sovereign wealth fund 
and $540 billion in gold reserves. While other states have offered their populations 
emergency aid packages amounting to as much as 10-12 percent of GDP (the 
United States has announced to spend a sum equivalent of 9 percent of its GDP 
to fight the pandemic, the United Kingdom 14 percent, and Germany more than 
20 percent), the Kremlin has been prepared to spend only 2.8 percent of GDP. 
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Most of that aid is going to state-owned industries, including companies affiliated 
with interest groups that have close ties to the Kremlin. Small and medium-sized 
business, and the millions of private-sector workers who have lost their jobs 
(about a third of the workforce, 40 million people), have been promised only 
3 percent of the state’s total financial assistance package. This could mean the 
annihilation of the most active entrepreneurial class and deprivation for millions 
of people. The “social state” has rejected its social function.

Moreover, the Kremlin has chosen to stay above the fray, putting all responsibility 
for combatting coronavirus on the government and the regions. 

Russia failed the coronavirus test, like the rest of the world, including the most 
advanced liberal democracies. However, the particular qualities of Russia’s failure 
have their own logic that will complicate Russia’s exit from the crisis.

Putin’s hesitation and his bizarre escapism during the pandemic have their 
partial explanation in his ruling style and his psychology - he prefers to delay the 
decisions and is not ready for immediate tough measures. Putin has a standard 
response to unpleasant problems: He vanishes from the political scene to avoid 
associating himself with events that dent his popularity.

His foot-dragging could be also explained by the belief popular in the Kremlin 
that Russia will escape the dramatic spread of the virus. The seriousness of 
the pandemic, often described as “just a form of influenza,” has been grossly 
underestimated (like in many other countries). The authorities hoped that Russia’s 
economy would not be affected dramatically because it is more isolated than 
those of Western countries. Also, the Kremlin has built a financial “nest egg” 
for rainy days. The political establishment until recently persuaded itself that 
moderate measures against virus spill-over were enough.

In addition, there’s a Russian habit of concealing bad news from the top and 
of attempting to create a glossy image of reality. This time Putin had additional 
reasons to refrain from taking a more active role in fighting pandemic. Putin’s plan 
to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the victory in World War II also played its role in 
the Kremlin’s attempt to minimize the hazards of covid-19. The preparation for the 
parade continued at full speed despite the ongoing pandemic and finally took 
place on June 24. Moreover, despite the health crisis, Putin had been planning to 
hold a vote on the constitutional amendments that would essentially guarantee 
him rule for life; a state of emergency could have delayed the vote indefinitely.
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There are two more reasons that explain why the Kremlin has refused to declare 
a state of emergency. First, why bother with formalities; the country has already 
lived in a de facto state of emergency for years. Second, a fuzzy situation like the 
present one, without well-defined rules, allows him to experiment with all kinds 
of instruments of coercion.

The incoherence of the Kremlin’s response is not only the result of a fading leadership 
and its failures. There are systemic factors too. The vertical power hierarchy encourages 
passivity among subordinates, who must wait for orders from the top; subordinates 
also try to polish reality in order not to dampen the mood of the leader. The same 
dynamic prevented China from reacting to the pandemic in time. But Xi Jinping was 
eventually able to wake up and fight. Putin instead has been dragging his feet, and 
when he is forced to show decisiveness, he has done it awkwardly. 

The coronavirus crisis was not the kind of challenge the Russian government was 
expecting and was not what the Russian system had been oriented to deal with. 
While Russia was preparing for threats, real or imagined, from geopolitical rivals 
and internal opponents, the pandemic struck and paralyzed the governance 
construct. The personalized system accustomed to surviving by means of 
mobilization and militarism to crack down on the protests and erase opposition 
proved to be unable to tackle national and public health disasters. It is quite a 
paradox: an authoritarian regime unable to successfully implement authoritarian 
measures during an existential crisis!

After waiting for several months, Putin decided to go ahead with the nationwide 
vote on the amendments to the Constitution that included one that will change 
the system of governance in Russia by introducing the possibility for Putin to run 
again for the presidency and stay in power through 2036. The vote started on 
June 25 and continued for a week, concluding on July 1. Putin was holding a 
national vote in a country that has been adding about 7,500 new COVID-19 cases 
and 135 deaths per day.

Simultaneously Putin has started frenzied activity explaining history to Russia 
and the world in which he stresses the crucial role of the Soviet Union in the 
defeat of Nazi Germany. He wrote an essay on his understanding of history that 
was published in the marginal US journal “The National Interest”. The goal was 
clear: to use the Soviet victory in World War II as the idea that would legitimize his 
political regime and consolidate the nation. The process of painful deliberation 
ended: the Kremlin prepared the final stage for merging the state with Putin’s 
leadership and turning Putin into the personification of Russia, justifying his life 
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rule with the historic memory and borrowed victories. Strange political soup, but 
understandable too. All other means to legitimize the life rule and future transfer 
of power to the next generation of the ruling group have been exhausted. The 
new survival mechanism has been put into action. 

However, it would be too simple to explain Putin’s “project” as only his search to 
secure his own life rule. Maybe this is his own priority. In case of the nationwide 
vote. Putin did not need it at all – he could have signed the amendments 
endorsed by the parliament, the regions and the Constitutional Court without 
making trouble with massive vote manipulations! 

Putin needed the vote to justify something much bigger. The constitutional 
changes and the legitimation of the rule through return to the past and Soviet 
glory mean building of the new construct – the neopatrimonial state that has to 
guarantee transition of power to the children of the current ruling elite and life 
rule of any monosubject who will personalize this state. The goal is to create the 
governance system that will not be threatened by elections, opposition or the 
elite balance of forces and will constitute a new Russian state with Putin’s stamp. It 
will be formed by the consensus within the ruling clan regarding the leader who 
will personalize the state. Putin also wants to be sure that his successor (there will 
be of course a successor at some point!) would preserve his legacy and will refrain 
from the tradition of autocracies to legitimize themselves through dumping the 
previous regimes and blaming them for all sins and evil.

Previous ambivalence and the game of pretending are over. Hope that the 
situation will return to the status quo ante when Putin is gone could become 
delayed disappointment.

The outcome of the national vote for the Constitutional amendments was not 
difficult to predict. According to the official sources, about 79% of voters cast 
ballots in favor of the package of amendments with 21% voting against; turnout 
was 68%. However, as the Russian independent expert Sergei Shpilkin calculated, 
in reality 65% of voters approved the amendments and 35% disapproved, with a 
42%-43% turnout. Thus, among 58 million who allegedly voted in favor of Putin’s 
constitution, 20 million of those votes were cast fraudulently.1

The vote was organized in such a shameful way that it discredits all future ballots. 

1  “There was no manipulation of votes in Russia’s elections on this scale in the recent past. In 
absolute terms, this is an unprecedented case,” Shpilkin said. https://www.themoscowtimes.
com/2020/07/03/data-scientist-claims-staggering-fraud-at-russias-constitution-
vote-a70769
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New Russia has been emerging as the state legitimized by the past and war 
sacrifices viewed as sacred. This makes all dissent and opposition to the regime 
the national betrayal.

The vote has demonstrated that Putin’s “electoral majority” has been unravelling 
and the new base for dissent has emerged that includes those who have been 
tired of the leader who has been ruling for two decades and who represented 
various ideological persuasions – from liberals to imperialists. Moreover, Putin has 
failed to resolve the conflict between the regime’s longing for eternity and the 
election legitimacy that is based on uncertainty. He only moved the conflict into 
the future, which could become more threatening for the regime.

Indeed, such a state construct has to move toward dictatorship. But here we have 
a puzzle that could become a trap for the Kremlin – dictatorship will be difficult 
to rebuild in current Russia. While COVID-19 has given the executive a pretext to 
implement repressive rule, the system is beset by a host of problems that prevent it 
from doing so: corruption; a lack of communication channels, leading to inadequate 
information; a bureaucratization of governance that promotes sloppiness; the elites’ 
fear of the state’s repressive organs; and the inability of lower administrative levels 
to make timely decisions. Paradox is apparent: the regime is moving toward more 
repressive rule, while confronting challenges that will undermine it.

Russia’s landscape today is marked by the failure of personalized power to govern 
in a crisis situation. This in and of itself is a disastrous sign of things to come. But 
the return to the archaic state could turn to a new disaster. In any case, one could 
expect future domestic confrontation between those in power who wanted to 
survive through rot and return to the past and those who wanted change – with 
the latter forming a majority amounting to 70% of those polled.

2. RUSSIA’S FOREIGN POLICY: UPDATED 
AGENDA

There is no doubt that the domestic state and regime rebuilding will affect 
Russia’s foreign policy. The old foreign policy axioms remain the same; but their 
implementation could be modified. The shift toward more archaic rule is likely to 
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bring a more aggressive revanchist Russia. The reality is more complicated than 
the expected logic: the Kremlin has to look today for softer means to archive its 
goals.

The Kremlin already has been exploring options to update its foreign policy 
agenda. Putin wants the “collective West” to forget his Ukrainian gambit, lift the 
sanctions against Russia, and invite Russia again to join the Club of Great Powers. 
Great power status remains the spine of the Russian system to justify the one 
man rule and compensate for lack of achievements on the domestic front. Russia 
can’t be a great power in isolation- it has to return to the first echelon of the world 
order.

Indeed, it would be unusual for Russians to think about their country as a normal 
state. However, we need to see the evolution of Russians’ attitudes about what 
makes a “great power”: they believe that great power means wellbeing, not 
military might.2 Moreover Russia, with its limited resources, doesn’t have the 
capacity to keep its satellite states in their respective orbits indefinitely – not even 
if they resort to buying their subordination. Russia has been spending more than 
$100 billion every year to pay for Belarus’s loyalty, which is still only conditional. 
This has been forcing the Kremlin to look for flexible versions of the great power 
role.

Being technologically smart and deft, the Russian elite has begun to deliberate on 
the new interpretations of the great power role. Among them: the demand that 
others recognize Russia’s right to interpret global rules and international norms. 
Such a course seems much cheaper than buying the loyalty of satellites. 

Sometimes, support for Russia’s great power role comes from outside. When 
Russia is looking around for ways to justify its great power “spine,” prominent 
American experts have begun to call for a return to a Concert of Great Powers 
format, with spheres of influence, as a means of securing global stability.3 Such 
an initiative could help the Kremlin resuscitate the great power idea (at least for a 
while) through external rather than internal means.

One more idea pursued by the Kremlin: presenting Russia as the guarantor of 
peace and sovereignty, and a defender against “hegemony.” What an ironic turn 
for a state that involved itself in the Ukrainian and Syrian gambits, as well as other 

2  https://www.rbc.ru/politics/12/12/2016/584b0fc29a794748ba1c40b7

3  Graham Allison, The New Spheres of Influence. Sharing the Globe With Other Great Powers. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-02-10/new-spheres-influence
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efforts to keep neighboring states under its thumb. Anyway, be ready for new 
interpretations of Russia’s great power role.

Putin has been recently demonstrating improvisation trying to return to dialog 
with the West. This does not contradict the Kremlin attempts to split the West, 
to support the destructive forces in the West, to organize active disinformation 
campaigns in Western society. This is the nature of the Russian postmodern policy 
that includes seemingly incompatible means. The key task is to use the Western 
disarray and force it to accept Russia as the global power and member of the 
Concert. But the new dialogue does not mean that Russia is ready to surrender 
or backtrack. 

Western fatigue, the crisis of the EU, a retrenching America, and attempts of some 
states, especially France, to reengage Russia - all that will persuade the Kremlin 
that the task is doable. The Western media that continue to describe Putin as the 
Winner, and the Invincible Leader, have been creating in the Kremlin hopes that 
the West is ripe for the new Bargain.

One has to mention the role of the numerous Western “pragmatists” that have 
been promoting the new deal with Russia. The prime example could be the essay 
coauthored by Thomas Graham and Joseph Haberman in Foreign Affairs that 
offered the scenario of solving the Ukrainian crisis and normalizing relations with 
Russia on Moscow’s terms: “A grand bargain would look beyond the immediate 
conflict in the Donbas. …If Zelensky chose this approach, he could propose an 
agreement in which Kyiv abandoned its pursuit of NATO membership, perhaps in 
exchange for closer security ties with the United States. Such a step would help 
ease Moscow’s concerns about Ukraine’s geopolitical orientation. In this case, 
Kyiv would also offer to formally recognize Russia’s incorporation of Crimea in 
exchange for Moscow’s full withdrawal from the Donbas, the reinstatement of 
Ukraine’s control over its eastern border, and the reincorporation of the Donbas 
without a special status. The West would incrementally lift sanctions imposed on 
Russia, and it would offer Ukraine greater assistance in domestic reconstruction, 
including critical political and economic reform.”4 

The accommodationist narrative could distort the Kremlin view of the West and 
feed its unrealistic hopes. 

The Kremlin has started to play with a milder posture. It has to take into account 

4  Thomas Graham and Joseph Haberman , The Price of Peace in the Donbas. Ukraine Can’t 
Keep Both Territory and Sovereignty, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-02-25/price-peace-donbas
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that Russians want normalization of the relationship with the West: in January 2020 
80 per cent of respondents said they support “partnership and friendship” with the 
West.5 This means that the population is tired of living in a war paradigm. The major 
part of the elite is also not ready for confrontation. True, the Kremlin continues 
its “enemy search” rhetoric. However, this is a policy of barking, not biting, that is 
intended to deter tougher responses from its opponents.

Today Putin has offered the West an idea of the new Club that will include the 
permanent members of the Security Council and the victors in WWII. The problem 
with this, among many, is that Germany would not be included in such a Club!

Of course, not only the Western powers, but China too has to be puzzled regarding 
the Kremlin “Club” initiative. This initiative is equivalent to building the new Yalta 
accord. This means not only resurrection of the world order that does not reflect 
the new balance of forces, but it rejects modernization and global progress. Even 
China with its expansionist agenda will hardly be ready to support Moscow’s plan. 
But rejection of the plan would mean that dissatisfied Russia may return to its usual 
“industry” of blackmail and the role of the Spoiler. 

Thus, we see the Kremlin’s attempts to return to the old times in the foreign policy 
while experimenting with “re-engagement’ instruments. Whether the domestic 
situation and reaction of the West will allow Russia to perform this gambit remains 
unclear. And what happens when the Kremlin fails? In any case, it would be wrong to 
see only one trend in the Kremlin foreign policy activity- we see the new cacophony!

3. IMPLICATIONS FOR RUSSIA’S 
RELATIONS WITH GEORGIA

The new situation has to impact Moscow’s policy toward the neighboring states. 
The irony is that the Great Power status for Russia needs its constant reproduction 
in the former Soviet space; however, Moscow has no resources to secure its role 
of the galaxy center. The Russian population is losing interest in domination and 
does not agree to pay for loyalty of other states. 

5  ttps://www.interfax.ru/russia/695728
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The idea of the Eurasian Union popular among the Russian imperialist circles is 
losing steam. The key problem for Russia is the lack of a model of socioeconomic 
development that would seem attractive to its neighbors. Russia is not appealing 
to other nations as the civilization model. The new independent states are looking 
around in search of other models to follow or other centers of gravity. For example, 
China has continued to actively promote its Belt and Road Initiative in Central Asia 
over the past five years. The Western sanctions against Russia are another factor 
complicating the prospects of Eurasian integration, making the country “toxic” for 
its closest partners. Even with economic growth, Russia, as a center of power, would 
not be able to compete on equal terms with the United States, the European Union 
and China (and soon India).6

Russia’s alienation of Ukraine has delivered the Eurasian project a crushing blow. 
Even more painful has been bickering between Moscow and Minsk, and open 
resistance of Belarus to build with Russia and United states that will help Putin to 
become its president. 

Russia’s policy toward Georgia today could serve as the reflection of the Kremlin’s 
ambitions and constraints on the way to their realization. Georgia is the test for 
the Kremlin’s ability to keep the independent states in its orbit and prevent them 
joining the Western civilization. Georgia also could demonstrate the “collective” 
West’s readiness to help the new independent states to preserve their sovereignty 
and independence. 

The euphoria that emerged in Moscow after the war with Georgia in 2008 and 
occupation of part of the Georgia territory has gradually subsided. The model 
of “hit and punish” that had to keep the independent states in Russia’s embraces 
after war with Ukraine does not seem to the Kremlin the optimal solution. 

The Russian foreign policy establishment has started to look for a less aggressive 
model and new justification for its domination. The idea of “neutrality” has come 
up. The status of “neutrality” of Georgia and other Black Sea nations is meant 
to prevent further NATO expansion and abrogate their movement toward the 
West. “Permanent neutrality may become an interesting option for maintaining 
geopolitical and geo-economic balance in the Black Sea countries. It could also 
be beneficial to both Russia and the West as a whole,” according to the pro-
Kremlin experts referring to “the Austrian concept of neutrality that could serve as 

6  https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/seven-steps-beyond-the-
crisis-horizon-reflecting-on-past-mistakes/
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an example in this situation.”7

The “neutrality” status of Georgia in the context of the Russian post-modern policy 
that allows manipulations and the game of pretending could create new pretexts 
for interference. Especially, when Moscow is trying to persuade the world that it 
has the right to interpret the rules of the game.

In the context of Moscow’s efforts to return to dialogue with the West, Russia at 
the moment is not ready for a new confrontation with Georgia. In 2019, during 
new tension between Moscow and Tbilisi,8 when the Russian parliament backed 
a resolution urging the government to draw up sanctions against Georgia (a 
move that would sharply escalate a political crisis between the two states), Putin 
declared that he is not ready for a new round of sanctions on Georgia. Moscow 
has been trying to return to dialogue with the West.

At the same time Moscow will continue its efforts to drag Georgia into its area of 
influence. The “arsenal of suffocating” is known: the deals with the pro-Russian political 
forces and business in Georgia interested in cooperation with Russia along with hope 
for strengthening pro-Russian moods within the population. Western fatigue with 
democracy promotion and its shrinking support of the pro-Western trajectory of new 
independent states give extra impulse for Russia’s return to the region. The growing 
confusion in the West provoked by the pandemic and the attempts of the Western 
states to retrench provoke new expansionist moods in Moscow. However, one has to 
keep in mind that the Kremlin is also in the state of analytical and political paralysis and 
is lacking drive for strategic thinking. Even more important is the fact that Russians are 
tired of militarism and permanent war rhetoric.

Being absorbed by survival problems and relations with the leading states, 
the Kremlin has no energy or drive for serious incentives regarding Georgia -- 
either positive or destructive. However, there is another factor of instability -- the 
separatist enclaves Abkhazia and South Ossetia and their ruling groups -- that are 
fighting for the Kremlin’s attention and the Kremlin’s funds. They provoke constant 
tensions along their borders with Georgia. But even the Russian establishment is 
tired of allowing the tail to wag the dog. 

7  https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/neutrality-for-the-black-
sea-region-countries-abstraction-unattainable-goal-or-effective-model/

8  On June 20 2019 a Russian lawmaker’s address in the Georgian parliament from the 
speaker’s chair sparked public outrage in Tbilisi.Thousands of Georgians took to the streets to 
protest and demonstrations ended with protestors trying to storm the parliament building. 
A reported 240 people were hurt in the clashes. Russia made some moves to suspend 
commercial relations with Georgia. 
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This from a representative of the Russian analytical community describes the 
moods within the Russian political establishment today: “Of course, this isn’t about 
abandoning support in an instant to our friends and allies across the borders 
of our country. But this support should be made targeted, more transparent 
and efficient as well as less costly for Russia. It is possible and, apparently, even 
necessary. Likewise, it is possible and necessary to encourage the leaders of 
unrecognized states to enter into an active and extensive dialogue with their 
opponents, striving for consistent if slow progress in resolving these conflicts. It 
is no secret that in all unrecognized states, there are forces that are not interested 
in any dialogue and rely solely on maintained and even increased support from 
Moscow. But should Russian policy place a stake on these particular forces in the 
long run?“9

Thus, one could see simultaneously several contradicting trends when one looks 
at Russo- Georgian relations. On the one hand, Russia is not ready to use the iron 
fist and force Georgia under its thumb. On the other, the global crisis and general 
confusion in the West increase Russia’s impact. One can’t exclude the situation 
when in case of a domestic crisis, the revanchist forces in the Kremlin would like 
to use Georgia as the new enemy. True, Ukraine and Belarus could be more useful 
for that purpose. A lot depends if there are forces in Georgia who could use (or 
provoke) the Russian interference.

There are other states that are having their own agenda in the South Caucasus 
and Black sea region: Turkey, Iran and China. Moscow proved that its art of playing 
on several chess tables has been overestimated. Thus, the impulses could emerge 
outside of Russia and Georgia that could influence their relationship and bring 
unpredictable developments in the region.

The global coronavirus crisis is not over. It enters its new stage and its 
implications are not clear. The pandemic allowed the Kremlin to start 
redefining the political regime and the state construct to secure the survivability 
of the ruling corporation. These survival policies will inevitably provoke future 
conflicts. Russia is trying to limp along when the old status quo is unravelling 
and the new can’t be built without serious transformation that the Kremlin tries 
to avoid. The Kremlin has chosen rot as the survival model; the outcome of the 
political decay remains gloomy.

The survival drama will influence Russia’s foreign policy trajectory that tries to 

9  https://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-and-comments/analytics/seven-steps-beyond-the-
crisis-horizon-reflecting-on-past-mistakes/
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manage the duality --containment and cooperation with liberal civilization. The 
trap for Moscow is apparent: the Russian regime can’t survive without selling 
the rent to the outside world; but at the same time, it has to exploit hostility 
and revanchism to survive. The outcome of this duality will be the continuing 
uncertainty.
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R ussia presents an intellectual and political puzzle. It is a puzzle even for 
Russians who are still confused about Russia’s trajectory. We see an archaic 
State-Civilization that demonstrates an amazing art for adaptation without 

changing its nature. 

According to Arnold Toynbee’s “Challenge-and-Response” hypothesis, a 
civilization’s destiny is determined by how it responds to the challenges it 
encounters; it either reorganizes itself or withers away. The Russian personalized 
power system (the SYSTEM) has failed to transform itself. Since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the System has been attempting to survive by rejecting modernity 
and reverting to the past. It has been demonstrating resilience by imitating, 
by pretending, by enforcing its rules of the game to the outside world and by 
creating global suspense by showing willingness to shake the world for the sake 
of its own survival! However, no one is sure about its durability. 

We continue to ask ourselves: is Russia still able to transform? Or is Russia doomed 
to reproduce itself in its anti-modern format? And what lies at the end of this 
path? 

ANALYTICAL FAILURE 

Russia has an uncanny ability to generate misconceptions about itself. 
Russian political analysts are especially good at this. But why is it that these 
misconceptions and distortions are then repeated by Western experts? Anyway, 
there is a flabbergasting array of errors, fallacies, and self-deceptions confounding 
both Russians and foreign Russia expert hands. 

The past quarter century contains a litany of failures to understand what Russia 
is about and where it’s heading. The most spectacular fiasco was the failure of 
Sovietology, which asserted that the Soviet Union was as solid as a rock, right up 
to the moment it started to crumble. Seymour Martin Lipset, deliberating in his 
“Anticipations of the Failure of Communism” on why the expert community had 
failed to foresee the collapse of the Soviet Union, why it had been so sure that the 
Soviet System was so durable, wrote: “The scholars… looked for institutions and 
values that stabilized the polity and society.” Meanwhile, experts, journalists and 
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politicians, Lipset argued, should “emphasize dysfunctional aspects, structures, 
and behaviors, which might cause a crisis.”1

Russia experts by and large missed an opportunity to understand the failures of 
Sovietology, and instead energetically continued their myth-creation exercises. 
A wide array of different schools of thought (comparative studies, transitology, 
economic and historical determinism, liberal internationalism, neoconservatism, 
realism), all employing refined techniques and sophisticated concepts, failed to 
predict or explain Russia’s trajectory. Who could have foreseen that a member 
of the Council of Europe, a U.S. partner in the “reset,” and a participant in the EU 
Partnership for Modernization would suddenly breach the Helsinki Accords 
principles and upend the world with its revisionist and confrontational agenda? 
One can only guess what the authors of numerous books and essays on Russia’s 
democracy, Yeltsin’s liberal revolution, Russia’s integration into the West, U.S.-Russian 
partnership and the EU-Russia partnership, Medvedev’s reformist ambitions, and 
Putin’s modernizing leadership are thinking today. Are the experts right today when 
they describe the Kremlin longing for confrontation with the West and its readiness 
to assault Russia’s neighbors and for isolation that will follow? Why don’t they see 
that the Kremlin’s survival tactics are more nuanced? All of us have to eat our slice of 
humble pie and own up to the illusions and fallacies we have created. 

“To understand is to perceive patterns”, wrote Isaiah Berlin. We’ve failed to perceive 
patterns deliberating on Russia. For decades already both experts and politicians 
have been struggling without much success to grasp the Russian reality. We all 
have been surprised at every turn. Surprise has been the dominant collective 
reaction to Russia so far. 

We still have a vague understanding of what the decline of Russia – the nuclear 
petrostate, a half-frozen empire, and one of the architects of global order – might 
bring. It remains unclear whether Russian foreign policy revisionism will trigger 
the creation of a coherent global Illiberal International - and with whom? If it 
does, what will the Western response be? Or will the Kremlin’s assertiveness fade 
in the presence of China’s rise and Chinese ambitions? We are as yet unprepared 
for the crises of other post-Soviet systems and the ways they will affect the 
security and balance of forces in Eurasia. What will the possible unravelling of 
Lukashenko regime in Belarus mean and how will the Kremlin react to its demise? 
It is also unclear how unified and capable the Western world will respond to this 
challenge. 

1 Seymour Martin Lipset & Gyorgy Bence Anticipations of the failure of communism, 
Theory and Society 23 (2), (1994)
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Many observers seem to understand that old Russia narratives have been 
exhausted. Unfortunately, quite a few among us are trying to reinvent ourselves 
merely by recycling old rhetoric. The expert field is still dominated by “pragmatists” 
who have borrowed the concept of balance of powers and other realist axioms 
while rejecting the normative dimension. Realism today in the pragmatists’ 
hands often sounds like it comes straight from the Kremlin’s playbook. In fact, key 
pragmatist arguments – including their dogmas on “common interests,” the need 
to respond to Russia’s “grievances” and the Kremlin’s demands for “equality”, their 
pivot to geopolitics, their calls to “accommodate” the Kremlin “to some degree” (to 
what degree exactly?) and understand its right to have “areas of interests” – not 
only have been helping to build a favorable external environment for the Russian 
System. Even more important is that they have also been disorienting the Kremlin 
and provoking its recklessness domestically and internationally, often ending in 
disasters (for Russia as well). Indeed, the Western pragmatists bear at least partial 
responsibility for the Kremlin’s reckless actions, which are based on the belief that 
the West would be ready to accommodate (if threatened) – just as the Western 
pragmatists promised! 

Until recently the pragmatists have been building their diagnosis and advice on 
the basis of Russian polls that show skyrocketing approval ratings for Putin and 
strong support for his anti-Western policy. These polls are supposed to justify the 
popular pragmatist conclusion: “You have to take Russia ‘as it is.’” This means that 
Russians are hopeless, and they can’t conform to Western norms; that is why the 
West has to acquiesce. But how would the pragmatists explain Russia today, when 
Russians are growing restless and their support for the authorities has begun to 
wane? According to Levada Center the percentage of people who trust Putin fell 
from 59 per cent in 2017 to 23 (!) per cent in 2020.2 And this is only the beginning 
of the trend. Will the pragmatists continue to call for accommodating a regime 
that is losing support? 

The pragmatists struggle to explain the paradoxes, or rather traps, the Kremlin has 
been building (often unexpectedly for itself ). They insist that Russia’s actions are 
ultimately grounded in a rational basis and they have been successful. But what 
success are they talking about, if the Kremlin’s actions are provoking distrust of 
the world community toward Russia and president Putin? Let’s look at the polls. 
According to the Pew research Center, in 16 of 33 countries surveyed, more people 
see Russia unfavorably than favorably. North Americans and Western Europeans 
are especially critical. Only 18% of Americans and three-in-ten Canadians have a 

2  https://www.levada.ru/2020/07/29/odobrenie-organov-vlasti-i-doverie-politikam/
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positive opinion of Russia. In Western Europe, a median of only 31% see Russia 
favorably, including 12% of Swedes, 23% of Dutch respondents and 26% of 
Britons. 

Few people globally express confidence in Putin. In 22 of the 33 countries 
surveyed, more express no confidence in Putin than express confidence. A 
median of 60% across these countries say they have no confidence in Putin to 
do the right thing when it comes to world affairs.3 These results hardly support 
the notion of “rational” foreign policy by the Kremlin in pursuing Russia’s national 
interests. 

Indeed, the pragmatists have to understand that their argument is no longer 
persuasive. Regretfully, they try hard to reinvent shopworn axioms and beliefs. 

RUSSIA’S UNIQUNESS 

Russia’s civilizational journey presents an enormous intellectual challenge. 
Deliberating on Russia resembles gazing into an abyss and seeing only an ever-
growing expanse of questions.

The Russian State-System in all its dimensions is clearly a unique sociopolitical 
phenomenon. That is why Russia defies all attempts to place it into a neat 
category (illiberal democracy, competitive or electoral authoritarianism, hybrid 
regime, and so on). True, other societies throughout history have shared some of 
its elements. Autocracy, predatory bureaucracy, red tape, corruption, militarism, 
expansionism, and violence are to be found elsewhere across time and space. 
Russia presents a combination of all of these elements that form a cultural, 
historical, and sociopolitical universe unto itself. 

The Russian System doesn’t just totally suppress the individual, grinding her into 
dust; it has made this suppression its raison d’etre. This fact makes the System 
anti-modern by default. 

A comparison between Russia and China, another authoritarian state, reveals the 

3  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/07/russia-and-putin-receive-low-
ratings-globally/
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degree of Russia’s uniqueness. Developed meritocracy, Confucian moral taboos 
imposed on both leader and government, and traditional values that foster social 
cohesion act as checks on despotism and may allow for the reform of the Chinese 
system. Even the Ottomans had more respect for rule of law than did Russia’s 
rulers, who rejected it out of hand. In contrast, the Russian state developed as a 
construct without any checks on despotism. 

The Triad constitutes the basis of the Russian “state-civilization”. Firstly, the System 
rests on the state’s total domination, which is the core of the national genetic 
code. The state is sacred; it exists above the law, outside of rules, and unbound by 
any possibility of a social contract. It exists free of moral taboos and even turns the 
church and religion into instruments of domination and repression (the Orthodox 
Church is directing its followers’ attention not to the success in their lives in this 
world but to life after death). Secondly, the “state-system” is legitimized not by 
the Interest, but by the Idea which is the reflection of the Historical Imperative 
and which serves as the substitute of the notion of nation and the national 
consciousness as the key integrators of the state. Thirdly, the “state-system” has to 
be oriented toward the outside world and has a perpetual longing for domination, 
expansion and assimilation. Russia has created a monster: Hobbes’s Leviathan, 
minus the Hobbesian social contract. This civilization encompasses personalized 
power, imperial ambitions, militarism, expansionism, war, and scapegoating as 
means of justifying the regime’s behavior – and each of these means can at any 
moment become an end unto itself. 

Unlike other despotic and authoritarian regimes, the Russian System has turned 
its survival into an international problem by using its foreign policy and status 
as an architect of the global order to address its domestic problems, and by 
replacing domestic challenges with (usually faked) external threats. In this way 
the System has made its search for resilience an international problem. 

Certain components of the System were indeed present in other societies, but 
they have taken on a new meaning in Russia, strengthening the despotism. Unlike 
British, French, and Spanish colonial empires, or even the territorially integrated 
Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, the Russian Empire has always been 
an idiosyncratic (ideocratic) project. Subjugating other peoples and territories 
in order to pursue some vague Idea that needs a total submission to the state 
and rejection of the personal interests had been and still remains the key means 
for justifying the Kremlin’s oppression of its own people. External domination for 
the sake of internal subjugation became one of the core principles of the State-
System. 
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Militarism, embodied by Hitler’s Third Reich (as well as Prussian history) and World 
War II Japan take on a different aspect in Russia; here it becomes the backbone 
of the System and an instrument of sustaining its existence. If war was a national 
industry in Prussia, it is a way of life in Russia; peacetime is merely in-between 
period of preparation for another war. In the modern times, no country but Russia 
has organized itself as a “garrison –state”, strictly subordinating people and their 
daily lives to Sovereign/Commander in Chief (with the exception of North Korea). 

Finally, Russia has displayed certain duality, enhanced with historical and spiritual 
stereotypes: on the one hand, the regime is prepared for sweeping repression 
and human loss; on the other hand, the masses have to be prepared for 
selfsacrifice, which is interpreted as people’s natural duty, their way of life, and the 
manifestation of Russia’s distinct brand of “spirituality.” 

In the course of centuries, the System has been able to instill the mythical 
perception of reality in the public consciousness. According to this perception, 
any alternative to the System is interpreted as threatening to bring Chaos; 
personal independence and individualism are seen as signposts on the road to 
Chaos, to be avoided at any cost. 4

An individual caught in this paradigm fails to see himself as an independent being 
and subjects himself to the complete control of the State, whose every action is 
a priori psychologically justified. Thus, the construct starts to unravel when one 
of its pillars is withdrawn. Not many Russians would like to find themselves in the 
midst of Chaos! 

A MISSED OPPORTUNITY 

Having exhausted itself in 1917, the Russian tsarist and Orthodox incarnation of 
the State-System morphed into a new avatar: that of the Soviet theocratic state. 
In the course of 70 years of Soviet rule, the System was able to stay afloat by 
inflicting enormous casualties and destroying its own people while pretending 
to be a viable and competitive alternative to the West. In reality, for the Russian 
matrix the Soviet state was but a step on the path to self-destruction; both the 

4  Igor Yakovenko, Мир через призму культуры. Москва, Изд-во Знание, 2013
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System and the people have spent their life force to keep it breathing. 

Today, with the benefit of years of hindsight, one can see that the Stalin period was 
the apex of the System, to be followed only by descent. The demise of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 marked the end of the Russian Civilization project. It succeeded 
to prolong its life only for two generations during the Soviet Union thanks to the 
Bolshevist-Marxist inversion. But its historical time was over. The conflict between 
empire- state and the interests of the Russian people became apparent; empire 
threatened to annihilate Russians as the nation, wrote Russia observers. The global 
nuclear superpower collapsed during a time of peace and absent any serious 
threats, either from within or without. Only now can one see the implications 
of this descent: the fact that not only Russia and the new independent states 
but also the international order are still hostages of the ongoing demise of the 
Russian Leviathan. 

But, unlike Germany, Japan, or Italy, all of which had tried their hands at a 
totalitarian project and met with failure, the Russian elite refused to accept defeat 
in 1991 and forced the Russian society to refuse to accept it too. 

Hence, the history of the System didn’t end there. Ever since, the System has been 
trying to endure, but this time in a zombie-like state.5 This shambling undead 
march presents us with a completely new stage of political decline that has yet to 
be intellectually absorbed and deciphered. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union was the last historical bifurcation point at which 
the peaceful transformation of the System was at least theoretically possible. The 
disintegration of the Soviet state, the paralysis of state bureaucracy and political 
class, and the unraveling of repressive mechanisms created an opportunity for 
the emergence of a Political Alternative (for the first time in Russian history). 
Russians missed the opportunity. The fall of the Soviet state has become a way for 
the System to shed its rotten skin and prolong its life by means of life-sustaining 
injections of deception and imitation- the Chameleon resurrection again and 
again. 

While the State-System legitimated itself through Communist ideology and 
containment of the West during its Soviet stage, after 1991 it initially attempted 
to survive through anti-Communism, partnership with the West, and imitation 
of liberal institutions – but only for a short period. Let’s just note here that a 

5 The term coined by the Russian philosopher Andrey Pilipenko. http://rufabula.com/
articles/2013/06/19/russian-matrix
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congenitally despotic construct turned to alien principles and means for help. It 
was first unclear whether liberalization would destroy its existential core – namely, 
the monopoly on power and disregard for the rule of law – or whether the System 
would reject the liberalization vaccine. The latter turned out to be the case; the 
System proved unreformable in terms of its key principles, but over the past two 
decades it demonstrated an amazing ability to imitate, manipulate, and deceive. 

Some empires perish, while others manage to reform themselves, but either 
way the demise is always agonizing. Colonial empires had a less painful path 
of transformation; the territorially integrated ones (the Austro-Hungarian and 
Ottoman empires) experienced greater agony and the disintegration of their 
states. However, transformation was in every case preceded by an admission of 
defeat; the elites were prepared to depart from the existing order and accept 
new rules, and there was a leader capable of taking charge of the transformation. 
That’s what happened to the Ottoman Empire, which became a nation state 
under Atatürk’s leadership. Obviously, the Russians (unlike the Turks), who have 
never lived outside of the empire, had a hard time switching into a mode of 
thinking and behaving that ran counter to their cultural and historical tradition. 

But the real problem was the Russian elite, which couldn’t offer a formula for 
transition to a nation state and which didn’t produce a leader who could have 
raised the idea. It was the elite that failed to transform Russian nationalism, which 
remained archaic, imperial, and anti-European. Yeltsin and Putin continued to 
operate within the imperial paradigm, and Putin became the Russian antithesis 
to Atatürk, thanks to his attempts to strengthen the disintegrating imperial fabric. 

It looks like the System will continue to go through its share of crises (a crisis is often 
a blessing in disguise, because it gives an impetus for renewal). But these crises will 
no longer renew or update the System as they did in the 20th century. Rather, they 
will lead to its further degradation, dragging down the rest of society with it. 

Of course, a certain obstacle stood in the way of Russia’s transition from empire 
to nation state in the 1990s. Such a transformation would most probably have 
required the breakup of the Russian Federation itself, and the people could not 
have been expected to survive the pain of another breakup. It will soon become 
evident to all, however, that preserving a decaying empire will call for even greater 
sacrifices on the people’s part. Unlike other post-communist states and former 
Soviet republics, which sought to escape Russia’s influence by consolidating 
around pro-European nationalism, Russia in 1991 couldn’t get away from itself 
and accept a new split. 
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But even if Russia had chosen a nation state model, would this choice have been 
accompanied by a liberal-democratic transformation? Such a scenario seems 
unlikely, because building a nation state on the ruins of an empire would require 
the forceful destruction of people’s mental and behavioral habits, which could 
hardly be done by democratic means. Nor did Russian authoritarian rule result in 
Turkish-style modernism. Instead, the state reverted to its pre-modern pattern. 

At any event, during the crucial moment in Russian history, Russian liberals 
and democrats didn’t prompt the country’s transformation: they were the 
personification of Russia’s hope for change, but understood it as regime or 
leadership change rather than a change of rules or institutions. This helped the 
Leader lacking a strong modernist agenda to renew the System, but in a way that 
reproduced an archaic form of one-man rule. (Perhaps they did this unwittingly; 
even so, they still bear responsibility for the outcome.) 

Thus, Russia returned to a system of personalized power, but this time in its 
market-reform variety. For their part, Russia’s “system liberals” became part 
of the ruling group and legitimated the new incarnation of the System, thus 
discrediting liberalism in Russia. Their claim to exclusively represent liberal-
democratic ideology, coupled with their integration into the authoritarian regime, 
complicated the formation of an alternative to one-man rule that has become the 
personification of the rule of the oligarchic-siloviki marriage: how can one build a 
liberal opposition to the regime if liberals are part of the regime? 

Could Russia have embarked on the path of transformation if liberals had hewed 
to their own principles? It’s difficult to say – probably not at that time. But in this 
case liberal democracy would have remained a viable political option in Russia. 
Western support for Yeltsin’s “reforms,” which became a means of reproducing a 
corrupt and oligarchic personalizedpower regime, made Russians suspicious of 
the liberal democracies and their plans vis-à-vis Russia. 

In the case of other societies, their lack of the necessary conditions for democratic 
transit was offset by actions taken by a leader and a group of reformers. As Juan 
Linz wrote, “We cannot exclude the possibility of transcending those conditioning 
factors by political leadership and political engendering.”6

In Russia, however, Boris Yeltsin created a constitutional framework for the next 
imperial incarnation of the Russian System, and the liberals and democrats 

6 Democracy’s Victory and Crisis, ed. By Axel Hadenius, Cambridge University Press, 1997 
p 408 8
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supported him in this. In short, Putin was not an architect of the Russian 
personalized power system. He used Yeltstin’s framework and updated it with 
gusto! 

THE WORLD OF AMBIGUITY 

Foreign policy has become a crucial instrument for securing the existence of the 
Russian System. The Kremlin’s foreign policy has several overlapping functions. 
Firstly, it has to guarantee the building of the external environment supportive 
of the personalized power. Secondly, in the situation when the Kremlin’s internal 
resources have started to shrink, foreign policy has to play a compensatory role 
helping to mobilize society around the regime and simultaneously to allow the 
Russian political class to infiltrate the Western system. Thirdly, foreign policy 
has to secure Western resources for the needs of the Russian economy and the 
wellbeing of the ruling class, too. 

The fact that foreign policy has to serve internal functions, which usually are 
the domain of social and economic policies, is confirmation of the fact that the 
System not only cannot modernize, but it is searching for new forms of durability. 
However, foreign policy, by shifting people’s attention from the socio-economic 
problems to the issues of balance of power on the world scene and forcing them 
to lament Russia’s humiliation by the West or preparing for war with neighbors, 
suggests illusionary solutions which only deepen Russian civilizational quagmire. 

Preservation of the Great Power status is crucial for success for the foreign policy 
agenda. Participation in the building of the new world order for the Kremlin is 
the most convincing way to demonstrate Russia’s great power role. In December 
2015, in an interview for the movie Global Order, Putin made clear that the key 
challenge for the Kremlin is “the geopolitical struggle” and the need to establish 
“common rules” based on “international law.” To debate the epic dilemma – War or 
Peace, or how to deal with Global Disorder – is a well-known Soviet trick. It could 
take decades before the Western partners discover that they have been engaged 
with someone selling air. But then again perhaps some of them could find this 
process profitable too. 
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So many times the Russian political elite and its pundits complained that the 
current order is unjust and provoking a “neoVersailles syndrome.” The Kremlin 
has been demanding a readjustment to the global rules so as to give Russia 
a more dignified role on the international scene. This is it! The “pivot” to China 
and all the fairy tales about the BRICS becoming an alternative pole have just 
been instruments to persuade the Western capitals to renew their engagement 
with Moscow. “Otherwise we’ll do it with Beijing!” they warn, but without much 
conviction recently (of course, the new dialogue has to be built on the Kremlin’s 
terms). 

But what is the blueprint of the “new world order” suggested by the Kremlin? It 
is intentionally vague. Putin has been constantly returning to idea of the Yalta 
settlement, which legitimized areas of global influence. He has made the Soviet 
victory over the Nazi Germany justification of Russia’s right for undisputed Great 
Power status. But does he really believe in the possibility of redrawing the borders 
and returning Eastern Europe, together with the post-Soviet space, into Moscow’s 
pocket? Or does he believe that the West, together with Iran and the Sunni states, 
will agree to divide the Middle East with Russia? Hardly. 

Rhetoric means nothing. The Kremlin is pursuing an exemplary post-postmodern 
policy comprised of incompatible elements and blurred lines between principles 
and norms, war and peace, right and wrong, reality and imitation, ally and enemy, 
law and lawlessness, and internal and external conflict. The state-intruder could 
easily start the struggle for peace. The Kremlin, after having initiated military 
conflict, could offer its vision of how to establish a lasting peace. 

The pro-Kremlin experts rack their brains trying to offer “new ideas” for the Russian 
foreign policy. Some of these ideas could be perceived as the test for soberness 
of mind or for the presence of a sense of irony. What other reaction could raise 
the suggestion for Russia to become “the defender of international peace”? Or the 
idea of becoming “defender of the freedom of choice”? The suggestion to make 
Russia the leader of the “nonaligned” movement while stressing the principle of 
sovereignty also looks weird: how one can call for sovereignty and offer oneself as 
the leader of the new alliance?7 Very Putinesque! 

Here you are: the Kremlin is enforcing its version of the Hobbesian world order; 
it has to be based not on international treaties and trust, but on the ambiguity, 
uncertainty as to the intentions of the actors, and their readiness for surprise 
breakthroughs. This order has nothing in common with Yalta or the European 

7 https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/doklad-niu-vshe-o-novyh-ideyah-video/



108

Concert. In those times, the architects of those orders followed their agreements, 
or at least they did not want to be blamed for not following them. Now the Kremlin 
wants to have the right to interpret the rules. The Russian ruling corporation also 
wants to have the possibility of influencing the West from inside of the Western 
community and using all benefits of globalization and engagement. Global 
Order a la Russe! Machiavelli looks like a schoolboy compared to the Kremlin’s 
technologists. 

The world order the Kremlin offers is more ambivalent than the post-communist 
world; but this is a different type of ambivalence that relies on the readiness of 
the illiberal actor for coercive pressure. The fact that Germany and France tacitly 
accepted Russia as both an intruder and a moderator in the conflict over Ukraine 
gave the Kremlin the impression that the West would endorse the approach it 
has been seeking. 

Moscow’s Syrian adventure merely reinforces this pattern, which is based on 
an assumption (or belief ) that the West – especially Europe – will be forced in 
the end to play the Kremlin’s game. The Kremlin has been building the World of 
Fuzziness! Of course, this is chimera. But if this chimera can guarantee that the 
Kremlin will behave, why not? 

The Kremlin’s tool kit has many instruments to pursue its agenda. One has to be 
prepared for the Kremlin to say one thing and mean another, or to mean nothing 
at all. Old symbols and patterns are interpreted by Moscow according to its 
current survival agenda. Moreover, the Kremlin is ready to break china. It’s enough 
to provoke consternation and shock among Western partners accustomed to 
politeness, correctness, and a diplomatic routine oriented toward compromise 
and mutual concessions. 

Early 2020 Putin suggested an idea of the new Concert of the permanent 
members of the Security council. The idea has puzzled the collective. But then the 
permanent members agreed to take part in the game: why irritate the Kremlin? 
The Kremlin’s idea of the Concert means that the Russian ruling team wants to 
end Russia’s isolation and confrontation with the West – but without creating the 
impression of backtracking. Even when the Kremlin starts to bark and threaten 
to break the windows, it has one goal -- to force the West to accept Russia as an 
equal member of the World Mega League! 

Does Putin believe in the feasibility of his “Grand Project,” or is he playing in 
the global casino? It does not matter what he believes anymore. The popular 
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exercises, “What does Putin think?” and “Who is Mister Putin?” are a waste of time 
because both its rhetoric and its actions are designed to manipulate and to hide 
disorientation and helplessness. I’ll bet the Kremlin technologists would love us 
to continue our endless “Putiniana” trying to guess the motivations of the Kremlin 
boss instead of deliberating on the logic of the System and the consequences of 
its Triad survival tactics. 

There are a lot of variables that remain unclear: the degree to which the Kremlin 
understands reality and the implications of its actions; its readiness for self-
restraint; the West’s ability to understand the Kremlin’s intentions and put up 
a united front; and finally, the gravity of Russia’s economic recession and the 
growing social frustration. Too many tipping points, or either Moscow’s or the 
West’s inability to deal with ambiguity, could bring another confrontation if the 
two sides involved do not want it. Or the ambiguity could be reproduced for an 
indefinite time. 

Post-postmodern fuzziness would be a comfortable order for many in the 
West, too – for those who loathe normative dogmatism, or who have grown 
accustomed to the seductive (and profitable!) pragmatism of the past few 
decades. This ambiguous order is the best environment for Russia’s rentier class 
to maintain its links with “Londongrads” in various Western states while also 
insulating Russian society from Western norms. It would also allow the Russian 
regime to base its domestic legitimacy on anti-Westernism while keeping its seat 
at the table in the West’s institutions of international governance. This ambiguous 
world would allow the System to contain the West without worrying about the 
threat of containment and subvert the West from within. What a great invention: 
low costs and high rewards! The Cold War, by contrast, was a foolish strategy. 
Much better to blackmail your foe into participating in your survival project. 

Indeed, the Russian system has adapted to the post-Cold war reality better than 
liberal civilization. It was the existence of the Soviet Union that mobilized the West 
and strengthened its liberal identity and global outreach in order to contain its 
ideological opponent. After the Soviet Union left the scene, all other challenges, 
including the terrorist threat, failed to create an incentive for reform as powerful 
as the previous one. The lack of a formidable challenger allowed the leader of 
the West – the United States – to slide into a policy of retrenchment, leaving a 
geopolitical vacuum. True, the vacuum is filled not by Russia, but by gradually 
rising China. 

Meanwhile, the Russian system – by building a new survival “machine” through 
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fakery, through both old tricks as well as some new ones – disorient those 
who believed that it had gone into a terminal coma. Sometimes this construct 
gives off the impression that it will soon unravel or will collapse as the result of 
revolution, as many of Putin’s opponents believe or 10 hope. Again wrong! This 
brittle construct has proved to be quite resilient, forcing us to rethink a few beliefs 
about political decay and civilizational death. 

It is sometimes stunning to think how this system, which remains hostile to liberal 
democracy, has nevertheless been using Western financial and technological 
potential to prop itself up. True, this has been Russian practice for centuries, 
starting with Peter the Great. The most confounding episode was the Western 
input in the building of the Soviet economy and military in the 1930s. 

Today, the Russian tactic – to be both with the West and against the West – 
also includes an historical novelty: personal integration of the Russian elite into 
the West. Isn’t it hilarious? On the one hand, the tactic is meant to keep liberal 
civilization at arm’s length; on the other, it rather successfully uses Western 
resources and penetration of Western society to subvert it from within. 

FUNNEL LOGIC

Time to discuss the traps, too. The Kremlin’s postmodern tactics could succeed 
in many areas, given how astute it is in improvisations; but these improvisations 
can accelerate the System’s demise rather than postponing it, and often have 
dramatic implications for the rest of the world. 

Russia today is exhibiting a funnel logic to include suicidal statecraft. First, the 
Kremlin creates a problem and then, in trying to deal with it, provokes even 
more serious problems. The Crimea annexation in March 2014 boosted Putin’s 
popularity and support. The annexation was followed by Russia’s undeclared 
war on eastern Ukraine, which distracted the world’s attention from Crimea but 
yielded grave (domestic and international) consequences for Russia, resulting in 
Russia’s isolation. The Kremlin began to look for an exit from the Ukrainian crisis – 
and in turn wound up in the Syrian quagmire. 
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The Syria “project” was intended to return Russia to the global Mega League and 
end Russia’s isolation. A marginalized state can’t be a superpower! The Kremlin 
policy of “coercive dating” – that is, ramping up pressure in order to force the 
object of desire into a dialogue or cooperation – had to persuade the Western 
leaders to agree to a new bargain in order to stave off another round of Russian 
bulldozing. 

However, the Kremlin war in Syria not only added to the destabilization of the 
Middle East but also increased the terrorist threat in Russia and for Russia. After 
Russia got itself involved in Syria, its confrontation with Turkey, which has its own 
powerful interests in the region, was unavoidable (though unexpected for the 
Kremlin nonetheless). Today Syria has turned into a more of a problem for Russia 
than a solution. 

Experts will have to reassess their narratives about the alleged Russo-Chinese 
marriage that according to the Kremlin plan had to compensate Russia’s isolation. 
But Moscow’s dating with Beijing risks becoming a situation wherein Russia 
becomes junior partner to China. Growing suspicion toward China and America’s 
“cold war” with Beijing (still not apparent on the surface) will sooner or later force 
the Kremlin to deliberate whether it is ready to continue its friendly embrace 
of China. This does not mean that it will join the United States in standing up 
to the Dragon; but the Russian elite trying to normalize its relationship with 
the West will have to find a way to avoid Russia’s becoming a junior partner to 
China. Fear of that scenario is becoming more palpable in Russia despite the 
“friendship” rhetoric.8 True, it may be too late to prevent Russia from turning into 
the commodity appendage to China. 

Yet another trap appears even more formidable. On the one hand, Russia needs 
to use the West’s financial and technological resources and must play the role of 
energy supplier. On the other hand, the Russian system addresses the “collective 
West” as an enemy and tries to contain it. The Ukrainian crisis made it difficult for 
the Kremlin to balance these conflicting tracks. The requirements of maintaining 
Fortress Russia may prevent the Kremlin from achieving a Grand Bargain with the 
West. 

8 As Bobo Lo writes, “The Kremlin remains wary about Russia becoming over-dependent 
on China, especially in light of the increasing ambition of Beijing’s foreign policy and 
the inequality of the Sino–Russian relationship”. Bobo, Lo, Global Order in the Shadow 
of the Coronavirus: China, Russia and the West It’s time to rethink global governance 
and its priorities, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/global-order-shadow-
coronavirus-china-russia-and-west
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Another trap is, from the West’s point of view, a Catch-22: Any bargain that would 
allow the Kremlin to interpret the global rules of the game as it chooses would 
undermine the coherence of Western principles and global security. But rejecting 
the bargain could incite the Kremlin bull to wreck the global China shop. The 
liberal democracies hardly are ready for a clash with a nuclear foe. 

Hence, the outcome of the Kremlin’s survival escapades is uncertain. Its foreign 
policy has failed to compensate FOR the internal failures. ON ITS FOREIGN POLICY 
RECORD  has become A heavy burden for the state AT THE SAME TIME IT IS trying 
to cope with recession and falling living standards. The backbone of the System – 
Russia’s Great Power role – has begun to crack. Shrinking resources and resistance 
from external powers unwilling to recognize Russia’s areas of influence have 
limited Russia’s great power mission. 

Even more important is the fact that the majority of the Russian population has 
begun to associate Russia’s great power role with economic wellbeing rather than 
military might and areas of influence. The majority of Russians do not want to live 
in a “Russia Fortress” and want normal relations with the West. According to the 
Levada Center, the West is “a friend of Russia” for 80 per cent of respondents. Only 
3 per cent of respondents call the U.S. and Europe “enemies”.9 Quite a revelation 
for those in the West who still believe that Russians are incurable and will continue 
to be hostile to the liberal civilization. 

Feeling the growing threat of instability, the Kremlin authorities have started to 
look for stabilizing measures. The system can’t support itself by means of ideology 
or massive repressions, as the Communist regime did. The post-Soviet system has 
been legitimizing itself through elections with guaranteed outcomes. Over time the 
rigged elections have begun to undermine the System. Trying to resolve the conflict 
between the personalized power longing for eternity and elections (that always means 
uncertainty), the Kremlin in summer 2020 enforced the constitutional amendments 
that have to justify Putin’s presidency “forever.” Suddenly even more serious problem 
have emerged: the amendments throw into the dustbin the principle of electoral 
legitimacy, while there are no substitutes for it. The “Funnel Logic” works! 

The developments through 2020 with people’s growing frustration and local 
protests (like those in Khabarovsk) have demonstrated that the status quo the 
Kremlin has been dreaming about could become a new illusion. The developments 
in Belarus when the incumbent president Lukashenko rigged the presidential 
poll in August 2020 and brutally suppressed the mass protests proves that the 

9 https://www.fontanka.ru/2020/02/18/022/
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authoritarian leaders have serious problems in getting their legitimacy through 
elections – open falsification of the results could become the source of popular 
rage. An authoritarian leader turning the election into a farce sooner or later forces 
the inevitable: an authoritarian leader becomes a dictator. However, at this stage 
not all post-Soviet societies are ready to live under the totalitarian regime. 

One could see the confusing Russia landscape. The Russian personalized power 
construction has become vulnerable. However, anyone holding out hopes that 
the System will go down in flames should prepare themselves for disappointment. 
Public opinion creates the impression of the cognitive dissonance. On the 
one hand, people’s trust in Putin is failing. On the other, about 58 per cent of 
respondents in 2020 approve of his activity.10 This schizophrenia is reflection of 
the state of people’s minds, confusion regarding Russia’s further trajectory and 
lack of the political force that could represent an alternative. 

Anyway, there are no visible indications that the System will repeat the Soviet self-
burial. More likely is another scenario: a long and painful rot that leaves society 
without energy to revolt. 

This does not mean that Russia will avoid the unravelling of the regime, or even 
collapse of the system. We can only guess as to the outcome of the undercurrents 
that are gradually rising to the surface. In case of open crisis in Russia (which is 
not yet the case) it could reverberate across the globe in ways that even Russia’s 
opponents would like to avoid, in much the same way as Western leaders tried to 
prevent the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

So far, there are a few factors beyond lack of an alternative that continue to prop 
the System even in the process of decay: fear of the state collapse; lack of trust 
toward the opposition which is fragmented and demoralized; and the fact that 
people despite falling living standards have not yet reached the state of despair. 

What is more interesting and worth noting: the external factor is giving the 
System significant support. By that I mean the political decay of democracy, the 
crisis of the European normative project (the European Union), and the lack of 
a robust Role Model are helping the System to deal with its own degeneration. 

We see a paradoxical situation when Western civilization became the energizer 
of the Russian personalized power system. Misperceptions or lack of ability to 
understand the Russian reality, intellectual laziness and naiveté, the old myths and 

10 https://www.levada.ru/2020/07/29/odobrenie-organov-vlasti-i-doverie-politikam/
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axioms, frustration with Russia and finally conviction that Russia and Russians can’t 
change – all this mix in the Western analytical thinking creates a helpful environment 
for the System that continues to limp along. The narrative of those who call for 
accommodation and re-engagement with Russia is simple and repeated not once: 
if we want to avoid the nuclear Armageddon, we must talk to Russians, acquiesce on 
something and bear their vanity. The pragmatists argue that Russia under Vladimir 
Putin operates within a framework “deeply rooted in nationalist traditions” and 
Russians accept these traditions. Anyone who succeeds Putin will likely continue 
his nationalist and assertive course. Thus, Russia can’t change.11 

One can understand this argument and even sympathize with it. Indeed, after so 
many attempts to embrace Russia, and hoping Russia would accept the Western 
notion of the world order and principles, Russia has returned to the policy of 
containing the West and its values. But at least two questions arise. The first 
one: why have all the attempts to embrace Russia failed? Maybe there is some 
responsibility of the “collective West.” Second: if Russia remains the same and can’t 
change, then how one could be sure that diplomacy and Western readiness to 
acquiesce will help to avoid future conflicts with Russia? 

Meanwhile, the conclusion that Russia “can’t change” contradicts the change of 
moods within Russian society that wants to have friendly relations with the West 
and is longing for wellbeing, not for the hostile, militarist impulses or desire to 
be the center of influence. Around 67 per cent of the Russia respondents want 
Russia to be a state with a developed economy, and only 13 per cent still want 
Russia to remain the global center of influence.12 In this situation the Western 
attempts to cooperate with the Kremlin will go contrary to the moods of the 
Russian population, will hamper the Russian transformation, and will only help to 
secure power for the anti-modern segment of the Russian political class.13

The reader will ask, what would you suggest then? For starters, the West should 
practice what the West has been preaching and stop playing the Kremlin violin. 
The Western pundit class has to rethink quite a few myths that it persists in clinging 

11 https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/05/open-letter-russia-
policy-391434

12 https://lenta.ru/news/2018/11/06/derjava/

13 I would agree with David Kramer who responding to the argument “take Russia as it is”, 
wrote, “America’s ability to bring about change in Russia might be very limited. But to 
resign ourselves to dealing with Russia “as it is, not as we wish it to be,” as the authors 
argue – that is, accepting Russia’s repression, kleptocracy and aggression – would 
provide no incentive for Putin to change. David Kramer, No, Now Is Not the Time for 
Another Russia Reset, https://www.politico.com/news/ magazine/2020/08/11/russia-
reset-response-open-letter-393176
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to. The most popular myth is the belief that the Western expansion of trade and 
economic relations with illiberal states will bring about Russia’s modernization and 
opening. In reality, the economic relations have been helping to strengthen the 
traditional one-man rule in Russia. The problem is not to abrogate the economic 
relations. The goal is to guarantee that the economic cooperation would help to 
strengthen rules-based order in Russia but not feed the international kleptocracy. 

Exchange and dialogue with the West and slogans about “engagement” help 
illiberal actors, who are more astute about using them for their own purposes. 
Maybe the Western pragmatists should try to think about why this happens 
before they start chanting their favorite song: We need to broaden the exchange! 
One could see that this time the exchange agenda is updated: the pragmatists 
not only offer the idea of building a common “strategic vision,” but also suggest 
“managing the Russia-Western conflict” by means of “trusted individuals on both 
sides” capable of engaging in confidential dialogues on contentious topics. Those 
who have failed to predict and understand Russia want to “manage” the results 
of their failures. Moreover, admitting that Russia can’t be changed and will follow 
a hostile course to the West, the Western fans of “re-engagement” continue to 
dream about the common “strategic vision.” What “common vision” if Russia can’t 
change? 

Finally, when have the Western Russia hands asked themselves why their 
assessments have missed the mark? Have any among them admitted being 
wrong? This “coming out” would be very helpful for restoring the reputation of 
the expert community. 

The inability of the political and expert community – both in Russia and in the 
West – to respond to new challenges regarding Russia often creates an urge 
to move the “unsolvable” problem to the back burner, or to come up with an 
imitation solution. This is what is happening with the crisis over Ukraine. This crisis 
will continue to have a tremendous impact on European security, the geopolitical 
landscape, and the civilizational clash between the West and the Illiberal states. 
Let’s not deceive ourselves that we are dealing with a phenomenon that will 
go away as soon Putin leaves office, or when Moscow and the West begin to 
cooperate somewhere else. 

In any case, we need to understand that the Russian System still has potential that 
is beefed by sloppiness and fuzziness of the Western civilization and is willing to 
fight for its survival. This fight will take various forms. At the moment the most 
effective form is to take advantage of the globalization and integration of the 
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Russian rentier class into the Western community, as well as Western political, 
intellectual, and expert weaknesses, and the Western systemic crisis. 

The old Western policy responses are not working. It’s time for the West to 
wake itself from its dreams of “engagement.” Pulling old Cold War deterrence or 
isolation recipes out of the box will not help either. We live in a different reality of 
interconnectedness . By drudging up obsolete models, the “mythologists” could 
temporarily win the day, but only at the cost of being shocked by developments 
it did not predict. 

One thing is clear: arriving at a realistic (not accommodationist) understanding of 
Russia’s trajectory – perhaps the main challenge of the 21st century – is impossible 
without serious self-reflection on the part of the political and intellectual 
community that deliberates on Russia – in Russia and outside world.
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W hen historians write about the year 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic will 
feature prominently in their narratives. The virus’ toll in public health 
terms has been staggering: as of June 9, close to 7 million cases 

worldwide and more than 400,000 deaths. A potential second wave could see 
those numbers rise significantly. The pandemic has exacted a major economic 
cost as well, with nearly 40 million people filing for unemployment in the United 
States alone and economies around the globe struggling to reopen after enduring 
painful shutdowns to reduce the risk of contagion. 

Beyond the cost in human lives and the economy, the pandemic has exacted a toll 
on democracy. According to The Economist, more than 80 countries have granted 
emergency powers to the executive, in many cases with no sunset provisions. This 
parliamentary yielding of checks and balances may be understandable under the 
unprecedented circumstances we face, but it also increases the risks that such 
powers will be abused. 

Doubts about the accuracy of government statistics have not been limited to 
authoritarian regimes, though there are serious questions about the reporting on 
the virus coming from Moscow and Beijing. Inconsistent approaches to counting 
cases and the impulse to underreport to avoid bad optics are true in democracies 
as well. At the same time, journalists, who provide important checks and balances 
on authorities, are under even greater attack – in some cases literally by police 
– than before. This situation opens the door for disinformation and doubting of 
scientists – with potentially deadly consequences.

To be clear, democracy and freedom have been in decline for a while – this trend 
did not simply start with the pandemic. Freedom House has documented 14 
years in a row of decline when it comes to political rights and civil liberties. The 
pandemic is merely making a bad situation worse. Developments in the United 
States have not helped either.

AN ESPECIALLY BAD WEEK

The week of June 1 will stand out as an especially challenging time for the causes 
of democracy and transatlantic relations – and the pandemic had little to do with 
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what happened that week. At the start of the week, President Trump called for 
the military to deploy to American cities to put down protests precipitated by the 
murder by police in Minneapolis of George Floyd. Earlier that day, Trump berated 
the country’s governors for appearing weak in the face of growing protests, which 
had been accompanied that weekend by looting and vandalism; his Defense 
Secretary, Mark Esper, called on governors to “dominate the battlespace.” 

For the president to stage a photo of that evening in front of St.John’s Church 
holding a Bible across the street from the White House, U.S. Secret Service, Park 
Police and National Guard forces violently dispersed a peaceful crowd in Lafayette 
Square. It was an ugly scene against people exercising their first amendment 
rights under the Constitution. These developments spurred a number of retired 
military leaders, including former Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis, to slam the 
president for threatening to drag the military into domestic affairs, abusing 
power, and dividing the country. Former Secretary of State Colin Powell accused 
the president of lying endlessly. 

As if that were not bad enough, on June 5, at the end of that week, reports 
indicated that Trump had ordered a major cut in the presence of U.S. forces based 
in Germany, by 9,500 from the 34,500 service members permanently assigned 
there. While the exact reasons remain unclear, tensions between Trump and 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel have been growing for several years – over 
defense spending, trade ties, climate, and the Nord Stream II pipeline running 
from Russia to Germany under the Baltic Sea. 

The two leaders also could not be more different in their approach to diplomacy, and 
matters were not helped by the recently departed American Ambassador to Berlin, 
Richard Grenell, who took a most unorthodox approach to diplomacy that did not 
sit well among Germans. Merkel’s refusal to attend a G-7 meeting in Washington this 
summer, which Trump tried to reschedule as a sign that things were returning to 
“normal” after the shutdown for the pandemic, may have been the final straw. 

Whatever the reason, the decision to draw down troops sends a terrible signal 
to the largest country in Europe and to NATO allies that, without consultation or 
warning, the United States willy-nilly might adjust its military posture in Europe. 
What does that say about America’s commitment to Article 5 of the NATO Charter, 
in which an attack on one member is deemed an attack on all? Such doubts 
about Trump’s support for this longstanding principle were highlighted back 
in July 2018 when FOX News Host Tucker Carlson asked Trump why Americans 
should die for new member Macedonia. 



121

“Let’s say Montenegro, which joined last year, is attacked. Why should my son go 
to Montenegro to defend it from attack?” Carlson asked. 

“You know, Montenegro is a tiny country with very strong people,” Trump 
responded. “They might get aggressive, and congratulations, you’re in World War 
Three.”

Only Russian President Vladimir Putin can be happy with Trump’s decision to 
reduce the American troop presence in Germany, just as Putin was happy to hear 
Trump sow doubts in the minds of America’s NATO allies about the reliability 
of the United States when it comes to Article 5, two years ago. It dredges up 
memories from a joint press conference in Helsinki two years ago when Trump 
sided with Putin, not American intelligence agencies, when he was asked about 
Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. election. 

Trump and Putin have been talking a lot lately, including on June 1, the day when 
Trump took his infamous stroll to St. John’s Church. Trump had already made clear 
his intent to invite Putin to attend the G-7 meeting in Washington, an invitation 
that should meet with resistance from other G-7 members, including Canada, 
Germany and the UK. One can’t help but wonder whether Putin, in his call with 
Trump on June 1, encouraged Trump to draw down the American military 
presence in Germany – or even to deal with the protestors in Lafayette Square 
forcefully.

IMPACT ON DEMOCRACY AND 
TRANSATLANTIC RELATIONS

None of this is good for democracy or for transatlantic relations. The pandemic had 
strained what were already difficult relations across the Atlantic. When Trump in March 
imposed a travel ban coming from Europe to the United States to stem infections of 
COVID-19, he did so without any warning or consultation with the Europeans. The 
United States offered very little assistance to countries devastated by the pandemic 
like Italy and Spain, leaving the field open for China and Russia to stage publicity 
stunts with emergency shipments, including equipment that was faulty. Washington 
was leaving a void that Moscow and Beijing were ready to fill. 
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Trump’s lack of empathy for the plight of Europeans amid the pandemic – a 
dearth he has shown for his own citizens, too – has inflicted damage on America’s 
soft power efforts. America’s standing in Europe continues to plunge, according 
to various surveys. In the wake of the protests over the murder of George Floyd, 
citizens from London to Berlin, Madrid and Paris staged their own protests in front 
of American embassies on the continent. They voiced support for George Floyd, 
opposition to police violence, and criticism of Donald Trump. 

With Trump increasingly focused on his re-election campaign ahead of this 
November’s election, the attention of the United States risks shifting from 
“America first” to “America only,” oblivious to what nefarious actors like Putin in 
Moscow and Xi in China are up to. At least in the case of China, Trump has been 
on a campaign blaming the Communist Party for the pandemic, a way to deflect 
attention from his own mishandling of the crisis in the U.S. 

When it comes to Putin, however, Trump seems blind to the Russian leader’s 
ongoing aggressive actions, whether continued fighting in Ukraine, moving 
the demarcation line in Georgia, supporting Assad in Syria or intervening on 
the side of rebel forces in Libya. Putin continues his crackdown on criticism and 
opposition at home, but the ability of the United States to push back against 
such anti-democratic behavior is compromised by the Trump administration’s 
own autocratic tendencies. 

These tendencies are playing out in Europe as well, in a further setback for democracy 
on the continent. Hungary’s parliament granted Prime Minister Viktor Orban 
emergency powers that he in turn could wield against his critics and opponents. 
Journalists have been targeted by governments in Turkey and Russia, this time under 
the pretext of spreading false information regarding the virus. Even doctors have been 
targets of repressive measures. In Russia, three doctors critical of their government’s 
handling of the pandemic recently have “fallen” out of windows, two fatally. 

Meanwhile, Trump’s handling of the racially-driven protests, his denigration of the 
media, his questioning the legitimacy of the upcoming November election, his 
efforts to suppress voter turnout, his defiance of Congress in its role as a check 
and balance on the executive – all these things have turned the United States 
from a model of democracy into a laughing stock. They give ammunition to those 
who accuse the United States of hypocrisy and double standards for criticizing 
their abuses when Trump engages in abuses of his own. 

As Finlan O’Toole wrote in the Irish Times, “The country Trump promised to make 
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great again has never in its history seemed so pitiful.” How can the United States lead 
on democracy, freedom and human rights or in improving transatlantic relations 
when we have lost the respect of so many people around the world who previously 
looked to us for moral, political and financial support? In calling for police and the 
military to “dominate the streets,” Trump is taking a page out of the authoritarians’ 
handbook. He has tarnished the image of the United States as that shining city on 
a hill, as President Ronald Reagan spoke about, and has made the job of democracy 
activists and human rights defenders exponentially more difficult. 

By contrast, Trump is making the job of leaders in China, Iran and Russia easier. As 
Freedom House put it in its annual Freedom in the World report:

“Democracy advocates around the world have historically turned to the United 
States for inspiration and support, and Congress has continued to fund 
programs to that end in practice. To date, however, the Trump administration 
has failed to exhibit consistent commitment to a foreign policy based on the 
principles of democracy and human rights...

“This problem has been compounded by efforts to undermine democratic norms 
and standards within the United States over the past several years, including 
pressure on electoral integrity, judicial independence, and safeguards against 
corruption. Fierce rhetorical attacks on the press, the rule of law, and other pillars 
of democracy coming from American leaders, including the president himself, un-
dermine the country’s ability to persuade other governments to defend core human 
rights and freedoms, and are actively exploited by dictators and demagogues.”

IMPACT ON BLACK SEA COUNTRIES

For countries in the Black Sea region, none of this is good news, though the 
picture is not entirely bleak. In Tbilisi, the U.S. has had an ambassador in place, 
Kelly Degnan since January after being without one for almost two years. In Kyiv, 
Trump has nominated Keith Dayton, a respected retired Army Lieutenant General. 
Dayton awaits confirmation from the U.S. Senate and will fill a post left vacant after 
Marie Yovanovitch was removed last spring (former U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine 
William Taylor filled in until early this year). Having these two positions filled will 
help in lending the necessary gravitas to U.S. diplomatic efforts. 
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While the Trump administration deserves credit for providing lethal military 
assistance to Ukraine, something President Barack Obama refused to do, the 
president and his personal lawyer, Rudy Giuliani, have ensnared Ukraine and 
its new president in American domestic politics in a way very harmful to U.S.-
Ukrainian relations. Even after the impeachment proceedings in the past, two 
committees in the Republican-controlled Senate intend to revive allegations of 
impropriety involving former Vice President Joe Biden and his son, Hunter. This 
will continue to leave Ukraine in an uncomfortable position vis-a-vis the U.S.

When it comes to the pandemic, Georgia’s government and citizenry have been 
models, with fewer than 1,000 registered cases and 13 deaths due to the virus. 
Early action taken by the government and responsiveness on the part of society 
were especially important given the explosion of cases relatively speaking in 
neighboring Russia and Armenia. In Russia, there are nearly half a million cases, 
while in neighboring Armenia, which has just under 3 million people compared 
to Georgia’s population of 3.7 million, there are close to 14,000 cases and some 
217 deaths (as of June 9). 

The key question for Georgia is whether the pandemic will affect the schedule 
for this fall’s parliamentary elections. The authorities should be taking steps to 
ensure that voters will not have to choose between exercising their right to vote 
or risking getting infected by standing in poll lines. That, of course, is true in the 
United States as well as in other countries holding elections this year. 

The government must also fulfill its commitment to release all political prisoners 
– two, Gigi Ugulava and Irakli Okruashvili, were released last month but a third, 
Giorgi Rurua, remains in jail. The opposition and Georgian Dream need to formalize 
the new arrangement for electing the parliament, with a proportional system 
determining four-fifths of the seats. Now that it has a fully confirmed ambassador 
in place, the United States should join with European allies to make sure that 
Georgia stays on a democratic path. 

We are only halfway through 2020 and already it seems like an eternity. The 
second half of the year promises to be no less significant, with the likelihood of 
a second wave of the pandemic, at least in some places, consequential elections 
in Georgia and the United States, and democracy facing a major challenge from 
authoritarianism. The first half of the year has been a painful period. Let’s hope the 
second half brings with it less damage and promise for the future.
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T wice within a month’s span, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo traveled to 
Europe. On his first trip, he visited the United Kingdom and Denmark; 
on his second, more recent trip, he went to the Czech Republic, Austria, 

Slovenia and Poland. Aside from Austria, these countries are important members 
of NATO; they all are allies of the United States. Few relationships are as close as 
the one between the British and American people. 

And yet a striking omission from Pompeo’s itinerary was a stop in Germany. In 
light of President Trump’s recent and impetuous decision to withdraw 12,000 
U.S. troops from Germany, no senior U.S. official has traveled to Berlin to explain 
the decision and counter the negative reaction there. While some among the 
German population may support the withdrawal given attitudes there toward 
Trump, the officialdom in Berlin finds it troubling and damaging to the interests of 
Germany, NATO and the United States. Those officials are absolutely right.

Despite the best efforts of Defense Secretary Mark Esper to spin the withdrawal 
decision in a positive way by saying some of the forces would be re-deployed to 
Poland and the Baltic states, Trump made clear his decision was to punish Berlin 
for its lack of funding for NATO and for building a pipeline with Russia to deepen 
Germany’s dependence on Moscow for energy. Trump’s shortsighted view is that 
the U.S. presence subsidizes Germany’s self-defense at a time when Germany is 
spending money to deepen ties with Russia. 

The U.S. Congress has mandated sanctions on companies working to complete 
the Nord Stream pipeline from Russia to Germany. This route would obviate the 
need for Russia to export its energy through Ukraine, which derives more than 
$2 billion in transit fees from Russia. Germany never should have entered into an 
agreement to build Nord Stream I – which has yet to reach capacity – let alone 
Nord Stream II, but the sanctions legislation has added to frosty ties between 
Berlin and Washington. Even German opponents of Nord Stream resent that the 
U.S. is looking to apply sanctions on an ally over the pipeline

The problems run deeper, however. Trump seems to have particular grievances 
against German Chancellor Angela Merkel – something about strong women seems 
to trouble him. Trump was annoyed by Merkel’s rejection of his idea to invite Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to the G-7 gathering, which the U.S. was supposed to host this 
year, though the meeting is indefinitely postponed due to the coronavirus pandemic. 
Trump’s grievances have distorted his misunderstanding of the importance of 
maintaining strong forces in Germany. And that, in turn, is contributing to growing 
resentment toward the American president in Germany and elsewhere on the 
continent. The recently departed U.S. Ambassador to Germany Ric Grenell certainly 
didn’t help matters with his incendiary approach and undiplomatic style. 
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In a Pew Research survey earlier this year1 – i.e., before Trump’s announcement on 
the troop withdrawal – only 13 percent of Germans had confidence that Trump 
will “do the right thing” regarding world affairs. The numbers were not much 
better elsewhere on the continent, with Sweden at 18 percent, France at 20, and 
Spain at 21. Only in Poland did a majority – and a bare majority at that at 51 
percent – have such confidence in Trump. 

Certain decisions and policies by the Trump administration have disappointed Euro-
peans, including the imposition of tariffs on transatlantic trade, withdrawal from the 
Paris Climate Accord and withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal. It’s worth noting that 
when Pew asked respondents to rate five international leaders – in addition to Trump, 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French President Emmanuel Macron, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xi Jinping – Merkel scored the highest 
with 46 percent. Trump scored the lowest, with 64 percent saying they had no confi-
dence in Trump; Putin was second in that category with 57 percent. It’s equally worth 
noting that despite the negative views of Trump, the United States was still held in 
generally high regard by many of those surveyed. And a disturbing but not surprising 
trend is that support for Trump from Europe’s right-wing parties has increased.

Not helping matters has been Trump’s attitude toward the EU. He has called it a 
foe and views it as the main rival of the United States. He thinks its trade policies 
are unfair and that it “takes advantage of the United States. Following through 
on those views, Trump has imposed unprecedented tariffs on trade with the EU, 
widening the transatlantic rift. While the U.S. certainly has had disagreements 
over the years with the EU, no president before Trump has viewed it in such a 
disparaging way. Taken together with his criticism of NATO – namely, that other 
countries don’t “pay their fair share” – Trump’s attacks on European institutions 
have greatly damaged U.S.-European relations to the point where Merkel and 
others have talked about preparing to go on their own, without the United States. 
Such dissension across the Atlantic only benefits Russia’s Putin and China’s Xi. 

Trump has been much more solicitous of Putin than he has of virtually all of our 
European allies. While his administration has undertaken certain actions that 
are laudable – providing lethal military assistance to Ukraine, beefing up the 
American military presence in the Baltics and Poland, maintaining sanctions under 
congressional pressure, increasing energy shipments to the continent – Trump 
himself has largely undermined these steps. Trump’s attacks on European allies 
stand in stark contrast to Trump’s posture toward Putin and refusal to confront 
or even criticize the Russian leader on anything – from election interference to 
alleged Russian bounties against American soldiers in Afghanistan. Trump may 
argue, as he has several times, that his administration is tougher on Russia than 
any of his predecessors, but his relationship with Putin undercuts that claim.

1 https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/01/08/trump-ratings-remain-low-around-globe-
while-views-of-u-s-stay-mostly-favorable/
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THE PROBLEMS DIDN’T START WITH 
TRUMP, BUT THEY HAVE GOTTEN 
MUCH WORSE

President George W. Bush’s decision to invade Iraq in 2003 caused a major rift 
between a number of European allies and the U.S.; Germany and France publicly 
opposed the invasion. While Bush did his best to improve relations with those 
two countries and with Europe more broadly, his departure from office in January 
2009 was welcomed by many Europeans, many of whom viewed him as a free-
wheeling cowboy. They welcomed President Barack Obama’s election, but the 
honeymoon took several sour turns. The first came with Obama’s reset to Russia, 
which made those in Europe’s east nervous to the point where they wrote to 
Obama in an open letter warning about such an approach. Obama’s decision in 
2009 to reverse Bush administration plans for missile defense sites in Poland and 
the Czech Republic – announced on the anniversary of the Soviet invasion of 
Poland, no less – reinforced those concerns and fueled suspicions that the new 
administration was selling out part of Europe in the pursuit of better ties with 
Moscow. And then there was the Obama administration’s famous 2011 “pivot” to 
Asia – later renamed a rebalance, but too late to undo the damage. Europeans 
interpreted this as a slight – after all, in pivoting to Asia, the administration 
implicitly was pivoting away from Europe. 

Transatlantic relations under Bush and Obama were far from perfect, in other 
words, but they have taken a vastly worse turn under the Trump administration. 
Those with the EU are even worse, given Trump’s general dislike for multilateral 
institutions. And his lack of reassurance that the United States will be there should 
our NATO allies ever find themselves under attack – in an interview with Tucker 
Carlson in 2018, he raised doubts that the U.S. would support Montenegro, NATO’s 
newest member, if it were attacked – has weakened the Alliance. 

To be fair, the EU is not without its problems. Difficulty in getting agreement 
among its 27 members states (it had been 28 until the UK’s withdrawal) is 
daunting. As the American Enterprise Institute’s Dalibor Rohac recently observed:

“On subjects that are of interest to the United States and on which the EU would 
be naturally positioned to play a large role – think trade relations with China, 
or neighborhood policy – divisions within the EU often stand in the way…[N]
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either he nor the United States are the primary reason why divisions between EU 
countries exist and why it is often difficult to bridge them.

“As a result, the bloc is facing a chicken-and-egg problem. On the one hand, it 
demands that the world, especially the United States, take it seriously. On the 
other, it does relatively little to warrant that recognition.”2

If Trump wins re-election – and the polls these days make that prospect unlikely, 
but one never knows – it is possible he will seek to withdraw the United States 
from NATO. Even if he cannot legally do so on his own, his announced intention 
to do so would spell the end of the Alliance. For NATO countries that border 
Russia, such a step would raise alarm bells; only in Moscow would they be 
breaking out the champagne. To even consider this possibility is painful given 
how NATO for the most part has kept the peace on the European continent for 
the past seven decades. Created to “keep the Soviet Union out, the Americans in, 
and the Germans down,” in the famous words of NATO’s first Secretary General 
Lord Hastings Lionel Ismay, any Trump move to “take the Americans out” would 
further weaken the Alliance, destroy transatlantic relations, embolden Putin’s 
Russia and threaten both NATO and non-NATO states alike. Trump also is likely to 
further denigrate the EU and look to establish closer ties with a small number of 
individual European states like Poland, Hungary and the U.K. The EU has enough 
problems on its own without the American president exacerbating them. 

Should the election turn out differently and Joe Biden were to become president 
– and polls shows that outcome is more likely – one of his top foreign policy 
priorities would be to restore America’s image throughout the world, most 
notably in Europe. He also would repair frayed relations with key European allies 
and reiterate support for NATO and the U.S. commitment to Article 5. He likely 
would take a very different tone with Putin and offer greater support for Russia’s 
neighbors, including non-NATO states. Biden would support stronger ties with the 
EU, but he also likely would take a stronger stand on countries on the continent 
experiencing democratic backsliding (to put it diplomatically). He would treat our 
European allies with the respect they deserve, end the tariff wars, and renew the 
vitality of transatlantic relations.

The differences between the two – a newly elected Biden versus a re-elected 
Trump – are strikingly stark and would have massive implications for Europe and 
transatlantic relations. For Georgia and other countries in the region, the outcome 
of the U.S. election is equally important.

2  https://www.the-american-interest.com/2020/05/12/why-transatlantic-relations-are-in-trouble/
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR GEORGIA 
AND THE REGION?

The situation in Belarus, however, cannot wait until the U.S. election is over. 
The country faces its gravest crisis since gaining independence three decades 
ago after longtime dictator Alexander Lukashenka blatantly stole the August 
9 presidential election and then ordered his security goons to unleash brutal 
assaults against peaceful protestors. Neither Lukashenka’s jailing of thousands 
of demonstrators nor authorities’ use of torture against those in detention has 
dented the determination of Belarusians to end Lukashenka’s rule. 

Leaders in the West are struggling to figure out how to respond, but one option 
they should take off the table entirely is enabling Lukashenka to stay in power or 
to run in new elections. His 26 years in power have impoverished the population, 
left them vulnerable to the coronavirus pandemic, and isolated the country from 
the West while leaving it dangerously dependent on Moscow. Belarusians have 
had enough. And yet the tensions in transatlantic relations make coordination 
between the U.S. and EU, at a time of crisis, more difficult. 

Both the U.S. and EU should move immediately to call for the immediate release 
of all those detained and reimpose sanctions on Lukashenko and his entire 
government – stealing elections and beating and arresting protesters should 
trigger consequences. Both sides had imposed sanctions on Belarus after rigged 
elections and subsequent violence in 2006 and 2010, but the U.S. lifted most 
of its sanctions and the  E.U. all of its measures in 2016  in the naïve hope that 
Lukashenka and the West could somehow return to friendly relations. Pompeo 
even traveled to Belarus this year, becoming the most senior U.S. official to meet 
with Lukashenka in decades. Officials in the United States and Europe should 
recognize that “normal” relations with Minsk are impossible as long as Lukashenko 
– a master at pitting Russia and the West against each other – is in power.

Western leaders, both privately and publicly, also need to warn Putin that any intervention 
by Russian forces – overtly or covertly – will be met with severe consequences, including 
harsh sanctions tougher than those imposed for Putin’s invasion of Ukraine.

The U.S. and E.U. also should ramp up assistance to Belarusian civil society, 
including humanitarian funds for those beaten and imprisoned and others 
compelled to flee the country, help to sustain the flow of information inside 
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and outside of Belarus, and shore up support for Western nongovernmental 
organizations working there.

What happens in Belarus and how the situation there plays out will have an 
impact on other countries in the region. This is especially true for Ukraine given 
its shared border with Belarus, but it’s even true for countries farther afield such 
as Georgia and Azerbaijan. Should the people of Belarus succeed in ending 
their decades-long nightmare of Lukashenka, they would set an extraordinary 
example for the region and beyond. The Aliyev father and son duo that has 
been running Azerbaijan for roughly as long as Lukashenka has been in power 
has taken a similarly repressive approach to handling critics, opposition figures 
and journalists. Already embroiled in a conflict with Armenia, the Aliyev regime 
should be watching developments in Belarus with great interest, and possibly 
even concern, and the people of Azerbaijan should be heartened by what is 
happening. 

Few countries have been treated as unfairly and badly by Trump as Ukraine. The 
whole impeachment process revolved around Trump’s efforts to drag Ukraine’s 
newly elected president into American domestic politics. Instead of embracing 
Volodymyr Zelenskiy, who garnered 73 percent of the vote but who also needed 
all the outside help he could muster, Trump sought to exploit the new leader for 
his own personal and electoral agenda. As noted above, Trump, unlike Obama, 
approved providing lethal military assistance to Ukraine, and the importance of 
this cannot be understated. But the good that came from that move has been 
undercut by the scandal Trump precipitated in pressuring Zelenskiy to investigate 
Biden. A Trump defeat in November would enable Zelenskiy to start over with a 
new president experienced in and supportive of Ukraine. 

In Georgia, the relationship with the Trump administration got off to a decent 
start with an important visit by Vice President Mike Pence in the summer of 
2017. That was the first and last high-level visit, however, under the current 
administration, though Secretary Pompeo has engaged occasionally with his 
Georgian counterparts, including a recent phone call with the prime minister. For 
almost two years, the U.S. embassy was without an ambassador after Ian Kelly’s 
departure in 2018. Kelly Degnan, the new ambassador, has been off to a very 
good start this year but could use more attention from Washington. In Georgia, 
after all, perhaps more than in any other country in the region, the U.S. carries 
great weight and influence. Exercising that influence will be important as Georgia 
prepares for parliamentary elections this October, and beyond.


