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INTRODUCTION

Since August 2019, the Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association (GYLA) has been actively engaged in implemen-
tation of the “Free, Fair and Equal Election” project across Georgia, which encompasses the electoral political
cycle spanning from 2020 to 2025. Among the project’s primary objectives is the advancement of the electoral
landscape by means of monitoring and evidence-based advocacy. In pursuit of this goal, our organization diligent-
ly monitors ongoing policy processes and formulates recommendations that are disseminated to the public and
presented to key decision-makers. Presently, we are pleased to introduce Newsletter #53, offering insights into the
significant events of February 2024 that have notably shaped the political environment.

1. NEW PRIME MINISTER AND THE GOVERNMENT

1.1. Nomination of the Candidate

At the Party’s Congress of 1 February, the “Georgian Dream” party officially nominated Irakli Kobakhidze as
the country’s new Prime Minister.! At the same Congress, Irakli Garibashvili, who had announced his resignation
from the post of Prime Minister on 29 January, was endorsed by the Political Council as the Chairman of the
“Georgian Dream”.?

1.2. Hearings of the Candidates for Ministers in the Parliamentary Committees

On 7 February, the Committees of Foreign Relations, European Integration, Diaspora and Caucasus Issues at the
joint sitting discussed the declaration of confidence in the composition of the Government and the Governmental
Program “For Building the European State”.? The Committees heard the candidate for Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Ilia Darchiashvili.*

During the hearing, Giorgi Vashadze, along with several other opposition MPs, posed a question to the Minister of
Foreign Affairs concerning the voting rights of Georgian citizens residing abroad.’> According to Vashadze, since
2012 approximately 800,000 Georgian citizens have left the country, therefore, to ensure the realization of their
voting rights, it is crucial to maximize the quantity of polling stations.® The responsibility for opening polling
stations abroad lies with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Election Administration of Georgia (CEC).” The MP
was interested in the possibility of opening polling stations in those cities where significant number of Georgian
citizens reside, despite the absence of the Georgian consulate.® In his response, Ilia Darchiashvili assessed the
questions and opinions of opposition MPs as political speculation and outlined that polling stations abroad would
open “in accordance with established procedures” as it “has happened before”.’
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1.3. Confirmation of the Prime Minister and the newly formed Government

On 8 February, the Parliament of Georgia endorsed the newly formed Government'®, and confirmed Irakli Ko-
bakhidze as the new Prime Minister.!! 11 Ministers out of 12 have retained their posts.!? The Minister of Defence,
Juansher Burchuladze resigned."® Subsequently, the position was assumed by “Georgian Dream” MP Irakli Chi-
kovani.'* Among 105 deputies in attendance of the session, 84 voted for the new government composition, while
10 voted against.'* All attending MPs of the ruling party supported the new government composition.'

1.4. Appointment of Vice Prime Ministers by the Prime Minister

On 12 February, the first cabinet meeting of the Government took place. At the meeting, Prime Minister Irakli
Kobakhidze appointed Minister of Economy Levan Davitashvili as the First Vice Prime Minister.!” The newly ap-
pointed Minister of Defence, Irakli Chikovani, was also chosen as the Vice Prime Minister.'® Minister of Culture
Thea Tsulukiani retained her position as Vice Prime Minister.!” Kobakhidze appointed Mikheil Peikrishvili as the
Head of the Government’s Department of Strategic Communications, succeeding Nino Giorgobiani in this post.?

2. THE ROLE OF THE PRESIDENT OF GEORGIA IN

EUROPEAN INTEGRATION

2.1. Annual Report of the President

On 6 February, Salome Zourabichvili delivered her final annual report as the President to the Parliament of
Georgia.?! During her address, Zourabichvili overviewed a myriad of pressing issues, including the challenges of
Georgian democracy, Russia’s hybrid war, the occupation of Georgian territories, the European Union integration
process, and underscored the pivotal role of mobilizing Georgian society in this endeavor.*

Zourabichvili underscored the importance of ending tensions between the representatives of the opposition.*®
According to her, this kind of discord fosters societal nihilism.*

19 Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development of Georgia and First Vice Prime Minister — Levan Davitashvili; Minister of
Foreign Affairs — Ilia Darchiashvili; Minister of Defence — Irakli Chikovani; Minister of Internal Affairs — Vakhtang Gomelauri; Minister
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of Internally Displaced Persons from Occupied Territories, Labor, Health and Social Affairs — Zurab Azarashvili; Minister of Education,
Science, and Youth — Giorgi Amilakhvari; Minister of Justice — Rati Bregadze; Minister of Culture, Sport and Youth — Thea Tsulukiani.
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The President called on the citizens to actively participate in 2024 October Parliamentary Elections.? Zourabich-
vili asserted that while “the future of the country is being decided today”, abstaining from participation in shaping
this future constitutes a “crime”.?® As stated by Salome Zourabichvili, the Georgian citizens residing in the dias-
pora bear an equal responsibility in shaping the country’s future and they need to be aware of their rights in order
to promptly undergo the consular registration and advocate for the swift establishment of new polling stations.?’
The President urged Georgian citizens residing abroad to request an extension of election days similar to other Eu-
ropean countries.?® Zourabichvili promised immigrants to personally act as the defender of their electoral rights.

According to the President, October 2024 Parliamentary Elections “will not be ordinary elections”, where voters
choose one party instead of another and make a choice between this or that election program or leader, but rather
these elections would profoundly shape the future of Georgia.*® The President called on citizens to support “new

governance model, new economy and new European state”.?!

During the annual report, the President proposed the establishment of a collaborative platform.??> She invited the
representatives from political spectrum and the civil society to join this initiative.?

Following the President’s address, one of the leaders of Party Lelo, Davit Usupashvili, referred to Salome Zour-
abichvili urging her to ensure free and fair elections.** Usupashvili stressed the vital importance of citizens’ trust
in the confidentiality of their votes during elections, highlighting the significant role the president must assume in
overcoming societal nihilism.*

According to the assessments of Irakli Kobakhidze, the President’s address practically confirmed the plans that
had been discussed by the representatives of the ruling party.*® As stated by Kobakhidze, the President intends to
create a “pseudo middle” political force. For this purpose, she will resign from her post and become a candidate
in the elections.?” Kobakhidze reckons that the sole individual who has to answer the questions is Salome Zour-
abichvili herself, who is characterized by “violating the Constitution”, acting against the “state” and “European
Integration” of the country.?®

Georgian Dream MP Mamuka Mdinaradze assessed the President’s address as a typical speech of “a radical op-
position member”, noting that in her extensive speech the President did not say a word regarding the country’s
success.”

The representative of the “United National Movement” party, Tina Bokuchava described the President’s messag-
es, compared to her previous ones, as courageous, clear and sincere.*” According to the MP, the country needs to
transition from a system dominated by one person or one party to a European-style coalition governance model,
which essentially requires a change in the government.*!

As outlined by the representative of “Lelo for Georgia” party, Salome Samadashvili, the President’s vision is fully
in line with Lelo’s vision.** In her opinion, MP outlined that the Georgian citizens should duly note the President’s
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messages regarding the oligarchic regime of Bidzina Ivanishvili, corruption, the ties with Russia and the obstacles
for EU integration process.*

2.2. President’s Meetings within Unity Platform

On 7 February, President of Georgia Salome Zourabichvili held her first meetings with representatives of the
opposition parties within the framework of the “Unity Platform for Europe”, which she had initiated on 6 Feb-
ruary during her annual parliamentary address.** At the Orbeliani Palace, the President met with the leaders of
party “Lelo”, Mamuka Khazaradze and Badri Japaridze. The meetings also took place with a member of fraction
“Reform Group”, Teona Akubardia, the leaders of the alliance of “Girchi — More Freedom” and “Droa”, Zurab
Japaridze and Giga Lemonjava.*

On 8 February, the President of Georgia welcomed the leader of “Euro-optimists”, Roman Gotsiridze and the
leader of “Conservative Party”, Zviad Dzidziguri.** On 9 February, President Zourabichvili met with former lead-
er of the main opposition party “United National Movement”, Nika Melia, and the members of the “Citizens,”
Aleko Elisashvili and Ketevan Turazashvili.*’ The President also held the meetings with the representatives of the
civil society.*®

Following the meeting, Nika Melia expressed his hope that the opposition spectrum would be able to reach a com-
mon ground. Melia outlined that the President’s visions, in particular regarding the judiciary and the fight against
corruption, coincide with his own. Melia also stated that he will participate “in all processes that serve and aim at
the ‘formation of a state.”*

The party of former Prime Minister Giorgi Gakharia, “for Georgia” does not intend to join the President’s plat-
form. The representative of the party, Mikheil Daushvili stated that the President’s platform is joined by the peo-
ple, “for whom the country’s European Integration is based on the release, pardoning of Mikheil Saakashvili or
something like this.” As mentioned by him, this is unacceptable for his party.*

3. PARLIAMENT APPROVED AMENDMENTS REGARDING

THE STAFFING PROCEDURE OF THE CEC IN THE THIRD
READING

On 20 February, the Georgian Parliament approved amendments to the Election Code (with 81 votes) in the third
reading, altering the process for selecting the Chairperson and designated professional members of the Election
Administration of Georgia (CEC).”' The amendments also abolished the position of the Deputy Chairperson of
the CEC, which was intended for the representative of the opposition.>

Consequent to the amendments, the Chairperson and members of the CEC are nominated by the Speaker of the
Parliament.*® If a candidate fails to obtain votes of 90 MPs initially, they will have two subsequent opportunities to
garner support of 76 MPs and serve a term of 5 years.>* Should the candidate still fall short of 76 votes, the matter
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will be handed to the President for reaching a decision,* nevertheless, the likelihood of this scenario is minimal
given the dominance of a single-party majority.

4. VISIT OF INTERNATIONAL ASSESSMENT MISSION OF THE

NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTE (NDI)

From 19-25 February, the pre-clection assessment mission of NDI visited Georgia.*® The delega-
tion’’ represented the first of two planned pre-election assessment missions for 26 October 2024
Elections. The second delegation will be dispatched shortly before the day of the elections.®®
Over the course of five days, the delegation held meetings with government officials, political parties, members
of the civil society, media representatives, and diplomatic corps.*’

NDI Mission published the recommendations concluded for 26 October Parliamentary Elections.*

The report in terms of election process raises the pressing challenges, which need to be addressed, such as po-
larization, verbal attacks on civil society (including observers), fears about the possible misuse of administrative
resources for political advantage, and concerns around the implementation of new electoral technologies.®' Ac-
cording to the report, with eight months until parliamentary elections and six months until campaigns begin, there
are some positive signs, including broad public support for democracy, human rights and rule of law. The public
impression of the police is also assessed positively.®> Additionally, positive feedback was given to the efforts to
improve transparency by resuming the publication of government decrees; and innovations to improve the effi-
ciency of election day processes.®

According to the assessments of NDI mission, the recent amendments to the Election Code are inconsistent to the
recommendations of Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe Office for Democratic Institutions and
Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) and Venice Commission. As opinionated by the members of the delegation, 20
February 2024 amendments regarding the composition of CEC are likely to further erode trust in the CEC.% This
will also pose an obstacle to achieving political consensus in the decision-making process.

As per the assessment of former Head of European Union Delegation to Georgia, Per Eklund, 2024 Parliamen-
tary elections will be the country’s first elections since gaining European candidate status, therefore, this gives
the Georgian Government, and all political stakeholders the opportunity to demonstrate their commitment to the
principles of inclusive, transparent and accountable elections as well as their adherence to democratic values.®

The Delegation member and NDI Regional Director for Eurasia, Eva Busza, noted that there remains significant

53 Election Code of Georgia, Article 10(6).

3¢ “NDI Assessment Mission Publishes Recommendations for 26 October Parliamentary Elections”, Information Portal “Interpressnews”,
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time ahead of the October 2024 Parliamentary elections to build an enabling environment around elections that
can ensure a step forward on the Georgian democratic journey.®’

NDI and other international observers will monitor the entire pre-election period.®® Following the election, NDI
will issue a comprehensive report covering the pre-election period, election day, and post-election procedures,
including the resolution of election disputes.®’

S. EUAMBASSADOR URGES AUTHORITIES TO

ENHANCE ENGAGEMENT OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL
ORGANIZATIONS IN LEGISLATIVE PROCESSES

On 15 February, during his visit to Marneuli to meet with the local government representatives, the youth and
the civic activists, EU Ambassador to Georgia Pawel Herczynski told journalists that the participation of civil
society organizations in legislative and decision-making processes is “extremely important” and that it is the gov-
ernment’s responsibility to ensure their fullest possible engagement.”” He also talked about the visit of the Prime
Minister Irakli Kobakhidze to Brussels the following week, and expressed his hope that Georgia and the EU will
agree on exactly what needs to be done so that “we move very swiftly to the next stage, to the opening of acces-
sion negotiations.””" According to H.E. Herczynski, to commence accession negotiations, it is imperative to attain
national consensus on the matter, with the government demonstrating inclusivity and the opposition adopting a
constructive stance.” In this context, the EU ambassador emphasized that it falls upon the Georgian authorities
to ensure the extensive participation of civil society organizations, irrespective of their membership status within
the platform.”

6. LEGISLATIVE INITIATIVE OF PARTY “GIRCHI”

As per the initiative of the parliamentary political group “Girchi”, the legislation should be amended to allow
individuals living abroad to register as voters without being required to provide a specific address.”* Under the
proposed initiative, citizens of Georgia residing abroad would only be required to provide their city of residence
during the registration process.”” The representatives of the Party clarified that accepting the initiative would en-
able young men residing abroad, who represent a substantial portion of the electorate, to register as voters without
specifying their address, which in turn would boost voter turnout in the elections.”® According to the Party’s ratio-
nale, young people refrain from pre-registration at the embassy in order not to disclose their residential address
and not to be forced to return to Georgia for compulsory military service.”’

As per the current legislation, the voter’s address is listed alongside other details in the unified list of voters.”

57 Ibid.
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7. THE VISION OF CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS ON THE

FULFILLMENT OF 9 STEPS

On 27 February, a coalition of 12 civil society organizations developed a comprehensive vision for the efficient
implementation of the 9 Steps set by the European Commission.” The vision elaborated by CSOs is underpinned
by assessments and recommendations of the European Commission and other international organizations, as well
as studies and reports prepared by CSOs.*

According to the document of the CSOs, addressing a range of issues is vital to guarantee a free, fair, and com-
petitive election process for the 2024 elections, including, drawing a clear line between the ruling party and the
state during the pre-election period, avoiding the use of administrative resources and state agencies in favor of
the ruling party, eliminating the practice of intimidating/threats, pressuring, and vote-buying, guaranteeing the
unrestricted expression of voters’ free will and eliminating control mechanisms, also, considering the joint rec-
ommendations of the OSCE/ODIHR and the Venice Commission of 18 December 2023, regarding the election of
the CEC chairperson and designated professional members.

 “How to Implement the 9 Steps to Start EU Accession Negotiations”, Official Webpage of the Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association,
27.02.2024, available at: https://gyla.ge/ge/post/rogor-unda-shesruldes-9-nabiji-evrokavshirshi-gatsevrebis-molaparakebis-dasatsyeba
d?fbclid=IwAROYTFR5 1 FFuEhJdWzGO0uj8DbwAXPJh2VERrSAdORIZqvQWgWnlk2iCgSvCQ#sthash.HvgUKYUr.8Y33jWO9.dpbs,
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