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Abstract 

War Initiation by Weaker Powers: Georgia-Russia War 2008 

 

Anna Cherkasova, MGPS; MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor: Joshua Busby 

 

This paper tries to determine to what extent US diplomatic and military support 

for Former Soviet Union (FSU) countries influences these countries’ decisions to become 

more assertive in the region, thereby provoking Russia’s aggressive behavior. It employs 

Robert Jervis’s framework of ‘deterrence and perception’ which, among other things, 

suggests that a weaker state will or will not be deterred from initiating a conflict against 

its stronger adversary depending on whether this state receives strong signals of third-

party support and whether this state receives strong signals of threat. The case studies 

explored are Georgia and Ukraine, with particular attention to both countries’ relations 

with the United States (as the source for third-party support) and Russia (as the source for 

threat). The main finding is that Georgia’s perception of the US support was not 

sufficient to motivate Georgia to invade South Ossetia and thereby initiate a five-day war 

with Russia in August 2008. Georgia’s perception of Russia’s threat to carry out the 

policy of “creeping annexation” of South Ossetia and Abkhazia was the primary 

motivator behind Georgia’s behavior.  
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Introduction: 

 

On the evening of August 7th 2008, at 7:10 p.m., the President of Georgia, Mikheil 

Saakashvili, appeared on Georgian national television and announced a unilateral 

ceasefire with South Ossetia.1 His armed forces and the forces of Georgia’s breakaway 

province had been involved in cross-border skirmishes since the beginning of the summer 

and tensions did not seem ready to subside.2 The United States and the European Union 

urged both sides to show restraint. Russia, on the other hand, was flying bombers into 

Georgian airspace, justifying the acts as efforts to “calm Georgian hot heads.”3  

In his televised address, the Georgian president appealed to “give peace and 

dialogue a chance.”4 Looking very emotional, Saakashvili pleaded for immediate 

resumption of talks “in any type of format – whether it is bilateral or multilateral – in 

order to overcome this impasse.”5  

In retrospect, however, this plea for a ceasefire appears to be a smokescreen. Four 

hours after Saakashvili’s TV address, Georgian artillery forces, using truck-based GRAD 

                                                
1 “Saakashvili appeals for Peace in Televised Address,” Civil Georgia, August 7, 2008, 
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5241&Itemid=66 (accessed May 
11, 2010). 
2 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.1, p.8. 
3 Gerard Toal, “Russia’s Kosovo: A critical Geopolitics of the August 2008 War over South Ossetia,” 

Eurasian Geography and Economics 49 (Winter 2008): 681. 
4 “Saakashvili appeals for Peace in Televised Address,” Civil Georgia, August 7, 2008, 
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5241&Itemid=66 (accessed May 
11, 2010). 
5 “Saakashvili appeals for Peace in Televised Address,” Civil Georgia, August 7, 2008, 
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=5241&Itemid=66 (accessed May 
11, 2010). 
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rockets, with rounds exploding at intervals of 15 to 20 seconds,6 began the shelling of 

Tskhinvali, causing destruction to over a hundred civilian homes in South Ossetian 

neighborhoods.7 The damage done to the houses, however, was a drop in the sea, 

compared to the repercussions that Georgia would suffer from retaliation by Russian 

armed forces.  Two and a half hours after the Georgian offensive, Russian tank columns, 

supplied from the 58th Russian army base in Vladikavkaz, North Ossetia, were on their 

way to the Roki Tunnel.8  

What followed immediately after the Georgian offensive into Tskhinvali is well 

known. Russia used this offensive as a pretext to go into South Ossetia with its 

overwhelming military force and, in five days, found itself close to Tbilisi, the capital of 

Georgia. After intervention by the French President, Nicolas Sarkozy, Russia pulled back 

from Georgia but left a heavy military presence in South Ossetia and in another Georgian 

breakaway province, Abkhazia.9  

 As it stands today, Georgia’s president is still in power, but his international clout 

is significantly diminished. Georgia’s chances to get into NATO are practically non-

                                                
6 C.J. Chivers and Ellen Barry, “Accounts Undercut Claims by Georgia on Russia War,” New York Times, 
November 7, 2008, 
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9805E5DF1130F934A35752C1A96E9C8B63&sec=&spon

=&pagewanted=4 (accessed June 6, 2009). 
7 Amnesty International, Georgia/Russia: Civilians in the Line of Fire: The Georgia-Russia Conflict 
(United Kingdom: Amnesty International Publications, 2008), p. 8 
8 Gerard Toal, “Russia’s Kosovo: A critical Geopolitics of the August 2008 War over South Ossetia,” 
Eurasian Geography and Economics 49 (Winter 2008): 685. 
9 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.1, p.3. 
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existent;10 its breakaway provinces of South Ossetia and Abkhazia are recognized as 

independent by Russia, Nicaragua, and Venezuela;11 and Russia is building a military 

base in Abkhazia, without Georgian authorization and with implicit consent of the 

international community.12  Russia-EU and Russia-US relations are steadily improving, 

with France selling two of its most advanced warships to Russia (despite Georgia’s vocal 

opposition)13 and with the United States agreeing to modify its missile-defense plan and 

to renew the START treaty.14 Long-gone are the days when Georgia was hailed as a 

“beacon of liberty,” its president awarded with the Medal of Freedom, and its aspirations 

to join NATO in visible proximity.15 Even the funding for the Nabucco pipeline, which is 

supposed to send natural gas from the Caspian Sea to Europe bypassing Russia, has been 

in doubt.16  

                                                
10 David Blair, “NATO has ‘no will’ to admit Georgia or Ukraine,” Telegraph, January 25, 2009, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/poland/4338143/Nato-has-no-will-to-admit-Georgia-
or-Ukraine.html (accessed April 16, 2010). 
11 Christopher Toothacker, “Venezuela’s Chavez Promises to Help Abkhazia, South Ossetia to seek 
international recognition,” Associated Press, July 26, 2010, 
http://georgiandaily.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=19472&Itemid=1&lang=ka 
(accessed August 1, 2010). 
12 “Russia gains military base in Abkhazia,” Radio Free Europe, February 17, 2010, 
http://www.rferl.org/content/Russia_Gains_Military_Base_In_Abkhazia/1960545.html (accessed August 1, 
2010). 
13 “France to sell two Mistral-class warships to Russia,” BBC, July 23, 2010, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-10740291 (accessed August 1, 2010). 
14 Heather Maher, “Clinton urges US senate to ratify START, is challenges on missile defense,” Radio 

Free Europe, June 18, 2010, 
http://www.rferl.org/content/Clinton_US_Senate_Ratify_START_Missile_Defense/2075356.html 
(accessed August 1, 2010).  
15 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
16 Alexandros Petersen, “Nabucco Pipeline: Over Before It Started?” New Atlanticist, April 8, 2009, 
http://www.acus.org/new_atlanticist/nabucco-pipeline-over-it-started (accessed August 1, 2010). 
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 Given how much Georgia lost in this war against Russia and given that these 

losses were easily predictable at the time of the Georgian invasion, why did Georgia 

initiate the conflict?  

This question of “Why Saakashvili did it?” has been at the forefront of 

discussions regarding the Russia-Georgia war. Liberal internationalists and 

neoconservatives, such as Strobe Talbott, Ronald Asmus, and John McCain have been 

arguing not only that Russia provoked Georgia to invade South Ossetia, but also that it is 

unclear whether Georgia was the one to fire the first shot.17 Realists, such as Rosa 

Brooks, William Pfaff, and Barry Posen, have suggested that the US is the one to blame 

for Saakashvili’s decision. According to them, Washington led Tbilisi to believe that the 

US would interfere on the side of Georgia if conflict between Russia and Georgia broke 

out.18 

When research for this paper just began, the author’s own instincts were on the 

side of realists. After all, there seemed to be enough evidence to suggest that Georgia’s 

perception of the US support was well founded. First of all, since the 2003 Color 

Revolution, Georgia became one of the largest recipients of US military and economic 

aid.19 Georgia was also singled out by the US for its “people’s power” revolution and 

Georgia’s leader, President Saakashvili, was supported by the Bush administration 

                                                
17 See for example Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010), 23. As well as foreword to this book , written by Strobe Talbott.  
18 Rosa Brooks, “Who got Georgia into this?” Los Angeles Times, April 14, 2008, 
http://articles.latimes.com/2008/aug/14/opinion/oe-brooks14 (accessed April 19, 2010). 
19 Jim Nichol, “Georgia [Republic]: Recent Developments and US Interests,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, December 10, 2008, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/97-727.pdf (accessed 
May 8, 2010). 
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regardless of some of his missteps, including a violent crackdown on the opposition in 

November 2007 and closure of major newspapers prior to the 2008 presidential 

elections.20 Saakashvili was also popular on Capitol Hill, among such prominent senators 

as John McCain (who visited the country numerous times) and Joe Biden.21 Additionally, 

Georgia enjoyed support of influential American think tanks, including the American 

Enterprise Institute (AEI), and connected lobbyists, such as McCain’s foreign policy 

adviser Randy Scheunemann.22 

A deeper look into the case study, however, revealed that Georgia was not the 

only country that received strong signals of encouragement from the United States. 

Ukraine was another US ally that was a consistent beneficiary of US military and 

diplomatic programs, enjoying similar levels of US development aid, military training, 

and US-sponsored exercises.23 Additionally, Ukraine was the only other FSU country that 

changed its government through a color revolution24 and, along with Georgia, began 

actively pursuing the goal of NATO membership (a move that was not appreciated by 

Russia).25 Also, similarly to Georgia, Ukraine has a territory with a majority minority 

                                                
20 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
21 Rosa Brooks, “Who got Georgia into this?” Los Angeles Times, April 14, 2008, 
http://articles.latimes.com/2008/aug/14/opinion/oe-brooks14 (accessed April 19, 2010). 
22 Gerard Toal, “Russia’s Kosovo: A critical Geopolitics of the August 2008 War over South Ossetia,” 
Eurasian Geography and Economics 49 (Winter 2008): 675. 
23 Steven Woehrel, “Ukraine: Current Issues and US Policy,” Congressional Research Service (April 
2009). 
24 Technically, Kyrgyzstan was a third FSU country that changed its government regime through a color 
revolution. In retrospect, however, it is clear that the revolution, unlike in Georgia and Ukraine, was not 
about democratic reforms and therefore did not belong to the group of color revolutions.  
25 Gary Espinas, “Ukraine’s Defense Engagement with the United States,” Journal of International Affairs 
63 (Spring/Summer 2010): 54. 
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population (Crimea), which in the early 1990s tried to break away and until this day 

enjoys support from Russia.26  

Ironically, after the Georgia-Russia war, many scholars, journalists, and 

politicians made calls predicting an upcoming war between Russia and Ukraine.  On the 

campaign trail, for example, presidential candidate John McCain, famously proclaimed, 

“Watch Ukraine. This whole thing has got a lot to do with Ukraine, Crimea, the base of 

Russian fleet in Sevastopol.”27 No “watching Ukraine,” however, was necessary. 

Moscow and Kyiv didn’t come close to anything that would remotely resemble a military 

confrontation. This observation leads to a second question: If Ukraine, with signals of 

support coming from Washington, would not issue a challenge to Russia, why did 

Georgia? 

Thesis Statement: 

Based on these early findings on Georgia and Ukraine, the following research 

question emerged: to what extent does US diplomatic and military support for Former 

Soviet Union countries affect these countries decisions to become more assertive in the 

region, thereby provoking Russia’s aggressive behavior?  

Organization of the paper:  

This paper begins by providing a theoretical framework to the concept of war-

initiation by weaker powers. The paper then proceeds to describe the nature of US 

                                                
26 Gwendolyin Sasse, The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, and Conflict (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 4. 
27 “Presidential Debate Transcript, Mississippi,” Council on Foreign Relations, September 26, 2008, 
http://www.cfr.org/publication/17380/presidential_debate_transcript_mississippi.html (accessed May 08, 
2010). 
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assistance to Georgia and Ukraine as well as the nature of the relationship that Georgia 

and Ukraine have with Russia. Additionally, this paper discusses alternative theories that 

attempt to account for Georgia’s decision to go to war with Russia. And in its final 

section, the paper summarizes the findings and provides readers with some concluding 

remarks.  

Methodology: 

In order to answer the research question, this paper employs Robert Jervis’s 

framework of ‘deterrence and perception’ which, among other things, suggests that a 

weaker state will or will not be deterred from initiating a conflict against its stronger 

adversary depending on whether this state receives strong signals of third-party support 

and whether this state receives strong signals of threat.28 The case studies explored are 

Georgia and Ukraine, with particular attention to both countries’ relations with the United 

States (as the source for third-party support) and Russia (as the source for threat). 

This paper chose to study Georgia and Ukraine because these are the only two 

countries in the FSU area that received not strong but intermediate signals of third-party 

support, thereby forcing a question of whether intermediate signals of third-party support 

are sufficient enough to motivate a weaker country to issue a challenge to its stronger 

adversary.29  

This is a qualitative study. In order to answer the research question, this paper 

analyzes two sub-questions: first, how similar or different was the United States support 

                                                
28 See ‘Theoretical Framework’ section for a detailed explanation. 
29 See ‘Theoretical Framework’ section for detailed description of different levels of support as well as 
discussion of other cases of asymmetric warfare in the FSU. 
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to Georgia and Ukraine; and second, how similar or different were relations between 

Russia and Georgia and Russia and Ukraine.  In order to establish the level of US 

military and diplomatic support, this study makes use of State Department archives, 

diplomatic records, unclassified materials from European Central Command, as well as 

background interviews given to the author by a military personnel. In order to establish 

the level of tension in Russia-Georgia and Russia-Ukraine relations, this paper uses post-

2008 war reports from commissions issued by Russia, Georgia, and the European Union, 

academic books concerned with Ukraine-Russia and Georgia-Russia tensions after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, and an interview with former Clinton administration official 

and a scholar at the German Marshall Fund, Ronald Asmus.  

Findings: 

The main finding of this paper is that Georgia’s perception of the US support was 

not sufficient to motivate Georgia to invade South Ossetia and thereby initiate a five-day 

war with Russia in August 2008. Georgia’s perception of Russia’s threat to carry out the 

policy of “creeping annexation” of South Ossetia and Abkhazia was the primary 

motivator behind Georgia’s behavior. 
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Theoretical Framework: 

War Initiation as explained in Jervis’s ‘Deterrence and Perception’ 

 

Why do countries start wars? This has been one of the most widely researched 

questions in political science. Scholars such as Waltz, Organski, Kaufman, Schelling, and 

Jervis offered their explanations. They came up with theories that can be divided into two 

groups: system-level theories and decision-level theories. ‘Balance of Power’ (Waltz) and 

‘Preponderance of Power’ (Organski) can be included in system-level theories. Three 

waves of ‘Deterrence’ (Kaufman, Schelling, Jervis) can be included in decision level 

theories. System-level theories assume that war initiation by a weak power is highly 

unlikely, so do the first two waves of deterrence theories. The third wave of deterrence 

theories, however, does not make such an assumption, which is why Jervis’s ‘Deterrence 

and Perception’ theory was picked to explain Georgia’s decision to invade South Ossetia 

and thereby initiate a conflict against its much stronger neighbor, Russia.  

Overview  

In its most fundamental sense, Robert Jervis’s “Deterrence and Perception” theory 

suggests that a state will or will not be deterred from initiating a conflict depending on 

how this state perceives reality. Perception of reality includes: perception of credibility of 

third-party support, perception of credibility of threat, perception of value of third-party 

support, and perception of value of threat.30 Either one of these perceptions could 

sufficiently account for failed deterrence. Perception of ‘credibility’ and ‘value’ of third-

party support is most salient when it comes to explaining Georgia’s decision to challenge 

                                                
30 Robert Jervis, “Deterrence and Perception,” International Security 7 (Winter 1982/1983): 3-30. 
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Russia, since it specifically addresses why a weaker state would feel compelled to issue a 

challenge to a stronger one.  

The difference between ‘credibility’ and ‘value’ is straightforward. ‘Credibility of 

support’ means that a country is willing to help (for example, Estonia, due to similar 

ideological beliefs, would be willing to help Georgia in its struggle against Russia); 

‘value of support’ means that a country is capable of help (for example, Estonia, due to 

its weak military, is not capable of helping Georgia in its struggle against Russia). 

Similarly, ‘credibility of threat’ means that the country wants to carry out an attack (for 

example, Armenia, due to competing interests with Georgia, might want to carry out an 

attack on Georgia); ‘value of threat’ means that it is capable of carrying out an attack (for 

example, Armenia, due to its weak military, is not capable of carrying out an attack on 

Georgia).31  

Another term not to ignore is ‘perception.’ If country A perceives threat or 

support, it doesn’t necessarily mean that this threat or support exists. Perception depends 

on the strength of signals that country B sends to country A. Perception, however, is not 

reality. Still, the only way for country A to understand actions of country B is to perceive 

them.32   

 

 

                                                
31 Robert Jervis, “Deterrence and Perception,” International Security 7 (Winter 1982/1983): 4-5. 
32 Robert Jervis, “Deterrence and Perception,” International Security 7 (Winter 1982/1983): 3. 
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This paper employs a simplified version of Robert Jervis’s framework. It suggests 

that ‘perception of credibility of threat’ and ‘perception of value of threat’ are one and 

can simply be called ‘perception of threat.’ It also suggests that ‘perception of credibility 

of support’ and ‘perception of value of support’ are one and can be called ‘perception of 

support.’ This paper does not differentiate between ‘credibility’ and ‘value’ because it 

studies the strength of signals that Georgia and Ukraine were receiving from Russia and 

the United States. Since both Russia and the US are the dominant countries, especially in 

relation to Georgia and Ukraine, no proof of ‘value of threat’ and ‘value of support’ is 

needed.  Both Georgia and Ukraine knew that Russia was capable of carrying out a 

military attack against them and that the US was capable of supporting them against this 

military attack. The only question was whether the US and Russia were going to actually 

do what they were capable of doing.  

 

Perception of Reality Deterrence 
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Perception of Third-party Support and Perception of Threat: 

‘Perception of third-party support,’ if it is strong, could be a major determinant in 

a weaker country’s decision to go to war. During the 1990s dissolution of Yugoslavia, for 

example, ‘perception of third-party support’ played a crucial role in Croatia’s and 

Bosnia’s decisions to fight Serbia for independence. In Croatia’s case, encouragement 

came from Germany, when German leaders provided incentives for Croatia to fight by 

suggesting that if the war between Yugoslavia and Croatia continues they would have no 

choice but to recognize Croatia as an independent country.33 In Bosnia’s case 

encouragement came from the United States, when the US senior diplomats reportedly 

told Bosnian leader Alija Izetbegovic that the United States would recognize Bosnia as an 

independent nation even if he didn’t support the Cutileiro Peace Plan.34 Because German 

and US diplomats were explicit in their support for independence of Croatia and Bosnia, 

both of these Yugoslavian countries had strong grounds on which to perceive third-party 

support and to make their calculations regarding war with Serbia accordingly.  

                                                
33 Steven Burg and Paul Shoup, The War in Bosnia-Herzegovina (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), 92-93. 
34 David Binder, “US Policymakers in Bosnia Admit Errors in Opposing Partition in 1992,” The New York 

Times, August 29, 1993, http://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/29/world/us-policymakers-on-bosnia-admit-
errors-in-opposing-partition-in-1992.html?scp=2&sq=zimmermann&st=nyt (accessed July 11, 2010). 
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The case with Georgia, however, is different. No explicit promises of military or 

diplomatic support were made. If anything, the United States warned Georgia not to start 

a war it could not win and several officials and members of the think-tank community 

told Georgian officials that it would be foolish to count on US support.35 Tbilisi’s 

decision, therefore, could not have been made based on the perception of the US support 

alone. At the very least, there had to be another factor in Saakashvili’s calculations. And 

that factor is Jervis’s another dimension of ‘perception of reality’, which is ‘perception of 

threat.’ 

As evidence in this paper demonstrates, Georgia did perceive the threat coming 

from Russia to be imminent. Since the beginning of 2008, which marked the US and 

EU’s recognition of Kosovo, Russia had been acting as if it was preparing to recognize 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia and if not through peaceful means (which would require 

Georgia’s consent) then through war. And since Georgia was not going to peacefully give 

up its breakaway territories, the only option was war.  

Signals through which Georgia might have perceived Russia’s ill intent included 

Russia’s formalization of links with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, an increase of Russian 

peacekeepers inside the breakaway territories, the distribution of Russian passports to the 

residents of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the build-up of military infrastructure on the 

ground, as well as military exercises and evacuation of South Ossetian civilians to 

Russia.  

                                                
35 See for example Testimony of Daniel Fried, Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian 

Affairs before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, September 9, 2008, “US-Russia Relations in the 
Aftermath of the Georgia Crisis,” http://www.foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/fri090908.pdf (accessed June 
10, 2010) or Condoleezza Rice, “Interview with Sylvie Lanteaume, Lachlan Carmichael, and Jordi Zamora 
Barcelo of Agence France-Presse,” December 22, 2008, 
http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2008/12/11/113437.htm (accessed February 7, 2010) or Ronald Asmus, 
A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3. 
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The bottom line is that in the case of Georgia, unlike in the cases of Croatia and 

Bosnia, the perception of third-party support could not have been enough to motivate a 

weaker country to issue a challenge to a stronger one. Because the US signals to Georgia 

were not strong enough, what really mattered was Georgia’s perception of the Russian 

threat. Without Georgia thinking that Russia was about to take away Georgia’s provinces 

by force, Tbilisi would not have made the call to invade South Ossetia.   

 

Selection of case studies (Georgia and Ukraine): 

Georgia and Ukraine make for interesting case studies for asymmetric war 

initiation because they are the only two countries in the FSU that received intermediate36 

signals of third-party support. In all other cases of weaker states issuing challenges to 

                                                
36 ‘Strong signals of support’ means high level of military support, high level of diplomatic support, and 
some sort of explicit guarantees that the third-party is willing to get involved in the dispute if this dispute 
emerges.  ‘Weak signals of support’ means low level of military support, low level of diplomatic support, 

and no explicit guarantees to get involved in any disputes. ‘Intermediate signals of support’ means high 

level of military support, high level of diplomatic support, but no explicit promises to provide help if the 

dispute emerges. 

Initiation of War 

Diagram 3: Jervis’s theory as it relates to Georgia and other FSU and Yugoslavian countries  
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their stronger adversaries, such as Crimea against Ukraine in 1990, Chechnya against 

Russia in 1994, and Nagorno-Kharabakh against Azerbaijan in 1988, perception of third-

party support was either extremely weak (Crimea and Chechnya) or quite strong 

(Nagorno-Kharabakh). In Crimea, for example, Russian population looked to Russia for 

support against Crimea’s mother state of Ukraine. It did not receive this support and as a 

result decided not to go to war with Ukraine over its independence. In Nagorno-

Kharabakh, the breakaway leadership looked to Armenia for support in its efforts to 

separate the region from Azerbaijan. In this case, Armenia showed strong signals of 

support towards Nagorno-Kharabakh and as a result, the region ended up erupting into 

war. In Chechnya, the breakaway leadership had no illusions of third-party support. What 

it did have, however, was perception of threat coming from Russia. This perception was 

strong enough for the Chechen leadership to issue a challenge to its mother country, 

Russia. 

In cases with Georgia and Ukraine, perception of third-party support was neither 

strong nor weak. It was somewhere on the margins, with strong military cooperation from 

the US, strong public backing from the US leadership, but no explicit promises to provide 

help with their struggle against Russia, and no steadfast backing from the US during 

disputes among members of the international community. Given that both countries 

received intermediate signals of third-party support, how come only one of them, 

Georgia, found itself in a military confrontation with its stronger neighbor, Russia? 

Applicability of the theory: 
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This theory, which suggests that unless ‘perception of third-party support’ is 

strong, it is not enough to motivate a weaker party to initiate a war and additional 

condition, which is ‘perception of threat’, is needed, can be applied to all asymmetric 

conflicts in the Former Soviet Union. Those asymmetric conflicts in which ‘perception of 

third-party support’ was strong turned violent (see Abkhazia 1992; Nagorno-Kharabakh 

1988; etc); those, in which ‘perception of third-party support’ was not strong (weak or 

intermediate) but ‘perception of threat’ was strong, turned violent as well (see Chechnya 

1994; Georgia 2008, etc); and those, in which neither ‘perception of third-party support’ 

nor ‘perception of threat’ was strong, remained non-violent and came to some sort of 

resolution through peaceful means (see Latvia 1993; Estonia 1993; Ukraine 2004; etc). 

 

 



 17 

Georgia-US Relations37 

 

US military and diplomatic support to Georgia prior to 2008 Russia-Georgia war 

was not as significant as some pundits suggest.38 It was certainly not enough to make 

Tbilisi believe that the United States was ready to commit to fighting with Georgia 

against Russia. Moreover, President Saakashvili could not have misperceived the United 

States intentions since, as some of the testimonials39, witness accounts40 and high-profile 

interviews41 suggest, the US diplomats numerously warned him not to start the war he 

could not win. And as some of Saakashvili’s own interviews indicate, he did understand 

that he could not count on NATO/US support.42 

                                                
37 Distinction between US-sponsored military cooperation and NATO-sponsored military cooperation is 

difficult to define. For the most part, the US has been the country that initiated Ukraine-NATO and 
Georgia-NATO cooperation. The US did so through such programs as “Warsaw Initiative,” promoting the 
ability of Ukrainian and Georgian armed forces to cooperate with the NATO Alliance and putting Ukraine 
and Georgia on track for joining NATO (PfP Information Management Center, “Partnership for Peace,” 
http://www.pims.org/book/export/html/174 (accessed April 19, 2010)).  
US-led diplomatic initiatives and NATO-led diplomatic initiatives are also difficult to distinguish.  
Generally speaking, Western European members of NATO have been more skeptical of Ukraine and 
Georgia joining NATO than Central European members and the US. Particularly, after resurgence of 
Russia in the first decade of the 21st century, countries such as Germany and France had warned the United 

States against taking steps towards including Georgia and Ukraine into the alliance and thereby provoking 
Russia. Therefore, diplomatic initiatives taken on behalf of NATO were generally championed by the 
United States. Based on this reasoning, current section refers to cooperation between the US, Georgia, and 
NATO as US-Georgia cooperation (International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in 

Georgia, Report (The Council of the European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.34). 
38 Rosa Brooks, “Who got Georgia into this?” Los Angeles Times, April 14, 2008, 
http://articles.latimes.com/2008/aug/14/opinion/oe-brooks14 (accessed April 19, 2010).  
39 Testimony of Daniel Fried, Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs before the 
House Committee on Foreign Affairs, September 9, 2008, “US-Russia Relations in the Aftermath of the 

Georgia Crisis,” http://www.foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/fri090908.pdf (accessed June 10, 2010). 
40 Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3. 
41 Condoleezza Rice, “Interview with Sylvie Lanteaume, Lachlan Carmichael, and Jordi Zamora Barcelo of 
Agence France-Presse,” December 22, 2008, http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2008/12/11/113437.htm 
(accessed February 7, 2010). 
42 See for example Stephen Blank, “From Neglect to Duress: The West and the Georgian Crisis Before the 
2008 War,” in The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, ed. Svante Cornell and Frederick Starr 
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Overview  

Georgia-US relations, prior to the Russia-Georgia war, can be divided into three 

periods. The first period, from 1992 to 1995, saw no particular interest in Georgia on the 

part of the United States. True, the two countries did sign the “Joint Declaration on 

Relations between Georgia and the USA” (1992), but this was as far as the relations 

went.43 In the early 1990s the United States was mostly interested in normalizing its 

relations with Russia and denuclearizing countries such as Ukraine and Kazakhstan. After 

Georgia’s wars with Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the early 1990s, for example, the 

international community granted Russia a mandate to conduct peacekeeping and the 

United States supported that mandate.44 

  During the second period, from 1995 to 2001, the United States saw Georgia as a 

transit country that could pipe energy out of Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan straight to 

Turkey and Europe, bypassing Russia. In order for Georgia to be such a transit country, 

its territory needed to be secured. As a result, in 1997, Deputy Secretary of State Strobe 

Talbott declared that conflict resolution in Georgia is “job one for US policy in the 

region.”45 

                                                
(New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2009), 119 or “Russian Agencies: Saakashvili Says Threat of War Remains,” 
Civil Georgia, May 8, 2008, http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=17792 (accessed May 8, 2010). 
43 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.43. 
44 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.43. 
45 “A Farewell to Flashman: American Policy in the Caucasus and Central Asia,” an address by Deputy 
Secretary of State Strobe Talbott at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, July 21, 
1997, http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1584/is_n6_v8/ai_19715181/ (accessed June 10, 2010). 
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The third period of Georgia-US relationship began after the planes flew into the 

World Trade Center towers on September 11, 2001. Georgia’s strategic location in the 

Caucasus, its weak defense system and its porous borders, which provided for a good 

potential harbor for Islamic terrorists, made the country a part of the Bush 

administration’s war on terror. The United States military and diplomatic assistance to 

Georgia came mostly during this third period. Important to underline, however, that it 

was the United States’ war on terror and not the Rose Revolution that first prompted the 

strengthened Georgia-US relationship.   

Georgia- US Diplomatic Relations 

Contrary to popular thinking, Georgia’s distancing from Russia did not begin with 

the Rose Revolution. In 1999, for example, Georgia’s President Shevardnadze joined the 

Council of Europe and began to support the Clinton Administration’s efforts to build a 

Western-sponsored Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline.46 In the same year, Georgia 

withdrew from the Russia-dominated CIS Collective Security Treaty and shifted itself 

toward more security ties with the United States. Disappointed Russian officials noted 

“Georgia’s overreliance on Western support” and called it “a grave mistake.”47  

                                                
46 Stephen Blank, “From Neglect to Duress: The West and the Georgian Crisis Before the 2008 War,” in 
The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, ed. Svante Cornell and Frederick Starr (New York: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2009), 106. 
47 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.7. 
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Shevardnadze was also the leader who, in 2002, initiated Georgia’s application to 

become a member of NATO. In 2006, after intense lobbying by the United States, NATO 

launched an “Intensified Dialogue” with Georgia on its accession into the Alliance. 48 

Financial Aid: 

The United States has been Georgia’s largest bilateral donor, providing $1.9 

billion in aid (mostly though the Freedom Support Act) over the period of 15 years 

(1992-2007).49 US Foreign Direct Investment in Georgia in 2004-2009 amounted to $445 

million, which, according to Georgian officials, constitutes 6.9% of total Foreign Direct 

Investment in the country.50 The US administration has also championed a Millennium 

Challenge Program (MCC), which was designed to provide $295 million over the period 

of five years to fund major infrastructure and economic development projects in Georgia 

beginning in 2006.51  

Rhetorical support:  

The Georgian Rose Revolution of 2003 fit well with the Bush administration’s 

agenda of worldwide democratization. Along with Ukraine (which had a revolution one 

year later), Georgia seemed to be a confirmation of Bush’s beliefs that a country, if faced 

with a choice, would always choose democracy over any other form of government.  

                                                
48 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
49 Jim Nichol, “Georgia [Republic]: Recent Developments and US Interests,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, December 10, 2008, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/97-727.pdf (accessed 
May 8, 2010). 
50 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Georgia, “Relations between Georgia and the United States of America,” 
http://www.mfa.gov.ge/index.php?sec_id=268&lang_id=ENG (accessed May 8, 2010). 
51 US Department of State, “Budget Request for Freedom Support Act,” December 2, 2006 
http://www.sras.org/news2.phtml?m=544 (accessed May 8, 2010). 
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When Bush visited Georgia in 2005, he famously called the country “the beacon 

of liberty” in his speech in Tbilisi.52 In that same speech he also said that Georgia’s 

message “echoes across the world – freedom will be the future of every nation and every 

people on earth.”53 From then on, members of the Bush administration carefully avoided 

any criticism of the Georgian government to avoid contradiction.  

Even when in November 2007, the Georgian government declared a state of 

emergency, closed down opposition media, and violently cracked down on demonstrators 

who were calling for early parliamentary elections, the Bush administration refused to 

criticize Tbilisi and continued its strong lobbying for Georgia’s accession in the NATO 

bloc.54 Additionally, in January 2008, when Georgian presidential elections fell far short 

of international standards,55 the United States remained silent on the issue and was one of 

the first countries to congratulate Saakashvili with his ostensible re-election.56 A similar 

pattern repeated itself during May 2008 parliamentary elections.57  

Georgia-US Military Relations: 

                                                
52 “Bush: Georgia ‘Beacon of Liberty,’” CNN.com, May 11, 2005, http://edition.cnn.com/  
2005/WORLD/europe/05/10/bush.Tuesday (accessed May 8, 2010). 
53 “Bush: Georgia ‘Beacon of Liberty,’” CNN.com, May 11, 2005, http://edition.cnn.com/  
2005/WORLD/europe/05/10/bush.Tuesday (accessed May 8, 2010). 
54 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
55 OSCE referred to “crass, negligent and deliberate falsification during the vote counting” (‘‘Charges of 
Fraud Surface in Georgian Election,’’ Deutsche Welle, October 1, 2008,  

http://www.dw-world.de/dw/article/0,2144,3049934,00.html (accessed April 19, 2010)). 
56 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
57Georgia: Parliamentary Elections, 
Final Report (Organization for Security and Cooperation in  
Europe, May 21, 2008), http://www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2008/09/32898_en.pdf (accessed April 
19,2010). 
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As mentioned earlier, the US interest in cooperating with Georgia and assisting 

this geographically important country with its defense spiked after the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks. Problems with Georgia’s defense policies included a small defense budget, an 

absence of security strategy (which means no military doctrine and no planning), and a 

lack of civilian control over the armed forces.58  

Major bilateral initiatives: 

The Georgia Train and Equip Program (GTEP) was one of the first Georgia-US 

security initiatives. It lasted for two years (2002-2004) and cost the US government $64 

million. The program trained 200 officers, 2000 soldiers, as well as a small number of 

police troops and body guards. 59  The program was followed by a 28-month (2005-2007) 

Stability Operations Program (SSOP), which cost the United States $94 million. The 

SSOP provided training for 2,000 Georgian troops and delivered light infantry equipment 

to Georgia.60  

Security assistance to Georgia has also been provided through the State 

Department’s Foreign Military Financing (FMF) Program and the Department of 

Defense’s Section 1206 train and equip authority.61 Over the period from 2006-2009, the 

United States channeled $18 million to Georgia through Section 1206 and $42 million 

                                                
58 NATO’s New Role in the NIS Area, CES Project Report (The Centre for Eastern Studies, November 
2008): 43. 
59 Jim Nichol, “Georgia [Republic]: Recent Developments and US Interests,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, December 10, 2008, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/97-727.pdf (accessed 
May 8, 2010). 
60 Dov Lynch, “Why Georgia Matters,” Chaillot Paper No. 86, February 2006, p.22. 
61 Matthew Leatherman, “Europe: A Foreign Military Financing and Seciton 1206 Comparison,” Atlantic 
Council, June 8, 2010, http://www.acus.org/new_atlanticist/europe-foreign-military-financing-and-section-
1206-comparison (accessed June 10, 2010). 
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though FMF. Both programs have been created to improve interoperability between 

Georgian, US, and NATO militaries in peacekeeping and humanitarian operations. 

Additionally, the US International Military Education and Training (IMET) Program has 

trained Georgian officers and promoted restructuring within the Georgian Armed Forces. 

Over the period from 2006 to 2008, the United States spent $33 million on the program.62  

Military Training/Equipment and Exercises: 

Georgia became a member of NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP) initiative in 

1994 and has hosted PfP exercises annually since 2001.63  

Georgia and the US held their own military exercises without NATO involvement 

as well. One of the most controversial took place in July 2008. Called “Immediate 

Response 2008,” it was held in parallel to a Russian-led exercise called “Caucasus 2008.” 

1,000 American, 600 Georgian, and small numbers from Azerbaijan, Armenia, and 

Ukraine participated.64 American officials claim the timing of the American-led and 

Russian-led exercises was coincidental.65 

Georgian Military’s Involvement in Overseas Operations: 

Georgia was a vocal supporter of NATO’s intervention in Bosnia in 1995, 

drawing parallels between the ethnic cleansing committed by the Bosnian Serbs to that 

                                                
62 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Georgia, “Relations between Georgia and the United States of America,” 
http://www.mfa.gov.ge/index.php?sec_id=268&lang_id=ENG (accessed May 8, 2010). 
63 Marta Jaroszewicz, “NATO’s New Role in the NIS Area, Interim Project Report: NATO and its Partners 

in Eastern Europe and the Southern Caucasus,” Osrodek Studiow Wschodnich, Centre for Eastern Studies, 
December 2003, pp. 42-46. 
64 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the 
European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.43.  
65 According to American officials, these maneuvers had been planned a year and a half earlier (John 
Vandiver, “US Troops Still in Georgia,” Stars and Stripes, August 12, 2008, 
http://www.stripes.com/news/u-s-troops-still-in-georgia-1.81903 (accessed June 10, 2010)). 
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committed by the Abkhaz.66 In 1999, Georgia contributed to peacekeeping operations in 

Kosovo (KFOR), deploying 150 troops.67 Eduard Shevardnadze was one of the first 

foreign leaders to condemn the 9/11 attacks. Georgia became a transit country for US 

military aircraft supporting the war in Afghanistan.68  

In August 2003, Georgia deployed 69 troops to Iraq, increasing them gradually to 

2000 in 2007. Most of the troops pulled out in August 2008, in connection with the 

Russia-Georgia war.69  

Perception of US support: 

Georgia has been on the United State’s radar since the middle of the 1990s, when 

alternative energy routs to Europe became top national priority. Since then, the US 

military and diplomatic assistance to Georgia has only grown larger. The level of US 

involvement escalated after the 9/11 attacks.  

The Rose Revolution also contributed to an increased involvement of the United 

States in Georgia. President Saakashvili fostered warm relations with key members of the 

Bush administration, including the president himself.70  

                                                
66 Ironically, US leadership in 1995 was clear about not willing to intervene on behalf of Georgia in 
Abkhazia. Just as they were clear in 2008 that counting on the US support in order to fight Russia is not an 
option (Stephen Sestanovich, “Interview with Radio Free Europe/Newsline,” June 4, 1998, 
http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1141670.html (accessed June 16, 2010)).  
67 “NATO’s Relations with Ukraine,” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, June10, 2010, 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_38988.htm (accessed June 15, 2010). 
68 Stephen Blank, “From Neglect to Duress: The West and the Georgian Crisis Before the 2008 War,” in 

The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, ed. Svante Cornell and Frederick Starr (New York: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2009), 113. 
69 Jim Nichol, “Georgia [Republic]: Recent Developments and US Interests,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, December 10, 2008, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/97-727.pdf (accessed 
May 8, 2010). 
70 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 31. 
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Many academics, such as Barry Posen, suggest that the high level of military 

support and constant diplomatic reassurances could have signaled to Georgia that the 

United States was willing and ready to protect Georgia’s interests in the region, even if it 

took a military intervention against Russia.71 Several developments get in the way of this 

theory. First, there was another country in the FSU region that enjoyed similar levels of 

military and diplomatic support from the Bush administration. This country was Ukraine, 

which underwent its own revolution in 2004. As in the case with Georgia, the United 

States called Ukraine a “beacon of liberty,” lobbied for Ukraine to become a member of 

NATO and WTO, conducted bilateral military exercises, supplied training and equipment 

to porous border areas of Ukraine, had a number of bilateral military programs which in 

the process ended up shaping Ukrainian defense system, and issued congressional 

resolutions in support of Ukraine at times of its disputes with Russia.  

Second, the Bush administration was sending a series of alternative and more 

concrete signals that were suggesting that there was not a chance the US would risk a 

confrontation with Russia over Georgia. Early signs emerged in 2003 and 2004, when 

both the United States and the European Union let Russia be the chief negotiator during 

the Sochi Process72 and essentially took Russia’s side in a Russia-Georgia dispute over 

peacekeepers in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, letting the peace-keeping format to be 

                                                
71 Barry Posen, “Guest Lecture at the LBJ School of Public Affairs,” Fall 2009. 
72 The Sochi Process refers to the talks regularly held between presidents of Russia, Georgia, and Abkhazia 

between the year of 2003 and 2008. The talks were meant to find a solution to the Georgia-Abkhazia 
dispute. The launch of the Sochi Process was generally considered a setback for Georgia, because of the 
format, which let Russia to be the chief negotiator (Vladimir Socor, “From Geneva to Sochi to Dead End in 
Abkhazia,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, September 8, 2004, 
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=26830 (accessed July 8,  
2010)). 
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Russia-dominated.73 Later, in April 2008, during the NATO Bucharest Summit, France 

and Germany blocked the US initiative to offer Membership Action Plan (MAP) to 

Georgia and Ukraine and the United States yielded to its European allies.  

Several months before the conflict, more direct signals followed. In early July, on 

the margins of an international conference hosted by Croatia, official diplomats, such as 

the US assistant secretary of state Daniel Fried and Swedish foreign minister Carl Bildt 

and unofficial ones, including a scholar at the German Marshall Fund Ronald Asmus, had 

conversations with Saakashvili, in which the Georgian President asked them what they 

thought the West was willing to do in order to prevent the confrontation between Georgia 

and Russia. In response, these diplomats urged him not to fall for Russian provocation or 

start a war he could never win.74 75 In another episode, in July 2008, then Secretary of 

State Condoleezza Rice wanted Georgia to sign a non-use of force pledge.76 In 

confirmation to these accounts, Bush’s Assistant Secretary of State Daniel Fried testified 

to the House Committee on Foreign Affairs that “we have warned the Georgians many 

times in the previous days and weeks against using force, and on August 7 we warned 

                                                
73 Peacekeeping forces in the two breakaway provinces have been dominated by Russia ever since the 
ceasefire in the early 1990s. Georgia started pushing for changes in the arrangement starting in 2004. But 
Georgia’s demand to internationalize the peacekeeping force was met with restraint in the West. In the end, 
international organizations and Western countries left Georgia no choice by to concede the peacekeeping 
role to Russia (International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The 

Council of the European Union, September 2009): v.2, pp. 15-17). 
74 Interview with Ronald Asmus, former Clinton administration official and a scholar at the German 
Marshall Fund on April 29, 2010. 
75 Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3. 
76 Condoleezza Rice, “Interview with Sylvie Lanteaume, Lachlan Carmichael, and Jordi Zamora Barcelo of 
Agence France-Presse,” December 22, 2008, http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2008/12/11/113437.htm 
(accessed February 7, 2010). 
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them repeatedly not to take such a step . . . We were blunt in conveying these points, not 

subtle. Our message was clear.”77  

Indeed, Saakashvili did seem to have gotten this clear message. In May 2008 he 

complained to Svante Cornell, the US academic visiting the region, that the US 

government doesn’t grasp the seriousness of the issue.78 Also in May Saakashvili was 

quoted by Russian news agencies as saying that “Georgia is not going and is not able to 

have a war with Russia. We do not even have so many combat army units and NATO 

will not help us with this.”79 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
77 Testimony of Daniel Fried, Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs before the 

House Committee on Foreign Affairs, September 9, 2008, “US-Russia Relations in the Aftermath of the 
Georgia Crisis,” http://www.foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/fri090908.pdf (accessed April 16, 2010). 
78 Stephen Blank, “From Neglect to Duress: The West and the Georgian Crisis Before the 2008 War,” in 
The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, ed. Svante Cornell and Frederick Starr (New York: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2009), 119. 
79 “Russian Agencies: Saakashvili Says Threat of War Remains,” Civil Georgia, May 8, 2008, 
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=17792 (accessed May 8, 2010). 
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Ukraine-US Relations80 

Georgia’s perception of the US diplomatic and military support was an important 

but not a sufficient factor in Georgia’s decision to invade South Ossetia and risk 

provoking war with Russia. If it were a sufficient factor, then US support for Ukraine 

should have motivated Kiev to issue challenge to Moscow as well, since, as evidence in 

this section shows, Ukraine benefited quite a bit from its cooperation with the United 

States. True, Georgia benefited more and had a tighter alliance with Washington. 

Nevertheless, this difference is not enough to explain why Georgia issued a challenge to 

Russia and Ukraine didn’t.  

Overview 

While, over the course of the past twenty years, Ukraine’s diplomatic relations 

with the United States have had their ebbs and flows, military cooperation between the 

                                                
80 Distinction between US-sponsored military cooperation and NATO-sponsored military cooperation is 
difficult to define. For the most part, the US has been the country that initiated Ukraine-NATO and 
Georgia-NATO cooperation. The US did so through such programs as “Warsaw Initiative,” promoting the 
ability of Ukrainian and Georgian armed forces to cooperate with the NATO Alliance and putting Ukraine 
and Georgia on track for joining NATO (PfP Information Management Center, “Partnership for Peace,” 
http://www.pims.org/book/export/html/174 (accessed April 19, 2010)).  
US-led diplomatic initiatives and NATO-led diplomatic initiatives are also difficult to distinguish.  
Generally speaking, Western European members of NATO have been more skeptical of Ukraine and 
Georgia joining NATO than Central European members and the US. Particularly, after resurgence of 

Russia in the first decade of the 21st century, countries such as Germany and France had warned the United 
States against taking steps towards including Georgia and Ukraine into the alliance and thereby provoking 
Russia. Therefore, initiatives taken on behalf of NATO were generally championed by the United States. 
Based on this reasoning, current section refers to cooperation between US, Ukraine, and NATO as US-
Ukraine cooperation (International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report 
(The Council of the European Union, September 2009): v.2, p.34)). 
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two countries remained unshaken. If anything, the military side of the relationship has 

only been improving.81 

Ukraine and the United States (and by proxy the NATO Alliance) began 

cooperating on security initiatives soon after collapse of the Soviet Union. In 1992, for 

example, the United States established an International Military Education and Training 

(IMET) program for Ukraine and in February 1994 Ukraine joined NATO’s Partnership 

for Peace (PfP) initiative.82 Today Ukraine remains the only non-NATO country to 

participate in all four ongoing NATO-led missions, which include Kosovo, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, and maritime counter-terrorism activities in the Mediterranean.83 

Evidence in this section suggests that Ukraine-US military relations have been 

similar to those of Georgia-US military relations. Such a finding indicates that US 

military assistance to Georgia, on its own, could not have motivated Georgia to invade 

South Ossetia. If it did, then a comparable level of military assistance should have 

motivated Ukraine to issue challenge to Russia as well. 

Likewise, the diplomatic side of Ukraine-US relations in the period after the 

Orange Revolution was strong and comparable in its levels to Georgia-US diplomatic 

relations. The US supported both countries in public speeches but it was unequivocal in 

its opposition to any acts of provocation towards Russia. During the Ukraine-Russia gas 

dispute, for example, the US was supportive of Ukraine in public but privately told 

                                                
81 Leonid Polyakov, “US-Ukraine Military Relations and the Value of Interoperability,” Strategic Studies 
Institute (December 2004). 
82 Gary Espinas, “Ukraine’s Defense Engagement with the United States,” Journal of International Affairs 
63 (Spring/Summer 2010): 53-63. 
83 Gary Espinas, “Ukraine’s Defense Engagement with the United States,” Journal of International Affairs 
63 (Spring/Summer 2010): 53-63. 
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Ukrainian leadership to agree to Russia’s terms.84 Similarly, with the Georgia-Russia 

crisis over the breakaway territories, US diplomats publicly reiterated US’s support for 

Georgia’s territorial integrity but privately warned Georgian leadership against initiating 

any provocative actions in either South Ossetia or Abkhazia.85  

Therefore, whatever perception of US support Georgia must have had prior to the 

2008 events could not have been enough to, on its own, motivate the country to pursue 

the strategy of retaking the breakaway province of South Ossetia. 

Ukraine-US Diplomatic Relations (1994-2008):  

Kuchma years 

Diplomatic cooperation between Ukraine and the West took off slowly. In its first 

two years (1991-1993) it evolved around US efforts to denuclearize Ukraine, at that time 

a developing nation with the third largest arsenal of nuclear weapons.   

Ukraine’s cooperation on nuclear disarmament, its eagerness to participate in 

military exchange programs with the US, and its stable transition at the time when ethnic 

bloodshed was going on in other parts of the Soviet Union, contributed to a positive 

change in the US-Ukraine relationship.86  

                                                
84 US understood Europe’s concerns of literally being left in the dark because of Ukraine’s disagreement 
with Russia (Steven Woehrel, “Ukraine: Current Issues and US Policy,” Congressional Research Service 
(April 2009).) 
85 Official diplomats, such as the US assistant secretary of state Dan Fried and Swedish foreign minister 
Carl Bildt and unofficial ones, including a scholar at the German Marshall Fund Ronald Asmus, had 

conversations with Saakashvili, in which the Georgian President asked them what they thought the West 
was willing to do in order to prevent the confrontation between Georgia and Russia. In response, these 
diplomats urged him not to fall for Russian provocation or start a war he could never win (Ronald Asmus, 
A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3).  
86 Leonid Polyakov, “US-Ukraine Military Relations and the Value of Interoperability,” Strategic Studies 
Institute (December 2004). 
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The spirit of cooperation between the two countries was reflected in the US 

National Security Strategy for 1995. Ukraine was mentioned over twenty times in this 

document and was presented as a democratic alternative to Russia. No other FSU country 

was similarly singled out.87 In 1996, the two countries created the US-Ukraine Binational 

Commission, co-chaired by President Kuchma and Vice President Gore. This 

commission’s purpose was to deepen the level of engagement between the United States 

and Ukraine, to monitor progress on agreed bilateral priorities such as promoting 

Ukraine-NATO relations, and to have an open channel of communication that would 

function even during periods of strained relations between the two countries.88 In 1996-

1997, Ukraine became the third largest recipient of U.S. assistance in the world.89  

Also, in 1997, Ukraine and NATO signed the “Charter on a Distinctive 

Partnership between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and Ukraine,” with Ukraine 

establishing a diplomatic mission in NATO.90  

By the beginning of this millennium, however, a number of grievances on the part 

of the United States contributed to the deterioration of Ukraine-US diplomatic relations. 

First came the controversy over the murder of Ukrainian opposition journalist Georgiy 
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Gongadze91; later followed US disapproval of Ukraine’s sales of weapons to Macedonia, 

during ethnic tension there92; and it all culminated with the U.S. authorities announcing 

that they acquired evidence that President Kuchma approved the transfer of the Ukrainian 

“Kolchuga” air defense system to Iraq.93 The Binational Commission was cancelled, 

some of the funding (including Freedom Support Act funds) was suspended, and in the 

US National Security Strategy for 2002 Ukraine was not mentioned at all.94 

Still, in 2002, President Kuchma formerly announced that Ukraine intends to seek 

membership in NATO and Prime Minister Yanukovich signed the agreement to join the 

NATO Membership Action Plan (MAP).95 Even with signing the agreement to join MAP, 

diplomatic relations between the United States and Ukraine continued to remain chilled. 

Not until the Orange Revolution of 2004 did the US leadership start showing signs of 

warming up to Ukraine once more.96 

Yuschenko years 
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At the February 2005 NATO Summit, newly-elected President Yuschenko 

reinstated Ukraine’s goal to join the alliance97 and in April of that same year NATO and 

Ukraine launched an “Intensified Dialogue” on Ukraine’s aspirations to NATO 

membership. Also in April, President Bush hosted Yuschenko at the White House and, 

speaking from the Rose Garden, endorsed the Orange Revolution.98 While on his visit to 

the US, Yuschenko addressed a joint session of Congress.99  

Exactly one year later, the US Congress exempted Ukraine from Jackson-Vanik 

trade restrictions, that have been imposed on the Soviet Union and later the FSU since 

1974.100 Also in 2006, the United States and Ukraine signed a bilateral agreement on 

market access, a key step that allowed Ukraine to join the World Trade Organization in 

May 2008.101 

Despite all the signs of a diplomatic honeymoon between the United States and 

Ukraine, NATO’s Bucharest summit failed to secure spots for Ukraine and Georgia in 

MAP. This was considered a significant blow to Ukrainian and Georgian leadership, a 

victory for Russia, and a sign of the United States not willing to cross its French and 

German Allies in order to push Ukraine and Georgia into the alliance.  

                                                
97 “NATO’s Relations with Ukraine,” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, May 25, 2009, 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_37750.htm (accessed June 5, 2010). 
98 Peter Baker, “Bush Promises More Help to Ukraine,” The Washington Post, April 5, 2005, 
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/washingtonpost/access/817135841.html?FMT=ABS&FMTS=ABS:FT&date=
Apr+5%2C+2005&author=Peter+Baker&pub=The+Washington+Post&edition=&startpage=A.02&desc=B
ush+Promises+More+Help+to+Ukraine%3B+President+Says+U.S.+Will+Assist+Move+Toward+West%2

C+Dropping+Trade+Barriers (accessed June 5, 2010). 
99 Steven Woehrel, “Ukraine: Current Issues and US Policy,” Congressional Research Service (April 
2009). 
100 Julie Corwin, “Ukraine: US House Lifts Jackson-Vanik Restrictions,” Radio Free Europe, March 9, 
2006, http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1066538.html (accessed June 5, 2010). 
101 Steven Woehrel, “Ukraine: Current Issues and US Policy,” Congressional Research Service (April 
2009). 



 34 

Ukraine-US Military Relations (1994-2008):  

The military side of the relationship continued to gradually improve throughout 

Kuchma’s two terms as Ukraine’s president and showed no signs of slowing down under 

Yuschenko’s administration. Ukraine and the U.S. have cooperated on Ukraine’s 

denuclearization102 and they have worked together to build up Ukraine’s national security 

apparatus.103  

The US military assistance with creating and strengthening Ukraine’s system of 

national defense was crucial in the 1990s, when Ukraine had neither Department of 

Defense, nor National Security Council, nor General Staff of the Armed Forces.104 

Bilateral programs of military cooperation (US planned and coordinated this bilateral 

cooperation) have consisted of export control, nonproliferation, border control, civil-

military relations, emergency management, and even assistance in the development of 

Ukraine’s Strategic Defense Review.105  

Major bilateral initiatives: 
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Peacetime bilateral programs of military contacts between the United States and 

Ukraine are the largest among Ukraine’s military cooperation programs.106 The US 

International Military Education and Training (IMET) Program has trained Ukrainian 

officers and promoted restructuring within the Ukrainian Armed Forces. By 2004, about 

500 Ukrainian officers were educated in the United States. By 2008, about 900 had 

undergone the training.107 Many of the officers, upon completion of IMET program, 

became key figures in Ukrainian politics.108  

Security assistance to Ukraine has been provided primarily through the State 

Department’s Foreign Military Financing (FMF) Program and the Department of 

Defense’s Section 1206 train and equip authority.109 Over the period from 2006-2009, the 

United States channeled $12 million to Ukraine through Section 1206 and $33 million 

though FMF. Both programs have been created to improve interoperability between 

Ukrainian, US, and NATO militaries in peacekeeping and humanitarian operations.  
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Additionally, the US Initiative for Proliferation Prevention (IPP) has supplied 

equipment, training, and technical assistance to the Ukrainian State Border Guard Service 

and the Ukrainian State Customs Service.110 

Military Training and Exercises: 

US-Ukraine military exercises have been conducted regularly since 1997. Two 

annual exercises include “Rapid Trident” (known until 2003 as “Piece Shield”) and “Sea 

Breeze.” The former involves training of Army brigades and the latter is a naval tactical 

exercise. The US pays for these initiatives. The cost constitutes to around $800,000 per 

exercise.111 In addition, Ukraine and the US participate in a series of multinational 

exercises under the NATO PfP program.112 

Foreign Involvement of Ukrainian Military: 

The contribution of Ukrainian Military to NATO missions has been more 

significant than of any other FSU country.113 Ever since Ukraine joined the PfP initiative, 

it started sending peacekeeping forces under the NATO umbrella programs. In 1995, 

Ukraine was a member of NATO’s Implementation Force (IFOR) in Bosnia. It later 

stayed in Bosnia as a member of the Stabilization Force (SFOR). It also participated in 

Kosovo with NATO’s KFOR (Kosovo Force). And, as mentioned earlier, it is a member 
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of Afghanistan’s International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and participates in 

NATO Training Mission in Iraq.114  

Ukraine’s participation in combat operations in Iraq is particularly interesting. In 

2003, when Kuchma, who was not well liked by the United States, was still in power, 

Ukraine deployed a mechanized brigade of 1,650 servicemen to the region. When 

Yuschenko, the darling of the Americans, won the presidency in 2004, he proceeded to 

complete his campaign pledge and withdrew combat forces from the area in 2005. 

Ukraine does maintain some presence in Iraq, as it participates in the NATO Training 

Mission there.115 

In sum, even though US-Ukraine diplomatic relations have been at times shaky, 

US-Ukraine Military Cooperation has consistently remained on a solid footing. Even 

before Yuschenko became Ukraine’s president, the United States invested a lot of money 

and effort to build up Ukrainian defense systems and to void Ukraine of nuclear weapons.  

In addition to military support, the post-Orange Revolution leadership enjoyed 

strong diplomatic ties with the United States. The Bush administration lobbied for 

Ukraine in NATO and in WTO, requested the US Congress to lift trade restrictions, and 

publicly supported Ukraine in any diplomatic crisis it had with Russia.  

The bottom line is that the Ukraine-US relationship was every bit as strong as 

Georgia-US relationship. If Georgia was indeed motivated by its perception of the US 
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support to launch a military campaign in its territories that were closely aligned with 

Russia, why didn’t Ukraine do the same? Perhaps because, as the next few sections 

suggest, another factor was needed for Georgia to make such decisive steps - a factor that 

Ukraine, to its own fortune, did not have.  
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Georgia-Russia Relations 

Perception of threat from Russia was a necessary condition for Georgia’s 

offensive into Tskhinvali. Tbilisi believed that without acting immediately, even with 

little probability of success, Moscow’s “annexation” of South Ossetia would be 

inevitable. Russian leadership, on its part, did nothing to assuage Georgian fears. If 

anything, Moscow played into them. First came the Russian policy of “passportization,” 

which made almost all residents of Abkhazia and South Ossetia Russian citizens. Later, 

in 2008, Moscow established diplomatic links with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which 

meant de facto recognition of Abkhazian and South Ossetian sovereignties. And then, 

several months prior to the conflict, Russia started sending troops into the region, and 

building “the kind of infrastructure that very much looked like preparations for military 

invasion.”116 Witness accounts suggest that by the time August 2008 came around “the 

Georgian president was cornered. He believed he faced the choice of going down 

peacefully or fighting, and he chose to fight.”117  

Overview 

Contrary to popular thinking, problems between Georgia and Russia began long 

before the Rose Revolution. Georgia and Russia have distrusted each other for centuries. 

Georgia resisted being a part of the Russian Empire; Georgia was reluctant to be 

incorporated in the Soviet Union; and Georgia was one of the first countries to leave the 
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USSR, as soon at it collapsed.118  Even when the Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Eduard Shevardnadze, in 1992, took over the leadership of Georgia, the relationship 

continued to be strained. Russia, on its part, could not afford to see Georgia leave 

Russia’s sphere of influence. Strategically located, Georgia, along with Armenia and 

Azerbaijan, formed a strategic transit corridor between East and West. For the Russian 

leadership, Georgia is a zero-sum asset. If it doesn’t belong to Russia, it will belong to 

Russian enemies, a possibility that Russia cannot afford.119 

 In such an environment, perceptions of threat are easy to come around. When 

leaders don’t talk to each other, when their policies intentionally signal aggression toward 

each other’s countries, and when the international community seems inept, powerless, 

and clueless, some sort of confrontation is practically unavoidable.  

The conditions in Russia and Georgia were ripe for the conflict in August 2008. 

The two countries knew they were sliding into war and neither one of them was willing to 

back down. As this section shows, Saakashvili, in the summer of 2008, faced a stark 

choice between losing Abkhazia and South Ossetia peacefully or losing them through a 

war with Russia. Saakashvili chose the latter.  
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As to counting on US support, because of his personal talks with Condoleezza 

Rice, Daniel Fried, and Ronald Asmus, Saakashvili knew that such a scenario was highly 

unlikely.120  

Georgia-Russia Relations (1991-2003) 

Gamsakhurdia Years: 

The first Georgian president, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, was a Russophobe and an 

idealist committed to the idea of a “Common Caucasian Home.” This idea, if acted upon, 

would have threatened Russian dominance of not only Georgia but also the whole 

Caucasus.   

Gamsakhurdia began uniting the Caucasus by starting in his own backyard. As 

soon as he came to power, he announced that “Georgia is for Georgians” and Ajaras, 

Ossetians, Abkhazs, and other ethnicities have to concede their autonomous status and 

become Georgians first. One by one, military confrontations began to pop up: the first 

happened in South Ossetia at the end of 1990; the second in Ajara in 1991; and the third 

in Abkhazia in 1992. All three of these military confrontations ended with the threat or 

with actual involvement of first the Soviet and later the Russian military.121 The Russians 

were also actively involved in drafting cease-fire agreements.122 And, as in the case of 
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South Ossetia, Russia ended up dominating the peacekeeping framework, meaning that 

most of the peacekeepers in the region were Russian.123  

Gamsakhurdia’s reign ended with his assassination in 1993, which, some suggest 

was conducted with Russian involvement.124 

Schevardnadze Years: 

Poor relations between Georgia and Russia continued despite the death of Zviad 

Gamsakhurdia, one of the most nationalistic FSU politicians. Eduard Shevardnadze, who 

was a well-liked and respected former Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs also tried to 

break away from Russia’s influence and perhaps find new protectors in the West. In 

1999, for example, Shevardnadze withdrew Georgia from Russia-dominated Collective 

Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and joined the Council of Europe. During the 

Second Chechen War, Shevardnadze refused to allow Russian troops access along the 

Georgia-Chechnya border in Pansiki Gorge.125 During that same period, at the OSCE 

Istanbul Summit, Shevardnadze began demanding the dismantling of Russian military 

bases in Georgia and the withdrawal of Russian troops from the area.126  

It is important to note, however, that Shevardnadze was different from his 

predecessor (Gamsakhurdia) and his follower (Saakashvili) in one crucial way: he never 
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stopped talking to Russian leadership, no matter how strained the relationship, in order to 

make sure he stayed in the loop with regards to Russia’s decisions towards Georgia.127 

Shevardnadze, also, played down divisions between Tbilisi and Moscow over the status 

of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Interestingly, Shevardnadze was just as firm in the 

preservation of territorial integrity as the two other post-Soviet Georgian leaders. 

Nevertheless, he chose the more pragmatic rout and decided to not aggravate Moscow 

over the issue.128  

Pre-Putin Russia, on its part, was less assertive in the region and less hostile 

towards Georgia. Yeltsin and Shevardnadze seemed to have a good personal relationship, 

which went a long way during periods of crises between the two countries. The two 

presidents kept their channel of communication open, thereby soothing insecurities they 

might have felt about each other’s intentions.129 

Georgia-Russia Relations (2003-2008) 

Ironically, the first eight months after the Rose Revolution saw a lot of progress in 

Georgia-Russia relations. President Putin, when he met with the interim leader of Georgia 

Nano Burjanadze, gave her three preconditions for normalization of the relations. First, 

Putin wanted Georgia to acknowledge Russian special interests in Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia; second, he wanted Georgia to give Russia access to Pansiki Gorge (where many 

Chechen rebels were hiding out); and third, he wanted Georgia to back off of the NATO 
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idea.130 Burjanadze passed on the message to the president-to-be Saakashvili, who 

initially did not distance himself from these preconditions. When Saakashvili came to 

power in Georgia, he announced improvement in relations with Russia to be one of the 

top three priorities of his presidency, the other two being fighting corruption, and 

reorganization and strengthening of government (no mention of NATO or the situation 

with breakaway provinces). In the following seven months, a series of cooperative 

agreements took place: on economy, on terrorism, on energy, on Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia (getting back to the Sochi Process)131, touching on two out of Russia’s three 

preconditions for normalization of relations. One precondition, however, was never met. 

Georgia remained committed to becoming closer to the West and its aspiration to join 

NATO was never taken off the table.132  

Ajara Crisis (Spring 2004): 

Ajara, along with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, was another breakaway province 

of Georgia. Divisions between Ajaras and Georgians are based on religion (Ajaras are 

Muslim, whereas Georgians are Christian), unlike in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, where 

divisions are based on ethnicity. Since 1991, when Ajara and Georgia almost went to war 

(which never materialized due to the threat of a Russian intervention on the side of 
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Ajaras), Aslan Abashidze and his family had been controlling the territory. Saakashvili, 

in 2004, through negotiations and threat of military invasion, removed Abashidze from 

his position and granted Ajara a limited autonomous status. Russia, despite Abashidze’s 

pleas, did not get in the way of Saakashvili’s initiatives in the region. Then a Russian 

head of the National Security Council Igor Ivanov stepped in to facilitate Abashidze’s 

exile to Moscow. This was as far as Russian involvement went.133 Some accounts 

suggest, however, that Putin told Saakashvili that getting Ajara under Georgia’s control 

was a one off event and Saakashvili should not expect Russia to stand by idly if Tbilisi 

attempts to integrate South Ossetia and Abkhazia.134  

Summer 2004 : a deteriorating situation  

 Putin’s warnings turned out to be prophetic. A worsening in Georgia-Russia 

relations began after the Georgian government successfully pressured Aslan Abashidze to 

surrender power in Ajara and turned its full attention to South Ossetia. It did so in the 

form of the “war on smuggling,” launched several months earlier135 but reaching its peak 

in the summer of 2004.136  
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 The anti-smuggling campaign involved the establishment of at least 13 

checkpoints on the South Ossetian perimeter, as well as at least one checkpoint inside 

South Ossetia. These checkpoints were staffed with Georgian police forces as well as 

volunteers. They were aimed at stopping contraband coming from Russia into South 

Ossetia.137  

The President of South Ossetia, a hardliner Eduard Kokoity, was able to portray 

the Georgian actions as an attack on Ossetians and not on criminality, as Saakashvili 

claimed. In August 2004, the dispute violently erupted, with dozens killed (including 

Georgians, South Ossetians, and Russian volunteers). The dispute stopped soon after 

Saakashvili announced his decision to withdraw non-peacekeeping forces from the 

conflict zone.  

Before the summer 2004 conflict, the relationship between Georgia and Russia 

had been steadily improving. In February 2004, Saakashvili and Putin expressed a desire 

to conclude a comprehensive bilateral treaty addressing issues of cooperation and 

security and defining the status of Russian military bases in the region.138 In May 2004, 

Russia and Georgia cooperated on the removal of Aslan Abashidze out of power in Ajara. 

Saakashvili had also allowed for the American-owned electricity distribution company, 

AES Telasi, to be bought by Russian energy giant RAO United Energy System. And 
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Saakashvili had appointed a Russia-based Georgian businessman to become Georgia’s 

new minister for the economy.139  

Immediately after the 2004 South Ossetia conflict, Georgia-Russia relations 

started irreversibly changing for the worse. First, Putin announced that he would not 

make a state visit to Georgia any time soon. Then, the Russian president heightened his 

rhetoric and began comparing Saakashvili’s actions to those of Saakashvili’s nationalistic 

predecessor Zviad Gamsakhurdia, whose tenure was defined by separatist conflicts in 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In response, Georgian parliament speaker Nino Burjanadze 

suggested that before getting involved in the internal business of Georgia, Russia should 

take care of its own breakaway provinces such as Chechnya. To which Russian 

parliamentarians replied that Russia had legitimate interests in South Ossetia because 

“most residents of South Ossetia are citizens of Russia.” The Russian parliament also 

passed a resolution condemning the actions of the Georgian government.140  

In sum, the 2004 summer events in South Ossetia mark the beginning of the slide 

down the path toward the Russia-Georgia war of 2008.  

Fall 2004-Winter 2008: Russia’s policies contributing to worsening of the 

situation 

After the conflict in 2004 and Russia’s harsh response to it, the Georgian 

government began pushing for internationalization of peacekeeping forces in South 
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Ossetia and Abkhazia. Georgians were so adamant regarding their pleas because in 

Georgia’s perception, Russian peacekeepers became border guards, defending borders of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia from the rest of Georgia. As one of the Georgian 

parliamentarians stated, “The Russian Federation is not a peacekeeper or a mediator but 

one of the parties to the conflict.” Similarly, another parliamentarian declared that 

Russia’s goal was “not peacekeeping, but keeping in pieces.”141 Perhaps the most telling 

of the Georgian view was the phrase coined by Georgian Foreign Minister David 

Bakradze, which referred to Russian policies in Georgia as “creeping annexation.” 

Nevertheless, the Georgian government’s attempts to change the peacekeeping format 

became futile when neither the US nor the European Union backed Georgia and instead 

succumbed to continuation of the Russia-dominated framework.142  

Another development that contributed to the Georgian perception of threat from 

Russia was Moscow’s policy of “passportization.” While it is not clear when Russia’s 

policy of giving away its passports with regards to South Ossetia began,143 it is certain 

that Russia used results of this policy (50,000 Ossetians became Russian citizens) as a 
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reason, in 2007, to give away 100 million rubles in the form of pensions to South 

Ossetians and as a pretext for Russia’s military offensive into Georgia.144  

Additionally, Moscow staffed South Ossetian and Abkhaz governments with 

Russian officials, appointing its former civilian and military personnel to serve in such 

high positions as Ministers of Defense (in both breakaway provinces).145 

In the fall of 2006, Georgia and Russia were yet again engaged in a diplomatic 

stand off that contributed to ever worsening relations resulting in the 2008 war. On 

September 27th, Georgian officials arrested four Russian military officers accusing them 

of being spies for the Russian government, whose main agenda was to prevent Georgia 

from becoming a member of NATO. The four men were released soon thereafter. 

Nonetheless, this spy scandal caused a massive fall out between Moscow and Tbilisi, as 

the Russian government imposed heavy trade restrictions against Georgia, cut air, sea, 

postal, and banking communications, and recalled all of its diplomats from the Georgian 

capital.146Additionally, Georgian officials reported that at the end of September they 

observed Russian military movements in North Ossetia (territory bordering South 

Ossetia) and mobilization of Russia’s 58th Army division.147 
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Fall 2004 - Winter 2008: Georgia’s policies contributing to worsening of the 

situation  

Tbilisi, on its part, despite all the threatening signals coming from Russia, 

continued its push for reintegration of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. For example, in 

November 2006, the Georgian leadership initiated elections and a referendum in parallel 

to the ones conducted by the Russia-backed candidate and the de-facto president since 

2001, Eduard Kokoity. The Georgia-backed candidate, Dmitry Sanokoyev, won among 

the Georgian population of South Ossetia and set up his alternative government in the 

Georgian village of Kurta.148 

Additionally, Georgia spearheaded its attempts to join NATO. In 2006, when 

NATO countries invited Georgia to join “Intensified Dialogue” on NATO membership, 

Saakashvili declared 2006 “the year of NATO” and promised that Georgia would become 

a member of the alliance before the end of his first term, in 2008.149  

One policy change that could not have gone by unnoticed in Russia was Georgia’s 

improved relations with the United States and particularly the personalization of relations 

between Bush and Saakashvili. During the difficult post-invasion years in Iraq, for 

example, when many countries began to withdraw their troops (including Ukraine in 

2005), Georgia continued sending its soldiers and politically and rhetorically supporting 

the US policy in the Middle East. In 2005, when Bush visited Georgia, Saakashvili 

publicly proclaimed that Georgia and the United States shared “common values” and 
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renamed the main highway from the airport into the center of Tbilisi after George W. 

Bush.150 During this time, the United States increased its military and economic aid to the 

country and actively participated in modernizing Georgia’s military. The Bush 

administration was adamant about respecting “Georgian territorial integrity”; active in 

promoting the alternative-to-Russia energy rout through Georgia; and persistent in its 

efforts to accelerate Georgia’s accession into NATO.151  

Additionally, around the same time, Saakashvili started to ramp up his anti-

Russian rhetoric, accusing Russia of conspiring to change the government in Tbilisi and 

take over not only South Ossetia and Abkhazia but the whole of Georgia.152  For 

example, in November 2007, Saakashvili justified his decision to violently crack down on 

opposition protesters as fighting “Russian spies trying to influence domestic 

developments.”153  

When, in April 2008, NATO countries declined Georgia and Ukraine’s 

applications to join the Membership Action Plan (MAP), Saakashvili began comparing 

the Western policies of refusing to provoke Russia with the Western policies in 1939 

(when these countries succumbed to Germany’s demands for Sudetenland and, according 
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to some though not all historians, gave Hitler a green light to launch World War II.)154 

Interestingly, NATO’s decision to refuse Membership Action Plan (MAP) to Georgia and 

the US and EU’s earlier decision to recognize Kosovo, did seem to provide Russia with 

an opportunity and an excuse to ramp up its policies in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.  

Spring-Summer 2008 build-up: 

Following the recognition of Kosovo in February 2008, the Russian lower 

chamber of congress issued a resolution recommending for the Russian executive branch 

to recognize independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Putin proceeded to sign a 

decree establishing direct legal and diplomatic relations with Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia,155 lifted trade restrictions stipulated by the 1996 CIS agreement,156 and ordered 

reinforcement of Russian peacekeeping forces in Abkhazia.157 According to Georgian 

officials, the number of troops increased from 2000 to 4000. The Russians disagree with 

the numbers, although they do confirm that the number of peacekeepers indeed increased, 

from 2000 to 2500.158 
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 Also, at the end of April, Russia allegedly began a military equipment build up in 

Abkhazia. According to the Georgian government, Georgian forces spotted one echelon 

of 32 trucks with 26 units of camouflaged heavy military equipment crossing the 

Georgia-Russia border in Abkhazia.159 Additionally, in May, a Russian military 

construction unit was sent to Abkhazia in order to rehabilitate the local railway. Even 

though Russian officials at that time stated that the military unit was sent into Abkhazia 

for humanitarian purposes, Georgia vehemently protested that decision.160 

During the summer of 2008, tensions started shifting from Abkhazia to South 

Ossetia. Mortar and heavy artillery fire were being heard in June and July on both sides 

of the de-facto South Ossetian border.161  Early in July, Georgian forces hit nine 

residential houses in Tshkhinvali with artillery fire killing 2 and wounding 11, justifying 

the attack as a response to South Ossetian aggression. Also in July, Dmitry Sanakoyev, 

the head of the Tbilisi-backed provisional administration in South Ossetia, survived an 

assassination attempt that Georgian officials claim was ordered by the head of the de-

facto government of South Ossetia, Eduard Kokoity.162 The US government, sensing 

escalation of the conflict, dispatched the US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, who 
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arrived in Georgia on July 8th.163 Several hours later, Russian planes flew over Georgian 

airspace under the pretext of trying to “cool hot heads in Tbilisi” and deter a Georgian 

attack on South Ossetia.164 

Starting in mid-July, both Russia and Georgia participated in separate military 

exercises. The Russian-sponsored exercise, called “Caucasus-2008,” distributed leaflets 

to Russian forces, which identified the enemy as Georgia and provided information on 

the composition of Georgia’s military forces as well as on strengths and weaknesses of 

Georgia’s military capabilities.165 After the military exercises, Russian military units 

reportedly stayed in the vicinity of South Ossetia.166 

On the night of August 2nd, following the car bombings that left Georgian police 

officers wounded, fighting broke out in Tskhinvali and several ethnic Georgian villages, 

leaving six South Ossetians dead.167 On August 3rd through 5th, South Ossetian officials 

started evacuating their civilian population to the Russian side of the border.168 Fighting 

renewed on August 6th, leaving 18 South Ossetian and two Georgian peacekeepers 
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wounded. After more fighting broke out on August 7th, Saakashvili made an appeal for 

urgent negotiations169. That same evening, at 7:10 p.m., Saakashvili appeared on 

television, announcing a unilateral cease-fire170. Also on August 7th, according to some 

news sources, interviews, and documents provided by Georgian officials, Georgian 

intelligence intercepted conversations between South Ossetian and Russian troops 

indicating that Russian troops were building up in South Ossetia and that at 10:15 p.m. on 

August 7th (1hour and 15 minutes prior to Georgia’s offensive) Russia began 

bombardments against all Georgian positions near Tskhinvali. The European 

Commission, however, did not include this episode in its report because Georgia’s claims 

could not be “sufficiently substantiated”171 and OSCE monitors in the region later stated 

that they had no evidence that this shelling occurred.172  

Following this military build-up, late at night on August 7th, Georgian troops 

moved into South Ossetia and began the shelling of Tskhinvali, thereby initiating the 

Russia-Georgia War. In sum, Georgia’s perception of the Russian threat was the main 

motivator behind Saakashvili’s decision to invade South Ossetia. In the summer of 2008, 

Georgia thought that Russia’s military actions inside the breakaway province were 
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inevitable. By attacking first, Georgia tried to capitalize on whatever advantage it could 

get against its stronger neighbor, Russia.  

Even though Georgia initiated the conflict, Russia is as much responsible for the 

outbreak of war. First of all, Russia rejected most of the initiatives proposed by 

Saakashvili out of hand. True, many of Saakashvili’s settlement plans were favoring 

Georgia, but at least he was willing to talk. Moscow, instead of taking this opportunity 

for dialogue, leaked these proposals to the media.173 Russia’s lack of interest in talking 

with Georgia was also demonstrated through Moscow’s decision to establish legal and 

diplomatic links with Abkhazia and South Ossetia. From then on, Georgia was cut out of 

the picture when it came to decision-making regarding its own breakaway territories. 

Additionally, Russia’s decision to reinforce and increase its peacekeeping force in the 

region, and send military units to build a highway inside Abkhazia, did not assuage 

Georgian fears. Already in July, Saakashvili knew that the action is coming to its head. 

He appealed to the international community for help. Not surprisingly, the international 

community, including Georgia’s biggest ally, the United States, warned Saakashvili not 

to start the war he could not win. From then on Saakashvili knew he had a choice of 

going down peacefully or fighting. Wisely or not, he chose to fight.    
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Ukraine-Russia Relations 

 

As mentioned earlier, this thesis considers Georgian perception of Russia’s threat 

one of the primary motivations for Georgia’s invasion of South Ossetia. Russia did 

nothing to change this perception. If anything, Russia seemed to behave in a manner that 

only bolstered Georgia’s fear of its neighbor. In the case of Ukraine and its Crimean 

enclave, however, Russia behaved quite differently. Russia made sure to communicate 

effectively with Ukraine so no perceptions of military threat emerge. Ukraine, on its part, 

was forward with its own initiatives to reassure Russia that some of Russia’s concerns 

with regards to Crimea would be addressed. As this next section shows, Russia went out 

of its way, even during periods of deepest crises, to keep Ukraine informed of and 

therefore less threatened by Russian rhetoric and actions in the region.  

Overview 

Similar to Georgia, Ukraine’s relations with Russia since the collapse of the 

Soviet Union have largely been strained. The points of contention have included the fate 

of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, with the base located in the Crimean city of Sevastopol; 

the related question of the status of the Crimean peninsula (whether this peninsula 

belongs to Russia or to Ukraine); the energy relationship between Ukraine and Russia; 

the eastward enlargement of NATO; and the status of the Russian minority and Russian 

speakers in Ukraine.  
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This section concentrates on the Russia-Ukraine dispute over Crimea, one of the 

most contentious points in Russia-Ukraine relations. Even though questions of energy 

and Ukrainian attempts to enter into the NATO alliance are also very important, disputes 

over Crimea seem to provide a more adequate analogy to disputes over Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia.174 This section analyzes why, in contrast to Georgia and despite numerous 

academic and journalistic predictions, the Crimea issue never broke out into war.  

Evidence provided in this section shows that at least part of the answer is in the 

tendency of Russia and Ukraine to work on eliminating perceptions of threat with regards 

to each other’s behavior. Even in crisis, Ukraine and Russia constantly talk to each other, 

implement certain reassuring policies, and sign bilateral agreements175 soothing each 

other’s concerns. As the previous section showed, such open communication was and is 

not happening in Russia-Georgia relations.  

A lot of scholarship deals with the question of why the Russia-Ukraine 

communication channel seems to be better developed than for example Russia-Georgia or 

Russia-Uzbekistan communication channels. Usually academics conclude that at least 

part of the answer is in the fact that Ukrainians and Russians are ethnic kin and for the 

most of history have been citizens of one country, Russia. Also, Ukrainians and Russians 

don’t have a prolonged history of fighting against each other. 176 For purposes of this 

paper, it is sufficient to say that, regardless of reasons, Ukraine and Russia have reliable 
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and direct channels of communication that don’t break down during crises and that this 

fact might have contributed to more peaceful relations between Russia and Ukraine.  

Crimea Question: Overview 

Similar to many other former soviet republics, ethnicity in Ukraine is 

territorialized, which means Ukraine’s different nationalities are locally concentrated. As 

it stands today and has been the case since the WWII period, Russians are a substantial 

majority in Crimea.177 Still, minority Tatars and Ukrainians, due to powerful historical 

associations, feel just as strongly that Crimean peninsula belongs to them.178 179   

Factors such as territorialized ethnicity and competing historical claims 

contributed to potential for a conflict, particularly during the period of transition from the 

Soviet Union to an independent Ukraine.   

Due to their dominant numbers, ethnic Russians in Crimea have presented the 

greatest challenge to Ukrainian leadership to date. Particularly, the years from 1991 to 

1995 saw the rise of Russian nationalist mobilization in Crimea that resulted in a push for 

Crimean separatism. And even though the tide of political mobilization has since receded, 

the ethnic Russian majority in Crimea still presents a problem for Ukrainian leadership 

because it undermines Ukraine’s effort to become completely independent from Russia.  

Another factor that complicates the Crimean question is the stationing of the 

Russian Naval Fleet in the Crimean city of Sevastopol. Similarly to ethnic divisions, the 
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stationing of the Russian Fleet became a problem only after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union. In May of 1997 Russia and Ukraine signed an agreement formalizing the Russian 

Naval presence in Sevastopol. According to this agreement, the Russian Fleet can stay in 

Crimea until 2017.180 

Russia’s Reassuring Signals to Ukraine:  

Russia’s insistence on continuing to host some of its Black Sea Fleet in Crimea 

and Russia’s seeming concern with the rights of ethnic Russians inside Crimea, more 

than anything else, seem to be ways for Russia to keep Ukraine under its watchful eye.181 

Similar to South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia, Crimea provides Russia with an 

excuse to constantly interfere in Ukrainian affairs and prevents Ukraine from completely 

breaking-away from Russia.  

Russian leadership, however, handled Crimea very differently from the way it 

handled Abkhazia and South Ossetia. And Ukraine, for its part, did more than Georgia to 

address some of Russia’s concerns.  

During the period of 1991-1995, when Russian nationalism in Crimea, as well as 

in Russia, was particularly on the rise, Boris Yeltsin, the Russian president, refused to 

support a series of provocative resolutions issued by the Russian parliament that 
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challenged the legitimacy of Ukraine’s sovereignty over Crimea.182 Andrei Kozyrev, the 

Russian Foreign Minister, even though he consistently questioned Crimea’s status within 

Ukraine, nevertheless repeatedly warned the Russian parliament against provoking a 

Ukrainian-Russian confrontation over the issue.183  

Leonid Kravchuk, the Ukrainian President, and Boris Yeltsin were personally 

involved in negotiations over the status of the Black Sea Fleet. Until the final agreement 

was signed in May of 1997, the two presidents had been consistently meeting, sometimes 

as often as once in three months, to negotiate over contentious issues. This is not to say 

that Russia-Ukraine relations were solid during this negotiation period. The Black Sea 

Fleet’s involvement in the Georgia-Abkhazia conflict in 1992-1993, for example, 

seriously strained Russia-Ukraine relations.  Still, the two leaders kept talking to each 

other and in the end were able to achieve an acceptable-to-both-sides agreement.  

True, Russia’s executive branch is not the only one involved in Russia’s 

international affairs. The Russian Parliament has its say as well. Many members of the 

Russian parliament did try to capitalize on the dispute within Ukraine and many of them 

campaigned on the right of Russia to claim Crimea as its territory.184 Still, Yeltsin and his 

cabinet kept their ground, refusing to be drawn into the conflict with Ukraine. When the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) condemned the 1993 Russian parliamentary 

resolution declaring Sevastopol a Russian city, the Russian executive branch was fully on 

board with the UNSC’s statement. Moreover, the Russian government sent a letter of its 
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own to the UNSC, condemning the Russian parliament’s action as “emotional and 

declaratory.”185 Such commitment on part of the executive branch, willing to go as far as 

to denounce its own parliament internationally, also reassured the Ukrainian leadership of 

Yeltsin’s intentions to limit Russia’s interference in Ukrainian internal affairs, even when 

it comes to Crimea.  

The post-Yeltsin years also mark similar tension between the executive branch 

and politicians eager to run on Russian nationalism. Despite mainstream thinking, which 

suggests that with the rise of Putin and especially with the Ukrainian Orange Revolution 

came the rise of Russia’s harsher policies towards Ukraine, the facts paint a different 

picture. Despite post-Orange Revolution calls from Russian elites to implement harsher 

sanctions against Ukraine and to support the separatist movement in Crimea, Putin 

moved to stabilize damaged relations with Kiev, immediately ceasing any kind of 

interference in Ukraine’s post-election politics, even in Crimea.186  

When it comes to the 2005 and 2008 gas disputes, Russia, contrary to many 

analysts’ suggestions, proved to be quite pragmatic, sending reassuring signals to Kiev. 

Both gas crises resulted in high-level agreements: first, in 2006, between Putin and 

Yuschenko, and second, in 2009, between Putin and Timoshenko.187 Ironically, Russia’s 

2005-2008 worsening relations with Georgia, in a strange way, also sent reassuring 

signals to Kiev. At the time when Putin was legalizing ties with Abkhazia and South 

                                                
185 Gwendolyin Sasse, The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, and Conflict (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 222. 
186 Gwendolyin Sasse, The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, and Conflict (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 225. 
187 Note that even though Russian leadership officially announced that it would stop speaking to 
Yuschenko and did not appoint a new ambassador until after the 2010 elections, neither Putin nor 
Medvedev ceased speaking with Timoshenko, arguably the more powerful of the two leaders.  
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Ossetia188, giving away passports in these two provinces, and suggesting that if Kosovo 

becomes independent, recognition of Abkhazia would follow, he was pointedly silent on 

Crimea and continued to conduct all official business, including further negotiations over 

the status of the Black Sea Fleet, with Kyiv.  

Ukraine’s Reassuring Signals to Russia: 

Ukraine, on its part, also sent reassuring signals to Russia. In January of 1994, for 

example, Ukraine agreed to ship all its nuclear warheads to the Russian Federation for 

dismantlement.189 In 1996, Ukraine granted Crimea the status of territorial autonomy, 

making Crimea the only region in Ukraine with such status.190 When it comes to 

language rights, Ukrainian government has also been more or less accommodating. The 

Law on Education, included in the 1996 Constitution, grants Ukrainian citizens a right to 

choose their native language for school and studies.191 Additionally, the Russian language 

is a required course in all secondary schools. Plus, when it comes to Crimea, the Russian 

language has an official status, and almost all of the local media uses it for 

communication.192  

When Yuschenko came to power, many predicted a push for tighter control over 

Crimea (perhaps revoking its autonomous status) and for renegotiation of the agreement 

                                                
188 In 2006 Russian government announced that from then on it would conduct all official business 
concerning Abkhazia and South Ossetia directly with the leaders of these breakaway states. 
189 US Department of State Dispatch, Trilateral Statement of 1994, January, 1994, 
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m1584/is_nSUPP-1_v5/ai_15184081/ (accessed May 11,  2010). 
190 Gwendolyin Sasse, The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, and Conflict (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 8. 
191 Council of Europe, “Ukraine: Recent Policy Issues and Debates,” Compendum of Cultural Policies and 
Trends in Europe (February 2010), http://www.culturalpolicies.net/web/ukraine.php?aid=422 (accessed 
May 11,  2010). 
192 In 2010, the Crimean parliament has passed a degree that says that Russian must be used along 
Ukrainian for all official business conducted in Crimea (Evgeniya Chaikovskaya, “Russian Language 
Given Regional Status in Crimea,” The Moscow News, May 27, 2010, 
http://www.mn.ru/international/20100527/187845115.html (accessed June 5, 2010)). 
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on Russia’s Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol. Neither one of the developments took place. 

Despite fiery rhetoric, Yuschenko proved to be a pragmatic leader, accommodating 

Russia on its biggest concerns. Ironically, he ended up disappointing the Crimean Tatars 

(his most significant support block in Crimea)193 more than he disappointed Russians. 

Tatars accuse Yuschenko of backing away from his election promises to enhance their 

status in Crimea and to undermine Russian influence in the peninsula.  

Even as late as 2009, when Russian and Ukrainian presidents were no longer 

communicating with each other, Yuschenko sent some conciliatory signals to the 

Kremlin, openly stating that Russia is not to blame for the 1932-1933 Holodomor 

Famine, in which several million Ukrainian starved to death due to Stalin’s policies of 

collectivization.194 

This paper is not suggesting that Russia-Ukraine relations after the collapse of the 

Soviet Union have been nothing but conciliatory gestures towards each other. To the 

contrary, Ukraine presented one of the most serious challenges to Russia and its desire to 

keep the FSU countries at bay. The points of contention have included the fate of the 

Russian Black Sea Fleet (and disagreements over purposes to which Russia was using 

it)195, the related question of the status of Crimean peninsula (whether this peninsula 

belongs to Russia or to Ukraine); the energy relationship between Ukraine and Russia; 

the eastward enlargement of NATO (Ukraine joined the NATO Partnership for Peace 

                                                
193 Even more significant than Ukrainians in the enclave, because a lot of older Ukrainians in Crimea have 

a mixed identity and struggle to chose between being Soviet and being Ukrainian. Those who consider 
themselves Soviet voted for Yanukovich (Gwendolyin Sasse, The Crimea Question: Identity, Transition, 

and Conflict (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2007), 67). 
194 “Ukraine Does Not Blame Russia For Holodomor – Yuschenko,” Ria Novosti, Novemeber 28, 2009, 
http://en.rian.ru/society/20091128/157016050.html (accessed May 9,  2010). 
195 Particularly, Russia using the Black Sea Fleet in the conflicts between Georgia and its breakaway 
provinces. 
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Program in 1994 and officially announced it’s desire to join the bloc in 2002)196; and the 

status of the Russian minority and Russian speakers in Ukraine.  The rhetoric on both 

sides has been fiery, leading many analysts to predict the imminence of military 

confrontation. Yet, in such a rollercoaster relationship, both Ukrainian and Russian 

leaders were able to keep their calm, send signals reassuring one another of non-

threatening nature of their intentions, and never let their channels of communications be 

interrupted.  

Contrast this with the Georgia-Russia relations, in which neither one of the parties 

was willing to open the door to communications and instead chose to proceed with the 

sliding into the Georgia-Russia war.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
196 Taras Kuzio, “Ukraine Closes Road to NATO Membership,” Eurasia Daily Monitor, July 7, 2010, 
http://www.jamestown.org/programs/edm/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=36584&tx_ttnews%5Bback
Pid%5D=27&cHash=f2ab8a2095 (accessed July 8,  2010). 
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Alternative Theories 

 

According to this paper, Georgia invaded South Ossetia primarily because it 

perceived that threat from Russia was imminent. This is, however, only one of the 

explanations for why Russia-Georgia War broke out in the summer of 2008. The 

following section presents four alternative interpretations of events leading to the August 

War.    

Alternative Explanation #1: Saakashvili is an irrational leader 

This explanation, mostly championed by Russian journalists and political 

analysts, suggests that Saakashvili decided to invade South Ossetia because he was a 

reckless and an irrational leader. He was not concerned with either the level of casualties 

or political repercussions of his actions. He wanted his way in South Ossetia, and he was 

going to get it whatever the means.  

If this explanation were to bear any weight, one would expect Saakashvili to show 

signs of irrationality while dealing with other crises. The evidence, however, points to the 

opposite conclusion.  

Ajara crisis (Spring 2004)  

As mentioned earlier in this paper, reaching agreement on the status of Ajara was 

one of the first and most serious tests of Georgia-Russia relations. In the period between 

winter and spring of 2004, Saakashvili demonstrated his skills as a clever and cool-
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headed dealmaker, surprising many in the international community, since his term as the 

Georgian leader had only just began.197  

Along with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Ajara was one of the breakaway 

provinces of Georgia. Its leader, Aslan Abashidze, had been in power since the early 

1990s and had refused to negotiate with the Georgian authorities.198 Abashidze enjoyed 

the backing of the Russian leadership, which emboldened him in his uncompromising 

policies. Abashidze also was a close friend of Shevardnadze; so when Shevardnadze was 

ousted, Abashidze’s world came crumbling down, as he knew that the new revolutionary 

government would most likely not tolerate business-as-usual in Ajara.199  

Between November 2003 and May 2004, Abashidze traveled five times to 

Moscow, hoping to secure its support. He had grounds for such hopes, as he had ties in 

influential political and business circles and was an outspoken proponent of keeping the 

Russian base in Ajara.200 

Regardless of the ties Russia had to Ajara, Saakashvili’s approach to the crisis 

wooed Russia away from supporting Abashidze. Instead of antagonizing Russian 

leadership, Saakashvili offered Russia something he thought Russia would want: an 

electricity distribution company and an opportunity to put a Russian loyalist in the Tbilisi 

                                                
197 Saakashvili’s Ajara Success: Repeatable Elsewhere in Georgia? Europe Briefing (International Crisis 
Group, August 18 2004): 1. 
198 Natalie Mychajlyszyn, “The OSCE and Regional Conflicts in the Former Soviet Union,“ in Ethnicity 

and Territory in the Former Soviet Union, ed. James Hughes and Gwendolyn Sasse (New York: Frank 
Cass Publishers, 2002), 196. 
199 International, Independent, Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of 
the European Union, September 2009): v.2, p. 8. 
200 Saakashvili’s Ajara Success: Repeatable Elsewhere in Georgia? Europe Briefing (International Crisis 
Group, August 18 2004): 2-8. 
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government. And as an icing on the cake, Saakashvili threatened to confiscate the mayor 

of Moscow’s interests in Ajara and Abkhazia, at the time when Luzhkov’s relationship 

with the Russian leadership was particularly difficult.201  

At first, Russia seemed to take Abashidze’s side, instituting a relaxed visa policy 

with Ajara and condemning “extremist-minded forces” seeking to change the regime in 

the breakaway province.202 With Saakashvili’s careful navigation, however, Russia soon 

changed its mind and ended up stepping in to diffuse tensions between Tbilisi and Batumi 

and facilitate Abashidze’s exile to Moscow.203  

True, Ajara is different from South Ossetia. Tensions between Ajarans and 

Georgians are not nearly as high and divisions are not nearly as deep as between South 

Ossetians and Georgians.204 Also, Russian interests in South Ossetia and Abkhazia seem 

to be greater.205 Nevertheless, the crisis in Ajara provided Saakashvili with his first test as 

the leader of Georgia and he demonstrated that if nothing else, he is capable of making 

rational and well-calculated decisions.  

Summer 2004 conflict in South Ossetia 

                                                
201 Saakashvili’s Ajara Success: Repeatable Elsewhere in Georgia? Europe Briefing (International Crisis 
Group, August 18 2004): 2-8. 
202 Tea Gularidze, “Abashidze Desperately Grips to Power,” Civil Georgia, January 21, 2004, 
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=6060 (accessed July 11, 2010). 
203 Sergei Blagov, “Amid celebration in Batumi, Georgian Authorities Mover to Reasert Authority in 
Ajaria,” EurasiaNet, May 5, 2004, http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eav050604.shtml 
(accessed July 11, 2010). 
204 Interview with Ronald Asmus, former Clinton administration official and a scholar at the German 
Marshall Fund on April 29, 2010. 
205 Interview with Ronald Asmus, former Clinton administration official and a scholar at the German 
Marshall Fund on April 29, 2010. 
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Another test to Saakashvili’s leadership came during the summer of 2004, when 

he began his campaign to prevent smuggling of illegal goods from Russia through South 

Ossetia and into Georgia. Analysts and political scientists still argue over the true motives 

of this “war on smuggling.” Some suggest that this was a way for Saakashvili to regain 

control of the breakaway province whereas others suggest that Saakashvili really wanted 

to stop illegal commerce.  

When, in August 2004, tensions between Georgia and South Ossetia heated to 

such an extent that Russia threatened to intervene, Saakashvili offered a ceasefire and 

agreed to withdraw police and militia volunteers from the area.206  

According to then-Minister of State Security Vano Merabishvili, during the 

summer of 2004 Georgian authorities had “issued an order not to use arms because we 

did not want to get drawn into conflict.”207 At the time, Merabishvili also said that 

Georgia had to avoid “launching a military operation” and becoming “drawn into a large-

scale war” because “Russian authorities will have to get involved in the process” and this 

would be “the most dangerous thing for Georgia and we must avert it.”208  

Merabishvili is a Saakashvili loyalist and his words most likely reflect Georgian 

president’s thinking. These words also demonstrate Georgia’s keen understanding of the 

risks and a desire to avoid them. Most importantly, these words and actions demonstrate a 

                                                
206 Igor Torbakov, “South Ossetia Crisis Stokes Tension between Russia and Georgia,” Eurasianet, August 
24, 2004, http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/eav082504.shtml (accessed June 10, 
2010). 
207 Cory Welt, “The Thawing of a Frozen Conflict: The International Security Dilemma and the 2004 
Prelude to the Russo-Georgian War,” Europe-Asia Studies 62:1 (January, 2010): 74. 
208 Cory Welt, “The Thawing of a Frozen Conflict: The International Security Dilemma and the 2004 
Prelude to the Russo-Georgian War,” Europe-Asia Studies 62:1 (January, 2010): 74. 



 70 

highly rational approach to relations with Russia undertaken by the Georgian 

government.  

Alternative Explanation #2: Domestic considerations  

This explanation suggests that Saakashvili decided to invade South Ossetia 

primarily because of domestic politics. After all, he did run on a platform of Georgia’s 

reunification, promising to bring Ajara, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia back under 

Georgia’s influence.  

Whereas this explanation is appealing, primarily because 88% of Georgians 

support Georgian reunification,209 it does a poor job explaining the timing of 

Saakashvili’s decision to invade South Ossetia. After all, in the summer of 2008, 

Saakashvili’s second term as Georgia’s president had just begun. Also, even though 

Georgians did yearn for reintegration of Georgia’s territory, they did not view the return 

of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as a likely outcome and did not demand their return from 

the Saakashvili administration. 210 It is possible to conceive that Saakashvili considered a 

likely boost in his ratings if he invaded South Ossetia as a plus. It is difficult to imagine, 

however, that domestic considerations were a primary motivator for Saakashvili’s 

actions. 

Alternative Explanation #3: Georgia was “duped” by the US 

                                                
209 Jim Nichol, “Georgia [Republic]: Recent Developments and US Interests,” Congressional Research 
Service Report for Congress, December 10, 2008, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/97-727.pdf (accessed 
May 8, 2010). 
210 Alexander Cooley and Lincoln Mitchell, “No Way to Treat Our Friends: Recasting Recent US-Georgia 
Relations,” The Washington Quarterly 32, no, 1 (January 2009): 27-41. 
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This explanation, which is popular among American liberal scholars and 

commentators, as well as among some military personnel interviewed by the author of 

this paper, suggests that the United States gave Georgia a false hope that it would 

intervene on behalf of Georgia if the time comes for a confrontation with Russia.  

Supporters of this explanation draw an analogy with Hungary of 1956, in which 

President Eisenhower encouraged Hungarian opposition to rise up against Soviet 

oppression and when it did, he refused to interfere, leaving 2,000 Hungarians to be 

slaughtered by the Soviet army.211 

This paper would argue, however, that neither Georgia nor Hungary was “duped” 

by the United States. True, both countries received encouraging signals from the 

American leadership (Hungary more so than Georgia), such as public statements by US 

presidents praising democratic reforms in both countries, but the encouragement only 

went so far. No specific promises were made. In fact, in the case with Georgia, the US 

leadership specifically warned Saakashvili not to start the war he could never win.212  

Alternative Explanation #4: Georgia thought Russia would not retaliate 

This explanation is the least popular out of the four presented in this section. It 

suggests that Georgia was not expecting Russia to go to war with Georgia over South 

                                                
211 “Summary: A Symposium on the Hungary-Suez Crisis: Fifty Years On,” Council on Foreign Relations, 

October 24, 2006, http://www.cfr.org/content/meetings/hungary_suez-summary.pdf (accessed June 11, 
2010). 
212 See for example Testimony of Daniel Fried, Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian 

Affairs before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, September 9, 2008, “US-Russia Relations in the 
Aftermath of the Georgia Crisis,” http://www.foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/fri090908.pdf (accessed June 
10, 2010) or Condoleezza Rice, “Interview with Sylvie Lanteaume, Lachlan Carmichael, and Jordi Zamora 
Barcelo of Agence France-Presse,” December 22, 2008, 
http://www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2008/12/11/113437.htm (accessed February 7, 2010) or Ronald Asmus, 
A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3. 
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Ossetia. After all, the last time Russia invaded another sovereign territory, was during 

1979 Afghanistan war.  

If this explanation were true, it would mean that Georgia did not have intelligence 

indicating that Russian troops were building up on the South Ossetian border or that 

South Ossetian officials were evacuating the local population to North Ossetia (which is 

inside Russian territory). Documents released by Georgian officials suggest that Georgia 

knew about the troop build up and about evacuation of South Ossetia civilians. In fact, 

Georgia presented these documents to strengthen its own case, which suggests that 

Russia was the country that started the war.213  

Given that Georgia did have the information confirming Russian preparedness for 

the war, Georgia’s perception that Russia would not retaliate would amount to wishful 

thinking. As earlier parts of this section suggest, however, Saakashvili does not seem to 

be the kind of leader who would engage in such an exercise.   

The explanation provided by this paper is the only one that addresses the timing 

of Saakashvili’s decision to invade. It suggests that, given the way the events were 

unfolding (with Russia building up its military capacity in the regions, giving away 

passports, and formalizing diplomatic links – all in the spring and summer of 2008) 

Saakashvili thought a war to be imminent and chose to fire the first shot.  

                                                
213 See for example Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010), 17 (in which Asmus discusses interceptions that Georgian security services made of the 
conversation between Russian and South Ossetian border guards) or International, Independent, Fact-

Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Report (The Council of the European Union, September 2009): 
v.1, p.20. 
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This explanation is also the only one that accounts for Ukraine’s relative stability, 

given that Ukraine was having a similar level ties with the United States as well as 

engaging in similar policies, which were unacceptable to Russia.  
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Conclusion: 

 

 

When it comes to war initiation by weaker states, much of the literature is 

concerned with the perception of third-party support in weaker states’ decisions to issue a 

challenge. Most of this literature, however, deals with the case studies in which third-

party support is significant and the desire of the international community to intervene 

readily apparent (most frequently discussed examples include countries of former 

Yugoslavia). The case of Georgia is somewhat different.  

True, for the period between 2004 and 2008, the United States had been one of 

the staunchest allies of Georgia in the world. It supplied military and economic aid to 

Georgia, provided it with strong rhetorical encouragement, and took Georgia’s side in 

every issue of contention between Tbilisi and Moscow.214 It is also true, however, that the 

signals that the United States was sending to Georgia were not nearly as strong as the 

signals sent by the US to Bosnia. In the case of Bosnia, Washington was explicit in its 

promises to support Bosnia’s struggle for independence from Yugoslavia. No such 

promises were made to Georgia. Quite the opposite, many US diplomats explicitly 

warned Georgia not to start a war it could not win.  

Additionally, it should be noted that Georgia was not the only country to receive 

US diplomatic and military support. Post-revolutionary Ukraine was another “beacon of 

liberty” that, according to the United States, deserved US help in reforming its military, 

                                                
214 The issues of contention included Georgia’s aspirations to join NATO, Georgia’s territorial integrity, 
and Georgia’s desire to become a major energy transit country bypassing Russia. 
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getting accepted into NATO, and becoming energy independent from Russia. Just like in 

the case of Georgia, these signals were not explicit enough to lead Ukraine to believe that 

the US would throw its military strength behind Ukraine in its struggle against Russia. 

Given the findings, this paper concludes that Georgia had no illusions that the US would 

go as far as to put itself into a situation where it might have to fight Russia. Georgia 

embarked on a seemingly suicidal mission to invade South Ossetia because it felt Russian 

“creeping annexation” and thought that without trying to bring South Ossetia under 

Georgian control immediately, it would be a matter of days before Russia invades and 

attempts to do the same. In Ukraine, no such feeling of “creeping annexation” existed. 

Ukraine and Russia, despite their differences, always kept channels of communication 

open and used them in order to avoid misperceptions and misunderstandings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 76 

Illustration 1: Timeline of “Creeping Annexation” 

 

Source: The Guns of August: Russia’s War in Georgia 2008, p.77 
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Illustration 1: Timeline of “Creeping Annexation” 

 

Source: The Guns of August: Russia’s War in Georgia 2008, p.78 
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Illustration 1: Timeline of “Creeping Annexation” 

 

Source: The Guns of August: Russia’s War in Georgia 2008, p.79 
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Illustration 1: Timeline of “Creeping Annexation” 

 

Source: The Guns of August: Russia’s War in Georgia 2008, p.80 
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Illustration 2: Transcript of Conversation between Border Guards 

 

Source: New York Times 
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Illustration 2: Transcript of Conversation between Border Guards 

 

Source: New York Times 

 

 

 



 82 

Illustration 2: Transcript of Conversation between Border Guards 

 

Source: New York Times 
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Illustration 3: Kavkaz-2008 Leaflet (in Russian) 

 

Source: The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, p. xi 
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Illustration 3: Kavkaz-2008 Leaflet (in English) 

 

Source: The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, p. xii 
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Illustration 3: Kavkaz-2008 Leaflet (in English) 

 

Source: The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, p. xiii 
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