Armenians and Abkhaz Ethnic Democracy — Current Trands, Future Prospects

“The Armenians in Abkhazia have only three memioésarliament and no churchthese

are the words of Diana Kerselyan, ethnic Armeniash @member of the Sukhumi City
Council. The aim of this dissertation is to asaartehy the Armenians, which by most
measures are the second largest ethnic group ihai¢ are less involved in political
processes and institutions in the territory thamrthumbers should suggest, as well as try to
determine which factors hinder or facilitate tharticipation in Abkhazian politics. This
work will look at current political reality in Abkdwia regarding the Armenians chiefly
through the framework of Abkhazia as an ethnic daay, and will rely on empirical data
from field work, as well other relevant theoriesdeimocracy and political participation to
provide an answer. This work will be divided inghrparts. The first part will discuss the
theoretical framework of ethnic democracy, and heitge how it can be relevantly applied to
the situation in Abkhazia. The second part willd@t the present day situation of the
Armenian minority as situated within Abkhaz ethdemocracy, with specific reference to
specific factors that affect their ability to playole in Abkhazian society, be these legal,
organisational, socio-economic factors etc. Anmagtewill also be made to determine to
which degree the lack of Armenian participatiomiivkhazian politics can be put down
causes related directly or indirectly to the stuuetand practice of ethnic democracy. In the
third part, the perspectives for the Armenian miyan Abkhazia in the future will be

looked at, including which paths could be choseth by the Armenian community itself

! “Armenians of Abkhazia have three parliament memibet not one church”, by Emil Sanamyan, Armenian
Reporter, Paramus, NJ: Apr 28, 2007, Issue. 9

2 The number of Armenians living in Abkhazia is &jget of some dispute, and is highly politicallgéan,
something which will be discussed in further detailow.
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and the de facto authorities in Abkhazia, in otdencrease Armenian participation in

Abkhazian politics in the future, should this béesirable goal.

Epistemological and methodological assumptions:

This study of Abkhazian politics will be first afekemost concerned about politics in the
republic of Abkhazia as such exists de facto, Isottially and institutionally. This means for
example that the de jure institutions and sociatesses that do not function on the territory
of Abkhazia itself will not be considered. De fagimlitics in Abkhazia is also assumed to
function similarly to politics in the other form8oviet territories, given the shared historical,
social and political practices which have beeniinbée by these territories from Soviet times.
In cases where the political behaviour in Abkhazideemed to differ significantly from
behaviour in other post-Soviet territories, thifl Wwe made clear. This study will primarily be
based on interviews and observations made durtguibrk in Abkhazia between th& &nd
189 of April 2010? Secondary sources, including quantitative materiah as surveys and
statistics pertaining to Abkhazia, will be consdltghere appropriate. Throughout this study,
the term “de facto” will, for the sake of simpligjtoe used to describe current government
structures and institutions on the territory of Abkia, as opposed to the “de jure”
government in Thilisi. The term “Abkhaz” will reféo members of the Abkhaz ethnic group,

as opposed to the term “Abkhazians/Abkhazian,” Whidl be used to denote all current

% To which extent the Armenian minority in Abkhaitiself wishes to be involved in politics, as wedlt@ which
extent the Abkhazian society, including the ethidkhaz political elite wishes them to take parpaiitical life
of the republic, will also be considered in thigdst.

* At the time when field work was conducted, the kvidnder Siege: Intern-ethnic relations in Abkhazias
not yet available (mid-August 2010). Much of théadfrom the author’s own fieldwork therefore copesds
with the data gathered by Trier, Lohm and Szakdmyf,the author will make use of own research data
whenever appropriate. The author’s field work soadf considerable newer date than that of thedorand
might indicate somewhat later developments thart wbald be included ikinder Siege...
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inhabitants on the territory of Abkhazia, regardlesethnic origin. Ethnonyms, toponyms
and proper names will, also for the sake of siniiglibe rendered as they are commonly
found in English language literature on the subpé@bkhazia, and any preference for one
spelling, wording or phrasing over another is malicative of any ulterior motives by the
author’ When discussing Georgians currently or previolisigg on the territory of
Abkhazia, a distinction will not be made betweemgfelians and Georgians, as any
differentiation between the two is of little relex to this stud§.The legality or legitimacy
of Abkhazia as an entity in relation to internaiblaw or the international community of
states is also not a topic of this work, and issakged to these questions will not be

discussed.

It is also important to discuss why it makes seanssgudy Abkhazia as an ethnic democracy
and the situation of the Armenians in particularstfy, Abkhazia has attracted considerable
attention among the international community, esgdcin relation to geopolitics, which has
further intensified after the 2008 August war. A¢ tsame time, little is known about the
internal political dynamics of Abkhazia, and a gdpelevant knowledge about therefore
exists among said international commudiecondly, there is a growing realisation in the
international community that forces inside Abkhamaluding the de facto authorities there,

have to be engaged wifrand that the political processes there do mattethie long term

® For instance, to the denote the de facto capitAbkhazia the term “Sukhumi” will be used, asstis most
often encountered in the literature, and not teerGian “Sokhumi” or the Abkhaz “Sukhum/Aqwa,” inding
other names/spellings.

® The Mingrelians and what they might be classifiscethnically and linguistically is a highly dispdtand
politically charged issue. For a broad overvievihafse issues, see: Laurence, B: “Who are the Miage®
Language, Identity and Politics in Western Geotdimaft Paper, Sixth Annual Convention of the Asstion
for the Study of Nationalities, 2001

" Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazia2

8 Mitchell L, Cooley A; “Toolbox: Georgia’s territ@l integrity,” Action memorandum to secretary ¢&®
Hillary Rodham Clinton, Secretary of Defense Roltzates, American National Interest, May — Junedssu
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interests of said international community, as \aslthe stability and prosperity of the
Caucasus region as a whole. Thirdly, there is @glewing focus in international academic
circles on the study of democracy, minority riglasd the situation of minorities in the
region generally.Unlike the Georgians in the Gali region and reksjiDPs from Abkhazia,
which have been given a fair amount of attentiomibgrnational human rights organisations
and scholars alik¥.the Armenians and other ethnic groups of thettegrihave been given
scant attention by scholars and policy makers detfie region, and the dynamics of this
community are largely unknown to the outside wo#d.appreciation of the role the
Armenian minority plays in Abkhazian politics istiefore long overdue, especially because
they are widely reported to be the second largesie@group Abkhazia, and might be the
second most influential ethnic group in the tersitdesides the ethnic Abkhaz themseltfes.
Finally, studies of politics in Abkhazia might beioterest to the de facto authorities in
Sukhumi, as well as the de jure authorities ini$hids an accurate and factual understanding
of the realities on the ground in Abkhazia is calitdo addressing the many pressing issues

regarding the territory, both political, social aacbnomic today.

The main theoretical framework to be used is th&tlonic democracy as outline by Sammy
Smooha? Ethnic democracy is defined as a regime goverainmilti-ethnic society which
extends democratic rights to members of all etgnicips, but combines this with the
institutional domination of the state by one pautc ethnic group. The prime example of
ethnic democracy, in Smooha’s opinion, is Isra¢licl his theory was initially intended to

describe. Lately, the model has increasingly beggried to the newly independent states in

® See for instancé<ymlicka, W “Universal Minority Rights?Ethnicities1, 2001, 1, pp. 21-23.

10«0SCE Commissioner on National Minorities visitbihazia”, http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=243
1 See relevant discussion on Armenian influencebkh@zian politics below.

2Smooha, S: “The model of Ethnic Democracy, The fate of Ethnic Democracy in Post Communist E&ro
p.7
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Eastern Europe, first and foremost the Baltic stafbut increasingly also to the states in the
Caucasus? Ethnic democracy is distinguished from other §/pé regimes based on ethnic
domination, first and foremost ethnocracies, witEn@ocratic rights are conferred unequally
depending on ethnic decentand a “Herrenvolk” democracy, or Apartheid regiwere

some ethnic groups are denied democratic rightsghtt® Ethnic democracy also differs
from so called “control regimes” which might offeeme democratic rights, but seek to
control troublesome minorities through strategigshsas isolation, economic dependence

and co-optatiori’

Ethnic democracies might appear where one ethogpgin a multi-ethnic territory sees itself
under existential threat, and where control ofaéesor particular territory is contested by
more than one ethnic group, or the potential fahstompetition is perceived by the
dominant ethnic group in said state or territorg.a8Ameans of safeguarding its ethnic
identity, or perhaps even physical survival, thend@ant ethnic group then takes control of
the state, and enacts measures to ensure its gedtdtominance of the political playing
field.'® Institutions and state structures will be usubtiythe preserve of the dominant ethnic
group, but since the ruling ethnic political elitas a strong commitment to democratic ideals,
franchise and basic citizenship rights will be &fae to all. However, the state will put
limits to the entry of citizens from the non-donmbaationality to critical positions in
society, which might include high level governmefiices, service in the military, the right

to own property etc. Ethnic democracy is oftenliike emerge where the formation of an

13 See for instance: Smith, G: “The Ethnic Democrabgsis and the Citizenship Question in Lativa,”
Nationality Papers, p. 200

14 Sabanadze, N; “Georgia’s Ethnic Democracy: Soufdastability,” in: The fate of Ethnic Democracy in
Post Communist Europe. 115

% |bid, p. 19

% |bid, p. 18

7 bid, p. 16

18 |bid, p. 30



ethnic nation and the institutionalised politicahtinance of one ethnic group predates the

introduction democratic politics.

The dynamics of an ethnic democracy seriously $rthie space for participation by
minorities, due to the restrictions placed on thmnthe dominant ethnic group. Usually,
extra-legal barriers to minority participation ebas well, including hidden and indirect
discrimination, the existence of exclusive ethmd &inship groups, as well as other forms of
informal allocation of resources in favour of thmmnant ethnic group. Minorities are
therefore less likely to participate in politicstbe society even if they are given the legal
opportunity to do so, seeing as the playing fisldlated against them. Minorities might fear
that their participation in politics might not bgmbout desired improvements, or would
aggravate the feeling of the dominant ethnic gragg@inst them, worsening their standing in
society overall. As such, they may adopt a measuself-censorship. Securitisation of
discourses applies to minority relations as Wedind this may lead the dominant ethnic
group in society into to taking a sceptical, orrehestile, view of minority political
participation, even if the political issues putviard by said minorities are relatively

harmless.

Ethnic democracy is problematic for several reas®hsoretically, it is criticised by many
scholars, who operate with a liberal definitiordefmocracy according to which all citizens
of a state have equal rights, so is thereforembt lemocratic?® Ethnic democracies tend to

institutionalise ethnic differences, and social andnomic inequalities, which ethnic

¥ Mole, R.C.M: “Talking Security? The Discourse afrBpean Identity in the Baltic States” in &scursive
Constructions of Identity in European Politi¢dasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 157

20 Oren Yiftachel, “Israeli Society and Jewish-Palasih Reconciliation: Ethnocracy and Its Territorial
Contradictions”Middle East Journal51, 4, 1997, pp. 1-16.
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democracies tend to reinforce or sustain, migltt pfsve destabilising for the state in the
long run. Society in an ethnic democracy also teadsigage in excessive securitisation of
the discourse regarding political issG&and cultivates narratives of existential threat th
limit the ability of society to apply self critiais, as well as leading it to adopt other features
characteristic of a closed society. Perhaps dtigetonorally questionable character of this
particular regime, ethnic democracies are alsoaftaceived of as temporary impositions,
born out of extreme or exceptional circumstancdschvshould eventually have to be
abolished at some time in the futdfedowever, ethnic democracies currently in existence
have quickly become consolidated, and have seemsifgvg of changing despite intense
international pressur@.This can again be put down to the inherent sésation of political
relations in such regimes, as well as their nareatof existential threat, which leave very
little room for change. Ethnic democracies alseeliasmselves on strong nationalist
ideologies which act as the foundation of the reggias well as provide the justification for

their continued existencé.

The author will in this study argue for the destop of Abkhazia as an ethnic democracy,
»since the regime in place there furthers the imstinalised domination of the state by the
ethnic Abkhaz, while extending democratic rightsiidts citizens’® Abkhaz ethnic

democracy was born out of the 1992-1993 war whekhabia, formerly an autonomous

2 Mole, R.C.M; “Talking Security? The Discourse afirBpean Identity in the Baltic States” in iéscursive
Constructions of Identity in European Politigs 157

2 |bid, p. 41

Z |srael is the prime example here, but changesdrethnic-democratic character of the Baltic statase come
only belatedly as a result a EU conditionality.

24 An obvious example in the case of Israel is Zionialthough all ethnic-democratic regimes havengtro
ethno-nationalist even if they are not explicitynmed.

% A minimal and procedural definition of will be uswith regarding democracy in Abkhazia This isridicate
that although democratic institutions in Abkhazaatimittedly have many shortcomings, they do haaé r
political significance (i.e. they are not just &row), and the Abkhazian society experiences afisignt
amount of pluralism. Freedom House also rated Abikhas a “partly free” territory in 2010, alongsi@eorgia.
See: www.freedomhouse.org and: Trier, T, Lohm, H 8makonyi, DUnder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in
Abkhaziap. 10

% The specifics of Abkhaz ethnic democracy will liscdssed more in depth in the section below.
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republic within Soviet Georgia, gained de factoapendence from the newly independent
Georgian state in the wake of the Soviet collajgslogically, the raison de entre for the
Abkhaz state was the need to safeguard the idemtdyphysical survival of the Abkhaz
ethnic group, as seen from the perspective of thikhAz political elité’ This approach is
justified in the view of the ethnic Abkhaz due e t‘Georgian aggression” during the 1992-
1993 war and the precarious social and politidabsion that followed, as well as with
reference to periods during Tsarist and Sovietdimben the Abkhaz ethnic group had
become the target of political and cultural repssDue to being the titular nationality of
the republic of Abkhazia from Soviet tim&shaving it as their only ethnic “homeland”, as
well as winning the above mentioned war of indegece against Georgia, the Abkhaz
currently feel entitled to both dominate polititi&, as well as to control the political destiny
of the republi@® In Abkhazia therefore, the relationship betweenrthtion and state is
conceived of in explicit ethno-nationalistic termsth national symbols tailored towards
expressing the ethnic character of the Abkhaz dtetorical narratives are Abkhaz centric,

and the state itself is built in the image of tHakhaz>°

The political dominance of ethnic Abkhaz in Abkre® ensured first and foremost by legal
means, through the constitution of Abkhazia, whieterves the right of being elected to the

post of president exclusively to individuals of Alakz nationality, ensuring their control of

27«pbkhazia is Abkhazia” by Lakoba, S; Central Asi@arvey, vol. 14, no. 1, 1995, pp. 97-105

% The impact of Soviet institutions and practicepost-Soviet nation building should not be undémestied.
See: Brubaker, RNationhood and the national question in the Sdvigbn and the successor states” in his
Nationalism ReframedCambridge: Cambridge University, p. 24

2 Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazia94

% For instance, the Abkhazian national flag displinesAbaza symbol (white hand on red background
encrusted with stars), which is and old symbohef Abkhazian kingdom, and the white and greenesrip
indicate the division between Christianity and islavident in Abkhaz society. The national insigaliso
depicts a scene from the Nart epic, an importaltti@al reference for the North West-Caucasian pespb
which the Abkhaz have a close affinity both lindigiglly and culturally.
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the highest office of the stattAlthough not explicitly sanctioned by law, the Ataiz, who
make up just under half of the current populatibAlokhazia, occupy nearly 3/4 of the seats
in parliament, account for the majority of minist@nd other functionaries in higher
positions, and generally occupy the most impontasitions in local government and the
majority of the seats in local assemblies. Thsl$® often regardless of the ethnic
composition of the electorate in the relevant regf Also, while the de facto language of
government and public administration in Abkhazia ka far been Russian, a draft law on the
state language of Abkhazia which was adopted bijapaent on the 14 of November 2007
envisages the introduction of Abkhaz language pmiicy as a requirement for holding high
positions in government and public administratidthim the year 2015> If carried out in
practice, this law could potentially make it draally more difficult for non-ethnic Abkhaz to
enter politics* Abkhazian law also contains few provisions for pinetection of minority
rights, apart from the clause in the constitutidnich guarantees the right to members of all
ethnic groups on the territory of the republic s their own languag®.Schools for

minority language speakers operate freely, and ntie® are free to organise politically,
which most have doné® Most minorities, except the Georgian minority, ggprery low

levels of discrimination, and do not believe thisrenstitutional discrimination towards them

by the Abkhazian staf¥.

31 See: Constitution of the Republic of Abkhazia,idlet 49.

% However, in regions where non-Abkhaz ethnic grdiyescompactly, they often have a greater sharseafs
in local assemblies, and more often occupy higlitipos in local government. See: Trier, T, Lohmahkd
Szakonyi, DUnder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhaza89

33 «“Abkhaz Worried by language Law”, http://iwpr.neffrort-news/abkhaz-worried-language-law

3 As a legacy of the Soviet era, the non-titulanitiyroups were not expected to learn the titdagliage or
the republic in which they were residing, and hemeest non-Abkhaz in present day Abkhazia havie ldt no
knowledge of the Abkhaz language.

% Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazia77

% Among Armenians, the main ethnic interest orgditisds currently the Organisation of the Armenian
Community in Abkhazia, which has branches in sdvagjor towns where Armenians are resident, inelgdi
Sukhumi, Gagra and Gulripsh.

37«Contemporary Attitudes and Beliefs in Transdriasthbkhazia and South Ossetia,” Survey by Woodrow
Wilson International Centre for Scholars, Quasits®roject 2010
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Minorities are also given preferred entrance ingaas of the state, especially in regional
politics, where a system of ethnic quotas operdiess. system, which has its roots in the
practices of the Soviet era, is informal in natainel is not explicitly embedded in law. When
it comes to the issue of citizenship, which isecpndition for receiving the franchise, as
well as acquiring real estate in the republic, ihim theory open to all. However, the
Abkhazian state gives preference to ethnic Abkimakzcdosely related peoples such as the
Abaza, which can apply for citizenship regardlefstheir current place of residence, as well
as their period of stay in Abkhazia. Members ofbdtler ethnic groups have to present proof
of continuous residence in Abkhazia for 5 yearsiore since the 1999 declaration of
independence in order to be eligible for Abkhazigizenship® This arrangement has
created problems for the large numbers of displaegsions, especially those who fled or
emigrated during and after the 1991-1992 war. Alakdn law also does not allow dual or
multiple forms of citizenship, except Abkhazian-Bias citizenship, a practice which has
proven troublesome for some of the non-Abkhaz irthats of the territory. In particular, this
concerns the Georgian population in the Gali regibAbkhazia, who have been reluctant to
give up their Georgian citizenship, as well as@sorgian refugees/IDPs which remain
outside Abkhazia. The main consequence of this effectively exclude the vast majority of
Georgians currently and formerly living in Abkhahiam political processes in the republic.
The ability to own real estate on the territoryAtdkhazia is also contingent on acquiring
Abkhazian citizenship, and this has created problEmdisplaced people wishing to reclaim
property that they left during the war, as welhas-Abkhazians who wish to buy real estate
in the republic® Thus with regard to the Georgian minority, andcifically the Georgians

living in the Gali region, the Abkhazian regimerd#fere comes closer to the typology of a

% Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Rinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazia76
% Ibid, p. 96
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control regime/ethnocracy. However, this is exaapl, and does not apply to any of the

other minorities on the territory of Abkhazia.

In Abkhazia there is also a strong element of sesation of discourses relating to minority
relations by the ethnic Abkhaz political elite, wiihave to be seen in the light of their long-
standing ethno-political conflict with Georgia. Elents of this narrative especially focuses
on the Tsarist and Soviet policies that were imsgntal in reducing the ethnic Abkhaz to a
minority in the territory before 1989,as well as presenting other threats to their cailand
physical survival, including the process of “gefiogition” and mass resettlement of
Georgians and other ethnic groups to the terridemjng the Soviet erd. The demographic
composition of Abkhazia, especially concerning eatmumber of ethnic Abkhaz, as well as
their number relative to other groups living in teeritory is therefore an extremely sensitive
issue. From an Abkhaz point of view, the ethnic @&m minority is the most troubling,
since Georgians are conceived of in nationalistalisse as the main enemy, and the
Georgian population living in the southern Abkhazastrict of Gali in particular is seen as
being a potential “fifth column,” threatening taetitly undermine the Abkhazian statelhe
potential return of Georgian refugees/IDPs to aitstrother than Gali is also looked upon
negatively for much the same reasons, but alsouseaaf the prospect of mass return of
ethnic Georgians risks radically upsetting the ethalance, thus threatening the ethnic
Abkhaz hold on power. Other minorities are seemase reliable, but they are also looked
on with considerable suspicion, and any changkeir temographic, social or political

situation is being closely watched.

“0 According to the 1989 Soviet census, the Georgianstituted 45.7% of the population of Abkhaziithw
the Abkhaz accounting for only 17.8%.

! Clogg, R; “The politics of Identity in Post-Sovibkhazia: Managing Diversity and Unresolved Cariflp.
321

“2Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Rinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazja 43
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In real terms, the Armenian minority in Abkhaziaahl be better placed to participate in
Abkhaz ethnic democracy than the other minoriffldge majority of the Armenian population
of Abkhazia today are descendent frelamsherf*Armenians who came in the "i@entury
from the area around Trabzon and Erzurum in presidiy Turkey, escaping poverty and
ethnic discord”? Another wave of Armenian settlers also came asyesfs from Turkey
during the events of the Armenian Genocide in ttﬁg/édh century®® The Soviet era saw an
influx of Armenians from Russia and other partshaf Soviet Union to Abkhazia, which led
the Armenian intelligentsia and middle class ontérgtory to grow substantiall{’. Today,

the Armenians are concentrated mainly around tiyeo€iGagra in the north, Gulripsh in the
South, as well as in a number of villages arounkh8mi, and the capital itself. However,
unlike their Georgian counterparts, the Armeniaesngither seen as recent arrivals in
Abkhazia, nor as a colonial imposition, in the viefnthe ethnic Abkhaz. During the 1992-
1993 war, Armenians were unique among the non-Abltlanic groups in Abkhazia in
participating in large numbers on the Abkhaz sitlhe war against Georgian forces, both in
detachments with the Abkhaz and their allies, ded as part of the exclusively ethnically
Armenian “Bagramyan BattalioH"That the Armenians participated on the Abkhaz side
the war undoubtedly gave them a stake in an indegerAbkhazia, and strengthened their
relationship with the Abkhaz, as well as their igieration with and loyalty to the Abkhaz
political elite and its goals. As recent studieseheoncluded, the Armenians are by far the

most supportive of the Abkhaz national project agithre non-Abkhaz minorities in

3 various spellings exist, includingamshen/HemshiandAmshen TheHamsherdialects of Armenian differ
significantly from other dialects of Armenian. Sé€irikba, V.A: “Armenians and their Dialects in Riazia.
in: Evidence and Counter-Evidence, Festschrift Fred€dktlandt, Volume 2, SSGL 33, Amsterdam, New
York

* Topchyan, M: “Armyane v Abkhazii,” in: "Dialog Ktir,” Journal of the Association of Women of
Abkhazia, Sukhumi, 2007

“5 Simonian, H.H: The Hemshin: History, society and identity in thightands of North East Turkep. 298

6 A large portion of these left Abkhazia during after the breakup of the Soviet Union and the 19993
war. See section below on demographics.

" |skhanyan, V; “Abkhazia Armenians: Holding a homen unstable territory” AGBU news, 2005
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Abkhazia, and the most hostile towards reintegnaitiocGeorgid'> Moreover, although ethnic
forms of identification are still strong among @lé ethnic groups in Abkhazia, including the
Armenians, an emerging civic form of identity istalsle among som&.However, for the
time being at least, official Abkhazian politicscgnstrued through the prism of the needs
and imperatives of Abkhaz ethnic nationalism, rathan a civic conception of national

identity, and the Armenians overwhelmingly accéy.t

The true number of Armenians currently residind\bkhazia is a matter of some dispute.
According to the last census by the de facto Abidraauthorities, the Armenians constituted
44 780 in all of Abkhazia in 2006 compared to 92 5& the Abkhaz’ However, there is
general agreement that the number of Armeniand&as understated according to this
census, and that the number of Abkhazians has piypbaen inflated. Most reliable sources
suggests the figures between 60 000-70 000 Armemiam reasonable estimate, and the
figure of Abkhazians as around 70-80 06@his would make the Armenians the second
most populous ethnic group in Abkhazia, after thki#azians. However, according to some
reports, the Armenian population in Abkhazia iglo@increase due to immigration from
southern Russia, resettlement from Nagorno-Karglekiwvell as due to higher birth rates
among Armenians living in the territoP§ This has led some to argue that the Armenians will
soon be the largest ethnic group in Abkhazia,ef/tare not already. On the other hand, there
is considerable evidence which suggests the Armgropulation has in fact been steadily

decreasing, and might decrease even further ifuthee> Large numbers of Armenians,

8 «Contemporary Attitudes and Beliefs in Transdriasthbkhazia and South Ossetia,” Survey by Woodrow
Wilson International Centre for Scholars, Quasit&S®roject 2010
9 Interview with Sergei Matosyan, Sukhumi, 13.04.10
z‘i Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazi&80

Ibid.
*2Clogg, R; “The politics of Identity in Post-Soviébkhazia: Managing Diversity and Unresolved Cariflp.
321, also: Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi,Under Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazpe34
%3 Due to this, even the estimate of 60 000 Armenjsrsnanently resident in Abkhazia might even belgve
optimistic.
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especially those that were not indigenous to thédey, left for good as a result of the war in
1992-1993, and many are currently leaving for #latively greater economic prosperity,
social and educational opportunities offered ighbburing Russia® There is considerable
overlap between the Armenian population in the Sedion and Gagra, with many
Armenians permanently residing in Russia while mglkheir living Abkhazia> This also
makes the hard to quantify how many Armeniansrafadgt permanently resident on the
territory of Abkhazia, but it could mean that makiynenians in the Gagra region, which is
the part of Abkhazia which arguably has seen tkeatgst influx of Armenians, are only
temporary resident therélf these figures and trends are true, the prospfea Armenian
population explosion in Abkhazia is most probabiyexaggeration, which again should
assuage worries among the Abkhaz of the Armeniapglanting them as the largest ethnic

group in the territory.

Economically, the Armenians in Abkhazia share \tht territory’s other ethnic groups the
difficult times created by war, sanctions and in&tional isolation. Most are resident in rural
areas and villages where they are engaged in sehsgsfarming, as well as towns, were they
are engaged in street trade and other small bssisEsThere is a small middle class,
especially in the capital Sukhumi and in Abkhazmatiser major town, Gagra mostly
connected with tourism and agriculture. Fieldworldbkhazia has uncovered that economic
reasons are a major obstacle to participation litiged structures by the Armenian

population. Wages for politicians and governmentcfionaries are low, and many prefer to

>4 One sign of this is the rapidly diminishing nuntbef Armenian schools in Abkhazia, with the remagni
usually having very few pupils. For example, the BdTumanyan” secondary school in the centre détBmi
currently has approximately 150 pupils out of prarwapacity of over 800.

Interview with Hachik Minasyan , head of Gagra branch of the Gsgdion of the Armenian Community in
éebkhazia, former deputy mayor of city of Gagra,®@R10

Ibid.
> bid.

14



work in the private sector of the economy whereititceme is highet® This has led to a
shortage of educated and motivated political cadkk®, the majority of Armenians who are
resident in rural areas are generally not politycattive. Indeed, the lack of a well heeled
middle class is probably one of the factors acaagrfor the low level of political
participation among the ArmeniariSAlthough Armenians are often well establishedrival
and medium size enterprises, the strength of Abkifarmal networks mean that they have
difficulty penetrating into the commanding heightthe econom{° This is likely to have a
negative impact on the economic situation of thenémians as well, although this is hard to
guantify. Regarding the activities of the Organ@abf the Armenian Community in
Abkhazia, which is the main interest group of then&nians in Abkhazia, the lack of funds
has been a great hindrance to the organisatior’s.%@he influence of the Armenian
business community, which was until recently hedaethe notable businessman and

millionaire Tigran Tsaturyan has also diminishethewhat after the latter’s death in 2084.

Although Abkhazia prides itself on developing amdegof democracy since gaining de facto
independence from Georgia, in reality institutiams weak and the rule of law
questionabl&® Few exact figures exist about corruption in Abkhabut its prevalence is
thought to be extensiv&.Anecdotal evidence points to informal practicempavidespread

in all spheres of society. These informal practimesoften based on various kinship ties, and

%8 Interview with Raul Khonelia, professor of politiend international relations, Abkhazian State Brsity,
Sukhumi, 16.04.10
%9 The correlation between a strong middle classoardeoisie, and democratic development is well
established. See for example. Moore, B: “The Samigiins of Democracy and Dictatorship”, and Rareski,
A; et al: Democracy and Development: Political InstitutiomslaNell-Being in the World, 1950-1990
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
% The Abkhaz economy is thought to be dominatedibya handful of influential Abkhaz families, whar the
most part have built up their wealth in Russiae:Seier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dnder Siege: Inter-
Ethnic Relations in Abkhazip. 109
®L“Armenians of Abkhazia have three parliament memibet not one church”, by Emil Sanamyan, Armenian
Reporter, Paramus, NJ: Apr 28, 2007, Issue. 9
%2 International Crisis Group, “Abkhazia’s deepenitependence” 2009, p. 10
23 Abkhazia was in 2010 as a “partly free” accordimg-reedom House. www.freedomhouse.org

Ibid.

15



although not ethnically conditioned per se, thesermal practices have the effect of
reinforcing ethnic cleavages. For example, it temthe case that officials give preferential
treatment to their relatives and close acquaingnebich more often than not coincide with
members of the same ethnic grddg\llocation of some seats in local assemblies agdms
are also based on informal ethnic criteria. Althotigs arrangement is not embedded in law,
it effectively guarantees non-Abkhaz minorities sameasure of political participation in

local government, although reserves the majoritynportant posts for the Abkhaz.

In the Gagra and Gulripsh region local assembli®re large numbers of Armenians are
resident, a commonly accepted “gentleman’s agre€megists according to which
approximately 1/%4 of all delegates in the local assembly shouldfogrmenian ethnicity,

and that the deputy mayor should also be Armei@andidates from other ethnicities,
including ethnic Abkhaz, usually choose not to ounwvithdraw their candidacies in
constituencies where a given position is customackupied by one particular ethnicity, and
for this reason there is little proportionality aoting to the ethnic distribution of a particular
region. For instance, in the city of Gagra, wheypraximately 90% of the population is
Armenian, the Armenians still only occupy approxieia6-7 out of 27 of the seats in the
local assembl¥® Although some Abkhaz officials have expressedlinghess to change

this system in favour of a one where representaive elected more freely, and thus the
degree of proportional representation will be highigere has been little support for this from

the Armenian community itself.

% Armenians have especially reported problems dgatith the ethnic Abkhaz traffic police, while Armians
themselves are reported to dominate certain sectibthe judiciary. Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakori,Under
Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazm 78

®bid, p. 90

%7 Interview with Hachik Minasyan, Gagra, 09.04.10
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The influence of informal practices is evident wlietomes to parliamentary elections as
well. During the March 2007 parliamentary electiémsexample, members of non-Abkhaz
ethnic groups again took 26% of the seats in pagia®® It must be noted that the non-
Abkhaz members of parliament tend not to conceemtelves with ethnic politics or
represent their particular ethnic groups in explict® Some observers have also in fact
argued that non-Abkhaz in important positions aegarigure heads with little real power,
but this is generally not true for the Armenian coumity, which have several representatives
in high positions with direct access to importagtifes among the Abkhaz leadersfip.
However, this means that the influence of the comtgus highly dependent on the personal
characteristics of such representatives, which s@kailnerable should these individuals be
removed. For example, this concerns the decisigXlmdrt Hovsepyan, who has held the
post of vice speaker of the Abkhazian parliamentdore than a decade, to retire from active
politics as of May % 20107 Although it is possible that Hovsepyan can coreitmplay an
important political role even in retirement, higpdeure has probably resulted in the single

greatest loss of Armenian influence within politizestitutions in Abkhazia in recent timé&s.

As mentioned above, the Abkhazian constitution pisronly ethnic Abkhaz to occupy the
post of president. Although this is a theoretidadtacle to Armenian political participation in
Abkhazia, it is generally accepted as unlikely @gnaethnic Armenian candidate would win a

presidential election in Abkhazia, let alone be imated.”® When it comes to the issue of

% |bid, p. 88

% Interview with Sergei Matosyan, Sukhumi, 13.04.10

9 Interview with Hachik Minasyan, Gagra, 09.04.10

" «“Albert Hovsepyan retires as head of the AbkhaapRes Assembly”
http://taklama.wordpress.com/2010/05/19/albert-kpyan-retires-as-vice-speaker-of-abkhazias-peoples-
assembly/

2 (As of 28" of September 2010 Sergei Matosyan was electedspieaker of parliament, reaffirming
Armenian influence in the Abkhazian parliament)

3 Sergei Matosyan, an ethnic Armenian MP who haeeipusly stated his intention to run for presidgmbuld
the constitution be amended, admits that a non-Abldnesident would be not be electable under thewu
social and political conditions in Abkhazia: “Abkhaociety is not ready for it”
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citizenship, the Armenian minority has overwhelntynglected to acquire dual Russian-
Abkhazian citizenship and therefore largely retditiee franchise, unlike the Georgian
population in Abkhazid? Although Armenian citizenship is in theory avalebo the
Armenian minority in Abkhazia as well, this is uByaot a viable option for most, due to
the distance, cost and difficulty of communicatwith Armenia from Abkhazia. The
Hamshemrmenians in Abkhazia also often lack relatives aadnections in Armenia,
which makes staying there for longer periods oktamon-issu€ Russia is also much
closer, and provides better opportunities for tradication and business. However, recent
data, as well as anecdotal evidence suggestsubhbtitizenship, or even triple or quadruple
citizenship, is prevalent in Abkhazia to a ceraktent’® This means that the Armenians of
Abkhazia should have little trouble exercising trd#@mocratic rights conferred by

Abkhazian citizenship, as well as acquiring Armarséizenship, if they wish to do.

Another important factor which have had an impacomenian political participation in
Abkhazia, but which can be said to have little dondth the ethnic-democratic structure of
Abkhaz democracy as such, is the divided natuteeoArmenian community in Abkhazia
itself. In the 1990s, two different organisatiorigsh®e Armenian community in Abkhazia

were established, thH&runk and theMashtots which were eventually merged in the
Organisation of the Armenian Community in AbkhaZi&lowever, this has arguably done
little to ease tension within the communiBenerally, there have been serious disagreements

between those who want the community to play atgreale in Abkhazian society,

[ “Contemporary Attitudes and Beliefs in TransdnestAbkhazia and South Ossetia,” Survey by Woodrow
Wilson International Centre for Scholars, Quasit&troject 2010

5 Interview with Soren Kerselyan, Sukhumi, 06.04.10

® During fieldwork the author encountered an ArmariiaSukhumi who claimed to simultaneously possess
both Abkhazian, Armenian, Georgian and Russiamanihip, but such cases may be rare.

" Interview with Andranik Kondakchyan, Gulripsh, @4.10
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including politics, and those who want a more rethapproach? Among the former group
there is a strong sense of entitlement to polifitlience in the republic, borne out of the
centuries of Armenian residence on Abkhazian tagrjtArmenian participation in the war
against Georgia alongside the Abkhaz, as well asdhlisation that the Armenians are
disproportionally represented in politics despignlg the second largest ethnic group in
Abkhazia, nearly rivalling the Abkhaz numericafRHowever, those belonging to the latter
group consider that Armenians have more to gatherend by deferring to Abkhaz
sensibilities, and therefore should not take aivagtart in guiding politics in the republic, at

least not as an ethnically defined entity.

This line of reasoning is chiefly based on the teat anti-Armenian feeling in society at
large might be strengthened if the Armenian commyuniAbkhazia takes on a larger
political role. These anxieties especially cam#htofore in the aftermath of the 2008
presidential elections, where Armenians allegetdyegd a decisive role in handing victory to
incumbent Sergei Bagapsh, something which was ae&rorrying and potentially
destabilising by certain sections of Abkhaz soct&iylany Armenians in both camps
however emphasise that the Armenians in Abkhaara irafact “two homelands”, both a
“historical homeland;” Armenia, as well as one “heland of birth;” Abkhazi&®
Consequently, the Armenians tend to recognizethigAbkhaz have their “historic
homeland” only in Abkhazia, and this remains anangint argument among many for
continued caution in political matters. At the metsmoment, it seems that the inclination of
the latter group has prevailed, since the orgaoisaarely involves itself in political affairs,

and restricts its activities to cultural and so@abes.

8 Interview with Soren Kerselyan, Sukhumi, 06.04.10
" The above mentioned Albert Hovsepyan was untgéméyg a vocal proponent of this faction.
8 |nterview with Diana Kerselyan, Sukhumi, 06.04.10
8 Interview with Sergei Matosyan, Sukhumi, 13.04.10
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Another important issue which impacts politicaltmapation is the issue of schooling. In
Abkhazia, all ethnic minority groups are entitledtbe constitution to freely learn and use
their own language, and a system of schools esiiste Soviet times based on this
principle®? In Armenian schools, the language of tuition isn&nian, but Abkhaz language
is thought from the "8 grade, and the Russian from tH&®&In addition, students learn at
least one other foreign language, often Englisméian minority schools are in a sense
lucky, as they receive textbooks and other matergularly from Armenid’ in addition to
Abkhaz and Russian materials. The quality of thecation still leaves a lot to be desired, as
problems stemming from the economic destitutioniaathtion of Abkhazia are rife. Salaries
for teachers are very low, and schools have limtedins with which to by adequate teaching
material, especially in the Abkhaz language. Taaghiethods are often very conservative,
and students have a huge workload when it comesituages, having to simultaneously
study Armenian, Russian, English, and the quiteplermAbkhaz languag®. This leads

some to suggest that students graduate withoutieuif knowledge Abkhaz, and that this,
combined with the focus on Armenian as a langudgeition in schools, is inhibiting the
ability and integration and participation of Armans into Abkhazian society, including in

politics 2

8 The Constitution of the Republic of Abkhazia, Alti 6

8 Interview with officials at School no. 9, Sukhur@8.04.10

8 This is not perceived as a problem for the deofétikhaz authorities, unlike the introduction ofdggian
language textbooks from in the Gali region, whiels been quite controversial.

 Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Rinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazial0

8 Interview with Diana Kerselyan, Sukhumi, 06.04.10
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Future trends and predictions:

Future trends in Abkhazia regarding the Armeniananty remain uncertain. However, for
the situation with relation to the political parnpation of the Armenian minority to markedly
improve, it is important to address some, if nbbéthe issues that have already been
discussed above, such as the institutional and ¢tdxgtacles to participation, organisational
problems, informal practices including corruptiordanepotism, lack of economic
development, etc. Some of these issues, such s thlated to the economy and informal
practices, are issues which concern not only téAtineenian minority, but also the
Abkhazian society as a whdleAs such, it should not only be of interest to Arenenian
community of Abkhazia, but the wider society aslwEhe actors that will be in a position to
address these issues would first and foremostebddliacto Abkhazian government,
Abkhazian civil society and NGOs in particular veel as the Organisation of the Armenians
in Abkhazia itself. The de jure government of Abkiaain Georgia) as well as the
international community except Russia has littl@momrit in Abkhazia, and Russia, which is
Abkhazia’s biggest benefactor, is unlikely to takech interest in minority relations in
Abkhazia or other internal issues not concernirdiréctly. The government in Yerevan as
well as the Armenian Diaspora has also taken sn#erest in the situation in AbkhaZld,

and is not likely to do so in the future. Howeude international community might take on a

greater role in working with minority rights issugsd political participation, which due to

8 This provided that the Abkhaz political elite incere in its stated desire to approximate politral
economic practices in Abkhazia to internationahdtads and norms; Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakddyi,
Under Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in AbkhazialO

8 An exception is the de facto authorities in Nagekarabakh, which ply regular contacts with the &nian
community in Abkhazia. “NKR President meets repnéstives of the Armenian community of Abkhazia”
http://www.nkr.am/en/news/2010-02-15/234/
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the democratising and modernising outlook of theesu Abkhazian government probably

would be welcome&®

The economic factors behind the lack of particgmativould have to be addressed first and
foremost. Despite anticipation of change in Abkhazeconomic fortunes following the
Russian recognition of the territory as an indeendtate and ever closer, the territory is
still mired in poverty as a result of years of vea, international isolation and neglect. Major
infrastructure upgrades as well as extensive ecanforms, as well as increased openness
to the outside world would be needed for Abkhaaiddvelop the strong middle class that
would favour political participation, not only amgst Armenians, but amongst all its
inhabitants. While Abkhazia's economic developnfenthe foreseeable future will continue
to be somewhat limited by the disputed status eténritory, Russia has stepped in as
Abkhazia’s biggest benefactor, taking lease of Addié's railways, airports and other
infrastructure’® Investments here, if managed prudently, are likelgrovide the potential

for steady growth of the Abkhazian economy for diesato come. Also, much attention is
currently focused on developments in Gagra, whsaturrently experiencing a boom, due to

Russian interest in real estate and the prepartdradhe 2014 Sochi Olympics.

However, more serious economic development inatea would also have to be premised
on reforming restrictive Abkhazian laws, such asl#w on ownership of property. Opening

up the real estate market to non-citizens for mstawould undoubtedly contribute to the

8 Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi, Dinder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazia80

' While investments here are likely to be cruciahtikhazia’s future economic development under prese
conditions, there has been considerable debate #Hbsin Abkhazia internally. See: “Russian Newsgrain
Row over Abkhaz Property rights” http://civil.gef#article.php?id=22622
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development of the middle class in Abkhazia, anmkeslly among the Armenians, who
have considerable experience in engaging in privaseness. It is possible that liberalisation
would attract more Armenians to Abkhazia from ngafbasnodarsky Krai in Russia or even
further afield, which would help revitalise the aomy of the area. However, although the
Abkhazian authorities have made repeated promisesomomic reform in this area, it has
been slow to follow up on its commitments. Here, $lecuritisation of politics in Abkhazia,
and not only minority relations as such, put odstwam the way of further liberalisation. The
ethnic Abkhaz are weary of ethnic Russians acquiigreater part of Abkhazian prime real

estate, and also of Armenians gaining a stronghfddtin more strategic enterprises.

This fear is understandable given the continuedgsieus international political situation of
Abkhazia, and conditions are not likely to changmificantly in the near to medium term.
The current regime in Abkhazia under Sergei Bag&yashcontinued to act extremely risk
averse, and have in several controversial casesrheee than willing to cave to forces that
are concerned with protecting the status Yugowever, unless the economic fortunes of
Abkhazia improve drastically, the present demogi@apknds are also likely to continue.
Especially, the young and educated section of ttmeefsian populace will increasingly
migrate to Russia, where the opportunities for eauin, educational and social advancement
are greater, and in the long run, this will meaat the Armenian community will be deprived
of educated and resourceful people who can paateim the politics in the republic. There is
also the danger of the Armenian population beconmogeasingly “russified” due to

developing ever closer ties with Russia, and thetaking less of an interest in politics in the

°1 For instance, government plans to extend citiziprishthe Georgians living in the Gali district Abkhazia
was vigorously opposed by sections of the Abkhazesp, and consequently dropped. See: “Furore theer
Gal Georgians’ status” IWRP, August 2009 http:/fimet/report-news/abkhazia-furore-over-gal-
georgians%E2%80%99-status-0
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republic?? Although a decrease of the Armenian populatioAbkhazia might assuage some
among the ethnic Abkhaz population who fear an Aviare demographic takeover, the
reality is that “brain drain”, demographic collagsad “russification” are dangers that
concern Abkhazian society a whole, including th&ldz, and which might have serious

consequences in the long term.

In the near future the official ideological outlookthe Abkhaz state will remain Abkhaz
nationalism. The de facto authorities will no doabntinue to further the Abkhaz nation
building project as the imperative of the statewidweer, there are several dangers associated
with this project. First off, as the society andmamy in Abkhazia develops further, the
Abkhaz nation building project might increasinglienate the other ethnic groups in the
territory due to its exclusionary nature. Whileetthnic groups, excepting the localised
Georgian minority in the Gali region accept the A&k claim to the Abkhazian state, and
there is currently no danger of serious ethnicatigcthis might not be taken for granted in
the future. Due to the multi-ethnic nature of Abkiaa society and the contradictions this
represents, Abkhazia seems like an ideal candidatbe introduction of a civic form on
national identity. As mentioned before, such acigentity might be starting to emerge in
Abkhazia, although the de facto authorities haveasdone little to encourage this.
However, some within the Abkhaz intelligentsia haue forward the possibility of an
Abkhazian civic national identity with Abkhaz a®tlingua franca, but this seems

impractical for several reasofss.

2 Interview with Sergei Matosyan, Sukhumi, 13.04.10

% This is first and foremost because Russian isidirehe de facto lingua franca, and also becautieeof
apparent difficulty of learning the highly compl&kkhaz language. Such a civic identity would alsobably
have too many similarities to an ethnic Abkhazaval identity.
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The most important factor in the emergence of & edentity in Abkhazia seems to be the
ever present threat of conflict, as well as inteomal isolation, which has created a nascent
national community across ethnic dividing wheremeristed befor&! While the state is
arguably still seen as the preserve of the ethbkhaz, this new civic identity is strongest
among the Armenians, especially those who playadanrtant role in the 1992-1993 war
on the Abkhaz side, as well as those who have demvine Abkhazian army the years
after®® Mixed marriages between Armenians and Abkhaziamseportedly also on the rise,
which might be taken as a sign that ethnic barbets/een these two ethnic groups is
increasingly breaking down. If the Abkhazian auities were to focus specifically on a
common civic identity, this would encourage gre&galty to the Abkhaz states among
other non-Abkhaz too, not only Armenians, and waelthove some of the tensions we see
today among its different ethnic groups. In otherdg, the long term stability of Abkhazia
could be better assured if such an approach istedodowever, given how the Abkhazian
state is currently structured, a switch to a ciglentity as basis this would have to go to some
extent on accord with the very foundation of Abkle#tanic democracy as it currently stands,
including the whole ideological superstructurehsd state. It would also involve a serious
conflict of interest with some of its most ardenpporters’® For this reason, the switch to a

civic national identity in the short-medium ternuislikely.

When it comes to the legal framework of Abkhazsawell as the current informal system of
regulating minority relations, this is likely tomain the same in the short to medium term.

The Abkhaz political elite have little incentive ¢dbange the constitution to allow for citizens

% Older forms of civic identity in Abkhazia, suchthe Soviet identity, and the “Sukhumian” identitevalent
in the capital of Sukhumi, were largely wiped osirasult of the war and resulting nationalist mishtion.

% Interview with Sergei Matosyan, Armenian MP, Sukiiul3.04.10

%This includes first and foremost the Abkhaz vetsrisam the 1992-1993 war, which through their spkeci
interest organisations still have considerablaugtiice on Abkhazian politics, as well as the curoppiosition
under Raul Khadjimba, which includes radical naditst groups: Trier, T, Lohm, H and Szakonyi,Uhder
Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhazm 12
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not of Abkhaz ethnicity to occupy the highest doffif the state, barring any serious
protests’’ Since the Abkhazian state is still in a highlyganéous situation in relation to
international law, and an external threat fromdtage is still perceived, this also means that
securitisation of minority relations will continui, the detriment of a more open debate
about these issues. However, some protest andsdisaus taking place, especially with
regard to the controversial law on introducing dkl#az language requirement, which
impracticality is obvious even for many Abkhaz. Ttias law now seems to have come
under greater scrutiny is a positive developmentrfimority relations in Abkhazi& With
regards to the informal system of minority partatipn in politics, there is also little chance
that this system will be amended in the foreseefiblee. Stakeholders here are deeply

entrenched, and show little willingness to charggesystem.

On the whole it is difficult to imagine a state buipon extensive ethnic and informal
networks to willingly adjust to radical change, dhd continued support for this system in
reality points to deeper problems in Abkhazian eiycilike the weakness of institutions and
lack of rule of law which, will also have to be adslsed, should minority politics in
Abkhazia become more genuinely democratic. Inréggrd, Abkhazian society could
decidedly benefit more from more contact with sem®knd civil society outside the region,
as well as with current European practice wheomes to minority relations and political
participation. This is especially so because tHg major external institutional influence on
the territory is Russjavhich is itself somewhat lacking in the fieldrafnority rights and

participation according to international standards.

°” However, some high ranking Abkhaz leaders, motthip (current) Prime Minister Sergei Shamba, have
acknowledged the unfairness of this practice, awsuggested it could be changed in the futuier,TT,
Lohm, H and Szakonyi, DJnder Siege: Inter-Ethnic Relations in Abkhaza76

% Anahid Gogorian, “Abkhaz Worried by Language LaWtPR, CRS, No. 424, December 2007
http://iwpr.net/report-news/abkhaz-worried-langudays
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Conclusion:

Abkhazia can reasonably be considered an ethniod@ty since it combines the
institutionalised domination of the Abkhaz ethnrowp with democratic rights for all
citizens. Abkhazian citizenship is in theory operall inhabitants of the territory which have
been living there for 5 years or more from the ddtihe facto declaration of independence,
but these restrictions do not apply to the Abkhad members of the closely related Abaza
ethnic group. However, all citizens are equallyitesd to vote in elections for parliament,
president and local elections, as well as ownestlte in the republic but the office of
president is reserved according to constitutioty ém the Abkhaz. Although few provisions
for minority rights are contained in the legal freawork of the Abkhazian state, an informal
system is in place which guarantees at least Yantyrrepresentation in local assemblies, as

well as the parliament.

The Abkhaz still take the majority of seats in mostl assemblies, and minorities rarely rise
past the deputy level, although a few non-Abkhdiziafs in higher positions do exists.
Minorities are guaranteed the free use of theiglage according to the constitution, but a
law on state language purporting to increase theotithe Abkhaz language in government
institutions at the expense of the lingua francadfan has been met with considerable
criticism. Abkhazian ethnic democracy is howevanswhat lacking when it comes to the
Georgian minority in the territory, which to an ent is effectively barred from voting and
owning real estate due to restrictions on periogesidence for acquiring citizenship and lack
of support for dual citizenship status. In thistgatar respect, the Abkhazian regime

resembles more a control regime or ethnocracy dnagthnic democracy.
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The ethnic Armenian minority, although occupyinfaily strong position in Abkhaz ethnic
democracy and society superficially, faces multgiiallenges that will have to be addressed
if its clout and influence in the short to mediuennt should not be eroded substantially.

True, the Armenian minority is still the secondgkest ethnic group in Abkhazia, and it

enjoys unprecedented levels of trust and influemmeng the Abkhaz political elite. Its semi-
privileged status contrasts markedly with the gadaste like status accorded to the Georgian
minority, and the Armenian minority is also consat#y more resourceful than the other
minorities also resident in the territory. Thisqume situation has come about mainly due to
Armenian participation in 1992-1993 war on the AbklIside of the conflict, as well as
widespread participation in the de facto governnsémictures and institutions of Abkhazia

since the war.

The Armenian minority is also the only minority,oept the Russian minority, to have a large
and coherent organisation to further its goals. éarans as a group have overwhelmingly
accepted de facto Abkhazian citizenship, and beselfistantially from both informal
arrangements and direct contacts with the Abkhaddeship on a high level. Armenians are
to be found in high positions at both the regia@lernment as well as the central level, and
the Armenian community has provided an importanibgwote in recent presidential
elections. A nascent “civic” like identity has emed among some Armenians, whose loyalty
to Abkhazia has largely superseded the loyalthéir tethnic group, as well as their

“historic” homeland Armenia. This “civic” like ideny is strongest among those who
participated in the 1992-1993 war for independeasayell in the structures and institutions

of the Abkhazian state, in particular through sssvn the armed forces.
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On the other hand, there are plenty of probleméranting the Armenian minority which
impact negatively on their ability to participateAbkhazian politics. First off, the number of
Armenians living in Abkhazia has steadily decreasiade the territory gained de facto
independence. More importantly, this exodus hapéaed, and is still happening, among the
most resourceful section of the Armenian popul#oejntelligentsia and middle class. Long
term demographic trends are uncertain, but unfesssed¢onomic and social conditions in
Abkhazia markedly improve, especially in relatiorRussia, the territory might see a net
decrease in the numbers of Armenians living in Addta. This will no doubt have strong
repercussions for the long term ability of the Ama& community to play an active role in
Abkhazian politics, but might also open new oppoitias, as the ethnic Abkhaz elite will not
feel as threatened by the prospect of an increageinumber of Armenians relative to their

own.

Several legal and institutional constraints comntigtto limiting Armenian participation in
Abkhazian politics. First and foremost, these amesented by informal practices partly
inherited from the Soviet era, and reinforced ke ¢khnic-democratic character of the
Abkhazian state. These include an informal caghemumber of Armenians that can serve
in local assemblies, limited scope for advancerbegbnd secondary leadership positions, as
well as being barred from the most powerful ofiiéehe state, the presidency. However,
factors that are not limited to Abkhaz ethnic deraog also pose a challenge to Armenian
participation on Abkhazian politics. These firsddnremost include a divided and
Armenians community, which also lacks the finanogslources for furthering its goals. The
Armenian schools in Abkhazia, although instrumeintgdreserving Armenian culture and
language in Abkhazia, might also prove incapablpro¥iding students with sufficient

knowledge Abkhaz in order to foster increased irgggn in society, including participation
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in politics. The Organisation of the Armenian commtyin Abkhazia could also play a
greater role in politics, but not doing so has beeonscious decision by its leadership. In the
end, these organisational factors might turn odnetgust as important as for hindering
Armenian participation in Abkhazian politics, ag/dactors stemming from the ethnic
democratic character of the Abkhazian state, inolythe restrictive legislation and informal
practices which hinder Armenians from taking maryfpart in the political life of the
republic.

Richard Berge © 2010
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