Peace at Seven, Grad by Midnight
August 2008 and the Unmaking of an Official Story

Hours after announcing a unilateral ceasefire on live television, Georgia's president
ordered the bombardment of Tskhinval. The EU's own inquiry, the OSCE’'s monitors,
leaked American cables and the contradictions in Tbilisi's own statements all establish
the same fact: Georgia began the war, then rewrote its story. Abkhazia was never in
doubt.

At ten past seven on the evening of 7 August 2008, Mikheil Saakashvili appeared on Georgian
television to announce that the shooting would stop. The president said he had ordered his
forces to cease fire in the South Ossetian conflict zone. Thilisi, he went on, was prepared to
grant the breakaway region unrestricted autonomy, and, in a proposal made publicly for the first
time, the Russian Federation should act as guarantor of that autonomy. "Georgia is a natural
ally for Russia... We need a real mediator," he told his viewers." He acknowledged that several
hours earlier he had issued what he called a very painful order: Georgian units were not to
return fire, despite what he described as intense shelling of Georgian villages. He called for
talks in any format whatever, bilateral or multilateral, to overcome the impasse.?

In Sukhum, some two hundred kilometres to the west along the Black Sea coast, it was the
height of the holiday season. The beaches were full, and Russian military families were among
the summer visitors. Abkhazia had spent the spring and early summer in a state of alarm.
Georgian reconnaissance drones had been shot down over its territory, and Abkhazian
commentators believed an attack had been averted in April only by Russia's prompt
reinforcement of its peacekeeping contingent.> Anyone in Abkhazia who heard the president's
address that evening heard it against that background.

The ceasefire lasted a little over four hours. According to the official information the Georgian
government later supplied to the European Union's fact-finding mission, at 23:35 that same
night the president of Georgia issued the order to begin what the submission called a defensive
operation.* At 23:35, monitors of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe
stationed inside Tskhinval reported that the town was coming under Georgian bombardment.
Their observation, relayed to an American political officer and recorded in a confidential United
States embassy cable, was precise: "the Georgian attack on Tskhinvali began at 2335 on Aug. 7
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despite the cease-fire."> The weapons were Grad multiple rocket launchers and heavy artillery.
These are area weapons, and they were fired at night, into a town. The mission the EU later
commissioned to establish the facts put it in one sentence: operations opened with "a massive
Georgian artillery attack."®

At the very outset of the operation, the commander of the Georgian contingent to the Joint
Peacekeeping Forces, Brigadier General Mamuka Kurashvili, stated on Georgian television that
its aim was to restore constitutional order in South Ossetia. Within days the Georgian side had
disavowed his statement as unauthorised.” It was the first revision of the war's official story. It
would not be the last.

In Abkhazia the next morning, when news of the night's bombardment broke, people began
packing suitcases. Some left for Russia at once. A colleague of the American anthropologist
Paula Garb, who had worked in Abkhazia since the late 1970s, reported that her mother said
this time she would go. The same woman had refused to leave Sukhum throughout the
1992-1993 war. She could not, she said, endure a Georgian occupation a second time.?

The war that began that night lasted five days. The argument over it has lasted eighteen years.
Its central factual question, who opened the war and on what pretext, was answered long ago,
and it was answered against Thbilisi. The verdict came from the European Union's own
commission of inquiry, from the OSCE's monitors on the ground, from the United Nations
mission's senior officers, and, involuntarily, from the leaked cables of Georgia's closest ally.
What remains genuinely instructive is something else. There is the documented record of how
the justification for the attack was constructed, revised and amplified as the military position
collapsed. And there is the near-total absence, then and since, of the Abkhazian experience
from a war conventionally filed under Russia versus Georgia. This article reconstructs both.

The purpose of this article is to demonstrate that conclusion, not merely to assert it. Georgia
was the aggressor of August 2008: it planned for war, opened the war, and manufactured its
justifications after the fact, and the proof lies above all in the Georgian side's own words,
statements published by its own news services, submitted over its own signature, and revised in
plain view as the battlefield turned. A word on method follows from that. The same EU inquiry
that located the opening of hostilities in the Georgian assault also catalogued years of Russian
provocation, found the mass passportisation of the two territories contrary to international law,
judged the later phases of the Russian response to have exceeded what defence could justify,
and documented ethnic cleansing of Georgian villages by South Ossetian irregulars which
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Russian forces did not prevent.® All of those findings appear here in full, and deliberately so.
The case for Georgian responsibility does not depend on hiding anything; it is strong enough to
be made with the whole record on the table, and an argument that survives only by omission is
not an argument. The dominant Western framing of the war, an unprovoked Russian invasion of
a small democracy, collapses against the evidentiary record assembled by Western institutions
themselves. It survived because that record was quietly set aside.

|. The Long Fuse

Wars are dated from their first barrage, but they are built earlier. The architecture of August
2008 was sixteen years in the making, and no honest account of the five days can begin later
than 1992.

On 14 August 1992, Georgian forces under the State Council that had replaced the ousted
president Zviad Gamsakhurdia entered Abkhazia, a fortnight after Georgia's admission to the
United Nations. The war that followed lasted thirteen and a half months. It ended in September
1993 with Georgian defeat and the flight of most of Abkhazia's Kartvelian population. That
displacement affected some two hundred thousand people. It remains the gravest human cost
of the conflict, and the standing Georgian indictment of Abkhazian statehood; this article returns
to it below.' For the Abkhazians the war was existential in the other direction. They lost roughly
four per cent of their entire population, and the republic's national archive, museums and
infrastructure were deliberately destroyed.™ The foreign-policy adviser Viacheslav Chirikba has
described those months as the Abkhazians' Holocaust. That characterisation is offered here as
his testimony rather than as this article's judgement, though Garb records it as representing
something close to consensus within Abkhazia.'?

A ceasefire was formalised in Moscow in May 1994, with a demilitarised zone along the Ingur
and a CIS peacekeeping contingent that was Russian in practice. What followed was not peace
but its indefinite postponement: a CIS blockade of Abkhazia, sabotage and raiding by irregular
formations operating out of Mingrelia, renewed Georgian military attempts in May 1998 and the
autumn of 2001, and, in South Ossetia, a resumption of serious fighting in the summer of 2004,
months after Saakashvili came to power promising to restore Georgia's territorial integrity within
his first term.™ In October 1999 the population remaining in Abkhazia voted in a referendum for
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independence. From that point the Abkhazian side declined to negotiate any settlement short of
it."

The pattern that matters for August 2008 was set in July 2006. Georgian troops, described to
the outside world as police, entered the upper Kodor valley in violation of the 1994 Moscow
accords. This was the one corner of Abkhazia that had remained outside Sukhum's control
since 1993. Thilisi installed there its "government of Abkhazia in exile" and renamed the valley
Upper Abkhazia.’® Among themselves, Georgian officials described the valley in franker terms: a
strategically valuable bridgehead, and a first step in the restoration of territorial integrity. The
arsenal later found there did nothing to dispel that characterisation.'® The Abkhazian side broke
off negotiations and demanded demilitarisation; Georgia refused. From that point, in the words
of the Sukhum newspaper editor Inal Khashig, the prospect of a new war hung over Abkhazia
"like the sword of Damocles". The only open question was whether South Ossetia or Abkhazia
would be attacked first."”

The military build-up behind that question was not a matter of inference. Georgia's defence
budget rose from 36 million dollars in 2003 to 990 million dollars in 2008, an increase without
parallel in the former Soviet space, funded and trained substantially by the United States, with
equipment and instruction also from Israel, Turkey and Ukraine.'® Nor were invasion plans a
matter of inference. Irakli Okruashvili, defence minister from 2004 to 2006 and in those years
among Saakashvili's closest allies, told Reuters in September 2008 that he and the president
had worked together on military plans to take both South Ossetia and Abkhazia.”® Erosi
Kitsmarishvili, Georgia's ambassador to Moscow in 2008, testified before a Georgian
parliamentary commission that November that an assault on Tskhinval had been seriously
considered as early as 2004, and that an operation against Abkhazia had been prepared for the
spring of 2008 and then postponed. He also testified that in 2008 the president's inner circle
believed it had received a green light from Washington for a military operation. When
Kitsmarishvili put that belief to the American ambassador, John Tefft, the ambassador
categorically denied it.?

That denial deserves weight, and the leaked record supports it as far as official policy goes. In
May 2008, according to the embassy cable traffic later examined by Der Spiegel, the State
Department's Caucasus envoy, Matthew Bryza, warned the Georgian interior minister, Vano
Merabishvili, a leading hawk on the breakaway territories, that war would be a bad option for
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Georgia.?' Washington did not order the August war; the cables show its diplomats discouraging
one. What Washington did do was build, through years of unqualified public embrace, arms,
training and the promise of alliance, the impression in Thbilisi that American support would be
forthcoming if things went wrong. On this point the analyst Anatol Lieven and Jack Matlock, a
former US ambassador to Moscow, converge with the Georgian ambassador's testimony.
Lieven's judgement is blunt: only a belief in US backing can explain the decision to attack, and
absent that impression there would have been no war.?

Two further beams were fitted into the architecture in the spring and summer of 2008. At the
Bucharest summit in April, NATO declined to grant Georgia a Membership Action Plan but
declared that Georgia and Ukraine would one day become members. The formula managed to
alarm Moscow, embolden Thbilisi and commit the alliance to nothing, all at once.?® In July, Russia
held the Kavkaz-2008 exercises in the North Caucasus, concluding days before the war, and left
forces massed near the border. Thilisi chose to read the signal as bluff.?*

The last warning was delivered in Sukhum itself. On 25 July 2008, Bryza and Ambassador Tefft
met Abkhazia's Security Council secretary, Stanislav Lakoba, and Chirikba, then presidential
adviser on foreign policy. By Chirikba's account, Bryza told them the situation was extremely
tense, that Washington feared hot-headed men in Tbilisi might act, and that without immediate
talks "August would be hot." An Abkhazian source who heard of the conversation added that
Bryza reassured his hosts it would not be hot in Abkhazia. Sukhum drew the obvious conclusion
about where the blow would fall.®

None of this proves that the war of 8 August was ordained. It establishes something more
limited and more damning. When the guns opened on Tskhinval, they did not open out of a clear
sky, and the parties best placed to know had all, in their different ways, seen it coming: the
Abkhazian leadership, the American embassy, the Russian general staff.

[I. One Hundred Hours

The chronology of the war's opening can be reconstructed almost to the minute, because so
many parties were writing it down as it happened: the OSCE's monitors in Tskhinval, the
American embassy in Thilisi, and Civil.ge, a Georgian news service. Precisely because of their
provenance, Civil.ge's contemporaneous reports would later become the most damaging
exhibits against the official Georgian account.
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The first days of August brought escalating exchanges of fire between Ossetian and Georgian
positions in the conflict zone. There were sniper duels, mortar exchanges, casualties on both
sides. Such flare-ups had recurred every summer; the EU mission's head, Heidi Tagliavini, who
had worked in the region for five years, later called them a constant of the season rather than an
anomaly.?® What distinguished this one was what was moving behind it. On 6 August the US
embassy in Thbilisi cabled Washington that, from the evidence available to it, the South
Ossetians had started that day's fighting. As the former Canadian diplomat and defence analyst
Patrick Armstrong has observed, the assessment showed no awareness that each side's fire
answered the other's, in a chain reaching back to 1991.%” South Ossetian authorities had
meanwhile begun evacuating women and children north through the Roki tunnel.

On 7 August the tempo changed. At midday the deputy defence minister, Batu Kutelia, assured
Ambassador Tefft that Georgian troops were at higher alert but would not deploy. Even as he
spoke, the embassy's own observers on the highway counted some thirty buses of uniformed
men heading north, and heavy equipment was en route to the conflict zone. The embassy
cabled Washington that its initial impression was of a show of resolve.?® At 19:10 came the
televised ceasefire address. The bombardment of Tskhinval began at 23:35, the hour recorded
both by the OSCE's monitors in the town and by Georgia's own later submission to the EU
mission.?%%

On the character of that bombardment the independent testimony is unusually consistent. Ryan
Grist, a former British Army captain and at that moment the senior OSCE official in Georgia, and
Stephen Young, a former RAF wing commander leading the organisation's military monitoring,
concluded from their teams' observations that before any Russian bombardment began,
Georgian rockets and artillery were striking civilian areas of Tskhinval "every 15 or 20 seconds".
The monitors also could not corroborate the shelling of Georgian villages that Thilisi cited as its
casus belli.*’ The OSCE observers inside the town, quoted in the American cable traffic,
reported hearing no Ossetian artillery fire in the hours before the assault.> Human Rights Watch
researchers who reached the town during the war documented rocket and tank fire against
apartment blocks where civilians had sheltered, and judged the use of Grad systems, which are
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unguided area weapons, against a populated town to be indiscriminate by nature.® Christopher
Langton, the British colonel who served as deputy commander of the UN Observer Mission in
Georgia, put the sequencing question beyond his own doubt: "I remain convinced that the
Georgians attacked Tskhinvali before Russian units moved" from North to South Ossetia.®

Georgian ground forces entered Tskhinval on the morning of 8 August. Their hold on it was brief
and never complete. Russian regular forces moved through the Roki tunnel and Russian aircraft
struck targets across Georgia. When exactly the ground forces entered is disputed: before the
Georgian operation, by the account Tbilisi eventually settled on, or around midday on 8 August,
by the Russian one. The next section examines that dispute.®® By 10 August Georgian forces
had withdrawn from South Ossetia and Tbilisi had declared a unilateral ceasefire of its own.
Russian forces pressed on to Gori, Senaki, Zugdidi and the port of Poti, destroying military
stores and sinking naval craft. Whether that continuation was the securing of abandoned
arsenals in towns whose authorities had fled, as Armstrong argues, or a use of force going
beyond the reasonable limits of defence, as the EU mission concluded, is a question of law
taken up below. The facts of the advance are not in dispute.®

The second front Abkhazia had expected did open, though in reverse. On 9 August, Abkhazian
forces, backed by Russian air and artillery strikes, began operations against the Georgian
contingent in the upper Kodor valley. Some nine thousand Russian troops entered Abkhazia on
10 August. By 12 August the valley was cleared. The Georgian units withdrew without a fight.
There were no combat deaths on either side, and none among the local Svan population.®’
What they left behind is itemised in the Abkhazian defence ministry's inventory: an arsenal
running to dozens of truckloads, with howitzers and their shells, mortar and grenade-launcher
rounds in the thousands, armoured vehicles, and ammunition of American manufacture.®® The
Abkhazian government's representative in the valley put the matter to an American reporter with
a directness that has aged well: police do not need bunkers, grenade launchers and howitzer
batteries.*® Whatever the Kodor deployment of 2006 had been, it had not been law enforcement.

On 12 August, President Dmitry Medvedev announced a halt to operations, and a six-point
ceasefire plan brokered by President Nicolas Sarkozy of France was agreed in the days that
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followed. On 26 August, Russia formally recognised the independence of Abkhazia and South
Ossetia.

The human arithmetic of the five days took longer to settle, and the honest version is worth
stating plainly because every party inflated it at the time. South Ossetian and Russian officials
initially spoke of some two thousand civilian dead in Tskhinval. The figure was repeated
worldwide and later revised sharply downward. Human Rights Watch, working from hospital
records and field research, treated three to four hundred civilian deaths as the credible starting
point, and Russian prosecutors opened investigations into more than three hundred cases.*
Ambassador Tefft cabled Washington on 10 August that Georgian losses overnight were
estimated in the thousands; they were not.*' The EU mission's eventual accounting recorded
about 850 dead in all, including some 170 servicemen, 14 police and 228 civilians on the
Georgian side. More than 100,000 civilians were displaced. Around 35,000 of them,
overwhelmingly ethnic Georgians from South Ossetia and the Kodor valley, had still not returned
a year later.*> A war remembered as an atrocity of thousands was, in the verified record, a war
of hundreds. That is quite bad enough, and the difference between the two numbers is itself part
of this story.

[1l. Four Drafts of a Justification

Set out in sequence, the Georgian government's explanations for the war form a document of
their own. Its revisions track, stage by stage, the deterioration of the military position they were
required to excuse. The evidence here is almost embarrassingly good, because each stage was
published at the time, most of it by Georgia's own state-friendly outlets, and none of it can now
be unsaid.

The first draft: 7 August, 19:10. Hours before the assault, the official position was peace. The
televised address offered a unilateral ceasefire, unrestricted autonomy for South Ossetia, talks
in any format, and Russia as the conflict's natural mediator and the proposed guarantor of the
settlement. This was the power shortly to be described as a premeditated invader.** Whatever
else the address was, it is fatal to any later suggestion that Georgia understood itself, that
evening, to be facing an ongoing Russian invasion. One does not invite the invader to arbitrate.

The second draft: 8 August, morning. With Georgian forces believed to be winning, the
justification was Ossetian, not Russian. In a live address reported by Civil.ge at 11:38,
Saakashvili announced that Georgian troops had gone on the offensive after South Ossetian
militias responded to his peace initiative by shelling Georgian villages. He claimed Georgian
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forces now controlled most of South Ossetia; that the districts of Znauri and Tsinagari and
several villages were "already liberated"; and that a large part of Tskhinval had been taken, with
fighting continuing in its centre. Russia figured in the speech only as that morning's aerial
attacker, which he called proof of large-scale military aggression. It did not figure as a force
whose prior ground invasion had compelled the operation.** The distinction is decisive, and the
documentary record confirms it. As the Danish scholar Hans Mouritzen has traced,
contemporaneous official Georgian statements in the war's first hours spoke of irregulars and
volunteers crossing from the north. Only days later were the official accounts revised to place
regular Russian forces inside South Ossetia before the Georgian assault.** [EDITOR: Mouritzen
gives exact release times and quotations for these alterations; verify and restore the specifics
from his text before publication.]

The American cable traffic of that morning corroborates the second draft and, unintentionally,
demolishes the third. Shortly after ten o'clock on 8 August, Ambassador Tefft reported
Saakashvili's assurance that Georgia controlled most of South Ossetia including Tskhinval, and
relayed the Georgian account with the embassy's own endorsement: "All the evidence available
to the country team" supported Saakashvili's insistence that the fight was not Georgia's original
intention, and that the offensive began only when Ossetians shelled Georgian villages.*® The
same cable, as Mouritzen notes, treated the Russian role as the great unknown: whether
Moscow might yet intervene, whether the conflict might expand. It also reported South
Ossetians complaining that the Russians were betraying them by inaction. None of this is the
reporting of an embassy, or a client government, that believed a Russian armoured column had
entered the country the previous evening.*’

The third draft: late August. By then the Georgian army had been routed, and a justification
adequate to catastrophe was required. It was now that the claim appeared which would become
canonical, first in interviews with the Western press, including the Financial Times, and then in
briefings to NATO delegations. Russian armour, the claim ran, had been moving through the
Roki tunnel before the Georgian operation began, and the assault on Tskhinval had therefore
been a defensive response to an invasion already under way.”® In mid-September, Tbilisi
released telephone intercepts said to show Russian armour in the tunnel well before the assault.
The EU mission examined the invasion-first thesis with this material before it and still found it
not sufficiently substantiated.*® The Georgian foreign minister assured NATO delegations that
the Russian incursion could not have been a response to the Georgian operation because the
Russian movements had come first.*® Armstrong's objection to this version has never been
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answered. It requires believing that Thilisi, knowing a Russian armoured column was already on
the road down from the tunnel, chose that moment to commit its army to a race it had already
lost, and that its president, addressing the nation twice in the interval, forgot to mention the
invasion.®

The fourth draft: 23 September. In the Washington Post, under the headline "Answering
Russian Aggression"”, the war received its final form for Western consumption: tens of
thousands of Russian troops overwhelming a small democracy; Georgia standing for the free
world's ability to resist "Moscow's violent attempts to roll back democracy"; the origins of the
conflict located entirely in years of Russian slander and obstruction.? The op-ed does not
mention the bombardment of Tskhinval at all.

Against these four drafts stands the finding of the body the European Union created precisely to
adjudicate them. The Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia,
led by the Swiss diplomat Heidi Tagliavini and reporting on 30 September 2009, concluded that
open hostilities began with the large-scale Georgian operation against Tskhinval launched on
the night of 7-8 August; that the operation opened with a massive artillery attack; that the use of
force by Georgia was not justified under international law; and that the Georgian claim of a
large-scale Russian military incursion into South Ossetia before 8 August could not be
considered sufficiently substantiated.5*** Tagliavini herself, returning to the point years later, was
more direct than her report. The mission asked the Georgian side for evidence of the prior
invasion it alleged, and received nothing that substantiated the presence of Russian forces in
South Ossetia, beyond the peacekeeping contingent, before the assault.>® The shelling of
Tskhinval, in the formula she has stood by ever since, was the trigger that led to the invasion.

Two qualifications belong here, and the record is stronger for stating them. First, the mission's
threshold was legal proof, not narrative certainty. "Not sufficiently substantiated" is a lawyer's
phrase, and the timing and scale of Russian movements through Roki in the war's first hours
remain genuinely contested in their details, as does the pre-war presence of Russian-trained
irregulars in the zone. This article asserts what the evidence supports: no tribunal, monitor or
document has yet corroborated the invasion-first account on which the third and fourth drafts
rest, and the account's authors did not believe it themselves on the morning of 8 August, or they
would have said so. Second, the strongest form of the opposing argument concedes the
sequence and contests its meaning. Whoever fired first, on this view, Russia had spent years
preparing the board: passportising the population, arming and staffing the de facto authorities,
staging manoeuvres, absorbing provocations and manufacturing others. On this reading the
trigger, whenever pulled, would fire a Russian gun. That argument deserves, and receives, a
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fuller answer in the legal section below. But its premise should be noticed. It is an argument that
the trap was well made. It is not an argument that Georgia did not walk into it, announce victory
from inside it, and then redescribe the walk as flight.

I\VV. The Morning of the Packed Suitcases

In the standard Western account of August 2008, Abkhazia appears, when it appears at all, as a
second parcel of contested real estate: a name in the recognition announcement of 26 August.
The people who live there experienced the war differently. It was their own, and it arrived on
schedule.

Paula Garb's contemporaneous study, published in Central Asian Survey the following year,
remains the essential record of those weeks, and its details resist paraphrase into geopolitics.
On the morning of 8 August, as news of the night's bombardment reached Abkhazia, people
began packing suitcases and planning departure; some left for Russia the same day. Former
residents visiting for the summer cut their holidays short. The panic deepened when the families
of vacationing Russian officers left abruptly. People read this, plausibly enough, as a sign that
the Russian military expected a Georgian move against Abkhazia next. Those who had stayed
put through the whole of the 1992-1993 war prepared, this time, to flee.*

The war returned in bodies as well as in plans. Arda Inal-lpa, one of Abkhazia's few clinical
psychologists and a leader of its non-governmental sector, ordinarily saw three or four patients a
month. Through August and September 2008 she saw one or two a day. Some came with
reactivated post-traumatic symptoms from the first war. Others presented anxiety conditions she
judged to have been indirectly triggered by the fear the fighting in South Ossetia had spread
through the population.®” On 14 August, the sixteenth anniversary of the Georgian entry into
Abkhazia in 1992, the authorities declared a day of mourning for the dead of South Ossetia. The
gesture requires no gloss: one war's anniversary observed as another war's funeral.®

Why the population reacted this way is not mysterious, and the reasons are on the record in
Abkhazians' own words. That is precisely the point, since the conventional framing allows them
none. Garb notes that most international commentary treated the question of why Abkhazians
and South Ossetians refuse Georgian rule as answerable in one word, Russia, as though the
peoples concerned were pawns without opinions. Liana Kvarchelia, a leader of Abkhazia's
strongest civil-society organisation and a veteran of fifteen years of Georgian-Abkhazian
dialogue, put the unasked question to a Western journalist that August. She was no one's
instrument; she had publicly opposed Moscow's preferred side in Abkhazia's own 2004 election.
There had been endless attention to Georgian-Russian relations, she said, and almost none to
"why we don't think it's safe for us to live in a Georgian state."®® Her colleague in the dialogue
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process, Inal-lpa, offered the bleaker private version after years of facilitated meetings.
Georgian counterparts still did not really understand Abkhazian grievances, and still discussed
the conflict as though it had little to do with Georgian actions.®°

The Kodor operation of 9-12 August belongs to this section as much as to the military
chronology, because of what it meant inside Abkhazia: the removal of the bridgehead installed
in 2006, the reunification of the republic's claimed territory for the first time since the first war,
and, in the arsenal left on the mountainsides, documentary confirmation of what Abkhazians
believed that bridgehead had been for.®' The academic Oleg Damenia drew the general
conclusion many drew. After the West watched the levelling of Tskhinval for days without
reaction, it was obvious that "nobody needs either the Abkhaz or the Ossetians". No one, that is,
except Russia.??

Then came the night of 26 August. Dmitry Medvedev's announcement of recognition finished
just after three in the morning, Sukhum time. Within ten minutes the streets of the capital were
full. Cars flying the national flag sounded their horns among gunshots fired skyward and shouts
of delight, and the leadership joined the crowds on the central square, in front of a parliament
building still in ruins from the first war.®® After fifteen years of unrecognised statehood, no one,
senior officials included, had believed Russia would actually take the step. It is worth pausing on
what was being celebrated. Not conquest: Abkhazia's forces had taken one valley, all but
bloodlessly. What the crowds were celebrating was the belief that the question of their return to
Georgian rule had been closed.

And yet the most striking feature of the Abkhazian record of 2008, and the feature that most
embarrasses the pawn theory, is the ambivalence audible inside the celebration. Garb's
informants, watching Russian armour roll down their coastal highway in the very days it was
protecting them, confided mixed feelings at the sight of so much Russian hardware on their
land. The agreement to host Russian bases for ninety-nine years stirred open anxiety about an
inability, ever, to loosen Russia's grip. One of Garb's colleagues observed pointedly that
ninety-nine years earlier, a Russian government had barred the descendants of Abkhazia's
deported muhaijirs from returning home. It was a reminder of what Russian patronage had
meant the last time.®* In December 2008 came a lesson in the new dispensation's economics.
Russia and Georgia signed a memorandum reallocating the output of the Ingur hydroelectric
plant, which stands on Abkhazian-controlled ground, without, by Abkhazian accounts, consulting
Sukhum at all.** A woman quoted by Neal Ascherson caught the whole doubled emotion of the
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summer in three sentences: everyone had been thinking "we are next"; the relief when the
Russians intervened was passionate and irresistible; and everyone knew perfectly well that
Russia cares nothing for small countries and was acting in its own interest.®

President Sergei Bagapsh gave the ambivalence its official formulation. Abkhazia's ambition
was to be a buffer, keeping its nation, language and identity intact between two larger
neighbours and associated with neither.” Whether that ambition was ever available to a state
recognised by one patron and blockaded by everyone else is the subject of this article's final
section. But the aspiration itself is documented, repeated and sincere, and it is fatal to the
cartoon. People do not fear absorption by their puppet-master. Puppets do not count the years
on the base agreement.

V. The Beacon and the Copy

Every war is fought twice, on the ground and in the copy, and Georgia lost only one of them in
August 2008. The information war it won, at least for a season. How it won deserves the same
forensic attention as the artillery plot, because the mechanism is reusable and has been reused.

The framing was in place years before the first salvo. George W. Bush had stood in Thilisi in
2005 and pronounced Georgia a "beacon of liberty". The Rose Revolution narrative of a young,
English-speaking, democratic David facing the post-Soviet Goliath pre-structured Western
coverage so thoroughly that by 7 August 2008 the story had, in effect, already been written. The
news needed only to be fitted to it.® Saakashvili understood this asset perfectly. His September
op-ed is a virtuoso exercise in playing to it, presenting Georgia's survival as a test of the free
world itself, with the war's opening night nowhere in the text.®®

The first casualty of the fitting-up was the bombardment itself. Georgian-wrought destruction in
Tskhinval was in some Western outlets presented as Russian destruction. Most notoriously,
footage of the ruined town was captioned as Russian bombing of Georgian Gori, an inversion
George Hewitt and others documented at the time.”” The second casualty was sequence.
Coverage overwhelmingly opened the story on 8 August with Russian columns crossing the
mountains, treating the night of 7-8 August as prologue too murky to adjudicate. Yet within days
of the assault the OSCE's own monitors were briefing European diplomats in Tbilisi that the
Georgian account of Ossetian provocation could not be corroborated. Ryan Grist gave that
briefing and shortly afterwards resigned. His and Stephen Young's testimony surfaced in the
Western press only in November, by which time the narrative had set.”
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The leaked American cables, published by WikiLeaks in late 2010, added an inside view of how
the machinery ran. What they show is not a conspiracy but something in its way more
instructive: an embassy so invested in its client that it relayed the client's claims as its own
assessments. On the morning of 8 August, hours after OSCE monitors had timed the Georgian
barrage against the ceasefire, the embassy assured Washington that "all the evidence available
to the country team" supported Saakashvili's insistence that Georgia had not sought the fight.”?
Patrick Armstrong, reviewing the cable corpus, found the pattern general. Thilisi's version was
transmitted at speed and face value, scepticism was reserved for Moscow's, and there was no
institutional memory that each summer's incident had two authors.” Hans Mouritzen's reading
of the same corpus reaches a conclusion worth stating in his register rather than a
conspiracist's: Washington was not the war's author, American surveillance assets were pointed
at other theatres, and the embassy was surprised. That is exactly why its reporting mattered. A
surprised embassy could only repeat what its ally told it.”* The corrective, when it came, came
from journalism. By mid-September Der Spiegel, almost alone among major Western outlets,
was carrying the verdict of a Western diplomat quoted in its pages: "Saakashvili lied 100 percent
to all of us," Europeans and Americans alike.”” [QUOTE TO VERIFY AGAINST SOURCE:
attribution and wording as carried in the AbkhazWorld/Armstrong text; confirm before
publication.]

Then came the test of the system's capacity for self-correction: the Tagliavini report, 30
September 2009. A commission created by the European Union, led by a Swiss diplomat of
unimpeachable reputation, delivered findings that contradicted the foundational premise of a
year of coverage. The coverage of the coverage's failure lasted roughly a day. Armstrong's
contemporaneous survey found the findings reported briefly, hedged heavily, and folded at once
into the both-sides formula: Georgia started it, but Russia provoked it and overreacted. The first
clause faded from subsequent usage almost immediately.”® The asymmetry is measurable in
political language. The British foreign secretary allowed that Georgia had been reckless; no
Western government withdrew or amended the August characterisations; the aid package of
one billion dollars, announced while the embassy's own reporting was unravelling, was not
revisited.”” By the war's later anniversaries, as Armstrong observed, the inversion was
complete. The standard Western reference had become "Russia's invasion of Georgia", full
stop, a formula in which the EU's own inquiry might as well never have sat.”®

None of this required censorship, and that is the finding. It required only a prior story strong
enough that facts arriving in its favour travelled at speed, while facts arriving against it needed a
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commission, a year and three hundred pages. Even then they did not stick. Abkhazians noticed.
They had seen the mechanism before, in 1992-1993, when their war went largely unreported.
Watching it operate on South Ossetia in real time, Abkhazia's civil-society commentators drew
the lesson that would govern their politics for the next decade: Western opinion was not a court
in which their evidence would ever be weighed. Garb records the disappointment at the
international community's silence on Georgia's actions as general across the population.”

VI. What the Law Could Not Settle

The legal record of August 2008 is dominated by a single document, and the document's
authority derives from a feature its partisan users on all sides prefer to forget: it convicts
everyone. Any honest use of the Tagliavini report begins by accepting the whole of it.

Against Georgia, the mission found that the attack of 7-8 August was not justified under
international law. The shelling of Tskhinval with area weapons, the attack on Russian
peacekeepers stationed there under agreements Georgia had signed, and the resort to force in
general could not be defended as self-defence on the evidence provided, since neither an
ongoing armed attack by Russia nor the alleged prior incursion was substantiated.®’ Against
Russia, the mission found a long preparatory context of provocation and pressure. The mass
conferral of Russian citizenship on residents of the two territories, the passportisation on which
Moscow's protection-of-citizens argument rested, was judged contrary to international law, and
the protection argument built on it was rejected. Russia's immediate military response in
defence of its peacekeepers was found justified. The campaign that followed was not: the
advance deep into uncontested Georgia and the destruction at Gori, Senaki and Poti went far
beyond any defensible limit, into violation of the same Charter rules Georgia had broken first.?’
Against the South Ossetian side, the mission documented what much Western coverage of the
"pro-Russian" territories still omits: the ethnic cleansing of Georgian villages in South Ossetia
during and after the war, by irregulars whom Russian forces failed to restrain. That fact accounts
for most of the 35,000 who could not go home.?? On the war's most inflammatory vocabulary,
the mission was unsparing in both directions. Allegations of genocide against the Ossetians did
not stand up, and neither did the Georgian counter-charge that the term fitted Russia's
conduct.®

®Garb 2009, abstract and pp. 238-40; see also Natella Akaba, 'The Lessons of August 2008
(AbkhazWorld).

8IIFFMCG, Vol. I: findings on the initiation and lawfulness of the use of force; on the insufficiency of
substantiation for the prior-invasion claim; on passportisation; on the proportionality of the Russian
response; on secession and recognition.

8IFFMCG, Vol. I: findings on the initiation and lawfulness of the use of force; on the insufficiency of
substantiation for the prior-invasion claim; on passportisation; on the proportionality of the Russian
response; on secession and recognition.

8|IFFMCG, Vol. | (casualty totals; more than 100,000 displaced; c. 35,000 unable to return a year on);
see also Armstrong, 'The EU Report: Little and Late'.

8Heidi Tagliavini, interview, AbkhazWorld (‘The shelling of Tskhinval was the trigger that led to the
invasion').



This article rests its case on that report, and consistency therefore has a price, which is hereby
paid. The Russian campaign of 8-12 August was, on the best evidence available, unlawful in its
later phases. The initial casualty figures amplified from Tskhinval were grossly inflated and
served propaganda. The pre-war Russian posture of exercises, passports and patronage of the
de facto authorities was a machinery of pressure that the mission itself treated as part of the
war's causation. The argument that the trigger is not the cause deserves its full weight. What it
cannot do is what it is routinely asked to do: dissolve the trigger. The mission weighed the whole
context; it devoted a volume to it. It still located the beginning of open hostilities, and the first
unlawful act of the war, in the Georgian assault. Causes explain decisions; they do not take
them. On the night of 7 August, one government held a decision in its hands, announced peace,
and ordered Grad batteries to fire on a town.

The recognition of 26 August raises the second great legal question, and here the honest report
is that the law ran out. The mission's analysis gave no comfort to Sukhum: it found no general
right of secession for the two territories in international law.?* The Abkhazian answer has never
really been a doctrinal one. Its strongest form, put by Sergei Shamba, then foreign minister, is
comparative: if Kosovo, recognised by most of the West six months before the war, then why not
Abkhazia, which could claim its own referendum, fifteen years of de facto statehood, institutions,
elections and a war of self-defence fought without foreign troops on its soil?®* The Western reply
is that Kosovo was sui generis: a decade of international administration, a negotiated process
exhausted, atrocities on a different scale. The Abkhazian rejoinder is that sui generis is Latin for
"when we say so", and that every element of the Kosovo file has its Abkhazian analogue, from
the 1999 referendum to the blockade years, except the identity of the patron. Neither side finds
the other's distinctions anything but self-serving, and neither is likely to, because the
disagreement is not legal at bottom. Moscow, it should be said, is caught in the same mirror. It
recognised Abkhazia on arguments it had spent 2008 denouncing over Kosovo, and the tu
quoque cuts all four ways. That is roughly what the mission concluded when it declined to bless
anyone's theory of the case.®

There remains the argument that outranks the lawyers' points in every Georgian telling, and it
deserves to be put at full strength, because it is the strongest card in the deck. Abkhazia's de
facto statehood stands on the displacement of some two hundred thousand Kartvelian residents
in 1993, in 1989 the largest single community in the republic, most of whom have never
returned. International resolutions have repeatedly condemned their expulsion. A polity
constituted by ethnic cleansing, the argument runs, forfeits the moral standing to invoke
self-determination; recognising it rewards the crime. No serious Abkhazian case is made by
denying the catastrophe, and the honest ones do not. The flight of the Kartvelian population is a
fact, the burning of villages in the war's endgame is a fact, and the suffering was and is real.

8IFFMCG, Vol. I: findings on the initiation and lawfulness of the use of force; on the insufficiency of
substantiation for the prior-invasion claim; on passportisation; on the proportionality of the Russian
response; on secession and recognition.

8Sergei Shamba, Moscow News interview, 2008, as quoted in Garb 2009, p. 242.

8|]IFFMCG, Vol. I: findings on the initiation and lawfulness of the use of force; on the insufficiency of
substantiation for the prior-invasion claim; on passportisation; on the proportionality of the Russian
response; on secession and recognition.



What the Abkhazian record insists on is the fuller ledger. The war of 1992-1993 was begun by
Georgian forces entering Abkhazia; the Abkhazians buried four per cent of their nation; the
destruction of the state archive was an attempt on their history itself.?” Roughly forty to sixty
thousand Georgians have in fact returned, to the Gal district, under Abkhazian administration, a
return unmatched anywhere else in the post-Soviet conflicts.®® [EDITOR: confirm the Gal
return-figure range against UNHCR/ICG numbers before publication.] And the moral-forfeiture
argument proves more than its users intend. A Georgia that answers 1993 with 2008, with Grad
fire on a sleeping town after years of planning attested by its own former defence minister, has
demonstrated to the smaller nations concerned precisely why they will not re-enter its
jurisdiction on trust. The displaced of 1993 are owed return and restitution. It does not follow
that they are owed a second war, and it was the second war, not the first, that took reintegration
off the table for good.

VII. The Long Shadow of a Short War

Wars are short and their settlements are long. August 2008 produced no settlement at all, only a
freezing of the moment of impact, and the region still lives inside it.

The diplomatic architecture built from the wreckage was designed not to resolve the conflict but
to manage its non-resolution. The Geneva discussions convened in late 2008 are the only forum
where Georgian, Abkhazian, South Ossetian, Russian, American and European representatives
sit in one room. They have met for nearly two decades without producing the two documents
perennially on their table: a treaty on the non-use of force and an international security
arrangement. The UN observer mission that had watched the Ingur line since 1993 died in June
2009, vetoed out of existence in the argument over what its mandate should now call the place
it observed. The OSCE mission followed. The European Union's monitors patrol to this day
along boundary lines they are not permitted to cross.®® Status, the one question that matters to
every party, was placed outside every agenda, because it is the one question on which no party
can move. Resolution 1866, the Security Council's last word before the UN mission expired,
already could not bring itself to mention Georgia's territorial integrity, an omission Moscow's
ambassador advertised as the price of adoption.®

For Abkhazia the ledger of the war remains what the sharper Abkhazian analysts said it was
while the celebrations were still audible. The gains were real: the Kodor bridgehead gone, the
war moved off Abkhazian soil in prospect, the existential question of return to Georgian
jurisdiction closed in practice if not in law. So were the costs, and they compounded.
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Recognition arrived from Russia and a handful of others, Nicaragua and Venezuela in the first
year and a few more since, but not from the world. Partial recognition proved a more efficient
isolator than none: it settled Abkhazia's security account with a single creditor.®' Irakli Khintba,
writing on the war's second anniversary, named the trap with a precision that has aged painfully
well. Everything Abkhazia gained in security it paid for in dependence, and the multi-vector
foreign policy to which Sukhum aspired required exactly the Western engagement that Brussels,
under its policy of engagement without recognition, kept subordinated to Tbilisi's veto.*? Liana
Kvarchelia's analyses of the post-war Georgian instruments, the Law on Occupied Territories
and the strategies of engagement drafted in Thilisi, read them as continuations of isolation by
other means: frameworks in which every road to the world outside ran through the state
Abkhazians had just watched fire on Tskhinval.* Garb's anonymous interlocutors predicted that
isolation would deliver Abkhazia's economy, and then its politics, into Russian hands by default.
The prediction required no prophecy, only arithmetic, and each subsequent integration treaty
with Moscow has been that arithmetic maturing.®® The buffer-state aspiration Bagapsh voiced in
2008 was not abandoned. It was foreclosed, and not only by Moscow. It takes two shores to be
a bridge, and the Western shore never opened.

What August 2008 predicted about the wider world was noted at the time and filed with the rest.
The mission's report warned that the war had shaken the European security order to its
foundations. Tagliavini has since observed that the warnings were not heeded. The sequence
that ran from Bucharest's promise through Tskhinval's bombardment to the partition in practice
of a NATO aspirant was studied most attentively not in the capitals that commissioned the report
but in the one that had won the war.®® The five days of 2008 established, at minor cost, that the
post-Cold War settlement's eastern boundary would be contested by force, and that the West's
response to a fait accompli would be a monitoring mission and a resumption of business. Six
years later came Crimea; eight years after that, the full catastrophe. August 2008 was the
rehearsal at which the audience applauded the wrong scene. Among its minor, unglamorous
lessons is one this article exists to record. The first casualty was not truth in general but
sequence in particular, and a public that cannot hold a chronology can be sold any war
whatever.

*kk

There is a photograph in the mind of everyone who was in Sukhum that August, though no
camera took it: the packed suitcase standing by the door through the middle weeks of the
month, gradually unpacked as the Russian garrison settled in and the front failed to arrive. The
suitcase is the war's true Abkhazian monument, more honest than any of the official ones,
because it holds both halves of the experience at once. The certainty of being next. The
knowledge of what the rescue would cost.
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The woman who told Neal Ascherson "we are next" also told him, in the same breath, that
Russia cares nothing for small countries.?® Both clauses were correct, and eighteen years have
only confirmed them in tandem. Abkhazia was not attacked; the deterrent held; no Georgian
government since has treated the military option as live, and the generation born since the war
has grown up without one. On this coast, that is no small thing. At the same time Abkhazia's
room for manoeuvre, its economy, its treaties, its air links, the passports its people carry, has
narrowed to the width of one patron's goodwill, exactly as the sceptics in Garb's pages feared
while the recognition fireworks were still falling.

The record assembled here does not flatter anyone. It shows a small state gambling its people
on a patron's imagined promise and rewriting the gamble as martyrdom; a great power
converting a neighbour's crime into licence for its own; a superpower whose embassy
discovered the limits of advocacy as intelligence; monitors who told the truth promptly and were
heard fifteen months late; and a press that corrected the record in a footnote after setting itin a
headline. It also shows, in Tskhinval's basements and Sukhum's consulting rooms and the Gal
district's half-empty villages, who pays when capitals experiment. The Tagliavini commission
wrote the epitaph of the official story within thirteen months of the first salvo. The official story
outlived its epitaph, and is repeated on each anniversary still. Against that durability there is only
the record: the timestamps, the cables, the monitors' logs, the four drafts. The reader now holds
it.
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