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INTRODUCTION 

A central concern of the EUBORDRSCAPES project has been to document and analyse shifts in the 

political language of bordering that has occurred between the EU and its neighbours. The role of the 

EU as an international actor has been conditioned by the manner in which such borders have been 

expressed and actualized, and the invocation of borders has been crucial to its efforts to promote the 

emergence of a Neighbourhood of regional cooperation on the basis of its Eastern Partnership 

Initiative. Having appeared to have successfully integrated its new members for the majority of this 

century’s first decade, more recently a growing sense of economic malaise has been exacerbated 

through various issues stemming from the ongoing turmoil within much of the Middle East and 

Maghreb and the more recent geopolitical drama within the Neighbourhood itself. The EU’s 

awareness of the need to ameliorate the current situation is visible in the urgency with which it is 

trying to reset both its Neighbourhood and Eastern Partnership policies. In such a context, a greater 

effort on the part of both the EU itself and scholars concerned with such issues needs to be made in 

understanding how such bordering on the part of the EU is perceived by those with whom it engages. 

Georgia, which in recent years has been the most enthusiastic of the Eastern Partners, is a 

particularly crucial node for our comprehension of the challenges faced by the EU, both in terms of 

its engagement with these states and with regards to the wider regional context. Clearly, the 

geopolitical situation serves as a key explanation for Georgia’s notable enthusiasm for EU integration, 

but this backdrop of encouragement for EU integration has inevitably not remained a static 

background atop which ties between the EU and Georgia have developed and strengthened. It is 

important, especially in light of the softening of support for the EU that has recently been voiced 

within Georgia, to seek to account for how the EU is viewed within countries like Georgia that the 

EU is seeking to ‘partner’ and by what means the EU can both attempt to ameliorate the borders that 

exist between the EU and its partner states and make such borders that exist less absolute. It was to 

this end that members of the EUBORDERSCAPES project met in Tbilisi on October 23, 2015 in order 

to discuss these issues with a number of Georgian and foreign experts. 

The presence of the project’s Turkish partners, and the holding of the session in the Turkish Embassy 
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in Tbilisi, guaranteed a particularly nuanced understanding of the issue, given the manner in which 

the borders between the EU and Turkey, which at one time appeared to be disappearing, have re-

emerged with a vengeance. Indeed, both sides appear to have come to see them as something of an 

absolute civilizational divide, rather than a border that should and will be overcome. This is partly a 

result of the fact that, as Professor Ayşe Ayata of METU noted, in Turkey’s case the state had stopped 

talking about EU aspirations. Whether it necessarily follows, as she contended, that support for the 

EU is only possible with the support of the state is an issue that should be seen as one with important 

corollaries for the current project. Undoubtedly, there has been a transformation in the attitude of 

the Turkish state which has affected EU support in that country. And yet it is important to remember 

that this transformation did not occur in a vacuum, but as a result of the EU’s failure to overcome the 

political language of its own member states, which placed Turkey as unmistakably beyond the borders 

of the EU project (for all that it officially remains a candidate country). The result was that Turkey 

was left questioning what its aspirations towards the EU were likely to result in. 

The Turkish Ambassador, Zeki Levent Gümrükçü, noted in his remarks which opened the conference 

that Georgia too seems to be experiencing a disconnect between what Georgians wants from the EU 

and what they feel they are going to get. It is therefore crucial that the EU is able to strategically 

communicate not only what the role of Georgia is within the Eastern Partnership and Neighbourhood 

polities, but what is the role of the EU within Georgia. The Ambassador noted that the priority must 

be a more strategic mode of communication, one which emphasizes that the EU does not only possess 

an economic dimension, but plays a crucial role in such central political issues such as 

democratization. While all of the participants were in agreement with this, the central question of 

how such communication was to be achieved was returned to again and again.  

 

THE EU IN GEORGIA 

The initial session of the discussion focused its attentions on Georgia’s perceptions of the EU. As 

James Scott pointed out, attitudes to the EU are shaped by its promise as a new political community, 

and frequently shaped by the contrast that exists between that promise and how the EU actually 

reacts to challenges, such as those in Mediterranean or Post-Soviet spaces. Ilkka Liikanen noted how 

the current geopolitical crisis offers a clear rebuttal of the notion of a Neighbourhood, and emphasized 

the current shift in policy away from such notions and towards those of Security and foreign threat. 

At the same time, despite the rhetoric of a New Cold War, he made the important point that it is not 
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necessarily the case that the notion of Neighbourhood had previously rejected a particular geopolitical 

vision associated with the Cold War, for the notion of the Eastern Partnership and its more 

civilizational rhetoric remains deeply embedded within the sort of East/West geopolitical thinking 

that is exercising both sides involved in the Ukrainian conflict today. As it remains unclear at present 

to what extent the current situation in Ukraine should be adjudged a failure of the EU’s 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), it is vital to ask how important we should judge these policies to have 

been, and how to pick apart the various threads of these projects, and their effect in Georgia. 

It was noted by both Kakha Gogolashvili and Vano Chkhikvadze that Georgia was significant because 

of the manner in which it had requested to Brussels that it be part of the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy. 

Nevertheless, as Gogolashvili noted, initially there was not so much attention paid to Georgia’s role 

within the Neighbourhood Policy, as both Georgia’s political priorities and Russian opposition were 

focussed on the issue of Georgia becoming a part of NATO. It was only following the conflict in 2008 

that the ENP came to be emphasized in Georgia, and Russian opposition to this began to make itself 

felt from 2009 onwards. What has become particularly apparent over particularly the last couple of 

years has been the emergence of a dual-track Neighbourhood, with the ambition, programs and 

aspirations demonstrated by Georgia, together with Ukraine and Moldova separating these three 

‘GUM’ partners from the foot-dragging and downright hostility being displayed in Belarus, Armenia 

and Azerbaijan. Given that all six are lumped together in the Eastern Partnership, it was felt that 

the EU could attempt to define roles in a more flexible manner, rather than simply through lumping 

countries together geographically. Gogolashvili himself noted the possibilities of thinking about 

Georgia’s role in the context of not only the West Balkan states, but other, more far-flung participants 

in the Neighbourhood policy, such as Morocco or Jordan. However, Florian Feyerabend made the 

pertinent point that what distinguishes Georgia from these European Neighbourhood outliers is 

precisely the former’s prospects for integration within the EU. 

It should be noted, though, that this identification of the ‘GUM’ nations within the Eastern 

Partnership only takes into account how they are seen from the EU’s perspective. Within Georgia 

there has been little effort to drive forward Neighbourhood Policy in conjunction with either Ukraine 

or Moldova, as the current Georgian Dream (GD) government has made little effort to coordinate with 

either and frequently gives the impression of being at loggerheads with Ukraine over the latter 

providing sanctuary and employment to members of the previous United National Movement (UNM) 

administration, most controversially former president Mikheil Saakashvili as Governor of Odessa. It 

is easy, however, to see this lack of a coordinated strategy from the Georgian Dream as indicative of 
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their governance in general. Several of the participant’s mentioned a National Democratic Institute 

poll, the results of which had been released earlier that week, which had shown a 20% decline in 

support for EU membership as opposed to the preceding three-month period. Chkhikvadze offered 

the following four reasons for this drop in support: (1) the Ukraine Crisis; (2) the low visibility of the 

EU; (3) increasing Russian soft power; and (4) internal divisions within the party. While three of these 

relate to the wider geopolitical context, it is the fourth one that is internal to Georgia’s own politics, 

and reflected what Ayata noted regarding Turkey, that public support for the EU largely tracks what 

the state is saying about it. In Georgia’s case, the change of government was practically guaranteed 

to lead to less emphasis on the EU, given the latter’s attachment to the UNM administration and that 

one of the parties making up the GD coalition officially supports Georgia’s membership of the Russia-

dominated Eurasian Union rather than the EU. 

As George Tarkhan-Mouravi pointed out, the EU is currently only visible for negative reasons, 

whether through the lack of progress in resolving conflicts and improving security in Georgia itself or 

more widely, in its response to Greece or the refugee crisis, for example. The general negativity around 

the EU is exacerbated by the GD’s prickliness at EU parliamentary criticism of “selective justice” 

towards former UNM administrators and, as the conference was taking place, the furore surrounding 

the ownership of Georgia’s most popular private broadcaster, Rustavi 2, in which the EU and western 

nations were once again denounced as meddling in Georgia’s affairs on behalf of the UNM. Given 

these circumstances, it is perhaps hardly surprising that open support for Georgia’s EU integration 

had taking something of a hit. Nevertheless, although support for the only credible alternative of the 

Eurasian Union and Russia is on the rise, and beginning to be aided by concerted soft-power 

mobilization from the Russian side, Tarkhan-Mouravi emphasized that it is important to remember 

that the majority of Georgia’s important and influential political figures are openly pro-European, 

from the parliamentary speaker David Usupashvili to former Defence Minister Irakli Alasania, and 

even including the Georgian Orthodox Patriarch Ilia II, the most popular public figure in the country 

by far. The current inconsistency in the government’s position on the EU is in fact reflected in every 

issue and level of policymaking, rather than necessarily being indicative of a decisive turn away from 

Europe and towards Russia. 

 

GEORGIA IN THE EU 

Clearly, the current drop in support for the EU in Georgia also reflects an impression that Georgia’s 
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European path has recently failed to generate tangible benefits for the nation, an impression 

aggravated not merely by governmental incoherence on the issue, but also less propitious economic 

circumstances and the continuing lack of resolution over Georgia’s security concerns. In the past, 

what the EU was clearly able to offer states such as Georgia was the prospect of economic development. 

This was not merely a central component of the attraction of the EU to the states of Eastern Europe, 

but would guarantee it, as the rising tide of EU economic development appeared destined to raise all 

neighbouring boats as well. While the greater prosperity bought about by relations with the EU 

remains apparent in Tbilisi, however, the lack of clarity and vision being offered by Georgia’s domestic 

politics at present finds its reflection in the policies of the EU as well. Indeed, part of the justification 

for holding this event was the EU’s acknowledgement that its Eastern Partnership and 

Neighbourhood Policies were in drastic need of reconfiguration.  

However, what needs to be emphasized is that it makes little sense to consider issues of Partnership 

and Neighbourhood Policy from the Georgian perspective without acknowledging that they are viewed 

as part of a process that will result in Georgia’s EU membership. This perception was vital to the 

surge in prominence and support accorded to the EU within Georgia, particularly following the war 

in 2008, and therefore any judgement regarding the success or failure of the EU’s Eastern Partnership 

or Neighbourhood Policies have been will inevitably track with how popular the EU in general is at a 

particular moment in time. As things stand, the somewhat lukewarm attitude of the GD coalition 

towards the EU is being more than matched by the EU itself, which seemingly remains, as 

Chkhikvadze noted, unsure how to deal with the countries in its Neighbourhood. There is a lack of 

vision being offered by the EU regarding what happens after the culmination of Eastern Partnership. 

Despite what at times seems to be Georgia’s assumptions that integration into and compliance with 

the EU’s vision for its Eastern Partnership shall ultimately lead to accession candidacy and eventual 

membership, it should be borne in mind that it was EU members like France and Germany who have 

previously blocked Georgia’s efforts to join NATO. The same security concerns motivating such 

reluctance are obviously also relevant to the question of the EU, for all that the EU does not 

traditionally behave as a security actor. From the EU’s perspective, and particularly given the 

situation in Eastern Ukraine, there is currently little appetite to offer a timetable for Georgia’s 

accession. This partially reflects the fact that, as Tarkhan-Mouravi noted, Georgia’s importance for 

the EU is diminishing over the long term. Obviously it is vital that the EU does not, though, give up 

on its projects in Georgia in the face of such difficulties, both for Georgia itself, but also perhaps more 

crucially for the EU’s position within this new era of geopolitical competition that Ilkka Liikanen 

noted. Contemporary politics sets great store on visibility and the challenge for the EU is to maintain 
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its position, and consequently relevance, in a Georgia less amenable to its blandishments than a 

decade ago. 

 

REPRESENTING THE EU IN GEORGIA 

In the absence of security guarantees and with the benefits accruing from the EU’s geo-economic 

effect appearing to thin significantly, everyone was agreed that the EU would benefit from a more 

coherent strategy. The discussion hinged around two central issues, with one being values and the 

second presentation. The potential importance of values would be in providing the EU with some sort 

vision, having been largely side-lined up to this point.  As Tarkhan-Mouravi noted, values were not 

prioritized in the UNM’s pursuit of EU integration, which was more focussed on state-building, with 

the full connivance of European governments. Certainly, the current GD administration is keen to 

contrast what it presents as the previous silence of European institutions in the face of Saakashvili’s 

notorious intolerance of dissent with the current criticism of selective justice. This has tied in with a 

narrative, increasingly prominent in recent years, that has highlighted the incompatibility of values 

associated with the EU with what is presented as traditional Georgian values. The latter are a 

predictably conservative mix of Georgian Orthodoxy and xenophobia that have proved to have wide 

support within society and account for another result of the NDI poll, in which a majority of those 

surveyed responded that they considered European influence on Georgia as being ‘too large’. This 

opposition to what society perceives as the imposition of ‘alien’ values by Europe has had a number of 

flashpoints over recent years (an ugly counter-demonstration against a very small rally in support of 

International Day Against Homophobia in May 2013, or the furore over the adoption of the Anti-

Discrimination Law the following year), which has been exploited more recently by a flurry of 

Russian-backed civil society groups that focus on the protection of Orthodox culture from Europe. 

From the EU’s perspective, the problem now is that rather than being associated with broader 

inclusive values, such as equality or justice, it has become specifically associated with the protection 

of sexual and religious minorities, issues that fail to resonate, and indeed may generate active 

opposition from, a majority of the Georgian population.  

The participants clearly felt that the solution for this was for the EU to alter the issues on which they 

were perceived to be focussing, in order to emphasize the benefits accruing to Georgia due to its 

relations with the EU, rather than allowing the discussion to be directed towards issues where the 

priorities of the EU and its citizens are perceived as being out of synch with a majority of the Georgian 
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population. This largely comes down to the issue of presentation; rather than being prominent in 

issues of minority rights, the EU should be emphasizing the role it has in fields like development and 

education. Chkhikvadze noted that it would be far more beneficial to hear more about the 419 

Georgian students on EU-funded ERASMUS schemes, or the more than 200 EU-funded projects 

taking place within the country, particularly in areas like infrastructure. Tarkhan-Mouravi also 

implied that not only should this be the focus, but more effort be made to distinguish the EU’s 

contributions from those of the US as well, by contrasting their approaches to supporting things like 

STEM education. Gogolashvili urged that with the current economic slowdown, it was more essential 

than ever that the focus be on issues of intellectual production, which would push the development of 

an innovation-based economy. The EU had an opportunity here to focus on questions of energy-saving 

and efficiency which would not just serve to support GDP per capita for the present, but seek to 

improve it in the future. Gogolashvili further argued that the development of infrastructure and 

export economies would by itself serve to aid social and political justice and improve the integration 

of Georgia citizen’s into society. It was therefore important that the EU focus more upon long-term 

objectives while emphasizing current benefits, rather than constantly promising things for the future 

(as has been the case with Georgia’s efforts to receive visa-free travel for the Schengen area). 

All the participant’s did recognize that the EU’s position within public opinion was not entirely of its 

own making, and that in crucial ways its decline in popularity was a result of the passage of time. 

Gogolashvili particularly noted that, contrary to the impression often given, the EU did in fact serve 

as a security actor, with its member states having a crucial role in the 2008 conflict, and the EU 

Monitoring Mission now being the sole international security organization currently operating within 

Georgia. However, what was difficult for the young, in particular, to understand was the role of the 

EU and Neighbourhood Policy in the development of the state. A functioning state apparatus had 

largely been constructed due to EU demands and with its development monitored through progress 

reports and policy specifics emanating from both the US and Europe. However, over a decade after 

Saakashvili took power, and over five years after the conflict with Russia, the current situation has 

become largely taken-for-granted, lowering people’s opinion of the EU’s role. At the same time, this 

exceedingly top-down, technocratic attitude that demands the compliance of Eastern Partnership 

countries with EU guidance is what has been recognized as a problem throughout the programme as 

a whole. The situation is made worse by the fact that EU officials never leave Tbilisi, cementing the 

impression that they care little for ordinary people. As Tarkhan-Mouravi noted, the EU does little to 

attempt to influence views of it or provide information, and as a consequence, media coverage of it is 

dictated by which issues get picked up.  As noted above, these have recently been almost uniformly 
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negative, which has left it vulnerable to the shifts in the opinion held by the general public. 

In a way, the EU has become a victim of its own success. As Jeremy Smith noted, it has largely 

succeeded in providing a model for states like Georgia. This model has certainly influenced Georgia’s 

political development over the last fifteen years, but obviously when the model no longer appears as 

inviting, and indeed distinctly insecure regarding its own existence, then it inevitably will come to be 

seen as less attractive. Tarkhan-Mouravi noted that goals have to change, which, given its current 

efforts to reformulate its Neighbourhood Policy and Eastern Partnership, the EU itself seems to have 

largely recognized. As he pointed out, while the EU long talked about democratization for Georgia, 

actually in practice much of what held significance was the presence on the latter of energy pipelines 

and as a transport corridor. Additionally, it is notable that the development of a plural civil society, 

which has undoubtedly occurred under the current GD government and been heavily supported by 

the EU, has also served to fragment the political scene. As Gogolashvili noted, the previous UNM 

government was much more threatened by the existence of civil society groups, not allowing them 

any freedom of operation. The current involvement of civil society groups within the political process 

is itself the result of EU pressure, and certainly many of these groups are keen to aid in this project 

of Europeanization. As noted above, however, there has also been an upsurge of activity explicitly 

opposing the avowedly European direction of both the previous and, to date, current government. 

Therefore, while this freeing up of public space for the involvement of civil society groups is a value 

of the EU, it is questionable whether it is also in the EU’s interest. In many respects, the EU is 

happier when it is able to dictate policy to a dominant political force, and this can currently be seen 

in Ukraine, where the EU’s efforts are focussed upon the government in Kiev and have frozen civil 

society out of the process, failing to make any efforts to engage with regional stakeholders. Despite 

the value the EU places upon the notion of civil society, therefore, concrete political engagement with 

its Eastern Partners still remains characterized by diktats from Brussels; that is, dictated by interests 

rather than values. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Two things in particular were able to be drawn from the event. The first was that, particularly in the 

light of a ‘return to geopolitics’ and associated challenges, the values and interests held by the EU are 

by no means guaranteed to be in alignment. Indeed, the EU’s interests, in a narrow, geostrategic 

sense, are perhaps better served when its values exist as aspirations, rather than actual political 
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programs to be implemented. However, the second crucial thing to emerge is the importance of 

communication. As Ayata noted, in Turkey the popularity of the EU hit the buffers when the state 

stopped aspiring for entry and ceased discussing it. Arguably, Georgia is on the same path, aided by 

the EU’s seeming inability to communicate outside a narrow elite. As everyone noted, the EU is 

extremely bad at highlighting what it already does, with indicators of USAID and other instruments 

of American interest far more prominently displayed around the country than those of the EU. At a 

minimum, the EU needs to make the general population aware of the work that it is already doing in 

supporting the development of Georgia into a stable prosperous nation. Were the EU’s role in this 

ongoing process better publicized, it might be that the appeal of its values in breaking down the 

political, social and economic borders existing between the EU and its neighbours be better 

understood, and consequently the values and interests of a putative EU foreign and development 

policy come to be more in line with one another. This will only happen, though, through expanding 

the EU’s ability to communicate with a wider constituency in its Neighbourhood than it does at 

present. 

 

Edward Boyle 

Center for Asia-Pacific Future Studies, 

Kyushu University 

 

 

(Attendance at the symposium was made possible by a Kyushu University Interdisciplinary Programs in 

Education and Projects in Research Development (P&P) grant, Project No. 27503) 


