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I. 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

· The pre-election environment in Adjara worsened in the first part of the reporting period, as relations between the Georgian government and the Adjaran authorities deteriorated. As a result, the two OSCE/ODIHR long-term observers (LTO’s) stationed in Adjara were temporarily withdrawn on 14 March. 

· On 15 March President Mikheil Saakashvili imposed an economic blockade on Adjara after being denied entry to the Autonomous Republic. The Adjaran authorities imposed a night-time curfew on parts of Adjara, and an increased presence of security forces and armed civilians was reported. 

· On 18 March, the President and Adjaran leader Aslan Abashidze reached an agreement that has defused the tension. On 20 March, the EOM re-introduced its LTOs to Adjara following the resolution of the immediate crisis and official assurances that the situation in Adjara was now more stable. 

· The local authorities still have not transferred an electronic copy of the voter registers for the six election districts in Adjara. The quality of hard copies of lists supplied for five of the districts was very poor, and the Central Election Commission decided not to use them for compiling voter registers. Instead, voter lists are being compiled from a zero base.

· Most political parties have yet to start visible and effective campaigns. Observers report that many local and regional party offices are not working.

· Following President Saakashvili’s offer to reduce the number of his appointments on District and Precinct Election Commissions (DECs and PECs) from five to three, commission members appointed by the President are resigning in line with the President’s stated intention. The appointment of replacements is ongoing, but it is unclear if this process will occur in a consistent manner in all election districts.

· The broadcast media tend to focus on the activities of State officials and the ruling National Movement–Democrats, providing little coverage of opposition parties. Regional Adjara TV continues to give extensive and positive coverage of the Adjaran authorities and the Revival party. Print media coverage is generally more balanced. Free-of-time party advertisement on State TV started on 13 March, while several political parties have also placed paid political advertisements on television.

· Women and national minorities are underrepresented in Georgian politics and in the electoral process. Some 31.4% of candidates are women, but there are significant variations among the party lists. National minorities account for less than 3% of all candidates.

II. 
POLITICAL PARTIES AND THE ELECTION CAMPAIGN

Despite the limited time left until election day, most political parties have yet to start a visible and effective campaign. Generally, the approach of most parties continues to be passive, despite previous indications that they would launch their campaigns about two weeks before election day. No billboards or posters have been displayed. LTOs reported that in many regions, few, if any opposition parties’ offices are working. 

While LTOs report some limited campaign activity at the local level, such as door-to-door campaigning, there is still no sign of larger public meetings or other campaign events. In several places, activists of the National Movement–Democrats said that they go door-to-door to get information on people’s voting intentions. Other interlocutors reported that in the process, personal information of voters is sometimes recorded.

On 17 March, Konstantin Gamsakhurdia, the leader of the newly-formed Freedom Movement and son of former President Zviad Gamsakhurdia, arrived in Georgia after more than 10 years in exile. LTOs report that this Movement appears to be active and to enjoy a solid level of support in several regions. It has opened numerous offices throughout the country. Unlike many other parties, the Freedom Movement claims to have sufficient financial resources to mount an effective campaign.

III. 
THE AUTONOMOUS REPUBLIC OF ADJARA

The pre-election environment in the Autonomous Republic of Adjara deteriorated sharply during the reporting period, as a result of a standoff between the Georgian government and the Adjaran authorities. On 13 March, Georgian Finance Minister Zurab Nogaideli was briefly escorted to a police station “for his own safety” while trying to campaign in Adjara and was advised to leave the Autonomous Republic. On 14 March, President  Saakashvili was denied entry into Adjara, where he intended to campaign for the National Movement–Democrats. 

On 14 March, President Saakashvili issued an ultimatum to Adjaran leader Aslan Abashidze, demanding that the Adjaran authorities let  the President and members of the government meet voters in Adjara; let the people express their opinion freely; let the opposition campaign freely in Adjara; hold free and fair elections; “disarm illegal armed groups;” and hand over control of Adjara’s borders and customs to the Georgian authorities. After Abashidze failed to meet the President’s demands, the Georgian government on 15 March imposed sanctions on Adjara, including the suspension of banking operations in the Autonomous Republic, the closure of the Batumi airport and seaport, and the closing of the border crossing with Turkey for commercial traffic.

As a result, tensions in Adjara increased dramatically. In addition to the ongoing state of emergency, a night-time curfew was imposed on Batumi and Kobuleti. Reports indicated an increased presence of security forces, armed civilians and armored vehicles in Batumi and on the administrative border between Adjara and the rest of Georgia. Pressure on members of the Our Adjara opposition movement and on election commission members in opposition to Abashidze to leave Adjara was also reported. Meanwhile, journalists were permitted to work in Adjara but not to take film footage. 

On 17 March, Speaker of Parliament Nino Burjanadze met with Abashidze in Batumi. Prime Minister Zurab Zhavnia, in a meeting with ambassadors accredited in Georgia, on 18 March said that the elections will be held on 28 March as scheduled. Regarding Adjara, he said the embargo would be lifted once the Adjaran authorities lift the state of emergency, release “political prisoners” and guarantee freedom of movement within Adjara and between Adjara and the rest of Georgia. The Prime Minister asserted that international observers should proceed to Adjara as scheduled.

On 18 March, President Saakashvili met with Aslan Abashidze in Batumi. They agreed that the Georgian government would lift the economic sanctions that same day. In return, the Adjaran authorities agreed that representatives of the central government would be sent to Adjara to oversee, jointly with Adjaran authorities, the customs offices and the Batumi port. Abashidze also pledged to comply with other demands expressed by President Saakashvili on 14 March. 

Due to the potential deterioration of the security situation, and on the advice of the Georgian Ministry of Interior, on 14 March the EOM temporarily withdrew the two LTOs deployed in Adjara. Following the resolution of the crisis, the EOM re-deployed them on 20 March. 

IV. 
 ELECTION ADMINISTRATION 

Following President Saakashvili’s offer to reduce from five to three the number of his appointees on DECs and PECs, observers reported that some commission members appointed by the President are resigning. However, inconsistencies in the process are apparent, with resignations in some districts but not in others. The appointment of replacements is ongoing. However, it is unclear if this process will occur systematically in all election districts. LTOs reported that most replacements were nominated by Ertoba (Unity). These changes to the composition of election commissions have created a degree of confusion in DECs but have not affected their electoral preparations. 

During the reporting period, the Central Election Commission (CEC) held four sessions. Inter alia, it determined the order of parties on the ballot paper, the manner in which voters should mark the ballot, more detailed rules on the circumstances in which ballots are considered invalid and for using a mobile ballot box, and improved procedures on filing complaints on election day. In areas populated by national minorities, the ballot paper will be available in Azeri and Armenian as well as Georgian. However, regrettably, the protocol will only be printed in Georgian and Russian.

The CEC is working on improving the process of aggregation and announcement of election results. The Constitution of Georgia provides that mandates “shall be distributed only among those political parties and electoral blocs which receive at least 7% of the votes of those who participate in the elections.” (Art. 50.2). 

The EOM was informed that the CEC will require parties to receive 7% of the voter turnout (as evidenced by signatures of voters on the voter lists) rather than 7% of votes cast in order to qualify for the allocation of parliamentary seats. This effectively raises the threshold in proportion to the invalid votes cast, thereby making it harder for parties to enter Parliament. Moreover, it appears unusual that seats be allocated according to votes where the political will of the voter remains unclear. 

V. 
VOTER LISTS
The local authorities in Adjara still have not transferred an electronic copy of voter registers (electronic register) for the six election districts in Adjara. The electronic register was compiled by the Adjaran authorities prior to the flawed November 2003 parliamentary elections and was widely considered inflated. However, following an instruction from the CEC Chairman, five DECs in Adjara transferred hard copies of the lists used for the January 2004 presidential election. These are not the same as the electronic register. The Chairman of Shuakhevi DEC, who failed to transfer the hard copy of the voters list, was dismissed and replaced by the Deputy Chairman, a presidential appointee. 

During the process of entering these records into the database of Georgian electors, it became apparent that the quality of the data was generally very poor. Frequently, vital information such as voters’ addresses was omitted, making it impossible to produce meaningful printed voter lists. Therefore, the CEC decided not to use this data to compile voter lists in the six districts in Adjara. According to a CEC Decree of 27 February, voters who are not already registered to vote are able to apply for registration between 8 and 21 March. Thus, voter registers in Adjara will be compiled from a zero base. Any voters who are not registered during this period will be able to register to vote on election day, if they are able to prove their entitlement. 

Due to the prevailing situation, no reliable information is available regarding the number of voters registered to date in Adjara. The crisis in Adjara may have dissuaded citizens from registering due to the security environment. This may also affect the functioning of PECs. 

Elsewhere, most PECs are open and voter lists are displayed, thereby enabling voters to check their entries and apply for registration. However, only approximately 3,500 additional voters have applied to be added to the lists. 

VI. 
 COMPLAINTS AND APPEALS
The CEC has continued to adopt decrees to clarify and elaborate the implementation of the Unified Election Code (UEC). While the subordinate legal acts adopted by the CEC generally constitute improvements to the electoral framework, the CEC has on occasion adopted decrees that could be found to conflict with the UEC, or could at least be deemed to have exceeded the CEC’s authority. This includes the repeated postponement of deadlines or the changing of hours for mobile voting. However, there have been no challenges to this practice.

On 1 March, a repeat of the second round of the majoritarian election was held in Aspindza District (DEC 39) in a single precinct (No. 04), due to irregularities during the flawed 2 November 2003 election. However, an appeal to the Tbilisi District Court has been reportedly filed contesting the election results in Aspindza, indicating the continuing problems caused by second rounds based on the 2 November elections. Two appeals in connection with the 28 March elections were filed during the reporting period but have yet to be heard by the courts.

VII. 
PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN AND NATIONAL MINORITIES
Georgian politics remain dominated by men, with limited representation of women in the government and political party leadership. Speaker of Parliament and former interim President Nino Burjanadze, who played an instrumental role leading up to the presidential election, appears to have had a lower profile since power was transferred to President Saaksahvili.

Irina Sarishvili-Chanturia, previously the only female party leader, resigned from politics following unsuccessful attempts to regain the leadership of the National-Democratic Party (NDP).

Only 17 women (7%) were members of the outgoing Parliament. Out of the 73 already elected MPs, only two are women (2%). In the newly created Cabinet of Ministers, four members are women (20%). None of the newly appointed regional governors are women.

Of a total of 2,700 candidates registered for the 28 March elections, 849 are women (31.4%). Their share on individual lists varies widely, however, between 13.3% on the National Movement–Democrats list, and 62.8% on the list of the Party of Democratic Truth. The National Movement–Democrats list is headed by a woman, Maia Nadiradze.

Following recent changes to the election commission composition, one woman, nominated by the Sportive Union of Georgia, sits on CEC. Around 80% of DEC chairs are male.

Georgia has two large minority populations – Azeris (6.5% of the population, according to the 2002 population census) and Armenians (5.7%) – and a variety of smaller minority groups (making up a total of 3.5% of the population). Most minorities are concentrated in certain regions. Georgia has yet to ratify the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, and there is no specific legislation on minority rights. There are no relevant political parties representing national minorities, but some parties have included representatives of national minorities on the candidate lists. However, less than 3% of candidates belong to national minorities, and no candidate list reflects their share of the population.

In addition to providing ballot papers in Azeri and Armenian in areas with a concentration of national minorities, as well as protocols in Georgian and Russian, the CEC will also provide PEC manuals and voter education material in minority languages for those regions where national minorities live. Training of election commissions has been provided in minority languages as well; however, in some instances, training in Azeri-populated areas was conducted in Russian, and commission members reportedly had comprehension difficulties.

VIII. 
THE MEDIA
The crisis in Adjara has also impacted on the freedom of the media. During the incident involving the Finance Minister, journalists working for Rustavi-2, Imedi and Channel 9 had their materiel confiscated. One member of the Channel 9 crew disappeared for several hours, was intimidated, and had his car searched. Adjara TV broadcast “SOS Adjara” spots showing representatives of national minorities appealing to neighboring countries to come and protect minorities from the central government. 

Meanwhile, a spot of Our Adjara, under the slogan “Our Struggle, Our Adjara, For a United Georgia,” continues to be broadcast by Georgian State TV-1. According to the State TV director, the spot is broadcast free of charge since the Economics Ministry’s Anti-Monopoly Commission has classified the spot as “social advertising,” despite the fact that it makes clear reference to the Rose Revolution and to the political movement involved.

Broadcasting of free-of-charge campaign advertisement on State TV-1 started on 13 March. Although the CEC approved a morning airtime schedule from 10:00 to 12:00 starting from 15 March, the slots are still broadcast according to the original schedule (from 15:15 to 17:15), apparently due to lack of communication between State TV and the CEC. Paid political advertising has appeared on State and private electronic media. The Rightist Opposition, the Labor Party, the NDP–Traditionalists bloc and Aslan Abashidze’s Revival party have thus far placed paid advertisements.

The coverage of political issues remains dominated by representatives of State institutions and ruling parties. On State TV-1, the President alone received 50% of the total airtime, while government officials received 22%. Together with the National Movement–Democrats (14%), the pro-governmental faction reaches 86%. The picture is similar on Rustavi-2 and Imedi, both of which devote little space to most opposition parties. Both broadcasters gave Revival a fair amount of coverage (12% and 10%, respectively), partly negative in tone. Adjara TV continues to provide positive and exhaustive coverage of the Adjaran authorities and Revival while allocating only 10% to the President and government officials, of which around one third is negative. However, starting on 17 March, Adjara TV began broadcasting announcements regarding the need to register to vote.

The monitored print media generally provide more balanced coverage. With the exception of State-funded Sakartvelos Respublika, criticism of the authorities as well as of opposition parties is present, and the distribution of space among political forces is more balanced than on television. 24 Saati, however, shows a clearer affiliation with the ruling parties.

IX. 
CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS
The CEC has registered 28 domestic observer organizations. However, it is believed that the large majority of these organizations will deploy few observers on election day. Only three will have near national coverage: The International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), the Fair Elections Foundation (observing in the name of the Liberty Institute) and New Generation New Initiative (Generation). ISFED will conduct a parallel vote tabulation (PVT), enabling the public to compare the CEC results to those based on a 20% sample collected by its observers. Generation observed the last two elections, but in the upcoming election it plans to deploy some 2,000 observers, a much greater number than previously.
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