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Georgia: A 'Coup' and Saakashvili's Power Play 
Summary 
An alleged coup attempt at a Georgian military base May 5 is the perfect 
occasion for Georgian President Mikhail Saakashvili to clamp down on 
the growing opposition in the country and reassert his control. The 
government initially called the alleged coup a Russian-backed plot; 
however, it looks more like a tool for Saakashvili to use to quell the 
protests against his presidency and eliminate dissent in the Georgian 
military on the eve of NATO military exercises taking place in Georgia. 
 
Analysis 
Myriad Georgian opposition figures have accused Georgian President 
Mikhail Saakashvili of using the May 5 alleged coup in Georgia in order 
to lock down the country, which has been rocked by protests for nearly a 
month. Details about the “coup” have started to emerge from both the 
Georgian Interior Ministry and STRATFOR sources in Tbilisi; at this 
point, the incident looks to be not a Russian-prompted coup, as the 
government claims, but a possible way for the struggling government to 
reinstate control over the country. 
 
According to official Georgian Interior Ministry statements, 
approximately 500 soldiers at the Mukhrovani base between Tbilisi and 
Gori “mutinied” May 5. The Interior Ministry sent troops and police to 
the base; no injuries were reported. The Interior Ministry and 
Saakashvili were quick to call the mutiny a “Russian-backed coup.” 
However, the accused rebels did not take up arms, making it a rather 
uninspired coup — especially considering that the “mutineers” were 
Georgian military special forces — if that is in fact what it was. 
According to STRATFOR sources in Tbilisi, the rumor is that the 
soldiers were not dissenting or trying to throw a coup, but rather were 
nonviolently refusing to take part in the planned NATO military 
exercises set to begin outside the Mukhrovani base in Vaziani starting 
May 6. 
 
STRATFOR has chronicled the dissent within the Georgian military for 
some time, though the issue has been particularly important since the 
Russo-Georgian war in August 2008. Sources have told STRATFOR that 
leading up to that war, the Georgian Defense Ministry was firmly 
against getting into a conflict that would push Russia to counter, and 
that Saakashvili ordered military commanders into the conflict despite 
the Defense Ministry’s objections. Quite a few officials within the 
Georgian defense and foreign ministries were replaced after the war 
because of their insistence that Saakashvili was responsible for the 
entire war. 
 



This is a key point, because dissent within the Georgian government and 
among those who have traditionally been loyal to Saakashvili has started 
to form a coherent opposition movement that is intent on ousting the 
president. This anti-Saakashvili movement does not have any other 
break in policy from the government; it is anti-Russian and pro-
Western, but against Saakashvili’s leadership. However, STRATFOR 
sources and accusations from Saakashvili’s government hint that the 
opposition is receiving financial and organizational aid from Russia in 
order to nudge the cause along. 
 
The opposition began mass protests across Georgia on April 9, with 
60,000 hitting the streets initially — a large number considering that 
90,000 spurred the Rose Revolution in 2003, and that since then any 
opposition movement has been unable to break the 15,000 participation 
mark. Since April 9, the protests have continued nearly every day, with 
numbers of participants ranging from a few hundred to more than 
10,000. The protests have also spread out, blocking streets into the 
capital and targeting multiple government buildings, media outlets and 
Saakashvili’s homes. 
 
Georgian authorities have been unable to clamp down on the protests 
thus far, which irritates Saakashvili, who is about to inaugurate NATO 
military exercises with representatives from 19 countries on Georgian 
soil. The exercises come as Russia has moved troops into the Georgian 
secessionist region of South Ossetia. Russia claims to have 3,700 troops 
in South Ossetia (which is close to where the NATO exercises will take 
place). 
 
The entire situation in Georgia looks untenable for Saakashvili, which 
makes the reported coup attempt a great opportunity for the president 
to reinstate his authority. The accusation of a coup, the mobilization of 
police and Interior Ministry forces into Mukhrovani and accusations of 
Russian involvement all came quickly, though there were no reports of 
the rebellious Georgian troops moving toward Tbilisi or taking up arms 
at all. But this set of accusations has allowed Saakashvili to clamp down 
on dissent in the military the day before the NATO exercises begin, and 
to break up some of the protests against his presidency. 
 
To get to Mukhrovani, the police and Interior Ministry troops used 
roads that had been blocked by the opposition. After being forced to 
clear the roads, the opposition said it would be back to barricade the 
roads in a few days. STRATFOR sources also say the Interior Ministry is 
considering implementing a state of emergency in reaction to the 
alleged coup in order to lock down Tbilisi — a move that would 
definitely halt opposition protests. 
 



But the real sign that Saakashvili saw the suspected coup as a tool to 
target the opposition is the list of Georgian authorities arrested as 
“coup” leaders. Two former Soviet-era military commanders were 
arrested on charges of orchestrating the coup, and the Interior Ministry 
claims a third is being sought. Former National Guard commander 
Koba Kobaladze and former special forces commander Gia Gvaladze 
were arrested; the government also suspects former Defense Minister 
Davit Tevzadze, former Security Minister Jamal Gakhokidze and Gia 
Karkarashvili, commander of the army during the Abkhaz War in the 
1990s, of involvement. The Interior Ministry charged the former 
military leaders in conjunction with the supposed coup after a video 
surfaced that allegedly shows these commanders planning the mutiny 
and the deaths of Saakashvili and many of his close associates. In the 
video, the former Georgian commanders also mention that they were 
working with Russian troops so the Russians could reinvade. 
 
None of these military leaders has been in charge of the military for 
years (some for more than a decade), though there is a constant concern 
that they hold more of the military’s loyalty than Saakashvili does. But 
more importantly, most of these accused military commanders have 
some sort of connection to the current opposition movement through its 
leaders Nino Burjanadze and Irakli Alasania. Seizing those within the 
opposition that have military connections and breaking up a portion of 
the protests is Saakashvili’s attempt to retake control of his country and 
send a message to the rest of the opposition, all while the West’s eyes 
are on the small state during the NATO exercises. 
 
The last time NATO held exercises this large in Georgia was three weeks 
before the Russo-Georgian war — something that Tbilisi definitely has 
on its mind. The alleged coup May 5 and the subsequent clampdown on 
the opposition may just be a move by Saakashvili to rein in one chaotic 
part of his country while he nervously watches a much larger threat — 
Russian troops increasing in Abkhazia and South Ossetia and a rumored 
Russian naval buildup in the Black Sea near Georgia — and waits for 
Moscow’s next move. 
 
******* 
Stratfor.com 
May 6, 2009 
Geopolitical Diary: A Case of Georgian Deja Vu 
STRATFOR is experiencing deja vu: Events in Georgia are calling to 
mind those that led up to the Russo-Georgian war in August 2008. 
 
Tensions between Moscow and Tbilisi escalated yet again on Tuesday, 
when Georgian President Mikhail Saakashvili claimed to have 
“thwarted” a Russian-backed coup from within the Georgian military 
and accused Russia of “massing up naval forces and warships in the sea 



off the coast”  all while Georgia was preparing for large (by its 
standards) military exercises in conjunction with NATO. 
 
There have been other recent developments: 
Since early April, Russia has increased its troop presence in Georgia’s 
breakaway regions from 3,000 to more than 7,600. Three months 
before the August war broke out, Russia had doubled its troop strength 
there from 1,500 to 3,000. 
Russia has been accused of building up its naval presence off the coast 
of Abkhazia. In the months before the war, there were accusations that 
Russia was expanding that region’s ports. 
Georgia and NATO will launch the next phase of NATO exercises in 
Vaziani on Wednesday  nearly the same exercises as the ones held at 
Vaziani three weeks before the Russo-Georgian war began. 
Small-arms fire across the South Ossetian-Georgian border resumed in 
April. Last year, cross-border firing gave way to mortar attacks that 
precipitated Georgia’s invasion of South Ossetia. 
But while Russia may be ready for another round of conflict  or at least 
ready to create the illusion of another round, as a means of pressuring 
its smaller neighbor  there are other significant shifts under way in 
Georgia, and these are creating levels of pressure that Tbilisi has never 
before faced. 
 
Political unrest in Georgia has reached a pitch not seen since the 2003 
Rose Revolution that brought Saakashvili to power. Mass protests began 
in early April and have persisted, albeit with dwindling numbers of 
demonstrators, to the present. Saakashvili has seen members of his own 
inner circle break away and join the traditionally weak opposition. 
Moreover, the allegations that a coup plot was being hatched within the 
Georgian military signals that Saakashvili cannot rely on support from 
the military, which blames him for dragging the country into the war 
with Russia. 
 
Typically, the inner workings of Georgian politics have no geopolitical 
significance, since these affairs have more to do with personalities than 
shifts in alignment toward the West or Russia. But right now, everything 
that provides outsiders with opportunities to influence Tbilisi matters, 
because Georgia is the cornerstone of Russia’s foreign policy agenda 
toward the West and within the Caucasus. Georgia is Russia’s Achilles’ 
heel as Moscow attempts to re-establish its influence in all corners of 
the former Soviet region and create a geographic buffer between Russia 
and other global powers. 
 
But Georgia’s relevance as that cornerstone is now being tested: 
Dynamics in the rest of the Caucasus region are shifting for the first 
time since the fall of the Soviet Union. Turkey, a key member of NATO, 
is moving to normalize relations with Armenia, Georgia’s neighbor to 



the south. And that means that the three small states in the Caucasus - 
Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia itself  are re-evaluating their 
allegiances to NATO and Russia. Armenia, a Russian ally, is negotiating 
with Turkey; Azerbaijan, Turkey’s brother nation, is turning to Russia; 
and Turkey is balancing its relationship with all parties involved. If they 
could hold Armenia, balance Turkey and reconnect with Azerbaijan, the 
Russians would not need to worry about what happens with Georgia, 
which would be locked into the Soviet sphere by default. 
 
And that brings us full circle to the sense of deja vu involving Russia and 
Georgia: namely, Moscow once again dominating Tbilisi. From the 
outside, all the circumstances today appear similar to those of August 
2008, but upon closer inspection, Georgia is dealing with two other 
significant and destabilizing trends. Georgia has never been a stable 
country. Traditionally, it has faced challenges stemming either from 
Russia, from domestic political tensions or from its neighbors in the 
Caucasus  but never from all three at once. 
 
The redefinition of Georgia is taking place, and forces largely beyond its 
control are remaking Tbilisi’s role in the region. 


