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Abkhazia (an autonomous republic considered by the international community, so far including the Security Council, as part of Georgia) recently held a referendum on separating from Georgia and joining Russia, following a similar referendum in South Ossetia. More than 75 % of the Abkhazian population, of which 80% had been granted Russian citizenship even before the referendum, voted in favor.

The government of Georgia, supported by its parliament, has immediately declared that it considers the Abkhaz referendum invalid, as more than 300,000
 displaced Georgians were not allowed to take part and Georgia still considers Abkhazia an integral part of Georgia. Representatives of the EU, USA, and OSCE had declared the referendum invalid as soon as it was first announced, citing past Security Council resolutions, most recently 1716, which “Reaffirms the commitment of all Member States to the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of Georgia within its internationally recognized borders (…)”. The European Union in particular has strongly reiterated its opinion that any solution to the Abkhaz problem must respect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Georgia and emphasized that the EU will not support a unilateral declaration of secession. This is in line with the EU’s earlier refusal in September 2006 to recognize the validity of a similar referendum in Transnistria (Pridnestrovskoj), a semi-autonomous republic within the internationally recognized borders of Moldova.

The government of Georgia has threatened to mobilize its armed forces in protection of Georgia’s territorial integrity should Russia attempt to annex Abkhazia or should Abkhaz authorities take any further unilateral steps toward full secession. Furthermore, the Georgian side claims that since voting in Abkhazia began, a steady stream of refugees from the Georgian-populated Gali district of Abkhazia have been crossing the 1994 ceasefire line into Georgian-held territory. UNOMIG observers confirm reports of refugees leaving the Gali sector, although numbers are uncertain. The Abkhaz side does not deny the claims, but insists the inhabitants of Gali have been leaving as a result of irrational fears, rather than any actions by Abkhaz authorities. HROAG (the UN Human Rights Office in Abkhazia, Georgia) has said it will investigate rumors of abuse by Abkhaz police and armed groups as soon as people can be dispatched from their Sukhumi HQ to Gali.

As a response to the Georgian threats, Abkhaz forces have already been brought to a state of alertness. Russian forces, which have been carrying out peacekeeping operations in the Gali sector for years, have reportedly also stepped up their patrols. The Minister of Foreign Affairs of Russia, Sergey Lavrov, reminding the Georgian government of the text of Security Council resolution 1716, which urges the Georgian side to “(…) avoid steps which could be seen as threatening and to refrain from militant rhetoric and provocative actions (…)”, has called on it to show restraint and to stop a policy of threats to the peoples of Abkhazia. He declared that: “The Results of the referendum in Abkhazia are a reflection of the will of the people and this should be taken into consideration, though it could be unpleasant for some parties”.

The President of Russia, Vladimir Putin, also addressed the Secretary General of the UN in a letter, in which he:

· Supports a session of the Security Council devoted to the problems in Georgia;

· Refutes accusations against Russia by president Saakashvili and presents the opinion that the nonflexible policy of the government of Georgia has led to the present destabilization of the region;

· Urges the development of firm principles which are capable of providing  viable solutions to the problem of secessionist movements within the confinements of sovereign states 

The president of Georgia, Mikhail Saakashvili, has appealed to the Security Council of the United Nations with a special request through the Secretary General. He requests that the Security Council hold an urgent session because of the threat of Georgia’s disintegration and asks the Security Council to reaffirm its commitment to Georgia’s territorial integrity and declare the referendum in Abkhazia invalid. Finally, Saakashvili urges the Security Council to condemn the actions of Russia, which Georgia interprets as support for Abkhaz and South Ossetian separatism, provoking hostilities and causing increased tension in the region.

�	 Estimates vary, but most sources put the number somewhere between 200,000 and 300,000, of a total pre-war population of approx. 525,000





