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TBILISI: Georgia has elected ruling party candi-
date Salome Zurabishvili as its first woman pres-
ident, final results showed yesterday, but the
opposition claimed fraud. With all votes counted,
the French-born ex-diplomat had taken 59.52
percent of the vote in Wednesday’s second round
run-off, the election commission said. Her rival
Grigol Vashadze, from an alliance of 11 opposition
parties led by exiled ex-president Mikheil
Saakashvili’s United National Movement (UNM),
won 40.48 percent. 

The election was seen as a test of Georgia’s
democratic credentials as the Caucasus nation
seeks European Union and NATO membership.
It was also a trial run for more important parlia-
mentary elections in 2020, when the ruling Geor-
gian Dream party is set to face off against a range
of opposition parties. Georgian Dream-the cre-
ation of billionaire tycoon Bidzina Ivanishvili who
many see as the country’s de facto ruler-backed
Zurabishvili in the presidential vote.

Ivanishvili’s great rival, the flamboyant ex-
president Saakashvili, claimed “mass electoral
fraud” even before official results were released.
“The oligarch has stamped out Georgian democ-
racy and the institutions of elections,” he said on
the pro-opposition Rustavi-2 television channel,
referring to Ivanishvili.  “I urge Georgians to de-
fend our freedom, democracy and the law. I call
on you to start mass peaceful rallies and demand

snap parliamentary polls.” Saakashvili swept to
power in 2004 in a mass protest movement known
as the Rose Revolution but, after a disastrous
2008 war with Russia, fled the country in 2013
and has since been stripped of his citizenship. 

He was sentenced in absentia to six years in
prison for abuse of office, charges he rejects as
politically motivated. He now lives in the
Netherlands. Tensions increased ahead of the
second round as the opposition accused the
government of voter intimidation and claimed
that ruling party activists had attacked Vashadze
campaign staff. Zurabishvili in turn said she and
her children had received death threats through
text and voice messages from people affiliated
with the UNM. Rights groups have accused
government officials of vote-buying on a “wide-
spread” and “unprecedented” scale and of elec-
tion fraud, including through the alleged printing
of fake ID cards.

Opposition supporters will be watching for
reports from foreign election monitors, including
from the Organization for Security and Cooper-
ation in Europe, to see if their claims of voter
fraud are supported. OSCE observers were to
hold a press conference in Tbilisi later. Street
protests against the results could shake the
small ex-Soviet republic, which has seen civil
wars, mass demonstrations and unrest since
gaining its independence in 1991 on the break-

up of the Soviet Union. A smooth presidential
transition, however, would be welcomed by
many as a sign of stability in Georgia, which is
emerging as a tourism hotspot and hopes for
more foreign investment.

Zurabishvili, a 66-year-old independent law-

maker, is the daughter of refugees who fled
Georgia in 1921 for Paris after the country’s an-
nexation by the Red Army. Her career in France’s
foreign service culminated in a posting to Tbilisi,
where then-president Saakashvili appointed her
foreign minister. — AFP
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TBILISI: Georgia’s president-elect candidate Salome Zurabishvili addresses the media
in Tbilisi. — AFP 

Italy adopts tough 
anti-migrant law
ROME: Italy has adopted far-right Interior Minister Matteo Salvini’s tough
anti-migrant and security decree, despite fierce criticism from the left. The bill,
which makes it easier to expel migrants and limits residency permits, was
passed in the lower house of parliament with 396 in favor to 99 against. “I’m
happy, it’s a memorable day,” Salvini told journalists, shrugging off criticism
from “left-wingers who think illegal immigration is not a problem”.

The bill’s adoption followed Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte’s statement dis-
tancing Italy from the UN migration pact. Parliament would have the last word
on it and Rome would not attend a conference to ratify it, he said. The Senate
had already given its green light to Salvini’s controversial decree, which the
populist government of Salvini’s League and Luigi Di Maio’s anti-establishment
Five Star Movement (M5S) first put forward in September.

As well as loosening the criteria to expel migrants, the bill allows migrants
to be stripped of Italian citizenship if convicted of terrorism. The government
opted for confidence votes to get the bill through both chamber of parliament
after M5S members tabled a slew of amendments. The decree also ends two-
year “humanitarian protection” residency permits-a lower level of asylum sta-
tus based on Italian rather than international law-that were awarded to 25
percent of asylum seekers last year.

Instead, residency permits will be awarded under stricter conditions such
as a one-year “special protection” status or a six-month “natural disaster in
country of origin” status. A new procedure to fast-track the expulsion of “dan-
gerous” asylum seekers will also be implemented. The Italian Refugee Council
has said it is “seriously concerned” by the new law. The United Nations refugee
agency has said it does “not provide adequate guarantees, especially for the
vulnerable or those with particular needs such as victims of abuse or torture”.

Conte’s statement on the UN pact was the latest sign that some countries
who signed up to the agreement in July after 18 months of talks are now having
second thoughts.  — AFP

Georgia’s new leader: 
French diplomat who 
return to homeland
TBILISI: Salome Zurabishvili, who has been elected
Georgia’s first female president, is a former French diplo-
mat who exchanged a secure career for the turbulent
politics of her ancestral country. Zurabishvili was born in
France to a Georgian family who fled to Paris in the 1921
to escape the Bolshevik regime. Her family kept up strong
ties with Georgian life and culture. Her great-great-
grandfather on her mother’s side, Niko Nikoladze, was a
prominent liberal writer and member of a liberation
movement calling for Georgia’s independence from the
Russian Empire. She studied international relations at the
prestigious Paris Institute of Political Sciences before
launching a 30-year career as a diplomat, with postings
to the United Nations and Washington as well as Chad.

“Decades ago, as a young French diplomat, I couldn’t
have imagined I would be running for the presidency of
my ancestral homeland,” she told AFP in an interview
last month. Her diplomatic career came to an end after
her posting as France’s ambassador to Tbilisi in 2003,
then led by President Eduard Shevardnadze. Following
the bloodless Rose Revolution, the new president
Mikheil Saakashvili appointed her foreign minister-after
approving the move with then French leader Jacques
Chirac. “She made a brilliant career in France but she
stayed a Georgian at heart and a true patriot,”
Saakashvili said at the time.

Making enemies
But Zurabishvili quickly made enemies in the ranks

of the parliamentary majority, with MPs and a number
of senior diplomats publicly accusing her of arrogance
and impulsiveness. 

She was sacked in 2005 after a year on the job,
though thousands took to the streets of the capital to
protest her dismissal. She then joined the opposition as
a member of parliament and became one of
Saakashvili’s fiercest critics. In her book “A Woman for
Two Countries”, published in France after her firing, she
wrote: “Now, I have to engage in a political battle, which
has never attracted me, which I never practised, which
is being imposed on me.” She quit Georgian politics in
2010 to work for the United Nations’ Iran Monitoring
Expert Group for five years, saying that there “is not the
minimum of democracy in Georgia required for the op-
position to exist.”

She won the election with the backing of billionaire
businessman Bidzina Ivanishvili’s ruling Georgian
Dream party. Georgian voters backed her despite her
outsider status and gaffes during her election campaign
such as garbling Georgian words. “It is now important
to show that this country has chosen Europe,” she said
after being elected. “For that purpose, Georgians have
elected a European woman president.” She speaks
Georgian with a strong French accent and frequent
grammatical mistakes. It is just one of her many lan-
guages: she also speaks French, English, Italian, German
and Russian.

She writes infrequently on Twitter, where she has ex-
pressed support for French President Emmanuel
Macron. Her late husband Janri Kashia, was a Georgian-
born writer and journalist who died in 2012. During the
Soviet era he was forced to leave Georgia as a dissident.
He later hosted a popular talk show on Georgian tele-
vision. Their daughter is a Paris-based sports journalist
at France-24 television and their son is a diplomat now
working at the French embassy in London. — AFP


