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Media ahead of the 2014 Municipal Elections 

 
General overview 
 

Media holds a special place in assessment of pre-election environment as it is the most 
effective channel for the candidates to convey their messages to the population. Unbiased 
and independent media also allows the voters to get well acquainted with the candidates 
and their programs and make informed decisions at the ballot. Several noteworthy trends 
may be pointed out while assessing media environment prior to 2014 Municipal Elections.

1
  

 
 Television remains the main source of information for Georgian citizens. The 

results of the survey conducted by Caucasus Research Resource Centers (CRRC) 
for Transparency International Georgia at the end of 2013 also confirmed this 
tendency. 
 

 Media outlets offered mostly unbiased coverage of election-related topics. 
Following the introduction of permanent must carry/must offer regulations, the 
population has unlimited access to diverse TV content. 
 

 Unlike 2012 Parliamentary elections there were almost no reports of 
journalists’ intimidation or interference with their activities. However, there 
were few cases in the regions where journalists were prevented from attending or 
posing questions at the meetings of the candidates. There were some cases of a 
verbal dispute between a government representative and a journalist over a critical 
media report prepared by the latter.   

 
 Georgian media still lacks analytical reporting. Much of the reporting focused on 

covering candidates’ campaign activities and statements, while journalists, with 
certain exceptions, failed to raise critical questions and provide in-depth analysis of 
candidates’ programs. NGOs again took a strong lead on investigating backgrounds 
and assets of the candidates and provided information on possible cases of conflict 
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of interests. These findings were then actively covered by media. 
 

 Majority of TV channels aired political talk shows at least once a week. 
Elections were one of the main topics discussed at these shows. Most of the leading 
political party representatives had a chance to attend these talk shows. However 
according to the EU-UNDP funded media monitoring results the government and 
Georgian Dream representatives rarely participated in the talk show Teorema which 
is aired on Tabula TV. In the period of May 3-23 they never appeared on the show. 
Monitoring report refers to the talk-show host according to whom government 
representatives refused to participate in the program. 
 

 There is no evidence of significant political money flowing into media, unlike 
2012 Parliamentary Elections when major TV stations were closely linked to political 
parties and were directly or indirectly financed by them. Much has improved in terms 
of media ownership transparency as well as political control over media. 
 

 Internet is free in Georgia: there are no cases of blocking online content, 
applications or programs and there have been no reports of prosecuting individuals 
for their online publications. Nevertheless illegal surveillance remains the reason for 
concern. The law enforcement agencies maintain their unlimited access to 
telecommunication companies’ data with the help of the so called Black Boxes. 
These equipments were installed by (or upon request of) the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs (MIA) in the infrastructure of communications service providers, giving the 
possibility to law enforcement agencies to directly access all communications data, 
including all phone calls, text messages and internet traffic. This real-time monitoring 
is done through direct connection and no further assistance from telecom companies 
is needed.  
 

 Few weeks prior to Municipal Elections Rustavi 2 released a video, which, 
according to the TV station was recorded by the MIA and proved that the Ministry 
was eavesdropping on the company. Few days later Rustavi 2 aired a secret 
recording of the phone conversation between the government representatives, 
opposition members and businessmen. This case further demonstrated how vibrant 
the surveillance problem is in Georgia.   

 
 Few weeks before the elections the Prime Minister publicly slammed several 

media outlets for their critical reports. Government even released a statement 
accusing journalist Vakho Sanaia of being biased in a TV report aired on Maestro. 
Importantly, this is not the first case when government publicly slams individual 
journalists and lectures them on standards of journalism. These cases can be 
assessed as Government’s attempts to interfere in the editorial policy of critical 
media outlets. 

 
 The Georgian Public Broadcaster (GPB) has a new Board of Trustees that was 

formed under the new regulations. This board now has a daunting task to 
solve the GPB’s long-lasting crisis. This task, however, could be complicated by 
the fact that old board members whose mandates were illegally suspended 
according to the Constitutional Court are going to appeal the new amendments. The 
protracted process of the Board’s formation and the neverending GPB reform is 

http://mediamonitor.ge/files/CRRC_MM_Talk-shows_3-23%20May%202014.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qpPdoOFKac
http://maestro.ge/menu_id/45/lang/1
http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/prime-minister-s-attempt-lecture-journalists-inappropriate
http://constcourt.ge/index.php?lang_id=GEO&sec_id=6&info_id=1349
http://constcourt.ge/index.php?lang_id=GEO&sec_id=6&info_id=1349
http://www.liberali.ge/ge/liberali/news/118414/
http://transparency.ge/en/blog/crisis-uninterrupted-story-georgian-public-broadcaster
http://transparency.ge/en/blog/crisis-uninterrupted-story-georgian-public-broadcaster
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hindering the GPB’s ability to fulfill its public value mission – and thus the GPB’s 
relevance and legitimacy. 

 Over the past few months, the Revenue Service has been trying hard to 
receive confidential information - addresses of all households where special 
measurement equipment, peoplemeters are located - from TV MR Georgia, the 
licensed representative of Nielsen Television Audience Measurement which is the 
only entity in Georgia measuring television audiences. If any interested side, 
including the Government of Georgia, were to have access to the addresses of 
households, there is a risk that the rating results will be influenced or manipulated, 
including by households exercising self-censorship.   

Talk shows in pre-election period 
 

All Georgian TV channels with significant audience share (See detailed information on 
ratings below) regularly aired following talk shows: Georgian Public Broadcaster - Pirveli 
Studia (First Studio), Rustavi 2 - Archevani (Choice), Pozitsia (Position), Imedi - Politikis Dro 
(Time of Politics), Reaktsia (Reaction), Maestro - Subiekturi Azri (Subjective Opinion), 
Kavkasia - Studia Spektqi (Studio Spektri), Barieri (Barrier), Tabula - Fokusi (Focus), 
Teorema (Theorem). Nino Shubladze, the host of Pozitsia left Rustavi 2 in mid-May and the 
show has not aired since.   
 

According, to the Electoral Code of Georgia, a broadcaster that airs news and current 
affairs should hold pre-election debates on a non-discriminatory basis and should involve all 
qualified subjects. However different TV channels fulfilled this obligation with various 
degrees. For example GPB satisfied legal requirements and held debates among mayoral 
candidates of Tbilisi on June 9. Only qualified subjects - Davit Narmania (Georgian Dream), 
Nika Melia (United National Movement) and Dimitri Lortkipanidze (United opposition) were 
invited. On the other hand Rustavi 2 aired debates on June 10 where non-qualified 
candidates were also invited: overall, 5 out of 14 Tbilisi mayoral candidates took part in 
Rustavi 2 debates - Davit Narmania (Georgian Dream), Nika Melia (United National 
Movement), Dimitri Lortkipanidze (United opposition), Kakha Kukava (Non-Parliamentary 
oppositions) and Asmat Tkabladze (Labor Party). Another TV channel TV 3 aired two 
rounds of debates, one for Tbilisi mayoral candidates (Davit Narmania, Nika Melia, Dimitri 
Lortkipanidze and Kakha Kukava) and another for Zugdidi mayoral candidates (Irakli 
Gurtskaia (Non-Parliamentary oppositions), Rusudan Pachkoria (United opposition), 
Teimuraz Basilaia (United National Movement), Irakli Gogokhia (Georgian Dream). 
 

As elections came closer national broadcasters devoted more time to Tbilisi mayoral 
candidates, however there was almost no coverage dedicated to candidates in other cities.  
 
Rustavi 2 and secret surveillance records 

On 6 May, Nika Gvaramia, General Director of Rustavi 2, along with his deputies and TV 
Company’s leading journalists held a press conference where he presented secret video 
recordings taken in his room and his deputy’s - Nino Shubladze’s room. According to 
Gvaramia, these recordings commissioned by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) in 
summer of 2013 were provided to Rustavi 2 by the source from the Ministry itself. 

https://matsne.gov.ge/index.php?option=com_ldmssearch&view=docView&id=1557168&lang=ge
http://mediamonitor.ge/en/
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On the same day, the Prosecutor’s Office launched an investigation. The Prime Minister 
Irakli Gharibashvili quickly commented on this topic and without having official results of this 
investigation linked this case to the activities of Rustavi 2: “Rustavi 2 is active with new 
ideas and initiatives, and has improvisation skills,” he said.   

Few days later, following Gharibashvili’s statement, the Prosecutor’s Office published an 
interim report on the case which also included the results of interrogation of Teimuraz 
Kovziashvili, former Head of Rustavi 2’s Security Service, and Zaza Mkerlishvili, Rustavi2’s 
Security Manager. According to these persons, the employees of State’s Special Security 
Service under the former President Mikheil Saakashvili installed recording devices in 
Rustavi 2 on December 21st, 2012.  
 

In response to these findings, Gvaramia stated that the recordings released by the 
Prosecutor’s Office showed the checking proceedings that took place in Rustavi 2 in 
December of 2012 during his detainment and by his own request. Gvaramia accused the 
government of commissioning those secret surveillance records that were found in the TV 
Company. As retaliation, Gvaramia promised to “make a hell” and release footage created 
under the current government compromising its own senior level officials. 
 
The next day, the Rustavi 2 talk show Ganskhvavebuli Akcentebi (Different Accents), with 
prior announcement, released secret recordings of phone conversations between the 
leaders of the government, opposition politicians and business representatives. This was 
followed by the Prosecutor’s Office special statement saying that releasing private 
communication records, including by means of mass media, is a punishable act under the 
Criminal Code. Eka Beselia, leader of the ruling coalition and Chairwoman of Committee on 
Human Rights and Civil Integration, stated that by keeping illicit recordings Rustavi 2 was 
violating the Criminal Code. 
 

Such statements right before the broadcast of the recordings were perceived by NGOs as a 
warning towards Rustavi 2 that the latter should abstain from releasing secret recordings. 
 

Following the release of secret recordings of phone conversations, the Prosecutor’s Office 
published another statement informing the public about the start of investigation under 
Article 158 (3) of the Criminal Code which regulates illicit collection and distribution of 
private communication records. However, the statement did not specify against whom the 
investigatory proceedings were initiated: against Rustavi 2 or against the persons who 
originally obtained those recordings later to be transferred to Rustavi 2. 
 

Comments made by the government representatives regarding Rustavi 2 endangered 
neutrality of the investigation. The primary aim of the state institutions should be to identify 
who and within what capacity had recorded the persons that are featured in the phone 
conversations aired by Rustavi 2.  
 

Using any punitive measures against media for disclosing these recordings is 
impermissible. Rustavi 2 was protected by the Law on Freedom of Speech and Expression, 
according to which: 

http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302652/
http://pog.gov.ge/geo/news?info_id=483
http://pog.gov.ge/geo/news?info_id=483
http://www.media.ge/attachment/191/%E1%83%99%E1%83%9D%E1%83%95%E1%83%96%E1%83%98%E1%83%90%E1%83%A8%E1%83%95%E1%83%98%E1%83%9A%E1%83%98%20-%20%E1%83%A9%E1%83%95%E1%83%94%E1%83%9C%E1%83%94%E1%83%91%E1%83%90.pdf?g_download=1
http://www.media.ge/attachment/191/%E1%83%99%E1%83%9D%E1%83%95%E1%83%96%E1%83%98%E1%83%90%E1%83%A8%E1%83%95%E1%83%98%E1%83%9A%E1%83%98%20-%20%E1%83%A9%E1%83%95%E1%83%94%E1%83%9C%E1%83%94%E1%83%91%E1%83%90.pdf?g_download=1
http://www.media.ge/attachment/192/%E1%83%9B%E1%83%99%E1%83%94%E1%83%A0%E1%83%9A%E1%83%98%E1%83%A8%E1%83%95%E1%83%98%E1%83%9A%E1%83%98%20-%20%E1%83%A9%E1%83%95%E1%83%94%E1%83%9C%E1%83%94%E1%83%91%E1%83%90.pdf?g_download=1
http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302677/
http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302677/
http://pog.gov.ge/geo/news?info_id=485
http://www.tabula.ge/ge/story/83087-beselia-gvaramias-shevaxseneb-ukanono-chanatserebis-gasajaroeba-dasjadia
http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/comments-regarding-dissemination-secret-phone-recordings-rustavi-2
http://pog.gov.ge/geo/news?info_id=486
http://gyla.ge/geo/news?info=2108
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 “A person shall be relieved from the liability if the purpose of disclosure of a secret 
was protection of the lawful interests of the society, and if the protected good exceed 
the caused damage.” (Article 12.2) 

 “The freedom of expression shall not be restricted by the reason of inviolability of a 
private life and protection of a personal secret with respect to an event that should 
be disclosed for the exercise of the public self-government in a democratic society.” 
(Article 12.3) 

 

The activities of Rustavi 2 were also in full conformity with the Georgian Code of Conduct 
for Broadcasts (Georgian National Communications Commission, Resolution No 2, adopted 
on March 12, 2009, Tbilisi). The Code stipulates that secret filming or recording for 
gathering and broadcasting information is warranted when: 

 “The event falls within the public interest, there are reasonable grounds to suspect 
that further material evidence can be obtained and it is necessary to ensure 
accuracy of the programme.” (Article 34.14) 

 “Secret recording on private property is justified only in the name of public interest, 
including where there is a good reason to believe that evidence of a crime can be 
revealed.” (Article 35.15) 

 

The high standard of media freedom is established by the Criminal Procedural Code of 
Georgia as well. According to the Article 50(T) of the Code, a journalist is not obliged to 
testify as a witness regarding the information that he/she had received during his/her 
professional activities as a journalist. According to the Law on Freedom of Expression and 
Speech, 

 “Everyone except for administrative agencies enjoy the right to freedom of 
expression that implies the right to whistleblow and protection of the whistleblowers”. 
(Article 3, paragraph “I”) 

 “The source of a professional secret shall be protected by the absolute privilege and 
no one shall be entitled to demand the disclosure of this source. In case of a court 
dispute on restriction of freedom of speech, the respondent shall not be imposed the 
obligation to disclose a confidential source of information”. (Article 11.1) 

 
Government’s negative reaction to Maestro’s critical report 
 

On May 20, the Government of Georgia released a statement criticizing a TV report that 
aired on Maestro in a TV show hosted by journalist Vakho Sanaia. The statement said that 
the TV report was biased.  
 

The government statement did not mention any of the factual mistakes made in the report 
and it only criticized the journalist for its attitude. The statement mentioned that it was the 
journalist’s intention to show that the Government has not kept its promises; for this 
purpose, the government believed, Sanaia interviewed people in the street and “selected 
those answers that would support his point.” 

Two weeks later, the Prime Minister personally expressed his dissatisfaction with Sanaia’s 
work. According to Gharibashvili, the government made a fair assessment of Vakho 
Sanaia’s report which failed to show an objective picture.   

Prime Minister’s meeting with journalists 

http://government.gov.ge/index.php?lang_id=GEO&sec_id=198&info_id=42358
http://maestro.ge/menu_id/45/lang/1
http://www.transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/georgian-government-should-not-reproach-tv-maestro-its-critical-tv-report
http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302822/
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During the June 4 press conference, Irakli Gharibashvili accused media representatives of 
aiding the National Movement’s policy and carrying out its orders, noting that the media is 
highlighting the topics that are priority for this particular party. 
 

Gharibashvili said that, very often, media outlets are repeating the National Movement’s 
accusations concerning nepotism. In this context, he singled out the Maestro TV’s report on 
the appointment of the aunt of Gharibashvili’s spouse to the Dedoplistsqaro culture service. 
The prime minister also criticized head of Information Center of Kakheti (ICK) Gela 
Mtivlishvili over a report published on June 3. Gharibashvili later refused to answer 
Mtivlishvili’s questions, noting that Mtivlishvili was asking him questions prepared by the 
National Movement. 
 

Such approach can be assessed as an attempt of the Government to interfere in the 
editorial policy of a critical media outlet. In a country where media is free, independent 
media should not be attacked for its criticism of government. 
 

It was not the first case when this government publicly slammed individual journalists and 
lectured them on journalism standards. Former Prime Minister Bidzina Ivanishvili criticized 
journalists on multiple occasions over their views and level of professionalism. 
 

Such actions could  also indicate to public servants that this kind of approach is an 
acceptable way to deal with media.   
 
Pressure on journalists in regions 

Right before elections, TV-25 reporter Jaba Ananidze publicized the recording of a 
telephone conversation where, according to the journalist, Supreme Council Deputy Medea 
Vasadze is threatening him over an investigative program. Medea Vasadze has denied any 
attempts of pressure. It is important that the Ajarian Supreme Council examines this case in 
a timely manner and acts accordingly. 

Another incident took place two weeks prior to the elections. Zviad Javakhia, acting head of 
the Kutaisi City Hall administration, who was unhappy with an article by topnews.com.ge 
journalist Mariam Pataraia, verbally insulted the journalist in public. According to an 
eyewitness, Javakhia was verbally abusing the journalist for several minutes and left the 
room only after other journalists intervened. 

Incomplete reform of the Public Broadcaster 

Seven members of the Georgian Public Broadcaster’s board of trustees (Marine 
Muskhelishvili, Lela Gaprindashvili, Giorgi Kokhreidze, Grigol Gogelia, Aleksandre 
Vakhtangov, Natela Sakhokia, Ketevan Mskhiladze), elected according to the new 
regulations, held their first working meeting on May 14. The new board will have to work 
hard to resolve the continuing crisis in the Public Broadcaster. This task, however, could be 
complicated by the fact that old board members whose mandates were illegally suspended 
according to the Constitutional Court are going to appeal the new amendments. 

http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/prime-minister-s-attempt-lecture-journalists-inappropriate
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cx8fMzSNH3E#t=69
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtZaqqjIKh4&feature=youtu.be
http://www.media.ge/en/portal/news/302844/
http://topnews.com.ge/index.php?newsid=2522
http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302700/
http://constcourt.ge/index.php?lang_id=GEO&sec_id=6&info_id=1349
http://constcourt.ge/index.php?lang_id=GEO&sec_id=6&info_id=1349
http://www.liberali.ge/ge/liberali/news/118414/
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The parliament started selection of the new trustees last November, resulting in an early 
termination of the old board. Dismissed members challenged this decision in the 
Constitutional Court which ruled that the provision in the law whereby the old members of 
the board were dismissed was unconstitutional. 

Since Parliament had, in the meantime, begun making appointments to the board according 
to the new rules, the reinstatement of the old members created a dilemma for the 
legislature. In the end, Parliament decided to retain the new board while also created a new 
provisional governing body in the Public Broadcaster: the public broadcaster monitoring 
council. This new entity will only have advisory functions. This is the reason why old 
members of the broad believe that by establishing a temporary advisory body the 
Parliament has not complied with the decision of the Constitutional Court. 
 

The protracted selection process of the board and the incomplete reform of the Public 
Broadcaster are hindering the GPB’s ability to fulfill its public value mission. It is therefore 
important for the new board to ensure uninterrupted operation of the Public Broadcaster, so 
that it can provide the wider public with comprehensive information about the political and 
social processes taking place in the country. The GPB management, under adequate 
supervision of the Board, must protect editorial staff from any undue interference and 
political pressure. 
 
Excessive Revenue Service inspection at TV MR GE 
 

The Revenues Service (a legal entity of public law operating under the Ministry of Finance 
of Georgia) has been trying to obtain confidential information from TV MR Georgia, the only 
company measuring television ratings in the country. 
 

The Revenues Service started an inventory check at the company in February and 
requested a list of all so-called peoplemeteres – devices that are connected to TV sets 
which the company installed in several hundred urban households across the country in 
order to measure the peoples’ viewing behavior. Representatives of the Ministry asked TV 
MR GE to provide addresses of all households that have agreements with the company 
over the installation of the devices – information that is confidential. The Revenue Service 
was arguing that a decree issued by the Minister of Finance in 2010 obliged them to check 
the company’s equipment at the location.  
 

People meters are installed in some 330 homes across Georgia and are used for measuring 
the population’s TV viewing preferences. The addresses of these families are confidential. If 
any interested side, including the Government of Georgia, were to have access to the 
addresses of households, there is a risk that the rating results will be influenced or 
manipulated, including by households exercising self-censorship by avoiding to watch 
critical channels, fearing repercussions. 
 

Since February, the Revenues Service has addressed the court three times in order to 
obtain this confidential data from TV MR Georgia, but the court did not grant the Revenues 
Service requested information. 
 

http://www.parliament.ge/ge/law/1400/3977
http://transparency.ge/en/blog/crisis-uninterrupted-story-georgian-public-broadcaster
http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/revenue-service-has-started-fining-tv-ratings-firm-refusal-reveal-partner-households
http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/ministry-finance-should-not-limit-company-s-ability-measure-tv-ratings
http://www.agbnielsen.net/system/peoplemeters.asp
http://transparency.ge/sites/default/files/gadasakhadis_gadamkhdelis_inventarizacia.pdf
http://transparency.ge/en/post/general-announcement/revenue-service-involves-court-seeking-obtain-household-addresses-tv-ratings-firm
http://www.media.ge/ge/portal/news/302416/
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Ratings are essential for TV stations to attract advertisers. Without rating measurements, it 
is impossible to objectively assess the popularity of TV programs and to provide advertisers 
and advertising agencies with credible data. The Revenues Service’s unreasonably harsh 
approach has raised suspicions about the true motives of these checks and that the 
government is trying to exert pressure on independent media in this manner. 
 


