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Background Information


According to estimates conducted by the United Nations, the Georgian and Russian governments, and a variety of NGOs, nearly a half million people have been forced from their homes by conflict over the secessionist territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, in the former Soviet Republic of Georgia. The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre estimated in their July 9, 2009 profile on Georgia that “some 257,000 – 277,000 IDPs” (internally displaced persons) currently exist within the country.

The majority of these people, “some 220,000 to 247,000,” were displaced during conflicts in the early 1990’s, shortly after Georgia’s declaration of independence from the Soviet Union, when the autonomous regions demanded full independence (IDMC, July 2009). The resulting violence displaced some 300,000 people fleeing to Georgia proper and the Russian Federation, and forced “virtually the entire ethnic Georgian population” from Abkhazia (CHR, January 2001).

In August 2008 Georgia and the Russian Federation fought a five-day war over South Ossetia. “At least 158,000 ethnic Georgians and Ossetians fled their homes in South Ossetia, Georgia proper, and Abkhazia” (IDMC, July 2009). Shortly after the war, Russia officially recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states, followed only by Nicaragua and Venezuela. As a result, Russian-Georgian diplomatic relations have all but deteriorated, and the issue of Russian involvement in the two breakaway regions remains a major point of contention between Russia and the West.

The majorities of internally displaced persons in Georgia live in government allocated housing, and depend on the government and NGOs for food, water, and other necessities. “Close to half of people displaced since the early 1990s are still in collective centres … i.e. legally allocated in state-owned buildings of former hotels, hostels, schools, hospitals, etc.” (Sumbadze & Tarkhan-Mouravi, July 2003). Many of the IDPs from the August 2008 conflict have been housed in thousands of single-family cottages built by the government in the months following the conflict. Small plots of land were provided with the cottages, but those IDPs coming from a farming background have found the soil inferior and the land too small to support their families. Rampant unemployment is a concern among all IDPs.

While Georgia garnered a great deal of international attention during the August 2008 conflict, much of the media focus quickly faded when the fighting ceased. Today, Georgia hosts a great number of local and international NGOs meant to serve the needs of its large population of IDPs. However, many IDPs feel that little is being done to improve their situation, and in my experience, their most pressing personal concern is how to return to their homes.

Issues of Exploration


I first visited Georgia during the summer of 2009 with the intent of documenting the IDP issues facing the nation, but also putting it into a context that could be understood and appreciated by an American audience. I was motivated by my experiences during the August 2008 conflict, when a good friend was evacuated from Tbilisi while studying there under a Fulbright grant. While I desperately searched for news from Georgia, I was struck by the ignorance of many of my friends. I was studying photojournalism and international relations at Ohio University and was approached by several intelligent but, perhaps, globally ignorant students and asked if Russia was “really invading Atlanta, Georgia” as they claimed to have heard on the news. I quickly came to realize how few Americans knew that Georgia was a country, let alone anything about its history, culture, or politics. I decided then to do my part in bridging this lack of knowledge, and made plans to visit Georgia.


During my three-month stay, I sought to learn and photograph as much as I could of the country and its people. I documented the opposition protests in the capital, traveled to remote mountain regions, and visited a wide variety of IDP settlements and collective centers across the nation. Working with both still and video equipment, I hired a Georgian interpreter and recorded roughly twenty interviews with IDPs from a variety of backgrounds. I was struck by the disparity of living situations among the internally displaced population. Some families, displaced a year before, were regularly commuting between their government provided cottages and their “abandoned” homes adjacent to South Ossetia, while others had been squatting in derelict hotels for the past seventeen years with little hope of ever seeing their homes in Abkhazia.


I was so inspired by my short visit, that just one month after returning to America, I flew back to Georgia with the intent of staying for a full year. An extended stay in the country would not only allow me to see more of the nation, and follow it through the course of four seasons, but also provide the opportunity to develop relationships with different families and gain insight into their daily lives. I am currently editing a short-format multimedia documentary about Georgian IDPs from material collected over the summer. While my summer stay gave me a broad foundation from which to build my project, I believe that an extended stay in the region and in the homes and lives of IDPs is the best way to document the tragedy of the situation in Georgia.


The focus of my work over the following year will be divided into two main areas. First and foremost, spending significant time documenting the daily lives of a half-dozen families representing the broad spectrum of IDP life in Georgia: those displaced during the 2008 conflict living in different settlements and those rebuilding their homes near South Ossetia, and those displaced during the early 90s conflicts living in collective centers, with family, on their own, or attempting to resettle in the Gali district of Abkhazia. As you may see by my portfolio I have already begun to explore these differences.

However, by committing my time to a few families, I can build a personal relationship, allowing me to capture intimate moments in their lives over the course of a year. While my Russian language skills are passable, I plan to spend time learning Georgian from these families, working largely without an interpreter, and allowing my comfort level to grow organically with my subjects’. It will be a venture not only in photography, but in cross cultural relations, an attempt to learn of their lives by becoming a part of their daily routine. I do not want to be a “fly on the wall.” Rather, I wish to involve myself as an active participant and observer. Georgians are well renowned for their hospitality and openness with guests, and I have little doubt that I can gain the trust of my subjects. My hope is that my photographs will reflect a growing base of knowledge and compassion. The finished project will demonstrate a developing intimacy. The closer I come to the families, and they to me, the more powerful the imagery. By making my project more evocative in this sense, I can make it easier for the audience to empathize with the issue of internal displacement in Georgia.

The second area of focus for my work will function to provide context to the previously mentioned material. As I have asserted before, little is known about Georgia in America. Simply inundating the viewer with portraits and moments of IDP life will do little to improve their understanding of this complex issue. I plan to spend some of my time documenting aspects of Georgian culture, politics, and society not entirely related to IDPs. The viewer must understand the influences of Soviet, Russian, and Western politics, the Georgian national identity, and the geography of the country in order to comprehend the framework of internal displacement. This information can be conveyed visually through imagery of Soviet monuments, anti-Russian graffiti, Pro-Georgian propaganda, the rising Western influence on Georgian youth, and the awe-inspiring and diverse landscapes of Georgia. The viewer must also develop an appreciation for Georgian culture in order to better relate to the subject matter. If facets of Georgian culture intrigue an American audience, I believe they will be more inclined to connect to issues facing Georgian IDPs. From the influence of Georgian Orthodoxy and the many beautiful churches, to the traditions of wine, toasting, and feasting, the culture readily lends itself to visual depiction. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the viewer must be able to relate to the sense of loss among the IDP community. Photographs of collective centers and cottage settlements will mean little to an audience if they do not know the atmosphere of a typical Georgian village. By providing images of communities unaffected by conflict, I can express the harsh realities and disquieting loss endured by those displaced from their homes.

Finally, while the focus of my work will be with photography, I do wish to continue with video as well. There is a definite power to a still image, but also certain limitations, which I believe can be overcome by the judicious use of video and audio material. I am passionate about pursuing a career as a multimedia journalist. I plan on completing a full-length multimedia piece after my stay in Georgia, which I would happily provide to the Aftermath Project in addition to my photographs.

