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INTRODUCTION

Several hydro and wind energy, mineral extraction, and
road construction projects are underway and planned
in Georgia, with the declared goal of driving the coun-
try's economic growth. The intensity of environmental
impact varies considerably among these projects, with
mining posing the greatest threat to biodiversity and
the ecosystem, while wind energy has the least meas-
urable negative impact (SABUKO, 2023)". Each of these
activities, regardless of scale, requires careful consid-
eration. Overlooking thorough preliminary assessments
of biodiversity and ecosystem services, proactive man-
agement of anticipated threats, appropriate mitigation
measures, and potential compensatory actions can lead
to the loss of individual species and habitats.

Georgia encompasses two of the globe’s 36 biodiversity
hotspots: the Caucasus and Iran-Anatolia. This remark-
able distinction underscores the exceptional richness of
its biodiversity (Conservation International, n.d).

The 2014-2020 Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
of Georgia identifies several key drivers of biodiversi-
ty loss: habitat reduction, overexploitation of natural
resources, environmental pollution, the spread of in-
vasive alien species, and climate change. Furthermore,
activities such as hydro and wind energy projects, min-
eral extraction, and road construction can aggravate or
directly contribute to these factors, posing additional
threats to the nation's rich biodiversity.

The local population and environmental organizations
are increasingly protesting against energy, mineral ex-
traction, processing, and large-scale infrastructural
construction projects.

In 2014, Georgia committed to harmonising its nation-
al legislation with European directives by signing the
association agreement with the European Union. This
commitment comprises ensuring full compliance with
regulatory standards and norms for nature protection,
environmental impact assessment, and compensation
for damage caused to biodiversity. The granting of EU
status to Georgia has further emphasised the signifi-
cance of these obligations.

This policy paper seeks to assess the degree to which
Georgia's current practices for planning and implement-
ing major infrastructure projects align with both good
environmental standards and EU legislation. Addition-
ally, the paper aims to formulate recommendations to
address any identified deficiencies. The following are
the research questions addressed in this report: to what
extent does Georgia's relevant legislation and practice
align with both the best international practices and the
legislation of the European Union? Can the full imple-
mentation of EU legislation in Georgia effectively avoid

1 For more details, see Mitigating Biodiversity Risks in Development Projects, Policy
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or mitigate threats posed by development projects to
biodiversity and ecosystem services?

GOOD ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS

Good environmental standards and EU legisla-
tion encompass recommendations that facili-
tate the harmonisation of economic interests
and the conservation of biodiversity (SABUKO,
2023). Noteworthy among these recommenda-
tions are :

e The execution of economic projects and pro-
grams should follow the formulation of state
policy and strategic planning. State policy de-
velopment should involve broad and meaning-
ful participation of society.

e Development projects must undergo a Strategic
Environmental Assessment (SEA), integrating
considerations for biodiversity protection, cu-
mulative impact, and ecosystem services (so-
cio-economic) concerns.

e In environmental decision-making, early and
inclusive engagement with society is important.
This entails considering public opinion and of-
fering opportunities for feedback throughout
the process.

e To assess the impact of the project on ecosys-
tem services properly and objectively, it is cru-
cial to give due attention to land ownership is-
sues. This includes ensuring fair land valuation
and providing adequate compensation.

e Biodiversity assessment should take place at
the project's inception, with a focus on identi-
fying potential negative impacts. Integration
of biodiversity considerations should be a key
aspect of the Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA), ensuring the participation of relevant ex-
perts throughout the assessment process. Ade-
quate time and resources should be allocated
for both field and desk research.

e The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
must encompass the "whole project," address-
ing all activities related to the main project. This
includes evaluating the impacts of supporting
infrastructure, natural resource extraction, and
construction of waste disposal, as well as con-
sidering cumulative impacts.
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The necessity of the project should be justified
through a cost-benefit analysis, with due con-
sideration given to the value of ecosystem ser-
vices.

To mitigate the impact of renewable energies,
linear projects, and other infrastructure ini-
tiatives, it is essential to develop "sensitivity
maps" and define "no-go zones."

To prevent irreversible impacts on biodiversity,
projects should be located at a considerable
distance from existing and potential protected
areas, considering the zones affected by infra-
structure.

To minimise the environmental impact of renew-
able energy projects, the obtaining of necessary
resources for these projects should adhere to
international best practices, such as those gov-
erning the use of metals in wind turbines and
building materials.

Any project or plan, irrespective of its scale, with
the potential to significantly impact the "Emer-
ald Network" site, must undergo the Appropri-
ate Assessment (AA) before a decision is made
on its implementation. This assessment extends
to planned off-site activities if they have the
potential to impact protected species and hab-
itats.

In hydropower projects, particular emphasis
should be placed on safeguarding the continuity
of the river, establishing effective infrastructure
for fish migration, and managing the ecological
cost of water.

In the EIA process, special attention should be
given to the evaluation of alternatives, including
the consideration of the no-action alternative
(zero alternative), the study of alternative tech-
nologies, and the modernisation of the existing
infrastructure.

Box 1.

Recommendations from the Water Framework
Directorate for Hydropower Projects Develop-
ment (European Parliament, 2018).

Establishing no-go zones to prohibit the
construction of new hydroelectric power
stations in untouched areas.

Renovating and modernising existing
HPPs to minimize the need for new con-

structions and mitigate their impact on
the natural and social environment.

Improving water ecology should be an
integral part of hydropower projects
(HPPs) development, involving the
establishment of explicit ecological
standards for both newly constructed
and renovated HPPs. This also includes
the modification of operational condi
tions, such as the incorporation of effi
cient fishways and adherence to the
standard of water ecological (environ
mental) cost use.

Conducting a cost-benefit analysis
for the project is central to determine
whether the economic/energy benefits
of the hydropower plant (HPP) justify
the potential damage to the natural
and social environment.

Underscoring that the size of the pro-
ject is not a determinant for evaluating
the potential damage it may cause; pro-
jects of any scale can lead to deteriora-
tion in water body quality and a breach
of the requirements outlined in the Wa-
ter Framework Directive (Article 4(7)).

CURRENT PRACTICE IN GEORGIA

Upon achieving independence, Georgia witnessed the
implementation of several dozen energy projects, with
around 200 more projects currently in various stages of
planning, permit issuance, and construction. Notably,
this occurred in the absence of a state strategy for the
development of the energy sector. Consequently, power
plant construction proceeds without adequate justifi-
cation of necessity or evaluation of cumulative impact.
In response to this, the European Parliament, through
its resolution on November 14, 2018, explicitly urged
the Georgian government to “develop an effective en-
ergy strategy, promote the use of renewable energies,
and implement measures to enhance energy efficien-
cy” (Green Alternative, 2020). The National Energy and
Climate Plan of Georgia is presently undergoing public
discussions. The policy development process for the
mining industry in Georgia was not transparent. Ulti-
mately, on December 9, 2019, the “Georgian Mining Sec-
tor Strategy”, was approved by the Government of Geor-
gia through Decree #2575. This approval did not involve
a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA).



Box 2.
Examples of best practices

The Swiss Federal Assembly endorses
the energy development plan and sub-
sequently submits it to a referendum

for public discussion and consideration.

Iceland has been planning hydro pro-
jects since the 1990s, and they are leg-
islatively approved every four years.

In Norway, a thorough development
plan was formulated in 1980 with wide-
spread public participation, encom-
passing 542 projects. Among these,
63% were successfully constructed,
23% were declined due to environmen-
tal considerations, and 14% were still
under consideration as of 2015 (World
Wildlife Fund, 2015).

e Programs and strategies are seldom subjected

to Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA),
and even when conducted, there is a lack of fol-
low-through in implementing SIA recommenda-
tions. Therefore, energy projects, highways, and
mining frequently occur in intact ecosystems,
existing and planned protected areas, emerald
sites, and other territories of high conservation
value. A prime illustration is the fragmentation
of Racha National Park—its scope significantly
altered as the river valleys (for hydroelectric
plant construction) and the central area (for
mineral extraction) have been excluded.

Community participation in projects frequently
exhibits significant gaps. For instance, the pub-
lic hearings for the scoping and Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) reports of the “Kvemo
Namakhvani HPP” were not conducted directly
at the project site, as mandated by law. Instead,
they were held in the Tskaltubo City Hall, ap-
proximately 50 km away from the affected vil-
lages. Under Article 9 of the Aarhus Convention
(“Access to Justice”), non-governmental organ-
isations and representatives of the local pop-
ulation have been challenging various projects
in court for years (including “Namakhvani HPP,"
Abastumni bypass, Nenskra HPP, Kobi-Kvesheti
road). In none of these cases has the court com-
menced the trial of the claim, signaling limited
access to justice for the interested society.

e Before conducting an Environmental Impact

Assessment (EIA) and securing a construction
permit, a considerable land area is transferred
to companies engaged in activities, such as hy-
droelectric power plant construction, through
ownership or long-term leases (ranging from
50 to 99 years). Following the land transfer for
the project, investors are expected to assess the
feasibility of project implementation concern-
ing its impact on the natural and social envi-
ronment. However, issues related to traditional
land use and the utilization of shared resources
are often disregarded during the land transfer
process. An illustrative example is the alloca-
tion of 800 hectares of land in Zemo Svaneti, in-
cluding parcels owned by the local population,
to the construction company of Khudonhesi for
a mere USD 1. Despite the company’s failure to
prepare the required EIA and obtain necessary
permits, it retained possession of the land.

In the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
process, there is a notable lack of emphasis on
the evaluation of biodiversity. EIA reports sug-
gest that experts are given insufficient time for
comprehensive field research, leading to chal-
lenges in collecting and thoroughly analysing
data. The chosen periods for field studies are
often inappropriate, as evidenced in ornithofau-
na studies, where crucial species are migrating.
Furthermore, instances of text copying in ElAs
are prevalent. During this process, consulting
companies sometimes neglect to alter geo-
graphical names, as exemplified in the scoping
report of “Kamara HPP,” prepared by the compa-
ny WEG ENVI CONSULTING.

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
falls short in evaluating the entire impact of the
“whole project,” neglecting considerations for
infrastructure-related effects, the acquisition of
construction materials, and the disposal of gen-
erated waste. In some cases, decision-makers
may request the operator to submit a separate
EIA for these specific impacts. Highways are of-
ten subdivided into multiple projects, enabling
implementers to “mask” the full extent of the
impact and restrict alternative possibilities. No-
tably, there is a recent trend where small and
medium Hydropower Plant (HPP) projects are
divided into several micro-HPP projects (less
than 2 MW), effectively evading the investor's
obligation to prepare an EIA report.

In the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
process, the evaluation of the value of biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services is either inaccurate
or entirely omitted. Additionally, a cost-benefit
analysis, despite being a legislative require-
ment, is consistently overlooked. For instance,
during the construction of dammed (reservoir)
hydropower plants, there is often an underesti-
mation of the importance and value of ecosys-
tems. Even with rudimentary calculations, it be-
comes evident that the cost of the ecosystems



destroyed due to the construction of dammed
hydroelectric power plants surpasses the initial
investment cost. For example, the Borjomi for-
est, burned due to Russian military aggression
in August 2008, incurred an estimated 1 billion
US dollars in damages for 250 hectares of fairly
degraded forest. On the other hand, the Nensk-
ra HPP project involves the destruction of 400
hectares old-growth forest yet official authori-
ties consider the damage caused by the project
as negligible.

To maintain a balance between biodiversity
conservation and economic projects, designat-
ed “Forbidden zones,” are established. These
areas, characterised by high environmental im-
portance, impose limitations or outright prohi-
bition on infrastructure projects.

During the meeting held on April 7-8, 2020,
the Bureau of the Standing Committee of the
Berne Convention approved a document urg-
ing the Georgian government to safeguard
rivers from the construction of unregulated
hydroelectric power plants. The Bureau spe-
cifically called on Georgia to safeguard sig-
nificant rivers and integrate them into the
country's network of nature protection areas,
known as the “Emerald Network.” Additional-
ly, the Bureau requested Georgia to formulate
a national river protection plan. However, as
of now, Georgia has not fulfilled this require-
ment stipulated by the Convention.

Projects are frequently executed in proximity to
protected areas, encompassing existing or po-
tential protected zones. The fragmentation of
Machakhela National Park serves as an illustra-
tion, originally envisioned as a connecting link
between different protected areas. However, the
Machakhela and Skurdidi river valleys were ex-
cluded from its composition due to the Minis-
try of Energy’s intent to construct hydroelectric
plants. Similarly, the Tergi River was excluded
from the Kazbegi National Park due to the con-
struction of hydroelectric power stations, result-
ing in a segment of the park being allocated to a
private company for the construction of Dariali
HPP. (NBSAP, 2014) In the context of the World
Bank's “Protected Areas Project,” at least 16 out
of the 50 planned Hydropower Plants (HPPs) in
Mestia are located in the Svaneti National Park.
Among these, the Nenskra HPP (a 230-mega-
watt hydroelectric power station) currently un-

der construction in the valleys of the Nenskra
and Nakra rivers (World Bank, 2008) has a par-
ticularly significant impact on biodiversity. Fur-
thermore, the Abastumni bypass road crosses
through Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park and
two emerald sites.

Activities defined by the second appendix of the
“Environmental Assessment Code” of the Law of
Georgia do not include the extraction of min-
erals (sand and gravel). This activity is subject
to the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
procedure only if the license area exceeds 25
hectares. Licensees can easily evade this re-
quirement of the law, as quarries are usually
divided into license areas of less than 25 hec-
tares. In contrast, the EIA Directive regulates the
issue differently, mandating the EIA procedure
(screening) for construction materials quarries,
open-cast mining, and peat extraction projects
of any area (in the original: “Quarries, open-cast
mining and peat extraction”).

In Georgia, the “Appropriate Assessment” (Em-
erald Network impact assessment) is conducted
after the issuance of permit documentation for
project implementation, usually applied if the
activity is planned within the Emerald site. The
“Namakhvani HPP Cascade” was proposed in
the Rioni River Basin, where the “Emerald Net-
work” sites Ajameti (Ajameti Managed Reserve)
and Kolkheti (Kolkheti National Park, Katsoburi
Managed Reserve) are situated. Kolkheti Na-
tional Park, including its marine portion, holds
significance for sturgeon species and is a cru-
cial habitat for various bird species, leading to
its inclusion in the “Ramsar list” of wetlands of
international importance. Additionally, Kolkheti
National Park is specially protected under the
“Birds Directive.” Notably, no Appropriate As-
sessment for the “Namakhvani HPP” project was
prepared for the “Emerald network” sites Aja-
meti and Kolkheti.

The primary issue with all hydroelectric projects
in Georgia lies in the deficiencies of hydrologi-
cal studies and the disregard for the ecological
(environmental) water consumption standard.
The hydrological potential of rivers is inaccu-
rately estimated based on the water balance
of Georgia published in 1974. (Vladimirov et al.,
1974). This publication relies predominantly
on data from hydrological checkpoints for the
years 1945-1968, with the number of checkpoints
during those years being insufficient to gather
objective data. Environmental Impact Assess-
ment (EIA) reports of Hydroelectric Power Plants
(HPPs) continue to be crafted using methodol-
ogies derived from this and other publications
from the Soviet period. Allocating only 10% of
a significant part of the river's natural volume
(referred to as “sanitary discharge”) is non-com-
pliant with the EU Water Framework Directive.
This practice not only leads to the destruction
of biodiversity but also creates challenges for



other water users in the river basin, including
other hydropower plants.

Most fish farms associated with Hydroelectric
Power Plants (HPPs) are not functioning ade-
quately. Due to miscalculated environmental
costs and poorly designed fishwas, even small
hydroelectric dams result in almost 100% de-
struction of river fauna. The documented issue
of fish species destruction due to hydropower
plant construction is well-established in scien-
tific sources. In the 20th century, the spawning
area of sturgeon species in the Rioni River de-
creased from 57 km to 9 km, and the spawning
areas of the rivers Enguri (35 km), Tskhenist-
skali (32 km), and all rivers in Eastern Georgia
were destroyed (Guchmanidze, 2012). Rioni and
Danube stand as the last spawning rivers for
sturgeon in the Black Sea basin. The construc-

tion of the Namakhvani cascade would lead to
the destruction of the sturgeon spawning area
in the Rioni. These concerns about the ecologi-
cal use of water and the design of fishways also
apply to projects financed by European inves-
tors or international financial institutions, such
as Paravani HPP, Khadori HPP, Aragvi HPP, etc.

The discussion of alternatives in Environmen-
tal Impact Assessment (EIA) reports is often
formal. In presenting these alternatives, there
is insufficient thorough assessment of the ex-
pected degradation of biodiversity and its
quality. The emphasis tends to be primarily
on the economic utility of the project, job cre-
ation, and the benefits derived from product
sales, portraying the EIA process essentially
meaningless.

Box 3.
Impacts of hydropower plants on fish

Today, 42 of the operating Hydropower Plants (HPPs) in Georgia were constructed
and commissioned during the Soviet period, predating the establishment of environ-
mental impact legislation. These HPPs, lacking a comprehensive environmental im-
pact assessment, have inflicted considerable harm to biodiversity and jeopardized
ecosystem services. Furthermore, their impact on fishways is evident. Historical data
highlights a total disparity in the abundance of various fish species before and after
the construction of hydroelectric dams.

Hydroelectric power plants (HPPs) constructed in Georgia without Environmental
Impact Assessments have significantly harmed the biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vices, including notable effects on its fishing industry. Historical data reveals a con-
trast in the abundance of various fish species before and after the construction of
these HPPs. For instance, records show that between 1948 and 1955, about 14,100 kg
of Beluga Sturgeon and 8,762 kg of Russian sturgeon were harvested in estuaries.
Additionally, in 1927-28, the Rioni River yielded 2,566 kg of Atlantic sturgeon. Be-
fore the HPP constructions, Georgia's rivers were rich in black sea salmon and trout,
with annual catches of approximately 9 tons and 50-80 tons, respectively. However,
the construction of HPPs like Engurhesi and building hydroelectric cascades on Ri-
oni river has led to the near extinction of these species due to habitat destruction.
Consequently, commercial fishing of these species has been prohibited, with some
surviving only in minimal numbers. The Vartsikhehesi cascade construction further
exacerbated the situation, causing significant reduction in sturgeon habitats. This
was due to dam constructions that blocked rivers and altered riverbeds with large
gravel and flat stones (Kolman & Zarkua, 2022).



Box 4.
Khvesheti-Kobi Road Project

The Khvesheti-Kobi road project is currently underway in the regions of Dusheti and
Kazbegi municipalities. This road spans a length of 22.7 kilometers and involves the
construction of six bridges and five tunnels, with an anticipated construction period
of four years. Notably, this project area overlaps with a critical wildlife habitat, home
to species such as the brown bear (Ursus arctos), Chamois (Rupicapra rupicapra), and
the Caucasian grouse (Tetrao mlokosiewiczi), among others. Additionally, it cross an
area of special protection areas (SPAs) for birds known as “Khevi” (SPA#9). The envi-
ronmental impact assessment report for this project was prepared by the consulting
firm “Gamma Consulting” LLC. During the public discussion of the project, it came to
light that the researchers from this consulting company allocated a mere four days
for biodiversity studies, with two days in April and two in May. Despite the evident
significance of the project area for biodiversity, the EIA report did not adequately
assess its impact on these species, and certain vital information was omitted. Nat-
urally, a brief four-day field study cannot provide a detailed assessment of the im-
pact that a four-year construction project may have. Conducting assessments in this
manner falls short of meeting the requirements set forth by international financial
institutions, often necessitating the reevaluation of studies and assessments by al-
ternative consulting firms.

Box 5.

Kaspi Wind Power Plant Project

The Kaspi wind power plant project, managed by JSC “Caucasus Wind Company” in
Kaspi municipality, is planned for the ecologically sensitive Kvernaki ridge, a crucial
area for birds (SPA 10 KVERNAKI) and part of the “Emerald Network”. The project, as-
sessed by “WEG Envi Consulting” LLC, involves constructing infrastructure that risks
fragmenting this vital habitat. However, the scoping report from WEG Envi Consulting
inadequately addressed biodiversity concerns and failed to comprehensively assess
the project’s impact on the species inhabiting this area. The following points detail
the main reasons for these shortcomings in the scoping report:

The biodiversity survey for the Kaspi wind power plant project was conducted in

just one day (November 11, 2017) over a vast area of 4200 hectares.

The scoping report, published in 2019, relied on outdated biodiversity informa-
tion from 2017, failing to present a current assessment.

Key sections on biodiversity impact were copied from another project’s report.

The report overlooked the project area’s significance as a bird habitat, including
the presence of Red List and Bern Convention-protected species like the Egyp-
tian Vulture and Eastern Imperial Eagle.

The report did not meet the Environmental Assessment Code’s requirements for
biodiversity. It lacked a discussion on alternative project locations, focusing on
wind patterns and economic feasibility instead of environmental interests (as
the code requires).



Box 6.
Copied Environmental Assessments

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report for the “Kazbegi Hydroelectric
Power Plant (HPP)” construction and operation project contains confusing elements,
particularly in the discussions about “net profit” and “habitat-hectare” estimation
methods. This part of the EIA for the Kazbegi HPP seems to be a direct takeout from a
similar report titled “Assessment of the impact on the natural environment of the ad-
justed section of the Black Sea Regional Power Transmission Project passing through
the Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park”. This earlier report was written by expert Mar-
iam Kimeridze for “Energotrans” in 2011. The same section is also found in the EIA of
the Larsi Hydroelectric Power Plant, which was prepared by Thiltskalgeo and in many
others.

Box 7.
Amperax Energy Georgia’s Wind Power Plant in Kaspi Municipality

LLC “Amperax Energy Georgia” planned an 11.93 MW wind power plant in Kaspi mu-
nicipality, with its EIA conducted by “Gamma Consulting” LLC. The biodiversity as-
sessment in this case was also insufficient. Field research was limited to two days
(November 20, 2018, and May 3, 2019). The EIA report acknowledged the inadequacy
of the chosen period for field studies, impacting the thoroughness of biodiversity
research. Due to these shortcomings, the Ministry of Environment Protection and
Agriculture requested additional research, particularly on ornithofauna, from the

operator.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A review of current practices in Georgia reveals that
virtually no projects—whether small, medium, or large-
scale hydroelectric power stations, mineral extraction
(ranging from sand and gravel to manganese and pre-
cious metals), or highway construction—fully adhere to
modern environmental standards and EU legislation.
Regrettably, this lack of compliance extends to projects
financed by European investors or international finan-
cial institutions. Despite these challenges, the resolu-
tion of existing problems is feasible with political deter-
mination and the fulfillment of obligations towards the
European Union. Commitments such as those outlined
in the Treaty establishing the Energy Union, the Berne
Convention, and environmental directives present a
road for addressing this complex issue. The difficulty of
the matter encompasses political, financial, economic,
social, and conflicts of interest dimensions. Neverthe-
less, it remains possible to address and correct these

issues, beginning with tackling relatively clear yet cru-
cial problems:

e Addressing the inconsistency between the EIA
Directive and the Environmental Assessment
Code of Georgia at the legislative level by in-
corporating construction materials, including
sand-gravel extraction, into the activities reg-
ulated by the second appendix of the Code.

e Enhancing the design of fishways for hydroe-
lectric power plants by endorsing guidelines
crafted in accordance with the best interna-
tional practices as a normative act and under-
taking modernisation efforts on existing HPPs.

e Developing sensitivity maps for renewable
energy sources (wind, sun) and formalising
their approval in the form of a normative act.
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