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Summary

This policy paper synthesizes key findings on three resource sectors
in Racha - hunting, timber, and minerals — drawing on the paper
“Legislation and practice related to the extraction of natural
resources” prepared by the Society for Nature Conservation -
SABUKO in 2025. It examines how inconsistent laws, governance
gaps, and poor enforcement in these sectors undermine both
biodiversity and local well-being. We present illustrative case studies
(e.g. the HG Capra Caucasica hunting license case) and highlight
cross-cutting issues such as community participation, benefit-
sharing, transparency, and alignment with European environmental
standards. Finally, we propose actionable recommendations
grounded in international best practices (IUCN guidelines, EU
directives, and emerging restoration principles) to help Georgia guide
a more sustainable and inclusive path for Racha and similar high-
value landscapes.

Introduction and Context

Racha in northwestern Georgia is an important biodiverse landscape
spanning Racha (Ambrolauri and Oni municipalities) and bordering
the Likhi Ridge, the natural corridor connecting the Greater and Lesser
Caucasus. main habitats of the landscape are temperate forests, high
mountain krumholtz, grasslands, meadows and thickets, sub-nival
and nival areas. It overlaps with the Key Biodiversity Area - Racha
(18570 - KBAs) and an Important Bird Area (IBA) - Racha. It fully
contains multiple Emerald Network sites (the Bern Convention’s
equivalent to EU Natura 2000 sites) designated for important species
and habitats. However, uncontrolled hunting in recent decades has
led to the depletion of some large mammals. (Global Conservation,
2024) This natural capital makes the Racha’s landscape a priority for
Georgia’s biodiversity and for conservation connectivity initiatives.

Racha is a remote, sparsely populated region with high poverty and
out-migration (Kohler et al., 2017)?> where local communities have

1 https://globalconservation.org/projects /racha-national-park
2 https://doi.org/10.1659/MRD-JOURNAL-D-17-00064.1

Scale of the problem

The current design of the
newly established Racha
National Park does not
adequately support the
conservation or restoration
of landscape connectivity

In addition to other
violations listed in the paper
the HG Capra Caucasica
license was issued without a
prior Appropriate
Assessment for Emerald
sites and was revoked on 28
Nov 2023 for
noncompliance.

Forests cover about 325,000
ha in Racha-Lechkhumi and
Kvemo Svaneti. Most rural
households depend on
firewood. In 2024 roughly
17,000 m® were allocated as
social firewood and about
13,900 m® were
commercially harvested.

Mining follows a license
first, assess later procedure
under the Law on Subsoil,
and the Mineral Resources
Commission operates
without public access.
Given Racha’s geological
sensitivity, blasting
associated with mineral
extraction may significantly
increase the likelihood of
landslides and related
hazards



https://www.sabuko.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Legislation-and-Practice-related-to-the-NR.pdf
https://www.sabuko.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Legislation-and-Practice-related-to-the-NR.pdf
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traditionally depended on forests and wildlife for livelihoods. The area’s isolation helped preserve its
ecosystems, but it also means residents rely on natural resources such as firewood for heating,
timber for building. This creates a complex socio-political context: the state and investors see
Racha’s resources (timber, game, minerals, hydropower potential) as underutilised economic
assets, while locals view them as the foundation of their way of life. The absence of a protected area
in the region caused serious damage to biodiversity over the years. It was only in 2022, as a result of
strong pressure from environmental activists, local communities, and international organizations,
that the establishment of a national park was achieved.

1.Hunting and Wildlife Management in Racha

In recent years, hunting and wildlife use in Racha have been at the center of controversy. As of 2024,
only one licensed hunting farm is active in Racha — a 3,645-hectare lease in the Ambrolauri forest
district. However, a far more ambitious project was proposed, which exposed major governance
issues.

Under Georgian law, hunting is generally prohibited in strictly protected areas, and IUCN guidelines
likewise bar commercial resource extraction in such zones. Yet the Racha concession plan was
facilitated by a confusing legal loophole: a provision allowing use of “individual renewable resources
may be used under strict control in a managed reserve”. This clause was misused to justify
establishing a hunting farm inside what was supposed to be a protected area, undermining the very
purpose of protection. Furthermore, required regulations were never developed; for instance, a
normative act to govern hunting in reserves (mandated by law) was never issued. This legal vacuum
enabled private hunting enterprises to slip into protected zones without clear guidelines.

The case also revealed fragmented coordination among state entities. The National Environmental
Agency (NEA) (which issues hunting licenses) pushed the license forward, but other authorities
raised red flags. The National Agency of Wildlife of Georgia formally opposed the license, citing
threats to biodiversity, yet its objection letter was deliberately withheld by the NEA and never
considered during the decision. The Agency of Protected Areas (APA) approved the proposal if it
would not hinder the establishment and operation of the nearby Racha Protected Areas, a caution
that was hard to ensure. The Department of Environmental Supervision (responsible for
enforcement) noted the application lacked any plan for patrolling or preventing illegal hunting in
such a vast area; they requested details on how the company would fulfil its obligation to protect
wildlife on the lease. No clear answer was given. In essence, one agency’s unilateral pursuit of the
license disregarded others’ mandates, a governance gap that later recommendations flagged for
reform.

Stakeholders’ main concern was that the proposal would impede the development of a national park
and other protected areas, hinder ecotourism and deprive small local tour companies of business
and create access problems for residents. Notably, the area held Emerald Network status, meaning
Georgia had aninternational obligation to ensure no adverse impact without proper assessment The
Ministry of Environmental Protection and Agriculture (MEPA) itself acknowledged this, requiring the
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Outcome - License Revoked and Lessons Learned

Under mounting public pressure, the National Environmental Agency (NEA) ultimately revoked the
hunting license on November 28, 2023. While the licensee's failure to fulfill key conditions like the
Emerald site impact study provided the immediate legal pretext, the agency's official justification
for the revocation was unusually broad and set a powerful precedent for future challenges to
resource licenses. The NEA's reasoning went far beyond mere procedural violations. The agency
officially concluded that lesser measures, such as fines or delays, would be entirely insufficient to
achieve any positive goals and that allowing the license to continue would cause "more harm than
its cancellation." The decision was framed as a necessary action to protect the public interest,
based on several key findings:

e The justification explicitly stated that the project was "fundamentally unacceptable to
the local community." This established that profound and sustained public opposition
can be a legitimate, official basis for revoking a license, especially when an investor fails
to find common ground with residents.

e The agency affirmed that the hunting license actively hindered the state's own strategic
plans to create and develop new protected areas in the Racha region, making its
continuation contrary to national conservation goals.

e The NEA's position was that cancelling the license was the only action that could ensure
a "reasonable balance between public and private interests," directly asserting the
primacy of the public good over a private commercial venture that had lost its social
license to operate.

This decision, grounded in the public interest and community opposition, demonstrated the power
of civic engagement. Residents, advocacy groups (like SABUKO and Green Alternative), and
independent media (e.g., Mtis Ambebi) were instrumental in investigating the deal and ensuring
these arguments were brought to the forefront.

However, the episode also exposed systemic issues that persist beyond this single case. Georgian
legislation on hunting and wildlife remains contradictory — for example, the Law on Wildlife briefly
allowed hunting in certain protected areas in 2011 before that provision was repealed in 2013,
creating lasting confusion. Enforcement on the ground is weak, with few rangers to prevent
poaching. And while the license was stopped, other hunting concessions could be proposed under
the same flawed framework. The challenge moving forward is to reform wildlife use policies to
prioritise conservation and community benefits: ensuring that any hunting is sustainable, science-
based, and decided with public input. To sum up, Racha’s wildlife should be managed as a public
good, not a commodity handed to the highest bidder and the voices of those who live with that
wildlife must be heard in decision-making.

company to submit animpact assessment of the plan on the Emerald Network sites (per EU Habitats
Directive Article 6 - so called Appropriate assessment) before any operations. However, this
assessment - akin to a Habitats Directive “appropriate assessment” - was not completed before the
license was issued, putting Georgia in breach of its commitments under the EU-Georgia Association
Agreement. The entire licensing process suffered from lack of transparency and public participation,
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seemingly violating national law and the Aarhus Convention. This apparent bypass of due process
provoked strong civil society opposition.For instance, the ministry arbitrarily added a requirement
for the reintroduction of red deer and bison to the license, an idea the investor had not proposed and
did not want. The move was perceived as an attempt to justify the controversial license with an
'environmental' argument, which ultimately damaged public trust in the very concept of
reintroduction. Faced with these issues, local residents and stakeholders advocated strongly for the
establishment of a national park instead of the hunting proposal.

2.Mineral Extraction and Mining Interests in Racha
2.1. Introduction

Beneath Racha’s mountains lie mineral deposits that have long tempted developers. Although the
region is less famous for mining than Georgia’s hubs such as Chiatura or Bolnisi, exploration data
show that Oni Municipality in Upper Racha hosts licensed deposits of gold, manganese, quartz and
antimony.

Mining in a mountainous region like Racha carries inherent environmental risks. If not carefully
managed, mines can lead to deforestation, soil erosion and water pollution from runoff or tailings.
Downstream communities could be affected by contaminated rivers, which are also important for
irrigation and recreation. Moreover, mining often requires roadbuilding into remote areas, opening
the doorto secondaryimpacts such asillegal logging or hunting. Experience in other Georgian mining
districts shows that weak oversight can leave mine waste uncontained or trigger land subsidence,
and Racha’s relatively intact environment could be especially vulnerable to similar damage.

The presence of mineral interests has directly shaped land-use planning in Racha. During
negotiations on the boundaries of the new Racha Protected Area, conservationists faced pressure
from the Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development responsible for mining and energy
(hydropower development) to omit zones that hold mineral deposits or hydropower potential. As a
result, the central part of Racha Key Biodiversity Area (KBA 66) was carved out of the park’s
boundary. Instead of shielding the most valuable ecological zones, the 2019 to 2020 planning
process left part of this area unprotected because it overlapped with gold or manganese-bearing
deposits and proposed dam sites. As a result, the national park established in 2022 is fragmented,
and its design provides minimal conservation value. This illustrates institutional misalignment:
economic agencies prioritised extraction opportunities, environmental agencies sought maximum
protection, and the compromise reduced the designated area by roughly 12 000 hectares compared
with the original plan.

2.2 Legal Framework and Gaps

Georgia’s Law on Subsoil provides the overarching rules for how minerals are licensed and
extracted. Typically, mining rights are auctioned off by the state to companies, which then must
obtain environmental permits. However, there is a notable procedural gap: in practice, a company
canwin amininglicence firstand only afterward conduct an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
for the specific project. If the EIA finds serious problems orimposes conditions that make the project
unviable, the licence can be revoked or altered—but by then, the company may be entitled to a

4
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refund of its auction payment. This “licence-first, assess-later” approach is the inverse of best
practice and EU norms, which require assessing environmental and social impacts before granting
extraction rights. It puts pressure on environmental authorities to approve an EIA, since otherwise
the state might have to compensate the licence holder.

In Racha’s context, a similar issue arose with the HG Capra caucasica hunting licence, which
overlapped Emerald Network sites: the licence was granted, and only then was an impact
assessment demanded rather than requiring that analysis beforehand to guide the licensing
decision. To fully align with EU environmental policy, Georgia must adopt a two-tiered assessment
approach for extractive activities. This means continuing to use EIA to evaluate specific projects, but
more importantly, it requires introducing SEA. An SEA would be applied much earlier in the process,
to evaluate the government's strategic plans, such as a national mineral resource strategy or a
regional land-use plan and assessing the cumulative environmental consequences before any
specific areas are opened up for mining.

Another governance issue in mining is transparency and public participation. While Georgian law
and the Aarhus Convention, to which Georgia is party formally guarantees public involvement in
environmental decision-making (e.g. participation in EIAs under Article 6 and in planning processes
under Article 7), in practice these procedures are often opaque in the subsoil sector. For instance,
Georgia convenes a Mineral Resources Commission to review geological reports and mine
development plans; this body essentially acts as a technical EIA review group. However, the
commission’s work is not open to the public, and its conclusions are kept confidential and justified
on the grounds of protecting commercially sensitive information.

As a result, local communities may have no insight into mining proposals until final permits are
issued and even then, technical documents may not be easily accessible. In Racha, where residents
are unfamiliar with large-scale mining, this lack of communication can foster distrust and
misinformation. A more proactive approach sharing accessible information about existing mineral
licenses, likely development impacts, and how risks would be managed is needed to build public
trust and enable meaningful participation.

2.3 Community Concerns

So far, Racha has not experienced large-scale mining operations; most licenses issued in the region
are for exploration or small-scale extraction sites (Gravel, Sand). Still, local communities have
voiced concerns whenever the topic arises. Environmental risks are a top concern. Residents fear
that mining could pollute rivers, degrade pastures, or increase the risk of landslides (Shovi Tragedy?®)
or other geohazards.

3 The Shovi Tragedy refers to the catastrophic mudflow in the Bubistskali river valley on August 3, 2023.
According to the final report by Georgia's National Environmental Agency, the disaster was a complex, cascading
natural event initiated by a rock avalanche that collided with the Buba glacier. This impact triggered intense
melting and the release of water, which mixed with rock and morainic deposits to form a high-velocity mudflow
that devastated the Shovi resort, causing 32 fatalities. Source: National Environmental Agency of Georgia,
Report on the Assessment of the Natural Disasters developed in the Bubistskali River Valley on August 3, 2023
(Tbilisi, 2024). [In Georgian]
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There is also scepticism about economic benefits: will jobs go to residents or outside contractors?
Will any revenue flow to the region, or will it concentrate in Tbilisi-based companies and central
agencies? Without a clear benefit-sharing mechanism, mining can seem like a bad bargain:
communities bear the environmental risks, while profits go elsewhere. This echo concerns raised in
the forestry sector and reflects a broader issue: the need for fair distribution of natural resource
benefits.

Georgian law does include provisions for local input in certain cases, such as mandatory public
hearings during Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) for larger projects. If a major mining
operation were proposed in Racha such as full-scale development of a gold deposit it would likely
trigger a full EIA process with public consultation. The key is ensuring these consultations are
meaningful and not just procedural. The hunting licence case showed that when people feel
excluded, they turn to protests and legal challenges. It is far better to engage communities early and
sincerely whether to shape responsible projects or to designate ecologically and culturally
significant areas as off-limits to extraction.

2.4 Balancing Extraction and Conservation

In line with its commitments under the EU-Georgia Association Agreement, Georgia has an
obligation adopting European standards in mining and environmental protection. This means
adhering to directives on mining waste, water quality, and critical habitat protection. For Racha,
aligning with these standards would imply that any mining activities undergo rigorous impact
assessments that consider biodiversity (especially in Emerald sites) and that plans are in place for
site rehabilitation after mining ends. It also means evaluating the cumulative impact: multiple
licenses in one area might together pose a big threat to a landscape’s integrity. Some licenses have
beenissued at the foot of Buba Mountain, the origin of the Shovi landslide; that tragedy showed how
even small disturbances can trigger major events in a geologically unstable setting. Blasting for
mineral extraction in such areas could increase the risk of similar disasters locally or even at the
same site. Strategically, Georgia might decide that certain high-conservation landscapes like Racha
are simply not suitable for heavy mining at all - especially if alternative livelihoods like sustainable
tourism or agriculture can be promoted. This approach resonates with the EU’s new emphasis on
nature restoration. The EU’s Nature Restoration Law, adopted in 2024, aims to restore 20% of
degraded ecosystems by 2030 and all that can be restored by 2050. While Georgia is not yet in the
EU, it aspires to candidacy and is influenced by these norms. Prioritizing restoration and protection
in Racha over new extractive development would align with the spirit of this law, essentially valuing
the landscape more for its ecosystem services than for the minerals under its soil.

In summary, Racha’s mineral wealth presents a classic development dilemma. The resources
underground hold monetary value but exploiting them risks irreversibly damaging the natural capital
above ground that supports local communities, ecosystems, and future resilience. The path forward
requires strong environmental safeguards and strategic planning.

3. Timber Harvesting and Forest Management in Racha
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3.1 Introduction

Racha is one of Georgia’s most forested regions. Nationwide, forests cover about 44.5% of Georgia
(3.1 million ha), and the Racha-Lechkhumi & Kvemo Svaneti region accounts for over 325,000 ha of
that. These forests are not only high in biodiversity but also the backbone of local subsistence.
Most rural households in Racha rely on wood from nearby forests as a primary heating and cooking
fuel, especially during harsh winters. Timber is also used for constructing and repairing homes and
fences. In Racha, it is traditionally used for woodcrafts and traditional houses, including palisade
sticks for fences, and high vine stakes, which are part of local culture and everyday life.

Legally, Georgian law acknowledges a form of “social cutting”, allowing residents a quota of
firewood at a nominal fee for personal use. In 2024, official records show roughly 17,000 cubic
meters of timber were allocated to Racha residents as discounted firewood, and about 13,900in3
were harvested via commercial logging in the region.

3.2 Community Use and Rights

For local villagers, forests are a lifeline, yet their legal rights over these forests remain limited.
Georgia’s Forest Code (2020) designates most forests as state property (. At present, only the
Patriarchate can privatize forest land. The Code sets out “general use” rights, allowing anyone to
enter forests and collect non-timber products; trees for firewood can be felled only under a paid
social-cutting permit for household needs. Traditional uses mushroom picking, berry foraging,
grazing, and similar activities are recognised to a degree. Crucially, however, the law grants
communities no formal management authority over their local forests. Customary practices are
acknowledged in principle, but no mechanism empowers communities to co-manage or influence
decisions. In Racha’s villages, this gap is felt keenly. People depend on forest resources every day,
yet decisions about logging or forest leases are made by central agencies by the National Forestry
Agency and the National Environmental Agency (NEA) often without even informing the community
in advance. The result is disenfranchisement and distrust. Studies show that weak forest
governance hurts the poorest rural households most, because they lack alternatives and have little
voice to defend their resource rights. When an outside company over-logs an area or restricts access
through a private lease, local villagers who cannot afford to buy fuel or timber elsewhere bear the
costs.

3.3 Local Benefits vs. External Exploitation

Logging, when done at a sustainable scale, can support local livelihoods for instance, by creating
jobsintimber harvesting, hauling or milling wood, and by generating limited revenue through special-
forest-use permit fees and modest municipal taxes. Indeed, some Racha’s residents do find

seasonal work cutting or transporting wood for licensed operations. But, as things stand, most
benefits of commercial forestry in Racha largely bypass the local population.

4.Cross-Cutting Governance Challenges

Across hunting, forestry, and mining, the same governance failures recur in Racha. Decisions are too
often made behind closed doors, with local stakeholders learning about a hunting license auction,
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national park boundaries, or a mining tender only after choices are effectively settled, which runs
against Georgian law and international standards. Enforcement is uneven: illegal logging is not
stopped promptly, and hunting license conditions went unmonitored until NGOs intervened. Rule of
law also means officials follow procedures; instances such as suppressed expert objections and
potential conflicts of interest point to the need for stronger internal oversight and real penalties for
due process breaches and corruption. At the same time, communities are sidelined from decisions
that shape their lives. Villagers ask to be treated as partners in managing their natural heritage, with
options such as communal management of some forests, guaranteed access to resources, and
meaningful consent, including veto rights where projects would displace them. Fair benefit-sharing
is essentialwhenresources are extracted. Reports that residents felt pressured orignored when they
spoke up underscore the need for a culture shiftin which authorities value local knowledge and early
warnings. People who live in Racha year-round have the strongest incentive to protect it, and
governance should empower them to do so.

Alignment with EU Environmental Acquis

Georgia’s EU alignment requires adopting standards on habitats, EIA, and SEA, yet Racha
reveals gaps. The Habitats Directive requires appropriate assessment for Emerald sites; the
hunting license initially fell short before being halted on that basis. EIA and SEA demand early
public participation, which was missing when protected area boundaries were redrawn without
a proper SEA. Going forward, these processes must be non-negotiable: any large logging plan
should undergo an SEA under Directive 2001/42/EC, and any new mine should meet EIA
Directive 2011/92/EU requirements before approval.

The EU Nature Restoration Law and Biodiversity Strategy, while not yet binding on Georgia, set a
benchmark that points to restoring deforested slopes, reintroducing lost species such as red
deer, and reconnecting wildlife corridors in Racha. Policy should avoid new activities that would
degrade ecosystems Georgia may soon be obliged to restore. A precautionary approach in
sensitive landscapes like Racha will help meet international targets and strengthen
environmental governance. In short, transparent, law-abiding, community-centered governance
and strong inter-agency coordination are the systemic fixes that enable sector reforms in
hunting, forestry, and mining.

Recommendations

We recommend the following measures to maintain Racha’s landscape integrity, secure fair
local benefits, and ensure effective, accountable governance:

e Apply the HG Capra Caucasica license-revocation precedent across hunting, mining,
and other resource licenses
e Enforce and Strengthen Pre-Licensing Assessment Requirements.
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e Decentralize forest governance/management through a Protected area with
sustainable use of natural resources (IUCN Category VI) model in Racha

e Ensure transparent and inclusive decision-making with minimum 30-day public notice,
local hearings, and full online document disclosure

e Strengthen enforcement and monitoring, including remote sensing and routine field
checks, tied to clear penalties

e Reform hunting and protected area legislation to bring management and enforcement
fully in line with IUCN protected area categories, ensuring category-appropriate
protections, effective governance, and accountability.

e Establish fair benefit-sharing and safeguard local access to traditional timber products
and non-timber forest products

e Reduce fuelwood demand with efficient stoves, insulation, biomass briquettes and
solar heating, and grow ecotourism to lower logging pressure

Priority 1. Apply the HG Capra Caucasica precedent across licenses

Apply the HG Capra Caucasica precedent across licenses. Use the same revocation grounds set out
in that decision to review other licenses in Racha and similar landscapes. These include failure to
meet core license obligations with harm to the public interest, the ineffectiveness of lesser
measures, conflict with state plans for protected areas, fundamental community opposition, and
inconsistency with the public interest.:

e Conduct a time-bound audit of active hunting, mining, and other resource licenses in
Racha against these tests and publish results

e Suspend renewal or expansion of licenses that fail the tests and initiate revocation where
warranted, following due process

e Require Appropriate Assessment for activities that may affect Emerald sites and publish all
assessments and license terms

e Record every revocation decision with a short legal summary so the precedent is replicable
across sectors

Priority 2. Decentralize forest governance via IUCN Category VI

Adopt Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources (IUCN Category VI) in forest

zones of Racha, with local community governance based on sustainable forest management

plans. Old-growth is protected from felling. Non-timber forest products are harvested under clear

rules that allow local and visitor use. Access to cultural and household timber products is

safeguarded.

e Pilot Category VIl governance in municipal forests in Racha, using the Forest Code provisions
on municipal ownership and district-level plans

e Establish local management bodies with transparent quotas, monitoring, and revenue sharing
for community projects and restoration

e Pairthe model with energy-efficiency programs and ecotourism development to reduce
pressure on forests

e Track outcomes with simple indicators: illegal logging incidents, forest cover and old-growth
status, household fuelwood use, local income from sustainable use and tourism
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Conclusion

Racha stands at a crossroads of development and conservation, an emblematic landscape where
Georgia can either showcase a new model of sustainable, inclusive resource governance or fall
into the old pattern of short-term exploitation and conflict. The challenges in hunting, timber, and
mining sectors, as explored, have revealed weaknesses in law enforcement, public engagement,
and inter-agency coherence. Yet, they have also spotlighted the deep value of this landscape and
the passion of its people to protect it. The events in Racha over the past few years from
communities mobilizing to defend their forests, to the government reconsidering ill-advised
licenses have been a wake-up call that even well-intentioned laws need vigilant implementation,
and that local communities must be treated as partners, not obstacles, in stewarding natural
resources.

By implementing the recommendations above, Georgia’s policymakers can turn Rachainto a
success story: where biodiversity is conserved in Emerald sites and protected areas, where local
traditions and livelihoods are enhanced through sustainable practices, and where the rule of law
guides resource use decisions with transparency and fairness. This aligns fully with Georgia’s
trajectory toward European integration demonstrating that meeting EU environmental standards is
not merely a bureaucratic exercise, but a pathway to tangible improvements in governance and
quality of life. It also resonates with the fundamental right of Georgian citizens (enshrined in the
constitution) to a healthy environment and to have a say in how their natural heritage is used.

In the end, the goal is a Racha that thrives both ecologically and socio-economically. Achieving this

will require continued political will, community engagement, and support from Georgia’s
international partners.
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