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Background  

In addition to attacking and destroying military and civilian infrastructures, the Russian military 
aggression in August 2008 caused an ecological disaster in Georgia. According to the official as well 
as various international information sources, eyewitness reports and experts judgments, the Russian 
military attacks caused substantial negative impact on natural ecosystems of the Caucasus and Black 
Sea regions.  

The Caucasus Ecoregion is among the Planet’s 34 biodiversity hotspots and one of few hotspots that 
lay in the areas with non-tropical climate. One of the most important reasons of this is a high 
proportion of endemic and relict species of plants and animals. 20 to 30% of flowering plants, 
mammals, amphibians, reptiles, fish, and a high proportion of invertebrates living in the Caucasus are 
not found outside the conventional borders of the region.   

Assessment of the impact of the given armed conflict on the environment and, consequently, on the 
social and economic spheres goes far beyond simple calculation of hectares of burnt forests or the 
level of pollution of transboundary rivers and seas of the Caucasus and the Black Sea regions.  

Although being far from conflict zones, three Protected Areas of Georgia are affected by military 
operations. These protected areas are: mountain forests of Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park (IUCN 
category 2); Terrestrial and marine parts of Kolkheti National Park (IUCN category 2) on the Black Sea 
and riparian forests of Liakhvi Nature Reserve (IUCN category 1). Particularly high level damage is 
observed in the forests of the Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park and adjacent areas.   

The first chapter of this report contains the list of environmental damages caused by the Russian 
aggression identified on the basis of the official information. The next chapter is dedicated to the 
comprehensive short and long term analysis of environmental damage based on available information. 
In the third part the scales of the impact on regional, national and global levels are given in the form of 
a matrix. The fourth chapter discusses the legal aspects of the Russian aggression and environmental 
damages caused by the given aggression. The last, fifth section lists the actions to be undertaken in 
short and long term perspective.   



 

1 Timeline of environmental damages 
1.1 Forest fires  

According to the information of the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources and the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs of Georgia hundreds ha of unique forests in various regions of Georgia have been 
destructed as a result of purposeful actions of the Russian military forces in the second half of August.  

The Borjomi Gorge (The Samtskhe-Javakheti Region) 

 

Fire in the forests of the Borjomi gorge was set on August 15, 2008 at about 3:30 PM. According to 
eyewitness reports the fires started in Borjomi-Tsemi forests after the Russian military helicopters flew 
over the forested areas and dropped flammable bombs. During the following days, including August 
18, some new forests fire seats were recorded.  According to eyewitnesses’ reports inflammation of 
new areas coincided with appearance of Russian helicopters.   

By September 7 when the fire was officially put out the area of burned forests had amounted over 950 
ha.  Visual observation confirms that 250 ha of forest have been totally destroyed and life function of 
standing trees have been ended to 150,000 m³; 70% of 700 ha has been destroyed and life function of 
standing trees have been ended to 140,000 m³. As a result of the fire, the vegetation cover has lost its 
ecological function and material value.  

The Ateni Gorge (The Shida Kartli Region) 

 

On August 20 seats of fire were recorded in the forests of the Ateni gorge. Localization of the main fire 
seat was managed in August 24. About 50 ha of forests have been burned down.   

Other territories 

 

According to eyewitness reports on August 16, at 10:30 AM as a result of the Russian aviation 
bombing fire was set in the forests of the Kaspi region (the Shida Kartli region). Due to the same 
reason at 4:30 PM the forests of the village Surami (the Khashuri district, the Shida Kartli region) 
flared up. Fires were set in Kharagauli (the Imereti region) and Kojori (the Kvemo Kartli region) forests. 
Firemen managed to localize fires in a short period of time.   

On August 22 the forests of the village Khaishi of the Mestia district (the Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti 



region) inflamed. According to the local population the fire was set at night as a result of flare pots shot 
by drunk Russian soldiers. The area of burned forests is 3 ha.     

The Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources of Georgia called for help the embassies of 
China, Germany, Italy, France, the USA, Switzerland, Turkey, Czech Republic, Latvia, Armenia, the 
Netherlands and EC delegation in Georgia. Official letters were sent to international organizations: 
OSCE, UNDO, the World Bank, NATO, UN, Interpol, European Council, GTZ, KFW, OESD, UNOSAT, 
as well as to secretariats of conventions on biodiversity, climate change, desertification, protection of 
the Black Sea and the five UNECE conventions.    

1.2 Oil spills in the Black Sea coastal zone  

The Russian army occupied the Poti (The Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti Region) coastal base on August,  
12. From August 13 till August 14 the Russian occupational forces blasted and sank 12 vessels of the 
Department of Coastal Protection of Georgia and naval forces of the Ministry of Defense of Georgia. 
As a result, according to preliminary information, about 50 tons of oils, as well as engine and hydraulic 
oils have spilled into the sea.   

Furthermore, the bombs kept in vessels were blown up. These bombs were stored in oily substances. 
Thus, contents of bombs the chemical composition of which is not known have spilled into the sea as 
well.  

As of today the major part of oils patches are still within the Poti port area. The rest has moved to the 
open sea.  
On August 22 the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources of Georgia has officially addressed 
the Secretariat of the Convention on Protection of the Black Sea with the request of expelling the 
Russian Federation from the Convention.   

1.3 Air pollution from explosion of oil reservoirs (train carriages)   

On August 24 at 10:15 AM the train loaded with raw oil was blown up at the Gori-Khashuri section the 
Shida Kartli region) of the Georgian railway. Explosion of the train was caused by blasting the Skra 
military base of the Georgian Army by the Russian military forces. The train was blown up by the 
fragment of a missile shot from the distance of 300 m. Blast wave caused explosion of other 11 

carriages. In total 12 tanks (60 tons of oil in each) of oil were burned down. 4,000 m
2 

have been 
polluted. 100% pollution is registered on the half of this area. 21 carriages were unfastened and 
moved to the safe area. About 650 tons of oil was burned and some of the oil was spilled.      

1.4 Pollution of soils from oil spill near village Skra  

As a result of oil spill the area of 4,000 m
2

 has been polluted. The accident site is located at a distance 
of about 1.5 – 2.0 km from the village Skra and at a distance of about 1.2 – 1.4 km from the Mtkvari 
river. There are no underground water outlets neither at the accident site nor adjacent areas. The 
nearest water intake point is located 650 – 700 m far from the accident site.    

Presumably the most polluted is the 220 m long and 20 m wide area located along the railroad to the 
northeast. The Department for Emergency Situation is implementing site cleaning activities. The pits 
for collecting raw oil have been already dug and 70 tons of oil has been removed.    

2 Preliminary assessment and evaluation with short- and long-term consequences   

2.1 Possible impacts on natural environment   

2.1.1 Impact on biodiversity and protected areas  

Forest fires due to Russia military bombing of Borjomi forests and Borjomi-Kharagauli National 
Park  

Within the Caucasus Ecoregion, Borjomi area is among few key areas of biodiversity. The Borjomi 



region is a part of priority conservation area known as Trialeti (Trialeti Mountain Range), which was 
identified by more than 150 experts from all countries of the Ecoregion and finalized in Ecoregional 

Conservation Plan (ECP)
1

. The area is also identified as priority area for conservation by Conservation 
International / Caucasus Programme of Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) and represents 
part of two conservation targets/site outcomes – called Borjomi-Kharagauli NP and Nedzvi sanctuary

2

.  

The Borjomi area is notable for high diversity of plant, insects, amphibians, reptiles and small 
mammals endemic species that is caused by location of the area on a biological crossroads of 
different bio-geographic regions (Colchic, Minor Asian, South Caucasian-Iranian, and Caucasian 
itself/East Caucasian). The area holds populations of the species that, according to the recent genetic 
studies, are Tertiary relicts that have been maintained here for ten or more millions of years. 
Accordingly, this area represents the main backbone in establishing of protected areas network in the 
Caucasus.   

All these factors are even more important in the light of the fact that the Borjomi-Kharagauli NP is the 
very first National Park in the Caucasus, which was established (in 1999-2002) according to 
international criteria. The protection regime in the core zone of the national park exists for more than 
hundred years. The Trialeti Priority Conservation Area includes pristine forests, sub-alpine meadows 
and represents habitat for many endemic, rare and relict species; therefore, Borjomi-Kharagauli NP 
can be definitely considered as model Park for the Caucasus Ecoregion, which has been recently  

1

 An Ecoregional Conservation Plan for the Caucasus, WWF, KfW, BMZ, CEPF, MacArthur Foundation, Printed by Contour Ltd., 
Tbilisi, May 2006, 220 p.; see also at http://www.wwf.de/fileadmin/fm-
wwf/pdf_neu/Kaukasus_OEkoregionaler__Naturschutzplan__May06.pdf

2

 See at 
http://www.cepf.net/ImageCache/cepf/content/pdfs/caucasus_5foutcomemap_2epdf/v1/caucasus_5foutcomemap.pdf 

 

justified by the fact that two years ago, the Borjomi-Kharagauli NP became a member of PAN Parks 

network
3

.  

Approximately 1,000 ha of coniferous and mixed forests are burned at the western slopes of Trialeti 
Ridge (Borjomi Gorge, including parts of the Borjomi-Kharagauli Protected Areas), over 50 ha of 
mixed forests in the central part of Trialeti Range (riv. Tana valley) and sporadically throughout the 
rest of Trialeti Range and the Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park. Due to the forest fires, biodiversity of 
this Priority Conservation Area has been seriously damaged and adjacent settlements and tourist 
resorts are put at danger.  

Map 1. The most damaged/burned forest areas  

http://www.wwf.de/fileadmin/fm-
http://wwf/pdf_neu/Kaukasus_OEkoregionaler__Naturschutzplan__May06.pdf
http://www.cepf.net/ImageCache/cepf/content/pdfs/caucasus_5foutcomemap_2epdf/v1/caucasus_5foutcomemap.pdf


 

The indirect influence should definitely include much larger territory, which calls for separate 
evaluation.  

The Borjomi-Kharagauli protected areas (Strict Nature Reserve and National Park, and Nedzvi 
Sanctuary) have been affected as follows: the three seats of fire has been erupted at Zoreti, 
Kvabiskhevi and Likani sectors (see map 2).  

3

 See http://www.visitpanparks.org/ourparks/Borjomi-Kharagauli 

 

Map 2. Yellow line is a borderline of Borjomi-Kharagauli National Park, red dots show fire sites  

http://www.visitpanparks.org/ourparks/Borjomi-Kharagauli



