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Georgia spent much of the 
twentieth century as a small 
and captive but relatively pros-

perous Soviet republic. The 1990s 
brought both independence and tur-
moil. Although the country has a high 
literacy rate and easy access to me-
dia, ongoing economic instability has 
shattered the national media market. 
Recent conflicts have led to a variety 
of measures to block the news, driv-
ing the country’s elite to the Internet 
to access and communicate news; in 
some cases, even government agen-
cies resorted to blogging to commu-
nicate with the public. Internation-

al media assistance has been a mixed 
blessing. Intended as a lifeline, it of-
ten serves as a life-support system for 
media organizations with few strat-
egies and little hope for devising a 
business model. The Georgian mod-
el offers the donor community a cau-
tionary tales about the culture of 
dependency. It also illustrates how 
censorship of new technologies can 
be imposed or compounded from the 
exterior (in this case, by hackers who 
are believed to have been directed 
or influenced by the Russian govern-
ment).

Executive Summary

Table 6: Georgia Country Data

Data type 2010 (e)

Population 4.4 million

Literacy rate 100%

Per capita GDP US$4,400

Urban/rural population 53/47%

Official language Georgian

Landline telephone connections 15%

Mobile phone connections 3.9 million

Internet penetration in % 28.5%

Sources: World Bank Development Indicators and other World Bank statistics, 
UN Population Information Network, Budde Communications Inc.

Country Report

FINANCIALLY VIABLE MEDIA IN EMERGING AND DEVELOPING MARKETS

53



Country Indices: Georgia

Extended periods of po-
litical unrest and conflict.

Constitution guarantees 
freedom of expression; 
media legislation pro-
gressive but poorly imple-
mented

Media ownership lacks 
transparency

Government indirect-
ly controls or exerts in-
fluence over the major 
independent television 
stations

Regulatory authori-
ty controversial (head of 
GNCC held sharehold-
er position in one of the 
major advertising agen-
cies, before that he had 
held the position of the 
director of the most pop-
ular TV company)

Advertising market sub-
ject to political manipu-
lation

Government does not 
restrict access to Internet 
content

Lower-middle income 
economy, GDP per capita 
US$4,400

Georgia abandoned the 
Soviet model of a com-
mand economy in 1991 
– unprepared for laissez-
faire economy, domestic 
product shrank by 75% 
between 1990 and 1994; 
total daily newspaper cir-
culation plummeted

Most newspapers pri-
vately owned. No laws ex-
plicitly prohibiting or al-
lowing foreign ownership 
of the media

No circulation audit 
mechanisms; low reader-
ship and circulation fig-
ures – 5.5 newspapers per 
1,000 people; magazine 
publishing on the rise

Distribution infrastruc-
ture operates without 
accountable distribu-
tion mechanisms, post-
al system collapsed dur-
ing the 1990s; Low quality 
of printing presses; news-
print costs increased

No easy access to bank-
loans and/or credits

Print newspaper adver-
tising share below 1% 

Small and aging and 
shrinking population; lit-
eracy rate estimated at 
100%

Ethnically and linguisti-
cally diverse population

An estimated 31% of 
the population lives be-
low the national pover-
ty line

Unemployment rate 
17% (2009 estimate)

Large income gap be-
tween rich and poor

Low level of civic en-
gagement

Media content – prev-
alence of infotainments 
and entertainment 
shows over investigative 
reporting

90 mobile phones per 
100 people, with SMS 
gaining popularity

20 landlines per 100 
people; very few land-
lines in rural areas

Internet penetration 
30.5%; internet users live 
mostly in urban areas; In-
ternet quite expensive

Main Internet service 
providers are locally and 
privately owned

Facebook principal news 
source for many

Political &
Regulatory

Social Media & 
New Technologies

Economy & 
Market
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ations on another. The result was that 
we knew almost nothing about what 
was happening around us.”2

Once again, citizens turned to in-
ternational media outlets and the In-
ternet for news. However, they were 
impeded by Russian hackers who at-
tacked Georgian government sites, in-
cluding those of President Saakashvili 
and the foreign ministry, which moved 
to a commercial blogging site.

Many Georgian online news outlets 
were also blocked, including Rustavi 
2, Civil.ge, Media.ge, and Interpress-
news.ge (Reporters Sans Frontières 
[RSF], 2008). Journalists contacted 
Google, which denied an accusation 
that it had removed data about Geor-
gia (Swabey, 2008). Russian hackers 
also attacked Day.az and ANS.az, two 
regional news portals based in Azer-
baijan. Georgian authorities decided 
on August 11 to “combat disinforma-
tion” by cutting all access to Russian 
television broadcasts. Georgia’s lead-
ing Internet service provider (ISP), 
Caucasus Online, blocked access to the 
main Russian-language news websites 
by filtering the Russian domain name 
“ru.” RSF condemned the many viola-
tions of online freedom of informa-
tion: “With newspapers and radio and 
TV stations putting out very little in-
dependent news, the Internet is a vi-
tal tool for the public, so these attacks 
must stop at once” (RSF, 2008).

Georgia is a country of some 4.4 
million inhabitants in the heart 
of the Caucasus. It won inde-

pendence from the Soviet Union in 
1991, only months before the collapse 
of Soviet communism. Former Soviet 
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze 
came to power in 1992, and over his 
eleven years in office (1992–2003), his 
regime began to establish democrat-
ic institutions but also bred increasing 
public frustration at the country’s per-
sistent poverty, corruption, and crime.

The 2003 parliamentary elections 
were followed by mass marches pro-
testing Shevardnadze’s regime. The 
flawed elections sparked a popu-
lar revolt and served as an underly-
ing cause for a bloodless coup known 
as the “Rose Revolution.” The pro-
cess was led by the popular opposi-
tion trio headed by Mikheil Saakashvili 
and joined by leading civil society or-
ganizations and Kmara, the powerful 
youth movement. The revolution was 
strongly supported by the only inde-
pendent broadcaster at the time with 
national coverage, TV Rustavi 2.

The new leadership, supported by 
the West and particularly the United 
States, established efficient govern-
ment institutions, reformed the econ-
omy, and guided the country through 
a period of the fastest econom-
ic growth in its history. While many 
of the reforms appeared democrat-
ic on the surface, they were accompa-
nied by human-rights violations, disre-
spect for property rights, and abuses 
of press freedom. Judicial reforms con-
tinue but only under clouds of corrup-
tion and distrust.

Georgia has experienced many va-
rieties of turmoil in recent years, and 
the news media often find themselves 
in the line of fire. The country faced 
its most serious constitutional crisis 
in October 2007, when the president 
declared a 15-day state of emergen-
cy after security units used tear gas to 
forcibly disperse antigovernment pro-
testers outside parliament and took an 
opposition TV station off air. The Geor-
gian government said these actions 
were necessary to avoid a coup d’etat 
supported by Russian intelligence and 
Badri Patarkatsishvili, founder and 
owner of the Imedi broadcasting com-
pany, who financed the opposition. 
The government declared a state of 
emergency and suspended broadcast-
ing. Cut off from their usual sources of 
information, many Georgian citizens 
turned to the Internet for internation-
ally produced updates.

In August 2008, Georgia engaged in 
an armed conflict with Russia and sep-
aratist groups from South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia. In the aftermath of the con-
flict, Russia recognized the Georgian 
regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
as independent states; the parliament 
of Georgia passed a resolution declar-
ing Abkhazia and South Ossetia “Rus-
sian-occupied territories.”  

According to the Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists (CPJ), five journalists 
were killed during the conflict and 
at least nine were injured (CPJ, 2008). 
According to one veteran journal-
ist, “The government was controlling 
the news in broadcast media on one 
hand, [and] journalists were not well 
prepared for work in the conflict situ-

1. Political Overview

  2 
The names of some of the interview subjects have been withheld to protect them from possible retaliation.
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2. The Georgia Economy and 
Newspaper Conditions

When Georgia broke away 
from the USSR in 1991, 
it abandoned the Sovi-

et model of a command economy as 
well. Georgia undertook major re-
forms to introduce a free market, but 
it was unprepared for the structural 
challenges of a laissez-faire economy. 
As a result, the country faced a severe 
economic downturn that was accel-
erated by simmering civil unrest, eth-
nic disputes, and wars. Most ex-Sovi-
et states suffered economic reversals 
over this period, but Georgia’s domes-
tic product shrank by a staggering 75 
percent in just four years (1990–1994) 
– the largest collapse among the CIS 
economies (Milnikov, Papiashvili & 
Rodonaia, 2008). In 1993, a business 
secretary working for a private com-
pany earned the equivalent of US$30 
per month, while a state universi-
ty professor made the equivalent of 
US$4 per month.

At the same time, the breakup of 
the Soviet Union opened a space for 
the establishment of private and in-
dependent media in Georgia, and 
some 600 newspapers were regis-
tered in the country between 1990 
and 2000. But there was a brutal 
weeding-out process: most newspa-

pers that were previously owned and 
subsidized by the state ceased to ex-
ist, and the severe economic down-
turn left little disposable income for 
readers to buy newly established in-
dependent newspapers. This led to a 
drastic decrease in the number of reg-
ularly available titles and a drop in av-
erage daily circulation figures. During 
the Communist regime, the highest 
circulating newspapers were Comu-
nisti, with a reported 700,000 copies 
a day, and Soplis Tskhovreba (Rural 
Life), with 240,000. In 1981, the total 
number of daily newspapers in circu-
lation was an average 4 million cop-
ies, but at almost one copy per inhab-
itant daily, the number of copies in 
circulation had no relation to actual 
consumption. In the mid-1990s, total 
daily newspaper circulation plummet-
ed to 35,000 copies (Bokeria, Targa-
madze & Ramshivili, 1997). With the 
collapse of the economy and citizens’ 
purchasing power, the newly born in-
dependent newspaper industry of 
Georgia was doomed to failure.

Between 1996 and 2000, the Geor-
gian economy made a strong recov-
ery, but the economic reforms failed 
to create the conditions for equitable 

and sustainable growth. Poverty in-
dices kept rising throughout the late 
1990s to 51.8 percent in 2000, indicat-
ing that more than half of the popula-
tion lived below the national poverty 
line. Fifteen years later the economy 
is still struggling, and the newspaper 
industry has never recovered.

The World Bank currently desig-
nates Georgia a lower-middle-in-
come economy (World Bank & Inter-
national Finance Corporation, 2011). 
Economic growth slowed to 4 per-
cent in 2009 (compared to 12 percent 
in 2007) due to the world econom-
ic crisis and the war. Georgia’s inde-
pendence cost it the access to cheap 
energy it enjoyed during the Soviet 
period, and the country must import 
almost all of its natural gas and oil. 
The largest share of Georgia’s GDP is 
produced by trade and services (at 62 
percent), followed by manufacturing 
(26 percent) and agriculture (12 per-
cent). However, 55.6 percent of the 
labor force works in agriculture, com-
pared to 8.9 percent in industry and 
35.5 percent in services. These figures 
reflect the gaps between the urban 
and rural (rich and poor) populations 
(CIA, 2011). Unemployment was offi-
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The Georgian Constitution guar-
antees freedom of expression 
and prohibits censorship. The 

country has abolished criminal pros-
ecution for defamation and libel 
and has ratified numerous interna-
tional and regional human-rights in-
struments. The 2008 IREX Media Sus-
tainability Index described Georgian 
media legislation as “liberal and pro-
gressive, yet poorly applied.” The me-
dia in the conflicted regions of South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia remains tight-
ly controlled by the de facto author-
ities, and researchers have no access 
to reliable information on local con-
ditions.

Regulatory systems

The Georgian government has gone 
through the motions of creating reg-
ulatory organizations for media out-
lets, but these organizations have 
achieved little stature. Georgian tele-
vision and radio broadcasting is over-

seen by the Georgian National Com-
munications Commission (GNCC), 
established in 2000, whose five mem-
bers are appointed by the president 
for six-year terms. The GNCC has 
made several controversial decisions 
over the past few years that have 
cast doubt on its competence and im-
partiality. Opposition politicians and 
journalists have criticized the Geor-
gian Public Broadcaster (GPB) from 
the day it was established for failing 
to fulfill its mandate to serve the pub-
lic as a source of objective informa-
tion.

In March 2009, the GNCC ratified 
the Code of Conduct for Broadcast-
ers, which requires broadcasters to 
create mechanisms of self-regulation, 
but these mechanisms have not been 
implemented yet. In December 2009, 
journalists and media experts signed 
the Charter of Ethics for Georgian 

Journalists. 

4. Media Legal 
and Regulatory 
Environment

Georgia’s media market is ethni-
cally and linguistically diverse. 
Some 1.2 million of the popu-

lation of 4.4 million live in the capital 
city, Tbilisi (National Statistics Office 
of Georgia, 2010). About 84 percent 
of the population is Georgian, 6.5 
percent Azeri, 5.7 percent Armeni-
an, and 1.5 percent Russian (Nation-
al Statistics Office of Georgia, 2002). 
The largest and the most influential 
religious group is Orthodox Christian 
with 83.9 percent, followed by Mus-
lims at 9.9 percent (National Statistics 

Office of Georgia, 2002). Georgian, 
the official language, is spoken by 71 
percent of the population, followed 
by Russian at 9 percent, with the re-
mainder divided between Armeni-
an, Azeri, and smaller minority lan-
guages (CIA, 2011). The literacy rate 
is estimated at 100 percent. Georgia’s 
population is rapidly aging, with 16.1 
percent under 15 and 16.5 percent 
over 65, and the population is shrink-
ing at an annual rate of 0.325 percent 
(CIA, 2011).

3. Socio-demographic 
Overview

cially estimated at 17 percent in 2009 
(National Statistics Office of Georgia, 
2009). Credit continues to be in short 
supply; the interest rate charged for 
loans remains high, and many poten-
tial borrowers cannot meet the high 
criteria to get a loan (CIA, 2011). The 
commercial bank prime-lending rate 
is 16 percent. 

All of these factors have taken their 

toll on the Georgian media. The 2008 
war and the subsequent economic cri-
sis have significantly curtailed the ad-
vertising budgets of companies op-
erating in Georgia. “We were able 
to become a profitable business be-
fore the war and world economic cri-
sis, but now we are again dependent 
on our donors,” said Ia Bobokhidze, 
owner of the regional newspaper 
Akhali Gazeti (The New Newspaper). 

The limited advertising market and 
political pressure on businesses have 
combined to create a weak base for 
the development of the media busi-
ness in Georgia. Over the past two 
years, surveyed Georgian media or-
ganizations recorded an overall de-
crease in advertising revenue and fi-
nancial sustainability, whereas their 
overall costs have increased.
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To an outsider, the Georgian me-
dia scene appears to be rich and 
diverse: newsstands display a 

variety of titles, and numerous televi-
sion and radio stations produce many 
hours of news and current-affairs 
programs daily. However, the absence 
of fact-based investigative reporting, 
surprisingly low readership figures 
for the press, and the dominance of 
the “infotainment” format for televi-
sion news and current affairs present 
a bleak outlook for professional jour-
nalism. The majority of Georgian me-
dia are merely followers of the offi-
cial agenda, transmitting what is said 
and done by the political and social 
elite. “We have better debate on Fa-
cebook than on television channels,” 
claims Shorena Shaverdashvili, editor 
and publisher of the Georgian week-
ly Liberali.

Journalists’ low salaries and their 
profession’s lack of prestige make it 
difficult for Georgian newspapers 

to maintain capable and profession-
al staff. Therefore, most newspapers 
hire young and inexperienced jour-
nalists who often work without full-
time contracts. Regional journalists 
are threatened on a regular basis, 
and some risk their safety when inves-
tigating issues related to local author-
ities and police wrongdoings. Access 
to information of public importance 
is limited.

Over the past four years, authori-
ties have pressured and sometimes 
even shut down independent televi-
sion and radio stations that broad-
cast nationwide while they have tol-
erated those that have fragmented 
audiences and limited influence. In-
dividual journalists, especially in ru-
ral areas, are occasionally subject to 
pressure, and constitutional and legal 
provisions for free access to informa-
tion are frequently violated.

Many Georgians feel that authori-
ties do not hesitate to penalize me-

dia outlets and individual journalists 
for negative coverage. This perception 
keeps many journalists from engaging 
in overt criticism of the government, 
investigating government corruption, 
and reporting in depth on controver-
sial political issues. International me-
dia organizations characterize the 
Georgian media as self-censored.

Media executives often justify their 
poor content with complaints of their 
limited revenues and the weak adver-
tising market. It seems that the strat-
egy of the media outlets in Georgia is 
to diminish the presentation of alter-
nate views, especially on television, 
and to emphasize entertainment over 
news and talk shows.

Broadcast media 
Electronic media dominate the me-

dia scene, with television playing the 
key role: 88 percent of citizens report 
that television is their primary source 

5. Portrait of the National Media

Who owns the media?

The ownership of Georgian media 
outlets is often shadowy, and the lack 
of transparency is a significant hin-
drance to the development of free 
media in Georgia (IREX, 2009). Any-
one can apply for a broadcasting li-
cense as long as the person or legal 
entity resides within the country. The 
organization responsible for monitor-
ing media ownership, the GNCC, lacks 
the mandate to establish the identi-
ties of the actual owners of television 
stations as opposed to proxy owners 
(Transparency International Georgia, 
2009). There are no laws that define 
the rules related to foreign owner-
ship of the media. Individuals who 
seek to anonymously control private 
television stations have taken advan-
tage of this liberal regulation and es-
tablished off-shore post boxes in tax 
havens such as the British Virgin Is-
lands, where Degson Limited (the 
dominant co-owner of Georgia’s most 

influential channel, Rustavi 2), and of 
Mze (another national channel) are 
registered (Transparency Internation-
al Georgia, 2009). The representative 
of internacional investment company 
Rakeen, that was registred as Imedi 
Owner, denies have any shares in Iee-
di TV company. 

Amendments to the Law on Broad-
casting passed by the Parliament of 
Georgia in 2011 requie full ban to 
off-shore zones and oblige the broad-
casters to make information about 
their ownership and funding publicy 
avaible before January 2012.

Georgia does not require print me-
dia to acquire licenses. The process 
of launching a newspaper or a mag-
azine is very easy; any individual or 
group can start publishing as soon as 
they register the publication and get 
a registration number, a process that 
can be completed in a couple of days.
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of news. There are eight private-
ly owned television stations in Tbi-
lisi and one public station, Channel 
1. Four of the Tbilisi-based stations, 
Channel 1, Rustavi-2, Imedi, and Ad-
jara, have nationwide coverage. Af-
ter the transfer of ownership of two 
independent national television sta-
tions, Rustavi 2 (in 2004) and Imedi 
(during 2008), all major television sta-
tions in Georgia are controlled or di-
rectly influenced by the government.

However, some regional newspapers 
and radio stations, and in isolated 
cases regional televisions, have suc-
cessfully deflected the government’s 
attempts to contain them, continu-
ing to expose corruption and human-
rights violations and to cover issues of 
national importance. There has also 
been progress in the self-organiza-
tion of the media on professional and 
industry levels. Although the nation-
al television association collapsed, as-
sociations of regional newspapers 
and regional TV stations continue to 
increase their support to members. 
(This is also true of the national news-
paper association, though to a lesser 
extent.) 

Journalists report that the Geor-
gian government does not in gener-
al restrict access to Internet content. 
Even in periods of conflict, users have 
circumvented restrictions on con-
tent fairly easily, particularly during 
the 2008 conflict with Russia. Many 
state employees and even the official 
press services of governmental bodies 
switched to free blogging platforms 
to publish their points of view as well 
as official announcements.

Newspaper market

Almost all of Georgia’s print media 
outlets are privately owned. Of the 
502 newspapers registered with the 
Department of Statistics, most are 
published on an irregular basis. It is 
estimated that around 28 Tbilisi and 
61 regional newspapers are reason-
ably active, but that only ten dailies 
have significant circulation and read-
ership. Tbilisi-based dailies Resonance 
and 24 Hours lead the list of the so-
called serious press. Kviris Palitra is 

the most popular weekly. Other pop-
ular national newspapers, Alia, Akha-
li Taoba, and Asaval-Dasavali, have 
less rigorous ethical standards. Week-
ly regional newspapers include Batu-
melebi, Akhali Gazeti, Guria News, 
Kakhetis Khma, and Samkhretis Ka-
ribche. Other newspapers are pub-
lished in the minority languages of 
Russian, Armenian, and Azerbaijani 
(Mikashavidze, 2010).  

Over the past few years, magazine 
publishing has been on the rise. Al-
though magazines offer mostly a mix 
of gossip about show business and 
politics, their low cover prices and en-
tertaining content contribute to their 
circulation, which is higher than that 
of the newspapers. The weekly mag-
azines Liberali and Tabula respond 
to the demand for serious reporting 
and analysis. Tskheli Shokoladi (Hot 
Chocolate) focuses on culture and so-
cial issues. These three magazines are 
the most popular quality glossies (Mi-
kashavidze, 2010).

Readership

Georgia is a literate society, yet 
Georgians display mistrust toward 
their own press and read it occa-
sionally. Eighty-six percent of Geor-
gians claim they sometimes read dai-
ly newspapers, while 80 percent say 
they read news magazines at least 
once a month (Gutbrod and Tur-
manidze, 2009). However, only one 
quarter of the population names 
newspapers as the primary source of 
political news, compared to some 9 
percent from magazines (Mikashav-
idze, 2010). Many Georgian citizens 
say that in order to get objective in-
formation, they watch news on every 
available television station and read 
several newspapers in the belief no 
single television channel or newspa-
per would deliver factual and objec-
tive information (Gutbrod and Tur-
manidze, 2009).

Circulation

The Georgian newspaper indus-
try does not audit circulation. Major 
newspapers’ own estimates can range 
from 5,000 to 12,000 copies sold dai-

ly. Media experts estimate that the 
average circulation of Tbilisi dailies 
is 4,500 to 5,000 per issue. Regional 
newspapers have lower circulations, 
at about 2,000 to 3,000.

With an estimated 5.5 newspapers 
sold per 1,000 people, Georgia now 
has one of the lowest ratios of cir-
culation/readership per capita in the 
world. The average price of the news-
paper copy is EUR30¢ to 50¢ (US40¢ 
to 66¢). The sale of Georgian news-
papers and magazines has decreased 
by approximately 50 percent over the 
last two years.

Production costs

The quality of printing presses re-
mains low, while newsprint costs have 
increased due to inflation, suspended 
trade between Russia and Georgia, 
and Russian economic sanctions. El-
evated printing and newsprint costs 
have prompted additional increases 
in newspaper prices and subscription 
rates, discouraging an already scarce 
readership.

Newspaper distribution

Publishers see distribution as one of 
the major problems of newspapers in 
Georgia. Distributing companies op-
erate without transparent procedures 
or accountable distribution mecha-
nisms and do not allow for any inter-
vention and control of the number of 
newspapers distributed to different 
locations. Media managers in Georgia 
claim that political interference with 
distribution infrastructure is appar-
ent. Ninety-five percent of newspa-
pers are sold in the streets, of which 
65 percent are sold through exclusive 
newspaper stands that are allocated 
without fair and transparent proce-
dures. Georgia does not have a sys-
tem of postal mailboxes. The post-
al system collapsed during the 1990s, 
rendering subscription an ineffective 
delivery mechanism. Distribution net-
works are awarded exclusive loca-
tions for newspaper stands in Tbili-
si and other cities, creating fears that 
these could monopolize the market 
and lower sales for the independent 
press.
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Advertising market

Television is the dominant medium 
in Georgia, far more vibrant than the 
weak newspaper industry. An esti-
mated 80 percent of all advertising 
in Georgia ends up in the hands of 
television marketers, with only 1 per-
cent going to newspapers. Of a na-
tional advertising market of around 
US$60 million, only US$500,000 is 
spent on print advertising. Adver-
tisers are even more reluctant to 
buy advertising from independent 
newspapers than they are from of-
ficial publications. For example, the 
ruling party, the “best political cus-
tomer,” spent GEL10.13 million (ap-
proximately US$5.75 million) on 
TV ads, while only GEL493,800 (ap-
proximately US$280,000) was spent 
on print media, ads, and billboards 
combined (Civil Georgia, 2010). On 
the other hand, the press does not 
have well-developed marketing and 
advertising services. Media owners 
(both broadcast and print) maintain 
a critical attitude toward the govern-
ment and believe that officials pres-
sure businesses not to advertise in 
their media outlets (Civil Georgia, 
2008).

The advertising market in Georgia 
is not only depressed, it is also sub-
ject to political manipulation. Own-
ers and publishers of independent 
media outlets in Georgia are uni-
fied in their belief that advertis-
ing is politically controlled, claim-
ing that businesses are unwilling to 
place advertisements in media that 
contain content critical of individuals 

or agencies of the government. One 
of the alleged tools is tax inspection, 
which one editor describes as selec-
tive and used in a punitive manner 
against government critics. Others 
point to Media House, an advertis-
ing company with a monopoly on ad-
vertising sales to the key advertising 
agencies and major clients. One ma-
jor shareholder of Media House was 
Irakli Chiqovani, who is also head of 
the governmental agency, the Geor-
gian National Communication Com-
mittee (GNCC).

Many Georgians believe that inde-
pendent print media have no ability 
to compete in the advertising market 
with the television companies, close-
ly aligned with the ruling party, reg-
ulatory authorities, and advertising 
tycoons. “The Ministry of Econom-
ics only publishes information about 
official tenders in the newspaper 24 
Saati [24 Hours], which is seen as loy-
al to the ruling party,” says one ed-
itor, who claims that this is one way 
the state channels money toward loy-
al newspapers while discriminating 
against others.

Although some of these beliefs 
about market “fixing” are grounded 
in hard facts (such as the involvement 
of highly prominent political figures 
in the advertising sphere), they also 
neglect some essentials of the me-
dia business and promote the illu-
sion that market mechanisms should 
be inherently fair and that advertis-
ing spending must in some way be eq-
uitable. Competing with large televi-
sion audience ratings and low prices 

is a reality of the print media business 
around the world.

In such a murky political and eco-
nomic environment, this situation 
is often used as an excuse to ignore 
the fact that most independent me-
dia have no infrastructure that can 
demonstrate value to advertisers, in-
cluding products, demographics, and 
purchasing mechanisms. The donor 
community may play a role in this fail-
ure: many independent Georgian me-
dia owners are accustomed to apply-
ing for foreign donor grants, playing 
the political card as a way of avoid-
ing the harsh economic truth. If these 
managers lack a clear and effective 
business model, their companies may 
not be viable under any circumstanc-
es.

The lack of serious research on 
newspaper circulation, readership, 
and audiences has limited the under-
standing of audience needs and per-
ceptions. The only newspaper audi-
ence research to date was funded a 
few years ago by the Open Society 
Georgia Foundation for four region-
al newspapers.

The Georgian television market is 
better understood, and, like televi-
sion in most other countries, it offers 
a low price relative to its audience 
compared to print. The Georgian tele-
vision industry has also received struc-
tured assistance. AGB Nielsen Media 
Research, in partnership with the US-
AID-funded IREX Media Innovations 
Project and the Institute for Polling 
and Marketing (IPM), is one of the 

Table 7: Share of Advertising by Medium in Georgia and the World

Medium
Share in % 

Georgia 2008
Share in %

Globally 2008

TV 77.6 37

Newspapers 5.1 25

Magazines 4.6 12

Internet 0.2 10

Outdoor 5.9 7

Radio 6.7 8

(WAN-IFRA, 2009)
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companies that measure TV ratings. 
The Georgian television industry also 
benefits from donor-initiated tele-
vision audience data, whereas most 
print media have no access to any 
data whatsoever.

Taxation: a reward and a 
punishment

Tax policies may be another way 
the Georgian government rewards 
its friends and punishes its critics. In 
2010, the Georgian parliament ap-
proved a tax amnesty for any televi-
sion station that had unpaid taxes, 
amounting to some GEL36 million, or 
US$20 million. But media watchdog 
organizations found that the region-
al TV stations altogether owed about 
GEL 3 million, Georgian Public broad-
caster owed GEL 9 milion - mean-
ing that the remaning GEL 24 milion 
went toward subsidizing the pro-
govemment television stations Rusta-
vi 2 and Imedi (Liberali, 2010).

New technologies 

Digital platforms are making in-
roads in the Georgian market, but 
so far their impact on journalism has 
been limited. According to 2010 es-
timates, more people in Georgia use 
mobile telephones, 90 per 100, than 
landline phones, 20 per 100 in cit-
ies and 4 per hundred in rural areas 
(Business Wire, 2011).

Georgia’s Internet penetration rate 
is 30.5 percent, with most Internet us-
ers living or working in urban areas 

(Freedom House, 2011). Internet pen-
etration has significantly increased 
over the last few years, but it is still 
quite expensive. Caucasus Online, a 
leader in the market, emerged from 
three smaller companies and has 
been dictating market and price con-
ditions.

Mobile platforms are emerging as 
an important force in commercial 
communications but are less signifi-
cant for other content; SMS is gaining 
in popularity.

 Georgia’s Internet providers are lo-
cally owned; the largest ones are Cau-
casus Online and Silknet; the latter is 
actively engaged in developing Silk 
TV, a digital television service based 
on IP. Almost none of the traditional 
media organizations use online and 
mobile platforms to their full power 
and features. Facebook has become a 
principal news source for many young 
Georgians, who trust their network of 
friends to post an update if an inter-
esting event emerges on other news 
channels.

Most of print and broadcast media 
have websites, which usually repli-
cate their traditional content. None 
of the country’s media outlets has 
any mobile applications for smart-
phones, tablets, or other devices, nor 
is it usual for them to have cell phone 
versions of their content. The web-
only outlets are: Netgazeti.ge - supor-
ted by the Media Development Loan 
Fund, and Civil Georgia (Civil.ge) - 
an independent quality daily online 

news service published in three lan-
guages (Georgian, English, and Rus-
sian). It receives support from USAID 
as well as Germany’s Friedrich Ebert 
Foundation.

According to media scholar Anna 
Keshelashvili, several outlets have 
been experimenting with newsroom 
convergence, including the media 
holding company Palitra House and 
Liberali, whose journalists write ar-
ticles for the print outlet as well as 
posting briefs, blogs, additional vid-
eo, and audio podcasts on the Liber-
ali website. A Batumi-based newspa-
per, with the assistance of the Media 
Development Loan Fund (MDLF), has 
launched an online edition based in 
Tbilisi in order to improve the flow of 
news between the capital and the re-
gion.

Citizen journalism and lega-
cy media

Most Georgian bloggers, includ-
ing the most active and famous, blog 
chiefly about their personal lives; a 
small exception post on specific top-
ics that deal with social taboos, such 
as issues relating to sexual orienta-
tion. In periods of political turmoil 
and other major news developments, 
these bloggers usually respond, com-
ment, and participate in the events, 
receiving hundreds and even thou-
sands of comments and visitors. They 
rarely challenge the status quo but 
rather react to circumstances, keep-
ing topics alive.

Table 8: Georgia Internet Usage

2000 2006 2009 2010 (e)

Users 20,000 332,000 1,024,000 1,300,000

Penetration (in %) 0.5% 7.6% 22.2% 28.3%
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There have been several waves of 
media assistance in Georgia, be-
ginning with its independence 

but then waning after 2003, when 
international development agencies 
presumed that the media sphere had 
improved and that there was no need 
for further support. Between 2004 
and 2007, development assistance 
was focused mainly on supporting 
the state and government institutions 
and infrastructure. However, over the 
last three years it became clear that 
the media field in Georgia still fac-
es various challenges, and the inter-
national community is again increas-
ing its engagement in media and civil 
society. Newspapers such as Batume-
lebi, Akhali Taoba, Guria News, Sam-
khretis Karibche and the magazine 
Liberali are still in business in large 
part because of international donors, 
who are seen as guarantors of their 
financial independence and stability.

The international community has 
been the most important player in 
supporting the Georgian media mar-
ket during 2010. Most organizations 
complain that donors generally sup-
port only specific media projects with-
out covering the basic operating costs 
that are essential for survival. Many 
donors will say that it is against their 
policies to cover operational costs – 
in fact, covering programmatic activ-
ities, i.e., specific media projects (and 
not operational costs) is a common 
donor strategy to support produc-
tion of independent news in transi-
tional societies. However, editors and 
owners of independent media seek 
flexible and needs-oriented interna-
tional support. They cite direct assis-
tance; trainings in the implementa-
tion of new media technologies and 
newsroom convergence; the develop-
ment of media as a business, taking 
into consideration the existing polit-

ical and economic climates; and the 
introduction of alternative projects 
that can bring income to media out-
lets. Finally, there is a critical need to 
train not only journalists but also ed-
itors and managers. As the editor of 
Liberali noted, “It is easier to imple-
ment changes top down than bottom 
up.”

This does not come as a surprise giv-
en the fact that the majority of partic-
ipants consider the political climate as 
one that has created one of the two 
major external obstacles to both the 
media’s editorial independence and 
business operations. The political sit-
uation is not the only threat to busi-
ness growth. It is closely followed by 
economic trends, which are consid-
ered the number one obstacle to the 
editorial independence of Georgian 
media. 

6. International Aid to Georgian Media

Most Georgian media organiza-
tions have received external sup-
port in the past two years. Donor 
support mostly targeted journal-
ists’ reporting skills, financial and 
business-management skills, new 
technology and multimedia opera-
tions, and design and layout devel-
opment. This support is seen to be 
of moderate benefit to media op-
eration by most respondents. The 
most trusted sources of support are 
international nongovernmental aid 
and foreign for-profit company in-
vestment.

Georgian media organizations 
have invested in many areas of 
operation in order to increase 
revenue generation and efficien-
cies in the past, but they consid-
er these investments to be of var-
ying return-to-investment ratios 
(low, moderate, and high). Like-
wise, the majority of Georgian 
media see many opportunities 
for revenue generation and effi-
ciencies in the next one to three 
years: promotional activities to 
generate audiences, investment 
in journalists’ skills and the skills 
of people in sales and commercial 
departments, new technology and 
multimedia operations, and au-
dience market research, to name 
a few.

All surveyed outlets in Georgia rely 
on their print editions to earn reve-
nue. Even though they record a small 
income from Internet advertising, 
subscriptions, and new media plat-
forms, none of these income sources 
generates more than 10 percent of 
the total revenue.

Though government is seen as a 
dominant player in the Georgian me-
dia market, according to most re-
spondents it is the least-desired 
source of external support to media. 
In fact, none of the respondents con-
siders national government support 
as offering any benefits to their me-
dia.

Business performance and media industry in Georgia
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