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Georgia and India: A ‘love hate
relationship’ with bigger prospects

Hriday Sarma

Georgia is a tiny country located at the crossroads of Europe and
Asia. Having applied to join the EU, the nation also cherishes and
seeks to revitalise relationships with its Asian neighbours, large and
small. China has brought in huge investments and lines of credit in
recent years. Local businessmen are making large profits from the
growing business partnerships with Beijing; however, the
government is cautious not to let its overall balance of trade become
overly dependent. Other Asian countries such as Japan, Saudi

Arabia, South Korea, and the UAE have also made major

investments in public-supported projects such as the <Anaklia Deep
Sea Port’ and the ‘East West Highway Improvement Project’, as well
as negotiated trade deals and provided foreign investments worth

billions of dollars.

India, apparently, is one of the rare countries with which Georgia has
maintained a sort of love-hate relationship in recent years. There is,
of course, no official political animosity or discord between the two
countries. In fact, there have been numerous bilateral, high-level
visits between government officials, including at the level of cabinet
ministers. On January 14, 2019, the two countries signed a Joint
Feasibility Study on a Free Trade Agreement (FTA). The study calls

for the start of negotiations on an FTA, for this would significantly
increase trade turnover and create new investment opportunities. The
feasibility study itself was completed in less than two years’ time
after a Joint Feasibility Study Group was created with the signing of
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a Joint Statement between the heads of Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development of

Georgia and Ministry of Commerce and Industry of India on April 11, 2017. This reflects an interest
from both Georgian and Indian authorities to expedite procedural clearances and secure approval on

mandates related to FTA-related terms and conditions.

Back in April 2017, the two countries even signed an Air Services Agreement (ASA) with the purpose
of running non-stop flights. However, until this day no airline operator either from India or Georgia
has yet executed a single non-stop flight. Many reasons could be quoted so as why this is so, yet one
could argue simply that the reality on the ground is not so positive — there is a clear lag in bilateral
business (both in terms of volume and range). Indian exports to Georgia are primarily constituted of
meat and edible meat offal (frozen meat), cereals (rice) and electrical machinery and parts
(televisions, music systems) and pharmaceutical products. Georgia’s exports to India are primarily
constituted of chemical (nitrogenous) fertilisers, metal (Aluminium and Zinc) ores and slag and
copper and (copper-made) articles. The goods traded do not tap each country’s best potential - such
as Indian advanced software engineering and IT solutions or fine Georgian wine and so on. Generally
speaking, the traded goods belong to secondary classes of export items for both countries. The number
of Indian tourists visiting Georgia has grown in recent years; however, starting from around 2017
onward, Georgia has sent back many Indian citizens travelling with e-visas on the grounds of
improper/incomplete documents. Even today the Embassy of India in Yerevan, which oversees all

Indian diplomatic affairs in Georgia, issues an advisory for Indians not to travel to Georgia on e-

Visas.

This zealous monitoring is not without a reason. In fact it was a much-needed measure intended to

check the increasing number of private businessmen from India - mostly small businessmen — who

migrated to Georgia so as to exploit its flexible investment laws and property acquisition regulations.
Many such emigrants acquired vast swathes of land and other properties (such as warehouses and
factories) at prices factually extremely low - even when compared to the current prices in India. These
Indian settlers, generally speaking, are fairly small businessmen willing to either expand their modest
businesses into Georgia or start afresh in a foreign country. They do not in any way represent
established Indian businesses, which for their part are now competing in the global market through

breakthrough innovations and sustainable solutions.
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Today there is wide scope for India and Georgia to cooperate in a more organised and strategic
manner. Both countries stand to gain tremendously from increasing engagements in a variety of
sectors such as clean (renewable) energy, infrastructures, advanced technologies, portfolio
investments, industry and manufacturing. People-to-people trade, of course, is a crucial part of such
comprehensive engagement process, but only within a broader and above all balanced framework of

cooperation jointly envisioned by the governments of both countries.

India has high-quality services to offer Georgia in the fields of medical treatment, technical education
(engineering, architecture, computers, etc.) and IT-related services. Indian-manufactured goods such
as textiles, pharmaceuticals, cars, electronic gadgets and agricultural products — most of which
compete in the international market and comply with European Standards (EN) - could become a

much better alternative to the (mostly sub-standard) Chinese-manufactured goods.

Georgia has already become a preferred destination among young Indians studying medicine, mostly
due to the high-quality educational structure and affordable tuition fees witnessed in the country. It
could strengthen this privileged position by further supporting its education institutions and creating
strategic partnerships with counterparts in India - such as the All India Institute of Medical Sciences
(AIIMS), the Tata Memorial Centre (TMC), the Institute of Liver and Biliary Sciences (ILBS), etc.
Georgia needs and rightfully deserves capacity-building assistance and high-end technology transfers
in the healthcare sector; India could offer this to the country which has graduated many of its first-

rate doctors.

Similarly, Georgia does not have to endure the profit-maximising interests of Indian private
immigrant-entrepreneurs. Its government, and especially the Ministry of Environmental Protection
and Agriculture (which represents the collective interests of all actors in the country’s agricultural
sector), should collaborate with its Indian counterparts - most importantly the Ministry of Agriculture
& Farmers' Welfare and other institutions/ associations such as the Indian Council of Food and
Agriculture (ICFA), the Indian Society of Agribusiness Professionals (ISAP), the Indian Farmers
Association (IFA), etc. Such institutional partnerships would enable Georgia to access the Indian

agricultural market and build engagements along cross-border supply chains.
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Global scenarios change rapidly, and Georgia cannot afford to remain fully dependent on a European
Union whose own future is to be decided. Neither can it get politically too close to China — a country
with which the Trump administration has initiated a trade war. India offers Georgia a benign yet

substantial partner option on the world stage. India was the fastest-growing large economy in the

world in recent years - and maintains friendly relationships with countries of priority interest and

concern to Georgia such as the US, Israel, Azerbaijan, Russia, and others.

If Georgia is able to build a strategic, independent and above all effective relationship with India, it
may find in Narendra Modi a passive peacemaker and a balancer in its protracted conflict with Russia.
India, for its part, would gain a “natural gateway” to the EU market. Last but not least, a deepening

Georgia-India partnership could counter the growing military partnership between Pakistan and

Azerbaijan - two Muslim countries coming closer due to mutual strategic interests.
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