Final project
This is a Tbilisi-Borjomi train. These pictures are from November 2008. They depict the reality that prevails in the Railway of Georgia today. The railway cars have neither seats nor windows. No safety of passengers is assured either. Hundreds of people travel in these cars every day. These conditions are the result of corruption practiced in the Railway of Georgia. The corrupt practices have been confirmed by various documents.

After the Rose Revolution Georgian law enforcement bodies have revealed facts of corruption in the Railway of Georgia.
Stand-up:

- Financial Police of Georgia sent two senior inspectors to this building in 2006 with the task to investigate the cases of corrupt deals, financial machinations and damages inflicted on the state budget.
After months of investigation, Financial Police revealed numerous irregularities and criminal deals. However in the process of inquiry the investigators who uncovered those irregularities were replaced and their acts were classified. Our investigative team attempted to get access to those acts through formal requests, but in vain.
Synchrone:

Tamar Kordzaia, lawyer, Young Lawyers Association of Georgia:
“According to law, the documents included in a case that is still under investigation can be classified, but the documents you requested are part of a criminal case that has been closed. Therefore, these documents must be open to public access, as they are public information and they must be issued. In an answer you received from Financial Police, this aspect does not seem to be substantiated.”
Senior Financial Police inspector Tengiz Tsiklauri, who revealed facts of corruption in the Railway of Georgia, was fired from his job. He did not agree on an interview with us, but our investigative team recorded him secretly.
Synchrone:

Tengiz Tsiklauri, senior Financial Police inspector in 2004-07.

Recorded secretly: “There are 10 or 12 acts as far as I know... They are written by me. All those documents are gathered in investigations department.”
Financial Police categorically refused to issue their acts on our request, but we still managed to get four of those acts. The documents describe serious violations of law. A number of people were formally charged because of those violations. Director of finances of the Railway of Georgia, Amiran Tevzadze was arrested and charged with willful embezzlement. A month later, in his testimony, chief of the Railway of Georgia, Irakli Ezugbaia told prosecutors that Tevzadze’s actions had caused no damages to the railway. Eventually, Tevzadze’s charges were eased and he was freed from jail.

Synchrone:

Mikheil Ghonghadze, lawyer, Young Lawyers Association of Georgia:
“We may presume that the prosecutor was too kind to Mr. Tevzadze. Mr. Tevzadze was charged with grave crime. In the end he was sentenced to a year of suspended jail term. However if court investigation had gone to full extent, Mr. Tevzadze could well be sentenced to 11 years in prison.”
Eventually Amiran Tevzadze was reinstalled in his old position as a director of finances of the Railway of Georgia.
Synchrone:

Tamar Khidasheli, lawyer, Young Lawyers Association of Georgia:

“In Georgian legislation there is no restriction in this regard, but there is a responsibility of the Company Management Agency who acts as a partner in companies created by participation of the state. From the standpoint of this agency, I don’t think it would have been wise to appoint a person charged with abuse of power to an important position.”
Director of finances of the Railway of Georgia, Amiran Tevzadze was not the only official who was formally convicted. The head of commercial department Tamaz Tsikhelashvili, the director of economic department, Ramin Mitiashvili and the director of commercial department Ramaz Giorgadze also received suspended sentences for their role in embezzlement. Despite their convictions, all three of them remain in the Railway of Georgia. Ramaz Giorgadze was put in charge of the 400 million dollar project that oversees construction of one of the sections of the Karsi-Akhalkalaki railway.

Synchrone:

Gia Khukhashvili, member of the board of trustees of the Railway of Georgia, 2003-04: 

“Everything starts from above. You tell a person that he has to take money and if you warn that person strictly, he takes it. Believe me, Railway is very much like a military organization and if everything - from director general to lower level officials - is not transparent, corruption is very likely to occur. Giorgadze is a person who does what you tell him to do.”

Former member of parliament Bidzina Gujabidze, had tried for years to alert law enforcement bodies about irregularities in the Railway of Georgia, but in vain.
Synchrone:

Bidzina Gujabidze, member of parliament of Georgia, 2004-08:

“From time to time I was informing the chair of the parliament of Georgia, Nino burjanadze and the prosecutor general of Georgia Eka Tkeshelashvili of huge sums of money being plundered and other crimes being committed in the railway of Georgia. Unfortunately, as it always happens, none of them responded to the materials that I had provided.”

Mr. Gujabidze received this answer from the chair of the parliament:
“It is impossible to create a provisional investigative commission three months before this parliament’s time in office runs out.”
Synchrone:

Nino Burjanadze, chair of parliament of Georgia, 2001-08

“It would have taken at least three months to investigate a case of such importance as that of corruption in the Railway of Georgia. I was not allowed by law to create an investigative commission at that point. And I formally notified Mr. Gujabidze about it.”

But former chair of Parliament confirms that investigation led by financial police was often becoming a source of corruption itself.

Synchrone:

Nino Burjanadze:

“Unfortunately, very often there were cases when financial police would reveal irregularities, but the investigation would not continue to its logical end. There were cases of secret deals and I assume that money collected as a result of those deals were divided between those people involved.”

According to Gujabidze, for years the Railway of Georgia had been the election headquarters for the ruling National Movement party where money’d been collected to finance election campaign of President Saakashvili.
Synchrone:

Bidzina Gujabidze:

“President of Georgia felt comfortable about illegal activities going on in the railway, because illegal money that was made there, was spent on his election campaign and at the same time, heads of the Railway of Georgia were profiting from criminal deals and plundering.”

Synchrone:

Nino Burjanadze:

“When we were in power, we did really a lot to fight corruption. Unfortunately, we fought corruption only at the middle and low level government institutions, and elite corruption remained intact. There were cases when government shut their eyes on plundering of much bigger sums of money for the sake of political loyalty. Numerous tenders in Georgia were carried out in violation of law.”

Controversial tenders are subjects of a number of Financial Police acts that we got. According to one of those acts the Railway of Georgia announced Dnepropetrovsk Railway Car Repair Factory winner of the tender to modernise 19 railroad cars and a dining car, even though Tbilisi Electric Train Repair Factory, also participating in the tender, was asking 800 thousand dollars less, then the Ukrainian company for the job. According to the Financial Police document, the decision of the tender commission, has caused the Railway of Georgia and the state budget of Georgia 1 500 000 dollars in losses.

One more interesting detail: a day after money was transferred to Dnepropetrovsk Railway Car Repair Factory, chief of the Railway of Georgia Irakli Ezugbaia, director of the passenger traffic department Temur Bulia and deputy chief of the purchases agency Mindia Shetekauri left for a business trip for Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine.

Synchrone:

Tengiz Tsiklauri:

“There was tender in the Railway. A person who was in charge of tender, left for Dnepropetrovsk, as well as chief of passenger traffic and Ezugbaia himself. They announced Ukrainians winners and transferred the first part of money and on the very next day they ran after that money to Dnepropetrovsk.”

Synchrone:

Gia Khukhashvili:

“The system of purchases is very murky. Tenders in the Railway were practically carried out formally. Often purchases would go on by striking a deal with a single person. In fact, intermediaries were in high esteem.”

The two of the financial police acts alone, show that controversial tenders carried out by the Railway of Georgia has caused Georgian budget over 5 million lari losses.

However, it is not controversial tenders alone that have caused the Railway of Georgia and the state budget millions of lari in damages. Former railway officials say that a faulty tradition of outdating railroad cars, that originates from the days of the former Railway chief Akaki Chkhaidze, has been successfully continued under Ezugbaia. The same sources say that this criminal business is run by the same group of people who were in charge of it in the past.

The chief of the group is Anzor Babunashvili, nicknamed a Black Cashbox. His illegal activities are described by three different sources. All three sources confirm that Babunashvili, the chief of the cargo traffic department since 2001, is busy by artificially outdating railroad cars.

Stand-up:

“The biggest operation in the history of the Railway of Georgia to outdate railroad cars took place here, in the railroad car depot of Samtredia. Production year on 1000 railroad cars were falsified and not a single carriage went through a technical check up. They were written off and scrapped right on the railroad. Let me explain this more clearly: this plate shows production date of the railroad car and its identification number. This car was produced in 1990. Its time of operation is 12 years. If we remove this plate, and replace it with another with a date of 1978, we will have an outdated car instead of a fully operational railroad carriage. This was the method used by former railway management to outdate 1000 freight cars. ”
On August 1, 2002, three railway officials were charged with writing off thousand railroad cars by a single act. However investigators showed no interest towards Anzor Babunashvili, even though it was his official duty to control writing off of inventory. The investigators showed no interest towards 700 railroad cars either that were written off earlier.

Synchrone:

Tengiz Tziklauri:
“So they have written off cars and now they are waiting for buyers. But they will not sell these cars to scrap. They will send them to Dnepropetrovsk railway car repair factory and they will sell them as fully operational cars. They will easily get 5-6 thousand dollars for each car. Then they will pay 2 thousand dollars as if though they have scrapped them and put 3 thousand dollars from each car into their pockets.”

We asked Anzor Babunashvili to make a comment and we received a strange answer from him:

Telephone interview

Anzor Babunashvili, chief of statistical department of the Railway of Georgia:

“I work at the Railway of Georgia today. I cannot give any comments, but when they fire me, I will talk to you as long as you want.”

Unlike law enforcement bodies, Babunashvili’s activities did not go unnoticed by new director general of the Railway of Georgia, Irakli Ezugbaia in October 2005. According to our source, new director general decided to build up his reputation by disclosing Babunashvili’s criminal deals. But the same source says that Babunashvili’s friends - former economy minister Giorgi Arveladze and former chief of financial police Davit Kezerashvili - were quick to interfere.
Synchrone:

Tengiz Tsiklauri:

“Ezugbaia is the one who is behind all this dirty tricks. It is by his consent that such things happen. Babunashvili is the same man, isn’t he? He continues with his old practice. He’s now under Ezugbaia’s command.”
Former chief of the inspection team under manager of the Railway of Georgia Benedikte Khurtsidze says he personally received an offer to participate in the process of outdating of the railroad cars. Khurtsidze says he rejected the offer and that was why he became unwanted for the high rank government officials.

On December 10, 2002, three months after rejecting his participation in the illegal activity, 72 year-old Khurtsidze was attacked by two unknown men in the entrance of his home in Meskhisvili Street. He was hit by blunt object in head and back. He was put in neurosurgical department of the first clinical hospital with severe wounds. Khurtsidze says the attackers were not robbers as they did not take his mobile phone and 200 lari he had in pocket.

Synchrone:

Benedikte Khurtsidze, chief of the inspection team under director general of the Railway of Georgia, 2001-04
“Omar Tukhareli, Anzor Babunashvili, Akaki Chkhaidze, Avtandil Tomadze – those schemes were created by this people. They were afraid I would give away their secret and they wanted to get rid of me.”

Synchrone:

Telephone interview

Anzor Babunashvili:  

“Come on, man, it is the same as to blame me for the assassination of Kennedy.”
Benedikte Khurtsidze is not the only victim of the pursuit launched by heads of the Railway of Georgia. Former machinist  Gia Kruashvili also recalls cases of pressure exerted on him by Irakli Ezugbaia.

Synchrone:

Gia Kruashvili, machinist of the Railway of Georgian, 1984-2005
“I have approached every government institutions - general prosecutor, ministry of interior, even the president of Georgia and the chair of the parliament, but what I got in return was that I put my family under risk. I was threatened on a number of occasions and there were attempts to arrest me.”

In the process of studying financial wrongdoings in the Railway of Georgia, our investigative team sent numerous letters to the railway headquarters, ministry of finances of Georgia and all corresponding government structures to receive answers to our questions. In a three month period our questions were either turned down, or we were turned back without explanation.

Telephone recording
Nino Chutkerashvili, public relations department of the ministry of finances:

- Investigation concerning this case is going on. It is in the interest of the investigation that we do not give you any information at this stage.
- Do you mean you cannot give us interview or is this answer to our second letter as well?
- Investigation is at a very important stage now. We cannot give you any comments concerning this particular case.
In the process of journalistic investigation, we sent our questions to the director general of the Railway of Georgia a couple of times, concerning corrupt schemes practiced in his company. However, Irakli Ezigbaia decided to make no comment on these issues. We managed to make a single interview with him in a Marriot hotel, while he was attending an official reception.

Synchrone:

Irakli Ezugbaia, Director General of the Railway of Georgia
- I will read your questions carefully and give you answers. At this point I don’t have information that you do concerning these issues. Therefore, unfortunately, I find it difficult to answer these questions now.
- When do you think we can meet?

- When we will prepare answers. We are open to press. We will meet when we are ready for our meeting.
Irakli Ezugbaia did not keep his word. Apparently, two months were not enough for the number one railway-man to find well-grounded answers. And a real answer to all our questions is a Tbilisi-Borjomi train, a face of 21st century railway of Georgia.
This film was made by support of the Danish Association of Investigative Journalism.
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