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According to the International Organization for Migration, it is unemployment and heavy economic situation that causes high rate of migration in Georgia. In search of jobs, citizens of Georgia often go abroad illegally. Many employment agencies and tourist firms in Georgia offer such services to them. Many international and local government or non-government organizations work in Georgia to reduce level of migration. There are also official international agreements that tackle problem of migraton. But in reality, cases of illegal border crossings rarely come to light. In this article we will describe ways and methods that citizens of Georgia use to travel illegally to the states of European Union, namely Greece.

Short statistical preface

According to different surveys, every 5th family in Georgia depends on money transfers from abroad. In January 2009, amount of money transferred from Greece to Georgia reached 3.4 million dollars. It is worth mentioning, that the amount of money transferred from Greece is growing each year (with 16.2 million dollars transferred in 2006 and 22.5 million dollars transferred in 2007). This means that number of illegal labor migrants from Georgia to Greece is increasing. This is because Georgia has no labor agreement signed with Greece.

According to the Social Integration Department, Ministry of the Interior of Greece, 13 791 Georgian citizens have permission to living in Greece. According to the World Bank there are 62 174 citizens of Georgia living in Greece. The International Organization for Migration says that there is no precise statistic concerning the number of the citizens of Georgia in Greece. Most of the Georgians living there are illegal mingrants. Therefore, they are not registered in any official data bases. Their number is growing every day. Ways of getting to Greece illegaly is being perfected from day to day.

Business of Graphios

It is Thursday today. A number of double decker buses are parked in line in Chavchavadze Street, Kutaisi. A lot of people are crowding around the buses: some of them are sending parcels, others are seeing off their family members to Greece. Tamriko, 47, has a husband and two student children. They are all unemployed.

“I called my neighbor who’s been living in Greece for 6 years. I begged her to get into my shoes and help me go to Greece. She advised me to contact the firm which is arranging my trip. She will pay money to them. Then I will work and pay her debt,” – Tamriko says. She knows roughly the road to Greece: “They say I will get to Turkey. I will hide in a bus for a couple of hours and get to Greece in secret.” Tamriko is not disclosing the name of the firm which is taking her to Greece: “If I get in trouble, I’m lost. I have no other option. That’s why I’m leaving,” – she says

In Chavchavadze street, Kutaisi, there are about 20 graphios. This is how people call firms (so called Greek offices), which help people go to Greece. On the record, none of them confirms that they participate in smuggling of people. That’s why we made an experiment: we visited a number of firms as clients and we visited others as journalists. To say the truth, representatives of the firms were far more outspoken with clients:

“I’m taking a group in two days. I still have a room for one person. If you are a real client, I will put you in that group and you’ll be in Greece in 3 days,” – Ira-Tour representative told us. As a real client, I asked questions concerning routes and I got a comprehensive answer: “I can hide you in a bus. We have a special hide-out in a boot with air-conditioning and everything. You’ll have to be there for 10-12 hours. You’ll get to Greece without a single problem. I have another option: we can go to Turkey and from Turkey get on a Greek island in a motor boat.” I asked him about guarantees: “There are no 100% guarantees for anything, but I can give you 90% guarantee that I will take you to Greece. Besides, you pay money to me only after you get in place. You are not losing anything. It will cost you 3 500 euros. Price is the same with everyone here, but if you are a real client, I can still offer you some advantages,” –he replied.

Next to this office is an office of Mobo-Tour. I came there as a journalist and I got scanty answers as expected: “No chance we take anybody illegaly. Our relatives have been living in a Greek city of Thessaloniki for 18 years already. They are sending invitations and our client submits that invitation to the Greek consulat. If a client gets visa, he pays money to us and goes to Greece legally. We concentrate most of our time on sending parcels,” – Otar Robakidze, a representative of Mobo Tour said.

Private firms ask their clients to submit six documents: passport, identification card, birth certificate, marriage certificate, 4 photos and autobiography. Greek Embassy to Georgia requires 12 documents, including job certificate, solvency document (cash in convertible currency, travel checks, credit cards or any other documents confirming that he can afford minimum 20 euros a day), information about a person who is sending invitation (also a paper from tax department that a person has got minimum 3 200 euros income a year) and so on. Visa costs 150 lari, but for people, who are leaving for Greece to earn their living, getting above mentioned documents is practically impossible. That’s why they are applying private firms. We learnt from these firms that they make visas for their clients easily, even without their client’s personal meeting with a consul. From people who want to go to Greece legally, they take 4 500 euros.

“Situation has worsened after the war. We manage to do visas only for 2 weeks. Other options are out of question. A person has to wait a month to get visa and after he arrives to Greece, he becomes illegal emigrant after two weeks. Therefore they prefer travelling in hide-out, which costs 1000-1500 euros less,” – we were told in graphios.

We found out in so called Greek Offices in Kutaisi, that each firm manages to smuggle 6-7 people to Greece every week. It means that their business is worth about 25 thousand euros a month. There are about 20 firms like this in Kutaisi. There is no precise statistical data. In tax demartment they are registered as ordinary limited liability companies, which have permission to do different businesses. Officially so called Greek Offices say they are distributing parcels earning mere 2 lari per kilo they send to Greece.

Most popular routes of smuggling to Greece

Most of the citizens of Georgia use a transit route via Turkey to get to Greece illegaly. This route became partcularly popular after 2006, when visa regime between Turkey and Georgia was lifted.

“When a Georgian citizen wants to cross the border with Turkey, he can easily do itwith just passport, because he no more needs visa,” – Koba Bochorishvili, director of land border protection department, Border Police of Georgia.

Georgian citizens need visas to cross from Turkey to Greece, however they manage to cross border without visas easily. Both land and sea routes are used to get to Greece illegaly.

“We took a but from Kutaisi to Batumi. In Batumi, we got in another double decker bus, which had a hide-out in a boot in the back part. Four of us were put in that hide-out. We were all standing on feet there. Only from time to time would they let us out. We spent about 14-15 hours in a hode-out. Other passengers were travelling legally. They were sitting in their seats inside the bus,” – Marina, 54, says. She came to Greece like this 2 months ago. She lives in Thessaloniki now. She’s an illegal emigrant and have no papers, but she still managed to find a job as a servant in a local family. In Greece Georgian women work mostly as servants, sick-nurses or wet-nurses. Their average income is 600-1000 euros a month.

From Turkey to Greece there’s one more illegal land route, used by those who cross the border on foot. This route is the most risky and at the same time, the cheapest of all. “On the Turkish side of the border, you meet guides who take 1500-2000 euros from each man. They take you across the border on foot. There you are picked by a van with no windows. This van is driven by a Greek citizen. He takes 10-15 men in his vehicle,” – Manuchar, 28, says. He used this route to get to Greece a year ago. He says it takes two days walking to get to the border. “You cannot walk in a daytime, because you may be seen by border guards,” – he says. He also says that the guides offer illegal emigrants cheaper service as well: “They tell you: Give me 500 euros and I will give you a map of the road to the border.”

On September 23, four Georgian citizens died on this road. Davit Mandaria, 23, Avtandil Antonidze, 19, Edisher Kvernadze, 22 and Edisher Oniani, 23, hit mine when crossing the Greek border illegaly. One more citizen of Georgia, Beka Danelia, 19, miraculously escaped death. He spent 3 weeks in deportation prison in Turkey and returned to his home town of Kutaisi. According to Beka, he went to Turkey with his friend Edisher Kvernadze. They spent two days in Turkish town of Edirne. They met Edisher Oniani, Davit Mandaria and Avtandil Antonidze in Edirne and decided to cross the Greek border together.

“We were walking at night. We did not want anyone to see us. We had no guide. We were walking alone. The road was crossing cornfields. We were lighting our way with lanterns,” – Beka says. – “Suddenly I heard a terrible blast and blacked out. When I regained conscious, I saw a guy who was walking behind me, lying dead on me. It was terrible. I started crying for help but my cries reached no one. Far from where I was standing, I saw a border guards check point. I ran towards them. I reached the border guards at last and explained them what had happened. Then I was taken to prison.”

Bodies of the dead Georgian citizens were transported to Georgia on October 3, 10 days after the tragic incident. Two years ago, another young man from Kutaisi, Giorgi Gotsiridze, died tragically when he tried to reach Greece from Turkey on sea. He drowned in the sea when his boat capsized. Those who choose this route, arrive in the Turkish town of Ayvalik. It is in 13 miles from the Greek border. In Ayvalik they take a boat or a motor boat to reach Greek island of Mitilini. This route costs around 2000 euros. There is another sea route to Greece: Illegal emigrants arrive in Istanbul and then take a motor boat to the Greek town of Alexandroupoli.

Irakli, 34, went from Georgia to Turkey at first. From Turkey he went to Bulgaria and from Bulgaria to Greece. “In Turkey they give simplified tourist visas to Bulgaria. There’s a mountain resort Sandanski near the Bulgarian-Greek border. From Sandanski you can reach Greece by foot. I walked for three days and nights among cliffs and forests and came to Greece at last,” – Irakli says.

General Conculate of Georgia in Thessaloniki says that about 40 Georgian citizens tried to cross the Greek border illegaly in 2008. Consular department of the foreign ministry of georgia says their statistic is based on information provided by the Greek law enforcement bodies. To illustrate the way the Greek authorities deal with the illegal border crossings and illegal migrations, it is worth to have a look at statistic data: in 2002 151 Georgian citizens were deported from Greece. In 2003 this figure stood at 146. In 2004 250 Georgians were expelled and 204 Georgian citizens were deported in 2007.

What do Georgian authorities do to reduce level of illegal migration?

Five state institutions are involved in regulating migration processes in Georgia. Those institutions are Ministry of Justice, Foreign Ministry, Ministry of Interior, Ministry od Health, Labor and Social Affairs and Ministry of Refugees and Accomodation. Olga Dorokhina, project manager with the South Caucasus Institute of Regional Security, says: “There are no integrated mechanisms consistent with the European standards to manage migration processes in Georgia, even though migration policy is recognized as one of the top priorities of internal and foreign politics of the states, including in the frame of their relations with the EU.”

According to the Georgian legislation, a person illegaly smuggling a migrant across the Georgian border faces 2-5 years in jail. If a person commits this crime repeatedly, his jail term may rise to 5-8 years. If a crime is committed in the name of a juridical person, sanctions may be: liquidation, stripping of licence, fine or property expropriation.

Georgian Border Guard Police officers recall only a couple of cases when a driver having a hide-out in his bus, was sent to prison and they recall not a single case of legal responsilibity being imposed on a firm hiring those buses to smuggle people.

“We have revealed no companies. We have charged only drivers. Companies have nothing to do with drivers’ crime, as they have those drivers hired. However, if a driver testifies that it was a company who commissioned him to commit a crime, we’ll charge a company as well. In every other scenario, it is a driver and his vehicle we arrest,” – Koba Bochorishvili says. He also says that on border check points, they conduct a superficial inspection of vehicles, including buses.

“If you have no operative information, you cannot inspect every bus and trailer. If you start inspecting them all, you will have a huge traffic jam and a closed border,” – Bochorishvili says. He believes that in order to reveal smugglers, law enforcement institutions should coordinate their activities not only internally, but also internationally. Border Police officials say they have no information concerning Georgian citizens illegaly crossing Turkish-Greek border.

“We have no bilateral agreement on border control with Greece as we have no border with this country,” – Koba Bochorishvili, a deputy chief of Georgian Border Police says. But Mark Hulst, the head of the mission of International Organization for Migration in Georgia, believes special bilateral agreements are not necessary to jointly investigate cases of illegal border crossings. In the end of 2008, Georgian Border Police and the EU Border Security Agency FRONTEX have already signed an agreement of cooperation which aims at strengthening border security and reduction of illegal migrations. FRONTEX covers Greek and Turkish data bases, as well as the databases of other EU countries. By the way, the EU Border Security Agency considers the Turkish-Greek route as one of the key routes of illegal migration. But Georgian Border Police is still unaware of the details of the future cooperation with FRONTEX, as from January 1, 2009, all border check points in Georgia are under command of Patrol Police.

“We are responsible only for green border that nobody is allowed to cross and whoever tries to cross it –illegal emigrant, trafficker or smuggler, they will all get arrested. The rest of the procedures, including checking passports on border, is patrol police responsibility,” Koba Bochorishvili says.

What need to be done?

To reduce illegal migration, Mark Hulst, the head of the mission of International Organization for Migration in Georgia, believes that signing labor agreements between Georgia and those countries where Georgian emigrants mostly flow.

“But the problem is that the Georgian authorities themselves have no data base concerning what sort of jobless people they have in their market, so that they discuss this with other countries. Georgian authorities have not worked out their migration policy,” - Mark Hulst says. According to experts, legal ground for illegal emigrants bringing back to Georgia should be readmission and other sort of agreements. But Georgia has no such agreement signed with Greece.

“Currently, work is underway to sign readmission agreement with the EU. After this agreement enters into force, every EU member, including Greece, will be obliged to follow demands of this agreement,” – Officials at the Consulate Department of the Foreign Ministry of Georgian say.

According to independent experts, Georgia has from 800 000 to 1 300 000 migrants abroad. Before deterioration of the Georgian-Russian relations, most of the migrants lived in Russia. After war in August, illegal Georgian migrants have put their sights on the EU countries. Greece is holding a leading position among those countries.
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