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CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 28 October 2008 

Repeat:  Sunday 2 November 2008 

 

Producer:  David Lewis 

Reporter:  Michael Robinson 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY - WAR NOISES  

  

WHEWELL: Two and half months ago, a short war in an obscure 

corner of the Caucasus Mountains sparked the biggest crisis in east-west relations for thirty 

years, stoking fears of a new Cold War.  

  

MILIBAND: The sight of Russian tanks rolling into parts of a 

sovereign country on its neighbouring borders will have brought a chill down the spine of 

many people, because that is a reversion to not just sort of cold war politics, it’s 19th century 

ways of doing politics. 

  

WHEWELL: The West was quick to denounce Russia – but has it 

closed its eyes to crimes by its ally, Georgia?  
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TAYA [VIA INTERPRETER]:   What did they fire with?  Look around at all the 

destruction.  How many died?  Let them all be cursed, cursed for the deaths of our children. 

 

GILL: If we are able to confirm that there was deliberate 

targeting of civilians, that is certainly a war crime.  If we are able to confirm, as we think we 

have, indiscriminate use of force in civilian areas, that is also a violation of the law of war.  

  

WHEWELL: File on Four’s gained rare independent access to South 

Ossetia to investigate the true story of a war clouded in claim and counter claim - and to find the 

victims the West’s forgotten.  I’ll be quizzing some of the key diplomats who tried – and failed – 

to contain the crisis: Foreign Secretary David Miliband, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 

and US Assistant Secretary of State, Daniel Fried. Most importantly, I’ll be asking what the war 

meant for ordinary people on both sides of the divide. 

  

SIGNATURE TUNE 

  

ACTUALITY AT THE BORDER – LORRIES, DOGS BARKING 

 

MAN: Can I have your passport? 

 

WHEWELL: Yes. 

Well here, deep in a gorge in the middle of the Caucasus Mountains, with some jagged snowy 

peaks up ahead and thickly wooded slopes on either side, is the border.  It used to be the border 

between Georgia and Russia.  Now supposedly, it's the border between Russia and the 

independent state of South Ossetia. This isn't yet a recognised crossing point for foreigners, so 

we've had to make a special arrangement with the Foreign Ministry and the border guards to let 

us through, and we hope it's going to work. 

 

ACTUALITY OF GATE CLOSING, GUARDS TALKING 

 

WHEWELL: That’s amazing.  He just said we’re the very first 

foreigners to go through this checkpoint into South Ossetia, not even just the first journalists, 

we’re the very first foreigners, so he’s smiling broadly now, congratulating us.  I think probably  
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WHEWELL cont: people have been through before but only on trips 

organised by the Russian authorities. No-one's come through under their own steam. 

I’m entering a diplomatic black hole - a territory of about 60,000 people recognised by no-

one except Russia, Nicaragua and Somalia. South Ossetia declared itself independent in the 

early nineties. But Georgia's attempt to re-conquer the breakaway region this summer led to 

invasion and humiliating defeat by Russia. Moscow's move outraged the West. Its 

occupation of parts of Georgia and the plight of tens of thousands of Georgian refugees held 

the world’s attention for weeks. But the world heard much less from the place where the war 

started - South Ossetia’s modest capital, Tskhinvali. I’m going to find out what really 

happened there when Georgia attacked in early August. But first, along the road to 

Tskhinvali, you discover – with mounting horror – what happened after the war, when 

Ossetians took revenge on Georgians who’d lived among them for generations. 

  

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

WHEWELL: Here in the Georgian villages that we're driving 

through, there’s piles of rubble, twisted metal and blocks of concrete just in heaps and hardly 

any people to be seen.  Even the petrol station in this village has been completely smashed 

up and it's quite sad to see, because you can see where they had terraces covered in vines - 

pergolas that have obviously been twisted and pulled down along with the rubble. 

 

ACTUALITY AS CAR STOPS 

 

WHEWELL: All you can see by the side of the road is piles of 

planks and concrete blocks and twisted metal bars … 

 

ACTUALITY OF WOMAN SPEAKING 

 

WHEWELL: She says those Georgians, they’re not here anymore, 

she says, and they really got on our nerves.  Where have they gone, the Georgians?  Do you 

think they will be able to come back to their houses and build them again?  Do you want 

them to come back? 

 

ACTUALITY OF WOMAN SPEAKING 
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WHEWELL: She shrugs when I ask if she wants them to come 

back. She says, really what do I care?  She says this is our land.  We didn’t really want them 

here, and she says, in the end they ended up killing us and this is our land. 

 

ACTUALITY AT HOUSE 

 

WHEWELL: The house has not only been burnt, it’s also been 

stripped.  In fact, just a very few possessions left.  Children’s trainers, an alarm clock 

(broken), on the floor some batteries, a few seeds and one egg left I can see here in the 

kitchen.  Apart from that the place has been completely trashed and looted.  I’ve met 

Georgian families in refugee camps in Georgia who talk about coming back, but it’s pretty 

plain to me that the occupants of this house and others like it will never be allowed to return.  

What’s happened here is a deliberate act of ethnic cleansing. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAFFIC NOISE 

 

WHEWELL: Just down the road, in the war-scarred centre of 

Tskhinvali, I’m introduced after just a few hours to one of the young part-time militia men 

responsible for the destruction. At first he doesn’t want to give his name, then he says he 

doesn’t care. He’s Zaur Gagloyev – a tough, intense, very articulate, twenty year old. Like 

most young South Ossetians, he’s got no proper job. But he’s trained as a lawyer.     

 

ZAUR [VIA INTERPRETER]: I did take part in burning these villages. You see, there 

were so many provocations from the part of the Georgians.  For example, they were taking 

Ossetians as hostages, that's why I feel so anger. 

 

WHEWELL: So you went, for example, with a petrol can and matches? 

 

ZAUR [VIA INTERPRETER]: It’s very simple, we were just burning the curtains and 

that's enough. If you want to have an advice on how to burn the house, just burn the curtain 

and that’s it - the house all on fire. 

  

WHEWELL: Some people will say that the deliberate destruction of 

houses with the intention of ensuring that those people never return is ethnic cleansing. 
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ZAUR [VIA INTERPRETER]: No, it wasn't ethnic cleansing.  No-one was killed 

there. We just let them go from our land. You can call me a man who was doing an ethnic 

cleansing there, but as for me, I think that I just made it to prevent a future war. 

  

ACTUALITY OF ARMOURED CARS PASSING 

 

WHEWELL: Armoured cars rumble past every few minutes. 

Russia’s had a big military presence here since the war. But it didn’t stop Zaur and his 

friends wreaking their revenge on Georgians when the fighting was over. Later, in Moscow, 

I asked the Russian foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, why not. 

Do you accept that that was ethnic cleansing? 

 

LAVROV: No. No. This is not ethnic cleansing. This was also the 

area of the war. The information we have is that women and children have been moved away 

from those Georgian enclaves several days before the war 

 

WHEWELL: But we’ve talked, for example, to Ossetian militia men 

who talked about how they burnt and destroyed those houses after the immediate conflict.  

Shouldn’t Russia somehow have prevented that from happening? 

 

LAVROV: There were cases of violence, and the Russian 

peacekeepers couldn’t prevent all of them, but they did have the order to do this, and in a 

few cases they even had to use force to stop the violence exerted by South Ossetians 

themselves.  

  

ACTUALITY AT REFUGEE CAMP 

  

WHEWELL: There are some little children playing football in the 

middle of the gravel pathways here, and most people are sitting around listlessly as in 

refugee camps all over the world, waiting to be fed, waiting for something to happen. 

I visited them last month, in their tents, outside the Georgian town of Gori - some of the 

16,000 refugees from round Tskhinvali. Those I spoke to denied they’d helped provoke the 

war, or that women and children had escaped beforehand. 
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ACTUALITY WITH REFUGEES   

 

GEO: We left when the Russians started heavily bombing 

from air and we just ran away basically in the dress that we had, not taking absolutely 

anything with us. 

 

WHEWELL: Dropping bombs on houses? 

 

GEO: Dropping bombs on houses.  We left not because we 

were afraid of the Ossetians, we left because of the bombs. 

 

WHEWELL: And when did the bombing start? 

 

GEO: The man said they started at 6th but heavily bombing 

on the 7th. 

 

WHEWELL: It sounds absolutely terrifying, but are you sure that 

that was on the 7th and not on the 8th? 

 

GEO: They all say that definitely it was on the 7th, most 

definitely at the evening of the 7th of August. 

 

WHEWELL: Does she remember what day of the week it was? 

 

GEO: The bombing started on Friday and we left on 

Saturday. 

 

WHEWELL: Friday was the 8th. 

 

GEO: I don’t know, maybe I am wrong. 

  

WHEWELL: To people whose lives are in ruins, it might not matter 

much when exactly they were bombed. But to the Georgian government and to the rest of the 

world, it’s crucial.  Georgia branded Russia the aggressor and the West agreed.  Now the 
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WHEWELL cont: refugees’ claim that they were attacked on the 7th of 

August seems to reflect their government's quest to prove that the Georgian assault on 

Tskhinvali later that day was just a response to a Russian invasion. 

  

ACTUALITY AT MONITORING CENTRE  

 

WHEWELL: This room with about a dozen people behind computer 

screens, all with headphones on, is the chief monitoring centre of the Georgian Interior 

Ministry, and I’m here with one of the operatives, who I can’t name, of course, for security 

reasons, and on the night of the 6/7 August, in the early hours of the 7th August, he heard a 

conversation. 

 

ACTUALITY OF RECORDING 

 

MAN: The member of the South Ossetians border guard from 

the Roki tunnel … 

 

WHEWELL: So the Roki tunnel is the tunnel that divides Russia 

from South Ossetia? 

 

MAN: Yes, yes.  These border guards ring to their chief in 

Tskhinvali to say the Russian army cross the border.  These border men ask what he must do. 

 

WHEWELL: Shota Utiashvili is Head of Intelligence at Georgia’s 

Interior Ministry.   

 

UTIASHVILI: This is an intercepted telephone conversation between 

Ossetian duty officer standing on this tunnel at the Russian/Georgian border.  He is reporting 

that the Russian army has already entered the Georgian territory about twenty minutes ago, 

and he is asking to his superior whether the Russians have the right to do so.  The time of his 

phone call is 3.52am on August 7th, so it’s about twenty hours before the war started and 

twelve hours before the Georgians decided to move its troops closer to Tskhinvali. 
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WHEWELL: Russia had a right, under international agreements, to 

keep a battalion of five hundred peacekeepers in South Ossetia.  But isn’t the intercepted 

phone call clear evidence, I asked Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, that Moscow was 

moving a substantially larger number of troops into the territory, still legally part of Georgia, 

nearly a day before the Georgian attack on Tskhinvali. 

 

LAVROV: I call it a lie, and I call a lie everything which I hear 

and everyone else hears from Tbilisi these days.  They produced this a month, at least a 

month after the war.  This statement is nonsense and it is a lie.  NATO resolved, in the 

United States, resolved the satellites monitoring this area very close.  How can they not 

know the truth?  They know it and we know that they know it. 

  

WHEWELL: The Russian Defence Ministry told the BBC that the 

military movements described in the phone call could refer to a routine re-equipping of their 

peacekeepers.  The Georgians deny that’s possible.  But what’s strange is that when they 

attacked South Ossetia late on the 7th August, they said they’d moved in to restore 

constitutional order and to stop attacks by Ossetian paramilitaries.  No mention of a Russian 

invasion was made – at least publicly – until the next day.  As for the intercept evidence, that 

was first referred to only weeks later.  How does Shota Utiashvili of the Georgian Interior 

Ministry explain that? 

  

UTIASHVILI: It was not reported publicly because it took some time 

to verify this information. And by the time that it was verified, this unit that was responsible 

for … for technical intelligence was also dispatched to Gori, because the war started that 

night. When the unit got back, they were ordered to search the files again, to find the files 

that can be used as an evidence in the court because, as you know, Georgia has filed the case 

in the International Court of Justice … 

 

WHEWELL: So even though this tape was so important as evidence 

of Russia’s actions, you actually lost it for a month? 

 

UTIASHVILI: Well we, we hadn’t, we never lost it actually because 

it was, it was in the files 
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WHEWELL: So even one so important to your case, you didn’t 

keep it specially, separately? 

 

UTIASHVILI:  No, no. That was a mistake. 

 

WHEWELL: Georgia’s strongest ally, the United States, doesn’t say 

that it’s lying. But Assistant Secretary of State, Daniel Fried, won’t say that it’s right. 

  

FRIED:  I'm aware of the Georgian charges and I need to be 

very careful. In this business you often have reports of various troop and equipment 

movements.  Often they’re magnified.  An armoured vehicle becomes a tank and one 

armoured vehicle becomes twenty.  The Georgians, it seems to me in retrospect, may have 

genuinely believed that there was a massive Russian armoured force moving through the 

Roki Tunnel. Am I in a position to tell you that that is a fact? No, I’m not.  

 

WHEWELL: The United States insists it has no satellite intelligence 

to resolve the issue.  But independent information on the outbreak of war has been provided 

in confidence to member states of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe – 

the OSCE – by its monitors in the region.  I understand that briefings from OSCE observers 

have increased doubts among politicians in several Western countries about Georgia’s 

version of events.  On the other side, I understand that there’s western military intelligence 

suggesting that Russian troops didn’t all disperse after a planned exercise just north of the 

border a week before the war.  But whatever plans were being made by either side, the 

immediate trigger seems to have been pulled by Georgia. 

 

RECORDING OF BOMBING 

 

WHEWELL: Shelling of Tskhinvali began at about 11.30 on the 

night of the 7th. The Russian security council met in the Kremlin next morning. The Foreign 

Minister, Sergei Lavrov, told us that Moscow had no choice but to move in to “save” the 

South Ossetians. But File on 4 has discovered that that “salvation” came much later than the 

Kremlin cares to admit. 
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WHEWELL cont: South Ossetia’s deputy Defence Minister, Ibragim 

Gassiev, is just showing me the command post where he and all the other military leaders 

here were based during the Georgian attack, and here is a three storey building, the side is 

completely gutted – it’s got no roof, it’s got no windows, everything inside is burnt. What is 

this building behind us here? 

 

 GASSIEV [VIA INTERPRETER]: This is the House of the Parliament of South Ossetia.  

You can see yourself these holes in the ground because of the bombings, the Georgian 

bombings.  There was Georgian artillery working here.  This building was completely burnt 

early in the morning of 8th August.  Under this building there is a command post. 

 

WHEWELL: We’re walking, as you can probably hear, across a 

whole expanse of broken glass.  We’ve come down now into the cellar, it’s quite dark in 

here.  Also here that night were Colonel Vassily Gagloyev and Major Eduard Gabozov.   

 

GAGLOYEV [VIA INTERPRETER]: It was horrible.  We were sitting in the cellar 

and we were thinking that the town is wiped completely from the face of the earth. 

 

WHEWELL: How well equipped were your forces? 

 

GAGLOYEV [VIA INTERPRETER]: We were only armed with automatic rifles and 

that’s all and maybe some heavy machine guns, but not many. 

 

WHEWELL: When did Russian help finally arrive? 

 

GASSIEV [VIA INTERPRETER]: The Russian army entered South Ossetia at night of 9th 

August, but they started firing in the morning of 10th August.  It happened only two days after the 

war started. 

 

WHEWELL: That claim was made by everyone I met in Tskhinvali. And 

I could find no evidence that Georgians and Russians ever fought one another directly in the town. 

Russia was bombing parts of Georgia from the 8th of August onwards, but on the ground it looks 

as though Ossetians resisted alone until the 10th, when the Georgians withdrew to defend their own 

capital. That casts still more doubt on Georgian claims of a Russian invasion on the 7th.  
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ACTUALITY IN STREET 

 

WHEWELL: This is a quiet side street of Tskhinvali and there's a 

woman here who's just come out to meet us dressed completely in black - long black skirt, 

and black headscarf.  Taya Sitnik is just about to show us her house.  It’s a five-storey block 

of flats, completely blackened by fire. 

 

TAYA [VIA INTERPRETER]: It was here that they fired with a tank shell and it’s 

here that my son was shot, this is where he fell. 

 

WHEWELL: She’s pointing just outside the doorway, presumably 

to where the tank was directly facing the house. 

 

TAYA [VIA INTERPRETER]: On the 7th, in the evening, at about half past eleven, 

we were watching TV and they started firing, not from rifles but from heavy weapons.  

Shells were exploding.  We jumped up straightaway, switched off the lights and ran down to 

the cellar and were sat here on boxes.  The Grad rockets were coming over all the time.  It 

went on all day on the 8th, through the night and then on the 9th in the morning the shell 

exploded and my son died.  They simply wanted to burn us alive in this house and the 

children were hiding here too. They were crying from hunger and I didn’t dare cry over my 

dead son in case I scared them any more. 

 

WHEWELL: Is there any reason, do you think, why they would 

have targeted this house? 

 

TAYA [VIA INTERPRETER]: What reason could there be?  They were simply the first 

houses they came to.  But look further along the street how many other burnt houses there are. 

 

WHEWELL: There were never any fighters, any Ossetian fighters 

around this house? 

 

TAYA [VIA INTERPRETER]: What fighters?  At night?  We were simply sitting 

quietly watching TV.  What fighters could there be?  There’s nothing here, it’s a residential 

district.  Look how quiet. There’s just houses, nothing else. 
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WHEWELL: It's impossible to prove there were no Ossetian snipers 

hiding in Taya's block of flats. But the holes in the walls clearly come from shells and 

rockets. Damage to a large number of other residential buildings suggests they may have 

been hit in a similar way. Many people in Tskhinvali also claim they’ve seen individual 

civilians targeted directly by Georgian forces, and some say they themselves were targets. 

  

ACTUALITY ON RING ROAD 

 

WHEWELL: I've come out to a gravel road on the edge of town, 

this is a road that twists up through the mountains, and it was here that Marina K….,  who's 

one of the doctors at the local hospital, and two of her relatives came on the night of August 

9th in her car, trying to flee from the burning town.   

That’s your car over there?  So what happened? 

 

MARINA [VIA INTERPRETER]: It was very horrible to stay in town on the 7th, on the 

8th and on the 9th of August.  We just had to get out from this burning hell because my nerves 

wouldn’t stand it any more.  We reached this corner on the ring road.  We saw a tank but we 

didn’t realize it was a Georgian, only when they began shooting at us. 

 

WHEWELL: So as soon as you came past they started to shoot? 

 

MARINA [VIA INTERPRETER]: I was sitting in the second car, and when the first car 

was hit we crashed to each other.  God only knows how we survived.  We were in full panic 

actually.  They were continuing shooting at the car when we already jumped out, till the car 

is completely burnt. 

 

WHEWELL: This is an ordinary car.  Do you think maybe they 

thought that you were fighters? 

 

MARINA [VIA INTERPRETER]: But the fighters wouldn’t have gone away from the 

town, they would have gone towards the town. We were escaping, we were just escaping. 
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WHEWELL: There’s still no accurate figure for the number of 

civilian deaths in South Ossetia during the war. Official Russian claims of 1,500 to 2,000 

now appear wildly exaggerated. But the international investigative and campaigning 

organisation, Human Rights Watch, has conducted its own research in Tskhinvali and 

believes that 300-400 may be a realistic estimate. That figure may include some 

paramilitaries. But the organisation’s Moscow director, Allison Gill, believes it also includes 

civilians killed illegally by Georgian forces. 

    

GILL: We’re very concerned about the use of indiscriminate 

force by Georgian military in Tskhinvali. Tskhinvali is a densely populated city and, as such, 

military action needs to be very careful that it doesn't endanger civilians. We know that in 

the early stages there were tank attacks and Grad rockets used in Tskhinvali by Georgian 

forces. These are - particularly Grad rockets are inherently indiscriminate. Our researchers 

were on the ground in Tskhinvali as early as August 12th and we documented destruction to 

apartment buildings, residential apartment buildings.  We saw and then have witness 

testimony that corroborates Grad rocket attacks and tank attacks on apartment buildings, 

including tank attacks that shot at the basement level of apartments, and basements are 

typically areas where civilians will hide for their own protection. So all of this points to 

inappropriate use of force by Georgians against civilian targets. 

 

WHEWELL: Does that amount to war crimes? 

 

GILL:  Yes. Indiscriminate force, disproportionate force are 

violations of the Geneva Conventions which regulate war, and serious violations of the 

Geneva Conventions are war crimes. 

  

WHEWELL: I put those charges to Georgia’s Foreign Minister,  

Eka Tkeshelashvili. 

We’ve just returned from a visit to Tskhinvali.  We met a woman there who told us how 

she’d lost her son when a Georgian tank fired into her block of flats.  We met another 

woman who told us that she was fired on on the Tskhinvali ring road as she tried to flee, and 

there are many other stories like that.  Isn’t the Georgian military guilty of crimes against 

civilians in South Ossetia? 
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TKESHELASHVILI: I can firmly say that Georgian military on intention 

had never attacked directly any civilian object.  But if there are any doubts – and I 

understand that there is different information coming from different sources – we are open 

fully to any type of full flight investigation, to open all sources that we have of information 

and let these questions be answered in an impartial and clear way.  And if Russia does the 

same, I think that will be the best approach to deal with this issue. 

 

WHEWELL: Human Rights Watch, for example, has told us that 

they’re very concerned at the use of what they call indiscriminate force by the Georgian 

military in Tskhinvali.  They talk about the deliberate targeting of civilian objects and the 

possible deliberate direct targeting of civilians. 

 

TKESHELASHVILI: On the surface the damages to some of the houses 

might lead to this conclusions, but then to see whether or not some of the damages that one 

might see is a corollary damage or is a damage inflicted upon the direct targeting, for that an 

in depth military assessment needs to be done.  

 

WHEWELL: The United States stressed early on in the conflict that 

it had repeatedly warned Georgia not to use force in South Ossetia. But now, talking to File 

on 4, the Assistant Secretary of State, Daniel Fried, appears to go further in criticising the 

nature of that force. 

  

FRIED:  I’m not sure that the Georgians were targeting civilian areas, 

but I do know that the way they carried out that attack raised some real questions in our minds.  Of 

course the Russian response was utterly unjustified, but I’m not going to get behind everything the 

Georgians did. I think that their move into Tskhinvali was wrong on several levels.  

 

WHEWELL: If you are concerned about this, have you conveyed 

that to the Georgian government and what do you believe should be done in terms of 

inquiries or otherwise? 

 

FRIED:  We have raised our concerns about this.  I think that 

the Georgian move was simply ill-prepared, ill-conceived, and even though I understand the 

pressure they were under, it was a badly considered move - and that remains our view. 
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WHEWELL: There may be war crimes involved? 

 

FRIED: I don’t think that, that’s not a place I’m prepared to 

go, and I don’t think that that’s actually, you know, I think that that’s not terribly useful at 

this point. 

  

WHEWELL: In Britain, Foreign Secretary David Miliband told File 

on 4 that Georgia had been reckless – stronger language than he’s used in public before. His 

greater criticism though is still of Russia. 

  

MILIBAND:  I think the Georgian action was reckless, I think the 

Russian response was disproportionate and wrong, and that is the series of events that have 

landed us where we are. 

 

WHEWELL: Russia would say, simply, Georgia used force to try to 

solve a territorial dispute and that’s unacceptable. 

 

MILIBAND:  Well, force was being used against Georgia by the 

South Ossetians, and that’s where it’s important that the Russian narrative cannot start with 

Georgian actions, it has to start with the attacks on the Georgians from the South Ossetians - 

and that is the tit for tat that got out of control. 

 

WHEWELL: We have just been to South Ossetia and we talked to 

Human Rights Watch.  Human Rights Watch talks of indiscriminate use of force by Georgia 

against civilian objects, against residential areas, for example, by Grad rockets, by tanks.  Is 

that something that you’re concerned about? 

  

MILIBAND:  We treat that extremely seriously. Any attacks on 

civilians, any indiscriminate killing, any war crimes are something that we take with the 

utmost seriousness. 

 

WHEWELL: But is it something, you’ve raised on many occasions 

your concern about Georgian civilians; have you on any occasion actually raised possible 

concern about Georgia’s use of force? 
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MILIBAND:  On my visit to Tbilisi, of course I raised - at the 

highest level in Georgia - the questions that have been asked and raised about war crimes 

and other military actions by the Georgian authorities. We have acted in this without fear,  

without favour. 

  

TKESHELASHVILI: When we speak about the war crimes, I don’t know 

the specific issue of that type we have never discussed that in that sense.   

 

WHEWELL: They have never raised the issue with you, just to at 

least ask …? 

 

TKESHELASHVILI: I don’t think that they’d say it was a fair question that 

you pose, I’m not commenting on that, because we’ve basically talked quite intensely again, 

as I repeat, the issue of ethnic cleansing is the biggest war crime and crime against humanity 

that happens, and that’s pretty much it in that sense. 

 

WHEWELL: Not therefore also about possible actions by Georgian 

forces? 

 

TKESHELASHVILI: Not to my recall. 

 

WHEWELL: Of course, the issue may have been raised at a 

different meeting.  But the wider question remains: is Britain allowing its strategic support 

for Georgia to affect its judgment of its ally’s actions? In particular, does Foreign Secretary 

David Miliband think the assault on Tskhinvali was justified? 

 Russia puts it very simply - it says Georgia attacked a sleeping town. Is that something 

you’ve talked about? 

 

MILIBAND:  Georgia was attacked by people in that town of 

Tskhinvali. And that is the tit for tat that I have talked about from the beginning. 

 

WHEWELL: The phrase tit for tat doesn’t in some way, you don’t 

think, diminish what appears to be - at least partly- indiscriminate action against civilians. 

Tit for tat implies fighters. 
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MILIBAND:  Well tit for tat, military tit for tat is people attacking 

each other and trying to kill each other.  What I’ve said all along is that the rights and the 

wrongs both, of each side’s actions need to be investigated, but they mustn’t occlude the fact 

that a neighbour with 800,000 people in uniform then invaded a sovereign country that is 

recognised as part of the United Nations. 

  

ACTUALITY AT GEORGIAN ARMY BASE  

  

WHEWELL: Here at the Georgian army base in Gori, there’s a huge 

red and white Georgian flag with its four crosses fluttering above a group of yellow 

bulldozers.  They’re working on this round the clock to repair the destruction caused by the 

Russians when they occupied this place. The three green barrack buildings behind me are 

just skeleton buildings now, every single wall and window blown out.  One of them was 

bombed from the air, two others were deliberately blown up by mines.  This would have 

been the second most modern base in Georgia, equipped almost to NATO standards, and it is 

this destruction which makes Georgians believe that Russia planned the war all along, to 

punish it for having come so close to NATO.   

Whether or not it was right to move into South Ossetia, didn’t Russia make an enormous 

mistake, I asked its foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, in proceeding to invade other parts of 

Georgia, and then to recognise the independence of South Ossetia and of Georgia’s other 

breakaway region, Abkhazia? 

  

LAVROV:  South Ossetia was attacked from the positions outside 

its territory. The biggest stronghold which Georgians created several weeks before that day 

was next to the city of Gori.  So just to throw Georgians away from South Ossetia and stop at 

the border would mean presenting ourselves as a target for those positions which have been 

organised from the Georgian territory. 

 

WHEWELL: You’ve recognised Abkhazia and South Ossetia.  

Hardly any other countries have followed your example. The United States, for example, has 

called that a diplomatic disaster for you. 
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LAVROV:  To hear a qualification like this from the United States 

is really revealing. They know about diplomatic disasters probably more than I do.  This was 

not a geopolitical project for us. We reacted to save the lives of the people, to protect our 

citizens and our peacekeepers.  So when they start counting how many countries have 

recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia, that means exactly the geopolitical mood and their 

inability just to recognise hundreds and hundreds of victims of the Georgian aggression. 

  

WHEWELL: Of course Russia – which refuses to acknowledge the 

ethnic cleansing of Georgian villages – has acted no less geopolitically. The suffering in 

Tskhinvali was real, but intervention suited the Kremlin’s wider aims. Indeed, Lawrence 

Sheets of the International Crisis Group in the Georgian capital, Tbilisi, believes the war was 

so hard to avert precisely because it suited the aims of all sides in the region. 

  

SHEETS:  Unfortunately, on a political level, the war was in the 

interests of everybody.  If you are the Russian Federation you demonstrated your strength to 

the international community, you have sent a very strong message that you are going to deal 

with us, we are going to be listened to, we are going to be reckoned with.  If you are Georgia 

you have internationalised the conflict, and many people couldn’t find Georgia on a map or 

confused it with the US state of Georgia until a few weeks ago.  They don’t make the same 

mistake any longer.  If you’re South Ossetia, on a political level you’ve won more than 

anything because the South Ossetian de facto authorities did not control more than 50% or so 

of their own territory until this war.  They now control all of South Ossetia and their dream 

has been fulfilled of having close to 4,000 Russian troops who are going to stay 

permanently.  That would be one Russian soldier for approximately every eight or nine 

South Ossetians, that’s a staggering number. 

  

WHEWELL: The West, though, has only lost from the war. Its ally 

Georgia has been defeated. And now it’s uncertain whether it dares offer it the support of 

NATO membership. Daniel Fried of the State Department. 

  

FRIED:  I would say this: that Georgia’s prospects for NATO 

membership are years away, Georgia has a great deal of work to do first, but it is important 

that the road to NATO be open. 
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WHEWELL: Has it improved its chances or diminished them? 

 

FRIED:  I would say that the war has made the issue much 

more complicated. 

  

WHEWELL: Still more complicated is the issue of doing business 

with Russia.  

 

MILIBAND:  The responsibility on Russia, in light of the fact that it 

has invaded a neighbour, which is a very big thing to do, means that the onus is now on 

Russia to show that it wants to live with the post Cold War rules and norms and architecture 

that’s been established.  We want to work with them to achieve that, because we’ve got a lot 

to gain from working with Russia and that’s what we seek to do. 

  

LAVROV:  Many things became much clearer. We know who our 

friends are and we know who are not our friends.  Our partners must really decide what they 

want.  Either they want to demonise and punish Russia or they want our cooperation.  As 

Condoleeza Rice said on some other occasion, you cannot have both.   

  

WHEWELL: But beside the damage the war’s caused 

internationally, there’s the damage to ordinary lives. More work is needed to establish who 

died, and how.  But File on 4 has found that the geopolitics that caused the war are now 

making it hard for either side to acknowledge the crimes their allies may have committed. 

The war in the Caucasus was a turning point in international relations. But few lessons, it 

seems, have yet been learnt. 
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