Fears for an escalation of the war in Georgia
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Russian fighter jets have attacked military targets in Georgia. An attack on a television station in the city of Gori has hit civilian houses. In the Georgian capital of Tbilisi, government buildings have been evacuated and the city is buzzing with rumours of an imminent attack. What began as a limited ethnic conflict has escalated into a real war between Russia and Georgia.

Since Thursday night the weapons have scarcely been silent in the breakaway Georgian province of South Ossetia. That's when Georgia mounted a surprise offensive on several fronts in a bid to recapture the province that declared itself independent at the beginning of the 1990s. 

The Georgians are now claiming that the situation in the South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali is, for the most part, under control. But, with help from Russian troops who arrived in the capital on Friday, the South Ossetians appear to have regained a number of their lost positions. On Saturday, the Russian army even reported that it had "liberated" the city from Georgian units.

	 


Russian troops and tanks
On Friday, Russia's President Dmitri Medvedev dispatched his troops 'to protect' South Ossetian citizens - many of whom possess a Russian passport - "wherever they might find them". 

Mr Medvedev also expressed his rage at Georgians firing on Russian peace troops who have been stationed in South Ossetia since the 1990s to keep order. Russian sources say that more than 15 of these troops have been killed. Georgia denies that it opened fire deliberately on the Russian peace force.

A shortage of reliable information
The destruction in Tskhinvali and surrounding villages is widespread, with many houses having been badly damaged. But with reliable information is scarce, it's only possible to guess at the number of victims. South Ossetian leaders and Russian representatives have spoken  of between 1400 and 1600 civilian deaths, but there is no independent confirmation of these figures. 

On the Russian side of the border, refugee centres have been set up for those fleeing South Ossetia. But to get there, refugees must first navigate a hazardous path through the mountains. A route make made more hazardous, say Russian sources, by Georgian troops firing on the convoys.
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Town in South Ossetia hit by Russian missile (Georgia TV)


Fears for further escalation
International organisations and several countries worried that the fighting may escalate have called on the warring parties to observe a ceasefire and start negotiations. But the Russians and Georgians are busy flinging accusations back and forth that it's the other side which is continuing the fighting. 

Georgia's President Mikhail Saakashvili says his earlier offer of a ceasefire remains on the table "for everyone who wants to abide by it". In Georgia, his actions have gained him wide-ranging support. Even his political opponents have set aside their differences and positioned themselves solidly behind him.

For the time being, the United States is keeping its distance. US politicians have called for a ceasefire, and US Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice has urged Russia to withdraw its troops from Georgia. Even though Washington is Georgia's most important ally, the US wants peace in the region, one that's strategically important because of the pipeline which carries oil from the Caspian Sea to Europe.

Back to square one
	Independence moves

At the beginning of the 1990s, South Ossetia announced that it wanted to split from Georgia. Heavy fighting ensued. In 1992, it reached an agreement with Georgia about a peacekeeping force of Russian, Ossetian and Georgian troops. In 2006, in a referendum on the subject, an overwhelming majority of South Ossetians voted for independence. But neither Georgia nor the international community recognized the validity of the referendum and only Russia offered its support. South Ossetia continues to look for an alliance with North Ossetia, an autonomous republic within Russia.


There's a very real danger that the war will overflow into other areas: Abkhazia, for example, another Georgian region that has declared its independence. Furthermore, the recent arrival of a large group of volunteers from Russia's North Caucasus, volunteers eager to fight on the side of the South Ossetians, could very well lead to even more unpredictable consequences. 

What's clear is that with the outbreak of war, the situation in South Ossetia is right back at square one. Sixteen years after the end of the civil war that led to a de facto declaration of independence for the province, the wounds are still not fully healed. 

Once again, much blood has been spilt, and many Ossetians are now more resolved than ever that they will no longer bow down to Georgian demands. For them, Mr Saakashvili's promises of far-reaching autonomy for South Ossetia within Georgia are nothing but a station long since passed and far, far away in the distance.
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