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For Thousands of Refugees From the Conflict in Georgia, the Fear Lingers 

By DAN BILEFSKY and MICHAEL SCHWIRTZ

GORI, Georgia — As quickly as war erupted between Russia and Georgia, more than 150,000 refugees left home in a fearful scramble. More than three weeks later, many remain stranded in tents, some with little prospect of ever venturing back to their burned, mined villages. Others have gone home; some are in Russia. All carry the scars that make any war, however short, linger in memory and legend. 

Meri Tamazashvili, 51, was among the hundreds of people huddled, under a scorching sun, outside the 1,000 tents of a United Nations refugee center on the outskirts of Gori, the bomb-scarred central Georgia town watched over by a statue of its best-known son, Stalin. 

In a tearful encounter, she recalled hiding under the trees in fields next to her charred house in Russian-occupied Georgia, taking shelter from marauding bandits. 

“Men in black masks burned down my home, and if I hadn’t hid in my garden, I would be dead,” she said. “I don’t know of any families who have returned. People are too afraid.” 

Several tents away, Tatiana Nebiaridze, 28, from the village of Vanati, said her 85-year-old neighbor had been killed by an Ossetian bandit. The body remained on the street near her house for several days until Ossetians removed it and burned the body in a bread oven. 

The two women are among about 4,500 refugees at United Nations camps in Gori, desperate to return to their villages in South Ossetia and the 16-mile-wide security zone that Russia is occupying in Georgian territory, in defiance of calls by the United States and the European Union to retreat. 

About 128,000 Georgians have been displaced by the conflict, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Nearly 30,000 people from South Ossetia, the breakaway enclave at the heart of the conflict, fled to the Russian Federation, although at least 25,000 of them have now returned to their homes, the United Nations agency said. 

A Georgian military attack on South Ossetia on Aug. 7 prompted a Russian move into Georgian territory, which led to the biggest confrontation between Russia and the West since the end of the cold war. As fighting subsided, bandits, including some from South Ossetia, swept into Georgian villages, causing thousands more people to flee and generating accusations on both sides of marauding, theft, killing and ethnic cleansing. 

As in any multiethnic conflict zone, whether the Caucasus, the Balkans or Iraq, refugee officials say the right of refugees to return to their homes is vital to the restoration of stability.

“Some refugees have tried to return to their homes in Russian-occupied Georgia and are being turned away at Russian checkpoints,” said Tapio Vahtola, a spokesman for the United Nations refugee agency in Tbilisi, Georgia’s capital. “Some older people stayed behind to look after their homes, but not so many people have returned. People are afraid because it is not safe.” 

Russia insists the security zone in central and western Georgia, dotted with at least two dozen checkpoints guarded by armed Russian soldiers, is needed to prevent further aggression by Georgian forces. 

But the precarious security situation in the villages inside the zone, the lack of sufficient water and health care, and the scattered mines in the fields threaten to entrench a situation in which lawlessness, and Russian control, will prevail. 

The risks were underscored on Monday by the independent organization Human Rights Watch, which asserted that both Russian and Georgian forces had used cluster munitions — bomblets that create lasting danger on the ground if they fail to explode in midair. 

Ms. Tamazashvili, whose three sons are in the Georgian Army, said that armed bandits had looted her home village, Karaleti, in the security zone near South Ossetia, stealing cars, stoves, refrigerators and gold jewelry. 

Ms. Nebiaridze said the Ossetians who had burned her neighbor’s body told her and other frightened residents that they could remain if they adopted Russian citizenship. They left. 

The United Nations says a few thousand refugees have no homes to return to, particularly in ethnic Georgian villages inside South Ossetia. 

Satellite images from Unosat, a United Nations service that provides satellite imagery of conflict zones and disaster areas, indicate extensive burning of villages there. The images show that fires were still burning as late as Aug. 22 in Georgian villages north and east of Tskhinvali, South Ossetia’s capital. 

A preliminary analysis of the images by Unosat found that nearly 800 buildings had been destroyed and 300 others severely damaged. Most of the destruction appeared to have occurred in residential areas, Unosat said. 

Eduard Kokoity, president of South Ossetia, whose independence was recognized by Russia last Tuesday, has indicated that ethnic Georgian villages in South Ossetia will be resettled with Ossetian refugees, suggesting a policy of forced displacement with the tacit approval of Moscow. 

Current evidence suggests that this displacement falls well short of the ethnic cleansing seen in the far longer and bloodier conflicts in the Balkans in the 1990s. Georgia underwent ethnic conflicts then, too, with tens of thousands of people, at a minimum, displaced. 

Russia initially said that 2,000 civilians had been killed by Georgian troops in South Ossetia, but it later reduced that figure to 133. Human Rights Watch said on Monday that it had been able to confirm 44 civilian deaths in South Ossetia, but it added that the number could be higher because some bodies might not have been recovered. 

Some refugees from Gori’s camps have begun to return to their villages to rebuild their lives. But others said they were being turned away by Russian soldiers at checkpoints between Gori and the security zone. 

Journalists are also being turned away, making it difficult to assess the situation. 

But a recent trip to several ethnic Georgian villages inside the zone, using back roads that bypassed Russian checkpoints, suggested that some villagers were getting back. 

In Tortiza, a poor farming village of 370 families where 40 houses were destroyed by bombs during the war and seven people were killed, residents said about a quarter of the villagers had returned over the past few days, though most of the women and children remained in refugee shelters in Gori or Tbilisi. 

Some of the houses had white strips of cloth by their doors to indicate that those inside were not members of the Georgian military. One old man sat mashing beans, a local staple, on his doorstep. Dozens of others were hard at work, replacing shattered windows and covering holes in their roofs from the recent bombing. Red signs along the road warned of unexploded munitions. 

Standing outside her bombed-out home, with part of its roof missing, Mzia Mamitashvili, who had recently returned, said she was fearful of the legal vacuum in the village, where the Georgian police left under Russian pressure, allowing bandits to terrorize villagers. Russian soldiers in armored vehicles were patrolling roads, but that offered her cold comfort, she said. 

Local people, dependent on their crops, said they despaired of making a living because they were afraid to work fields peppered with unexploded munitions. Water pipelines from Tskhinvali had been cut, endangering the grape harvest. 

“We are living in a blockade here and we can’t go anywhere, because the Russians are here and there, and we fear they will never leave,” she said. “The men want weapons to protect ourselves from the Russians, because we can’t do anything with our bare hands.” 

In the nearby village of Kheltubani, Mamuka Palelashvili, a Georgian farmer who said he had spent the war hiding in the basement of his house along with his elderly parents, prayed that the United States would protect his family. 

“The Russians have shown that they are not afraid of anything and will do whatever they want here,” he said. Raising a glass of wine in a toast, he added, “I drink to the health of the Americans or to anyone else who will protect us.” 

Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company 

