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Foreword
Photo: IOM, 2015

The smuggling of migrants across international borders on
routes crossing land, sea and air continues to pose a challenge
to migration governance and impedes safe and orderly
migration. Migrant smugglers are increasingly becoming a
central part of the irregular migration journey, resulting in
enormous pro ts for criminal smuggling networks while
reducing the ability of States to manage their borders1.
Smuggling of migrants is internationally de ned as “the
procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a
nancial or other material bene t, of the illegal entry of a
person into a State Party of which the person is not a national
or a permanent resident2”. This manifestation of irregular
migration as organized by brokers and criminal groups is a
worldwide phenomenon and Georgia is no exception.
The scale and speci cs of smuggling of migrants in Georgia
are relatively unknown, as the phenomenon is poorly
researched. This publication attempts to shed some light on
this form of irregular migration based on available sources of
information, including crime statistics, media reports and
statements of individual migrants who attempted to transit
through Georgia with the help of people smugglers.

this entails. While often overlooked due to the voluntary
element of migrants wishing to reach their intended
destinations, smugglers may apply coercive measures that
often entail breaches of basic human rights.
This publication has been written in the context of Georgia's
close cooperation with the European Union (EU) on the
implementation of the “Visa Liberalisation Action Plan”. IOM
has been supporting the Government of Georgia in maintaining a high degree of compliance with the benchmarks of
that Action Plan. This includes technical support in upholding
border security and ensuring that Georgia is a reliable partner
of the EU in curbing irregular transit migration.
This publication has been produced as part of the IOM project
“Sustaining Border Management and Migration Governance
(SBMMG)”, which has been generously nanced by the EU
Delegation to Georgia from December 2017 until September
2021.

Sanja Celebic Lukovac
Chief of Mission
International Organization for Migration
Mission to Georgia
September 2021

For the purpose of this publication, focus will be only on
foreign (non-Georgian) nationals who are smuggled across
the internationally recognized borders either into Georgia
and/or from Georgia en route to their desired destinations in
Europe or elsewhere. The smuggling of foreign nationals into
or from the occupied territories of Georgia is not part of the
scope of this publication. The smuggling of citizens of Georgia
who wish to travel to European destinations, but who lack the
credentials to secure legal entry in destination countries, is
also not covered in this publication.
Over the past decade, IOM has spearheaded the combat of
smuggling of migrants in Georgia as a priority. All echelons of
Georgia's law enforcement structures have participated in
capacity building activities to appreciate the criminal aspects
of smuggling of migrants and the human rights challenges
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1

“Migrant Smuggling Data and Research: A Global Review of the
Emerging Evidence Base”, IOM, 2018.
2
Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air,
Supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational
Organized Crime, Article 3(a).

Executive Summary
Photo: IOM, 2020

For the purpose of drafting this report, IOM has looked into
available literature and other publicly accessible data sources
to assess the scale of smuggling of migrants in Georgia. With
limited documented evidence at hand, there are no
immediate reasons to conclude that Georgia is a major transit
country of irregular migration movements. However, this
report demonstrates that there have been clear indications of
irregular migrants deliberately targeting Georgia's green
borders to identify ways to cross the border in contravention
of Georgia's legislation and move towards their intended
destinations. This report also concludes that some attempts to
irregular border crossing have been organized by third parties
that provide instructions to migrants how to cross the green
border and, in several instances, supply fraudulent documents to attempt entry or exit from Georgia through the regular border crossing points. Evidence of smuggling of
migrants from Georgia over the Black Sea has not been identied.

reliable partner of the EU in curbing irregular transit migration. This includes recommendations to consider smuggling
of migrants in the broader context of international organized
crime and assess its linkages to other crimes, such as
traﬃcking in human beings, the traﬃcking of narcotics and
terrorism. Enhancing knowledge and expertise in the
Georgian border control agencies on the detection of fraudulent documents in conjunction with a thorough analysis of
irregular migration trends and identi cation of risks to the
management of migration and borders in Georgia is another
area that the Government of Georgia is recommended to pay
particular attention to.

These conclusions are warranted based on publicly released
reports on instances of irregular border crossing recorded by
Georgian state bodies over the past decade, read in conjunction with statements of individual migrants who have
bene ted from IOM assistance to return to their home countries as they had become stranded in Georgia after a failed
attempt to be smuggled across the Georgian border.
A particularly interesting development that has become
apparent in recent years are attempts of migrants making use
of fraudulent travel and identity documents to board
international ights at Georgia's international airports. The
European Border and Coast Guard Agency has agged this
phenomenon in its regular publications as a development
that warrants particular attention by the Georgian border
authorities.
This report lists various recommendations for the Government of Georgia to follow up on to secure the upholding of the
country's border security and ensuring that Georgia is a
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Chapter 1
Smuggling of Migrants in Georgia:
Legal framework and government action
1.1

Smuggling of Migrants: Georgia's Legal Framework

Georgia signed the Protocol on the Smuggling of Migrants by
Land, Sea and Air, supplementing the United Nations
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, on 13
December 2000 and rati ed it on 5 May 20063.
On 25 July 2006, in follow-up to the rati cation of abovementioned UN Convention, Georgia introduced a new article
in the Criminal Code4, Article 344-i, that unites two diﬀerent,
though inter-related crimes, namely:
1)

Smuggling of migrants across the state border of
Georgia;
Organizing/facilitating the illegal stay of foreigners
on the territory of Georgia.

2)

Shall be punished by imprisonment for a term of eight to
fteen years.
Note: for the act speci ed in this article a legal person shall
be punished by deprivation of the right to carry out activities
or with liquidation and a ne.
In September 2019, the Parliament of Georgia enacted an
addition to this article in the form of Article 344-ii, which
covers the facilitation of irregular entry and stay of citizens of
Georgia in foreign countries. This article reads as follows:
Article 344-ii - Creating/organizing relevant conditions
for a citizen of Georgia to illegally stay in a foreign country, or facilitating/organizing provision of wrongful
information regarding the infringement of one's rights
or freedoms for the purpose of obtaining asylum.

The integral text of Article 344-i follows below:
Illegal Transfer of a Migrant Across the State Border of
Georgia and/or Creation of the Relevant Conditions for
a Migrant's Illegal stay in Georgia
1.

1.

Illegal transfer of a migrant across the state border of
Georgia and/or creation of the relevant conditions
(facilitation of) for the migrant's illegal stay in Georgia
in violation of the procedures established by law, -

Shall be punished with deprivation of freedom for a term of
two to four years.

Shall be punished by imprisonment for a term of two to ve
years.
2.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

2.

The same act, committed:
Repeatedly;
With respect to two or more persons;
By endangering a migrant's life or health;
By inhuman or humiliating treatment of a migrant,
including exploitation;
Using forged documents, -

a)
b)
c)
d)

The act provided for by paragraphs 1 or 2 of this article:
a. Committed by an organized group;
b. Causing the death of the victim or other grave
consequences, -
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The same action committed:
by a group of persons with prior agreement;
repeatedly;
against two or more persons;
by using forged documents;

Shall be punished with deprivation of freedom for a term of
three to six years.
3.

Shall be punished by imprisonment for a term of ve to eight
years.
3.

With the intention of acquiring nancial or other material bene t, creating/organizing relevant conditions
for a citizen of Georgia to illegally stay in a foreign country and/or facilitating/organizing provision of false
information regarding the infringement of one's rights
or freedoms for the purpose of obtaining asylum.

3

4

The action de ned in the rst or the second paragraph
of this article committed by the organized group shall

UNODC: https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&
mtdsg_no=XVIII-12-b&chapter=18&clang=_en
The English translation of the Criminal Code of Georgia is available on:
https://www.matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/16426?publication=209

be punished by deprivation of freedom for a term of
four to seven years.
Remark: The actions under this article committed by a legal
person are punishable with liquidation or deprivation of the
right to carry out activities and/or with a ne.
This Article 344-ii was introduced into the Criminal Code of
Georgia primarily to enable law enforcement agencies to

1.2

counter the abuse of the visa-free travel of citizens of Georgia
to the Schengen Zone and the spike in unfounded asylum
applications lodged by Georgians in the European Union (EU)
since 2017. As this relatively new article only concerns citizens
of Georgia and has no bearing on foreigners using Georgia as a
transit country, Article 344-ii will not be part of the scope of
this publication.

Smuggling of Migrants: Action by the Government of Georgia

The newly adopted “Migration Strategy 2021-20305” and the
Action Plan for the year 20216 that pertains to this Strategy do
not list smuggling of migrants as a criminal manifestation that
warrants priority and targeted action by relevant state bodies.
References to the combat of irregular migration are mainly
placed in the context of border security, such as the need to
upgrade technical facilities at the green borders and border
crossing points to detect instances of irregular migration. At
the same time, the need to “[raise] the quali cations of the
personnel responsible for ght against irregular migration7” is
highlighted as another priority. According to the State
Commission on Migration Issues (SCMI), smuggling of
migrants is rather supposed to be re ected in the new
Strategy on Integrated Border Management (IBM). However,
at the time this publication was released, work on the new IBM
Strategy document for the years 2021-2025 was still ongoing.
The draft version of that Strategy available to IOM referred to
smuggling of migrants only in an oblique manner.

This means that, in the current circumstances, there is no single government entity or a combination of government entities in Georgia speci cally tasked to combat smuggling of
migrants. This is a missed opportunity, as the unravelling of
criminal networks that are responsible for the smuggling of
migrants and the use of the Georgian territory as a corridor of
irregular migration from origin countries towards destinations in Europe and elsewhere is not mentioned as a priority for
the Government of Georgia. This can be an impediment for
placing smuggling of migrants in the broader context of combating organized crime and investigating the linkages that
may exist between smuggling of migrants and other forms of
organized crime, such as traﬃcking in human beings and
traﬃcking in narcotics, as well as terrorism, to name but a few
possible linkages.
The Prosecutor's Oﬃce of Georgia kindly provided information to IOM about the number of criminal investigations that
were initiated in the period 2017-2020:

Table 1 - Criminal Investigations conducted on Smuggling of Migrants, 2017 - 20208
2017

2018

2019

2020

The number of persons subject to criminal investigations conducted
based on CCG Article 344-i

11

21

28

6

among which persons investigated based on CCG Article 19-344-i

5

18

18

1

among which persons investigated based on CCG Article 19-25-344-i

2

0

2

0

YEAR

These gures are relatively modest and indicate that Georgian
law enforcement bodies do not conduct frequent investigations on smuggling of migrants. The statistics also indicate
that the majority of the cases concerned attempts to commit
the crime of smuggling of migrants, but the crime was not
completed (as indicated by the pre x '19'). Over the past four
years, there have been four persons who were prosecuted for

5

6

7
8

abetting the crime of smuggling of migrants (as indicated by
the pre x '19-25'). This points to the circumstance that Georgian law enforcement primarily investigate persons who are
suspected of facilitating irregular stay of foreigners on the
territory and/or organizing the smuggling of migrants, but are
arrested before the migrants involved actually cross the
international border of Georgia.

State Commission on Migration Issues, 2020. The strategy and its supporting document, including the Action Plan for 2021, are available online at
https://migration.commission.ge/index.php?article_id=216&clang=1.
The Migration Strategy Action Plan for the year 2021 is available online:
https://migration.commission.ge/ les/ms_ap_2021_eng_11.02.21.pdf.
“Migration Strategy of Georgia 2021-2030, page 33.
Source: Prosecutor's Oﬃce of Georgia, May 2021 (and corroborated with data provided by the Ministry of Internal Aﬀairs of Georgia, Information
Centre of the Information-Analytical Department (June 2020)).
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Chapter 2
Irregular Border Crossing in Georgia:
Legal Framework and Government Action
Smuggling of migrants and irregular border crossing are
closely intertwined for the circumstance that smuggling of
migrants by its very de nition entails the crossing of borders
(or attempts thereto) in contravention of the laws of the
countries that share the border concerned. Smuggling of
migrants may take place in various manifestations, such as
migrants taking an irregular passage across the green border

2.1

or hidden in means of transport that pass through regular
border checks. Smuggling of migrants can also take place
when migrants pass through the regular border control
procedures, but use fraudulent travel documents provided to
them by migrant smugglers to secure access to their nal
destination or onward transit countries.

Irregular Border Crossing: Georgia's Legal Framework

In Georgia, irregular border crossing is considered a crime and
punished on the basis of the Criminal Code9, rather than as an
administrative misdemeanour as is the case in most European
countries.
This crime is covered under Article 344 of the Criminal Code of
Georgia and reads as follows:
Article 344 – Illegal crossing of the state border of Georgia
1.

criminal liability for the oﬀence provided for by this article,
provided that he/she immediately appears before the public
authorities and provides adequate explanation about
his/her illegal entry or unauthorised stay in Georgia, and if
his/her act contains no elements of any other crime, also a
person who has committed the above act because of being
a victim of human traﬃcking, before having gained the
status of the victim of human traﬃcking.

Illegal crossing of the state border of Georgia,
– shall be punished by a ne or imprisonment for a term
of three to ve years.

2.

The act provided for by paragraph 1 of this article
which has been committed:
a) jointly by more than one person;
b) using violence or threat of violence,
– shall be punished by imprisonment for a term of four
to ve years.

Note: A foreigner or a stateless person who has entered
Georgia directly from the territories where his/her life or
freedom was endangered under Article 1of the 1951 UN
Convention on the Status of Refugees and who is staying in
Georgia illegally and who, in accordance with the same
Convention and the legislation of Georgia, seeks asylum
from the authorities of Georgia shall be released from
Photo: IOM, 2017
9

The English translation of the Criminal Code of Georgia is available on:
https://www.matsne.gov.ge/en/document/view/16426?publication=209
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2.2 Irregular Border Crossing: Action by the Government of Georgia
In contrast to smuggling of migrants, irregular border crossing as an infringement is a regular subject of criminal investigations by the Georgian law enforcement bodies:
Table 2 - Criminal investigations initiated on the crime of irregular border crossing10
YEAR

2017

2018

2019

2020

The number of persons subject to criminal investigations conducted
based on CCG Article 344

306

380

488

243

among which persons investigated based on CCG Article 19-344

175

187

179

55

among which persons investigated based on CCG Article 25-344

2

3

3

1

among which persons investigated based on CCG Article 19-25-344

3

6

1

0

Based on the case law that is available to IOM11, the common
approach of the Georgian law enforcement bodies towards
persons who have crossed the Georgian border irregularly is
to impose a prison sentence. The length of the prison sentence
varies according to several factors, which are:
The presence of aggravating circumstances as described in Article 344, sub-article 2, namely crossing the
border illegally by more than one person and the possible use of violence.
Whether the illegal border crossing took place once or
multiple times.
The use of fraudulent documents to secure entry into or
exit from Georgia.

Whether the suspect admits guilt and agrees to a pleabargaining proposal of the Prosecutor's Oﬃce, which
includes a reduction of the length of the prison sentence and the imposing of a ne up to 2,000 Georgian
Lari12. If the suspect agrees to the plea-bargaining, usually (s)he is released from prison immediately and
(depending on certain circumstances) subjected to
probation procedures that last several months up to
one year.
In case the suspect decides not to enter into a plea bargain
procedure with the Prosecutor's Oﬃce, the prison sentence
can be considerably longer: sentences from three years and
upwards have been recorded. The maximum sentence ever
imposed in Georgia (as known to IOM) is described in the
below case study.

Case study – 34-year-old citizen of Cameroon
In March 2013, IOM was approached by a Cameroonian man with the request to assist him in returning to Cameroon. As he
informed IOM, he had used a fake French passport to enter Georgia from Turkey, after which he travelled to Armenia and later
back to Georgia. After a few weeks, he took a ight to Istanbul and upon arrival there the Turkish authorities discovered that
the French passport did not belong to the Cameroonian man. The Turkish authorities sent him back to Tbilisi Airport and the
Georgian authorities started a criminal investigation, the result of which was a sentencing to seven years imprisonment and
the levy of a ne of 40,000 Georgian Lari13. It was unclear based on which criteria such a comprehensive ne was imposed, but
according to the assumption of the lawyer of the Cameroonian man, the latter was found to be in possession of a considerable
amount of cash. After approximately nine months, the Cameroonian man was released from prison based on a Presidential
amnesty. He returned to Cameroon with IOM assistance on 29 March 2013.

Despite the relatively heavy sentences imposed on people
crossing the Georgian border irregularly, many of them are
released from prison prematurely based on regular amnesties
declared by the President of Georgia. In such instances,
convicts are released from prison immediately and, typically,
subjected to a probation procedure that may last up to one
year. The Georgian law does not distinguish between citizens
of Georgia and foreign citizens when imposing a probationary
10
11

12
13

sentence. In the case of foreigners, however, the probation
sentence means that they are not supposed to leave the
country until the end of the probation period. This imposed
extended stay in Georgia aﬀects in particular undocumented
migrants who have been stripped of their nancial resources
by smuggling rings and who covered the plea-bargain ne
with their last available money.

Source: Prosecutor's Oﬃce of Georgia, May 2021.
The case law available to IOM consist of eight court verdicts provided by migrants, who had approached the organization in the period 2013-2019
with requests to receive assistance in returning to their countries of origin. As a matter of data protection principles, court verdicts are considered
con dential information and the Georgian judiciary are not authorized to share those documents directly with third parties.
In August 2021, 2,000 Georgian Lari was the equivalent of EUR 544.
Tbilisi Court of Appeal, Case Number: No.1/b-173-12, dated 3 July 2012.
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Chapter 3
Evidence Base of Smuggling of Migrants in Georgia
Comprehensive data on smuggling of migrants in Georgia are
scarcely available. Publicly accessible information does not
provide a detailed insight into the circumstances in which
smuggling of migrants takes place and how this aﬀects the
migrants concerned.

3.1

National reports and sources

There are very few locally produced reports containing information on smuggling of migrants or related issues. The State
Security Service of Georgia produces regular, annual reports
on activities conducted as well as assessments of threats to
the security of Georgia. The annual report for 202014 makes
reference to the combat of irregular migration, as follows:
“Within the framework of monitoring migration channels, in
2020 the State Security Service, on the basis of information
obtained as a result of operational activities, detected indi-

3.2

Frontex, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency,
conducts systemic risk analyses17, among other areas covering
the Eastern border route as a source and transit corridor of

14

16

17

18
19

viduals, who were trying to enter Georgia and obtain residence permit through various means. Certain individuals
and organizations operational in Georgia and facilitating
their activities, were also detected. In order to further respond
to the mentioned facts, the Service had an active coordination with the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Internal
Aﬀairs, as well as with other relevant authorities and continuously carried out the monitoring of movement of foreign
citizens at border-crossing points of Georgia.”

International reports and crime data

The European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (“Europol”) hosts the European Migrant Smuggling
Centre (EMSC), the main aim of which is to tackle the criminal
organized groups that pro t from migrant smuggling15. The
EMSC's latest ( fth) annual activity report on smuggling of
migrants16 makes no reference to Georgia, neither as country
of transit for migrant smuggling nor as otherwise involved in
terms of country of origin or source of criminal activities in this
context.

15

This chapter presents a desk review of the various sources that
IOM has identi ed, including national as well as international
reports and crime data available online, as well as publicly
available reports on instances of illegal border crossing and
smuggling of migrants, which are released by the Georgian
Border Police.

ows of irregular migrants trying to enter the European Union.
Georgia is not identi ed among the neighbouring and transit
countries of ows of irregular migrants travelling over land. In
the same reports, Frontex considers that the smuggling route
using the Black Sea as point of entry into the EU is negligible
and, when used, demonstrates no link with Georgia18.
In contrast to the above, the Frontex report does highlight an
important recent development of irregular migration targeting Tbilisi International Airport: “Iranian and Turkish nationals
have been identi ed seeking to transit the EU/ SAC via Tbilisi (TBS)
and Baku (GYD) – mainly Iranians – and Kiev (KBP) – mainly Turkish – using fraudulent documentation often of high quality19”.

This report is available on https://ssg.gov.ge/en/page/info/reports (quote copied from page 15).
https://www.europol.europa.eu/about-europol/european-migrant-smuggling-centre-emsc#fndtn-tabs-0-bottom-1.
European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (“Europol”), 17 May 2021 (available online at https://www.europol.europa.eu/publicationsdocuments/european-migrant-smuggling-centre-5th-annual-report-%E2%80%93-2021.
For the purposes of this publication, the key documents of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency – Frontex consulted are the “Risk Analysis
for 2020” and “Risk Analysis for 2021”, as well as the regular reports produced by the “Eastern Partnership Risk Analysis Network” (available online at
https://frontex.europa.eu/publications/?category=riskanalysis).
European Border and Coast Guard Agency, July 2021, “Risk Analysis for 2021” (quote from page 14).
European Border and Coast Guard Agency, March 2020, “Risk Analysis for 2020” (quote from page 37).
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The United Nations Oﬃce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
collects crime data, including on smuggling of migrants, but
in none of its publicly released reports are there any references
to Georgia. The UNODC also administers the web portal
“Smuggling of Migrants Knowledge Portal”, which includes
databases on smuggling legislation as well as criminal investi-

gations conducted to unravel this crime. To date, Georgia has
made available to UNODC one case of a criminal investigation
dating back to 201020. This case is entirely copied ad verbatim
below to give an impression of the type of criminal investigations into smuggling of migrants that Georgian law enforcement have conducted to date:

Citizens of Georgia A.G and N.E and their friend with Turkish citizenship, known as "i..i", and Bangladeshi citizen E.Z, temporarily
residing in Georgia and two more Georgian citizens R.G and K.J, in order to obtain nancial gain, established a group and
organized committing an oﬀence provided under the criminal code of Georgia. namely: the illegal transfer of migrants on
state borders of Georgia and/or creation of relevant conditions for his/her illegal stay in Georgia. According to their plan, the
Turkish citizen would recruit Bangladeshi citizens and would then transport them to Georgia. There N.E and his friend Z.E
would place the migrants in the houses of K.J, R.G and A.G. Afterwards, unidenti ed persons sent by Turkish citizen "i...i" would
provide the secret and illegal transfer of the migrants to Turkey. According to the plan, for the placement of migrants in their
houses, K.J, R.G and A.G would earn 100 USD each from N.E and Z.E.
In order to realize criminal intent, Turkish citizen "i...i" managed to contact 15 citizens of Bangladesh who were willing to work
in Greece. By the false invitation of the Naval Agency "O.Sh" and other unidenti ed agencies, 9 of 15 citizens of Bangladesh came to Tbilisi through Azerbaijan in August 2010, without working permits or working purposes in Georgia. They were placed in
Tbilisi by N.E, Z.E and K.J, who were paid 200 USD by the illegal migrants.
On 24 January 2010, K.J, with the agreement of other members of the group, rented a car and driver D.E for 130 GEL, who transferred the migrants to Kobuleti to the houses of R.G and A.G. R.G. and A.G provided accommodation for the migrants, till the
planned illegal transfer to Turkey.
On 25 January, 2010 Turkish citizen "i...i" by the false invitation from the Naval Agency "O.Sh" managed to meet the remaining 6
Bangladeshi nationals at Batumi International Airport. On the same day, R.G with the consent of other members of the Group,
rented taxi driver L.A for 60 GEL in order to transfer the migrants from Batumi to Kobuleti, where they would join the other
illegal migrants.

3.3

Public news releases of irregular border crossing and migrant smuggling cases

Since 2010, the Border Police of Georgia (which is part of the
MIA) has been regularly posting reports on arrests of migrants
made because of suspicions of irregular border crossing or
attempts thereto. Those reports, which are available on the
website http://bpg.gov.ge/en/news/arrests, give a general
impression and some details of the instances of irregular border crossings recorded in Georgia. These news releases have
gradually decreased in frequency over the past two years,
which the Border Police of Georgia partly related to an extended technical overhaul of their website.
IOM cannot assume that all instances of irregular border
crossing that have been recorded in Georgia have actually
been released to the public. This implies that public news
releases shall not be construed as being representative for the
total number of arrests that the Georgian law enforcement
bodies have made over the past decade. Nevertheless, as the
only available source of details on smuggling of migrants and
irregular border crossing, these news releases contain interesting details, which are presented here below.
For the purpose of this publication, IOM studied a sample of 91
news releases dated from 30 August 2010 until 3 September

20

2020. Commonly, these news reports mentioned the
following speci c information:
a)
The date of the arrest.
b) Number of people arrested for irregular border
crossing or attempts thereto.
c)
The article of the Criminal Code of Georgia based on
which Georgian law enforcement initiated the
criminal investigation.
d)
The nationalities of the people arrested.
e)
The border sector/border crossing points where the
arrests took place and the direction in which the
people arrested were travelling.
No other personal data on the migrants concerned (such as
sex and age) feature in the mentioned news releases, except in
the period 2010-2013, when the Border Police actually
mentioned the full names of the apprehended migrants. This
practice of mentioning biodata of apprehended people was
discontinued in 2013, inter alia when IOM informed the MIA
that disclosing personal data of arrested individuals was a
breach of personal data and privacy protection regulations.
Due to the above mentioned limitations, IOM is unable to

https://sherloc.unodc.org/cld/case-law-doc/migrantsmugglingcrimetype/geo/2010/georgia_v_ne_rg_ag_ze_kg.html?lng=en&tmpl=som (last
consulted on 20 April 2021).
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draw up gender-speci c conclusions about the pro le of the
smuggled migrants.
3.2. a)

Date of arrest

More than half of the total number of arrests for irregular border crossing (namely, 55 per cent of the arrests involving 66
per cent of the total number of individuals apprehended in
the past decade) took place in the years 2015-2018. The
frequency of news releases increased signi cantly from the
summer of 2015 onwards, which suggests that there could
have been a link between the mass migration movements
taking place through the Middle East, Turkey and across the
Mediterranean towards the European continent in 2015 and
2016.
The exception to this apparent concentration of arrests made
in the period 2015-2018 is the year 2011, when the Georgian
authorities reported 11 arrests made involving 56 individuals
(18 per cent of all arrested individuals as mentioned in the
news releases of the Border Police of Georgia).
The date of arrests also gives the opportunity to analyze whether there is a particular season when irregular border crossing is most frequent.
Illustration 1 - Seasonal spread of arrests

MER (June-August)
SUM

SPRING (March-Ma

y)

19%

41%
Seasonal
spread
of arrests

23%
17%

3.2. b) Number of people arrested for irregular border
crossing or attempt thereto
In total, 312 persons were mentioned in the 91 news releases
of the Border Police of Georgia as being arrested on the ground of the actual fact of irregular border crossing or for attempts to cross the Georgian border irregularly. This means
that on average 3.4 persons were apprehended per arrest,
which indicates that the irregular border crossing frequently
takes place in groups. The largest group ever reported to be
apprehended consisted of 14 persons, whereas 12 instances
concerned the irregular border crossing of single individuals.
In 2011, 2015 and 2018, the groups of apprehended migrants
were considerably larger than the above-mentioned average,
whereas in 2021, 2014 and 2019 the group size was considerably smaller. However, the sample of 91 arrests cannot reasonably be assumed as representative of all instances of smuggling of migrants and irregular border crossing in Georgia,
hence no de nitive conclusions can be drawn from this nding.
3.2. c) The article of the Criminal Code of Georgia based
on which Georgian law enforcement initiated the criminal
investigation
In 88 of the 91 instances recorded, the Border Police of Georgia
initiated the criminal investigation solely on the basis of Article 344 of the Criminal Code of Georgia (“Illegal Border Crossing”). In three instances only mention was made of a criminal
investigation initiated on smuggling of migrants. Two of those
smuggling investigations dated back to 2011, whereas the
latest reference to smuggling of migrants was made in 2015.
As a matter of fact, in 21 per cent of the total number of arrests
(19 instances) covered by the news releases of the Border
Police of Georgia mention was made of nationals of either Georgia (19 persons) or Turkey (11 individuals), who were arrested at the same time as the migrants whom they apparently
accompanied. However, as mentioned above, in only three
instances did the news releases of the Border Police specify
that Georgian and Turkish nationals were prosecuted on the
basis of the Criminal Code article of smuggling of migrants,
rather than the generic article of illegal border crossing.
3.2. d)

WIN
T

ry)
ER (D
ecember-Februa

Given the harsh climatic conditions in the winter in the border
sectors where most migrants try to cross the Georgian border
irregularly (often mountainous terrains or high-altitude
plains), it is remarkable that more than one-sixth of the arrests
made took place in the winter season. Georgian mass-media
outlets reported occasionally about fatal accidents involving
migrants who tried to cross the border towards Turkey,
including about ill-prepared migrants who froze to death21 (cf.
the quote of the Bangladeshi migrant in Chapter 4).

21

The nationalities of the people arrested

Frequently, larger groups of up to 10 persons who were arrested by the Border Police consisted of various nationalities. It is
not uncommon that Indians and Bangladeshis are assembled
together, as well as nationals of various Western and Northern
African countries. This pattern of irregular border crossing in
groups suggests that organized smuggling rings are behind
this phenomenon, as it is unlikely that nationals of various
countries take the initiative themselves to try to cross the
Georgian border irregularly as part of a larger, multi-national
group.
More than one-third of the people arrested for irregular border crossing in the past decade have been citizens of Bangla-

The most recent incident involving the death of Bangladeshi migrants was reported by Imedi TV in 2017 and available on:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaXg51JTJuw&index=53&list=PLAKw5NpDVGjXRGB428aXmuoRxKf1AFgjx&t=0s

12

desh. Citizens of that country have gured prominently
among the apprehended migrants throughout the past
decade.

3.2. e)

The second most prominent nationality was Somalia. In
contrast to Bangladeshis, Somalians were only apprehended
in the years 2015-2017. Before August 2015, when the rst
arrest involving Somalians took place, citizens of that country
had never gured in news releases on border apprehensions.
This is an indication that Somalians started targeting Georgia
as a transit country onwards to Turkey in the context of the
mass migration movements towards Europe that took place in
2015 and 2016. While hard evidence is not available, this
sudden spike in arrests of Somalians suggests that this was not
coincidental, but rather organized by smuggling rings on the
lookout for weak links in the admission and immigration
policies of countries neighbouring Turkey.

Seventy (70) per cent of the recorded instances of irregular
border crossing took place in the direction from Georgia
towards Turkey. Irregular migrants and smugglers targeted
most frequently two sectors of the green border in the
Autonomous Republic of Ajara: of all 91 instances of irregular
border crossing, 56 per cent were recorded close to the Sarpi
Border Crossing Point (BCP) and in the adjacent Kirnati sector.
Thirty-three (33) per cent of the apprehensions took place in
the border sectors adjacent to the Vale and Kartsakhi BCPs in
the southern Georgian province of Samtskhe-Javakheti.

The border sector/border crossing points where
the arrests took place and the direction in which
the people arrested were travelling

A considerable smaller number (12 per cent) tried to cross the
border in the opposite direction, namely entering Georgia
irregularly from Turkey. The only nationalities detected among
that category of arrested migrants were (in order of
occurrence): Morocco, Islamic Republic of Iran, Algeria, Syria,
Russian Federation, Egypt and Turkey (20 persons in total). The
quote of the Algerian national in Chapter 4 illustrates the
motivations that some of those migrants may have when
trying to enter Georgia irregularly from Turkey.

Another prominent nationality among those arrested for
irregular crossing is the Uzbek nationality. In the period 20112013, most of the Uzbek nationals taken across the border
were women and accompanied by Turkish and/or Georgian
nationals in their attempt to enter Turkey irregularly. This is an
indication that those women were smuggled across the
border. Taking into account the fact that Uzbek women are
known to be traﬃcked into sexual exploitation in the Ajara
region and also in Turkey, this points to possible linkages
between smuggling of migrants and traﬃcking in human
beings. As a disclaimer, it needs to be mentioned that after
2013, the gender of the apprehended migrants was not
included any longer in the news releases of the Border Police,
which means that IOM cannot verify whether the trend of
facilitating the irregular border crossing of Uzbek women has
persisted after 2013.

Considerably fewer instances were reported on the Armenian-Georgian border (5 per cent), whereas four instances
have been recorded of using fraudulent documents to board
planes departing from Tbilisi and Kutaisi Airports. There have
only been single references to irregular land border crossing
from Georgia to Azerbaijan and from Georgia to Russia.

Illustration 2 – Most prominent nationalities of apprehended migrants
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Illustration 3 – Map of Georgia (with percentage of ows and directions indicated on top of the map)
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Use of fraudulent documents used at airports

In contrast to reports on irregular border crossing of Georgia's
green borders, public information on the use of fraudulent
documents to enter or leave Georgia, including by boarding
international ights departing from Georgia's three international airports, is scarcely available.

Over the past ve years, the website of the MIA reported four
instances when persons were arrested by the Patrol Police
Department for the use of fraudulent documents to enter or
exit Georgia. The below table summarizes the key aspects of
these arrests:

Table 3 - Use of fraudulent documents investigated at Georgia's border crossing points (2017-2021)
Country of origin of arrested
persons

Border Crossing Point

Direction (entry, exit)

Fraudulent document
con scated

Turkey (5 persons)

Kutaisi Airport

Exit

French residence permits

Lebanon (1 person)

Tbilisi Airport

Exit

Romanian passport

Turkey (2 persons)

Sarpi

Entry

Bulgarian passports

Iran (1 person)

Tbilisi Airport

Exit

Slovenian passport

The most recent case of the use of fraudulent documents has been copied ad verbatim in the below text box:
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“The Ministry of Internal Aﬀairs Detained 5 Foreign Citizens at Kutaisi Airport and Batumi (21 July 2021)22
The oﬃcers of the Investigation Unit of Imereti Main Division under the Patrol Police Department of the Ministry of Internal
Aﬀairs along with Border Management and Coordination Division detained 5 foreign citizens at Davit Aghmashenebeli
International Airport in Kutaisi and Batumi.
Citizens of the Republic of Turkey: H.B. (DoB 1996), B.I. (DoB in 1992), I.Ch. (DoB 2002) and C.Ch. (DoB1985) are accused of the
attempted illegal crossing of the state border of Georgia committed in group with forged documents. In addition to the
mentioned, Turkish citizen - I.Sh. (DoB 1964) was also charged with Illegal transfer of migrants across the state border of
Georgia.
The committed crime envisages from 3 to 8 years of imprisonment.
The investigation established that four Turkish citizens – H.B., B.I., C.Ch., and I.Sh. submitted forged temporary residence card
of the Republic of France at the Kutaisi International Airport during the passport control procedures. The detainees were
planning to board Kutaisi-Milan ight. It has also been established that illegal crossing of the stated border by detainees was
organized by the citizen of the Turkish Republic - I.Sh.
Police seized the forged documents submitted by the detainees during the passport control procedures.
Investigation is in progress on the fact of the attempted illegal crossing of the state border of Georgia committed in group with
forged documents and illegal transfer of migrants across the state border of Georgia, crimes envisaged under Article 19-344,
Part II, Subparagraph “A” of the Article 362, Part 1, Article 344, Part II, subparagraphs “B” and “E” of the Criminal Code of Georgia.”
L.A brought with him his son R.A who spoke English, in order to communicate with illegal migrants. R.A, as we was ordered,
presented himself as a representative of the Naval Agency "O.Sh". However as there were real representatives of the "O.Sh" in
the airport, who were waiting for workers from Bangladesh, and so, the intent of the organized group was identi ed.

IOM 2015
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The oﬃcial source of this news article is https://police.ge/en/shinagan-saqmeta-saministrom-qutaisis-aeroportsa-da-batumshi-utskho-qveknis-5
-moqalaqe-daakava/14818
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Chapter 4
Individual accounts of smuggled migrants
Since 2013, as part of the Assisted Voluntary Return and
Reintegration (AVRR) programme in Georgia, IOM has assisted
over 850 irregular and stranded migrants with voluntary
return to countries of origin on the African and Asian
continents as well as to countries of the former Soviet Union23.
Some of those migrants had been imprisoned prior to
engagement with IOM for attempts to leave Georgia by
irregularly crossing the green border into Turkey.

“

The following statements from those migrants cannot be
veri ed and are presented in this chapter as mere illustration
of the speci c manifestations of irregular border crossing and
migrant smuggling in Georgia:

We were a group of six young men from various

countries in Western Africa. As we approached the

border, the person who accompanied us showed us

the way towards Turkey. He said that he would need

to leave us and that we only had 500 meters more to

walk. Soon after that, we heard shouts from

uniformed people coming towards us, telling us to

Picture 1 – Video still depicting the arrest of the four
migrants from Western Africa (photo: courtesy of the
Ministry of Internal Aﬀairs of Georgia25).

stop moving. They red some shots in the air, it was

quite terrifying. Two of us started running and, from what I understood later from friends, they mana-

ged to cross the border into Turkey. The other four, myself included, were arrested and put in prison.

After our release, we were transferred to the migrant detention centre and I requested IOM to help me

get back home. I had left most of my belongings with my landlord in Batumi, before I set oﬀ to the border,
so I could travel light – can you help me get everything back?”. 30-year-old man from Ghana24.

23

24

25

This assistance is delivered as part of the Assisted Voluntary Return ex. Georgia and Reintegration in Countries of Origin. This IOM programme is
Implemented as part of various projects funded by the European Union since 2013.
Based on an interview with IOM held on 10 March 2017. This incident took allegedly place in the vicinity of Akhaltsikhe (southern Georgia). This
Ghanaian national returned home with IOM assistance in April 2017 and received support from the IOM oﬃce in Ghana to set up a barber shop
and rent an apartment.
An article on this arrest was posted on the website of the Border Police of Georgia: http://bpg.gov.ge/en/news/arrests/four-citizens-detained-forattempt-of-illegal-crossing-of-the-state-bor der.page
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“
“

“We were taken from Tbilisi by minivan to a place
close to the border. There we were told to start walking and the man accompanying us until then pointed us in the right direction. The higher we moved,
the colder it became and at some point it started to
Picture 2 – Bene ciary of IOM's programme “Assisted Voluntary
snow. We started getting tired and some persons in
Return ex. Georgia and Reintegration in Countries of Origin”, interviewed in the IOM oﬃce, June 2018 (photo: IOM)
the group decided to take a rest, while some others,
including myself, moved on. Later, I learned that
two of my group members had died in the freezing snow. At some stage, I got detached from the rest of the
group and got lost in the dark. I found some old shed and took shelter there for two days, drinking water
from melting snow as my food supply was running out. When I heard some voices, I got out of the shed and
approached two persons who turned out to be Border Guards. They took me to a hospital to be treated for
frostbite in both my feet. These Border Guards saved my life. Now I want to go back to my country as soon as
possible”. 27-year-old man from Bangladesh26.

“End 2018 I left my native country Algeria to look for
better economic opportunities. I travelled rst to Istanbul where I met other Algerians. Together we took
the decision to travel to Georgia and nd a way to
Picture 3 – Arrest of a foreign national suspected of illemove on to Russia and from there to try and make it
gal border crossing, Akhaltsikhe, 2016 (photo: courtesy of
into Scandinavia. We left our passports in Istanbul
the Ministry of Internal Aﬀairs of Georgia)28
with a brother of one of my companions. When we came to the Georgian border, we learned that we needed a Georgian visa, which we did not know. We had a
problem as our passports were still in Istanbul, so we approached some locals in a Turkish village near the
border and gave them money to guide us towards the Georgian border. They pointed out a small path and
said it would take us across the border and into Georgia. After a while, two persons who turned out to be
Georgian Border Guards arrested us and took us to prison accusing us of illegal border crossing. I was in
prison nine months and then transferred to the migrant detention centre in Tbilisi. As the authorities could
not obtain a travel document and secure my departure from Georgia, I was released from the detention
centre after the maximum stay of nine months. Now I want to go back to Algeria as soon as possible, as I
have no means to sustain myself here in Georgia”. 61-year-old man from Algeria27.

26

27

28

Based on an interview with IOM held on 9 June 2018. As it turned out, the smugglers had deceived this group of migrants and dropped them oﬀ in a
place far away from the actual border between Georgia and Turkey. This case was extensively covered by the Georgian TV station Imedi, the footage
of which is available on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaXg51JTJuw&index=53&list=PLAKw5NpDVGjXRGB428aXmuoRxKf1AFgjx&t=0s. This
migrant returnedwith IOM assistance to Bangladesh in June 2018 and received a reintegration assistance grant to set up a shop in his native town.
Interview by IOM with an Algerian national on 15 February 2021. By the time this publication was released, this man had returned to Algeria and
discussed reintegration assistance with the IOM Mission to Algeria.
This picture was part of the news footage of an arrest by the Border Police of an Ethiopian national in Akhaltsikhe, July 2016: http://bpg.gov.ge/en/
news/arrests/mia-border-police-detained-a-citizen-of-the-republic-of-ethiopia.page
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The below quote is the most recent one and concerns a speci c case, namely an Iranian national looking for asylum in Georgia and
crossing the border irregularly from Armenia to achieve that purpose:

“

“I am an Iranian citizen looking for your assistance in my refugee request.

My life in Iran has been in danger as I have been a political activist for at least 5 years.

Therefore I attempted to skip the border of Armenia-Georgia to le a refugee request.

I am now in the custody of Georgian border patrols for 3 days at Sadakhlo Police station. I attempted to

cross the border and come to Georgia from Armenia and the police patrols arrested me in the early morning

of 28 June 2021. I crossed the Debed river at the border of Armenia and Georgia on foot and have been

walking for hours.”

IOM 2016

18

Chapter 5
5.1

Concluding Observations

By all accounts and purposes, the limited evidence that has
been available for the purposes of this study suggests that
Georgia does not occupy a prominent position as country of
transit or as a hub of migrant smuggling networks.
However, as the spike in known irregular border crossings in
the second half of 2015 and rst half of 2016 has demonstrated, Georgia might become exposed to irregular transit migration ows, depending on developments that will take place
in the wider region of which Georgia is part. The unprecedented migration ows in 2015-2016 through and from Turkey towards the European Union is an example of such an occurrence on which Georgia cannot exert any direct in uence.
As Georgia is relatively close to the external borders of the

5.2

European Union, smuggling networks may decide to target
the country to channel migrants through Georgia – if not to
facilitate the migrants' journey until their nal destinations,
then at the very least as a means to make money at the expense of deceived migrants and their families back home. As this
report has demonstrated, combating smuggling of migrants
as a criminal phenomenon does not feature high among the
priorities of the Georgian law enforcement bodies, which
means that criminal smuggling rings have the opportunity to
operate in Georgia at relative impunity.
With that in mind, IOM wishes to issue the following recommendations addressed to the Government of Georgia:

Recommendations

Despite the circumstance that Georgia may not be a major
country along the routes of migrant smuggling towards
Europe or other destinations, the relevant authorities in
Georgia are recommended to keep an open mind about
possible changes in this situation and to conduct systematic
risk analyses to identify possible opportunities for criminal
networks to target Georgia as transit country. Georgia's
strategic position as a transit corridor between Asia and
Europe, its position as one of the littoral states of the Black Sea
and its relatively relaxed admission and immigration policies
are all important factors to take into account.

organized criminal groups that seek to smuggle migrants
through Georgia to nal destinations. In case such weaknesses are identi ed, the relevant Georgian authorities are advised to address those to ensure that Georgia's capacities to
counter smuggling of migrants and irregular migration in
general remain strong. It is in this context that the EU included
a new recommendation in its annual visa suspension mechanism report, which reads: “Ensure further alignment of Georgia's visa policy with the EU lists of visa-required third countries, in particular as regards those third countries which present irregular migration or security risks for the EU29.”

Georgian law enforcement is recommended to not apply criminal prosecution towards migrants who have been smuggled across the country's borders, in compliance with Article 5
of the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land,
Sea and Air, supplementing the United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime.

As this report has established, cases of smuggling of migrants
usually target the green border between Georgia and Turkey.
However, the facilitation of the irregular exit from Georgia by
air transport is another distinct possibility, as illustrated by
several (relatively recent) cases when foreigners tried to board
planes at Tbilisi and Kutaisi Airports with falsi ed documents
that had been provided by brokers based in Georgia or other
countries. The targeting of direct ights to Europe departing
from airports in Georgia is a development that the relevant
Georgian authorities shall take seriously. In that context,

The Government of Georgia is recommended to review its
current visa and admission policy and assess whether there
are weaknesses in this system that may be exploited by

29

“Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council – Fourth Report under the Visa Suspension Mechanism”, European
Commission, COM 2021 (602 nal), 4 August 2021 (page 26).
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capacities of fraudulent document detection will need to be
strengthened, the skills of the Patrol Police to conduct
targeted passenger interviews will need to be enhanced and
alerts about identi ed cases of document fraud and attempts
of illegal border crossing in Georgia need to be actively shared
within the country as well as with all relevant international
partners of Georgia. The possibility of swaps of passports and
boarding passes among passengers in the transit area of Tbilisi
Airport is another issue to take into account as a means to
access ights to destinations in Europe.
Georgian law enforcement bodies are recommended to
consider in criminal investigations possible linkages between
cases of smuggling of migrants and traﬃcking in human
beings. As highlighted in the previous chapters, Uzbek
women have been smuggled from Georgia into Turkey and
aided in that process by Turkish and Georgian nationals. At the
same time, some Uzbek women were identi ed among
victims of traﬃcking in human beings in Georgia, for which
circumstance it can be assumed that links between the two
crimes may exist.

advised to look into patterns of (irregular) migration in the
context of ghting the traﬃcking in narcotics as coming from
Asian countries en route to destinations west- and northwards
of Georgia.
As Georgia is relatively close to Syria and Iraq, the country may
be targeted by foreign terrorist ghters as a transit stage en
route to these countries or when returning to their countries
of origin. Further analysis is required to assess whether at
some stage of their travel they rely on the services provided by
migrant smugglers to secure irregular entry into another
country, Georgia included.
In terms of international cooperation, the Government of
Georgia is recommended to enhance its cooperation on
smuggling of migrants with European structures, such as
Europol and the European Border and Coast Guard Agency,
including by sharing intelligence and crime data on instances
of migrant smuggling, irregular border crossing, use of
fraudulent documents and other manifestations of irregular
migration.

In the same vein, oﬃcials in the Central Criminal Police
Department's Unit for the Combat of Organized Crime are

IOM 2016
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Annex 1
List of abbreviations

AVRR
BCP
EMSC
EU

Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration
Border Crossing Point
European Migrant Smuggling Centre
European Union

Europol

European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation

Frontex

European Border and Coast Guard Agency

IBM

Integrated Border Management

IOM

International Organization for Migration

MIA

Ministry of Internal Aﬀairs (of Georgia)

SCMI
UNODC

State Commission on Migration Issues (Georgia)
United Nations Oﬃce on Drugs and Crime
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