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South Caucasus states differ from one another in social-economic potential, democratic experience, cultural peculiarities and current political preferences; however, all of them share similar concerns and challenges. Eighteen years since independence these states are still experiencing the problems, among them: consequences of violent conflicts that influence internal political and economic developments as well as determine their foreign policy priorities; social-economic hardship; exodus of population for better life and job opportunities; underdeveloped and fragile political system; inconsistent democratic reforms that caused frustration in society. Some fragmented positive changes are observed, however, weak rule of law, barriers to free media, containment and ignorance of civil society actors and no experience and will to hold free and fair elections remain urgent challenges. All these factors significantly influence the internal and external political dynamic; bringing the existing problems into an impasse and, moreover, generating new more complicated ones. 
Conflicts

Conflicts remain one of the most arduous challenges that all three states have faced. Regional conflicts are frozen for the last fourteen years but the risk of a resumption of violence is possible with much worse implications. After cease-fire agreements concluded over Nagorno Karabakh (1994), as well as Abkhazia (in 1994) and South Ossetia (in 1992) the parties have been unable to reach a compromise and come to mutually accepted solution. There is no improvement and no breakthrough in negotiation processes. Whatever is being done at the internationally mediated negotiations, at ground level resumed violence (war) appears a real possibility.  Despite a growing pressure from mediators to reach a compromise and reach a framework agreement on a gradual settlement of the conflicts, the sides could not reach any breakthrough. Moreover, the dialogue between the conflicting parties became extremely weak and less productive; and such a failure is conditioned not only by internal difficulties but international context as well. 

Political interests and preferences of separate international actors, ignorance of international principles and application of double standards just only complicate and deepen the existing contradictions. And one of such cases can be considered the model of Kosovo problem solution. International community repeatedly states that Kosovo model cannot be applied to other conflicts; however, this precedent raised very optimistic sentiments within breakaway republics who claim to have a legal and moral right for independent stance. In such a surrounding the breakaway regions became less prone to continue dialogue and more radical while seeking the only possible solution – independence. 
The Armenian –Azerbaijani conflict resolution process needs a serious revision of approach: so called “package” solution promoted by the Armenian leadership could not bring any positive results so far,  therefore, it is worth to consider “step by step” approach lobbying by some  opposition forces which may give room to conflicting sides for compromise and interim solution. The Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-South Ossetian conflict resolution processes are greatly influenced by Russia’s involvement: Russia openly supports the breakaway regions by various means: providing political and economic assistance, granting Russian citizenship to the Abkhazs and South Ossetians and making statements about possible recognition of their independence. Moreover, recently Russian authorities removed economic sanctions against breakaway Abkhazia.  Despite an economic blockade against Abkhazia (that was imposed by Russian Federation since mid 90s) has never been fully applied; it will foster their economic cooperation and can be considered as a precondition for further incorporation/integration of the region within the Russian state. These conflicts are permanently used by the Russian side to pressure the Georgian leadership which actively seeks NATO membership. (Georgia has been experiencing a progressive cooperation with the alliance for the last years. This close interaction and membership aspirations have wide public support. A non-binding, advisory referendum on wether to join NATO was held in Georgia on January 5, 2008. According to the official results, 77% of voters were in favor).
Democracy situation
After the Rose Revolution Georgia obtained leading position in the region in terms of developing and promoting democratic principles. It gained strong international appraisal and credibility. Democracy oriented new leadership full of enthusiasm and readiness for real changes for a short period could achieve some positive results in the areas of governance, economic reforms as well as strengthening control throughout the country. However the next period demonstrated that a real change is a complicated task and needs political will and preparedness. Later on it became obvious that no government even democratically elected and largely supported by overwhelming majority of the population is insured against misuse of power and authoritarian aspirations.
The democracy situation in Armenia and Azerbaijan is much more pessimistic. These countries have failed to meet the tempo of democratic reform. The political regimes there keep strict control on the society, opposition forces and media; overall corruption is one of the most evident characteristics of these countries. Any opposition actions are cracked down, while control over opponents and media outlets is extremely tightened. 
In Armenia, the state constantly keeps the society distanced from the political agenda, showing an apparent reluctance to initiate discussions with civil society entities. Armenian NGO’s have had a very little room to influence the decision making processes. In Azerbaijan, the NGO sector is the least encouraged by the state, highly attached to the government and under its strong control. However, some NGOs and public activists still try to operate and express their vision. In Georgia after the Rose Revolution many representatives of civil society have moved to the executive power and assumed political posts. The georgian civil sector was always characterized by its extremely active involvement in public debates; however, its role for the last years, to some extent, has been diminishing since interaction between the government and civil society became weak. 
It is evident and well-known that democratization is an indispensable and only prerequisite for effective development. Democracy oriented leaderships are much more prone to overcome the existing misunderstanding and keep open the space for compromise and some sort of agreement. They can better realize the benefits of interaction/cooperation and loses that isolation and tension may bring.      

Internal political crisis
The political crises that Armenia and Georgia have faced recently was conditioned by a lack of political culture, in particular inability to conduct a peaceful dialogue and reach a consensus on key political issues. No rule of law, absence of free election performance and administration, oppression of free media, extremely low confidence in judiciary as well as bad social economic conditions became a reason of growing mass protest. Political opposition forces being fragmented and weak so far expressed readiness and will to be united and jointly oppose the human rights violations, domination of ruling party’s majority in Parliament and absence of constructive approach from the ruling elites. 
All these caused mass mobilization and a series of demonstrations in fall 2007 in Georgia. Unfortunately in the situation that emerged the ruling elite has expressed no enthusiasm and will for political dialogue and instead of initiating broad public discussion and consultations with the opposition forces, has violently attacked the protestors and dispersed the peaceful demonstration. All these were followed by a closure of independent television “Imedi”, arrests of opposition activists and overall discrediting of opposition leaders by the state authorities. Such developments met negative international resonance which forced president Saakashvili to resign for the early presidential elections. According to the election results, he regained power with 53, 47 % of votes that caused a new wave of demonstrations aimed at protesting the electoral fraud. 

Disputed presidential election followed by mass protest has created a political crisis in another state of the region – Armenia. The supporters of the leading defeated candidate (and former president) Levon Ter-Petrossian rejected the election results perceived to have been forged and  responded to the declared outcome (current prime Minister and presidential candidate Serzh Sarkisyan got 52% of votes) by organizing a continuous peaceful mass protests in the centre of the capital, Yerevan. The future development of processes was mostly similar to the Georgian events; however, in the Armenian case confrontations between demonstrators and police have led to the death of eight people, thousands were injured. Later on, a 20-day state of emergency was imposed throughout the country which prohibited mass gatherings and required news reports on domestic political matters to include only official information. In parallel, opposition activists were imprisoned, opposition media outlets including internet sites were blocked; Armenia dwelt in total information isolation. 

In such an environment the reaction of the international community to the recent developments in Georgia and Armenia became significantly important. Despite the revealed violations during the election campaigns by international observers and critical reports released by international organizations, the elections were assessed as in essence consistent with most European commitments and standards for democratic elections, and the international community has accepted the election outcomes as legitimate. Western countries called upon the conflicting sides to diminish tension and initiate a peaceful dialogue. Therefore, such a position of the international community proved that international community have not shown consistency to put stronger pressure on the national governments to act more constructively. This for sure gives a free hand to national governments to act according to their own private interests and feel not transparent before public internally and before the international community externally.     

Recent developments in Armenia and Azerbaijan have demonstrated that the countries of the region are far away for democratic methods of tackling the difficulties. They showed no will and preparedness for constructive dialogue and effective crisis management. Unfortunately, violent means of crisis resolution and intolerance prevail over peaceful and constructive interaction. 
Conclusion

During the last period the South Caucasus region has witnessed that conflicts and problems have multiplied. Current developments have deeply complicated the situation within the states as well as at a regional level. They will also negatively influence the situation in conflict zones and will cause further divisions and polarization within the societies. Troublesome tendencies derive from inefficient measures and mechanisms for crisis management applied by the state agencies. On the contrary, the societies in all three states remain to be more efficient and progressive than the Governments. Civil society in these countries have more pragmatic and effective approach to existing problems and challenges, however, their ability to influence decision-making is extremely limited (and even neglected). This shows that civil society still needs serious assistance, further support and empowerment. 
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