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Georgia has a liberal and progressive legal framework governing its media. The Constitution protects
media freedom and access to public information is guaranteed.
 
However, that is only the surface.
 
The news media in Georgia operates in a highly polarized and politicized environment with
regulators under the government’s thumb, the market concentrated in the hands of a few powerful
groups, also close to politicians, and independent news outfits struggling to stay afloat.
 
Paradoxically, news is a much sought product in Georgia, but the industry that offers it is hardly
lucrative. Six of the country’s largest television operators bled red ink between 2016 and 2018. Much
of that is the result of the technological disruption and economic crisis that have affected the news
media worldwide.
 
In Georgia, the financial struggles of the news industry left the media in the hands of the government
and advertisers, many of whom are powerful financial groups.
 
The print media sector in particular has experienced in the past five years or so a dramatic decline in
both revenues and circulation. Some of them, including Liberali, a non-tabloid publication, Tabula
magazine and Batumelebi newspaper, had to fold their print editions and move online where ad
spending is growing fast. Increasingly, Georgians, particularly young people, are consuming their
news online. Nearly half of the Georgian youth follow political news on the internet. The online
advertising market, the fastest growing media segment in Georgia, doubled between 2014 and 2017 to
US$ 5m. It had another spectacular rise, of over 25%, in 2018.
 
But the internet is far from providing the silver bullet for Georgia’s journalism, at least for now.
Media consumption habits are hard to change. Not too many people would be open to pay for
content; and even if they do, the market is too small to accommodate subscription-based business
models in the news media.
 
Moreover, television remains the most popular source of news and information, with 72% of
Georgians consuming televised content in 2019. The slow growth of internet penetration doesn’t
help either. Some 54% of Georgians used the internet on a daily basis in 2018. The internet
penetration is vastly concentrated in the capital city of Tbilisi and some other large cities.
 
The television market is dominated by two television operators, Rustavi 2 Media Holding, which
runs Rustavi 2, the most popular channel in the country, and Imedi Media Holding, which runs the
second and third most popular television channels. Together, they attract nearly two-thirds of the
Georgian audience. They are both controlled by entrepreneurs in hock to political parties, or having
themselves political aspirations.
 
The government is a major player, spending hefty funds from the state budget in the media. The
public broadcaster GPB is by far the largest recipient of government funding, which accounts for
nearly its entire annual budget of over €16m. In contrast, local media outlets are struggling
financially. Faced with mounting losses, many of them are shutting down at a fast rate.
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FUTURE OUTLOOK

Experts argue that much of how the Georgian journalism looks today was shaped by regulators,
especially GNCC, the country’s broadcast licensing authority whose reputation has been stained by
several scandals related to politically motivated licensing decisions. The policymaking process is
influenced by political stalwarts including Bidzina Ivanishvili, former chairman of the Georgian
Dream party, Kakha Bekauri, the head of GNCC who’s known for his ties with the same party, or
Vasil Maghlaperidze, head of the public broadcaster since 2017.
 
It is left to only a small group of NGOs to defend independent journalism. Their impact is limited,
however, given the overwhelming power of media owners and funders. Some positive influence
comes from the EU, which in 2014 signed an ambitious Association Agreement with the Georgia.
From the other side, the Russian Government has been making strides in boosting its influence in
Georgia through both a few local media outlets and newly set up websites specializing solely in
spreading propagandistic content.

Independent journalism in Georgia is going through a tough time; and the green shoots are hard to
spot. 
 
With Georgia expecting elections in 2020, regulators and political parties are expected to intensify
their attempts to control as much of the political narrative in the country as possible. That is likely to
further curb the independence of the media.
 
The internet is likely to further increase its penetration, yet at a slow space. In spite of its economic
growth, the Georgian economy is small for potential investors, especially in such a politicized field.
All that means that there is little chance to see fresh cash injunctions in the country’s independent
media sector. The onus is on philanthropies and NGOs, too small to beat the competition of the
wealthy media owners or the government, to design innovative financing models that would keep in
business the last homes of independent journalism; or help establish new ones.
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