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Police allegedly fail to protect Jehovah’s Witness congregation
against attack by radical Georgian Orthodox Church supporters

On 17 October 1999 radical supporters of the Georgian Orthodox
Church are said to have attacked a congregation of Jehovah’s
Witnesses and beat them with iron crosses and wooden clubs. The
police reportedly refused to come to their help.

Some 120 Jehovah’s Witnesses had gathered in a rented theatre in
Thilisi, the capital of Georgia, to hold a Sunday service. Around
200 supporters of a radical defrocked Georgian Orthodox priest
named Basil Mkalavishvili reportedly broke up the meeting and
assaulted members of the congregation verbally and physically.
Some adherents escaped during the attack and reported it to two
local police stations, but police allegedly refused to come to their
aid or provide protection. Sixteen worshippers are said to have
needed hospital treatment as a result of the attack.

Jehovah’s Witness Fati Tabagari, for example, suffered a
temporary loss of vision after she was struck on her head. Fati
Tabagari told Al:

"When they found religious literature in my bag, they
began to shout at me and one of them hit me with all his
might. He hit my face, my eyes. | tried to hide my face
with my hands. Blood was running down my fingers.

| felt that | was losing consciousness."

After the attack Fati Tabagari was reportedly brought to hospital suffering from a concussion and
serious injuries to one of her eyes.

Fati Tabagari told an Al representative in March 2001 that since lodging a complaint on 17 October
1999 with the authorities regarding the attack on Jehovah’s Witnesses the same day in Tbilisi, she still
had not received any response.

! Please use this Appeal Case sheet as the basis for your letter-writing until further notice.



Background information:

Jehovah’s Witnesses have frequently been a target for violence by radical supporters of the Georgian
Orthodox Church in several cities in Georgia, often led by defrocked Georgian Orthodox priest Basil
Mkalavishvili. In many of the incidents police are said to have failed to protect the believers, or even to
have participated in physical and verbal abuse.

Complaints lodged by the Jehovah’s Witnesses against Basil Mkalavishvili after an attack on a
congregation in October 1999 are still being investigated and no criminal proceedings against him have
yet come to court.

The case against two female supporters of Basil Mkalavishvili was sent back by the judge for further
investigation at a trial in August 2000, even though the women reportedly admitted to their part in the
attack. In the meantime, Mirian Arabidze, a Jehovah’s Witness, and Zaza Koshadze, who had attended
the religious gathering in October 1999, were convicted of "hooliganism™ and sentenced to
probationary terms of three years and six months respectively at a trial that took place in September
2000.

On 16 March 2001 the Procurator General of Georgia reportedly issued an instruction for an
investigation to be carried out by Thilisi city procuracy into allegations of violence carried out by Basil
Mkalavishvili and his followers. However, to our knowledge there have yet to be any successful
prosecutions of those alleged to be responsible for the catalogue of assaults, in spite of extensive
eye-witness and video evidence.

Apart from attacks on Jehovah’s Witnesses, other minority religions such as Baptists and Pentecostals
have also become targets of violence. "Nobody has been punished for any of the attacks on religious
minority groups. This apparent impunity encourages further violence against Jehovah’s Witnesses and
other religious minority groups in Georgia," said Arno Tungler, representative of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses in Georgia, in an interview with Al in March 2001. Basil Mkalavishvili repeatedly publicly
stated that after "having dealt" with the Jehovah’s Witnesses he would move on to other minority
faiths.
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PLEASE SEND ANY REPLIES FROM THE GEORGIAN AUTHORITIES AS SOON AS
POSSIBLE TO THE INTERNATIONAL SECRETARIAT OF AMNESTY
INTERNATIONAL. (South Caucasus and Central Asia Research and Campaign Team;
Amnesty International; 1 Easton Street; London WC1X ODW; United Kingdom)



