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Municipal Elections in Georgia -

a Short Explainer

Tamara Sartania

Georgia is scheduled to hold nationwide municipal elections on October 4,
2025. These elections mark the first electoral test since the disputed 2024
parliamentary elections and come at a time of heightened political
polarization, ongoing anti-government protests, and considerable democratic
backsliding. The ruling Georgian Dream party has significantly altered the
legal framework governing elections, as well as the right to assembly and free
speech. These changes, made unilaterally and with limited consultation, have
raised concerns over fairness, transparency, and political pluralism.

£,

22V

2

Independent International Consultant | Democratic Elections, Civil Society Development,
Parliamentary and Political Party Strengthening, Women'’s Political Participation


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20241121IPR25549/parliament-calls-for-new-elections-in-georgia
https://dfwatch.net/tbilisi-opposition-marks-300-days-of-post-election-protest-64136/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2025C27/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2025C27/

l. Introduction and Context

Georgia is scheduled to hold nationwide municipal elections on
October 4, 2025. These elections mark the first electoral test since
the disputed 2024 parliamentary elections and come at a time of
heightened political polarization, ongoing anti-government protests,
and considerable democratic backsliding. The ruling Georgian Dream
party has significantly altered the legal framework governing
elections, as well as the right to assembly and free speech. These
changes, made unilaterally and with limited consultation, have raised
concerns over fairness, transparency, and political pluralism.

Key legislative amendments related to the elections include an
increase in the share of majoritarian seats in local councils
(Sakrebulos), the elimination of the second-round requirement for
majoritarian races, the increase of the electoral threshold for party-
list candidates, and the repeal of gender quotas for candidate lists.
These reforms are widely viewed as mechanisms to cement Georgian
Dream’s political dominance at the local level.

Like previous parliamentary elections, electronic technologies such as
voter verification devices and electronic voting machines will be
deployed in most polling stations across the country. However,
questions around voter secrecy, data security, and equipment
transparency remain largely unaddressed.

Since November 2024, the Georgian Dream appointed government
has considerably intensified pressure on independent media, civil
society, civic activists, and opposition political parties. Law-
enforcement agencies violently dispersed largely peaceful rallies that
have been ongoing since December 2024 until the present; however,
no one from the police or other relevant units of the Ministry of
Internal Affairs has been brought to justice. On the contrary, many
civic activists have been arrested and jailed on what many believe
are false or exaggerated charges. Likewise, many political leaders
remain behind bars, while former Prime Minister Giorgi Gakharia is
abroad.

Compounding these issues, Georgia's international relations are
strained. The United States has suspended its strategic cooperation
with Georgia, and the European Union has halted the process of
Georgia’s European accession. Many Georgian Dream officials, as well
as de facto ruler and oligarch Bidzina lvanishvili, remain sanctioned
by Western countries. With Georgia increasingly isolated from its
traditional Western partners, concerns over democratic backsliding
and Georgia reversing its course towards Euro-Atlantic integration
have intensified.
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In past elections, malign
actors have reportedly
gathered and stored ID
copies, to maintain
registries of recruited
voters, track payments,
or monitor participation.
The changes add a new
layer of legal protection
around voters’ personal
data making it harder for
electoral interference
networks to operate.


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20241121IPR25549/parliament-calls-for-new-elections-in-georgia
https://dfwatch.net/tbilisi-opposition-marks-300-days-of-post-election-protest-64136/
https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2025C27/
https://epde.org/?news=new-voting-technologies-in-georgia-s-parliamentary-elections
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/11/30/us-suspends-partnership-georgia-00192044
https://euneighbourseast.eu/news/latest-news/georgia-accession-process-de-facto-halted-as-eu-calls-on-government-to-change-course/

Il. Legal Framework

The upcoming municipal elections will take place under a
considerably revised legal framework, whereas most of the changes
have been initiated and unilaterally adopted by Georgian Dream.

On October 4, 2025, citizens of Georgia will directly elect mayors and
members of local councils (Sakrebulos) for a four-year term in 5 self-
governing cities and 59 municipalities across the country. Elections to
Sakrebulos will be administered under a mixed electoral system,
whereas some seats in local councils are allocated through a
proportional system and the rest through a first-past-the-post system.

In Spring 2024, the Georgian Dream party rushed amendments that
eliminated a 40% threshold for majoritarian candidates and the need
to hold a second round if none of the candidates garnered enough
votes to clear the threshold. Through another set of amendments
initiated and adopted by the contested parliament in December 2024,
the share of majoritarian seats in Sakrebulos increased. In the 50-
member Tbilisi Sakrebulo, 25 will be elected through the majoritarian
system (compared to 10 previously). In self-governing cities, the
number of councilors elected through a majoritarian system
increased from 7 to 10, while the total number of seats decreased
from 35 to 25. In the rest of the municipalities, based on the number
of registered voters, up to 5 members will be elected through a
majoritarian ticket, and 15 through proportional seats. The threshold
for proportional elections has also increased from 2.5% to 4% in
Tbilisi and 3% in other municipalities. An increase in the threshold,
coupled with the increase in the share of majoritarian seats, may
significantly shift the power dynamics within local governance in
favor of the ruling party.

Mayoral races still require a candidate to secure more than 50
percent of the vote, with run-offs held between the two top-
performing candidates on November 1, if no candidate receives the
required number of votes.

The repeal of mandatory gender quotas further threatens to reverse
gains in women's political participation. Previously, quotas ensured
that women made up at least one-third of party candidate lists for
municipal elections, contributing to a rise in the percentage of
women elected. According to the UNDP study, the share of women
elected through the proportional ticket increased from 19.8% in 2017
to 31.4%, contributing to the overall increase of the total proportion
of women in Sakrebulos to 24%. With the quotas removed, this
progress may be undone. None of Georgian Dream’s 25 majoritarian
candidates in Tbilisi is a woman.

These changes dismantle reforms that were previously agreed upon
based on a broad political consensus under European Union
mediation in 2021. Domestic observer organizations, such as the
International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), and
international institutions, including the Venice Commission and
OSCE/ODIHR, have criticized both the substance and the rushed,
unilateral process of these legislative changes and characterized
them as a tool of the Georgian Dream to further cement its power.
Despite the criticism, the ruling party had not altered its decisions.
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In Spring 2024, the
Georgian Dream party
rushed amendments that
eliminated a 40%
threshold for
majoritarian candidates
and the need to hold a
second round if none of
the candidates garnered
enough votes to clear
the threshold.



https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/6164944?publication=0
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/6164944?publication=0
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/6328589?publication=0
https://civil.ge/archives/589535
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-12/undp-georgia-gender-quotas-2022-eng.pdf
https://civil.ge/archives/697925
https://civil.ge/archives/697925
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/210418_mediation_way_ahead_for_publication_0.pdf
https://isfed.ge/eng/gantskhadebebi/aralegitimuri-parlamenti-munitsipalitetis-tsarmomadgenlobiti-organos-saarchevno-sistemas-qartuli-otsnebis-interesebs-uqvemdebarebs-
https://civil.ge/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/venice-commission.pdf
https://civil.ge/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/venice-commission.pdf

Legislation regulating campaign finance remains largely the same,
albeit not entirely: parties can collect membership fees, receive
donations from Georgian citizens up to 60,000 GEL a year, and apply
for a loan from a commercial bank. Donations by legal entities and
foreign citizens are banned. The biggest change is that in spring
2025, the Georgian Dream parliament banned funding/in-kind
contributions by foreign entities for events such as training,
workshops, and lectures. Parties can qualify for the state funding if
they receive at least 1% of the vote during the previous parliamentary
elections. However, a set of amendments adopted in 2020 stripped
parties boycotting parliament from state funding - as such,
opposition political parties that cleared the threshold in the 2024
parliamentary elections are no longer eligible. Together, bans and
restrictions on funding have reduced the capabilities of the
opposition, solidifying Georgian Dream’s position.

Experts question the neutrality of the Anti-Corruption Bureau,
charged with enforcing campaign finance regulations. In its final
report on the October 26 Parliamentary Elections, ODIHR criticized
the Bureau for its “selective and inconsistent application of legal
provisions, and with the recent actions of the Bureau against leading
civil society watchdogs, many civil society bodies view the
organization as a tool of political retribution in the hands of the
Georgian Dream party.

lll. Election Administration and New Voting
Technologies

Municipal elections are administered by a three-tiered electoral
administration consisting of the Central Election Commission (CEC),
73 District Election Commissions (DECs), and over 3000 regular
precinct election commissions (PECs), in addition to special PECs
established prior to election day in hospitals, prisons, and other
locations defined by the law. Out-of-country voting is not allowed for
the local elections.

Out of up to 17 members of the CEC, 8 non-partisan members are
appointed by the parliament for a 5-year term, and the rest are
nominated by parties represented in the Parliament. However,
currently, from opposition parties, only Lelo and Gakharia For Georgia
appointed members in the CEC. Previously, the Georgian Dream ruling
party has considerably revised both the procedure and the thresholds
required for the selection and appointment of the non-partisan
members, effectively eliminating the participation of credible civil
society organizations as well as the need for opposition support. This
has further diminished the trust and credibility of the CEC and raised
questions about its neutrality. Similar concerns apply to lower-level
electoral bodies, such as District and Precinct Election Commissions,
which suffer from partisan appointments, limited training, and a lack
of transparency.

The introduction of election technology during last year’s
parliamentary elections, namely voter verification devices and
electronic voting machines, which were intended to improve accuracy
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Parliamentary Elections,
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https://civil.ge/archives/674455
https://www.rferl.org/a/georgian-lawmakers-advance-bill-to-halt-funding-of-parties-boycotting-parliament/31015811.html
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/6/584029_0.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/6/584029_0.pdf
https://civil.ge/archives/701772?_gl=1*14gnbhn*_ga*OTIwMjI4NTY1LjE3NTg1NTE1NTU.*_up*MQ..*_ga_G44CKQQS7M*czE3NTg1NTE1NTQkbzEkZzEkdDE3NTg1NTE1ODYkajI4JGwwJGgw
https://civil.ge/archives/697729
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Statement%20of%20the%20National%20Democratic%20Institute%20Pre-Election%20Delegation%20_%20Georgia%20_%20February%202024%20%283%29.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/6/584029_0.pdf
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/6/584029_0.pdf
https://civil.ge/archives/701772?_gl=1*14gnbhn*_ga*OTIwMjI4NTY1LjE3NTg1NTE1NTU.*_up*MQ..*_ga_G44CKQQS7M*czE3NTg1NTE1NTQkbzEkZzEkdDE3NTg1NTE1ODYkajI4JGwwJGgw
https://civil.ge/archives/697729
https://civil.ge/archives/697729
https://civil.ge/archives/697729

and efficiency, instead generated significant concerns. Ballot markers
allegedly revealed vote choices due to ink leakage. Voter
identification devices may have been used to multiple
voting, particularly when manual data entry was allowed. Courts have
largely declined to uphold complaints related to these violations.
Despite these issues, around 75% of PECs will use voting
technologies for municipal elections as well, covering 90% of the
electorate. CEC will reuse the same equipment for the municipal
elections, with only minor adjustments, such as installing a plastic
panel to shield the secrecy of the ballot.

IV. Shrinking Civic Space and Legal Crackdowns

Since Spring 2024, the Georgian government has undertaken
legislative and administrative actions that severely restrict the
operational space for civil society and independent media. These
include the passage of the Law on Transparency of Foreign Influence
(dubbed the Russian Law), which requires organizations receiving
foreign funding to register in a special register or face hefty fines, as
well as the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA), which envisages
individual criminal liability for failing to comply with registration
requirements. To further suffocate cash-strapped CSOs, donors are
now required to seek the permission of the Government of Georgia
before disbursing grants. This requirement has already led to the
cancellation of planned support for civic education and election
monitoring.

Independent observer missions have been severely undermined.
Domestic groups are underfunded and face legal threats, including
charges of sabotage, with their accounts seized. For the first time in
20 years, the premier election watchdog organization - ISFED - will
not observe the local elections according to its "standard’,
comprehensive methodology. International organizations such as the
National Democratic Institute and the International Republican
Institute - that have traditionally fielded international election
observation missions - have ceased operations in Georgia following
the shift in the US foreign assistance priorities. The Georgian Dream
government did not extend an official invitation to observe elections
to OSCE/ODIHR until less than a month ahead of elections, with
ODIHR declining to field a mission at such a late stage, citing the
impossibility of conducting a “meaningful observation”.

No credible domestic or international observer missions have
registered to observe the upcoming municipal elections. Already in
spring 2025, civil society organizations feared that the new CEC rules,
barring observers from checking voter IDs or filming information
displayed on ID verification devices and limiting media coverage to
brief, distant recordings, would obstruct efforts to uncover election
fraud, thus making election day observation obsolete.

In response to the mass demonstrations following the decision of the
Georgian Dream Prime Minister to halt the EU accession process, the
ruling party intensified its crackdown on activists and protesters from
diverse social groups: 300 people were subject to police violence and
detentions in late 2024.
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https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/1/6/584029_0.pdf
https://transparency.ge/en/post/my-vote-main-scheme-large-scale-election-fraud-has-been-unraveled
https://civil.ge/archives/640976
https://cesko.ge/ge/kanonmdebloba/tseskos-samartlebrivi-aqtebi/gankargulebebi/singleview/11035927-gankarguleba-682025-29042025
https://cesko.ge/ge/kanonmdebloba/tseskos-samartlebrivi-aqtebi/gankargulebebi/singleview/11035927-gankarguleba-682025-29042025
https://www.gmfus.org/news/dark-day-georgian-democracy
https://civil.ge/archives/667118
https://civil.ge/archives/676258?_gl=1*kvr2s4*_ga*MTk5NTQxNzk4Ny4xNzUxODkzODMw*_up*MQ..*_ga_G44CKQQS7M*czE3NTE4OTM4MjkkbzEkZzAkdDE3NTE4OTM4MjkkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://www.facebook.com/ukingeorgia/posts/1137654591725830?rdid=NiOOu2xd5CmVGIhP#
https://civil.ge/archives/698002
https://civil.ge/archives/699607
https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/597267
https://civil.ge/archives/673989

The Public Defender reported injuries consistent with punitive
violence, yet no officials have been held accountable despite human
rights groups’ calls. Many detainees faced politically motivated
charges, according to civil society organizations, with more than 30
receiving jail terms. Alongside the violence, the government rushed
through restrictive laws increasing fines and penalties, and severely
curtailing the freedom of assembly, which the Venice Commission

deemed disproportionate.

V. Political and Media Landscape

The political campaign environment is severely constrained.
Legislative_efforts are underway to ban opposition parties, using
charges of treason or alleged historical wrongdoing. Several major
opposition leaders, including three leaders from Akhali Party, are
behind bars on charges of not appearing before a parliamentary
committee set up to investigate crimes committed under the previous
ruling party. Another leader of the Akhali Party is in pre-trial
detention for_damaging a poster of the Georgian Dream mayoral
candidate. The State Security Service detained the former Chair of the
UNM for publicly offering a prize to law-enforcers who would not
obey illegal orders of the government. Two leaders of Lelo briefly
served a prison sentence prior to being pardoned by the Georgian
Dream-elect president Mikheil Kavelashvili. Former Prime Minister
Gakharia is abroad in Germany. From the mainstream opposition, only
the Lelo and Gakharia For Georgia parties are running in the
municipal elections. However, they only fielded mayoral candidates in
36 out of 64 municipalities.

Media freedom is also under threat. The shutdown of Mtavari TV due
to financial and internal conflicts highlights the vulnerability of
independent media. Amendments to the Law on Broadcasting further
constrain the media. Broadcasters are now prohibited from receiving
foreign funding, and the National Communications Commission has
expanded its authority to penalize media outlets for content critical
of the government.

Social media — particularly Facebook — has become the primary
source of news for many Georgians. This has increased the
population's exposure to disinformation campaigns, including
coordinated operations by Russian actors. Georgian Dream and
affiliated groups have spent heavily on Facebook advertising to
shape public narratives. Television remains a secondary source of
information, but the landscape is highly polarized. Government-
aligned stations avoid airing opposition voices, while Georgian Dream
boycotts opposition-leaning channels, limiting public access to
diverse political perspectives.

Journalists face increasing harassment and violence. Almost 150 were
injured while covering the protest rallies in December 2024. Mzia
Amaghlobeli, founder of Batumelebi and Netgazeti, has been
sentenced to a two-year prison term for slapping a police officer
during a protest, drawing harsh criticism from both domestic and
international human rights organizations.

ean Platf,
) Ory, P

Q»\} 0¢
%
epde }
-
$

L)

J
suory?®

Social media —
particularly Facebook
— has become the
primary source of
news for many
Georgians. This has
increased the
population’s exposure
to disinformation
campaigns, including
coordinated
operations by Russian
actors.


https://ombudsman.ge/eng/akhali-ambebi/241203081257sakhalkho-damtsvelis-gantskhadeba
https://ombudsman.ge/eng/akhali-ambebi/241203081257sakhalkho-damtsvelis-gantskhadeba
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/11/georgia-police-actions-in-tbilisi-amount-to-yet-another-punitive-assault-on-freedom-of-peaceful-assembly/
https://transparency.ge/en/post/politically-motivated-case-so-called-group-violence-against-11-protest-participants
https://transparency.ge/en/post/politically-motivated-case-so-called-group-violence-against-11-protest-participants
https://civil.ge/archives/697375?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://transparency.ge/en/post/path-dictatorship-review-georgian-dreams-recent-repressive-legislative-initiatives#_ftn24
https://civil.ge/archives/666740
https://civil.ge/archives/681064
https://jam-news.net/georgia-six-opposition-leaders-jailed-whats-next/
https://civil.ge/archives/700719
https://oc-media.org/georgian-opposition-figure-khabeishvili-arrested-for-offering-money-to-police-to-step-aside/
https://www.interpressnews.ge/en/article/142137-mamuka-khazaradze-has-been-released-from-prison/
https://civil.ge/archives/700264
https://civil.ge/archives/663009
https://civil.ge/archives/687815
https://isfed.ge/eng/sotsialuri-mediis-monitoringi/rusuli-sainformatsio-operatsia-2024-tslis-saparlamento-archevnebtan-dakavshirebit
https://jam-news.net/georgian-dream-spending-on-ads/
https://jam-news.net/147-journalists-injured-during-protests-in-georgia-17-fined-for-blocking-roads-cmis/
https://mediacoalition.ge/en/mediis-warmomadgenlebs-da-presis-tavisuflebis-damcvelebs/
https://civil.ge/archives/664506
https://isfed.ge/eng/sotsialuri-mediis-monitoringi/rusuli-sainformatsio-operatsia-2024-tslis-saparlamento-archevnebtan-dakavshirebit
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With less than two weeks left before election day, Georgia’s October 4
municipal elections are taking place amid deepening polarization and
shrinking civic space. The ruling Georgian Dream party has reshaped
the legal framework in its favor - expanding majoritarian seats,
raising thresholds, and repealing gender quotas - while sidelining
opposition voices and undermining independent oversight. Election
administration and new voting technologies remain clouded by
mistrust; civil society groups face unprecedented restrictions, and
international observers largely stay away. At the same time,
independent media is facing existential threats, opposition leaders
are jailed or abroad, and the broader political environment is marked
by fear, disinformation, and repression. Given that Georgian Dream is
running largely uncontested in most municipalities, the elections are
unlikely to meaningfully alter the balance of power, instead serving
more as a formality that underscores the erosion of political
competition and pluralism.
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