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Forestry
The Past, Present and Future of Georgian Forests

Emzar Gordadze

emzari.gordadze@atsu.edu.ge
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Akaki Ttsereteli State University
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Forest resources are invaluable on earth. It is the most productive ecosystem of biosphere.
Almost 40% of Georgian territory is covered with forests. Georgian forests have been characterized
by abundance and variety since ancient times. The relationship between humans and forests
changed throughout centuries, depending on will of forest owners. Nonstop deforestations took
place, selling them outside of the country borders, gifting it and such facts, put maintenance of
Georgian forests in danger. Even nowadays deforestation, natural disasters, forest fires have posed a

threat to usage of this resource which puts country in ecological and economical danger.

Keywords: Selective wood-cutting, Cane, Groves, Woodlands, Kolkha, Pontus, Boxwood,
Yew. Wood. Biodiversity.

Significant amount of references are given about Georgian forest by foreign
scientists, writers and travellers, although in scientific literature these references are
rare to encounter, it explains Georgia's rather rich and diverse flora which didn't
require protection because of its abundance.

Historical sources show us that Georgia had advanced land farming/agriculture in
III-II millennium. First sources reveal at that time most of attention was concentrated
on tree cultivation and advancement of certain aspects within forestry. Albeit
historical events (such as invasion of Mongols and their long running skirmishes,
wars against Turks and Iranians) halted advancement of such culture. Most of
Georgian society showed great interest in forest as a resource. Because of hundreds to
thousands of raids that took place in Georgia, such forests were desolated, predatory
and exploitative actions took its toll on soil and land erosion ensued in addition to
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many unfavorable events . Archeological findings show us that in ancient times
Georgians' culture regarding wood processing and usage was advanced. Georgian
paleolithic Era showed us useage of wooden weapons, buildings, wheels, various
utensils, which is proof that Georgians in ancient times used woody plants: oak,
chestnuts, nuts ash-tree, elm and others.

Lives of Georgian people are related to woods which created such special
dependance: for eg. "Service of woods". in all parts of Georgia praising of oak. In
Pshavi and Khevsureti there was belief that oak tree was their guardian angel.

Ancient Greek historian Herodotus (484 B.C-425B.C) in his work "history" gives
us information which confirms existence of rich woods and forests in Georgia. He was
mentioning that people lived near coastal area and woods, their combat weaponry
(helmets, shields, short spears) were made of wood.

The founder of medicine Hippocrates (460B.C-356B.C) in his treaties about "Air,
Water and Land" describes in detailed manner Kolkha and prominently mentions
wood lands of Georgia, he says "this country swampy, warm, watery and forested".

Strabo (64B.C- 24A.D) in his work "Geography" he notes that Kolkha is rich in
fertile land which is perfect for ship building, huge amount of wood working and
river swimming by wood, people of Kolkha having abundant amount of woods and
forests were primary reason for building mostly wooden houses and wooden castles.

Flavius Arrianus (131 AD) in his work "Periplus of the Euxine Sea" mentions
wooden towers.

Forest had defensive purpose for Georgians, at that time Georgians used to take
care of forests in meticulous manner. There used to be special position/positions for
people who were supposed to pay attention to woods and protect them, This was job
for forest guardians and their head captain which was called "forest guardian elder".

These forest guardian elders annually gathered in King's throne room and gave
annual report regarding the forests they were entrusted with. In Georgia to protect
wine yards from strong wind blows they used to build line of trees which acted
as defensive mechanism against winds, in such anti-wind areas wood cutting was
strictly forbidden.

Vakhushti Bagrationi in his book "Description of Kingdom of Georgia" mentions
meaningful forests (hereditary, ancestral, river headwaters, wells/fountains).

Interesting content is given about protecting forests as well as unlimited usage
of them by XVII century Italian missioner Arcangelo Lamberti. In XVII century
wood trading and wood cutting was spread in popularity, in coastal area of black sea
precious plants (oak, walnut tree, box-tree, yew) were sold cheaply and on many
occasions they were exchanged for salt which was brought in by Turk ships.

In XIX century lands and serfs of Georgia were owned by Georgian church which
at that time was outside of country. Georgian reverend fathers from older times
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gave Georgian churches lands and woods which were located in Greece and Syria-
Palestine to Greek monk. In 70s of XIX century when time came for lands to be
returned under kingdom's government, high position holders at church started to
exploit lands even harder, they started mass deforestation.

In year 1871 at least 250 hectare oak forests were exploited by A.S. Ananov, he
used Thilisi-Poti railway system to take all the wood planks of various sizes and more.
After peasant reforms and development of capitalistic relations, started merciless
mass deforestations and destruction of agricultural land.

After reforms, forest plots were measured and accounted by officials or private
interests. According to data of Dendrologist I. Medvedev in Georgia there were 360
types of xylem in plants from which more than 150 types had industrial purpose.
Also according to his data most dense forests were located in Kutaisi, in Caucasus
region there were 5 places with such density of forests: Tbilisi, Kutaisi, Baku, Erevan,
Elizavetopol, Uncut treasury total 68% of forest density was in Kutaisi.

According to 1859 resolution, law of king vakhtang, clause 169 everybody could
benefit from water, forest and fields, nobody was forbidden from using them until
Russian Empire came and changed it, as per their saying government was owner of
waters forests lands etc. In year 1886 when forests were given to lords they started
mass deforestation.

In 1914, 24th of March council of ministers approved law which protected forests
of Transcaucasia. In western Georgia protection of forests fell under committee of
Kutaisi forest protection. In 1805-1810 king Solomon and lord of Samegrelo Dadiani
promised Russian government to give wood required for building ships. At that time
private businessmen used to cut trees from roots, private owner Zezeman used to cut
woods in Tana Valley, he used to fully cut oak trees. Private owner Ananov in 1871
cut 2500 hectare of oak woods, he exploited it and by using railroad system he even
sold or otherwise transferred to other private interests.

For last century 600,000 hectares were devastated. Academic Gigauri's data
show that from XIX century till the 60s of XX century for industrial purposes woods
were selected and cut with disregard for any rules. On 1 hectare usually 200-300,
sometimes 400-500 ™ woods were cut, which was above the set norm. Also they
cut high quality trees which gave xylem, afterwards low quality trees were left on
land, such deforestation was allowed almost in all wood lands therefore it caused
depopulation in groves, their structural disruption and productivity of forests were
demoted. According to data of Gigauri depopulated areas of forest were 356,7
thousand hectares otherwise 17,4% of Georgian forests.

In year 2008 Georgian forest area was 20053-hectares, 2770 hectares of it were
covered in woods. Georgia's wood supply on 1st Jan of 2008 consisted of 451,7
million™ , of which 2,0% were young trees, 25,2% of middle aged tree, 16,4% of
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almost ripe trees and 56,4% of already ripe trees. Nowadays in Georgian forests are
widely spread, hardwood deciduous plants: oak, chestnut, beech etc.

Barbaric exploitation of Georgian forests has been going on since 1990, specifically
in 1990 33,449 hectares were deforested, restoration happened on 27,771 hectares
(86,0%). 57,016 hectares were deforested in 2005, 74 hectares were restored . Since
2006 no forests were restored, also indicator of unlawful deforestation has increased,
if in 2001 illegal deforestation was 42,3 000™ , by the year 2005 it was increased to
62,7 000™, in 2007 it was 97,7 000™ .

Georgian forest resources, maintaining biodiversity and sustainable development,
are protected by "Forest Codex"(1999). The law "On Environmental Protection"(1996),
the law "On Protected Areas"(1996).

For maintaining forest resources and to sustainably develop them, following steps
are necessary:

- Protection of forests with high conservation values and improvement of its
indicator

- Rare, endangered, endemic and relic types must be protected by license

- Systematically must happen events that save forests from parasites, diseases,
fires and also restorative actions must take place.

- Improved monitoring and accounting systems.

Forest is restorative resource, although providing that usage exceeds restoration
process, our country and its future generations will face either unforested or low
forested land such as: Italy, Greece, Egypt, Syria etc. countries once covered in
forests but now almost deserted.

50



