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This article aims to investigate the main trend of the Neoliberal approach in Tbilisi city from 2003 to 2020. 

The text contains fifth parts. The first one includes a short description concept of neoliberalism in an urban 

context. The second part is about a brief history of the city with its geographical challenges that have 

influenced the city's architectural and spatial development. The third part is a virtual tour of the Tbilisi 

city center, where local people talk about how privatization and mass deregulation affected city life. The 

part focus on specific three-sport facilities Laguna Vere swimming complex, a bicycle track, and a rowing 

base. The following part directs to show different stakeholders' perspectives. a Politician, A city planner, 

and a civil organization talk advantages and disadvantages of neoliberal policy. The last part is the 

conclusion and discussion based on the text raising a question for future discussion. 

 

For writing of this article, many interesting archival materials and interviews were used. However, there 

were limitations, including lack of stakeholders because of online working and including all found 

information. All of them partly affected the outcome. Although that, the study shows Tbilisi's struggle to 

deal with its most significant challenge, the social transformation from a communist social-economic 

spatial form to a modern one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The left picture is from 2006 and the three sport facilities are shown functioning. The right is from 2020 and shows the shutdown 

facilities. 

 

Concept - Neoliberalism market-oriented reform policy, deregulating capital markets, lowering trade 

barriers, mass privatization, reduction of bureaucracy. 

Research method- Narrative online interviews, analyzing public and private archival materials as well as 

documents from the public registry. 

Case city- Tbilisi, Georgia. 

Research question- How did neoliberal urban policy affected Tbilisi, focus on sport facilities in the city 

center. 

Research aim- To explore neoliberal approach in Tbilisi and specifically show examples of its effect. 

Final outcome- A blogpost. 



2 
 

What is neoliberalism?  

The primary trend of the neoliberal model is to transfer the control from the public sector to the private 

sector. The concept of the doctrine emphasizes the power of free-market competition, mass privatization, 

deregulation of capital markets, lowering trade barriers, and reducing bureaucracy (Britannica).  

Neoliberal reform should reduce the state’s role in the development and create strong private property 

rights, the rule of law, and the institutions of freely operating markets and free trade. According to the 

theory, minimal state intervention in developing and creating freedom-oriented institutions and 

marketplace guarantees economic growth where every individual is held responsible for his or her actions 

and well-being (Harvey, 2007). 

 

Neoliberalism and gentrification 

The neoliberal urban policy has become a significant trend in the 21-century worldwide. However, market-

oriented city development and trickle-down theory have caused many debates. One of the main critical 

point of this debate is gentrification process.  During neoliberal approach transformation from old 

industrial facilities and zones caused a gentrification of local residences (The Guardian, 2014). 

From Neoliberal perspective, 

” Gentrification is perceived as part and parcel of this process in that the transition from industrial to post-

industrial society is associated in part with a process of upwards social class change, and associated shifts 

in housing demand which is particularly marked in central and inner-city areas.”  

Furthermore, 

“The attraction of converting old, centrally located, industrial, office, and warehouse buildings for 

residential accommodation is that they offer large spaces in unusual buildings, in close proximity to the 

city center which appeal to a new type of buyer who highly value centrality and accessibility both to work 

and to social facilities.” (Miro, 2011) 

 

Neoliberalism in Soviet-cities 

Neoliberalism and social modernization were the biggest challenges for post-soviet cities in the twentieth 

century. The scholarship has acknowledged that neoliberal doctrine is opposed to social welfare. If in the 

Soviet time, there was a strong state without private property and free-market competition. Neoliberalism 

generally associates with strategies like cutting trade tariffs and barriers, liberalizing the international 

movement of capital. Reducing state's role in the development and sold off all state-owned enterprises. 

The transition from a communist social-spatial dimension to a capitalist one and facing two diverse 

strategies led to a new urban agenda in post-soviet Russia. Where public, green, and recreation spaces 

became the target of private investment (Collier, 2011). However, the issue is common in most soviet 

cities. 
 

The footprint of neoliberal policy on Tbilisi 
 

 

From meeting place to parking place 
 

Tbilisi is located on a crossroad between Europe and Asia. During its history, the city has played essential 

(transit routes for energy and trade projects (Kalicki, 2001).  Therefore, the city has constantly been a point 

of contention among various political-economic powers, which reshaped the city as a mosaic of diverse 

architectural and spatial forms. 
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The latest significant transformation began at the end of the twentieth century. In the last three decades, 

Tbilisi tried to transform from a post-soviet city to a modern city. During the transformation, the neoliberal 

doctrine a free-market-oriented economy, attracting local and foreign investment was perceived as key 

factors to build a modern city. 

The neoliberal reforms had two waves in the Tbilisi context, first from 1991-2003. At that time, Tbilisi 

suffered a footprint from civil war, poverty, crime. Much of the buildings were shelters for IDPs, the 

victims of Russian occupations (Jakopovich, 2007). 

 

The second wave of neoliberal reforms started in 2003. The Rose Revolution took place in Tbilisi Street 

in November 2003. It started a new chapter in the history of modern Georgia. Expectation from Georgian 

society was the social modernization of the state. During the transaction, the post-revolution government 

took the path with a neoliberal economic vision. The primary trend of the policy was deregulation, mass 

privatization reducing social cost, and maximize support for businesses. All of that dramatically boosted 

the state budget, fought corruption, and established active relationships with international financial 

institutions. There were many directions of reforms, including lowering taxes and defeating corruption. 

For example, according to the world bank. 

 

” In 2003, 909 permits and licenses were required, many of which could be bought and served no societal 

purpose. By 2011, the number of permits and licenses had been reduced to 137.” (The World Bank, 2012). 

 

As a result of the reforms, The World Bank, doing 

business index, named Georgia one of the best 

countries where it was easy to start a business (The 

World Bank, 2012). After three years, Georgia's 

declared approach, Tbilisi became part of international 

transit railway and pipeline projects, and the city 

became an arena for construction.  

 

Elimination of corruption, reducing states roll in 

development, decrease social cost from the governance 

and mass privatization significantly impacted the 

country’s economy. On the third anniversary of the 

neoliberal reforms in 2007, Georgia had 12.7 percent 

economic growth.                                                                    The World Bank national accounts data 
 

Nevertheless, the neoliberal approach had another significant footprint on city morphology. Rapid 

economic development often came at the expense of public interest. For example, demolishing the tram 

and trolleybus system in 2006 (Reinisfischer, 2016) instead of public transport there was build roads to 

encourage private cars. Furthermore, market-oriented economy, mass deregulation, privatization approve 

private investors to capture most profitable areas including, green public and recreation spaces. 

 

The list of such acts is long, but I will bring examples of three sport facilities. The first one is Laguna Vere 

swimming complex. The second one - a bicycle track on Uznadze street, and the third and last one is a 

rowing complex base on the Mtkvari river.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rose_Revolution
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All of them represented a variety of sports and was a as meeting place for people interested in a particular 

sport. Needleless, after privatization, all of them lost their sense and are now used as parking places. 

1.Olympic swimming complex Laguna Vere 

 

Henry Kuprashvili was a coach on the Laguna Vere 

open swimming pool for many years. In 2001, he 

restored old Georgian swimming style hand-foot tied. 

He soon became a Guinness World Record holder and 

trained the restored style to the new generation on the 

Laguna Vere complex. According to Henry, 

thousands of people learned swimming there, and it 

was kind of meeting place in the city and even those 

some people had their own pool they were coming to 

socialize and meet people. He remembers 2007 when 

big part of Laguna Vere was bought by an investor and 

redecoration started. 
Photo from private collection of Henry Kuprashvili 

 

“We were in the pool when we were informed about the new owner; we were happy because the investor 

was the richest man in Georgia (Bidzina Ivanishvili, premier minister of Georgia in 2012-2013). There 

was a hope he could develop the place.” 

The redecoration quickly fell apart, but the investor did not hurry to do anything about it. Henry realized 

that the investor's goal was not to upgrade the complex; Laguna Vere became one more pattern in 

Ivanishvili´s urban collection 

because he owns the surrounding 

places. 

 

As a result, on December 31 in 

2013, Henry and his colleagues, 

about one hundred people, were let 

go from the complex. The Laguna 

Vere was closed and never 

reopened. After a few months, the 

investor purchased 99.97 percent of 

the complex. Nowadays, instead of 

Laguna Vere, is an abandoned place 

and sometimes used as parking 

spaces.                                                                                      
Photo by Levan Amiranashvili Laguna Vere,2021 

                                                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henri_Kuprashvili
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2.Bicycle track on Uznadze street 

 

Tamaz Kiknadze is a coach who worked on the bicycle track for many years. Tamaz remembers 2007 

when an investor purchased the track. As Tamaz says shortly after the investor built a new track, which 

was modern but located outside of the city, and 

it was hard to reach. Over time, new 

management wanted to release old track from 

the staff, they started to turn off electricity and 

water. When he realized that the bicycle track 

would be demolished, he graffitied the bicycle 

track with giant letters with contours of tears 

wrote following: "Goodbye, our mother 1886-

2013." Seen on the picture to the left. 

Photo from private collection of Tamaz Kiknadze 

 

“I was a child when I saw bicycle riders from a school window. I became excited. Shortly after I visited a 

bicycle track, there was a group that missed one person. Fortunately, I got a place, and after that, I 

dedicated all my life to cycling. The bicycle 

track was a family for different generations 

people were coming, watching and it was like 

meeting place for the entire city. What happens 

today on the new track? Nothing! We have a free 

course, but none want to join us because of its 

location. It is outside from the city, the old one 

was in the city center five minutes from subway 

station. When at one time      

Omar Fxakadze  and other athletes were training 

nowadays there is a parking space. This is 

horrible.” Says Tamaz Kiknadze. 
Photo by Levan Amiranashvili 2021 

 

 

3.Rowing federation and training base 

 

Roman Vacheishvili, 35 years old, has not lost hope that the tradition of rowing on the Mtkvari River may 

be restored one day in Tbilisi. He remembers 2007 when he arrived at the complex to train, but 

surprisingly, tractors were demolishing the buildings; even the training boats were inside. 

 

“We quickly pulled our boats out of the building and moved to another place in another city; it was the 

logical ending of our base in Tbilisi. after privatization, the owner wanted to build a commercial and 

residential area instead of our base. We had trouble maintaining our base; first, an owner started to turn 

out electricity and water to leave the buildings, but we didn't. Then happen what happened. They destroyed 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omar_Pkhakadze
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not just buildings. They ended rowing as a sport on the river Mtkvari. Every city would be proud with 

such infrastructure. When I'm in a bad mood, I am going to an old place there is a parking spot but I hope  

I bring it back to Tbilisi. I know that Tbilisi city hall is looking to decide to give us a place in the city 

center for recreating rowing in Tbilisi.” Says Roman Vacheishvili. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Screenshot from google Earth Pro 2006                    Screenshot from private google Earth Pro 2021 
 

 

Aspect of city planner 

 

The city planner Zurab Bakradze explains the neoliberal reforms in Tbilisi. Taking away the public 

transport, privatization of public and recreation spaces is characteristic for neoliberal approach. 

Developing public transport and maintaining public and green spaces is a sign of carrying about society 

which does not constitute the neoliberal approach.  He explains that there is the challenging question of 

what kind of city we are looking for to build. 

 

“Of course, the city needs investments and developments. I remember that time when the City Hall had 

very poor budget, it was horrible time. But the developed economy and attracting the investments can be 

based on public interests. Tbilisi requires such institutions and regulations which encourage social values. 

At least development must not be antisocial. If we consider such perspectives, our perception toward 

private property and investors can be change. Of course, there is no ideal solution, but we should try to go 

forward.” Says Zurab Bakradze. 

 

 

From the political point of view 

 

Political party “Girchi more freedom” is one of the popular ones on path of libertarian approach. The 

organization advocates deregulation existing laws and maximum support for the private sector and private 

property. In the latest national election, in 2020, his political party “Girchi more freedom” revealed as the 

fastest growing political party in Georgia especially in capital city and especially in youth. The leader of 

the party Zurab Girchi Jafaridze considers himself as candidate for the upcoming Tbilisi mayor elections 

in October 2021. 

The rowing base 

https://girchi.org/ge
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“Our goal is to create many urban centers and empower cities of different sizes. The investors should have 

maximum freedom in how to use a particular asset. For example, ownership of Mtatsminda(old Tbilisi) is 

impossible due to the fact that the buildings have the status of cultural heritage, the removal of which will 

deprive many investors, and first of all, the owner of Mtatsminda. Consequently, Reducing or revoking 

building permits and statuses full privatization of assets on the state balance will help to boost the 

economy. We also think that transport should be deregulated, and public transport should be privatized. 

These changes would greatly improve life in Tbilisi and in the country in general," the political party said. 

 

Work of civil movement 

Deregulations and mass privatization already affected city life. Struggle for public spaces and safe 

sidewalks are becoming more and more large scaled. “My city is killing me” is an NGO which with civil 

society tries to encourage a green policy and maintain green and public spaces. 

 

“Every week we are getting information about construction in a squeal public or recreation spaces, just 

one month we had several performances with local residences to stop a construction. Last such 

performance was in Saburtalo neighborhood where the City Hall sold out playground to a developing 

company so now, they want to build a residential and commercial area. The residents are against to it. 

such ignoring of residents is very common in Tbilisi context.” Says Giorgi Jafaridze, leader of the NGO 

“My city is killing me”. 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

The Rose Revolution in Georgia was a sign that there was a high public demand for social transformation 

from the post-soviet city to a modern one. Neoliberal policy certainly brought significant economic growth 

for the state and a new sign of modern life. Tbilisi, with devastating infrastructure, high crime rate, poor 

and corrupted environment through the reforms converted to attractive place to visit and invest in. 

 

Nevertheless, neoliberalism ideology has encouraged a powerful perception of private property. As before 

mentioned author Stephen Coolier explains this in his research “Post-Soviet Social: Neoliberalism, Social 

Modernity, Biopolitics.” According to the book, social modernization was the biggest challenge for post-

soviet cities and neoliberal doctrine is opposed to social welfare. If in the Soviet time, there was a strong 

state without private property and free-market competition. Neoliberalism generally associates with 

reducing state's role in the development and sold off all state-owned enterprises All of that allowed 

investors to capture the most profitable areas, including public green and recreation spaces.   

Moreover, the literature by David Harvey as well as Sonia Vives Miro are the crucial factors to understand 

the nature of neoliberalism and how deregulation and privatization causes gentrification in Tbilisi.  

 

Furthermore, Tbilisi has experienced a specific type of neoliberalism, with giving higher power to private 

sector and privatization but without enough deregulation, and without giving power to the third sector 

(civic organizations). Demolishing of the tram and trolleybus systems and the development of highways 

have somehow isolated sidewalks and other part of the city. A high demand of private cars and parking 

spaces encourage private sector to arrange such places.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Tbilisi
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The three stories above, demonstrate one portion of the neoliberal dilemma: when the state thought 

reforms try to reduce social spending, release from nonprofitable infrastructure, allows investors to get 

everything that they want, hoping that residents will get benefits from trickle-down economy: tax breaks 

and benefits for investors that will create economic growth, and the wealth vertically from the upper 

classes to the lower classes will trickle down. 

 

But people who worked and enjoyed Laguna Vere, the bicycle track and the rowing base, address a similar 

question. If the Tbilisi urban policy makes it possible to demolish swimming pools, bicycle tracks, rowing 

bases and the city allows to create the parking space instead of it, then what kind of city are residents 

going to live in? Do residents want it? 
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