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RUSSIAN OCCUPATION EXTENDS TO GEORGIAN SKIES:
WESTERN-SANCTIONED AIRLINES LAUNCH FLIGHTS TO SUKHUMI

On May 1, Russia commenced direct, regular flights to occupied Abkhazia. According to the
Russian news agency RIA Novosti, UVT Aero operated its first flight from Moscow’s Vnukovo
Airport to Sukhumi two days ahead of schedule “due to high demand.”
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Sokhumi Airport, Abkhazia — May 1, 2025. © RIA Novosti / Pelageya Tikhonova

Flights between Russia and occupied Abkhazia violate both international aviation regulations
and the Georgian Constitution:

@@  GEORGIAN LAW ON OCCUPATION — ARTICLE 6:

All international air traffic, as well as any economic activity requiring a
license, permit, or registration under Georgian legislation, is prohibited
in the occupied territories.

At a May 1 press briefing, Levan Davitashvili' was asked about the initiation of direct flights
between Russia and the occupied region. He responded that the government’s stance is “un-
ambiguous” and that it “‘condemns the airport’s operation in violation of international norms, as
confirmed by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO).”

1. Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development of Georgia since February 9, 2022, and Vice Prime Minister since July
12, 2021.


https://ria.ru/20250501/aviasoobschenie-2014527833.html
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=1849927615792032&rdid=lGW2LOE39swHnawF
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=1849927615792032&rdid=lGW2LOE39swHnawF
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/19132?publication=0&fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTEAAR7tF_MNh2Uq9QNkpUnSg5YHprbqYo7OX1p8u42Tn4YE8y2SZWB6U3yGCFJjWw_aem_M5JEcdoMKjI4OFBuWrnSnw

Despite this statement, the government’s position has not been reflected in any tangible actions
or decisions.

The Russian Federation’s decision to launch flights to Abkhazia did not come as a surprise.
Moscow has been openly discussing this move for years, with multiple public statements signal-
ing its intentions.

If Georgian Dream genuinely “condemns” the violation of international norms, it is essential to
assess what measures it has taken, what it has neglected, and what it should have done to prevent
flights to Sokhumi, beyond Davitashvili’s verbal condemnation.

Key developments leading up to the current situation include:

2023 / oct 27 The Russian company “Uudpactpykryproe passutue” (Infrastructure De-
velopment) began renovating Sokhumi Airport, under a “public-private part-
nership” agreement with the de facto Abkhaz authorities.

2024/ Jul 8 As of July 8, 2024, plans were announced to launch flights from Sokhumi to
seven Russian cities: Moscow, St. Petersburg, Sochi, Krasnodar, Yekaterin-
burg, Novosibirsk, and Kazan. Negotiations were ongoing with Russian air-
lines iFly and NordStar to operate the primary routes. The airport’s reopening
was scheduled no later than March 31, 2025, with expectations that tourist
traffic would increase by at least 50% in the first year.

2024 / Sep 26 Kirill Polyakov, Vice-Governor of St. Petersburg in charge of transport, an-
nounced via Telegram that direct flights from St. Petersburg to Sukhumi were
planned. The airport’s full operational status was expected by December 31,
2024.

2024 / Feb 07 Reuters reported that regular flights to Sukhumi were scheduled to begin in
May 2025.

2025/ Feb 07 In early February, Sukhumi Airport received its first test flight from Moscow
in over 30 years.

2025/ Feb 27 Sergei Kiriyenko, First Deputy Head of the Russian Presidential Adminis-
tration, officially confirmed the decision to initiate direct, regular flights to
occupied Abkhazia.

2025/ Apr 12 Rosaviatsiya granted iFly and NordStar permission to operate flights from
Moscow and Krasnoyarsk. iFly may operate up to 14 flights per week be-
tween Moscow and Sukhumi, while NordStar may operate 7 flights weekly
from Moscow and 3 from Krasnoyarsk.

2025/ Apr 30 The Russian Ministry of Transport confirmed that aviation authorities are
coordinating additional flights from various Russian cities via the airlines
Cesepurrit Betep (North Wind) and Aspoduot (Aeroflot).
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https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=1849927615792032&rdid=lGW2LOE39swHnawF
https://geabconflict.net/blog/sukhumi-airport-dreams-and-doubts/
https://www.aerotime.aero/articles/russia-direct-flights-st-petersburg-sukhumi-abkhazia
https://www.aerotime.aero/articles/russia-direct-flights-st-petersburg-sukhumi-abkhazia
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russia-resumes-flights-breakaway-georgian-region-first-time-decades-2025-02-07/
https://apsnypress.info/ru/home/novosti/item/14463-pervykh-passazhirov-testovogo-rejsa-moskva-sukhum-vstretili-v-sukhumskom-aeroportu
https://ru.netgazeti.ge/67295/
https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/67f9be4a9a7947d2b4a9b7d8
https://www.alta.ru/logistics_news/118850/

2024 / Apr 30 iFly plans to operate flights from Moscow’s Sheremetyevo Airport to Sukhu-
mi between May 30 and October 25.

2024 / May 8 Airline Uxap will operate weekly flights from Nizhny Novgorod to Sokhumi.

Despite Georgian Dream representatives’ statements, no concrete steps have been taken to pre-
vent Moscow’s latest illegal move in the occupied territories. Yet several measures were clearly
within the government’s capacity but were not pursued. A brief, non-exhaustive list includes:

ACTIONS In response to the airport renovation that began in 2023, Tbilisi could have
taken preventive actions against all Russian airlines using Georgian airspace.

THAT WERE When airlines that fly to Tbilisi, Batumi, or Kutaisi also announced plans to
fly to Sokhumi, Tbilisi could have suspended their permits for violating the
Law on Occupation.
EXPECTED
’ As a strategic partner of the EU and the US, Georgia could have worked
since 2023 to ensure the inclusion of all companies involved in the devel-
opment of strategic infrastructure in the occupied territories on international
WERE NOT TAKEN. sanctions lists.

Thilisi had several mechanisms of direct influence on the Russian Federation, preventing the
restoration of the Sukhumi airport; however, it did not make a single effective decision in this
regard. Unfortunately, Georgia lacks many such levers.

Georgian government representatives could have officially protested this agree-
ment on all international platforms — the UN, ICAO (International Civil Aviation
Organization), the European Union, etc. The Georgian government’s engagement
with these international organizations is mandatory under international law, and
traditionally, issues related to the occupation have been resolved in Georgia’s favor.

Georgia could impose sanctions on operating Russian companies.

Georgia could initiate international sanctions against the companies operating at
Sokhumi Airport and their founders.

Both Russian airlines, UVT Aero and NordStar Airlines, which operate flights from Mos-
cow and Krasnoyarsk to Sukhumi, are sanctioned by the West. Specifically, NordStar Air-
lines is under sanctions from the United States State Department, while UVT Aero is sanctioned
by the European Union. The US State Department imposed sanctions on the company back in
2022 following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Despite having banned these airlines from flying
from Moscow to Thilisi, the Georgian government has now allowed them to operate in the oc-
cupied territories.


https://simpleflying.com/us-73-russian-export-sanction-planes/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_airlines_banned_in_the_European_Union?utm_source=chatgpt.com

It is noteworthy that all of this is happening despite bold statements by Georgian Dream lead-
ers, such as:

2023 / Sep 08 “We have clearly explained that not a single sanctioned airline or plane will
fly or fly to Georgia. We also adhere to discipline here and work absolutely
cleanly and transparently.” 2

2023 / May 22 “A company, board, or aircraft that is sanctioned cannot be represented in
Georgia.”

2024 / Mar 01 “Airlines that are on the sanctioned list cannot and do not operate in Georgia,
and also they cannot use ships that are on the sanctioned list.” *

It is precisely due to a policy of bypassing international sanctions and appeasement that these
two airlines were the first to take the initiative to fly to Sukhumi.

There are many practical levers that Georgian Dream did not utilize, primarily due to its de-
sire to preserve ties with Russia. The party had an opportunity to leverage the fact that Russian
companies maintain numerous commercial interests in Georgia, not limited to the aviation sec-
tor. Accordingly, using available legal tools, action should have been taken against all US- and
EU-sanctioned companies operating in Georgia, particularly in defense of the country’s national
security interests.

It is worth highlighting that in August 2023, the US State Department responded to the trans-
fer of Sokhumi Airport to Russia. Spokesman Matthew Miller emphasized that the US considers
Sokhumi Airport part of Georgian airspace. This unambiguous American position should have
become one of the main levers for applying sanctions and various international punitive mea-
sures against all Russian companies operating in Sokhumi and Tskhinvali.

The only “direct” resistance from the Georgian Dream side came from Deputy Minister of
Economy and Sustainable Development Mariam Kvrivishvili in 2023, who stated: “We want to
clearly state our position that no company or ship that will be sanctioned will operate in Geor-
gia.” Though framed as a principled boundary, the statement turned out to be hollow. In reali-
ty, US-sanctioned airlines such as Ural Airlines, Pobeda Airlines, Red Wings Airlines, and
NordStar Airlines continue to operate flights between Russia and Georgia.

The absurdity of these statements is reinforced by other glaring contradictions. For example,
in 2023, the Georgian government “refused” to renew the license of EU-sanctioned airline UVT
Aero. However, the same airline now operates flights in Georgia as usual, including new routes
to the occupied territories.

2. Irakli Gharibashvili, Prime Minister of Georgia, Newshub Georgia,
3. Lasha Khutsishvili, Minister of Finance of Georgia, Commersant

4. Mariam Kvrivishvili, Deputy Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development of Georgia, Business Insider Georgia


https://civil.ge/archives/554166
https://publika.ge/1234-3/
https://simpleflying.com/us-73-russian-export-sanction-planes/
https://globaltradealert.org/intervention/111539
https://aviationweek.com/mro/safety-ops-regulation/us-sanctions-russias-pobeda-importing-restricted-components?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.businessinsider.com/russian-planes-safety-incidents-maintenance-sanctions-spare-parts-2024-2?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://simpleflying.com/us-73-russian-export-sanction-planes/
https://newshub.ge/news/politika/irakli-gharibashvili-mkaphiod-ganvmartet-rom-arts-erti-sanktsirebuli-aviakompania-da-tvitmphrinavi-ar-iphrens-da-ar-daphrinavs-sakartveloshi
https://commersant.ge/news/finances/kompania-borti-
https://businessinsider.ge/allnews/sakartvelo
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On May 31, for instance, a traveler can fly from Tbilisi to Sokhumi by purchasing a Georgian
Airways ticket for a 9:00 a.m. Tbilisi-Moscow flight, then transferring to a UVT Aero flight de-
parting Moscow at 2:30 p.m., arriving in Sokhumi within hours. It’s important to remember that
UVT Aero, an internationally sanctioned airline that flies to Sokhumi in violation of Georgia’s
law on occupation, continues to operate flights to the rest of Georgia.

The Georgian Dream is playing a sort of “blue whale’ game with the Georgian population,
gradually conditioning the public to legitimize the enemy. The process is structured as follows:

TASK1  Don’t irritate Russia.
TASK2  Seat Gavrilov in the Speaker of Parliament’s chair.
TASK3 Treat discussion of the occupation as a “sensitive topic.”

TASK4  Erase the Russian trace from the April 9 tragedy and label it “foreign force” instead of
Russia.

TASK9  Rename the “occupation line” to the “dividing line.”
TASK6  Allow sanctioned Russian airlines to fly to occupied Sukhumi.
TASK7  Punish patriots; befriend the occupier.

In this process, the “final task™ will be to move Georgian statehood into Russia’s isolationist
orbit, and consequently, to mark its end.

5. Blue Whale” refers to a dangerous online “challenge” game that manipulated participants, often teenagers, into complet-
ing harmful tasks over time, culminating in self-destruction. Here, it’s used metaphorically to describe a slow, manipulative
descent into harm.


https://georgian-airways.com/en

REFER TO THE LIST OF AIRLINES OPERATING BETWEEN

RUSSIA AND GEORGIA, ALONG WITH THEIR SANCTIONS STATUS:

Direction EU us
Ne Airline Country . Sanc- Sanc- Note
(From Russia) . :
tions tions
License not
. Kazan - renewed  in
1| UVIAemw Russia Thilisi/Batumi + 2023, but still
operates
2 Gejorg1an Georgia Thbilisi - Moscow Georgian
Airways company
3 Pobeda Russia Moscow — Aeroflot
Airlines Thilisi/Batumi + subsidiary
No known
4 FlyOne Moldova Chisinau - Thbilisi sanctions
affiliation
5 | Azimuth Airlines Russia MOSCOW/.R.O.S tov + Banped in EU
- Thilisi airspace
Under serious
. . Yekaterinburg — . .
6 Ural Airlines Russia Thilisi/Batumi + + sanctions, still
operates
Red Wings . - Associated
7 Airlines Russia Moscow — Thilisi + + with “Poctex”
p Alet Turke Ankara/Istanbul Sub;lljllig of
(AnadoluJet) Y - Thilisi .
Airlines
Operates in
9 NordStar Russi Krasnoyarsk - occupied
Airlines ussta Thilisi/Sukhumi + territory
as well
10 AZAL Azerbaijan Baku - Regional
(AZ Airlines) Thbilisi/Batumi/Kutaisi partner
Began flights
Moscow — in 2025,
11 iFly Airlines Russia Thilisi/Sukhumi + + 1nc1ud1§g
to occupied
territory






