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Abstract. This research examines the development transition in the disputed
territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, in light of strategies to achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) amid the limited recognition of the
international system. Despite both being recognized as de facto states following
their declarations of independence in the 1990s, national development processes
are still being carried out through adaptive approaches. This research uses
qualitative description with literature exploration and relevant development
report data. Combining Halford J. Mackinder's geopolitical Heartland theory and
the concept of sustainable development, the struggle for influence between
Russia, Georgia, and Western countries helps analyze the adaptive strategic
position of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Eurasia. Results show that geopolitical
dynamics, limited diplomatic access, and political support from external actors
strongly influence development in the disputed territories. This study contributes
to the discourse of sustainable development by expanding the scope of the study
to politically unconventional regions.

Keywords: SDGs, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Geopolitics, Heartland,
Sustainable Development.

1 Introduction

Regional disputes have become one of the major challenges in the discourse
of global development and international relations. The rise of the de facto states of
South Ossetia and Abkhazia represented the first major geopolitical challenge in the
region in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse, lasting until 1992. (Vzgliad
2016; Rukhadze & Duerr, 2016). The declaration came in mid-2008 when Russia won
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the war with Georgia and gave international recognition to separatists, along with Ven-
ezuela, Vanuatu, Nauru, Syria, Nicaragua, and Tuvalu as United Nations member states
(Sieniawski, 2024). Although only a few countries are internationally recognized, both
countries continue to exercise self-government, grow economies, and international co-
operation, utilize foreign policies, and implement development agendas (Gerrits & Ba-
der, 2016).

The post-conflict situation escalated in the 2008 Russo-Georgian War due to
Russia’s military involvement and economic support (Sieniawski, 2024). The war
erupted as Abkhazia and South Ossetia held strategic significance in Eurasian geopol-
itics. During diplomatic isolation and limited access to external assistance, the two re-
gions continue to navigate the development process through bilateral relations, foreign
policy, and local strategies (Ambrosio & Lange, 2016).

This study examines how Abkhazia and South Ossetia navigate development
transitions and adapt the SDGs agenda in the aftermath of the 2008 conflict. Using a
qualitative descriptive approach, it applies Mackinder’s Heartland theory and the con-
cept of sustainable development to analyze their roles as non-traditional development
actors amid political and legal uncertainty, with a focus on the geopolitical influence of
Russian dominance. This study aims to address the following research question: How
do Abkhazia and South Ossetia pursue and implement the Sustainable Development

Goals (SDGs) despite limited international recognition and diplomatic isolation?

2 Methods

This research adopts a qualitative descriptive approach, designed to provide a
comprehensive analysis of the developmental transformation of Abkhazia and South
Ossetia within a geopolitical framework, employing Mackinder’s Heartland theory and
the Brundtland Commission’s sustainable development paradigm. Based on the Heart-
land theory and the concept of sustainable development, the two disputed territories
meet each other's national interests in geopolitical mastery and development adaptation
strategies.

This study applies geopolitical analysis through the lens of Mackinder’s Heart-
land Theory (1904), which positions Abkhazia and South Ossetia within a strategic
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Eurasian core. Mackinder argued that Russia, replacing the Mongol Empire, assumed
a central role in Eurasia, exerting pressure on Scandinavia, Finland, Turkey, Persia,
India, and China, and establishing centrifugal dominance over Central Asia and Eastern
Europe. During the Soviet period, this influence grew as Russia leveraged the region to
project its power into the Mediterranean and the Middle East (Melvin, 2024). Today,
these territories serve as a corridor and buffer zone, supporting Russia’s strategic ob-
jectives over Georgia, Transcaucasia, and access to the Black Sea, especially in coun-
terbalance to NATO presence (German, 2006).

The post-war Russia-Georgia territorial dispute in Abkhazia and South Ossetia
has impacted both countries' development transitions. Russia's victory serves as a
peacekeeping act, navigating complex state-building efforts to establish lasting social,
economic, and political development (OECD, 2011). The Brundtland Commission de-
fined sustainability as fulfilling current needs without sacrificing future generations'
capability, promoting economic prosperity, social inclusion, and environmental man-
agement (United Nations, 1987).

The trajectory of sustainable global development depends on population size
and growth, aligning with ecosystem productivity. This raises questions about interna-
tional recognition and the ability of countries like Abkhazia and South Ossetia to
achieve stability. By combining geopolitical interests with sustainable development ob-
jectives, this study examines the internal strengths and constraints of these states in
pursuing the Sustainable Development Goals.

This study examines the impact of the Russo-Georgian war on Abkhazia and
South Ossetia's development and the adaptive strategies implemented by Russia to meet
the Sustainable Development Goals, highlighting the region's socio-cultural, economic,

bilateral, and government benefits.
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3 Literature Review

Although substantial research has examined Russia’s role as a geopolitical
pivot in Eurasia and the power dynamics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia within the
post-Soviet context, a significant gap persists in combining classical geopolitical
theories—such as the Heartland Theory—with sustainable development frameworks in
the study of conflict-affected states. This literature review seeks to address this inter-
section by critically examining existing contributions from both geopolitical and devel-

opment studies.
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Fig. 1. The Natural Seats of Power by Mackinder’s (1904) concept of the “Pivot Area.”

Halford J. Mackinder's Heartland Theory, influenced by the discovery of the
Caperoad to the Indies, has shaped post-Soviet geopolitical analysis. This led to the rise
of New Europe, expanding access to coastal lands and seas, and reshaping historical
power dynamics. Countries like Britain, Canada, the United States, South Africa, Aus-
tralia, and Japan became key players in trade. However, the significance of land power
increased after Russian power expanded through Siberia with railways spanning 6000
miles from Wirballen to Vladivostok, demonstrating mobile land power and vast terri-

tories, isolated from seas occupied by the British Army. The extensive territories of the
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Russian Empire brought potential in wheat, cotton, fuel, metals, and population. As a
result, Russia's military presence, mobility, and vast spaces have made it the geopoliti-
cal pivot of the Eurasian region until today.

Geoffrey Sloan (2008) and Mark Bassin et al. (2006) have both emphasized
the importance of Heartland theory in understanding the relationship between geogra-
phy and international relations. Sloan highlights the theory's relevance in the twenty-
first century, as it aligns with the transport and weapon technology trends, world dom-
ination, and the geopolitics legacy or long durée. Bassin argues that the geopolitical
legacy of Heartland logic is relevant for Russia in Eurasia, particularly in the South
Caucasus, but also criticizes its paradoxical interest. Mackinder's ideas and geopolitical
models, while valuable in post-Soviet Russia, lack engagement with how Heartland-
centered strategies intersect with development agendas or territorial governance in dis-
puted states like Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

Piotr Sieniawski (2024) and Alexander Kurtskhalia (2020) have contributed
to the understanding of Russia's patron-client relationship in the South Caucasus region.
Sieniawski argues that Russia's support for Abkhazia and South Ossetia, two de facto
states, aligns with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, potentially guid-
ing them towards independence. However, Kurtskhalia and Coppieters critique the le-
gitimacy of these states, highlighting their lack of international recognition and legal
obligations. They argue that these regimes are self-proclaimed republics. Their research
raises questions about whether external support fosters progress or embeds dependency
in these disputed territories.

Scholars such as Dembinska and Campana (2017), O Beachain (2020),
Ahluwalia & Miller (2022), and Kosienkowski and Dembinska (2024) (as cited in
Sieniawski, 2024) frame Russia as a dominant patron in the South Caucasus, shaping
developments in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Sieniawski (2024) argues that Russia’s
comprehensive support—across political, economic, military, and cultural domains—
may align with UN SDGs, facilitating state-building in these de facto regions.
O’Loughlin, Toal, and Kolosov (2017) document how Russian symbolic support, in-
cluding the use of national symbols, language, and institutional backing, has been in-
strumental in legitimizing the de facto regimes in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In con-

trast, Kurtskhalia (2020) and Coppieters (2018) reject their legitimacy, referring to
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them as self-proclaimed entities lacking international recognition. Though the literature
outlines Russian influence, it largely neglects how this patronage shapes internal gov-
ernance or whether it fosters sustainable development or entrenches dependency.

The Brundtland Commission (1987) emphasizes sustainable development in
post-conflict regions, balancing economic growth, environmental protection, and social
equity. Mary Elizabeth Smith (2018) argues that Abkhazia and South Ossetia's strate-
gies for sustainable development are shaped by ethnic nationalism, historical narratives,
and geographic differences. Stylianos A. Sotiriou (2017) emphasizes that Abkhazia and
South Ossetia, both regions with deep-rooted historical memories, have been charac-
terized by divisions and grievances, hindering reconciliation and inclusive governance.
Museyib Shiraliyev (2023) critiques the European Union's conflict resolution approach,
highlighting its limited effectiveness due to Russia's dominant role as a mediator and
lack of coordination with local actors. Collectively, these scholars show that sustainable
development in Abkhazia and South Ossetia is shaped by both internal identity politics

and external geopolitical dynamics.

4 Results

4.1 Post-Conflict Statehood and Russia’s Strategic Patronage

In November 1989, the South Ossetian Autonomous Region (Oblast) pro-
claimed its autonomy from the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, well before the So-
viet Union’s dissolution on December 26, 1991 (Markedonov, 2015). In contrast, in
March 1921, the Abkhazian Soviet Socialist Republic (Abkhaz SSR) operated as a
semi-republic, maintaining relative independence until it signed the Union Treaty and
became part of the Trans-Caucasus Soviet Socialist Federative Republic through the
Georgian SSR (Jasutis, 2018). Following the five-day Russo-Georgian war, South Os-
setia and Abkhazia were recognized as independent by Russia and a handful of other
UN member states, including Venezuela, Nauru, Nicaragua, and Syria, marking the

beginning of their state-building efforts.
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Table 1. Source: Compiled by the author based on data from CES (2008), O’Loughlin et al
(2014), Geneva Academy (2019), Smith (2018), O’Loughlin et al (2011), and Sebentsov et al.
(2022).
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In their nation-building efforts, Abkhazia and South Ossetia recognize the nec-
essary conditions for legitimate statechood. According to the Montevideo Convention
on the Rights and Duties of States, both meet the essential criteria: a permanent popu-
lation, a clearly defined territory, an effective government, and the ability to engage in
diplomatic relations with other states (Montevideo Convention, 1933). According to
Table 1, both entities’ existence can be assessed as actual “states”, including their ca-
pacity to interact with the international community.

Furthermore, the EU’s commitment to state-building under the Common For-
eign and Security Policy (CFSP) is grounded in its founding treaties, the Charter of
Fundamental Rights, the rule of law, and the principle of states’ right to self-determi-
nation, emphasizing democratic self-governance and sovereignty within the framework
of EU law (European Union, 2012). This highlights their right to statechood through
self-determination, supported by EU law—namely Article 21(1) and 21(2) of the Treaty
on European Union regarding the CFSP and the EU’s external action principles, as well

as Article 2, which establishes the EU’s founding values of democracy, rule of law, and
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human rights. Furthermore, the UN’s SDG 16 focuses on peace, justice, and strong
institutions. Following the SDGs 2030 Agenda, this highlights the significance of uni-
versal and peaceful communities, universal access to justice, effective, responsible, and
inclusive institutions, all of which are essential for the development and functioning of

"

a state's "right to self-determination."

Although these treaties are legally valid, some scholars argue that they are
either overinclusive or underinclusive, leading to the conclusion that recognition alone
does not constitute statehood (Coppieters, 2018). Independence and international
recognition are often regarded as the most crucial factors in the debate over the legal
definition of statehood. In the context of Abkhazia and South Ossetia’s post-conflict
statehood, the EU adopted a policy of non-recognition and engagement in December
2009. However, the Georgian government formed a strategy of occupation and de-oc-
cupation concepts to reclaim the lost territories (Coppieters, 2018). The Commission
and the EU Special Representative state that the strategy could strain relations and ham-
per the reconciliation process with the Abkhazian and South Ossetian communities. In
addition, the EU’s Special Representative Peter Semneby pointed out that the EU hopes
to avoid unjustly limiting foreign engagement in the separated territories (Semneby,
2011).

All the scholars’ arguments based on legitimate treaties concluded that Ab-
khazia and South Ossetia are arguably considered legal states, yet being overinclusive
according to the Montevideo Convention critiques. In comparison to other partially rec-
ognized states, in 2012, Palestine was voted in 138 of 193, which allowed it to become
a permanent non-member observer of the United Nations despite the ongoing territorial
dispute (UN News, 2024). Moreover, the Vatican City or Holy See is the only inde-
pendent nation that has chosen not to apply for membership in the United Nations, but
was granted permanent observer state status. Internally, this response to the Montevideo
Convention for being underinclusive, which international recognition could still be-
come a nation even if it does not meet the criteria. On the other hand, Taiwan, as a
founding member of the United Nations, once held full UN membership, representing
a distinctive historical case of a de facto state until it was replaced by the People’s
Republic of China in 1971. Among the various factors to consider, the patron-client

relationship stands out as a key geostrategic aspect of Russia’s ties with Abkhazia and



Critical Studies on Development Transition in Abkhazia and ... 17

South Ossetia. Following the 2008 conflict, Russia’s patronage of these regions resulted
in numerous agreements covering financial aid, political alignment, military coopera-
tion, and socio-economic development (Sieniawski, 2024).

According to the 2015 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation
and the 2021 National Security Strategy, the key areas of Russian foreign policy were
‘the development of bilateral and multilateral cooperation relations with the member
states of the Commonwealth of Independent States’ and deepening bilateral coopera-
tion between Russia and Abkhazia-South Ossetia (Kremlin, 2015, 2021). Both docu-
ments have deep significance for Russia’s foreign policy interests, the desire to embed
both entities, the former USSR countries, as near abroad, and at the same time, pro-
tecting their rights and interests of Russian citizens abroad. The 2021 National Security
Strategy states that the West’s ambition to maintain its global hegemony could worsen
Abkhazia and South Ossetia development process, widen social inequality, and under-
mine the effectiveness of international institutions and the global security system. The
development transition process to fully independent states is crucial in gaining interna-
tional recognition.

Russia’s primary objective in the post-Soviet space is to reinforce its hege-
monic influence by establishing six types of linkages, as outlined by Levitsky and Way:
economic, technocratic, social, informational, intergovernmental, and civil society link-
ages (Gerrits & Bader, 2016). These linkages to Abkhazia and South Ossetia placed
them in a unique position since the post-Soviet era, and with a combination of relatively
weak organizational power, they became Russia’s significant leverage in the South
Caucasus. The leverage acts as a geopolitical tool for Moscow to deter Georgia’s for-
eign policy orientation toward “de-occupation”, Western reconciliation efforts, and
their presence in the region, particularly those led by the European Union and NATO
(Pizzolo, 2020).

Without denying the formal sovereignty, Russia’s patronage over Abkhazia
and South Ossetia comes with several benefits for both regions, above which include
Russia as their main trade, investment, and infrastructural partner. Then, aid infrastruc-

tural development and post-conflict reconstruction, such as renovating and building
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new railways, roads, and government buildings. The two regions also got issued Rus-
sian passports by the Russian government with the consent of the regional authorities,
a phenomenon called passportisation.

Across the border in Russia lies the Republic of North Ossetia-Alania, home
to approximately 460,000 Ossetians—around ten times the ethnic Ossetian population
of South Ossetia. In Abkhazia’s case, the Abkhaz diaspora in Russia is relatively small,
numbering about 11,000 people. Social ties between Russia, Abkhazia, and South Os-
setia have been strengthened through educational exchanges, with the Russian govern-
ment annually providing scholarships to a significant proportion of high school gradu-
ates from both regions (Kirova, 2012, as cited in Gerrits & Bader, 2016). Arguably,
maintaining strong relations with Russia may be strategically beneficial for Abkhazia
and South Ossetia’s development transformation, as their political survival, economic

support, and security guarantees are heavily reliant on Russian backing.

4.2  Development Aligned with SDGs: Adaptive Strategies Under Isolation

According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), achiev-
ing development transitions requires strong participatory governance structures that
share responsibilities among government, civil societies, media, and other relevant
groups. In Eurasia, UNDP considered this supercontinent in the midst of a polycrisis,
where conflicts, disasters, inequalities, economic instability, and geopolitical tensions
reinforce each other (UNDP Just Transition, 2025). As such, the adaptive strategies are
by strengthening Abkhazia and South Ossetia civil societies, media tools that engage

top to bottom or bottom-up approaches, the government, and external actors.

Civil Society and Media Tool

Since the termination of the United Nations missions in Abkhazia and South
Ossetia on 15 June 2009, the only organization that was allowed by the State Ministry
for Reintegration is the International Committee of the Red Cross. This organization

does not need to be approved by Georgian authorities under the Rules for the Conduct
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of Activities in the Occupied Territories of Georgia (Institute for War & Peace Report-
ing, 2010). The special law made for Abkhazia and South Ossetia implicates Georgia
in trying to control the NGO movement going on in the regions.

In Abkhazia, civic organizations often face hostile criticism due to disinfor-
mation about NGOs, claiming that they have no tangible results (Abkhaz World, 2024).
However according to OKNO, the Abkhazian Telegram Channel media tool, when ad-
dressing social and infrastructure The public organization AmMumnatTo pecypckoa (Na-
tional Resources), in collaboration with the Joint EU-UN Programme for Rural Devel-
opment, carried out various initiatives, including the renovation and provision of equip-
ment for urban and rural kindergartens, the Gudauta District Hospital, and Gudauta’s
Third Secondary School; the construction of a physical therapy center for persons with
disabilities; the development of a tree nursery; the building of a mini-stadium and sports
facilities; the establishment of a horse stable; among other projects (Abkhaz World,
2024). These tangible social projects are built not only by members of National Re-
sources organizations partnering with international organizations, but also by initiative
groups, school leadership, local communities, activists, and civic-minded citizens who
make it happen.

Abkhazian civil society organizations also participate in peacebuilding initia-
tives, including the Center for Humanitarian Programs (CHP), World Without Violence
(WWYV), and the Association of Women of Abkhazia (AWA). Among them, CHP en-
gages with the broadest network of peacebuilding partners, collaborating with organi-
zations such as Conciliation Resources, International Alert, and Germany’s Berghof
Foundation. Meanwhile, the Association of Women of Abkhazia partners with the Swe-
dish organization Kvinna till Kvinna (Hoch et al, 2016). Although civil society in Ab-
khazia has been instrumental in supporting statehood, in the post-2008 conflict period,
Abkhazian civil society representatives stated that the government had provided no
funding for peacebuilding initiatives and lacked support from Russia, leaving contribu-
tions to come primarily from the West (EU) (Hoch et al, 2016).

According to the chapter by Aleksanyan (2020), post-Soviet civil society has
its value with a focus on human rights and has significant stabilizing potential. NGOs
act as an organizing interaction between the state and civil society. However, civil so-

ciety in post-Soviet countries can also be seen both as a threat and as a guarantor of
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national security. South Ossetia’s CSOs are mostly controlled by the government and
are highly influenced by Russia. The Russian CSOs themselves, who run through anti-
government movements, civil disobedience, social networks, and encourage the activa-
tion of opposition political parties, made President Putin grant CSOs the status of for-
eign agents (Aleksanyan, 2020). Abkhazia’s civil society played a few roles in achiev-
ing the development transformation by gaining financial support from abroad. Com-
pared to Abkhazia, the term foreign partners in South Ossetia reflected from Russia’s
CSOs situation; thus, seven NGOs of South Ossetia receive funding outside the coun-
try. The NGOs are the Children’s Fund of South Ossetia, the Charitable Foundation
“Creation”, the International Women’s Society “Nika”, the Wrestling Federation of the
Republic of South Ossetia, Journalists for Human Rights (JHR), the Charitable Foun-
dation for Children with Cancer and Other Serious Diseases “Give Wings”, and
“BARS” (Vladikavkaz, 2019).

These organizations received the new status, mostly supported by Russia, ex-
cept the Republican public organization “Journalists for Human Rights,” whose pro-
jects are funded within the framework of the UNDP (Vladikavkaz, 2019). JHR acts as
a media tool promoting South Ossetia, and in 2024, this media was awarded as the
winner for the best journalistic work in the local media sphere from the Head of the
Republic of South Ossetia-Alania (Sputnik, 2024). When involving development trans-
formation in South Ossetia, it is tightly controlled or monitored by the President and
Russians, with very slim implementation of development roles partnering with their
CSOs (Freedom House, 2025; Foreign Policy Centre, 2019). The lack of information
regarding the transition process of the human rights situation because the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Council of Europe, and UN enti-
ties are prohibited from visiting South Ossetia. This will impact their process of inde-

pendence and their development strategies, interacting with CSOs.

Government and External Actors

After the ceasefire that ended the Russia-Georgia war under the 2008 Sochi
Agreement, Abkhazia and South Ossetia began their pursuit of international recognition

alongside their state-building processes. While it is widely acknowledged that the level
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of trust in the leadership of the Russian Federation is higher than in the respective lead-
ers of their de facto states among the inhabitants of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, both
regions' governments have made several foreign policy efforts to become recognizable
despite their limited diplomacy and the patron state’s desire to maintain the status quo
(O’Loughlin et al, 2014). According to both of the residents, they recognized massive
economic assistance from Russia by realizing that their state’s budgets and fully de-
pendent on social policy from Russia’s aid. Another support is from Russian tourists
visiting resorts in the northern part of Abkhazia, which has become a major source of
income (Kolossov and O’Loughlin, 2011). Further down, Moscow has used three in-
struments, such as passportization of residents for both de facto states, military deploy-
ment, and responsibility to protect, which are part of their geopolitical strategy to pres-
sure the government in Tbilisi (Souleimanov et al, 2017). Abkhazia and South Ossetia
treated this aid as a means to support their national development transitions and rein-
force their identity as sovereign ‘states’.

Since 2017, Abkhazia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) has implemented
a strategy of advancing diplomatic soft power through cultural outreach to attract inter-
national backing, while South Ossetia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs has remained com-
paratively inactive in this sphere. This demonstration highlights the importance of dip-
lomatic soft power and social moves from both regions. According to Mary Elizabeth
Smith (2018), Abkhazia and South Ossetia developed social moves as a new strategy
in their interaction with the international community. Smith’s evidence showed that
Abkhazia’s foreign policy of social moves is dedicated to developing youth, rebuilding
a tourism-based economy, and preserving culture and language.

In its pursuit of legitimacy, the Abkhazian MFA engages in various activities
and declarations tied to development transition efforts, such as involvement in interna-
tional academic networks, cultural exchange initiatives, participation in global diplo-
matic and conflict resolution forums, and fostering relations with the diaspora. Empha-
sizing the role of education, Abkhaz students are urged to pursue studies at universities
in Turkey or Russia and later return to support Abkhazia’s development. Additionally,
Russia has reserved five positions for Abkhaz students at the Moscow State Institute of
International Relations. In Turkey, the Abkhaz organization’s International Fund Ap-

sny founded Abkhaz student unions in four cities in July 2015. Additionally, Turkey
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and the Abkhaz diaspora maintain strong connections with Abkhazia through active
cultural exchange initiatives. Abkhazia’s Cultural Attaché to the European Union orga-
nized a photography exhibition by Tengiz Tarba at the Abkhazia Cultural Centre in
Berlin. In addition, the Embassy of Abkhazia in Venezuela participated in the Feria
Internacional with the embassies of China, Cuba, Egypt, France, Indonesia, India, Peru,
South Korea, and Syria, presenting Abkhazian cuisine, wine, and traditional dances.
Such cultural exchanges serve as external legitimacy-seeking initiatives and enhance
Abkhazia’s foreign policy strategy by fostering a more favorable image within the in-
ternational community.

In legitimacy consolidating social moves, Abkhazia fastened its foreign affairs
strategy to occur within Abkhazia’s border by welcoming foreign journalists and en-
couraging foreign tourism. As a result of the 1993 and 2008 wars, Abkhazia’s tourism
industry was devastated; consequently, efforts are now underway to revive the sector
as a central element of its cultural promotion strategy, utilizing foreign journalists to
support this objective. Abkhazia’s main target is to invite Russian journalists to the
Chamber of Commerce for press tours because the most common tourist is the Russian.
Abkhazia’s foreign policy aims to achieve a non-violent resolution to its international
legal status, advance its development strategies, and has made modest efforts to reduce
its dependence on Russian influence.

South Ossetia pursued a foreign policy approach similar to that of Abkhazia.
However, the actions and statements of the South Ossetian MFA undermined attempts
to reduce Russia’s growing influence, weakening efforts to gain external legitimacy. A
significant example of this is the facilitation of the Russification of Ossetian society.
The actions make sense because Smith’s categories on South Ossetia’s social moves
foreign policy in legitimacy seeking consist of conflicts and damage its reputation in
the international community. Key examples include provocative official statements
from the South Ossetian MFA, referring to Georgia as “deceitful,” “absurd,” and “Nazi
Georgia.” South Ossetia also maintains strong anti-NATO, anti-Western, and anti-UN
rhetoric, considering NATO and U.S. military support to Georgia as direct threats to its
security and sovereignty. Georgia’s response to the statements delegitimizes the gov-
ernment of South Ossetia to only its capital city as “the Tskhinvali region” or “the oc-

cupation regime of Tskhinvali”. However, South Ossetia’s social moves would not only
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damage its reputation in the international system but also would not increase support
for its desire to become a de jure Russian region.

These legitimacy-fracturing social moves are evident in South Ossetia’s for-
eign policy. Allowing Russification into the Ossetian Society would risk the Ossetian
language with distinct dialects such as Iron and Digor (Endangered Language Alliance,
n.d.). The situation in North Ossetia is the same in experiencing a decrease in the Os-
setian northern dialect. Due to the widespread presence of Russian speakers, Russian
serves as the lingua franca in the regions. The Ossetian government hosts its official
websites using Russian-associated domain extensions such as .ru and .su, reflecting its
alignment with Russian digital infrastructure. The Russification strategy would jeop-
ardize the Ossetian language, cultural heritage, and cultural autonomy. Smith points out
in contrast to Abkhazia's more active involvement through developmental transitions,
South Ossetia's foreign policy is still passive and lacks the social outreach element re-
quired for legitimacy seeking. This contrast implicates Abkhazia’s use of adaptive strat-
egies in an attempt to construct legitimacy through state-building, social-cultural diplo-
macy with the international community, and selective international engagement. Both
regions’ motivations rely on their goals; Abkhazia aims for independence, and South
Ossetia aims for reintegration with North Ossetia, which are expressed in their foreign
affairs strategies. These efforts reflect a broader development transition, positioning
Abkhazia as more than a Russian client, while South Ossetia's limited diplomatic efforts
serve to strengthen their ties to Moscow while obstructing their ability to pursue inde-

pendent legitimation strategies.

5 Discussion

Abkhazia and South Ossetia's development transition demonstrates the state's
ability to implement development and adaptive strategies without international recog-
nition, thanks to Russia's patronage in social-cultural, economic, security, and political
support (Toal, 2017). The patron-client relationship aids in forming local government
structures and basic public service infrastructure, and meeting the SDGs principles
(UNDP, 2022). However, international cooperation limitations and geopolitical inter-

ests influenced the development process has made Abkhazia and South Ossetia pursue
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different paths in independence. This research aims to take a more inclusive approach
to development in the disputed area and re-evaluate the conditions for development that
meet international recognition. The study aims to contribute to sustainable development
studies by considering disputed areas and re-evaluating the global approach to unrec-
ognized territories. Future research should focus on comparisons with other unrecog-

nized international regions to expand the field of development in a geopolitical context.

6 Conclusion

The development transitions process in Abkhazia and South Ossetia involves
different paths to sovereignty, showing that with a considerable amount of Russian sup-
port. Both regions were able to adopt the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
agenda process, although they are not widely recognised internationally. This support
involves civil society, media tools, government, and external actors collectively creat-
ing an adaptive strategy from fundamental state-building to development transition. In
terms of the goal of legitimacy seeking, both regions have different motivations be-
tween Abkhazia and South Ossetia that hinder the long-term nations’ sustainable
growth, due to their historical backgrounds. Abkhazia has a progressive adaptive build-
ing by being able to defy the patron state’s wishes and pursue its own agendas. Member
of the Abkhazian Parliament, Major General Aslan Kobakhiya trying to implicate the
Russians by threatening Abkhazia to obey their foreign and domestic policy accord-
ingly, as this is a reciprocal relationship (Kolste, 2020).

The Russians have been fighting for their independence, and yet, Abkhazia’s
roads to sovereignty led it to renegotiate its bilateral agreement “On Alliance and Inte-
gration” to “On Alliance and Strategic Partnership”. The outcome is that Abkhazia suc-
cessfully negotiated a change of clause with Russia to simplify Russian citizenship for
Abkhazians, while Abkhazia would not have to reciprocate (Kolsta, 2020). In the eco-
nomic aspect in Abkhazia's economy would suffer if not for Russian support, but Ab-
khazia is reluctant to sell land to Russia despite the fact that it would save its economic
development. This peculiarity relies on the ethnic anxiety, developing a dilemma where

Abkhazian wants to live sustainably, but they would become a minority again. South
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Ossetia, on the other hand, remains fully dependent upon economic support from Rus-
sia as the patron state due to its ambition of reunification with the Russian Republic of
North Ossetia since 2008 (German, 2016).

Other de facto states such as Transnistria are not recognized by Moscow; how-
ever, they have more stronger economy and diversified foreign policy than Abkhazia.
During the Ukrainian crisis in the spring of 2014, over 75 percent of Transnistria’s
exports were directed to the EU and Moldova, leaving the region heavily reliant on EU
trade preferences that remained in effect until the end of 2015 (O’Loughlin et al, 2014).
In 2024, the exports increased to 83% 2024 highlighting the stable economy while im-
plicating their economic integration to the EU despite political ties with Russia (Anisi-
mova, 2024). Thus, stable economy or economy dependence and desire for integration
vs independence have no clear correlation (Kolste, 2020). While often viewed through
the lens of geopolitical dependence, Abkhazia and, to a lesser extent, South Ossetia
have taken on adaptive strategies toward sustainable development transitions. These
efforts, particularly in Abkhazia, reflect a combination of grassroots community initia-
tives and selective engagement in foreign policy by their Ministries of Foreign Affairs
despite the limited international status. External actors such as Russia, UNDP, and, to
a more informal degree, the EU and Turkey, have indirectly played varying roles in

supporting the processes.

Disclosure of Interests. The authors declare that they have no competing interests relevant to
the content of this article.
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