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Crime Fighting in the Caucasus
[image: image2.emf]TBILISI, Georgia –At 2 a.m., an urgent call screeches through on the

police radio. A jewelry store on Rustaveli Avenue in downtown

Tbilisi is being broken into. The perpetrator might still be there.

Hearing this, a patrol officer in the area responds immediately, reverting almost subconsciously to the training he recently received at the new police academy. Without delay, he arrives at the scene to find a man in all black scouring the store. 

Reflexively, the officer obstructs the only way out, draws his weapon, and   commands the man to stop. Seconds seem like hours as the officer intercepts the man, handcuff s him, and reads him his rights. Although the man says he’s innocent, it’s a successful arrest. A short while later, a highly trained forensics team arrives at the jewelry store, searching for fingerprints, hair fiber, or any form of evidence they that can lead to the prosecution or exoneration of the arrested man. 

This textbook scenario is how the Georgian police hope to manage all of their criminal cases, but operating at international standard is a big challenge, said Laura Malenas, the Department of State’s (DOS) Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Aff airs (INL) program manager for Georgia.

But now, with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ upcoming completion of a brand new police academy and the nation’s premier forensics lab, the Georgians will have the training tools necessary to make significant progress. 

“Georgia is about to transition from a Soviet-style judge-only trial system to a jury system,” said Malenas. “And in a jury-trial system you have to prove beyond a reasonable doubt to a jury of your peers that

someone is guilty.” 

Evidence, therefore, is paramount, Malenas said. Without the proper collection, analysis, and storage of

evidence, convictions cannot be made and the rule of law cannot be followed. “If they’re going to have a trial-by jury system where people’s lives and freedom are on the line, then the role that evidence plays in that jury system is really critical,” Malenas said. “And Georgia does not have facilities that meet international standards to

be able to do that. Yet.” 

Police Academy

Law enforcement begins in the classroom. And in this new, three-story, $1.6 million facility on the outskirts

of Tbilisi – where police officers from all over the country will train on international policing techniques – classrooms abound. 

Previously, officers trained in a mistreated, ageing facility with few classrooms, broken windows, and poor heating. This, officials say, made it difficult to maintain focus and order throughout the year, even if the officers were motivated. 

Plus, without barracks or a hotel allowance, officers outside Tbilisi could only pay out of pocket or stay with friends or family while training. 

“If you’re forced to sleep on a couch, how focused can you be in doing your training or doing your job?” said Malenas.

The new facility, which will house about 250 recruits, will change all that, said Sgt. 1st Class Chris Adam, project engineer in the Tbilisi-based Georgia Project Office. 

“We’re building a whole new facility, with classrooms, auditorium space, a new gymnasium, and a dormitory so those officers training here have somewhere comfortable to sleep,” said Adam.

Almost every day, Adam inspects the construction for quality, ensuring the contractor proceeds according to the schedule. Although the project suffered weather and redesign delays early on, it is on track to provide to the Georgians by the end of the year the most modern police academy in the Caucasus.

The school’s curriculum will mirror that taught at the DOS-supported academies throughout the world, which, according to the INL’s website, was established to professionalize policing forces; support democracy

through the rule of law; enhance free markets; and increase social, political, and economic stability by combating organized crime.

“The bottom line is that the Georgians really need this facility,” said Adam. “Police work cannot be on-the-job training.”

Forensics lab

On the other side of Tbilisi stands a nine-story building that will soon house about half of the forensics bureau for the entire country. Currently, the building is undergoing a $1.22 million extreme makeover, including a new roof and exterior façade, a new heating and ventilation system, new electrical distribution systems, and new doors, walls, ceilings, floors, and finishes. 

“We’re completely gutting the place,” said Adam. The renovations include all new laboratory and analysis areas, new storage rooms, two new elevators, and lots of office space, officials say. And although the project has had major modifications and weather delays, Adam said it is also on track to be delivered by the end of the year. 

“The customer and end-user are very happy with the progress so far,” said Adam. “Which makes us happy.” The end result will be an effective and sustainable forensics lab that will help the Georgians apply modern scientific principles to criminal investigations and prosecutions.

Pistol range

The final project on tap is a $400,000 covered pistol range in Tbilisi for the Georgian police force. This range, funded with excess funds from the police academy – will supplant an unheated, indoor four-lane range currently being used. The current range, officials say, is unsafe, unheated, and is too small for an entire national police force to train in.

“It’s a very strange range in my opinion,” said Wayne Uhl, project manager. “It’s extremely long and narrow … it has concrete beams down the lanes that you could easily have ricochets off of … and it would probably only be good for sniper training. The range we’ll work on will better suit their needs.” When the range is complete in late 2009, the Georgian police force will have a proper facility where they can learn to use their firearms effectively and safely, said Malenas.

Background

The U.S. government’s major support for Georgia’s institutional development started shortly after the “Rose Revolution” in 2003. At that time, Mikhail Saakashvili was elected president. And as the former Minister of Justice under the government of President Shevardnadze, Saakashvili built up a vision for the future of law enforcement in the country and initiated major reforms in the area of forensics and law enforcement – including firing about 80 percent of the entire police force, which served as a political gesture that the culture of corruption would not be tolerated anymore. 

“The Georgians are 100 percent committed to developing their law enforcement sector,” said Malenas. “We would not undertake these large investments in such a relatively small country if we did not think that the Georgian government would maintain it, would appreciate it, and would really use it and get good use out of it.”

These buildings are manifestations of how the United States is supporting the larger law enforcement objectives, Malenas said, like developing their policing capabilities and “creating a culture of lawfulness within Georgia that, in Soviet times, only existed because people were afraid. And now it’s more about the rule of law.” 

Anticipated future projects include the renovation of the police regional headquarters destroyed in the six-day war in August in the ill-fated town of Gori, just outside the hotly-contested South Ossetia region.
-- end --

Only a few more months’ construction are needed to complete the $1.6 million, three-story police academy in Tbilisi, Georgia. When finished, this modern facility, which will include classrooms, auditorium space, a gymnasium, and a 250-person dorm, will replace an older, poorly heated facility.
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