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Introduction

In 2016, the United Nations Human Rights Council declared that it considers access to the Internet a
human right, which guarantees that “everyone has the right to freedom of thought and speech”. The
Internet is one of the most powerful instruments of the 21st century for increasing transparency, access
to information, and for facilitating active citizen participation in building democratic societies.” — declares
the report. In 2018, a similar statement was added to article 17 of the Constitution of Georgia - “Everyone
has the right to access and freely use the internet”, thus the State bares a positive obligation to make the
Internet widely available and accessible.

The Internet and digital technologies are vital tools for many people. This phrase has taken on a more
literal meaning during the pandemic and the state of emergency. Due to the limitations of movement,
education and work have shifted online for a large part of the population. Consequently, the demand for
online access to private and public services has increased. Furthermore, the Internet is an important tool
in terms of keeping people informed. During the pandemic, citizens are provided with vital and constantly
updated information on a daily basis, in the form of official announcements, statistics, and
recommendations.

Consequently, the lack of Internet access can cause serious impediments and inconveniences for
individuals, especially during such a period. Despite this, based on the data as of 2018, two-fifths of
Georgia’s population does not have Internet access.

Statistical Overview

According to the National Statistics Office of Georgia (Geostat), 79% of households had Internet access in
2019. In cities, This figure stood at 86% for cities. However, the situation was different in rural areas,
where only 69.9% of households had Internet access.
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https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx

As of January 2020, the number of broadband subscribers across the country is 919,905. However, there

is a clear disparity between regions in terms of penetration rate. Racha-Lechkhumi and Kvemo Svaneti
region is by far the most underdeveloped in this regard, with a 15% penetration rate and only 2,175
subscribers throughout the entire region. In Thilisi (125,7%) and Adjara (124%) the penetration rates
exceed 100%, which means that the number of subscribers is higher than the number of households.
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According to the International Telecommunications Union’s (ITU) data as of 2018, Georgia and Ukraine
have the lowest rate of Internet accessibility among neighboring and Eastern Partnership countries.
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https://analytics.gncc.ge/

Among neighboring and Eastern Partnership countries the citizens
of Ukraine and Georgia have the lowest rate of Internet accessibility.
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According to the Georgian National Communications Commission (GNCC), more than 3 million subscribers
used mobile internet in 2019, and this number is growing quite rapidly, considering the current trend.

Number of Mobile Internet Users 2010-2019
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A 2018 report by the Georgian National Communications Commission found that despite the annual
growth of mobile Internet users, up to 45% of subscribers do not / cannot use mobile Internet due to lack
of skills, financial ability, or coverage in their geographical zone.

Having access to Internet infrastructure is not the only prerequisite for Internet usage. Statistics regarding
access to computers and digital literacy are of equal importance, according to which only 62% of
households in Georgia own a computer, and 46% believe that they do not have the basic knowledge to
use them.
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https://www.gncc.ge/uploads/other/4/4120.pdf
https://www.geostat.ge/ka/modules/categories/106/sainformatsio-da-sakomunikatsio-teknologiebis-gamoqeneba-shinameurneobebshi
https://caucasusbarometer.org/ge/cb2019ge/COMPABL/
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According to Geostat's data as of 2019, 86% of Georgia's Internet users use it for online audio/video
communication, 55% for news, and 52% for health-related queries. In the face of a state of emergency,
an increase in these figures is quite expected, and it will be interesting to observe new trends revealed by

a similar survey in 2020.
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Internet and Education

The educational process has been suspended due to COVID-19. The Ministry of Education, Science,
Culture, and Sports is considering various remote learning solutions in order to safely resume the learning
process in the current situation. A Microsoft Office 365 user profile has been set up for Georgian public
schools (up to 600,000 students and up to 55,000 teachers). According to the latest data, 213,919 users
are already using the “Teams” program.

The remote learning process is facilitated by state-distributed netbooks, which have been issued to all
first-graders from 2011 onwards. If we take into account that on average, 45,000 first-graders are enrolled
in Georgian public schools every year, we can assume, that currently about 405,000 students (73.6% of
public school students) own a government-issued netbook. This estimate is supported by the OECD
research on education response to the COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020, according to which, approximately
only 78% of students have access to a computer they can use for schoolwork. As for Internet accessibility,
currently up to 78,000 socially vulnerable students do not have Internet access. Even though 95% of them
live in areas, where Internet infrastructure exists, they lack financial resources.

The efforts of the Ministry of Education are commendable, but it is also important to note that one-fifth
of Georgian students are unable to effectively participate in the learning process due to the lack of
Internet or computers.

Universal Internetization Project

Bidzina Ivanishvili, the former Prime Minister and leader of the ruling Georgian Dream party, was the first
to voice the idea of universal internetization. In 2015, NNLE "Open Net" was established under the
Ministry of Economy and Sustainable Development and was tasked with developing broadband
infrastructure in Georgia. The $ 150 million project’s goal was to construct an 8,000-kilometer fiber-optic
network by 2020 and provide high-speed Internet access to up to 2,000 settlements. Open Net was to
implement infrastructure in places, where private Internet providers did not plan to invest due to high
costs or low customer demand. The list of 473 villages to be covered in the first phase of the project was
also announced, but the construction has not yet started. The Procurement Agency has authorized “Open
Net” to start building fiber-optic infrastructure through a simplified procurement process, but the
announced tender worth GEL 20 million failed.

According to the statements, made by the Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development, Dimitri
Kumsishvili, and other officials, the project was to be financed by the “Cartu Fund”. According to initial
estimates, the project would require up to $ 125-150 million investment. However, this figure does not
match the current figures. IDFI requested information from “Open Net” about the funding received in
2015-2017. According to the provided data, “Open Net” only received a total of GEL 3,178,252 over these
three years. According to a study, conducted by “Transparency International Georgia”, “Cartu” funded
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https://www.mes.gov.ge/content.php?id=10271&lang=geo
http://buki.ge/about.html
http://buki.ge/about.html
https://www.mes.gov.ge/content.php?id=7110&lang=geo
https://www.mes.gov.ge/content.php?id=7110&lang=geo
https://globaled.gse.harvard.edu/files/geii/files/framework_guide_v2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3VaISFpcI-KHMXFf5McAcRPuXodXrjQ84VINsVA4u7asJkFl1fAXH6SWE
https://globaled.gse.harvard.edu/files/geii/files/framework_guide_v2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3VaISFpcI-KHMXFf5McAcRPuXodXrjQ84VINsVA4u7asJkFl1fAXH6SWE
https://charte.ge/ge/why
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/download/3355632/0/ge/pdf
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/download/3355632/0/ge/pdf
http://www.tabula.ge/ge/story/101835-ivanishvilis-dafinansebit-mtavroba-internetbazris-msxvili-motamashe-gaxdeba
https://netgazeti.ge/technology/73242/
https://tenders.procurement.gov.ge/public/library/ssp/document.php?code=spa-smp-2017-12-26/15f0499b7b3d8c86304b5a7d77b66d86-11a5b2fd-6a6e-43d9-93de-9720a3bf645d&mime=application/pdf&save=%E1%83%97%E1%83%90%E1%83%9C%E1%83%AE%E1%83%9B%E1%83%9D%E1%83%91%E1%83%90.pdf
https://transparency.ge/ge/post/internet-mplobeloba-sakartveloshi

Open Net only in 2015-2017, for a total of GEL 2.9 million, and since then the organization has been
operating through other private donations.

The Government scrapped the project in 2019, and instead of it, adopted the 2019-2025 Georgia’s
National Strategy and Action Plan for the Development of Broadband Networks. According to Natia
Turnava, current Minister of Economy and Sustainable Development, the strategy envisages the
establishment of Georgia as a digital and informational hub in the region, and its implementation will be
supported by the World Bank. The construction of the network will be carried out by the Municipal
Development Fund under the supervision of the Ministry of Regional Development and Infrastructure.
The general objectives of the strategy include stimulating competition, attracting investments, and
increasing digital skills and demand throughout Georgia. Thus, the target outcomes for 2025 are:

e Ensure 99% 4G coverage throughout Georgia; Piloting 5G Service in at least 3 municipalities;
e 1GB/s access for all legal entities;
e High speed (100 MB/s+) broadband network access for all households.

The Georgian National Communications Commission, municipalities, the private sector, various sectoral
regulatory bodies, and civic and international organizations will take part in the implementation of the
strategy. The strategy and action plan will be implemented within the framework of the allocations of the
responsible agencies envisaged by the state budget of Georgia and within the budgets of the Georgian
National Communications Commission and other sectoral regulatory bodies.

According to the World Bank estimates, up to $ 600 million (about GEL 1.6 billion) will be required to reach
the target. The project expects most of the investment from the private sector.

The Role of the Government and Internet Service

Providers

Due to the pandemic, many Internet providers around the world have offered a variety of benefits to the
public. In Uruguay, for example, a public telecommunications company has provided 50,000 gigabytes of
Internet to 120,000 families for free. Most providers in the United States have introduced free/low-cost
packages. Authorities in Argentina, Peru, El Salvador, and several U.S. states have declared the Internet
as an essential service, and have banned providers from cutting off customers due to non-payment during
the state of emergency.

At the moment, the state subsidies for utility bills are already in force in Georgia. In particular, electricity
and gas are provided free of charge to households, whose monthly consumption does not exceed 200
kilowatts and 200 m3. The benefits also apply to cleaning fees and water supply, though not to the
Internet, which probably indicates underestimation of its importance by the state. However, it should be
noted that Kakha Bekauri, Chairman of the Georgian National Communications Commission, addressed
telecommunications companies with the following statement: “In this situation, critical services and
critical infrastructure, such as telecommunications services, must work in a completely different capacity
in order to assist and support our population. We all need to work together for the next few months to
determine what we need to do in this area so that the population does not face problems and receive
telecommunication services without interruptions”. The Commission also issued a separate statement
urging telecommunications companies to operate at full capacity during the state of emergency.

January 1, 2020 n



http://www.economy.ge/uploads/files/2017/legislation/sainformacio_teqnologiebi/fartozolovani_qselebis_ganvitarebis_strategia_da_misi_ganxorcielebis_gegma.pdf
http://www.economy.ge/uploads/files/2017/legislation/sainformacio_teqnologiebi/fartozolovani_qselebis_ganvitarebis_strategia_da_misi_ganxorcielebis_gegma.pdf
https://www.teledoce.com/telemundo/nacionales/el-gobierno-resolvio-aumentar-a-50-gigas-gratis-el-plan-universal-hogares-de-antel/
https://www.teledoce.com/telemundo/nacionales/el-gobierno-resolvio-aumentar-a-50-gigas-gratis-el-plan-universal-hogares-de-antel/
https://www.digitalinclusion.org/free-low-cost-internet-plans/
https://www.digitalinclusion.org/free-low-cost-internet-plans/
https://www.boletinoficial.gob.ar/detalleAviso/primera/227120/20200325
https://www.osiptel.gob.pe/noticia/np-resolucion-estado-emergencia
https://www.asamblea.gob.sv/node/10195
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/14/business/internet-providers-coronavirus.html
https://matsne.gov.ge/ka/document/view/4845391?publication=0
http://gncc.ge/ge/yvela-siaxle/kaxa-beqauri-kompaniebma-yvelaferi-unda-gaaketon-da-mosaxleobas-sakomunikacio-servisebze-shegavatebi-miscen.page
http://gncc.ge/ge/news/press-releases/komunikaciebis-komisia-satelekomunikacio-kompaniebma-sagangebo-rejimis-dros-sruli-datvirtvit-unda-imushaon.page

As of January 2020, 80% of broadband Internet subscribers in Georgia are consumers of two major
providers, MagtiCom (446,378 subscribers) and Silknet (287,346 subscribers).

Distribution of Subscribers Among Companies
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As of January 2020, 3,189,300 subscribers are using mobile internet. This market is even less diverse and
is divided between three providers, Magticom, Silknet (formerly Geocell), and Veon Georgia (so-called
Beeline).

Distribution of Mobile Internet Users
Among Companies
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Silknet and MagtiCom also offered customers various benefits, two-month free internet for new
customers, low-cost unlimited mobile internet packages, free installation, and more.

Apart from state intervention and charity from large corporations, there are other solutions to this
problem. The Georgian nonprofit platform, ,giveinternet.org” allows regular individuals to finance socially
vulnerable students by paying off their monthly internet fees or purchasing a computer. Up to 700 families
have been connected thanks to this project so far.

Conclusion

Broadband Internet is an important foundation for socio-economic development in today’s global and
growing digital economy. Currently, there is a sharp digital inequality in Georgia, which is mainly due to
geographical and economic factors.

Amid the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, the problems related to Internet access have become even more
evident. In a state of emergency, the Internet is the only source of education, a means of employment,
and a tool to access public services. It is unfortunate that more than one-fifth of the population is deprived
of these opportunities due to their financial situation, insufficient skills, or geographical location. It is
important for the government to ensure timely and efficient internetization throughout Georgia, both in
terms of infrastructure development and media literacy.

IDFI once again calls on the government to take all necessary measures towards eliminating digital
inequality, fulfill its positive obligations under the Constitution and provide the population of Georgia with
Internet infrastructure in the shortest possible time.
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https://silknet.com/?module=news&id=357&type_id=1&language=ge
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