September 11, 2008

Georgian Police Officer Killed Near Russian Checkpoint 

By ELLEN BARRY and DAN BILEFSKY

MOSCOW — Just two days after President Nicolas Sarkozy of France celebrated the completion of another hard-fought peace agreement in Georgia, Russia on Wednesday accused Europe of misconstruing the accord and said 200 European monitors would not be allowed to enter the enclaves of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

Meanwhile, a Georgian policeman was shot dead near a Russian checkpoint in Russian-occupied Georgia, threatening to undermine the fragile peace deal. 

The disagreement over monitors called into question a critical point of the accord. At a news conference in Georgia’s capital, Tbilisi, on Monday, Mr. Sarkozy said European Union monitors would be able to work throughout Georgia, including in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 

On Wednesday, Sergey V. Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister, said Russia had agreed only to allow the monitors into the security zone outside the two enclaves. He said Mr. Sarkozy was trying to appease the Georgian president, Mikheil Saakashvili. 

“First, it’s not true,” Mr. Lavrov said at a news conference. “Second, this is an absolutely unscrupulous attempt to not explain honestly to Mr. Saakashvili what conditions the E.U. had undertaken, and what obligations Russia had undertaken, and to be led on a string by Mr. Saakashvili.”

“What happened in Tbilisi and what was discussed in Tbilisi has no significance to us,” he added. “We couldn’t care less about the pieces of paper Mr. Saakashvili retrieves from his pocket and shows to journalists.” 

The European foreign policy chief, Javier Solana, told the European Parliament on Wednesday that the observer mission would initially deploy in the security zone, as allowed by the accord, but that he hoped it would then move into the enclaves. 

That step was not discussed with Russian leaders on Monday, Mr. Solana said.

The mission “will be deployed with the spirit that it can deploy everywhere,” he said, according to Agence France-Presse. 

A senior German official in Berlin said European leaders hoped that the Russians would ease the restrictions on their movement. The talks in Moscow had been tense, and at one point — when Mr. Lavrov proposed that Russian troops remain in the Georgian cities of Senaki and Poti — Mr. Sarkozy and his delegation threatened to leave. 

The mission’s main achievement was to “get us on the negotiating track fast on the status of the enclaves,” in weeks rather than months, as many had feared, the German official said. 

“We have no military or diplomatic tool to force the Russians out of the enclaves,” he said. “We need to get it on the diplomatic track.”

European Union officials face complex questions as they send monitors to the borders of regions that they consider to be part of Georgia. Giga Bokeria, Georgia’s deputy foreign minister, said the Russians could not legally exclude the monitors from Abkhazia and South Ossetia, because those regions were Georgian territory. 

Meanwhile, Mr. Lavrov said all future international monitoring efforts inside the regions would require ratification by the Abkhaz and South Ossetian governments — which the European countries do not formally recognize. Both the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the United Nations, which have missions to monitor the conflict zones, would have to renegotiate their mandates. 

In Karaleti, a Georgian village inside the Russian-held security zone, a policeman was shot twice, in the head and the throat, at a post several hundred yards from a Russian checkpoint, said Shota Utiashvili, a spokesman for the Interior Ministry. He said the shots came from the direction of the Russian checkpoint.

The Russians were refusing to allow Georgian officials into the area, Mr. Utiashvili said. 

“They said, ‘No, this is our territory and you can’t enter here,’ ” he said. “They said the policeman had been shot by Ossetians, and they promised to investigate the incident themselves.” 

Alexei Pavlov, a spokesman for President Dmitri A. Medvedev of Russia, said Russian forces were not responsible for the shooting. He said the Georgians approached the Russian checkpoint on Wednesday to report the policeman’s death but had not shown the Russians the body. 

Mr. Pavlov said the commander of the Russian peacekeepers was planning an investigation. 

“We still don’t know what happened or who is to blame for the situation,” he said. He added that with Russian forces preparing for withdrawal from the area, “I don’t think it’s worth shooting Georgian policemen.” 

Mr. Medvedev announced Monday that Russia would remove its troops by mid-October from all its positions outside South Ossetia and Abkhazia. On Tuesday, Russia announced plans to station about 7,600 troops in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, more than doubling the number stationed in the two territories before the war a month ago. 

Ellen Barry reported from Moscow, and Dan Bilefsky from Tbilisi, Georgia. Steven Erlanger contributed reporting from Berlin.
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