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Pollution is now one of the most serious global threats to human
health. It affects the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the
soil that sustains us. According to the World Health
Organization,' almost the entire global population is exposed to
air containing pollutant levels exceeding recommended safety
limits.> Each year, millions of people die prematurely as a direct
consequence of this invisible but relentless danger.’

Georgia is not immune to this phenomenon. Air-quality
measurements in several of Georgia’s major cities frequently
exceed the limits recommended by the World Health
Organization.* Tbilisi is certainly among the cities most affected
by this problem. After all, it is not only the capital city but also
home to roughly half of the country’s entire population. This
alone makes the situation unsurprising: more people mean more
cars, more services, more energy consumption, and inevitably
more pollution.

However, there is another city that is far less well known
yet not far away at all. Located less than 30 kilometres from the
capital city and with a population of just around 130,000 people’
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— about 8% of Thbilisi’s — it stands in contrast to expectations. In
fact, despite its smaller size, it often faces worse air quality and
higher levels of pollution: this is the city of Rustavi.®

The city’s history is as much about destruction as it is about
renewal. Archaeological evidence suggests that the area was
inhabited from antiquity,” and over time it emerged as an
important political and cultural centre of ancient Georgia. It
withstood successive Arab and later Turkish incursions, but in the
13th century Mongol invasions brought its decline, leaving the
city in ruins by early spring 1265.

Figure 1. Ruins of the ancient Rustavi. Photo by the author

After years of abandonment on the city’s ancient ground, it
was the Soviets who recognised its potential. During the Second
World War, they began constructing a vast industrial complex.’
The factories drew workers from surrounding regions, rapidly
repopulating the area. Over time, these industries transformed
Rustavi into a major industrial hub not only in Georgia but across
the entire Caucasus.'”
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Among the most important industrial landmarks, the
Rustavi Metallurgical Plant'' deserves particular mention.
Established in 1948, it quickly became one of the key symbols of
heavy industry in the region. Even today, the grandiosity of its
main entrance — its monumental fagade, architectural detailing,
and ornamental elements — still bears witness to the importance it
once held during the Soviet era.

Figure 2. Main gate of the Rustavi Metallurgical Plant.
Photo by the author

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Rustavi’s industrial
system — heavily dependent on Soviet structures — fell into crisis,
but did not disappear. In fact, the city still remains a significant
industrial centre, with numerous manufacturing enterprises
continuing to operate.'?

Therefore, on the surface, everything appears to function
well: where there is industry, there is work; where there is work,
there is income, and so on. Yet the reality is often far more
complex than this simple equation suggests.
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Alongside the job opportunities, the Rustavi industrial
complex has another effect on the lives of people in the
surrounding areas: it shortens them. Living in Rustavi means daily
exposure to a significant level of pollutants, especially for those
residing near the industrial zone.

Figure 3. Partial view of Rustavi’s industrial complex as seen
from the surrounding hills. Photo by Jacopo Faré

A study published in July 2025, Toxic Hot Spots in Rustavi,
Georgia,"” revealed an alarming situation. In September 2024,
researchers collected 44 environmental and food samples from
Rustavi and its surrounding areas, including the nearby village of
Tazakendi.' The village lies just beyond the city limits and was
selected because of its proximity to Rustavi’s primary industrial
pollution sources. For baseline measurements, one soil sample
and one dust sample were taken from the rural village of
Udabno,” a location distant from any major sources of
contamination. Soil samples collected from playgrounds and other
public spaces revealed dangerously high concentrations of
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, polychlorinated biphenyls, and
other pollutants, sometimes exceeding reference values by
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hundreds or even thousands of times. Contaminated sites were
often located near residential areas, posing a direct risk to children
and the wider population.

For the residents of Rustavi, what has been described so far
is unlikely to come as a surprise. For several years now,
organisations and local movements such as Arnika'® and
Gavigudet'” — literally, “we are suffocating” in Georgian — have
been advocating for the protection of public health. Aware of the
economic importance of the industrial system at issue, their
efforts are not directed towards shutting down factories; on the
contrary, they aim to ensure that these facilities comply with
environmental and safety standards.

If anyone believes this is the end of the story, they are
deeply mistaken: Pandora’s box is still far from being opened.
Indeed, when it comes to lives put at risk by pollution stemming
from human activities in Georgia, the examples are, regrettably,
still numerous. In this context, the city of Poti!® stands out as
another case that cannot be overlooked.

Figure 4. Poti Sea Port. Photo by the author
I ——I— —
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Poti is a port city in Georgia, located on the eastern coast of
the Black Sea in the Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti region. As
Georgia’s largest port, the Poti Sea Port!” plays a central role in
the nation’s logistics network, handling liquid cargo, dry bulk,
passenger ferries, and approximately 80% of the country’s
container traffic. So far, so good. However, especially for those
living near the port, the reality paints a far harsher picture.

For several years, inhabitants of the area have voiced
growing alarm about environmental pollution and its perceived
consequences for public health, with particular concern for
vulnerable groups such as children and the elderly. In response to
what they viewed as insufficient institutional attention, residents
formed a civic movement in 2020, known as Poti Citizens for
Their Rights,” aimed at securing an impartial evaluation of local
air conditions and advocating for relocation to a safer
environment.

Their mobilisation led, in mid-2020, to the installation of a
mobile air-quality monitoring unit by the National Environmental
Agency (NEA)*' on Javakhishvili Street. However, after
approximately five months of operation, the monitoring station
was taken out of service and remained inactive for nearly two
years, with authorities citing maintenance-related constraints.

Parallel to these developments, community members
commissioned independent biological testing on a group of
twenty children living in the area. The analysis revealed elevated
levels of lead in a significant portion of the samples. Building on
these findings, a municipal study conducted in 2021 expanded the
scope to 104 children, identifying excessive lead concentrations in
37 cases. Nevertheless, subsequent analysis reported by the
Heinrich Béll Foundation® challenged the representativeness of
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the study, noting that approximately half of the children included
were not drawn from the most polluted areas but from
comparatively less exposed ones.

What makes these stories particularly striking is that they
are not isolated incidents. Rustavi and Poti differ greatly in their
history, geography, and economic function, yet they reveal a
common reality. In both places, residents have spent years raising
concerns about environmental conditions they believe are
harming their health and quality of life. In both places, local
communities have organised, gathered evidence, and demanded
greater accountability from institutions and industries alike.

The same pattern can be observed elsewhere in Georgia.
From the manganese mining operations of Chiatura®® to the
industrial facilities of Zestaponi,”* environmental pollution
continues to affect the lives of thousands of people. While each
case has its own causes and complexities, together they raise
broader questions about the relationship between economic
development, environmental protection, and public health.
Industry and mining — to name only two sectors — have
undoubtedly contributed to Georgia’s economic growth and
provided livelihoods for entire communities. Yet economic
progress loses much of its meaning when the very people it is
meant to benefit are exposed to conditions that endanger their
health. The challenge, therefore, is not to choose between
development and environmental protection, but to ensure that the
two can coexist. Giving voice to affected communities is an
important step in that process. Their concerns remind us that
pollution is not something merely measured through statistics and
scientific reports; it is a human issue experienced by some in
everyday life.
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Whether meaningful change will occur remains uncertain.
What is certain, however, is that the efforts of many over the past
few years have helped bring these issues into the public eye and,
at least to some extent, have contributed to positive change.

Therefore, there is still room for hope. Rather than looking
away and accepting reality as inevitable, we should remember that
every collective achievement begins with individual efforts.
Sometimes, making a difference begins with the simplest act of
all: speaking a problem out loud.
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