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WAR AND CARTOGRAPHY

Giorgi Mikeladze

Abstract
The Russian military invasion of Georgia in August, 2008 raised the need to disseminate an unbiased
and clear description of all events occurring in the country. Therefore, on the basis of data from various
informational sources, a map designed to display and reflect the military aggression of Russia in
Georgia was created specially for ‘the West’.

Introduction
In August 2008, the Russian army invaded Georgia. The
war began unexpectedly and its events gradually
accelerated, entirely saturating our daily life with its
horrible spirit. Life in the country came to a standstill – as
if preparing for a jump into vagueness – but still went on.
Hope did not die away and the feeling of duty to struggle
and act increased and strengthened, and, as a result,
transformed into our objective of creating a map.

The Objective
After the first days of hostilities in the Tskhinvali region
(South Ossetia) and Abkhazia AR (Autonomous
Republic), it was clear that Georgian forces could not
overcome the huge military machine of the Russian
Federation. It was also evident that our government tried
by all means to convert this military conflict into
diplomatic negotiations. At the same time, it was very
difficult to inform the world community about the
situation developing in the country because all media
sources had been blocked since the very beginning of the
conflict, leaving only the Internet and local broadcasting
companies functioning. As usually happens during times
of war, information about current events was often
inconsistent with the truth.

After the several days of shock and tension, GIS-
Lab’s members overcame this state of trauma and
perplexity and set a goal to create a map of the Russian
invasion into Georgia showing its effects and
consequences. We decided to make the map as easy to read
and clear as possible, with the intention that it would be
seen by people of various professions and points of view.

Creating the Map
Mapping was divided into several stages. First of all, the
scale of the map was determined and geodata were
acquired from various sources, e.g. by downloading world
data from the US National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency
(NGA) and by digitizing old Soviet military paper maps.
The map was created from vector data (in shapefile
format) covering the whole of Georgia at 1:500,000 and a
digital elevation model (DEM) with 500 m pixels was used
to represent relief.

The next step was more difficult because it was
necessary to obtain data about bombed objects and the
movements of Russian military forces, and to gather
information seen on the television about the huge number
of refugees and the burning woodlands of national parks
and nature reserves. Information about the location and
number of bombings were obtained from the website of
the Georgian Ministry of Defence; locations where
violence and looting had taken place in regard to the
innocent civilians were fixed and recorded from
journalists’ television reports; and we obtained data
concerning the areas of burnt forests by using low-
resolution spectral satellite images from NASA’s MODIS
(Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer)
website at http://modis.gsfc.nasa.gov/.

Leica Geosystems ERDAS IMAGINE® 9.1 was used
to interpret the satellite images and the main data were
processed and mapped using ESRI ArcGISTM 9.2
software. As usual, the last stage of mapping is the design
of the map. To recreate the anxious atmosphere of those
days, we used aggressive colours for the military objects
and legend, but the whole map was softened by pastel
tones. Figure 1 shows the final map, as disseminated via
email.

Conclusion
After hostilities had ceased, what had been an open-armed
conflict transformed into a diplomatic war. Though
occupational troops remained in the Tskhinvali region and
Abkhazia AR, the main issue is that the bloodshed and
lootings stopped. This map – a small effort alongside the
work of a great number of our nationals – provides some
contribution to informing the world community about the
recent events in the Caucasus.
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