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Mikhail Saakashvili, Georgia's newly-elected president, will be sworn

into  office this weekend amid hopes that Europe's youngest leader can

pull the country out of a decade of political turmoil and economic

collapse.

But as foreign dignitaries, including Colin Powell, the US Secretary

of State, set off for the inauguration ceremony tomorrow (Sunday) in

Tbilisi, Georgia’s new leadership warned it faced huge challenges at

home and abroad and would need outside help to overcome them.

 Mr Saakashvili, aged 36, swept to power virtually unopposed earlier

this month after his predecessor Eduard Shevardnadze was forced to

resign in the face of peaceful mass demonstrations that became known

as the "Rose Revolution".

"The most difficult phase of any revolution is the day after," said

Tedo  Japaridze, the Georgian Foreign Minister, during a visit to

London yesterday (Friday). "It is like waking up with a hangover. We had

a lot to drink -- now we need to address the simple demands of the

people who demonstrated in the revolution."

He said the "bread and butter issues" included providing basic

services, like electricity, to the Georgian people, who have grown

tired of regular power cuts. It means cracking down on official

corruption, which has become rampant in the 12 year's since Georgia

won independence with the break-up of the Soviet Union. Ultimately it

also means uniting a country, which is already fractured by three

breakaway autonomous regions.

"Our absolute top priority is to implement domestic reforms and to

make  Georgia a strong and modern state," Mr Japaridze told The Times.

"When we have achieved that it will be much easier to resolve foreign

policy issues."

The Georgians are hoping that the completion next year of a second

pipeline over its territory, carrying oil from the Caspian Sea to the

Black Sea, will help revitalise the economy and attract further

foreign investment.

On Wednesday Mr Saakashvili told world leaders meeting at the economic

 forum in the Swiss resort of Davos that he would certainly need

outside help, particularly from the West, to prevent Georgia sliding

back into chaos.

"Georgia is a net contributor to European stability but could also

become a major risk for instability because the Caucasus has a much

wider potential for conflict that the Balkans," he said.

His fears are well-founded. The region is still suffering from

conflicts in  Chechnya and between Armenia and Azerbaijan over

Nagorno-Karabakh.

Georgia finds itself in the uncomfortable position of being caught in

a tug of war between America and Russia, both of whom exert huge

influence on the country. To the dismay of the Georgians the Russians

still keep thousands of troops at bases in the country, in spite of

promises to remove them. The  Russians are also accused of backing

breakaway movements inside the country.  Mr Powell is likely to raise

the issue when he travels to Moscow on Monday for talks at the

Kremlin.

For its part Moscow regards Georgia and the Caucasus as its

"backyard". It resents the arrival of US military advisers in Georgia

and harbours suspicions that Tbilisi offers sanctuary to Chechen

separatist rebels fighting Russian troops just over the border.
