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Rationale
This project was undertaken to study the lived experience of energy poverty in a relatively underex-
plored geographical context—Georgia—and thus contribute to internalizing energy poverty research 
(Sherriff et al., 2019). The project has an opportunity to make this topic more visible and thus bring it 
to the forefront of societal discourse and policy analysis in Georgia. This point is particularly relevant 
to the countries of central and eastern Europe, where energy poverty, or at least some aspects of it, 
is often “hidden” (Karpinska & Śmiech, 2020). Last, the project provides an opportunity to diversify 
the methodological toolkit applied to studying and documenting energy poverty by using the video 
ethnographic method. 

Key research aims
1. To contribute to internalizing energy poverty research by studying and documenting 

the reasons for and manifestations of energy poverty in a relatively underexplored 
geographical context—Georgia

2. To contribute to broadening the scope of energy poverty research
3. To contribute to diversifying the methodological toolkit for studying energy poverty

Summary of research activity
According to the initial research design, the principal investigator (PI), Nino Antadze, planned to 
travel to Georgia during the summer of 2021 and winter 2021–22 to collect data in the form of 
video footage and notes. However, due to the Covid-related situation, the trip had to be cancelled. 
Instead, we recruited three study participants and asked them to depict on video energy poverty as 
they saw and experienced it. We had a Zoom conversation with each of the participants to explain 
the expectations of participation and to answer any questions they had. All three participants are 
females in their 20s or 30s who live in different parts of Georgia. After the data collection was 
completed, the PI conducted Zoom interviews with each of the participants. During these interviews, 
we discussed their impressions and observations of the energy poverty around them, why and how 
they collected the data (e.g., why they chose to record the specific video footage), and anything 
beyond the collected data that they thought important to consider in this study. The PI next edited 
collected video footage and added titles and captions where needed. As a result, eight video 
essays were produced (the video essays can be viewed at this link). The findings of this research are 
based on the produced video essays and conducted interviews. We received ethics approval from 
the University of Prince Edward Island Research Ethics Board for the video data collection and for 
conducting interviews.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/17pdM1TVNTNdvG4Jkc3DOXib6DS-yH1Yb?usp=sharing
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Methodologies
Keywords: qualitative, ethnography, video ethnography, visual ethnography, interviews.

The methodological design of this research can be considered an experimental one. As Covid-related 
disruptions prevented the PI from travelling, we decided to use the photovoice method (Wang 
& Burris, 1997), but instead of taking photos, we asked study participants to record videos. As 
this process was new and interesting for us, we asked participants about their experiences and 
impressions of the data collection process during the interviews. All of them noted that they found 
the process not only interesting but also enjoyable, as the study design gave them full freedom in 
choosing locations, topics, and the way they wanted to record the videos. All participants drew 
on their personal experiences and immediate surroundings. They noted that the videos provide an 
immersive experience because the viewer can imagine themselves in the depicted places and can see 
what the lived experience looks like. Some also noted that videos helped them remember details that 
they may have forgotten or pay attention to nuances that they may have otherwise ignored. 

Findings
The project revealed that energy poverty is experienced throughout Georgia, although there are 
significant differences in the lived experience of energy poverty in rural and urban settings—a finding 
that aligns with previous research from other parts of the world (e.g., see  González-Eguino, 2015). 
These differences are shaped by the access to infrastructure, as well as the affordability of energy 
resources and services. 

Energy poverty in rural areas
Two study participants depicted the lived experience of energy poverty in rural areas—in Patara 
Mitarbi, located in eastern Georgia, and in Ushguli, located in western Georgia. These villages are 
both at high elevation, making accessibility more challenging, especially during the winter months. 
According to the 2014 census (National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2018), there are 46 permanent 
residents in Patara Mitarbi and 228 permanent residents in Ushguli Commune which comprises five 
villages. However, both locations, and especially Ushguli, are popular among the tourists during 
the summer months. Because of a high elevation, winters in these villages are cold and snowy, and 
summers cool.  

The research revealed some of the similarities in lived experience of energy poverty in Ushguli and 
Patara Mitarbi. In both villages the electricity supply is not reliable. For example, the video from 
Ushguli shows a student reading by candlelight. Even when electricity is supplied, often the voltage is 
very low, making it impossible to use such appliances as a washing machine. This speaks to the lack 
of access to what Sovacool et al. (2012) refer to as the mechanical power that can save much time 
and energy, especially for women. For example, the study participant from Ushguli noted the lack 
of mechanical power in agriculture, and her video shows residents working in the field during a hot 
summer day.

Lack of access to the natural gas network seems to be a big problem for these rural areas. Natural 
gas is relatively cheap (compared to electricity), especially when used for heating and cooking. Both 
videos show how the households use fuelwood stoves for cooking or heating. This finding aligns with 
the broader trend in the country: it is estimated that in rural areas of Georgia fuelwood accounts for 
about 82% of the total energy use (WeResearch, 2020). In the video essay about winter in Patara 
Mitarbi one of the residents complains about the difficulty of acquiring fuelwood from the surround-
ing forests. The problem may not be so much the supply of fuelwood as a complicated procedure 
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to get a license, and then physically fetching fuelwood from the remote areas of the forest. In these 
mountainous areas winter is long, making this season particularly uncomfortable from an energy 
poverty perspective.

Another important problem characteristic of rural areas is the lack of safe and well-maintained 
roads, which makes it very difficult, and at times impossible, to travel to and from these villages, 
especially in winter. The lack of transportation is particularly important, as the residents of rural 
areas must travel to the nearest towns and cities for various purposes, including for medical reasons. 
In the video from Patara Mitarbi there is a senior who must travel 16 km on foot every day to sell her 
dairy products. Unless road networks are improved, addressing other issues in these rural, remote 
areas will be very difficult.

Lack of internet and phone connectivity seems to be a year-round problem in these villages for 
residents as well as visitors. During the Covid-19 pandemic, when most of the higher education 
institutions and schools transitioned to remote learning, lack of access to the internet put the students 
from rural areas at a disadvantage.

It should be noted that Patara Mitarbi and Ushguli are popular tourist destinations. It can be 
assumed that if the problems with the lack of energy services and infrastructure persist in these 
villages, in other rural areas it may be even worse. As these problems have been ongoing for years, 
addressing energy poverty–related problems in rural settings does not seem to be the political or 
societal priority in Georgia.  

Energy poverty in urban areas
Study participants depicted the lived experience of energy poverty in two cities, Tbilisi and Rustavi. 
Tbilisi is the capital city with the population of 1.1 million (National Statistics Office of Georgia, 
2018). Most of the population lives in the apartments, although there are areas with single family 
houses. Rustavi is an industrial city located about 33 km away from Tbilisi with a population of 
125,103 (National Statistics Office of Georgia, 2018). The climate in Tbilisi and Rustavi is dry with 
hot summers and moderately cold winters.

Three topics emerged in depicting the lived experience of energy poverty in urban areas. The first 
concerns the working conditions of those who work outdoors year-round. One study participant 
chose to depict the working conditions of street vendors and small traders in open markets and 
street shops. These settings are usually not equipped with air conditioning in summer or heating in 
winter. When asked why she chose to focus on street vendors, the participant explained that these 
are people who earn very little and are often ignored by the authorities and the public. On the 
one hand, they are everywhere and you can see them as you walk; on the other, their problems 
and harsh working conditions remain beyond the attention of many (see more on street vendors in 
Georgia in Polese et al., 2016 and Rekhviashvili, 2015).

The second topic raised by study participants was the state of the electricity infrastructure in Tbilisi, 
particularly the illegal cable network that can be noticed pretty much everywhere in the streets. 
Private businesses or individuals may connect their electricity supply to the street lighting to avoid 
paying electricity bills. This does not seem to be properly regulated, creating a complex web of 
electricity cables in the streets that may be dangerous.

The last topic about the lived experience of energy poverty in urban areas pertains to mobility, spe-
cifically the conditions in the Rustavi-Tbilisi intercity public transport. One study participant depicted 
travel conditions in summer, when the temperature may reach 40 degrees Celsius, and when most of 
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the vehicles keep air conditioning turned off to save fuel. Some may not have properly working air 
conditioning at all. Aside from the fact that passengers have to endure such travel conditions every 
day, this observation also connects with the earlier point about working conditions, as drivers who 
choose to work without air conditioning get easily tired, which may be dangerous when operating a 
vehicle in busy traffic. It should be noted that in Georgia these experiences mostly pertain to those 
with lower incomes, as those who can afford it use personal vehicles or taxis. 

Concluding remarks
This research showed that the lived experience of energy poverty in Georgia is associated with 
a myriad of issues, such as electricity and natural gas supply, access to the internet and telecom-
munications, mobility, access to mechanical power, and energy and transportation infrastructure. 
It is noteworthy that in consulted reports about energy poverty in Georgia (Kvaratskhelia et al., 
2019; WeResearch, 2020), the issues associated with mechanical energy, mobility, or access to the 
internet and telecommunications are not discussed. Thus, in current policy and societal discourse, 
energy poverty seems to be perceived in relatively narrow terms, not capturing the full scale and 
implications of this phenomenon. We hope that this research project can contribute to activating and 
broadening the discussion about energy poverty in the country.

Recommendations
1. Broaden the concept of energy poverty in the societal and policy discussions in Geor-

gia. Specifically, consider the broad definition of energy poverty for policy documents, 
such as while evaluating the progress toward achieving Sustainable Development 
Goals or developing the National Integrated Energy and Climate Plan of Georgia.

2. Address the rural-urban divide by improving access to energy infrastructure and servic-
es in rural areas. Decrease the dependence on fuelwood in rural areas, and introduce 
and encourage renewable energy initiatives (e.g., solar energy installations).

3. Monitor, regulate, and oversee the practice of creating electricity cable extensions in 
urban areas.

4. Consider the working conditions of those working outdoors, such as street vendors, 
construction workers, and drivers. Ensure that corresponding infrastructure, regula-
tions, and labour standards are in place to improve their working conditions.

Outputs
Completed outputs

1. Eight video essays depicting the lived experience of energy poverty in different parts 
of Georgia

2. Final report

Outputs in development
1. A policy brief (expected by December 2022)
2. Public discussion of the prepared policy brief (expected in December 2022–January 

2023)
3. Academic paper (expected by summer 2023)
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4. Presentation at the Annual Meeting of the American Association of Geographers 
(March 2023)
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