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The 2018 year is the 100th anniversary of the restoration of the state-
hood of Georgia. Within a short period of time (1918-1921), the gov-
ernment of the Democratic Republic of Georgia managed to carry out
a number of important measures: establishment of the Tbilisi Uni-
versity and Faculty of Medicine, Medical and Sanitary Department,
Georgia Red Cross Society, Georgian Pharmaceutical Society. Signif-
icant reforms were implemented in the Georgian healthcare system.
The Government of the Republic of Georgia started to organize and
manage health care at the state level for the first time in the country’s
history. The reforms in the health care contributed to the establishment
of civilized public relations and the democratic society in the Georgia.

Tengiz Verulava
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The Health Care System in the First Democratic Republic of
Georgia (1918-1921)

May 26 this year is the 100th anniversary of the restoration of
the statehood of Georgia. The qualitatively new stage in state restruc-
turing of Georgia started on 26 May 1918. The European type, new,
parliamentary democratic state of the 20th century was born.

Within a short period of time, the Government of the country
managed to carry out a number of important measures: implemented
the judiciary reform; established local governing bodies, trade unions;
adopted the Constitution of the Republic.

In 1918-1921, the main event in the short period of Georgia’s
independence was the establishment of the university. Tbilisi Univer-
sity was opened on 26 January 1918 (old style), the day of memory
of Davit Aghmashenebeli, at 13:20. It was the first national university
not only in Georgia but also throughout the Caucasus. Ivane Javakh-
ishvili’s contribution to the university establishment is enormous. The
Council of Professors elected Petre Melikishvili as the first Rector of
the University.

The Council of University Professors decided to establish a
Faculty of Medicine at the meeting held on 27 February 1918. On
June 17 of the same year, the meeting of the Council of University
Professors, attended by Spiridon Virsaladze, Chairman of the Society
of Georgian Doctors and Natural Sciences, decided to open a com-
bined Faculty of Natural Sciences, Mathematics and Medicine. The
Council of Professors noted: “The Faculty of Medicine is essential for
the University. The children of our people have always had persistent
aspiration to this faculty. Its creation means a big victory in this busi-
ness. P. Melikishvili, A. Benashvili, A. Natishvili, Ar. Kharadze, Z.
Kanchaveli, Sp. Virsaladze, 1. Tikanadze and G. Mukhadze attended
the first meeting of the combined Faculty held on 20 October 1918.
In addition, Prof. Iv. Javakhishvili and I. Kipshidze also attended the
meeting.

On 29 April 1919, Aleksandre Natishvili was elected as the
first Dean of the Faculty of Medicine of the University. He was later
elected as the first Prorector for scientific and academic work. It should
be noted that on 15 November 1918, Aleksandre Natishvili delivered
the first lecture on normal human anatomy at the Faculty of Medicine
of Thilisi University.

From the very first years of the University establishment, the
following people worked at the Faculty of Medicine: Honoured Profes-
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sor of Novorossia (Odessa) University Petre Melikishvili, Doctors of
Medicine - Spiridon Virsaladze, Grigol Mukhadze, Ivane Tikanadze,
and Doctors - Mikheil Tsinamdzgvrishvili, Shalva Mikeladze. Lat-
er, Prosector of Kharkov University, Doctor of Medicine Alexander
Natishvili (1919); Professor of Crimea (Simferopol) University, Doc-
tor of Medicine Alexandre Aladashvili; Scientist at Kharkov Bacte-
riological Institute Svimon Amirejibi; Privatdocent of Novorossia
(Odessa) University Ivane Beritashvili; Professor of Yekaterinoslav
(now Dnepropetrovsk) University Nikoloz Kakhiani; Privatdocent of
Kharkov University, Doctor of Medicine Varlam Moseshvili (1919);
Mikheil Asatiani from Moscow; Doctor of Medicine Alexander Mach-
avariani from Petrograd; Privatdocent of Moscow University, Doctor
of Medicine Gabriel Ghambarashvili (1920); Professor of Odessa
Medical Institute, Master of Pharmacy Jovel Kutateladze; Professor
of Novorossia (Odessa) University, Doctor of Medicine Svimon Gog-
itidze (1921); and Prosector of Odessa Medical University, doctoral
candidate Vladimer Zhgenti (1922) joined the academic group. They
established Georgian medical schools of surgery, therapy, obstetrics,
cardiology, pharmacology, and other directions, which played a major
role in the development of medical science and in preparing young
medical staff in Georgia.

By 1920, the total number of teachers and professors of the
University Faculty of Medicine was 138, including 21 professors, 5
assistant professors and 3 privatdocents. University students were
practicing at the Mikheil Hospital, Olgha Midwifery Institute, Trans-
caucasian Tbilisi Railway Hospital and others. These hospitals repre-
sented the University base, which used every opportunity for students
to receive a worthy education.

In addition, various short-term courses for preparation of med-
ical staff were created in the country. In 1918, Simon Amirejibi found-
ed six-month preparatory courses for medical laboratory assistants.
The aim of such courses was to prepare deficient personnel, such as
doctor-laboratory assistants, pharmacists in charge, junior pharmacists
in charge, and sisters of charity.

Healthcare system management

In November 1918, the Ministry of Internal Affairs established
a Medical and Sanitary Department that handled health care in the
country. The Department managed the healthcare sector based on the
unified, coordinated and central principle. Simon Japaridze was ap-
pointed as the Head of the Department. Veterinary services fell within
the competence of the Medical and Sanitary Department.
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In February 1920, Minister of Internal Affairs of Georgia
Tchitchinadze submitted a draft decree on the creation of a Health De-
partment as part of the Medical and Sanitary Department of Georgia.
In his report, the Minister laid special emphasis on health care in the
country. He particularly underlined the spread of malaria, tuberculosis
and sexually transmitted diseases. Despite the fact that a wide range of
measures were taken against the camp fever, no positive results were
achieved. According to the Minister, this was caused by uncoordinated
actions of various medical institutions. He required subordinating all
medical institutions to the newly established Health Department. The
Law on Establishment of Health Department was adopted on 13 July
1920. Spiridon Virsaladze was appointed as Chairman of the Health
Department. The duties of the Department were to operate the coun-
try’s health care system. The Health Department was responsible for
the:

a) supervision over the activities of all medical
and sanitary organizations in the Republic;

b) quarantine issues;

c) management of tuberculosis, malaria, cholera,
plague, typhus, sexually transmitted and other diseases;

d) expert examination issues;

e) collection of medical and sanitary statistics;

f) medical sanitary management of recreational
resorts of state importance;

g) pharmacy and pharmaceutical issues; and

h) monitoring of execution of medical and sani-

tary law, development of medical scientific issues.

The Board composed of the heads of the sub-divisions gov-
erned the Department. The Head of the Department managed the
Board.

Network of medical institutions

The territory of the country was divided into districts, regions,
cities. A district was the largest administrative-territorial unit. Ac-
cordingly, the district, region and city doctors were appointed. Due to
geographical and epidemiological peculiarities, each region required a
different approach. Svaneti is characterized by high mountainous and
endemic goiter problems. Accordingly, particular attention was paid to
Svaneti. The same can be said about Akhalkalaki, which is also char-
acterized by high mountains and national and religious peculiarities.
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The medical network of the Democratic Republic of Georgia
was divided into three sectors:

a) Network of state medical institutions
b) Network of municipal medical institutions
c) Network of private medical institutions

In addition to the above sectors, the corps of private practi-
tioners also served the health maintenance in the country.

As of the data of 1919, 45 hospitals with 1200 beds were oper-
ating in Georgia. There were 17 medical sites in Tbilisi and 13 medical
sites in Kutaisi. New medical institutions were created in Poti, Ozur-
geti, Akhalkalaki and Svaneti.

Medical surveillance stations and sites were the unit of the
healthcare system. Medical surveillance stations were considered as
a mixture of sanitary epidemiological stations and outpatient services.

In November 1920, a resolution was adopted, under which
the State had to provide financial assistance to the individual groups
of people, in particular, the families of those killed in the war, the
families of those killed during the epidemics, the disabled medical
personnel (15000 rubles to physicians, and 10000 rubles to surgeon’s
assistants; the amount corresponded to their average yearly salaries).
Famous doctor Ivane Gomarteli, Chairman of the Health Committee
of the Founding Congregation of Georgia, signed the resolution.

Medical services in independent Georgia were not free; how-
ever, the State was trying to bring the paid medical services to real
figures that would be adequate for the financial condition of the pop-
ulation, which reflected in halving prices. In this regard, it should be
noted that the first workers’ pharmacy opened in Sokhumi, which pro-
vided medicines free of charge to the population.

The Red Cross national organization

Following the announcement of Georgia’s independence, the
agenda was to set up the Red Cross national organization. The founding
meeting of the Georgia Red Cross Society was held on 11 September
1918. Noe Zhordania (Chairman of the Government) and Grigol Gior-
gadze (Military Minister) attended the meeting. Dr. Michael Zanduke-
li, Representative of the Red Cross International Committee, opened
the meeting. All the property of the Russian Red Cross collected in
Georgia was transferred to the Georgian Red Cross. The Red Cross
Society opened a new hospital in Tbilisi (Didi Mtavari str.), which
served the population free of charge. The Society of Sisters of Charity
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was founded at the Red Cross Society, under the Statute of which the
sisters of charity were required to know the Georgian language.

Pharmacy

The pharmacy work was also of great importance in the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Georgia. In 1918 the Georgian Pharmaceutical
Society was founded. In December 1918, the Congress of the Geor-
gian Society of Pharmacists was held. They decided at the Congress
to carry out pharmaceutical activity in a new way, in accordance with
current requirements. The recommendation was to promote develop-
ment of urban (municipal) pharmacies along with private pharmacies
in the country.

Journals and newspapers

Georgian medical journals and newspapers were founded in
the period of the Democratic Republic of Georgia. The first medical
periodical journal “Doctor” was published in 1919. According to the
editorial board, it was the publication of Georgian physicians and na-
tional scientific community, “scientific-public medical journal”. The
Society of Georgian Assistant Doctors published a new monthly jour-
nal - “Assistant Doctor” in January 1918. The monthly journal “Phar-
macist” released in 1919. The Society against Tuberculosis released
the journal “Tuberculosis and Fight against It” in 1920, which was
published once in two weeks. The healthcare issues were published in
municipal journals: “Ethnicity and City”, “Our City”.

The State tried to raise the level of sanitation education among
the population. The Minister of Education issued an order to print
educational medical booklets: “Georgian physicians are well aware
of how helpless is the situation for our people in terms of medical
treatment. By the way, this circumstance also contributes to the dis-
semination of thousands of prejudices among the population, and this,
unfortunately, have roots in both cities and villages. At the time of dis-
tress, people flee to fortune-tellers to learn his/her present and future.
In short, the majority of our people still live in darkness, and this will
continue until their social-political situation changes. However, even
in today’s conditions, taking initiatives can bring great benefits. There-
fore, the literary section of the Society for the Spreading of Literacy
among Georgians has decided to print a series of medical booklets...”

Thus, in 1918-1921, in the short period of time, significant re-
forms were implemented in the Georgian healthcare system. The Gov-
ernment of the Republic of Georgia started to organize and manage
health care at the state level for the first time in the country’s history, to
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provide financial and moral support of the projects related to medical
reform, and to prepare national medical staff.

We can boldly say that reforms implemented in the field of
health care contributed to the establishment of civilized public rela-
tions and the democratic society in the country.
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