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1

IntroductIon

The conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan is the original “frozen” conflict 
of Eurasia. Beginning in late 1987, four years before the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the conflict gradually intensified, escalating rapidly when Armenia and 
Azerbaijan became independent states in early 1992. The conflict not only 
spread from the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh to its surrounding regions, but 
in fact also engulfed much of the territory of the two states, which saw large-
scale ethnic cleansing. After nearly 30,000 dead, a 1994 cease-fire left Armenia 
in control of Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as much larger lands in Azerbaijan 
that had been emptied of their predominantly Azerbaijani population.1 That 
cease-fire signified a stalemate, but not a solution. And in the 22 years that 
have passed, the conflict has not moved any closer to a political resolution. 
Meanwhile, the economic and political balance between the two countries has 
shifted considerably. Armenia, the victor in the war, has seen a dwindling of 
its population and relative international standing; while the development of 
Azerbaijan’s oil and gas resources has meant that its economy is now over six 
times larger than Armenia’s, and for several years, its official defense budget 
grew larger than Armenia’s entire state budget.

In this context, it should come as no surprise that the conflict has been on 
a path toward escalation in the past several years. The spring of 2016 saw the 
most significant violation of the cease-fire since its inception, with a  sudden 
burst of violence over several days that killed 20 soldiers, followed by the 
Azerbaijani downing of an Armenian helicopter. In parallel, the rhetoric of the 
belligerents has escalated apace.

The Armenian-Azerbaijani Conflict 
and European Security

Svante E. Cornell

CHAPTER 1

S.E. Cornell (*) 
Nacka, Sweden



This conflict is by no means a parochial squabble in a Eurasian backwater. 
The South Caucasus may have been peripheral to international politics when 
it first emerged out of the Soviet Union in 1992, but in the quarter century 
since, it has grown into a significant international hotspot. Indeed, in terms of 
both energy deliveries and military logistics, the region has become a key cor-
ridor linking Europe with the Caspian Sea and Central Asia. The prospect of a 
land corridor for trade between Europe and Asia is slowly being realized, and 
China has come to see the South Caucasus as a logistical hub at the doorstep 
of Europe. In security terms, the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008—itself 
a precursor to its aggression directed at Ukraine five years later—indicated 
that the South Caucasus was a flashpoint in European security with an impact 
extending considerably beyond its borders.

This is the case at a time of considerable regional and international uncer-
tainty. The South Caucasus lies sandwiched between the two arguably most 
acute security issues confronting the world today: Russia’s aggression against 
Ukraine, and the dissolution of the post-World War One order in the Middle 
East. In the region itself, the relative stability of South Caucasus geopolitics 
that prevailed for more than a decade has dissolved following the 2008 war in 
Georgia, giving way to a much more fluid and unpredictable situation.

This is the context of the evolution of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. 
And indeed, the dramatic changes that have taken place in the South Caucasus 
in the past 20 years have altered the dynamics of the conflict to a considerable 
degree, thus belying the notion of a “frozen” conflict. The conflict is certainly 
unresolved; but the concept of frozenness falsely connotes a lack of dynamism, 
as if the politics of the conflict are frozen in time and space. It also implies com-
placency, suggesting that there is no cost to maintaining the conflict’s unre-
solved character.

As this book will illustrate, such notions are erroneous. The Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict is far from frozen: it has in fact evolved considerably in the 
past 20 years, to the point that it has transcended the local, inter-communal 
conflict it initially was. And far from existing in isolation, the conflict argu-
ably forms the cornerstone of the geopolitics of the broader region, featuring 
prominently in the policies of great powers surrounding the South Caucasus, 
while affecting their mutual relations. Indeed, the conflict has both influenced, 
and been influenced by, subsequent regional controversies, be they in Kosovo, 
Georgia or Ukraine. Most importantly, the conflict appears to become more 
dangerous with every passing year it remains unresolved.

This, in turn, would suggest that Western policy-makers accord the conflict 
a considerable degree of attention, and give it a prominent role in their strategy 
toward the broader region—to the extent that such a strategy exists. Yet, this 
is not the case. Quite to the contrary, international instruments to address the 
conflict remain locked in the logic of the mid-1990s, when the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group was tasked 
to resolve the conflict, and grew into its present form. But since this arrange-
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ment was devised, the nature of the conflict has shifted, with its geopolitical 
component becoming at least as prominent as its inter-communal nature. Yet 
the peace process, and perceptions of the conflict in the West, do not reflect 
these realities. The process continues to be assigned to mid-career diplomats, 
which represents a woefully inadequate approach. And while the peace process 
has obviously stagnated, its mediators on occasion appear interested mostly 
in preserving the current format of the process rather than to achieve solu-
tions. The OSCE as an organization has failed to live up to the lofty expecta-
tions of the 1990s; indeed, it has become an increasingly moribund institution. 
Furthermore, the notion of Russia as a mediator—questionable to begin 
with—has now become preposterous, given its behavior in the region more 
broadly as well as specifically toward Armenia and Azerbaijan. Notably, the 
conflict is also the only unresolved conflict in Eurasia where the EU does not 
have a seat at the table—yet another reflection of the world of the mid-1990s 
rather than the present.

This volume aspires to investigate the international politics of the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict. As such, its focus is not on the conflict itself, and especially 
not on its intricate details, the claims and counter-claims of its protagonists, or 
its long and contentious history. The focus of the volume is rather on how the 
conflict interrelates with international politics and security affairs, and particu-
larly its role in European security.

This conflict has numerous names—the most common being the “Nagorno- 
Karabakh conflict” and the “Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict”—and a note 
on terminology is in order. To illustrate, the nearby war between Russia and 
Georgia in 2008 is often termed the “South Ossetia conflict,” although it went 
far beyond the territory of South Ossetia. That is a term the Russian side will 
prefer, since it would not appear to be involved. Georgian sources refer to it as 
the Russian-Georgian conflict or the Russian invasion of Georgia. Similarly in 
the case of Armenia and Azerbaijan, the Armenian side terms the conflict the 
“Artsakh liberation war,” using the Armenian term for Nagorno-Karabakh. 
By contrast, Azerbaijani sources typically use the term “Armenian aggression 
against Azerbaijan.” Thus, Armenia naturally focuses on the Nagorno-Karabakh 
element of the conflict, while Azerbaijan tends to stress the inter-state aspect.

Accordingly, this is a conflict that exists at several levels simultaneously. It is, 
on the one hand, an intra-state conflict, between the Armenian population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh and the government of Azerbaijan. While the main apple 
of discord in the conflict is indeed over the disputed territory of Nagorno- 
Karabakh, the conflict was never only over this territory, and most of the pro-
tagonists as well as victims of the conflict were not residents of Mountainous 
Karabakh. Indeed, terming it as such is somewhat reductionist, because it 
suggests the conflict is akin to a localized, almost tribal squabble over land. 
As will be seen, this is a conflict between two nations, the Armenians and 
the Azerbaijanis, which has come to also involve significant powerhouses of 
Eurasia and beyond. The conflict arose in the early twentieth century in parallel 
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with the development of nation-states in the South Caucasus, and from 1992 
onward, it for all practical purposes became a conflict between two indepen-
dent states—in turn the reason why the conflict has come to play the crucial 
geopolitical role that it does.

Thus, the conflict is demonstrably also an inter-state conflict between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan—hence the divergence of terminology used to 
describe it. The most correct term would be the “Armenian-Azerbaijani con-
flict over Nagorno-Karabakh,” a term that is nevertheless too long and unprac-
tical to be used across this book, which will primarily refer to the conflict as the 
“Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict.”

The remainder of this chapter aspires to set the scene for the subject of this 
volume, the international politics of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. In so 
doing, it will provide a brief, and certainly imperfect, historical overview of the 
conflict.2 It will then examine the impact of the conflict on the foreign policies 
and foreign relations of Armenia and Azerbaijan, in order to illustrate how 
the conflict contributed to forming the main geopolitical dividing line in the 
South Caucasus. Following this, the chapter discusses the evolution of South 
Caucasus geopolitics from 1992 until the present, showing how the nature 
of the conflict has increasingly come to be determined by factors beyond the 
control of either protagonist. Finally, it will move to an analysis of the role of 
unresolved conflicts in general, and the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict in par-
ticular, on European security.

The remainder of the book delves into considerable detail on a number 
of aspects of this conflict. Chapter two, by Johanna Popjanevski, focuses on 
the international legal aspects of the conflict, particularly its central issue of 
discord: the status of the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh. In Chapter three, 
James Sherr situates the conflict in the increasingly contentious international 
politics of Eastern Europe. Chapters four through eight cover the role of exter-
nal actors in the conflict. These begin, logically, with Pavel Baev’s scrutiny of 
Russia’s role. That is followed by this editor’s treatment of Turkey’s policies 
toward the conflict. Then, Brenda Shaffer studies the much-ignored and para-
doxical role of Iran in the conflict, following which Stephen Blank examines 
that of the United States. Finally, this editor handles the evolution of Europe’s 
relationship to the conflict. After these overviews of the roles of foreign pow-
ers, Nina Caspersen studies the history of international efforts to mediate the 
conflict. The volume ends with a brief overview of the prospects of this conflict, 
and a discussion of possible international efforts to ameliorate it.

Background to the conflIct

At its most basic, the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan has its roots 
in the incompatibility of the concept of a nation-state with the demographic 
realities of the South Caucasus a century ago. The lands stretching from 
eastern Anatolia to the central regions of present-day Azerbaijan were not 
 homogenously populated by ethnic groups that could neatly be divided by 
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national boundaries. The countryside was settled by ethnically defined villages—
primarily Armenian, Azerbaijani/Turkish or Kurdish—interspersed in a com-
plex mosaic. Larger towns were more multi-ethnic, but divided into Christian 
and Muslim quarters. In the Ottoman Empire, Christians were second-class 
citizens and discriminated by the ruling Muslims; in the Russian Empire, these 
roles were reversed. Yet because these were empires and not nation-states, the 
urge toward ethnic and religious homogeneity was not yet a driving political 
force. That changed with the rise of nationalism, imported from Europe, in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. The urge to build cohesive nation- 
states effectively destroyed this mosaic over the 100-year period from 1894 
to 1994—beginning roughly with the Hamidian massacres of Armenians in 
Sasun, and ending—for now—with the ethnic cleansing of Azerbaijanis from 
the provinces surrounding Karabakh.

As is well known, the largest concentrations of ethnic Armenians were in 
present-day eastern Turkey, areas from which they were obliterated in the 
massacres from 1890 to 1915 that Armenians call Medz Yeghern, the “Great 
Crime,” and that most historians today term the “Armenian Genocide.” In 
the Caucasus, demographic realities were different. The most homogeneously 
Armenian area was the Russian Guberniia of Yerevan, which overlaps largely 
with present-day Armenia’s boundaries. But the Guberniia had had a Muslim 
majority in the 1826 Russian census, which was reversed by 1832 as a result 
of the Russian Empire’s mass settlements of Armenians from Iran and Turkey. 
But the largest concentrations of Armenians were elsewhere: during the entire 
nineteenth century, Armenians were the largest ethnic group in Tbilisi, cur-
rently the capital of Georgia, and on the eve of the First World War, there were 
as many Armenians as Azerbaijanis in Baku. Thus, the urge to create nation- 
states left the Armenians at a profound disadvantage. Simply put, there was a 
clear Georgian homeland and a clear Azerbaijani homeland, but there was no 
similarly easily discernible territory that would unify the Armenian population.

Developments in the late nineteenth century rapidly exacerbated the ten-
sions between the two groups. Obviously, the violence in eastern Anatolia 
affected the situation in the Caucasus. To many Armenians, the Azerbaijanis 
were simply “Turks,” even though they had no involvement in the massacres 
and deportations in Anatolia. Meanwhile, in Tsarist Russia, competition over 
resources in the aftermath of the Baku oil boom of the 1870s took on increas-
ingly ethnic tones, with resentment growing in the Azerbaijani community of 
benefits accorded to Armenians. Tsarist policies, in Audrey Altstadt’s words, 
manipulated historical differences “to incite jealousy, perhaps violence, as a 
means of control.”3

Over the ensuing century, and starting in 1905, a pattern of violence 
would repeat itself: the weakening of Russian central power ushered in inter- 
communal violence that pitted well-organized Armenian groups against less 
disciplined and more spontaneously formed Azerbaijani counterparts. In paral-
lel, Russian policies tended to be criminally negligent: aside from long- standing 
ethnic manipulation, in a remarkable number of incidents Russian soldiers were 
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ordered not to intervene in the killing and rampage that was taking place. 
This was the case during the first Russian Revolution of 1905, and again in 
1988–90.

The 1905 clashes led to over 10,000 deaths, and brought relations between 
the two nations to a freezing point. Only just over a decade later, the Russian 
Revolution of 1917 led to a sudden Russian withdrawal from the Caucasus, 
and in the anarchy that ensued, the formation of a Transcaucasian state—an 
impossible union of Armenians, Azerbaijanis, and Georgians—was doomed 
to fail. The First World War was still raging, and all three groups had differ-
ent orientations, especially toward Ottoman Turkey. Azerbaijanis welcomed 
the Ottoman advance into the Caucasus, whereas Armenians vehemently 
opposed it and Georgians sought German support to avoid its repercussions. 
The state fell apart within two months, ushering in three national republics 
that would not survive more than two years. The Caucasus had now irrevo-
cably fractured along ethnic lines, and the process of carving out Armenian 
and Azerbaijani nation-states now began in earnest. Both republics laid claim 
to the southwestern corner of the South Caucasus, encompassing the ethni-
cally mixed regions of Nakhichevan, Zangezur and Mountainous Karabakh. 
In practice, Karabakh formed part of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic. 
Deadly clashes ensued in Baku in 1918, with Armenians massacring 
Azerbaijanis in March, and an Ottoman-Azerbaijani joint force massacring 
Armenians in September. Bloody struggles over Karabakh and Nakhichevan 
took place in the fall of 1919 and the spring of 1920, ending only with the 
imposition of Soviet rule over Azerbaijan in April, and Armenia in November 
of 1920.

Soviet rule paused the conflict, but did not end it. Through processes 
that remain opaque, the Soviet leadership settled on a complicated and in 
many ways illogical territorial settlement. Soviet nationality policy did pro-
vide for asymmetric ethnic-based federalism, in other words, the division 
of the Union into ethnic-based national homelands with different levels of 
self-rule ranging including full Union Republics, Autonomous Republics 
and Autonomous Regions. But in principle, it allowed only for one national 
homeland per ethnic group. Thus, national minorities such as Russians in 
Kazakhstan or Tajiks in Uzbekistan, who numbered in the millions, did 
not possess any particular status. Exceptions to this were made only in 
the Caucasus, where the small Ossetian people, for example, were divided 
into autonomous entities in Russia and Georgia. Concerning Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, the solution was even more complex. Armenia and Azerbaijan 
were made into Union Republics; Zangezur was handed to Armenia with-
out any form of autonomy; and Nagorno- Karabakh was made an autono-
mous region under Azerbaijani jurisdiction, without any common border 
with Armenia. There were, in other words, two Armenian homelands in the 
Soviet Union. Even more perplexing, there were two Azerbaijani homelands 
as well, the second being the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic, also under 
Azerbaijani jurisdiction. The logic behind these decisions remains untrace-
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able; the process involved little or no consultation with local leaders, and 
therefore, the legitimacy of the delimitation was always subject to question. 
What was not subject to question, however, was that it left Armenia the loser 
of the Soviet delimitation, as it handed two of the three prized contentious 
territories to Azerbaijan.

At various points in the seven decades of Soviet rule that ensued, successive 
Armenian leaders would try and fail to contest this delimitation. In the final 
decades of Soviet rule, however, such attempts were quite futile. The leader 
of Soviet Azerbaijan, Heydar Aliyev, had become one of the closest proté-
gés of Soviet leaders Leonid Brezhnev and, particularly, Yuri Andropov, who 
made him a First Deputy Chairman of the Soviet Union’s Council of Ministers. 
Aliyev valiantly defended his republic’s interests in Moscow, and rendered any 
Armenian attempts to change the status quo moot. But Aliyev was part of the 
old guard, and soon fell from favor when Mikhail Gorbachev became Soviet 
leader in 1985. It is no coincidence that the Armenian drive to benefit from 
the new openness under Gorbachev began at the exact time that Aliyev was 
demoted in 1987—while the Armenian Abel Aganbeyan rose to become one 
of Gorbachev’s main advisors. In the fall of that year, the first Azerbaijanis were 
made to leave Armenia. By February 1988, the petition drive in Armenia and 
Nagorno-Karabakh had escalated to huge demonstrations in Yerevan, and on 
February 20, the parliament of Nagorno-Karabakh officially demanded to be 
transferred to Armenia. Six days later, resettled Azerbaijanis from Armenia went 
on a rampage against Armenians in the Azerbaijani coastal city of Sumgait—
with Soviet interior troops three miles away electing not to interfere, an indi-
cation of Soviet instigation of these events. Following Sumgait, inter-ethnic 
violence intensified and militia groups on both sides worked to ethnically 
cleanse their respective republics, a process that was completed by late 1990.

The Armenian and Azerbaijani elites at this point made fateful choices. 
Armenia found that while Gorbachev was sympathetic to their demands, 
he had decided to maintain the status quo in fear of the potential domino 
effect of allowing a change of internal boundaries. Therefore, Armenia grew 
increasingly anti-Soviet, and the Armenian National Movement ended up tak-
ing control of the republic in the elections held in fall 1990. By contrast, 
Azerbaijan was the status quo power, and decided to rely on the Soviet cen-
tral powers to maintain its rule over Nagorno-Karabakh. This seemed a fine 
bet at first, as Soviet interior troops worked with Azerbaijani authorities to 
suppress Armenian irregular formations in and around Nagorno-Karabakh 
in 1990–91, uprooting a number of Armenian villages in the process. But 
it also meant that Armenia developed its own governing institutions while 
Azerbaijan did not, and that Yerevan moved to assert control over the various 
irregular armed formations that had emerged—while Baku was in no posi-
tion to build any army of its own. This meant that once the August coup of 
1991  in Moscow had failed and Soviet power collapsed, Armenia was now 
the party prepared to take advantage, while Azerbaijan proved essentially 
helpless. Led by a determined nationalist leadership, Armenia moved on the 
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offensive in early 1992, while Azerbaijan was led by an inept Communist 
leadership that did not create a national army until March that year. Without 
Soviet forces to prevent the belligerents, the conflict escalated to full-scale 
war in the spring of 1992.

The Armenian side benefited greatly from the domestic preoccupations 
of the Azerbaijani elite. The Popular Front only managed to remove the 
Communist government in May 1992. But by then, Armenians had taken 
the citadel city of Shusha and the Lachin region, forming a corridor link-
ing Armenia to Nagorno- Karabakh. Moreover, the single largest atrocity of 
this episode of the conflict had occurred—the February 1992 massacre of 
600 civilian Azerbaijanis in the town of Khojaly. While the new national-
ist leadership in Azerbaijan mounted a counter-offensive in the summer of 
1992, internal infighting in Azerbaijan led to large troop units defecting 
from the front. In early 1993, Armenia conquered the province of Kelbajar 
sandwiched between Armenia and Nagorno- Karabakh, and began moving 
in territories to the southeast of the region. In June, a renegade Azerbaijani 
commander fielded a military coup against the nationalist government, 
prompting its downfall. The Armenian side did not miss the opportunity to 
benefit from the power vacuum in Azerbaijan, and moved to conquer and eth-
nically cleanse the southern Azerbaijani provinces of Fizuli, Jebrail, Qubatli 
and Zangilan, as well as parts of Agdam province to the east of Nagorno-
Karabakh. From exile in his native Nakhichevan, Heydar Aliyev emerged to 
take the reins of power in Baku, and managed in short order to stabilize the 
government of the country. But the damage had been done, and Azerbaijan 
had lost Nagorno-Karabakh as well as (in whole or in part) seven provinces 
surrounding it. The CSCE Minsk Group and Russian officials both worked 
on ending the conflict, and while the Minsk Group co-chairs conducted most 
of the negotiations, it was Moscow that reaped the benefits by announcing a 
cease-fire in May 1994.

Since then, the conflict has been purportedly “frozen.” Indeed, the 
cease- fire has largely held in the 22 years that have passed, while no solu-
tion to the conflict has been found. This is where the conflicts in the for-
mer Soviet Union differ from those in the former Yugoslavia. The conflicts 
in Bosnia- Herzegovina and Kosovo all came to a form of closure, which 
has proven more or less irrevocable. But in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, 
South Ossetia and Transnistria, conflicts were “ended” by cease-fire regimes 
that left them in legal and political limbo. The key difference, of course, is 
that international involvement in the former Yugoslav conflicts was much 
more decisive, whereas this did not take place in the former Soviet conflicts. 
Indeed, nothing akin to the NATO-led Implementation Force (IFOR) or 
Kosovo Force (KFOR) was deployed in Nagorno-Karabakh. It is relatively 
unique in being a major unresolved conflict where two armies are eyeball to 
eyeball across a cease-fire line and not separated by a peacekeeping force—
comparable perhaps only to the Demilitarized Zone separating North and 
South Korea.
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But on another level, the notion of a frozen conflict is erroneous, because 
the status quo is untenable. Armenia has proven entirely unwilling to negoti-
ate away the fruits of a military conquest that many Armenians consider their 
first victory in many centuries; and it continues to hold the occupied ter-
ritories as a bargaining chip to achieve the recognition of their control over 
Nagorno- Karabakh. But precisely because the Azerbaijani defeat was so total 
and so  decisive, there is no prospect of Azerbaijan simply accepting its defeat 
and moving on. While Armenia initially enjoyed considerable international 
sympathy, its ethnic cleansing of three-quarter of a million Azerbaijanis from 
territories that were never disputed helped turn world opinion against it. Even 
if the world might have closed its eyes to Armenia’s conquest of Nagorno-
Karabakh, the occupation of the seven surrounding provinces was, in effect, 
biting off more than it could chew. It ensured that Azerbaijan would see itself 
as the aggrieved party, the victim of aggression, and thus never come to terms 
with the outcome of the 1988–94 conflict. In fact, it all but guaranteed a new 
bout of fighting at some point in the future unless a negotiated solution could 
be found.

This was all the more the case because of the fundamental economic and 
strategic disparity between the two nations, and the exceptional situation 
that allowed Armenia to claim victory in 1994. Armenia won the war largely 
because Azerbaijan had collapsed into a failed state. But Armenia’s pre-war 
population was roughly three million, which has shrunk as a result of emi-
gration to a permanent population of roughly two-and-a-half million today. 
Azerbaijan’s population, by contrast, stands at nine million presently, over 
triple that of Armenia’s. And while Azerbaijan’s GDP was only double that 
of Armenia in 1995, oil and gas have currently made it six times larger. What 
is more, the conflict has resulted in the strategic isolation of Armenia from 
the large infrastructural projects of the region, in accordance with Azerbaijani 
and Turkish preferences. The reason is obvious: in pure geostrategic terms, 
the value of the South Caucasus is its role as a conduit between Europe and 
Central Asia. In such terms, Armenia can be circumvented by transiting 
through Georgia, but Azerbaijan—bordering both Russia and Iran—is the 
only irreplaceable country in the corridor. In sum, in the past two decades, the 
balance of power between Armenia and Azerbaijan has shifted dramatically, to 
the favor of the latter.

Revanchist sentiments in Azerbaijan are growing stronger by the year; 
and while outside military experts might disagree, the preponderance of 
Azerbaijanis now believe that their military is capable of taking the lost terri-
tories back if they were assured that Russia would not intervene on Armenia’s 
behalf. In parallel, the incidence of violence along the cease-fire line has 
grown in an almost linear fashion since 2010. War, of course, can start for 
any number of reasons: whether by intent or by mistake; or whether for 
strategic or domestic political reasons. But the growing imbalance between 
the parties, and the volatile nature of regional politics, indicates that no one 
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should be surprised when a new episode of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict 
erupts.

the conflIct and foreIgn PolIcy-MakIng In arMenIa 
and azerBaIjan

As the dust settled on the front lines in 1994, the importance of the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict did not diminish. Quite to the contrary, it helped deter-
mine the foreign policy orientations of both countries, and in turn, became a 
chief dividing line in the geopolitics of the region. The conflict had an inverse 
effect on the two countries’ geopolitical choices: it led Armenia to return to 
the Russian fold, pushed Azerbaijan toward the West, and contributed to the 
alignment of Georgia and Azerbaijan.

Whereas Armenia had been the anti-Soviet republic seeking to unravel the 
status quo, this rapidly changed in 1992. Part of the Soviet Union, Armenia 
had not needed to consider external threats. But with the USSR gone, indepen-
dent Armenia became highly vulnerable. It faced a new situation whereby the 
potential of Turkish intervention in the conflict on Azerbaijan’s side appeared 
very real, especially as Armenia’s conquest of territory expanded. The new real-
ity led Armenia’s leaders to a historically familiar conclusion: to present them-
selves as Moscow’s chief partner, indeed its anchor, in the South Caucasus—a 
notion that appealed to Moscow because both Azerbaijan and Georgia sought 
to escape the Russian shadow. It is unclear to what degree the quid pro quo was 
explicit, but the logic was straightforward: Armenia would align with Russia in 
regional affairs, and in exchange receive Russian sanction and protection for its 
control of Nagorno-Karabakh. This has been the main operating principle of 
the bilateral relationship ever since. It was illustrated most vividly and recently 
in 2013, when Armenia, citing national security reasons, made a drastic U-turn 
to jettison an Association Agreement with the European Union (EU) in favor 
of joining the Eurasian Economic Union.

Azerbaijan, by contrast, had initially aligned with Moscow in the late 1980s, 
gambling that the central power would safeguard its control over Nagorno- 
Karabakh. But the bloody Soviet military intervention in Baku on January 
20, 1990, changed matters. It was justified as an attempt to quell ethnic riot-
ing earlier that month, but it was launched after riots had ended, and mainly 
targeted the Azerbaijani Popular Front movement. And as the conflict with 
Armenia escalated, Azerbaijanis became convinced that Russia had become 
not only Armenia’s main sponsor but also a direct participant in the conflict. 
Evidence suggests that Russian forces took part in the Khojaly massacre in 
February 1992.4 The Armenian offensive in Shusha and Lachin began on May 
17, 1992—the very day after Armenia signed a mutual defense treaty with 
Russia. Azerbaijan’s nationalist government, which came to power the next 
month, moved rapidly out of Moscow’s orbit, and began to orient the coun-
try toward Turkey and the West. With considerable evidence to make their 
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case, Azerbaijanis blame Russia for instigating the coup that brought down the 
Popular Front government in June 1993, and which precipitated Azerbaijan’s 
military defeat. When Heydar Aliyev came to power, in effect thwarting a 
Russian-inspired coup, he adopted a more diplomatic approach to Moscow 
than his predecessor. But ever since, Azerbaijan has remained at the great-
est distance possible from all Russian efforts to reintegrate the former Soviet 
states. Banking on the power of its energy resources, Baku turned westwards, 
seeking a strategic relationship with Turkey and the United States to bolster its 
sovereignty and independence—and to build a position of strength that would 
compel Armenia to an agreeable negotiated solution.

For Armenia, having won the war, safeguarding its military victory was the 
highest priority, and to this end, Yerevan proved willing to depend on Russia 
for its security with the result of compromising its national independence. 
Azerbaijan, which lost the war, made the opposite decision: its leadership has 
made the maintenance of independence its highest political priority, trumping 
the return of the occupied territories. Azerbaijan has had little reason to trust 
the periodic (and intensifying) Russian entreaties suggesting that the conflict 
could be “solved” if Baku reoriented its foreign policy. Instead, Azerbaijan 
began to cultivate forces willing to counterbalance Russia. Given close histori-
cal and linguistic ties, Turkey was an obvious partner, but it put considerably 
more emphasis on building ties with the West, primarily the United States. 
In the process, this also led to a close partnership between Azerbaijan and 
Georgia. The two had been subjected to similar humiliations and loss of ter-
ritory, and viewed Russia as the main culprit. They both sought a Western 
orientation built on the strategic east-west energy corridor, in which Georgia 
became the key transit route for Azerbaijani oil and gas resources to the West.

Further afield, the conflict also helped clarify the intentions of regional pow-
ers. The conflict gave form to Turkey’s policy toward the Caucasus, based 
on an alignment with Azerbaijan, the containment of Armenia through the 
closure of the border between the countries, and a strategic partnership with 
Georgia and Azerbaijan in building the energy and transportation corridor to 
the Caspian Sea. Georgia and Azerbaijan also constitute Turkey’s land conduit 
to Central Asia. This policy has largely held since 1993, with the sole exception 
of the abortive attempt to normalize Turkish-Armenian relations in 2008–09, 
and remains in force today. As for Iran, the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict 
brought a surprising twist: the Islamic republic effectively supported Christian 
Armenia’s territorial conquest of one-sixth of the territory of one of the world’s 
four Shia-majority states. The reason was straightforward: given the presence 
of an ethnic Azerbaijani population double the size of that in Azerbaijan itself, 
Tehran at all cost sought to prevent the emergence of a wealthy, secular and 
Western-aligned state on its northern border, even if that meant supporting 
Armenia.

For the West, the conflict has mainly been an impediment to the realiza-
tion of both its strategic and normative goals in the region. The conflict, as 
well as those in Georgia, delays or hampers the building of a functioning and 
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stable South Caucasus corridor, in particular because it makes Armenia and 
Azerbaijan incapable of cooperation, and therefore essentially prevents the 
South Caucasus from functioning as a region. Moreover, it facilitated the 
return of more authoritarian tendencies in both Azerbaijan and Armenia, and 
provided a useful instrument of manipulation for those external forces that 
sought to prevent the West from gaining a foothold in the region.

Thus, by the middle of the 1990s, the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict had 
become the main dividing line in a budding geostrategic alignment in and 
around the Caucasus. On one side was a north-south axis linking Armenia, 
Russia and Iran; on the other, an east-west axis of Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Turkey, supported in many ways by the United States.

This alignment generated a balance of power or, more accurately perhaps, 
stalemate (and indeed a remarkably stable one given the volatility of the region) 
that lasted until 2008. Since then, as will be seen below, a series of events 
have “shaken up” the Caucasus, and made the politics surrounding the conflict 
much more unpredictable. These have not changed the fact that the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict is the basic dividing line preventing the development of a 
stable and Western-oriented South Caucasus. They have, however, made the 
region more volatile, and increased the risks of its non-resolution. Before turn-
ing to the role of unresolved conflicts in European security, a close look at the 
geopolitics of the South Caucasus is in order.

geoPolItIcs of the south caucasus

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the geopolitical importance of the South 
Caucasus was not immediately obvious to Western powers. Expertise on the 
region was weak; it appeared a hopeless quagmire of warring ethnic groups, 
and there was a strong tendency to consider the region a part of Russia’s back-
yard. Moreover, the conflicts in the Caucasus took place at a time when much 
more pressing issues were on the Western agenda. These included the Gulf 
War, the wars in the Balkans much closer to the heart of Europe, and the man-
aging of the Russian transition, not least the fate of Russia’s nuclear arsenal.

But already in the early 1990s, it was clear that Russia’s leadership—particu-
larly the defense and security services—paid an inordinate amount of attention 
to reasserting Russian power in the South Caucasus, including through the 
manipulation of ethnic conflicts. This effort had no parallel even in other parts 
of the former Soviet Union, indicating that Russian leaders saw the region as 
exceptionally important. Moreover, it took place at a time when Russia itself 
was not only weak, but also dealing with serious internal problems. Between 
1991 and 1994, Chechnya and Tatarstan had both declared independence, 
and it would have seemed natural for Russia’s leadership to focus on putting 
its own house in order before attempting to secure its influence in the South 
Caucasus. But instead, Russia’s leadership spent scarce resources on subduing 
the newly independent states of the South Caucasus. As already noted, Russia 
quickly secured its influence over Armenia, and deployed subversive efforts to 
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topple the nationalist government of Azerbaijan. But nowhere were Russia’s 
intentions more obvious than in Georgia, where Russia both trained North 
Caucasian volunteers and deployed its air force and other assets in the conflicts 
on the side of South Ossetian and Abkhaz rebels, thus helping to create unre-
solved conflicts from 1991 to 1993. Moscow also worked hard to subdue the 
independent-minded leadership of Eduard Shevardnadze through various sub-
versive efforts, which succeeded in forcing Georgia to join the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS) as well as accepting Russian control over its border 
with Turkey and the deployment of four Russian military bases on its territory.

This was no coincidence: it reflects the long-standing geopolitical impor-
tance Russia has attached to the Caucasus, which it identified in the late eigh-
teenth century as its buffer to the Middle East. Indeed, the key importance of 
the Caucasus lies in its crucial geographical location at the crossing point of 
both east-west and north-south corridors of transport and trade. For millennia, 
the Caucasus has been a link—or buffer—between the Black and Caspian Sea, 
and thus between Europe and Asia as well as between Russia and the Middle 
East. In contemporary international affairs, its key value lies in its location at 
the mouth of the east-west corridor connecting Europe with Central Asia and 
beyond; and simultaneously, at the intersection of powers playing key roles in 
international politics, most prominently Russia, Iran and Turkey. As a result, 
the Caucasus is a key factor shaping the intersection of Europe and the Middle 
East.

From 1828 to 1991—with a brief interlude in 1918–21—the South 
Caucasus was absorbed into the Russian Empire, and cut off from its historical 
neighbors to the south and west. But since the mid-1990s, the South Caucasus 
has once again begun to emerge as an important east-west corridor. This has 
taken place in three related areas: in the realms of energy resources, military 
logistics and civilian trade.

The development of the Caspian Sea basin’s energy resources began in ear-
nest in the mid-1990s. The successful projects, involving Western multinational 
companies, to develop the oil and gas resources of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan have proven crucial to the economic and political independence 
of the states of the Caucasus and Central Asia. Indeed, they were the only inde-
pendent income stream that enabled these countries to consolidate their sover-
eignty. Specifically, the creation of the pipeline system connecting Azerbaijan’s 
energy resources via Georgia to Turkey and beyond provided an opportunity to 
develop these resources while avoiding the control of the former colonial over-
lord. While this primarily benefited Azerbaijan resources, it held great impor-
tance for Central Asian states as well. This infrastructure broke the Russian 
monopoly over the transportation of energy resources, and only after this was 
accomplished was China able to further shatter that monopoly through inroads 
into Central Asia, particularly through the Turkmenistan-China gas pipeline. 
The bulk of Kazakhstan’s oil and Turkmenistan’s gas resources have yet to 
come online, but the further potential of the South Caucasus to serve as a key 
corridor for these energy resources is enormous.
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Secondly, the role of the South Caucasus for international security was 
proven in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Waging 
a war in the heart of the Eurasian continent, thousands of miles from the clos-
est US military bases, posed enormous logistical challenges to the United 
States. The rapid American response, which led to the crippling of the Taliban 
and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan, was possible only through the introduction 
of US military power into Afghanistan via the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Because Iran was not an option and Russia provided highly restricted terms 
for the use of its airspace, the overwhelming majority of the overflights that 
supplied the US forces in Central Asia transited the air corridor of Georgia 
and Azerbaijan. A decade later, when the USA expanded its troop levels in 
Afghanistan, the Caucasus corridor ensured that America was not solely depen-
dent upon Northern Distribution Network (NDN) routes across Russia. At 
least 30 percent of the transit was conducted through the territories of Georgia 
and Azerbaijan. And following the deterioration of US–Russian relations since 
2014, the Caucasus corridor will certainly be crucial to any future Western 
presence in Afghanistan or Central Asia.

Thirdly, the Caucasus has also emerged as a crucial artery and the most 
efficient component of an emerging system of continental trade by land. Most 
east-west trade between China, India and Europe at present is by sea and air. 
But land routes across Eurasia provide a third option, which is far cheaper 
than air travel and much faster than sea routes. As in the case of the NDN, the 
Caucasus is far from the only route, but it is the best means of assuring that 
neither Russia nor Iran has a monopoly on these emerging transportation cor-
ridors. Considerable investments have already been made in port facilities in 
Georgia, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan as well as railroads across the region. In 
the longer term, the stability of the South Caucasus will be a concern not just 
for major Western oil and gas firms, but also for Chinese and Indian interests 
in uninterrupted trade between Asia and Europe.

Looking at the South Caucasus differently, the region is sandwiched between 
the two most salient challenges to the transatlantic alliance today that are fun-
damentally reshaping the security environment to Europe’s east and south: 
Russia’s aggressive expansionism and the Islamic radicalism emanating from 
the Middle East. And far from just comprising “flyover” countries, the South 
Caucasus (together with Central Asia) is an important pressure point in both 
directions. On the one hand, the task of countering Putin’s Russian imperial-
ism goes beyond Ukraine, and requires a firm strategy of bolstering the states 
on Russia’s southern periphery. On the other hand, the Caucasus and Central 
Asia contain half of all the secular Muslim-majority states in the world. These 
states may have far to go in terms of democratic development but, impor-
tantly, their governments and populations are committed to the separation of 
state and religion and to secular laws. Thus, the Caucasus and Central Asia 
are potential bulwarks against both Moscow and the Islamic radicalism of the 
Middle East, the latter encompassing the threat of Sunni radicalism as well as 
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the Iranian theocracy that continues to assertively expand its regional influence 
from Syria to Yemen.

In sum, therefore, the Caucasus has come to figure with increasing promi-
nence in international politics. But while this trend could be seen already in 
the late 1990s, the relative stability of the region has deteriorated since around 
2007, when Vladimir Putin delivered his infamous speech in Munich in which 
he warned against America’s “global supremacy.”5 There have been at least 
three factors behind this deterioration.

The first factor was the Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008, which 
immediately changed everyone’s calculations of Russia’s intentions and level 
of determination. In a sense, Azerbaijan and Georgia had placed their bets on 
an implicit Western deterrence of Russia—based on the notion that wars no 
longer happen in Europe. But when Russia called that bluff, it exposed the 
unwillingness of the West to challenge its primacy in the post-Soviet space with 
anything beyond words. European sanctions lasted only a few months, and the 
incoming Obama administration rewarded Russia with the ill-fated “Reset” 
policy. This was, in turn, a result primarily of the second key factor: the Western 
financial crisis, which rocked the foundations of the world economy and made 
both the United States and Europe look increasingly inward—leading to a 
growing disengagement from the security affairs of the Caucasus.

Third, the USA and Europe did not grasp that after failing to stop the 
escalation to war in Georgia, it was now imperative to turn their attention to 
the more serious unresolved conflict, that between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
Instead, they pushed for the Turkish-Armenian reconciliation process—a futile 
attempt in the prevailing conditions, as discussed in Chap. 5 and one whose 
only lasting consequences have been to weaken Armenia’s leadership internally, 
damage Azerbaijan’s ties with Turkey, and in practice end its strategic relation-
ship with America. Indeed, this myopia regarding the relevance of the unre-
solved conflicts directly influenced Russia’s decision, in early 2014, to employ 
that very instrument to mortally wound post-Euromaidan Ukraine through 
the annexation of Crimea and the manufacture of unresolved conflict in the 
Donbass.

These factors, and several others including uncertainty stemming from the 
Iranian nuclear deal and the Syrian civil war, have rendered the regional situa-
tion much more unpredictable than at any time in the past two decades. Only 
a few hundred miles southwest from the Caucasus as a Russian cruise missile 
flies, the three major powers surrounding the South Caucasus are now involved 
on different sides in the Syrian civil war.

Thus, there is a profound strategic uncertainty in the Caucasus today. Old 
patterns of alignment no longer apply; but no new order seems to be on the 
horizon either. Armenia is safely ensconced in the Russian embrace, its current 
leadership finding that its options had been severely limited by choices made to 
safeguard Karabakh in the 1990s. As for Azerbaijan, seeing no prospect for a 
Western strategic presence, it has sought to avoid moving into Moscow’s arms 
by pursuing instead a foreign policy that mostly resembles non-alignment. 
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Both countries’ leaderships are visibly frustrated, with their economies reel-
ing from collateral damage from the mutual sanctions between the West and 
Russia, and in Azerbaijan’s case, the collapse of oil prices. And one of the areas 
where they have proved able to vent their frustration is by raising the stakes in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

In sum, the growing geopolitical relevance of the South Caucasus has altered 
the nature of the region’s unresolved conflicts. While the Armenia-Azerbaijan 
conflict began as a local, inter-communal conflict, over time it acquired a sec-
ond and parallel identity with geopolitics playing an increasingly important 
role in the conflict. Indeed, the conflict became a major pressure point in the 
international rivalry in the region, involving a growing array of great powers. 
Most directly, the conflict became an instrument for those forces—primarily 
Russia but also Iran—who sought to prevent the West from gaining ground in 
the Caucasus and developing the east-west artery through the region. Because 
the conflict dictated the foreign policy orientations of Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
it also helped determine the fault lines of the geopolitical alignments in the 
broader region. The obvious implication of this is that while Armenia and 
Azerbaijan are the main protagonists in the conflict, the international politics 
of the conflict are no longer mainly, or even perhaps primarily, about them. It 
involves the major powers with interests in the region, all of which have con-
siderable instruments to torpedo a resolution to the conflict that is not in their 
interest.

the south caucasus and “frozen conflIcts” 
In euroPean securIty

If the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict is indeed a key fault line in the geopolitics 
of the South Caucasus, or even of the intersection of the Middle East and the 
post-Soviet space, what are the implications for European security? As will be 
seen, the answer is that over the past two decades the South Caucasus has been 
increasingly tightly integrated into European security structures—and that a 
flare-up of violence would immediately require a response by European institu-
tions, primarily the EU. To back up this assertion, an overview of the region’s 
relationship with European institutions is in order.

The post-communist order in Eastern Europe relies primarily on four inter-
linked European organizations: from the most to least inclusive, these are the 
OSCE, the Council of Europe, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and the EU. Upon the dissolution of the USSR, the erstwhile Conference for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe, created by the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, 
was rapidly upgraded to the status of Organization and tasked with being the 
umbrella organization for security in Europe and political development across 
the continent. As a result, all former Soviet states including those in Central 
Asia became members of this organization. While members of the OSCE 
pledged to develop toward liberal democracies, no particular standards were 
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required for membership. The Council of Europe was more exclusive, in two 
ways. First, the organization requires certain basic criteria concerning human 
rights and rule of law for membership; and second, it drew a geographic line 
at the Caspian Sea, leaving Central Asian states out of consideration. By the 
end of the first decade of independence, the Council had expanded to include 
the South Caucasus: Georgia became a member in 1999, and Armenia and 
Azerbaijan two years later.

The most restricted organizations, of course, are NATO and the EU. By 
their more exclusive nature, these organizations moved east more diligently, 
with a major enlargement in 2005–07 that saw most of the Central and Eastern 
European countries becoming members of both organizations. Importantly, 
this brought both organizations to the shores of the Black Sea—making the EU 
a direct neighbor of the South Caucasus, while NATO already was on account 
of Turkey’s membership. In parallel, the “color revolutions” in Georgia and 
Ukraine in 2003–04 led to a strong urge by the new leaderships of both coun-
tries to join NATO as well as the EU, forcing both organizations to respond. 
NATO soon experienced deep internal divisions over the question of Georgian 
and Ukrainian membership, with the US and East European members tending 
to support, and continental European members tending to oppose, such steps. 
At the Bucharest NATO Summit in 2008, a curious compromise was reached: 
Georgia and Ukraine were not given Membership Action Plans, but were 
simultaneously promised that at an undetermined future point, they would 
become members of NATO. For their part, neither Armenia nor Azerbaijan 
have sought membership, although both (Azerbaijan more so than Armenia) 
have developed cooperative structures with NATO under the Partnership for 
Peace program.

The EU has long groped with the question of dealing with its neighbor-
hood. In the 1990s, the main instrument was Partnership and Cooperation 
Agreements (PCAs), similar to those the EU negotiates with countries world-
wide. In 2003, the EU appointed a Special Representative for the South 
Caucasus; the same year, it unveiled the European Neighborhood Policy 
(ENP) targeted at its East European and Mediterranean neighbors. The coun-
tries of the South Caucasus were initially not included in the policy, under 
the justification that they were not “direct” neighbors to the EU. This led to 
the almost absurd implication that Libya and Syria were included, while three 
members of the Council of Europe were left out. Nevertheless, this mistake 
was reversed in 2004 and the three countries were made full members of the 
ENP. In 2008, the EU launched a new instrument for the Eastern neighbor-
hood: the Eastern Partnership, which from the outset comprised the three 
South Caucasian states, as well as Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus. Through 
the Eastern Partnership, the EU offered the six countries the opportunity to 
negotiate Association Agreements with the EU, which included Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements (DCFTA). This was the major innova-
tion of the Eastern Partnership, and it allowed the EU to square the conten-
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tious circle of the membership issue by simply ignoring it. The implementation 
of DCFTAs would lead signatory countries to fulfill up to 80 percent or more 
of the Acquis Communautaire, the body of EU laws and regulations. As a 
result, they would for all practical purposes be integrated into the EU eco-
nomically, while being ready for rapid inclusion if and when a political con-
sensus among EU states materialized. Since 2008, while all South Caucasian 
countries have joined the Eastern Partnership, each has related differently to 
it. Azerbaijan never aspired to a DCFTA, seeking instead a “strategic partner-
ship” with the EU. Armenia finalized negotiations for the DCFTA but at the 
last minute jettisoned it for membership in the Eurasian Economic Union. 
Georgia, which aspires to EU membership, has signed a DCFTA and is in the 
process of implementing it.

In hindsight, it is remarkable to what extent both the EU’s thinking on 
the South Caucasus and its practical instruments evolved from 2003 to 2008. 
From having initially denied that the region was part of its neighborhood, in 
the space of five years the EU had generated instruments that in practice would 
allow the regional states to come very close to membership of it. Underlying 
this evolution is a paradox: it was driven to a large extent by the growing 
European realization of the importance of the security affairs of the region; 
but simultaneously, the EU has not evolved into a strong force in the field of 
security and defense.

Indeed, closer study of European involvement in the region reveals a stub-
born aversion to involvement in the security issues in the South Caucasus, 
and particularly the unresolved conflicts. This began in 1992–94, when the 
OSCE Minsk Group was created to seek a peaceful resolution to the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict. The format originally allowed for a single chairman; but 
faced with the reality that the May 1994 cease-fire had been reached through 
Russia’s parallel and unilateral mediation, the OSCE resolved to make Russia 
a permanent co-chair of the Group in December 1994. (It subsequently made 
France and the United States co-chairs in 1997.) At the same summit, the 
OSCE expressed its intention to deploy an OSCE peacekeeping force in the 
conflict zone. Yet for a combination of reasons, such a force never materialized. 
OSCE member states were swamped with their obligations in the Balkans and 
elsewhere, and moreover, member states were highly reluctant to insert forces 
in a zone perceived to be under Russian influence, where Moscow made clear 
it did not desire a foreign presence.

Thus, the conflict stands out by the lack of any peacekeeping function. 
Yet, the situation in Georgia was considerably worse: in Abkhazia, a Russian 
peacekeeping force under a nominal CIS mandate was deployed, monitored 
by a 120-strong unarmed United Nations (UN) mission. No international 
conflict resolution mechanism whatsoever was introduced, although the UN 
created an informal body known as the “Group of Friends of the Secretary- 
General,” which in any case never convened direct talks. In South Ossetia, a 
tripartite Russian-led peacekeeping mission that included Russia’s republic of 
North Ossetia and Georgia was created; while the only format for dialogue was 
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the Joint Control Commission, which included Russia, South Ossetia, North 
Ossetia and Georgia, with the OSCE merely an observer. Thus, until the 2008 
war, Georgia endured a situation where conflict resolution and peacekeeping 
were entirely dominated by Russia, itself for all practical purposes a party to the 
conflicts. In this light, the absence of a peacekeeping force separating Armenia 
and Azerbaijan could be seen as a benefit rather than liability; and the Minsk 
Group came to include two major Western powers as co-chairs.

On a regional level, however, the instruments that were created in the 
1990s were never altered to adapt to the evolving circumstances from 2000 
to 2008—including the growing Russian involvement in the conflicts, and the 
growing profile of the region following Georgia’s Rose Revolution and the 
completion of the Baku–Ceyhan pipeline. In fact, they remained hopelessly 
mired in the realities of the early 1990s, when the South Caucasus was an after-
thought in international politics. This was most egregious in Georgia, where 
Russia—while a peacekeeper and mediator in the conflicts—began to exert 
direct control over Abkhazia and South Ossetia, including the distribution of 
Russian passports to the populations and the appointment of Russian military 
and security personnel to key positions in the self-proclaimed governments of 
these territories. While this made a mockery of Russia’s obligations as an hon-
est broker, Western powers went along with the charade up until the Russian 
invasion of Georgia in 2008.

In the case of Armenia and Azerbaijan, the Russian role was less blatant, but 
nonetheless incongruent with its role as a mediator. First, Russia’s military trea-
ties with Armenia signed from 1995 to 1997—and its deployment of a large 
military base at Gyumri—made it partial to one of the sides in the conflict. 
Second, Russia has actively stoked the arms race between the two countries, 
providing advanced weaponry at heavily discounted prices to Armenia, and for 
international prices to Azerbaijan. In 2010, Russia even deepened its defense 
obligations with Armenia, extending and upgrading a mutual defense treaty 
dating to 1995 and strengthening its commitment to Armenia’s security. By 
2015, Armenia was a party to the Russian-led Eurasian Union and Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), while Azerbaijan was not.

Yet Western leaders, and particularly US and French officials, have continued 
to play along with the notion that Russia takes its role in the Minsk Group seri-
ously, and treat Moscow as an honest broker in the conflict. Most egregiously, 
Western leaders did not object to then Russian President Dmitry Medvedev’s 
initiative to take the lead in the resolution of the conflict, announced in 
October 2008—barely a month after Russia had invaded their common neigh-
bor, Georgia. This was a transparent effort to indicate to all countries of the 
region and beyond that Moscow alone would henceforth be the arbiter of war 
and peace in the Caucasus. But far from objecting to this blatant usurpation, 
the Western powers gratefully went along with it, and continued to support the 
Russian-led talks down to their collapse at a summit in Kazan in June 2011.

Thus, while their interests in the South Caucasus have increased exponen-
tially since the early 1990s, Western leaders have never challenged the growing 
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Russian manipulation of the unresolved conflicts, its effective takeover of seces-
sionist territories, or its efforts to dominate processes of conflict resolution and 
peacekeeping in the region. Yet what the war in Georgia made clear is that 
when war breaks out in the South Caucasus, it by default lands in Europe’s 
lap. On that occasion, the Bush administration was happy to hand the issue to 
the EU, arguing that it would be less divisive and controversial than a direct 
American role. The same rationale excluded a NATO role. With the OSCE 
practically emasculated as an organization, the EU became the only force 
capable of inserting itself to stop the conflict. The cease-fire of August 12, 
2008, was negotiated by the French EU presidency, and since then, an EU 
Monitoring Mission has been deployed in the conflict zone. There is no reason 
to think that the EU, or European institutions more broadly, could remain on 
the sidelines if a war flares up between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Similarly, the 
events of 2015 have made clear which way any refugee flows would be directed.

Yet a closer look at the EU’s role in conflict resolution processes in Eastern 
Europe reveals an anomaly: the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict is the only one 
in which the EU is not represented. In Transnistria, the EU is part of the 5+2 
mechanism for discussions surrounding the conflict. Following the 2008 war, 
the EU is one of the co-chairs of the “Geneva International Discussions” on 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, together with the UN and OSCE. And of course, 
the EU is part of the Minsk Agreements on Ukraine. It is only in the Minsk 
Group that the EU does not have a role, although it is indirectly represented 
by France.

conclusIons

Over the past two decades, the South Caucasus has inexorably become more 
closely integrated into the European security architecture. But the lack of 
functioning security mechanisms for countries of Eastern Europe makes it the 
most volatile part of this architecture. Indeed, four countries in Eastern Europe 
are part of no collective security mechanism whatsoever: Azerbaijan, Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine. It is no coincidence that following recent events in 
Ukraine, unresolved conflicts exist on the territories of all four.

But as Georgia and Ukraine have shown, this state of affairs is far from 
stable, and breaches of peace and stability in Eastern Europe inevitably affect 
the security of Europe more broadly as well as involve the EU in efforts to miti-
gate the damage. Over the past half-decade, the conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan has shown clear signs of escalation—yet European policy-makers 
have little influence on a process that they are bound to be seriously affected 
by. Hence, the rationale for this book: not only is the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict a key and underestimated issue in European security, but also compre-
hending its politics is key to understanding the nature of security politics in 
Eastern Europe.
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Conflict
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Out of the separatist conflicts that emerged upon the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh has claimed the highest number of 
victims, amounting up to 30,000 casualties and more than a million Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs). Since the outbreak of armed warfare between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia over the territory in 1992, Armenia has occupied 
an area of 12,000 km2 originally within Soviet Azerbaijani borders, including 
Nagorno-Karabakh and seven surrounding districts, amounting in total to ca. 
15 percent of Azerbaijani territory. The international community at large has 
repeatedly called on Yerevan to withdraw its troops from the region, halt politi-
cal and financial assistance to the separatist authorities, and allow for the return 
of the expelled Azerbaijani IDPs. While Nagorno-Karabakh has proclaimed 
itself an independent state, it is not recognized as such by any state. Notably, 
that includes Armenia, which nevertheless supports Nagorno-Karabakh’s right 
to secede from Azerbaijan. As a result, elections held in the region are not 
internationally recognized. The Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE)-led Minsk Group has failed to achieve a mediated solution 
between the parties.



This chapter seeks to map out the key legal issues connected to the conflict 
and its evolution and analyze these from the viewpoint of international law and 
practice, focusing on the issue of the disputed region’s status. Central to the 
analysis is the right to self-determination (as claimed by the post-war popula-
tion of the region), and how it relates to secession, versus the principle of terri-
torial integrity and the right for Azerbaijan to maintain the borders it inherited 
from the Soviet Union. The chapter will assess the legality behind the region’s 
de facto secession from Azerbaijan and its implications for the future status 
of the region, especially in light of the use of force and humanitarian crimes 
committed in the region since the early 1990s. It will also draw comparisons to 
other separatist conflicts, especially in Eurasia, and discuss the role and applica-
tion of international law in previous similar cases. The chapter also addresses 
the role of geopolitical interests in the interpretation by international actors of 
international principles in their policy formulations and rhetoric in relation to 
the conflict.

NagorNo-KarabaKh’s right to self-DetermiNatioN?
The separatist authorities of Nagorno-Karabakh largely base their claims for 
secession on the right to self-determination in international law. Indeed, this 
right1 is laid down in several international documents, including the Charter of 
the United Nations,2 the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), and the United Nations Friendly Relations Declaration (FRD).3 The 
latter document states that “all peoples have the right freely to determine, 
without external interference, their political status and to pursue their eco-
nomic, social and cultural development, and every State has the duty to respect 
this right in accordance with the provisions of the Charter.” As such, the prin-
ciple constitutes a core principle of international law and is widely quoted in 
relation to the protection of national and ethnic minorities.

However, the nature of the principle of self-determination is frequently sub-
ject to mistaken assumptions, especially when referred to as a basis for the 
right to secession. In fact, the vast majority of legal scholars will dismiss the 
notion that the principle provides a right for minority-populated regions to 
decide on their existence as a state.4 Nonetheless, the post-war population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, just like those of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, 
has continuously attempted to invoke the principle as a legal basis for indepen-
dence. Following Russia’s recognition of Georgia’s secessionist territories in 
August 2008, even Moscow voiced support for self-determination as a basis 
for secession. Then, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev linked Moscow’s 
recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia to “the freely expressed will of 
the Ossetian and Abkhaz peoples and being guided by the provisions of the 
UN Charter, the 1970 Declaration on the Principles of International Law 
Governing Friendly Relations Between States, the CSCE Helsinki Final Act of 
1975 and other fundamental international instruments.”5 Notably, however, 
Yerevan—while openly supporting Nagorno-Karabakh’s right to secession 
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from Azerbaijan—has refrained from making references to the region’s right 
to self-determination, instead basing the region’s right to secession on Soviet 
national legislation. This will be discussed in more detail below.

What, then, makes the principle of self-determination inapplicable to the 
case of Nagorno-Karabakh, and what is its true nature? While, indeed, the prin-
ciple originally emerged as a means of protecting the rights of peoples within 
certain territories, the principle was intended for residents of territories under 
colonized rule, not those of sovereign states.6 Its aim was to provide a right for 
oppressed populations subject to colonization to determine their own political 
fate. In the post-colonization era, especially as representatives of ethnic minor-
ity groups increasingly started voicing self-determination claims, legal scholars 
began making references to two separate principles, the right to internal and 
external self-determination.7

Internal self-determination is relevant to all peoples and refers to the right 
of a population or group to a certain form of political and cultural autonomy 
within the state in which they reside. External self-determination, meanwhile, 
is more complex and widely debated as it may entail the right for a protected 
group to secede from the parent state. However, it is important to note that 
self-determination does not automatically provide a right for a people to form 
a new state.8 The principle of external self-determination, due to its stark con-
trast to the prevailing principle of territorial integrity (or uti possidetis: border 
inviolability),9 has been applied restrictively in state practice. Scholars will argue 
that in order for the external self-determination principle to be invoked, it has 
to be preceded by severe and systematic oppression, large-scale human rights 
violations or significant restrictions by a government of fundamental rights 
under international law.10

If the presence of these conditions is necessary for external self- determination 
to apply (in this case, to provide the right for Nagorno-Karabakh to secede 
from Azerbaijan), a key question would be if the population of the region 
can be regarded as having been exposed to exploitation, or deprived of their 
fundamental rights, by either Baku or an authority or group in the territory in 
which they reside.

Indeed, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has been marked by serious human 
rights violations, large numbers of civilian casualties and mass ethnic expulsions. 
However, these humanitarian crimes have neither been one sided nor have they 
taken place exclusively in the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh; and nor did they 
occur primarily before the territory sought to secede. As noted previously, the 
conflict has resulted in over one million IDPs and refugees, of which the vast 
majority consist of ethnic Azerbaijanis that were evicted from the territories 
presently occupied by Armenian forces.11 The refugee flows started already in 
late 1987, when Armenians began expelling ethnic Azerbaijanis from Armenia. 
These refugees settled predominantly in the industrial Baku suburb of Sumgait. 
Hostilities in the Nagorno-Karabakh region broke out in late February 1988, 
when two Azerbaijanis were killed in the village of Askeran on the Azerbaijani 
side in the vicinity of the administrative border line. What followed was a 
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series of revenge actions in Sumgait, with mainly Azerbaijani groups attacking 
ethnic Armenians, leaving at least 32 (26 Armenians and 6 Azerbaijani) dead 
with homes looted and burnt. In the following months, violence spread to 
Armenia where Azerbaijanis were exposed to harassment and mass expulsions 
in several villages, including Ararat and Manis close to the Turkish border. 
After a period of relative calm over the summer of 1988, continuous disagree-
ments over the status of Nagorno-Karabakh at the political level generated a 
new wave of refugee flows. By the end of November, unofficial sources stated 
that up to 180,000 Armenians had fled Azerbaijan and 160,000 Azeris had 
left Armenia.12 By 1989, Soviet sources reported that 87 people had died and 
1,500 had been wounded in clashes between Armenians and Azerbaijanis.13 In 
spite of attempts by the central Soviet authorities in Moscow to take control of 
the region, seemingly to ease tensions, serious violence erupted in the region 
in 1989 with regular shootouts between armed rebel groups.

However, during 1990–1991 most of the deadly clashes did not take place 
in Nagorno-Karabakh itself, but in the districts of Khanlar and Goranboy/
Shahumian. In January 1990, villages in these regions were almost entirely 
cleansed of ethnic Armenians. Meanwhile, hostilities broke out also in Baku in 
connection with anti-government rallies, resulting in the death of 500–1,000 
people, and the eviction of most of the city’s ethnic Armenian population.14 
As a result, tensions escalated in Nagorno-Karabakh with paramilitary groups 
forming on both sides. Armenia was particularly active in bringing in arms to 
the region, flown in from Lebanon and transported via the mainland from 
Yerevan to Nagorno-Karabakh.15

In response to the alleged resettlement of ethnic Armenians to Nagorno- 
Karabakh and the Khanlar and Goranboy/Shahumian regions (which was illegal 
under Soviet law), Azerbaijan, backed up by Soviet Interior troops, launched 
a forceful offensive in the region in the spring and summer of 1991, famously 
known as “Operation Ring.” While the operation was officially aimed at car-
rying out identity controls, in reality it entailed searching out and eradicat-
ing Armenian paramilitary groups and confiscating weapons.16 The operation 
ultimately involved operations in 22–24 Armenian villages north of Nagorno- 
Karabakh, and reportedly resulted in serious human rights violations and hun-
dreds of casualties.17

Following the December 1991 referendum in Nagorno-Karabakh on its 
secession from Azerbaijan, tensions rose again and soon escalated into full- 
scale war. Finding itself in the midst of the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
Baku, previously reliant on the assistance of Moscow, then found itself in a 
particularly vulnerable situation. With Soviet troops withdrawn from the 
region, Azerbaijan stood relatively unprepared to counter an attack from the 
Armenian side, which had invested far more into its defense than Azerbaijan. 
As a result, one of the bloodiest episodes of the conflict took place in February 
1992, when an estimated 600 ethnic Azerbaijani civilians were killed in an 
Armenian- led attack against the village of Khojaly in Nagorno-Karabakh.18 
Armenian troops, allegedly supported by the 366th regiment of the Russian 
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Army, thereafter seized the ethnically Azerbaijani-populated citadel town of 
Shusha in Nagorno-Karabakh (which served as a firing base for Azerbaijani 
attacks against Stepanakert), as well as the Azerbaijani town of Lachin, located 
between Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia, and thus the corridor separating 
Armenia from Karabakh. In total, thousands of ethnic Azerbaijanis were killed 
and deported, and serious human rights violations were reported. As a result 
of the conflict, there are virtually no ethnic Azerbaijanis left in Nagorno- 
Karabakh, including in towns and villages such as Shusha, where Azerbaijanis 
previously made up the majority.

In sum, the ethnic groups on both sides have been exposed to war crimes 
that are attributable to both parties to the conflict. As such, the current popula-
tion of Nagorno-Karabakh can hardly be said to meet the threshold for being 
regarded as oppressed from the viewpoint of international law and standards. 
By comparison, Iraqi Kurdistan and Chechnya, where grave human rights 
crimes have taken place, have both failed to gain support for secession based on 
external self-determination by international organizations. Georgia’s separatist 
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia are further examples where claims for 
external self-determination have been unsuccessful at the international level—
witness Moscow’s great disappointment at the low number of countries that 
followed its 2008 recognition of these territories. Whatever the motivation 
for this absence of recognition, it proves the high threshold set for any devia-
tions from the principle of territorial integrity in international practice. One 
could retort that Kosovo constitutes an exception in this regard. But Kosovo 
ultimately did not gain recognition in the West based on a right to external 
self-determination. In fact, the attempt by Kosovo to invoke this principle was 
explicitly rejected by the UN Security Council in 1999.19 The decision by the 
majority of Western states to recognize Kosovo was instead the result of politi-
cal considerations. The implications of the Kosovo case will be examined in 
more detail later in this chapter.

Since Azerbaijan has lacked access to the region since the war in the early 
1990s, it is difficult to argue that Baku has systematically violated the rights 
of its current population. For the same reason, and as there are virtually 
no Azerbaijanis left in the region, the population of Nagorno-Karabakh can 
hardly argue that they are exposed to repression or hardship on ethnic-based 
grounds. While the Karabakh Armenians allege systematic discrimination in 
the pre- independence period, there is no evidence of the type of suffering that 
would warrant a deviation from prevailing international norms. Azerbaijan, 
as the parent state, has also on several occasions offered wide autonomy to 
the region to allow for the exercise of a level of self-governance and the 
protection of cultural and political rights. An example of this was during the 
OSCE Lisbon Summit in December 1996, when the Minsk Group presented 
a draft statement offering Nagorno-Karabakh the highest level of self-gov-
ernance within the borders of Azerbaijan. The statement was supported by 
Azerbaijan, but Armenia ultimately used its veto against the parts of the doc-
ument that concerned the settlement of the conflict.20 In light of the political 
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rights offered to the region, the notion that its current population is subject 
to oppression by Baku does not hold up to closer scrutiny. Baku’s frequent 
threats of military action to reassert control over the territory are often taken 
by the Armenian side as evidence that Nagorno-Karabakh cannot be a part 
of Azerbaijan; but again, the legal value of such claims is dubious, given that 
such threats, and their implementation, have not affected the legal standing 
of either Chechnya or the territory controlled by Tamil rebels before their 
recapture by Sri Lankan forces in 2009.

As a result, accepting the claims of the current Nagorno-Karabakh popula-
tion to a right to secession based on external self-determination would bring 
with it serious legal and political implications, as it would risk legitimizing the 
ethnic cleansing of the Azerbaijani population of the region and its surround-
ing provinces. This stands in direct contrast to international human rights law, 
itself a more important component of the self-determination principle than 
any territorial claims that may flow from it. In this light, the right to self- 
determination cannot be seen as applicable as a basis for secession in relation to 
the Nagorno-Karabakh region.

The repeated international references to Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity fur-
ther testify to the supremacy of the principle of uti possidetis over any right to 
external self-determination in relation to Nagorno-Karabakh.21 Further strength-
ening this argument is the fact that the region has never historically enjoyed inde-
pendence. Throughout history, it has belonged to different empires including the 
Ottoman Empire, Iran and later Russia, before its administrative districts became 
part of the Republic of Azerbaijan. Nonetheless, both Stepanakert and Yerevan 
argue that the inviolability of borders does not apply in the case of Nagorno-
Karabakh, as the region did not originally lie within the internationally recog-
nized borders of the first Republic of Azerbaijan in 1918–1920. Yet Karabakh 
was de facto within the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic, and legal scholars will 
argue that the application of uti possidetis is dependent on the effectiveness of 
administrative borders since the development of modern international law. In 
that light, circumstances dating back to the era before 1920 (when Azerbaijan’s 
independence was rejected by the League of Nations)22 do not affect the status 
of contemporary Azerbaijani borders.23 Following the invasion of Azerbaijan by 
the Red Army, and later Nagorno- Karabakh, the Kavburo (Caucasian Bureau 
of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party) declared in 1921 
the region to be part of the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan.24 According to the 
Kavburo, the region would remain part of Soviet Azerbaijan but granted autono-
mous status.25 This was reaffirmed in article 86 of the 1977 Soviet constitution.

the right to form a state

Having ruled out the applicability of the right of external self-determination 
in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, the question arises on what other basis the 
region could argue a right to separation from Azerbaijani de jure control. One 
of these, albeit not explicitly argued by either Stepanakert or Yerevan, is the 
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issue of whether the region measures up to the traditional requirements for 
independent statehood in international law.

These criteria are laid down principally in the Montevideo Convention of 
1933,26 which provides three main requirements to be fulfilled in order to 
achieve statehood: (i) a permanent population, (ii) a defined territory and 
(iii) an effective government.27 While state practice has since had an effect on 
the interpretation of the provisions of the convention, they still play a strong 
guiding role in the determination of territories’ right to establish independent 
states.

In the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, all three of these requirements pose obsta-
cles for the establishment of a de jure state. As noted previously in this chapter, 
since the war in the early 1990s Armenia has exercised effective control not 
only of Nagorno-Karabakh itself, but also of seven surrounding administrative 
districts. This makes the existence of fixed borders or a defined territory highly 
questionable. As noted above, from 1921, the region was declared as a de jure 
part of Soviet Azerbaijan and remained so throughout the Soviet era. Indeed, 
on December 1, 1989, the Supreme Soviet of Armenia attempted to formally 
annex the region through proclaiming Nagorno-Karabakh a part of Armenia.28 
Its subsequent occupation of internationally recognized Azerbaijani territory 
further speaks against the existence of defined borders in the region.

The criterion of permanent population is equally problematic, given that 
virtually the entire ethnic Azerbaijani population has been expelled from the 
region. Indeed, while the question of whether the population in the meaning 
of the Convention needs to be of a certain size or composition remains open 
to interpretation, it is reasonable to assume the requirement of a level of con-
sistency with regard to inhabitance of the territory. The mass expulsions from 
the region that took place in the early 1990s, which led up to 7 percent of 
Azerbaijan’s population being displaced,29 speaks strongly against any perma-
nency in the region’s demographic situation.

Most important of the three principles, perhaps, is the one of effective gov-
ernance. Naturally, effective governance means that control over the territory 
needs, as far as possible, to be exercised independently from external actors.30 
A widely quoted basis for this interpretation is the approach by the League of 
Nations in 1920 in relation to the case of the Åland Islands between Sweden 
and Finland. The League’s legal committee noted the difficulty in establishing 
when exactly the Republic of Finland had become a constituted sovereign state, 
due to its dependence on Russia’s troop presence.31 Another often quoted 
case where the criterion of effective control has been questioned is Palestine, 
whose de facto leadership is unable to effectively control its territory due to the 
Israeli occupation.32 The same should be true of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 
Georgia, Transnistria in Moldova and Northern Cyprus, where occupation by 
foreign states (Russia in the first three cases, and Turkey in the latter) prevents 
the leaderships from exercising independent control of the territories.

Thus, in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, it is relevant to examine the level 
of interference of Armenia in the region, and its implications for effective 
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 control over the territory. Key questions in this regard are the role of Armenia 
in Nagorno-Karabakh’s separation from Azerbaijan, and the extent to which 
Armenia continues to influence the secessionist authorities. Indeed, starting 
from 1986, ethnic Armenians actively demanded the integration of Nagorno- 
Karabakh with Soviet Armenia. This predominantly included spreading pro-
paganda in the region, facilitated by the policy of glasnost under Gorbachev. 
Flyers were printed and transported into the region from Yerevan. From 1986, 
Armenia began also mobilizing itself militarily in the region through pro-
viding weapons to the separatist army.33 Over the following years, Yerevan’s 
role in Nagorno-Karabakh became all the more pronounced. Following self- 
proclaimed elections in 1989, a “National Movement” was formed in the 
region, which was recognized by Yerevan as the only legitimate representa-
tive of the Karabakh Armenians. As previously mentioned, the Supreme 
Soviet soon declared the unification of Nagorno-Karabakh with Armenia. In 
1990–1991, Armenian paramilitary groups were brought into the region to 
support this quest, seemingly with Yerevan’s blessing.34 What followed was an 
escalation of violence, including the above-mentioned Operation Ring and the 
massacre in Khojaly. While it is difficult to determine the exact level of involve-
ment of Yerevan in the violence carried out by the insurgents, Human Rights 
Watch concluded in 1995 that, from the beginning of the conflict, Armenia 
had provided aid, weapons and volunteers to the region—assistance that grew 
increasingly overt rather than covert following the Azerbaijani offensive in mid- 
1992.35 The open warfare between Azerbaijan and Armenia that spilled beyond 
Nagorno-Karabakh itself further testified to Yerevan’s interest in controlling 
the region, especially in light of its forceful offensive against the strategically 
important Kelbajar region that separates Nagorno-Karabakh from Armenia, an 
operation that was reportedly launched from Armenian territory in the west.36

Ever since the ceasefire agreement was signed in May 1994, Armenia has 
maintained a firm military and financial influence in the region, amounting to 
the existence of a loose federation between the two. The International Crisis 
Group reported in 2005 that Armenian nationals make up half of the region’s 
defense force, and, as such, that the region continues to depend heavily on 
Armenia militarily. It also reported that Armenia may have provided up to 90 
percent of the region’s budget in the shape of interest-free loans, and continues 
to support the region’s economy to the level of approximately 50 percent.37 It 
is estimated that Armenia at present has up to 20,000 troops stationed on the 
territory to protect it from a potential Azerbaijani military attempt to reinte-
grate the region.38 Yerevan is reportedly also pursuing a passportization policy 
in the region, similar to that of Russia in Georgia’s separatist region, and seek-
ing to synchronize the local currency with the Armenian dram.39

In assessing the significance of Yerevan’s troop presence in the region, and 
how it effects the ability of the separatist authorities to exercise effective control 
over its territory, it is relevant to recall the conclusions drawn by the European 
Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in the case of Ilascu and Others in rela-
tion to Moldova’s secessionist region of Transnistria. The Court stated, inter 

30 J. POPJANEVSKI



alia, that Russia’s military and political support to the secessionist authorities 
amounted to effective control of the region.40 Meanwhile, it should be noted 
that Russia’s troop presence in Transnistria at the time (estimated at around 
2,000) was significantly lower than Armenian presence in Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Indeed, an ECHR ruling in June 2015 confirms this interpretation. In the case 
of Chiragov and Others vs. Armenia, the Court concluded as follows:

All of the above reveals that the Republic of Armenia, from the early days of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, has had a significant and decisive influence over the 
“NKR”, that the two entities are highly integrated in virtually all important mat-
ters and that this situation persists to this day. In other words, the “NKR” and 
its administration survives by virtue of the military, political, financial and other 
support given to it by Armenia which, consequently, exercises effective control 
over Nagorno-Karabakh and the surrounding territories, including the district of 
Lachin.41

Thus, it has been established that the establishment of a separatist movement 
in Nagorno-Karabakh in 1986–1992 was significantly supported by Yerevan, 
and that the region continues to rely on Armenia both militarily and financially. 
The fact that the international community widely regards Nagorno-Karabakh 
and the surrounding regions as being occupied further supports this notion. 
The issue of occupation will be discussed in more detail below.

In addition to the influence exerted by Yerevan in the region, Russia too has 
played a part in the conflict and in providing support for the separatists. During 
the last years of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev actively sought to counteract 
secessionism to keep the Union from dissolving. Thus, starting from 1988, 
when the region’s desire to separate from Azerbaijani control and join Armenia 
became increasingly pronounced, Moscow deemed it a violation of article 78 
of the Soviet constitution and provided direct military support to Azerbaijan 
in fighting the separatists. However, from 1992 Moscow’s position changed, 
and the newly independent Russian Federation began instead to openly sup-
port the Armenian side of the separatist region, apparently through the provi-
sion of military aid, including weapons and mercenaries.42 It should be noted, 
however, that Russian weapons were also used and mercenaries fought on the 
Azerbaijani side, though to a much lesser degree. Since then, Armenia has 
emerged as a committed ally of Russia, and many expect Moscow to be ready 
to intervene on Yerevan’s side if war with Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh 
were to erupt again. This is likely a key reason why Azerbaijan is showing 
restraint in relation to the conflict. Given that Baku’s defense budget for several 
years exceeded the entire state budget of Armenia, Russia’s role as protector 
of Armenian interests—including a large military presence in the country—
appears to be the most influential factor hindering Azerbaijan from attempting 
to restore its territorial integrity and control over Nagorno-Karabakh and sur-
rounding occupied regions. In light of the very close relationships and person-
nel exchanges between the Armenian and Nagorno-Karabakh leaderships, this 
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raises the question of Moscow’s indirect influence over the Nagorno-Karabakh 
secessionist authorities.

In sum, the de facto government in Stepanakert can hardly be said to exer-
cise sufficient independent control over its territory to fulfill the requirement of 
effective governance as envisaged in international law and practice.

Finally, article 11 of the Montevideo Convention underlines the importance 
of the inviolability of borders and prohibits military occupation by another 
state. Importantly, the Convention also establishes an “obligation not to rec-
ognize territorial acquisitions or special advantages which have been obtained 
by force.” This principle was first coined by Washington after Japan’s unlawful 
invasion of Manchuria in China in 1931, and, as such, became known as the 
“Stimson Doctrine,” after Henry L. Stimson, Secretary of State in the Hoover 
administration.43 In essence, the principle prohibits statehood when based on 
unlawful acts, such as the use of force or other breaches of a state’s sovereign 
rights.44 This suggests that even where the requirements for statehood are ful-
filled, the claim for such is void if the process of creating the state is based 
on illegal means.45 The serious humanitarian crimes committed in Nagorno- 
Karabakh, including acts of ethnic cleansing, therefore add yet another obstacle 
to the region’s separation from Azerbaijan. Since the majority of victims of 
ethnic cleansing were on the Azerbaijani side, this may even be argued to pose 
an obligation on the international community not to recognize the region’s 
de jure secession from Azerbaijan. Here, again, the question of Armenia’s role 
in the conflict becomes relevant. UN Charter article 4, paragraph 2, prohibits 
the use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of 
states. While force is not defined in the Charter, it appears reasonable to argue 
that it includes military intervention by another state. The Friendly Relations 
Declaration, while not a binding document, elaborates on the meaning of the 
term “force” and stipulates that both occupation and acquisition of another 
state’s territory are covered by the prohibition of use of force in the Charter. 
Thus, if Armenia provides military assistance to the separatist authorities in 
Stepanakert, amounting to occupation of the region, the Stimson Doctrine 
should apply and the international community is obliged to refrain from rec-
ognition of the region’s independence.

the Case of Kosovo

When addressing the issue of the status of Nagorno-Karabakh, another issue 
to examine is the implication of Kosovo’s declaration of independence and its 
recognition by the majority of Western states in 2008. Indeed, the establish-
ment of new states in modern times, including, for instance, Timor-Leste and 
Montenegro, followed by Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
has put into question the traditional approaches to statehood and secession: 
that is, has the international system become more accepting of the right to 
secession in the wake of these developments, and what is then the legal basis of 
this right? Could Kosovo be viewed as a legal precedent concerning secession, 
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or simply an exception to traditional rules? Finally, what does it mean for the 
separation of Nagorno-Karabakh from Azerbaijan?

As in regard to most unrecognized territories, a question for the future of 
Nagorno-Karabakh is whether the Kosovo case has changed the fundaments of 
international law through lessening the Montevideo criteria, making the estab-
lishment of statehood more dependent on recognition by other states. Moscow, 
in particular, relied on the Kosovo case as a direct precedent for recognizing 
the Georgian separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in August 2008, 
in spite of previously having been strongly opposed to the decision of the vast 
majority of Western countries to recognize Kosovo’s independence.46 Indeed, 
at the time of Kosovo’s independence declaration in 2008, followed by its 
recognition by the West, Kosovo could not be viewed to fulfill either the tra-
ditional requirements for forming a state in accordance with the Montevideo 
Convention, nor the high threshold for external self- determination from the 
viewpoint of international law. Thus, at the international policy level, the deci-
sion to recognize Kosovo did not come without controversy. The USA in par-
ticular maintained the position that the recognition of the region should be 
viewed as an exception to international law, and that the situation left no other 
choice but recognition to end the raging conflict with the Serbs. A number 
of countries also openly objected to the recognition, warning that it could 
set a dangerous precedent for other regions.47 Notably, this included Russia, 
which—seemingly concerned about secessionism in its southern regions—
requested the UN Security Council to dismiss Kosovo’s declaration of inde-
pendence. Moscow openly warned the West about a potential domino effect 
with dangerous consequences for the world order.48 Ironically, Moscow later 
followed up on its threats through rhetorically using the Kosovo example in 
defense of its recognition of Georgia’s separatist regions of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia.

However, the notion that Kosovo alone has set a precedent in international 
law as regards secessionism does not hold up to closer scrutiny, for several rea-
sons. First, the international system continues to rely on state sovereignty as 
a core principle. As noted in relation to the restriction of the right to external 
self-determination, the principle of territorial integrity continues to prevail in 
international law and relations, leaving little room for exceptions. Legal scholars 
will predominantly agree that changes to the international legal system requires 
a certain consistency in state practice, as well as opinio juris, that is, an intention 
by states to establish a new international norm by undertaking a certain action. 
In this light, one or even a few exceptions to an established rule does challenge 
its prevalence. Secondly, even if one would argue that Kosovo has established 
a legal precedent for secession (either through external self-determination or 
recognition), there are fundamental contextual differences between Kosovo 
and Nagorno-Karabakh that rule out its applicability in this case. In 1999, the 
previously autonomous region of Serbia became subject to large-scale ethnic 
cleansing by the Milošević regime, resulting in the expulsion of up to 500,000 
ethnic Albanians from the region. Discrimination against Albanians was 
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 systematic and had been actively pursued by the Serbian leadership for decades. 
The same cannot be argued in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh. While serious 
human rights crimes have taken place in the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict as 
well, they are not attributable to one side alone. What is more, given that the 
declaration of independence of Nagorno-Karabakh predated the armed con-
flict and instances of ethnic cleansing, Azerbaijan as the parent state cannot be 
viewed as having lost its claims to the region the way Serbia had with Kosovo. 
Instead, in light of the events in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which included 
mass expulsions of ethnic Azerbaijanis, it is unquestionable that the Azerbaijani 
side suffered the most serious humanitarian consequences.

Following NATO’s intervention in 1999 and Serbia’s surrender, in 2007 
UN Special Envoy Martti Ahtisaari stated in a report to the UN that attempts 
to come to a mutual agreement between Serbia and Kosovo regarding the 
status of the region had been exhausted and that “the only viable option for 
Kosovo is independence.”49 As a consequence of Serbia’s systematic humani-
tarian violations in the region, reunification of Kosovo with Serbia appeared 
implausible. The Serbian leadership also consistently refused to engage in 
negotiations concerning Kosovo’s future status. As noted previously, Baku, by 
contrast, has made repeated offers to Stepanakert of wide autonomy for the 
region but within the borders of Azerbaijan. Thus, arguing that independence 
for Nagorno-Karabakh would constitute an inevitable recourse for the interna-
tional community would have little bearing.

It is also important to note that the Kosovar authorities, unlike the secession-
ist authorities in Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, Transnistria and Taiwan, never 
pointed at any legal principles as a basis for secession from Serbia. Seemingly 
aware that it had no grounds in international law for independence, Priština 
quoted in its independence declaration the international line that Kosovo con-
stitutes “a special case arising from Yugoslavia's non-consensual breakup and is 
not a precedent for any other situation.”50

In sum, the Kosovo case can hardly be viewed as a precedent for the seces-
sionist regions in the post-Soviet space, including Nagorno-Karabakh. At the 
same time, Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in August 2008 
proved the implications that the Kosovo case has at the policy level, as it will 
inevitably serve as a reference point for secessionist claims elsewhere. However, 
as Western powers have been firm on the notion that Kosovo constituted an 
unavoidable exception to internationally recognized norms, it is unlikely to 
serve as a precedent for recognition of other secessionist regions.

CompariNg iNterNatioNal legal rhetoriC: 
the Crimea Case

In spite of the severe nature of the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan 
over Nagorno-Karabakh, and the glaring violations by Armenia of fundamental 
international norms concerning territorial integrity, the inviolability of borders, 
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and humanitarian rights, the international response has been far less consistent 
with regard to Nagorno-Karabakh than to Moscow’s actions in Georgia and 
more lately in Ukraine.

Already before Russia’s formal annexation of Crimea in March 2014, 
the West adopted a comparatively firm stance against Russia on the issue of 
Ukraine’s right to its territorial integrity. In a February 2014 White House 
press statement, President Obama sent a clear warning to President Putin on 
the issue of its troop presence in Eastern Ukraine, stating that: “any violation 
of Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity would be deeply destabilizing, 
which is not in the interest of Ukraine, Russia, or Europe […] It would be a 
clear violation of Russia’s commitment to respect the independence and sov-
ereignty and borders of Ukraine, and of international laws.”51 European capi-
tals followed suit. At the Security Council’s 7124th meeting on March 1, the 
United Kingdom and France joined the USA in condemning Russia´s military 
movement into Ukraine, with repeated references to the escalating situation 
as a threat to Ukraine’s territorial integrity and international law.52 References 
to these threats were echoed by both the U.S. and European countries at the 
Council’s subsequent meeting on March 3.53

As the situation worsened, Europe’s and Washington’s rhetoric with regard 
to violations of Ukraine’s territorial integrity only sharpened.54 This was 
accompanied by numerous statements by international organizations in favor 
of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, including NATO, which stated in a March 2 
press release that: “Military action against Ukraine by forces of the Russian 
Federation is a breach of international law and contravenes the principles of the 
NATO-Russia Council.”55 The Council of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly 
(PACE) on March 7 “strongly condemned the violation by the Russian 
Federation of the country’s sovereignty and territorial integrity […] in direct 
violation of international law.”56 The G7 group of countries also condemned 
Moscow’s violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, and in 
response suspended the June 2014 G8 summit that was to be held in Sochi.57 
Perhaps most significantly, following Russia´s formal annexation of Crimea on 
March 18, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution concerning the 
“Territorial integrity of Ukraine”58 recalling the obligation of all states under 
article 2 in the UN Charter “to refrain in their international relations from the 
threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence 
of any State.” The resolution also affirmed Ukraine’s “sovereignty, political 
independence, unity and territorial integrity of Ukraine within its internation-
ally recognized borders.” Notably, on February 17, 2015, the Security Council 
adopted Resolution 2202,59 where it recalled “the purposes and principles 
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations and reaffirming its full respect 
for the sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of Ukraine.”

The repeated rhetorical support for Ukraine’s territorial integrity in the 
West, coupled with a regime of economic sanctions against Russia, stands in 
stark contrast to Western rhetoric in relation to the conflict over Nagorno- 
Karabakh. As has already been pointed out, divisions among the co-chairs and 
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the influence of the Armenian diaspora in the USA and France has led to cer-
tain hesitation in stressing Azerbaijan’s sovereignty. However, the lack of con-
sistency with regard to legal narratives poses a twofold threat. First, it is a threat 
to stability in the region: indeed, it may be interpreted as the international 
community’s negligence or inability to coordinate its policies in relation to the 
peace process, in turn leading the parties, especially Baku, to abandon their 
commitment to the non-use of force. Second, as the conflicts in the post-Soviet 
space bear close similarities, the adoption of different legal narratives in relation 
to the conflicts for political reasons risks undermining the international norma-
tive system in relation to state sovereignty and border inviolability.

the QuestioN of oCCupatioN

In spite of Armenia having no legal basis for its military presence in Nagorno- 
Karabakh, the international community has been somewhat divided on how 
decisive to be in its rhetoric, both regarding Armenian troop withdrawal and 
occupation. When in March 2008, the UN General Assembly passed a resolu-
tion60 recognizing the region as an integral part of Azerbaijan and calling on 
Yerevan to withdraw its troops, 39 member states supported the document. 
Seven states, including Russia and notably also France and the United States, 
rejected the resolution (the latter two with reference to the resolution being 
unhelpful to the Minsk Process). The rest of the General Assembly members 
abstained from voting.

Two main reasons can be delineated in term of this split among foreign gov-
ernments. First, international law does not provide for a clear and established 
definition of occupation. This makes it difficult to determine what exactly con-
stitutes occupation, and what it implies. The Hague regulations stipulate that 
“a territory is considered ‘occupied’ when it is under the control or authority 
of the forces of the opposing State, without the consent of the government 
concerned.”61 International doctrine speaks of two main conditions for a ter-
ritory to be considered occupied: first, that the occupied government is no 
longer capable of exercising its authority in the area in question and, second, 
that the occupying power is in a position to substitute its own authority for that 
of the former government.62

Thus, when a foreign power takes control of another state’s territory 
through military intervention and prevents the state from exercising control 
over its territory, the question of whether an occupying power is exercising 
“authority” and “control” appears rather clear-cut. This is particularly true 
if the intervening force replaces the authority of the government territory in 
question without its consent, in which case there should be little doubt that the 
territory is under occupation by the foreign power. A more complex situation 
is when there is a de facto government in power in the territory in question, 
which claims to be exercising control over the territory under alleged occupa-
tion. Indeed, this is the case in Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as for instance in 
Georgia’s separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
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Not surprisingly, Armenia disputes that its presence in Nagorno-Karabakh 
and surrounding regions, and/or support to the separatist authorities, amounts 
to occupation. This position on the part of Yerevan is flawed for several rea-
sons. International law on occupation is first and foremost concerned with the 
protection of the population residing on the occupied territory, rather than 
the status of the territory in question. As it is ultimately only states that can 
assure the protection of individuals, international law is less concerned with the 
division of responsibilities between the occupant and an unrecognized govern-
ment than with that of the occupier and the occupied state. In this light, it is 
either Azerbaijan or Armenia that can be regarded as responsible for Nagorno- 
Karabakh and its surrounding regions. A key question, therefore, is not what 
level of influence Armenia exercises over the regional de facto authorities, but 
instead whether Yerevan exercises enough control in the region to replace 
Baku as the protector of human rights and humanitarian standards there. 
Considering Azerbaijan’s lack of access to the region, international occupation 
law should apply in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh. International practice sup-
ports this notion, including the previously mentioned ECHR Ilascu and Others 
case. The ECHR presented the following evidence for Russia’s responsibility in 
the region: “the military and political support” by Russia, “military, economic, 
financial and political support given by the Russian Federation,” as well as 
“the participation of its military personnel in the fighting.”63 In commenting 
on Georgia’s Law on Occupied Territories, the Council of Europe’s Venice 
Commission concluded that Russia appeared to be exercising effective control 
in South Ossetia and Abkhazia.64 Just like in the case of Transnistria, Russia’s 
troop presence is significantly lower in Abkhazia and South Ossetia (more 
than 3,500 in each region) than Armenia’s presence in Nagorno-Karabakh. In 
its 2009 assessment of the Georgia-Russia war, the EU’s so-called Tagliavini 
Commission came to a similar conclusion, stating that:

If […] Russia’s military intervention cannot be justified under international law, 
and if neither Abkhazia nor South Ossetia is a recognized independent state, 
IHL [International Humanitarian Law]—and in particular the rules concerning 
the protection of the civilian population […] and occupation—was and may still 
be applicable.65

The commission also stated that the number of troops is not necessarily what 
determines whether its presence constitutes occupation in terms of interna-
tional law.66

Secondly, the hesitation in the West to use the term occupation also appears 
to be linked to its politicized and stigmatized nature. At the policy level, uti-
lizing the term occupation is seemingly interpreted as declaring the military 
presence of the occupying force or the events leading up to it as illegal. Thus, 
for states with a large Armenian diaspora and lobby, including France and 
the USA, using the term occupation has been particularly sensitive. In real-
ity, this notion is a misinterpretation of the nature of the law on occupation. 
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The main purpose for declaring a territory occupied is to establish a legal 
regime during the phase of occupation, aimed mainly at protecting the rights 
of the individuals on the territory.67 As such, the occupying force is subject 
to a number of obligations under international humanitarian law, such as 
protecting the individuals under occupation and refraining from annexation, 
exploiting resources, and property, as well altering the demographic situa-
tion of the territory.68 The term occupation also suggests that the military 
presence is temporary, and thus, establishes the withdrawal of forces as the 
ultimate objective.

As such, recognizing that Nagorno-Karabakh is occupied by Armenia 
is important for several reasons. First, it prevents a silent acceptance of 
Armenia’s continuous and large-scale military intervention into Azerbaijani 
territory, and Armenian further annexation thereof. Second, any failure to 
recognize Armenian occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh and its surrounding 
regions leaves the population in a normative vacuum where it is not clear 
who is responsible for its protection. As such, adopting a united international 
front on Armenia’s occupation of Azerbaijani territory appears all the more 
urgent.

soviet legislatioN

Another argument put forward by Stepanakert and Yerevan is that the Nagorno- 
Karabakh region had a right to secession from Azerbaijan already under Soviet 
national legislation, particularly the Law of Secession (hereinafter LoS) that 
was introduced in 1990. They argue that the region fulfilled the requirements 
of the LoS through its declaration of independence in September 1991 and its 
subsequent referendum. Baku disputes this, arguing that Nagorno-Karabakh 
did not satisfy the procedural requirements of the law.69

In order to determine whether there is any basis for the argument 
advanced by Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia, it is first necessary to look 
at the status of the region within the USSR. In accordance with the Soviet 
constitution of 1977, the territories of the Union were divided into different 
categories—the USSR being the supreme unit, followed by union repub-
lics, which in turn comprised territories with different levels of autonomous 
status: autonomous republics, autonomous regions and autonomous areas. 
Within this hierarchy, Nagorno-Karabakh held the status of an autonomous 
region,70 essentially providing it with cultural and economic autonomy 
under the legislative control of Azerbaijan. As such, the region had no legal 
right to secession under the Soviet constitution, whose article 72 provided 
the right only for union states to freely secede from the USSR—importantly, 
not even for the autonomous republics, which were a notch higher on the 
echelon compared to Nagorno- Karabakh. Article 86 stipulated that autono-
mous regions, the category to which Nagorno-Karabakh belonged, were 
subordinated to the union states (in this case, Azerbaijan) and as such could 
not benefit from the right to secession awarded to their parent union state. 
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Moreover, article 78 of the constitution stated that the territory of a union 
state could not be altered without its consent. These constitutional prin-
ciples regarding secession speak against any notion that additional legislation 
would have intended to provide the right for the autonomous regions of the 
USSR to secede from their parent states, especially not in the midst of the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union.

Indeed, the LoS of 1990 asserted, in article 3,71 that an autonomous 
region of a union state (that in turn had the right to secession) had the right 
to choose if to stay with the seceding union state or with the USSR. But the 
applicability of this right in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh is debatable for 
several important reasons. First, the constitutionality of the provision was 
highly questionable, as the constitution clearly stated that any alteration to a 
union state’s territory required its consent. Article 173 of the Constitution 
also required national laws to be in compliance with the Constitution. 
Moreover, as Kruger points out, the subtitle of the LoS—“Law Concerning 
the Procedure of Secession of a Soviet Republic from the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics”—clearly indicated that the law first and foremost dealt 
with the secession of union republics, not autonomous republics or regions.72 
Second, article 3 of the LoS provides the right for autonomous regions to 
secede only in the event that the (parent) union state followed certain seces-
sion procedures. As article 72 of the Constitution already granted union 
states the right to secede freely from the USSR, entailing no consequences 
to its territory, none of the union states ultimately claimed the LoS as a 
basis for their secession from the USSR, or followed its complex procedural 
rules. Instead they seceded on the basis of article 72 of the Constitution. 
This practice was approved by the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies, 
the highest legislative organ at the time.73 Provided that the nature of arti-
cle 3 of the LoS was based on the assumption that Azerbaijan itself fol-
lowed its procedures, which it did not do, the LoS was arguably never valid 
for Nagorno-Karabakh. Azerbaijan already fulfilled the right for secession 
from the viewpoint of international law, and as such could not be accused of 
unlawful secession. As has been concluded above, the same was not true for 
the Nagorno-Karabakh autonomous region. In any case, excluded from this 
analysis is the fact that Nagorno-Karabakh itself did not fulfill the procedural 
requirements of the LoS.

So why, then, was the LoS introduced in the first place? Its adoption should 
be viewed in light of the political situation at the time, when Gorbachev was 
trying to keep the Soviet Union intact. It therefore appears reasonable to 
assume that the procedural rules of the law were designed in a way to make 
secession a complicated and lengthy endeavor, suggesting that it was in fact 
adopted to delay the dissolution of the Union. Through introducing very 
complex rules for seceding from the USSR, with the obvious risk for the 
union republics of losing their autonomous regions, the LoS may have con-
stituted a political attempt by the Soviet leadership to keep the Union from 
breaking apart.
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CoNClusioNs

In light of the analysis above, it is possible to conclude that Nagorno-Karabakh 
does not fulfill the requirements for statehood in international law. While the 
de facto authorities in Stepanakert continue to argue the region’s right to self-
determination, this principle does not automatically entail a right for a pro-
tected group to separate from its parent state. While external self- determination 
may provide such a right (and this notion is debatable), its application needs 
to have been preceded by serious and systematic violations of the rights of the 
seceding population by the parent state, whereafter secession appears to be the 
only solution. This is not the case in regard to Nagorno-Karabakh. This also 
rules out the applicability of the right to external self-determination based on 
repression by another ethnic group. The principle of territorial integrity con-
tinues to prevail in international law, leaving little room for exception.

Equally, the analysis in this chapter suggests that there is no right for the 
Nagorno-Karabakh region to form a new state according to the traditional cri-
teria for statehood in contemporary international law. Nagorno-Karabakh fails 
on all three of the requirements laid down in the 1933 Montevideo Convention, 
as it lacks fixed borders, a permanent population, and, most importantly, effec-
tive and independent governance. Stepanakert’s heavy reliance on Armenia for 
financial and military support leads to the inescapable conclusion, recognized 
by the European Court of Human Rights, that it does not independently exer-
cise enough control over its territory to live up to the requirement of effective 
governance. International practice, especially the Stimson Doctrine, moreover 
suggests that the formation of a state is unlawful if it is based on the use of 
force or other violations of international norms. The violence in the region in 
the early 1990s, the demographic changes that have taken place, and Armenia’s 
continuous illegal troop presence all speak against Nagorno-Karabakh’s right 
to independence in this regard.

The notion that Kosovo’s independence in February 2008 constitutes a 
legal precedent for the independence of Nagorno-Karabakh has also proven 
invalid. The recognition of Kosovo in the West lacked an international legal 
basis; rather, it constituted a last resort to solve the conflict in the region. In 
order for a precedent to be set in international law, a certain conformity in state 
practice is required, as well as a willingness in the international community to 
establish new standards or principles. The repeated reference among Western 
states to Kosovo’s independence as an exemption to recognized norms testify 
to the lack of such conformity or willingness.

It has also been argued in this chapter that Armenia’s troop presence in 
Nagorno-Karabakh for all intents and purposes amounts to occupation of 
Azerbaijani territory. Concluding from international court practice, there is 
little doubt that Armenia’s military presence in, and overall influence over, 
Nagorno-Karabakh amounts to effective control over the region. This, in turn, 
invokes the international law on occupation, which predominantly aims at pro-
tecting humanitarian standards in the territory.
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Finally, the argument by Stepanakert and Yerevan that Soviet law provided 
a right to secession for Nagorno-Karabakh does not hold water. Neither the 
Soviet constitution, nor the LoS, could be interpreted as having supported 
the right for Nagorno-Karabakh to separate from Azerbaijan. While the LoS 
did provide a right for autonomous regions, such as Nagorno-Karabakh, to 
choose whether to stay with its parent union state or with the USSR, this right 
depended on the compliance of the union state to the procedural rules of the 
law in its own secession from the Soviet Union, which Azerbaijan did not do. 
Instead, Baku’s independence declaration relied on the right to secede in the 
Soviet constitution, thus ruling out the possibility for Nagorno-Karabakh to 
secede based on the LoS—whose procedures it did not follow.

International mediation attempts in relation to the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict have failed to yield any results. The divisions in the Minsk Group, in 
particular the hesitance among the co-chairs to adopt a determined stance on 
the issue of Armenia’s military presence, appear largely the result of political 
considerations. The significant Armenian diaspora in the USA and France has 
played a significant role in this regard. There is seemingly also uncertainty 
within the international community regarding the international legal aspects of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. This relates not only to the issue of the future 
status of the region, but also to the question of occupation and legality of 
Armenia’s military presence and overall support to the secessionist authorities.

The current status quo in the region is not only unsustainable, but also 
problematic for several important reasons. First, it directly conflicts with 
Western interests in the region. Continued instability in the South Caucasus, 
or worse, the eruption of warfare, has detrimental implications for the West, as 
it hampers economic development and trade and risks bringing with it spillover 
effects in the shape of illegal refugee flows and a rise in organized crime. It also 
prevents the West from expanding its energy imports from the Caspian basin, 
and to further utilize the region’s potential as a vital trade corridor to Central 
Asia and beyond. Second, Armenia’s significant troop presence on Azerbaijani 
territory constitutes a clear violation of recognized international law and stan-
dards. If unchallenged, this risks setting dangerous precedents in international 
practice with implications beyond the region.

To fulfill the objective of restoring Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, it is cru-
cial that the West adopts a united and firm stance on the issue of Armenia’s 
occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh and its surrounding regions, on the impor-
tance of border inviolability, and establishes the reversal of the Armenian troop 
presence as a clearly articulated objective. This would serve not only to dele-
gitimize Armenia’s troop presence in the region, but also underline that the 
current situation in the region is of a temporary rather than permanent nature 
and that the ultimate goal is to reestablish Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity and 
ensure the return of the expelled IDPs to the region. It would also clarify the 
level of humanitarian responsibility that Armenia has assumed through its pres-
ence as an occupying force in the territory. Finally, continuous lack of consis-
tency with regard to legal narratives in connection with the region’s conflicts, 
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especially with regard to the issue of territorial integrity, not only undermines 
the international normative system but may also lead to erroneous interpreta-
tions of internationally recognized law and standards with dangerous conse-
quences for security in the region and elsewhere.
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The world has changed three times since the outbreak of what we have come 
to call the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Yet the conflict’s dynamics have proved 
remarkably impervious to geopolitical change. This is ironic because, in its 
dubiously “frozen” state, the conflict has stymied the development of a geopo-
litically critical region. As Thomas de Waal has summarized it:

Communications are blocked in the whole area between the Black and Caspian 
Seas, the political evolution of two countries has been stunted, economic resources 
have been diverted from basic needs into weaponry … The current situation visits 
continuing hardship on ordinary people all across the region.1

The irony is explained by the fact that for each of the players that count, eco-
nomic development and human betterment are secondary to other more car-
dinal interests. To date, the core antagonists, Armenia and Azerbaijan, have 
been powerless to realize the maximalist objectives to which they are morally 
and politically committed; while the key external actors have repeatedly found 
that the baleful status quo refuses to submit to peaceful revision. They have 
also concluded, if for disparate and discordant reasons, that its forceful revision 
would be far more dangerous than its preservation. This and this alone explains 
why Washington and Moscow have managed to work in a constructive spirit 
over Nagorno-Karabakh despite a steadily worsening East-West relationship.

Yet, the latest geopolitical changes set in motion by the Ukraine conflict 
threaten to tip these awkward balances over fault lines and even precipices. 
Unlike the aftermath of the Russia-Georgia war, which saw East-West relations 
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recover their deceptive normality, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and interven-
tion in Donbas have rightly been seen as a direct assault on the legal frame-
work that established the post-Cold War world and defined the parameters 
of competition within it. Russia’s avowed desire to replace the principles of 
Helsinki with the principles of Yalta has fanned apprehension and antagonism 
far beyond Ukraine’s borders. In the Near East, it has given a fresh and men-
acing twist to an already horrendous and destabilizing conflict. More than at 
any time in the recent past, the South Caucasus finds itself becoming a rear 
staging area for conflict elsewhere. Energy and defense are but two areas draw-
ing Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan into problems not of their own making, 
while dangerously exacerbating the problems they already have.

The aim of this chapter is to draw these threads together, assess their cumu-
lative impact, and consider the dangers they pose. But these changes cannot be 
understood in the absence of the tensions that produced them. We therefore 
begin with a synoptic portrayal of the misleading consensus that underpinned 
the post-Cold War order, as well as the new complacencies that fell into place 
after the seven day Russia-Georgia war.

The Illusory GeopolITIcs of parTnershIp: 1991–99
The collapse of the USSR and with it, the Cold War system, produced a geo-
political revolution that promised at first sight to be as sweeping as that which 
followed the collapse of Nazi Germany in 1945. Within two years, the triumph 
of 1945 had given way to a new division of the continent. The triumpha-
lists of 1991 forecast no new division but instead “the end of history” and a 
“Europe whole and free.” For their part, Russia’s own triumphalists, soon to 
be dubbed “romantics” by some of their compatriots and traitors by others, 
anticipated that the distinction between East and West would disappear. They 
also anticipated that the “special responsibility” of a democratic Russia in the 
former USSR would be welcomed by the West and accepted by former sub-
jects that, in Moscow’s view, lacked the means to give substance to their titular 
independence.

It took much of the ensuing decade to establish that these were not realistic 
assumptions. The analogy between Adenauer’s Germany and Yeltsin’s Russia 
was flawed from the start. The former emerged after military defeat, occupa-
tion, and de-Nazification under allied authorities. The USSR’s defeat was ideo-
logical and geopolitical (and only in Afghanistan, military). Its disintegration 
(which the USA feared rather than fostered) was the product of economic dis-
location, the erosion of “command” authority, a reawakening of national sen-
timent, and discreditation of the ideology that legitimized the multi-national 
state. The Russian Federation’s formation was an internal affair, presided over 
by the Soviet establishment’s most radical members rather than its most radical 
foes. The USSR’s defense and security establishments were neither dismantled 
nor transformed; they became diminished, neglected, and resentful reincarna-
tions of their former selves. Alongside other sovietized elites in the political and 
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economic spheres, they ensured that Russia’s “second revolution” would have 
a transient and schizophrenic character.

On two points the “romantics” were at one with their antagonists. First, 
their sense of entitlement in the newly designated “near abroad” was unequiv-
ocal. Even in the ostentatiously liberal Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it 
was axiomatic as early as summer 1992 that Russia should remain the “leader 
of stability and military security on the entire territory of the former USSR.”2

Second, they swiftly understood that the newly formed Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) was threatened by conflict. Although the disintegra-
tion of the USSR was far less violent than many feared, it was not peaceful. The 
relationship between bottom-up and top-down dynamics was not only impul-
sive and discordant; it ruined any possibility of the successor states making a 
“fresh start.” Outside the Slavic republics (where tensions did not turn to con-
flict), national aspirations and demands gave rise to outbreaks of violence well 
before the USSR formally dissolved in December 1991. The ostensible start of 
the (resuscitated) conflict that defines this volume dates from the appeal of the 
NKAO Soviet to the USSR Supreme Soviet in February 1988, but Armenian- 
Azerbaijani tensions had revealed their murderous potential months before 
the events in Stepanakert, not to say the Sumgait pogrom later that month. 
While dynamics in Moldova and Georgia were markedly different from those 
of Nagorno-Karabakh and from one another, conflict in these territories also 
predated collapse.3 Gorbachev warned Karabakh Armenians that they risked 
igniting “several dozen potential conflicts” in the USSR, and this doubtless 
played a role in persuading him that their demands could not be met.

But the accolades that Gorbachev received in the West for declining to pre-
serve the USSR by force are not fully warranted. His political and tempera-
mental proclivity for moderation, conciliation, and “Party methods” receded 
whenever he sensed that the existence of the Union, and more directly the 
Communist Party, was at stake. The April 1989 “massacre of spades” in Tbilisi 
foreshadowed the brutal suppression of the Azerbaijan Popular Front several 
months later by MVD Interior Troops and the launch of “Operation Ring” 
against Armenia in spring 1991. In the South Caucasus, unlike Estonia and 
Lithuania, where violent suppression was swiftly aborted, the West had an itin-
erant interest or none, and Gorbachev had little difficulty spinning the truth 
for its consumption. Inside the region, where he had no hope of doing this, his 
turn to repression handed a poisoned chalice to his successors.

Those who took up the reins of the Russian state after 1991 had difficulty 
distinguishing cause and effect. The conflicts in Nagorno-Karabakh and else-
where were not caused by “the breakdown of Soviet order.” They merely fol-
lowed it. The cause lay in the establishment and compulsive re-engineering 
of the Soviet power vertical and the modalities of “divide and rule,” which 
upon “Russia’s rebirth” resurfaced as “divide and influence.”4 The habits of 
horizontal communication between communities, not to say nations, had been 
largely extinguished after the 1920s. Other Soviet obsessions and ills—opac-
ity, deception, distrust of “voluntarism”—fanned anxiety, fed conspiracies, and 
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destroyed trust between communities. To leaders of the Karabakh Armenian 
movement, the local Azerbaijanis (25 percent of the region’s population) were 
not an apprehensive minority, but “instruments of power, instruments of vio-
lence over us.”5 The “vertical” created pockets of ignorance from bottom to 
top. In Yerevan and Baku, it was widely and falsely rumored that Gorbachev 
was conspiring to betray their respective interests. Inside his own bubble, 
Gorbachev had a poor idea of what others made of his decisions or how they 
would influence events on the ground.

The Soviet collapse produced a multiplicity of power vacuums, not just one. 
If in the European metropolitan centers of Russia the departure of the state 
meant the arrival of oligarchic politics, on the Caucasus ridge, it cleared the 
path to banditry and anarchy. In spring 1992, the Institute of Geography of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences identified 76 “flashpoints” (goryachie tochki) 
out of a total of 180 actual and potential zones of conflict in the former USSR.6 
For “liberals” and “reasoned nationalists” alike, the risk was that these con-
flicts would be exported to Russia. The danger existed because the Russian 
Federation was a post-imperial formation of 100 nationalities rather than the 
“normal nation state” that Andrey Kozyrev and Anatoly Chubais portrayed to 
their Western colleagues. That 80 percent of Russia’s citizens were now ethnic 
Russians (as opposed to fewer than 50 percent in the USSR) was undeniable, 
but this was not true everywhere, least of all in the north Caucasus. The old 
maxim, “he who wishes to control the north Caucasus must control the south” 
gradually reappeared.

So did other security dilemmas of the past. Russia was once again a coun-
try in which the frontiers between nation, state, and empire (aka “union,” 
aka “commonwealth”) were difficult to draw and maintain. In the past, this 
geopolitical indeterminacy had fostered a set of security “needs” out of kil-
ter and scale with those of neighboring states and most rival powers. In the 
“new” Russia, the traditional preoccupation with security perimeters slowly 
re-emerged, as did traditional solutions: buffer zones and client states. To these 
constructs, two new ones were added: peacekeeping (i.e., “peace-making”) 
and “frozen conflicts.” As early as May 1992, military doctrines resurrected 
Imperial Russia’s preoccupation with control of “space.” From that point for-
ward, threat and danger have been defined by the “presence” of foreign military 
forces “in the vicinity of Russia’s borders” rather than their purpose. Retention 
of Soviet borders as the baseline of “vicinity” enlarged the threat perceived 
(e.g. in 1999 when Russia warned NATO that Yugoslavia was a country “in the 
vicinity of Russia’s borders.”)

With 600,000 troops deployed in the former Union Republics, the Russian 
Armed Forces (so re-designated in May 1992) were, alongside the former 
KGB, the best placed to uphold such orthodoxies. The foreign ministry, 
which lacked expertise in what only recently were domestic matters, was not. 
Not surprisingly, the armed forces were neither willing nor able to employ 
the “civilized methods” that Moscow’s reformers wished to uphold. In condi-
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tions of disintegration and perceived threat, the central tenet of Gorbachev’s 
“new thinking”—that is, “the impermissibility of using force to solve political 
problems”—fell to the ground. According to the commander responsible for 
the newly established practice of peacekeeping, literally peace-making’ (mirot-
vorcheskiye operatsii), “[h]ere in Russia, everything is the other way around. 
First we use overwhelming force, then we bring the parties to the negotiating 
table.”7

The West was conspicuously truant in coming to grips with these realities, 
not to say the real direction of Russia’s “transition.” Like Moscow, Washington 
maintained a top-down perspective of the USSR until it became preposter-
ous to do so, and it harbored a Gorbachevian abhorrence of “national fac-
tionalism” until the “factions” turned into internationally recognized states. 
The belated appointment in 1990 of Paul Goble as Special Adviser to the US 
State Department testified to this, as did his resignation after President Bush’s 
so-called “Chicken Kyiv” speech, which entirely ignored his advice. It took 
much hard work by Eduard Shevardnadze and Leonid Kravchuk (Ukraine’s 
first president) to alter this mono-focal preoccupation with Russia and Yeltsin. 
Were it not for Ukraine’s possession of the world’s third largest nuclear arsenal, 
the process probably would have been longer.

By 1994, leading Western powers had begun to treat the ex-Soviet repub-
lics as entities in their own right rather than inconvenient by-products of 
the Soviet collapse. But even ten years later, on the eve of Ukraine’s Orange 
Revolution, the West was still underestimating the impact this abandon-
ment of “Russia first” was having on Russia’s thinking. Russia’s liberals 
simply could not understand why the West would risk damaging relations 
with a country of such obvious importance as Russia for the sake of coun-
tries that never possessed the attributes of statehood. To the “great power” 
derzhavniki, who by the mid-1990s were displacing liberals at the helm 
of policy, the West’s cultivation of “partnerships” with Ukraine, Georgia, 
and Azerbaijan were anti-Russian policies pure and simple. Fear of “chaos” 
receded. Fear of the near abroad becoming a Western platsdarm (bridge-
head) increased. As NATO embarked on enlargement, the space for rea-
soned argument in Russia contracted, as did the gap between military and 
Kremlin thinking. Two months after NATO’s inauguration of Partnership 
for Peace in February 1994, Boris Yeltsin informed senior officers of the SVR 
(Foreign Intelligence Service).

[t]here are forces abroad that would like to keep Russia in a state of controllable 
paralysis …. Ideological conflicts are being replaced by a struggle for spheres of 
influence in geopolitics.8

It is in this context that Eduard Shevardnadze, whose assumption of the 
Georgian presidency had been backed by Moscow, gradually lost confidence 
in the possibility of retaining Russia’s trust and preserving Georgia’s indepen-
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dence. In Azerbaijan, where Russia’s position over Karabakh was having much 
the same effect as its position over Abkhazia had in Georgia, President Heydar 
Aliev, former KGB Major General and member of Yuriy Andropov’s Politburo, 
underwent a similar and equally reluctant evolution.

Given this worsening climate, Moscow’s readiness to concede to the CSCE 
the leading role in brokering the Nagorno-Karabakh cease-fire requires expla-
nation. To all appearances, the role assumed by the Minsk Group after March 
1992 seemed likely to put it at cross purposes with Yeltsin’s February 1993 
appeal to “responsible international organizations, including the United 
Nations [to] grant Russia special powers as guarantor of peace and stability 
in the former Soviet Union.”9 Moreover, the new Clinton administration 
in Washington had already mapped out an ambitious course of “democratic 
enlargement” in the region, and it assigned an ambassador to the Group who 
was critical of Russian policy.10

The fact is that Moscow had no realistic alternative. Having absorbed 
hundreds of thousands of Armenian refugees from the conflict—creating in 
Sergey Markedonov’s words, an “internal Southern Caucasus” in the Russian 
Federation—it dreaded a resumption of conflict.11 Defying the CSCE would 
have put it on a course of confrontation that it then lacked the means to pursue. 
In the mid-1990s, Russia remained dependent on Western goodwill. Despite 
mounting irritations in both directions, the relationship was not adversarial, and 
there was nothing to be gained from making it so. More valuable to Moscow 
than a blatantly independent course was CSCE constraint of US unilateralism. 
Moreover, the interest of most Western participants was pro forma. In terms 
of expertise and commitment to the process, Russia was head and shoulders 
above the rest, and its ambassador, Vladimir Kazimirov, gradually took the 
de facto lead. The Americans were neophytes in the region, torn between the 
power of the Armenian lobby and the potential of Azerbaijani oil. Despite the 
efforts of Ambassador John Maresca, Washington gradually lost interest. Not 
least significantly, Moscow was coming to realize that a frozen conflict was not 
a lesser evil, but a tool of leverage over the protagonists and the region as a 
whole. Whatever its drawbacks, the obstructions to communications between 
the Black and Caspian seas would further constrain Georgia’s options and, 
it was hoped, deepen its dependency on Russia. Finally, Russia was the only 
country that could contribute a peacekeeping force to the region, a course that 
Pavel Grachev pursued aggressively and that Aliyev alone had the strength to 
resist. Russia’s work in the Minsk Group between 1992 and 1994 persuaded it 
to embrace the OSCE (as the CSCE became in October) as its Pan-European 
security structure of choice.

The GeopolITIcs of TensIon: 2000–13
For 17 years after the collapse of the USSR, Western establishments maintained 
that as Russia became more prosperous, self-confident, and integrated into the 
global economy, its geopolitically deterministic outlook and need for domi-
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nance in the former Soviet world would recede. The events of 9/11 and the 
emergence of presumptive “common enemies” rejuvenated these convictions. 
In practice, these views (which in some quarters had become a catechism) 
dulled awareness of the impact of Western policies on Russia and distorted 
assessments of changes occurring in Russia itself.

Initial Western perceptions of Vladimir Putin said more about the West 
than about him. Although Putin’s promise to “revive Russia as a strong state, 
a great state” was duly noted, three notes articulated at the outset of his 
first term rekindled hopes in Russia’s “far abroad:” a robust and outwardly 
reformist economic policy, a determination to replace oligarchic impunity 
with the “dictatorship of law” and, above all, a policy based on “pragma-
tism,” one that “better conforms with the general capabilities and resources 
of this country.”12 In the West, where pragmatism is juxtaposed to dogma 
and where Russia’s “general capabilities” were weak, these formulae inspired 
cautious optimism. But in Russia’s near abroad, where pragmatism implies 
cynicism and where, even in 2000, Russia’s general capabilities were strong, 
it was clear that a harder policy was about to emerge. In the South Caucasus, 
that presentiment was underscored by the rigorous prosecution of the second 
Chechen war.

Whereas everyone understood that in genealogical terms, Putin was the 
product of the KGB, fewer grasped that in sociological terms, he was the prod-
uct of the new class that emerged in the Darwinian conditions of the 1990s: 
business-minded, ambitious, nationalistic, and coldly utilitarian about norms 
and rules. Putin not only reflected the self-confidence of this new class, but also 
its resentments and its belief that Yeltsin-era “chaos” and the West’s “unipo-
lar moment” were consciously and organically connected. Putin’s generation 
is not Gorbachev’s generation. This sociological difference presents a telling 
discontinuity with the low-risk, consensus seeking political cultures of the post- 
Cold War West. Moderation, compromise, and respect for others have not 
been the hallmarks of Russia’s new class. On coming to power, their instincts 
lent themselves to a tough and “pragmatic” geo-economic policy, backed by a 
revival of state power.

Yet geo-economics was unlikely to be the end of it. NATO’s first eastern 
enlargement occurred in June 1999. Then and since, Russia’s fundamental 
indictment of NATO was tautological. Because NATO was deemed to be an 
anti-Russian alliance, its expansion proved its aggressiveness. Even in Yeltsin’s 
time, mere handfuls of people in Russia gave credence to the sincerity of 
NATO’s post-Cold War transformation. Enlargement put the issue beyond the 
range of rational argument. The fact that NATO’s model of defense reform 
in new member states did not emphasize territorial defense but soft security 
and expeditionary capabilities far from national borders was deemed neither 
noteworthy nor relevant.

It is fateful that this initial enlargement coincided with Operation Allied 
Force, NATO’s military intervention in Yugoslavia. From the moment the first 
NATO bomb fell on Serbia, NATO could no longer claim to be a “strictly 
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defensive alliance”: a shift that Moscow not only noted but also subjected to 
worst-case analysis, enhanced by the dogmas that the Serbs were a kindred 
people and that Yugoslavia lay “in the vicinity of Russia’s borders.” Even five 
years earlier, during NATO’s United Nations Security Council-sanctioned inter-
vention in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 66 percent of Russians said they would regard 
a NATO air strike on Serbia as tantamount to a strike on Russia.13 Not sur-
prisingly, thoughts in Russia’s military establishment turned to how NATO’s 
new tools—civil society mobilization, “coercive diplomacy,” and “humanitar-
ian intervention”—could be used to break up other “problematic” states, not 
least on the borders of the Russian Federation itself. In the words of the Armed 
Forces newspaper, Kasnaya Zvezda, “today they are bombing Yugoslavia but 
thinking of Russia.”14 In the words of Lieutenant General Leonid Ivashov, 
then Head of the Ministry of Defense’s International Cooperation Directorate, 
“[i]f the world community swallows this large-scale aggression, this barbar-
ity, then it is today difficult to say who will be next, but there will be a state 
that is going to be next in line without fail.” In April 2000, the first Military 
Doctrine of the Putin era defined “employment of military force military-force 
for ‘humanitarian intervention’” as a “destabilizing factor” in the military- 
political environment.15

It is equally fateful that in 2004, the first wave of European Union (EU) 
enlargement coincided with Ukraine’s Orange Revolution, which the Kremlin 
regarded as a US special operation from beginning to end. The Orange 
Revolution was instrumental in solidifying the conviction that the United 
States and its allies wished to emasculate Russia’s influence, damage its secu-
rity, and undermine its political order. In this dramatically changed context, the 
1990s view of the EU as a geopolitical counterbalance to the United States was 
gradually but comprehensively revised. After the treaties of Amsterdam, Nice, 
and the 2003 Treaty of Accession, Russia already was coming to terms with the 
fact that the EU, in its essence, was an integration project, designed to institu-
tionalize norms of business, law, and administration—not to say political and 
social life—at variance from those that prevailed in the post-Soviet world. To 
Moscow the Orange Revolution demonstrated that the EU was a geopolitical 
project every bit as much as NATO. NATO increasingly defined as a “military- 
civilizational” force, provided the military component to this new “civiliza-
tional schism.” Public acceptance that Russia was under civilizational attack 
soon followed. In March 2007, a plurality of Russians (45 percent) described 
Russia as a “distinctive Eurasian civilization.”16

The Orange Revolution stimulated Moscow to launch a counter-revolution 
designed to inoculate Russia against a colored revolution on its own territory 
as well as undermine those that had already taken place. In Ukraine, energy had 
already been deployed as a coercive tool of influence as early as the gas crisis of 
December 1999–April 2000 (which, unlike the subsequent crises of 2006 and 
2009, largely escaped the West’s attention). It was not only a coercive tool, 
but a means of binding and enriching local elites wedded to a “networked” 
as opposed to rules-based modes of business in what remained a collusive, 
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opaque, and Russian dominated sector. Other sectors—banking, defense, and 
much of heavy industry— had a similar collusive quality, enhanced by the com-
mercialization of “special services” and their prominence in leading economic 
entities with interests and investments abroad. As Agnia Baranauskaite noted 
some years later, even EU membership would afford limited protection against 
entrenched nomenklaturist networks, weak regulatory structures, corruptible 
politicians, and law enforcement.17 Even before the Orange Revolution, busi-
ness was already becoming a potent means of advancing what Dmitry Trenin 
called the “CIS Project,” whose “main instrument would be the securing 
of understandings with the governing elites of CIS countries.” This would 
demand:

long-term and detailed work in forming and promoting groups of influence in 
neighboring countries oriented to Moscow and the gradual weakening and neu-
tralization of pro-Western circles.18

None of these developments persuaded the EU that the time had come to 
view itself as a geopolitical entity. The technocratic mindset, the “win-win” 
ethos, and the absorption with programs and process were just too strong. The 
conviction that what was good for Central Europe would prove beneficial to 
Russia ignored the immutable reality that it could not prove beneficial to the 
stake-holders of the clientelist, vertically managed system that Putin and his 
inner circle had constructed. For its part, NATO took Russian anxieties more 
seriously. But the steps that induced Russia to prime the mechanism of conflict 
with Georgia—the Western recognition of Kosovo’s independence (February 
2008) and the NATO Bucharest Summit (April 2008)—were responses to 
more immediate interests. Nine years after the Kosovo conflict, most NATO 
allies were persuaded of the merits of a clean break with a post-conflict status 
quo that appeared unsustainable. Two months later, but not for the first time, 
NATO put Alliance unity ahead of geopolitical foresight. No one doubted 
that the Bucharest Summit declaration—Georgia and Ukraine “will become 
members of NATO”—would dissatisfy Russia. But Russia had been dissatisfied 
before without devastating consequences.

The miscalculation on the West’s part was fourfold. First, it underestimated 
the significance of the change that had taken place in Russia. Russia was no 
longer a partner with manageable grievances, but a proud, resentful, and self- 
confident power that was no longer seeking Western approval. Second, the 
West underestimated the extent to which its own power had become over-
stretched and attenuated by years of inconclusive war in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Third, it failed to appreciate that Russia had acquired usable military power 
and was prepared to use it. Fourth, it failed to grasp that six years of Train and 
Equip and Sustainment and Stability Operations had done nothing to address 
Georgia’s prime security requirement: defense of national territory.19 On the 
outbreak of hostilities, the most combat capable of Georgia’s four brigades was 
on deployment in Iraq.
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Between August 8–12, 2008, Russia conducted a 1940s-style combined 
arms operation with 1970–80s technology. Despite 25 percent per  annum 
growth in nominal (15 percent in real) defense expenditures between 2002 
and 2005, striking deficiencies emerged in execution. But these deficiencies 
were secondary to the fact that a Distinctive Partner of NATO was defeated 
without reprisal and that NATO’s edifice of partnerships was shown to be lack-
ing in mettle. By rights, the West’s post-Cold War orthodoxies should have 
fallen to the ground. But this did not happen. Instead, three changes pro-
longed their life.

The first was Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency. Although Medvedev took up 
office three months before the war with Georgia, the West with some justice 
did not regard this as “his” war. The five-day conflict crudely mauled his dip-
lomatic offensive for a new European Security Treaty, assiduously launched in 
Berlin on June 5. War or no war, the West could not possibly have embraced a 
treaty that, however cordially presented, would effectively neuter NATO and 
legitimize Russia’s “privileged” interests in the former USSR.  Yet the tone 
of Medvedev’s diplomacy, his evident lack of animus toward the West, and 
his sponsorship of non-commodity based “modernization” kept the cause of 
“normalization” alive in Western capitals. The second change was the deci-
sion to “reset” relations by the incoming Obama administration. That the 
Kremlin plainly regarded the reset as a policy of atonement was secondary 
in Washington to the presumptive common interests the two parties shared, 
the conviction that Russia’s recent course was not economically “sustainable” 
and the conclusion, pace Vice President Biden, that Russia “needed” to take 
“calculated decisions” (i.e., new ones) about where its own long-term interests 
lay.20 The third change was the events of the Arab spring, which reinforced 
the preceding postulates until the slaying of Qaddafi produced an explosion of 
indignation in Moscow.

Thanks to these preoccupations, Western attentiveness to the South 
Caucasus soon returned to its pre-war level. Yet the war in Georgia had shifted 
the tectonic plates. Not all of these shifts benefited Russia as much as it had 
hoped. Georgia was not simply a Black Sea state on the divide between East 
and West; it was a major trade artery, a strategic energy transit corridor, and 
a state enjoying a close defense partnership with Ukraine in and outside the 
ambit of the GUAM organization.21 GUAM became a non-entity, but Georgia 
lost none of its geopolitical significance. By detaching Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia—and, what is more, cutting previous transport arteries—Russia had 
defeated Georgia and damaged it. But as Sergey Markedonov notes, “the 
events of August 2008 left Russia without the tools it previously possessed 
for exerting pressure upon Georgia, and thereby pushed Tbilisi closer to the 
United States.”22 Yet while the two countries concluded a Charter on Strategic 
Partnership in January 2009, Markedonov fails to appreciate that from this 
point forward, American prestige was decidedly lower than it had been before 
the conflict.
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The seismic disturbances generated by the conflict were felt immediately by 
Armenia, whose lines of communication with Russia had run through Georgia. 
This was an ironic result for Russia, even though it underscored to Armenia 
just how dependent it was. The destruction of the Grakali railway bridge cost 
Armenia $500 million in revenue and, until its restoration was complete, 80 
percent of its imports.

The lessons for non-aligned Azerbaijan were all to Russia’s favor, but not 
immediately. The Western alliance on which Baku had placed a modicum of 
confidence now looked like a fair weather friend. More ominously, an explo-
sion in Turkey three days before the war shut the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan pipeline 
for 19 days. Its closure diminished global energy supply by only 1 percent. Yet 
the pipeline is not a purely commercial project: it is a lynchpin of what was 
then more than a decade-long US-led strategy designed to diminish energy 
dependency on Russia. For Azerbaijan, the result of a prolonged closure would 
have meant economic wreckage and geopolitical bankruptcy. Russia’s message 
to governments and investors was therefore clear: energy projects that exclude 
Russia in the “former Soviet space” are inherently unsafe. To NATO, which 
committed itself in November 2006 to “promote energy infrastructure secu-
rity,” the message was equally clear: best of luck.

Russia took its setbacks in its stride and wasted no time capitalizing on its 
gains. The day after Medvedev and Sarkozy (on behalf of the EU) signed the 
September 8 agreement mandating the “complete withdrawal” of Russian 
“peacekeeping forces,” Russia’s Minister of Defense, Anatoly Serdyukov, 
announced that Russia would base two contingents of troops, 3800 each, in 
the territories. To pre-empt any charge that Moscow was violating what had 
just been concluded, Lavrov stated, “[t]hey are not peacekeepers. They are 
military contingents.”

Of no less import, Moscow sought to recalibrate the contours of Azerbaijan’s 
multi-vector policy. Yet despite the conclusion of a Treaty of Friendship in July, 
this undertaking did not initially produce positive results. Despite NATO’s loss 
of prestige, the immediate lesson of the war for Baku was the danger of depen-
dency upon Russia. Rather than deepen energy ties with Russia, Azerbaijan 
focused its efforts more intensively on its core market, Europe, and the EU’s 
core project in the region, the Southern Gas Corridor. No less ambitiously, 
Azerbaijan re-positioned itself as Georgia’s energy patron. At the peak of the 
Caspian oil boom, Ilham Aliyev was confident that Azerbaijan had options 
denied to its neighbors.

Moscow wisely decided that all things come to those who wait. As 
Azerbaijan’s confidence in the Obama administration waned, its reinsurance 
policy with Russia expanded. Moscow wisely decided to facilitate this by 
underscoring its support for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity in May 2010 (and 
reminding Baku of its non-recognition of Nagorno-Karabakh’s  independence) 
and by concluding a delimitation and demarcation agreement of the 390 km 
border in September, to the arguable detriment of the minority Lezgin pop-
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ulation in both Dagestan and Azerbaijan (where they number 473,000 and 
186,000 respectively).23

Russia’s most noticeable, if least strategically significant, effort was its fresh 
mediation effort over Karabakh. It failed like the others. But Medvedev, who 
grabbed and guided the process, radiated a desire to overcome obstacles and 
secure agreement. His efforts produced dividends for Russia, not to say a mod-
icum of goodwill, and this reinforced Washington’s perception that the crisis 
was over. And yet the problem was worsening.

The new GeopolITIcs

In June 2009, this author summed up the lessons of the Russia-Georgia war in 
the following terms:

• War is possible;
• The former Soviet borders are no longer sacrosanct;
• Questions long regarded as settled (e.g. the status of Crimea and 

Sevastopol) can be reopened at any moment;
• “Civilizational” and “humanitarian” factors (e.g. the status of the Russian 

diaspora) can constitute a casus belli;
• Where there is no Article 5, there is no collective defense.24

In Ukraine at least, any veracity contained in this forecast was occluded by 
Viktor Yanukovych’s election in February 2010. The new president moved 
swiftly to address, not to say pre-empt, Ukraine’s two most acute sources of 
friction with Russia: the Black Sea Fleet (whose withdrawal from Crimea by 
2017 had been mandated by the intergovernmental agreements of 1997) 
and the relationship with NATO, membership of which was a top priority of 
Viktor Yushchenko’s administration. At the Kharkiv summit of April 21, 2010, 
Yanukovych and Medvedev agreed to extend the Fleet’s lease until 2042. In 
July, the Verkhovna Rada (parliament) adopted a law on Ukraine’s “non-bloc” 
status. Having made these core concessions, Yanukovych concluded that Russia 
would not obstruct his path to a closer relationship with the EU.

He could not have been more mistaken. As early as the following month, 
it became clear that instead of diminishing Russia’s ambitions by pre-emptive 
concessions, he had only whetted them. Yanukovych immediately found him-
self parrying Russian demands for inter-sectoral integration, the very thing 
he was trying to avoid. When he protested, Medvedev replied, “it’s only the 
beginning.”25

If to the West the new geopolitics arrived when Russia’s “polite little 
people” appeared in Crimea, to Russia the threshold was crossed when the 
EU resolved to conclude Association Agreements (EUAA) with Armenia, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. The first twist of the coil was the creation of 
the EU’s Eastern Partnership, through which its Polish and Swedish sponsors 
hoped to reinvigorate the integrationist and democratic impulse blunted by 
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the Russia-Georgia war and Russia’s ambitious integrationist projects in the 
former USSR.26 By means of these Agreements and, integral to them, Deep 
and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA), the four interested countries 
would benefit from 80 percent of the EU acquis without having to endure 
the rigors and political hazards of a membership process. If successful, the 
enterprise would circumvent EU enlargement fatigue while augmenting the 
EU’s economic sway and political influence in east-central Europe. This was a 
geopolitical project in everything but name.

That it was also strongly welcomed by the recipient states was immaterial 
to, indeed grist to the mill of those who now assessed threats and responded 
to them in Moscow. This was a far narrower circle than the governing elite 
in place during the years of the Medvedev-Putin tandem. On returning to 
the presidency in May 2012, Putin reconstituted the leadership structures in a 
defensive and illiberal direction. The once conspicuous role of Russia’s siloviki 
in the governing matrix became dominant and effectively uncontested.

This shift in regime chemistry is scarcely irrelevant to the dynamic of Russian 
foreign policy in the months preceding the Ukraine conflict. Between 2009 
and 2011, Russia voiced displeasure with the Eastern Partnership. In 2013, it 
“took measures.” On September 3, Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin 
(who doubled as Special Presidential Representative for Transnistria) reminded 
his Moldovan interlocutors that “energy supplies are important in the run-up 
to winter—I hope you won’t freeze.”27 Confident that the EU could maintain 
its energy security in the face of Russian pressure, Moldova’s pro-European 
coalition disregarded Rogozin’s warning and, in the event, signed the EUAA 
and DCFTA on June 27, 2014. Georgia also did so on the same day.

But the positions of Armenia and Ukraine were decidedly different, each in 
their own distinctive way. Both envisaged geopolitical, economic, and domes-
tic political benefits from EU Association. But whereas Yanukovych primarily 
regarded the EUAA as a political resource to secure re-election in a strongly 
Europhile country, Armenians viewed it as their one alternative to a depen-
dency upon Russia that was a source of demoralization. For this reason, Russia 
was determined to remove this alternative from the equation. On July 8, one 
of Russia’s most senior envoys in the region, Vyacheslav Kovalenko, publicly 
reminded Armenia of the old axiom: “Armenia can only live with Russia or 
not at all.” He went on to warn that if Armenia signed the accord as sched-
uled in November, “allied relations between Russia and Armenia have their 
boundaries.”28The latter phrase was graphically substantiated when Putin 
met Armenian President Serzh Sargsyan, carrying a draft arms accord with 
Azerbaijan. Hours later, the latter announced Armenia’s intention to join the 
Eurasian Economic Union (EEU).

But Ukraine’s importance overshadows all else. West of the Urals, most 
Russians would invert Zbigniew Brzezinski’s celebrated maxim: Russia can 
remain an empire without Ukraine, but it cannot remain Russia. One need 
not inhabit the Kremlin’s febrile world to understand that Ukraine’s successful 
incorporation into the European system would have profound consequences 
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inside the country. Moreover, Ukraine is pivotal to the Russian-sponsored 
EEU—and not only in civilizational terms. As Arkady Moshes wrote in 2013, 
the “stagnation of Eurasian integration” makes Ukraine’s inclusion “more 
critical than ever.”29 As a transit hub for energy and a potential platsdarm of 
the West, Ukraine’s strategic importance is an article of faith. In the words 
of Leonid Reshetnikov, director of the President’s Administration’s analytical 
center:

From Lugansk or Kharkov, tactical cruise missiles can reach beyond the Urals, 
where our primary nuclear deterrent is located. And with 100 percent certainty 
they can destroy silo or mobile-based ballistic missiles in their flight trajectory.30

The reason Lavrov omitted the EU when he stated (in April 2008) that Russia 
would take “all possible measures” to prevent Ukraine and Georgia from join-
ing NATO is that then, their admission to the EU was beyond the bounds of 
realism, even de facto. By summer 2013, as the Vilnius European Partnership 
summit approached, it was becoming all too realistic.

The subordination of Ukraine was never going to be as simple a matter 
as corralling Armenia. Yet Yanukovych’s ham-handed and predatory policies 
(which by summer 2013 were pushing Ukraine’s economy to the abyss) greatly 
facilitated the task. On November 12, Putin presented Yanukovych with an 
elaborate raft of countermeasures that went well beyond the EEU’s statutory 
provisions and which were plainly designed to inflict the maximum amount of 
damage not only on Ukraine’s economy as a whole, but also on the financial and 
business interests tied to Yanukovych personally. On November 21, Moscow 
secured its Pyrrhic victory: Ukraine’s withdrawal from the EUAA negotiations. 
On December 17, Yanukovych handed Russia every economic concession it 
had sought. The Maidan of 2013 no more featured in the Kremlin’s calculus 
than the Maidan of 2004. One minute, Russia had secured almost everything 
it had sought in Ukraine since 1992. The next minute, it had no influence at 
all. The Crimean operation was a foregone conclusion.31

Yet it was also a culmination and a turning point. When Russia attacked 
Ukraine in 2014, it also attacked the legal and treaty regime of Europe. 
Before and since, it declared many landmarks of the Helsinki system—the 
Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty, the Budapest memorandum, the 
1997 interstate treaty with Ukraine—null and void. It has thrown the 1990 
Paris Charter overboard. It also has put itself in clear violation of a key compo-
nent of European security since 1987, the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) 
Treaty.

Little of this is denied. Formerly, Russia pursued “hard diplomacy and soft 
coercion” in the former USSR within the framework of post-Cold War rules 
emphasizing state sovereignty and freedom of choice.32 In 2014, it called 
for “new rules” based on the Yalta principles of “balance of power” and 
“respect.” Russia no longer conceals its ambition to transform a European 

62 J. SHERR



and global system that its president calls “weakened, fragmented and 
deformed.”33 Three weeks before the line was crossed, State Duma Speaker 
Sergey Naryshkin warned that Europe either “relearn the lessons of Yalta” 
or risk war.34

Underpinning this change, since 2008, Russia has made a steady, cumu-
lative investment in the capacity to wage local and regional war through-
out the interior and on the periphery of the former USSR. This means full 
spectrum “non-linear” war, from non-attributable attacks by “polite little 
men” to first use of nuclear weapons. It also means information war, from 
disinformation to cyber-attacks, as well as a coordinated effort to “mobilize” 
the state.35

These developments have a systemic character that far exceeds the impact 
of the Russia-Georgia war, and they have a dynamic that has only begun to 
unfold. Already, they are unsettling the tectonic plates that for 22 years main-
tained the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in its deceptively frozen state.

First, Crimea is not only incorporated into Russia, but is also swiftly being 
transformed into a rear and forward staging area of a defense system stretch-
ing from the Caspian to the eastern Mediterranean. To all intents and pur-
poses, it is also under the jurisdiction of Russia’s Ministry of Defense. In 
the Black Sea alone, Russia’s ever more densely networked A2  AD (anti-
access/area denial) capabilities have removed an important constraint against 
Russia’s prosecution of war in the Caucasus, a point that is bound to bear on 
Georgia’s membership prospects in NATO. As if to underscore this point, 
on July 10, 2015, Russia chose the occasion of a NATO-Georgia exercise 
to move the border of South Ossetia 1.5  km further into Georgian terri-
tory, incorporating one kilometer of the Baku–Supsa pipeline in the process. 
NATO’s exercise ended on schedule, as if nothing had happened. If Russia 
was conducting a razvedka boem (reconnaissance by combat), then this qui-
escence doubtless advanced Russia’s aim of showing Georgia that NATO is 
irrelevant to its security.

Second, by a combination of design and inadvertence, the war in Syria has 
sharply altered the relationship between Russia and Turkey. Twenty years of 
expanding trade and political cooperation have been swiftly reversed, if not 
undone. Turkey is, apart from Saudi Arabia, the only regional player of note 
whose core interests in the Syria conflict are at cross purposes to Russia’s own. 
Unlike Saudi Arabia, it is also a NATO ally, a fact which in the post-2014 con-
text affords Russia the opportunity to test the cohesion of NATO and weaken 
it. Prior to the downing of a Russian Su-24 on November 24, 2015, Turkey 
faced a Hobson’s choice: either to allow Russia a de facto operations corridor 
across its territory—for the purpose of bombing the Turkmen tribes in north-
ern Syria that Turkey is supporting—or to “escalate” the conflict. NATO’s pro 
forma response scarcely concealed the extent of division and apprehension in 
the Alliance. As in the Ossetia episode, Moscow learned more than it deserved 
to know about NATO’s cohesion.
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For these reasons, the South Caucasus might acquire “uses” that tran-
scend Russia’s regional interests. Deterrence against what the West terms 
“hybrid war” rests on the perception that threats of potentially strategic 
importance, however indirect or small in scale, will be countered swiftly 
and effectively. The Baku–Supsa pipeline was built as a component of the 
West’s strategic energy infrastructure. It would be surprising if the tar-
get of Russia’s border latest revision in South Ossetia were not NATO as 
much as Georgia. NATO’s failure to respond would not have strengthened 
deterrence.

For Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Nagorno-Karabakh, the more salient ques-
tion is how Turkey’s transformed position will affect the likelihood and 
course of future conflict. Nine years ago, the emergence of the unified AKP 
government coincided with a marked turning away from a pro-American ori-
entation and the development of an ambitious regional policy. With all its 
incipient difficulties, the latter emerged in the context of burgeoning trade 
with Russia and expanding political cooperation. In 2008–10, there was no 
synchronization between Medvedev’s Nagorno-Karabakh mediation effort 
and Turkey’s football diplomacy with Armenia. But the two efforts ran in 
parallel, because neither Turkey nor Russia viewed their respective aims as 
inherently conflictual. The Turkey–Russia relationship had become a factor 
of regional stability.

Today it is not. Were Turkey’s position over Syria strong and firmly backed 
by NATO, then its ties to Azerbaijan might pose a considerable worry to Russia. 
But in conditions where Turkey and NATO are perceived to be weak and 
working at cross purposes, then Turkey’s role in the region presents possible 
opportunities. For one thing, Ankara’s influence over Baku is not what it was. 
Neither is Washington’s. Between 1992 and 2010, the United States provided 
$327 million in defense and security assistance to Azerbaijan. During Putin’s 
state visit to Azerbaijan in August 2013 (which included “a large delegation 
of ministers and other officials”), military cooperation agreements were signed 
that included arms transfers of some $4 billion (according to the Congressional 
Research Service).36 Already in June 2013, Russia had begun delivering an 
earlier arms package of $1 billion (according to the respected Russian defense 
think tank, CAST).37 Between 2010 and 2014, Russia supplied Azerbaijan with 
85 percent of its arms imports.38

Moreover, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s temperament is a problematic 
factor in the pursuit of Turkey’s interests. Like Georgia’s erstwhile president, 
Mikheil Saakashvili, he wraps his ego around every problem. Moscow’s exploi-
tation of Saakashvili’s psyche during the 2008 crisis amounted to a classic appli-
cation of “reflexive control.” Should the Kremlin be tempted to “cut Turkey 
down to size” (and wrong-foot NATO as well), it might embark on another 
such enterprise. The risks and consequences, for Russia as well as Turkey (which 
unlike Georgia, is a NATO ally), might prove vastly more dangerous than those 
that followed the events in South Ossetia.
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The resurgence of conflict between April 1 and April 5, 2016, is indica-
tive of what has changed and what might still change for the worse. If there 
was a mastermind behind the violence that most outside analysts blamed 
on Azerbaijan, there is no certainty about it, and if there was no master-
mind, there is no clarity about where the orders came from. What is clear 
is that there is no clarity. On March 31, US Vice President Joseph Biden 
to all accounts had a highly constructive meeting with the two national 
presidents in Washington. While the possibility cannot be excluded, it seems 
most unlikely that Ilham Aliyev would have attended the meeting in utterly 
bad faith. Both he and President Sargsyan were still in transit when the 
attack began. Some have argued that such an attack would have required 
much advance planning, and that it could only be authorized by the high-
est authority in Baku. Yet “planning” and “authorization” are two different 
phenomena (as the Crimea operation most recently showed). Moreover, it 
was a flank attack, not a drive on Stepanakert, and it is at least possible that 
someone else in the command chain authorized it.

There is more clarity about what happened afterwards. Putin immedi-
ately entered into intensive discussion with both presidents, and a similar 
process took place between Lavrov, Minister of Defense Sergey Shoygu, 
and their respective counterparts. The April 5 cease-fire was brokered by 
Shoygu. Notably, the Minsk Group co-chairs played no role in this pro-
cess. According to Matthew Bryza, Putin followed these steps “by pressing 
Azerbaijan to join the Eurasian Economic Union and the CSTO.”39 That 
Russia somehow initiated the events of April may not be likely. That it had 
foreknowledge of them certainly is. Yet even if it had no foreknowledge, the 
plain fact is Moscow grasped their significance and produced an immedi-
ate, robust, and coordinated response. Whatever Washington grasped, it did 
next to nothing. In consequence, Russia has “reaffirmed and reinforced the 
local perception that [its] involvement is essential, largely to the diplomatic 
detriment of the two other Minsk Group co-chairs.” Moreover, Baku now 
“views Moscow as the key to any change in what is sees as an unacceptable 
‘status quo.’”40

Since the final days of the Soviet Union, Russian, Western, and regional 
experts have agreed on the perils of treating the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh 
as a faraway local difficulty of little import to the world around it. Yet for 
30 years, more portentous and dramatic issues elsewhere have kept the issue 
in the margins of consciousness for all but a handful of people outside. This 
geopolitical configuration also supported a remarkable degree of East-West 
working level cooperation and accord. Russia’s assault on the “weakened, frag-
mented and deformed” security order, beginning with Ukraine and proceeding 
to Syria, has brought this era to an end. Yet like the lady in the famous 1914 
Lowe cartoon, we risk adhering to the comforting certainty that if things go 
wrong, “the powers will intervene.” Such complacencies invite little wars, even 
big ones.
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Two-and-a-half decades on, the lack of any resolution to the Armenia- 
Azerbaijan conflict is met with fatigue and irritation in many international 
quarters. Indeed, this first of the post-Soviet conflicts has not only frustrated 
many efforts aimed at finding a resolution, but also prevented many initiatives 
on establishing security institutions in the South Caucasus region, and hin-
dered the management of Armenian-Turkish controversies from advancing to 
meaningful results. In Moscow, by contrast, there is an underlying satisfaction 
with its not-quite-frozen status, and this content was only momentarily dis-
turbed by the escalation of fighting in April 2016. From the Russian perspec-
tive, this deadlock prevents many external powers (and first of all, the United 
States, and also Turkey) from gaining influence in this troubled region, and 
secures for Russia a position of effective dominance. The problem with this 
low-cost conflict management, aimed at preserving the status quo, is that the 
balance of local forces and the interplay of regional interests are fast changing, 
particularly in the course of the Russian-Turkish conflict caused by the Russian 
intervention in Syria. Moscow is lagging behind the shifting dynamics, clinging 
instead to habitual instruments that are hardly suitable for the task of maintain-
ing a status quo which may very well have become unsustainable.

The root causes and the trajectory of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict over 
Nagorno-Karabakh have been examined in great detail in the existing literature 
on the subject. Thomas de Waal’s book Black Garden especially stands out in 
terms of the depth of analysis of amassed unique material.1 There is no need, 
therefore, to re-examine the making of Russia’s policy toward this conflict or 
the actions of the two main protagonists to it in the post-Soviet period up until 

Russia: A Declining Counter-Change Force

Pavel K. Baev

CHAPTER 4

P.K. Baev (*) 
Oslo, Norway



recently. However, the explosion of the Ukraine conflict since the beginning of 
2014 has led to a profound impact on all Eurasian conflicts—an impact which 
remains under-researched as Russia engages deeper in the evolving confron-
tation with the West as well as with Turkey. This chapter aims at examining 
this impact in the particularly demanding and mostly overshadowed case of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. It starts by siting the conflict within the shifting geopoliti-
cal landscape of the Caspian/Black Sea area, before assessing the influence of 
the counter-revolutionary impetus on Russian conflict management in this case. 
It further examines the particularity of this conflict in the category of “frozen 
conflicts,” which has undergone radical change with the addition of Crimea 
and the Donbass region of Eastern Ukraine, and continues by evaluating the 
impact on this conflict of the even greater changes in the geo-economics of 
Caspian hydrocarbons. The conclusion argues that Russia is underestimating 
the risks of shifting dynamics at play.

A SmAll “BlAck Hole” in tHe Big geopoliticAl picture

Grand geopolitical perceptions, particularly that of the “multi-polar world” in 
which Russia is destined to be one of the “emerging powers” challenging the 
dominance of the West—and principally the hegemony of the USA—have been 
gaining in popularity among the Russian political class since the beginning of 
the 2000s. While correlating to a certain extent with the reality of global pro-
cesses, this picture has become seriously misleading. Russia’s role in the world 
has changed beyond its own capacity to comprehend with its aggressive move 
of annexing Crimea; this role continues to evolve as the Ukraine crisis drags 
on and as the Syrian intervention indicates. The confrontation with the West 
has become a crucial condition of Putin’s regime survival—and it remains to 
be seen for how long Moscow can sustain this confrontation.2 The problem 
certainly goes far beyond the limited scope of this analysis, but what is rel-
evant here is the huge concentration of Russian efforts and thinking on engag-
ing in this confrontation—to the degree that opposing Western, particularly 
USA and also Turkish, encroachments into Russia’s immediate neighborhood 
is now the prime political aim in the Caucasus and the wider Black Sea area.3 
This preoccupation fits perfectly with the pronounced tendency of Caucasian 
elites, as well as among the general public, to place their particular problems 
into grand geopolitical contexts and to see local conflicts as driven by clashes of 
major global interests allegedly focused on the Caucasian crossroads.4

What makes the geopolitical setting of the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict par-
ticularly complicated for Russia is the perceived need to keep both protago-
nists—Armenia and Azerbaijan—within the Russian sphere of influence and to 
check any drift toward the West. In the autumn of 2013, Moscow effectively 
prevented Armenia from signing an Association Agreement with the European 
Union (EU). But while a similar Russian action triggered the Maidan uprising 
in Kiev, it encountered little opposition in Yerevan, and so Armenia proceeded 
smoothly with joining the Eurasian Economic Union.5 Nevertheless, this con-
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firmation of geopolitical loyalty to Russia has not erased suspicions concern-
ing Armenia’s ties with the West, and Moscow continues to watch anxiously 
every step in Yerevan’s relations with Brussels.6 For its part, Azerbaijan had 
never contemplated an Association Agreement with the EU and keeps a low 
profile in the Eastern Partnership; but neither has it ever expressed interest in 
joining the Eurasian integration process.7 Moscow is suspicious about Baku’s 
connections with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), but gener-
ally assumes that the maturing of an authoritarian regime in Azerbaijan, which 
it sees as a perfectly natural development, sets a rather low limit to these ties.

One crucially important and significantly ambivalent power in the geopo-
litical puzzle of the South Caucasus is Turkey. Moscow had, until the Turkish 
downing of a Russian bomber on November 24, 2015, paid great attention 
to engaging Ankara in a special relationship. Moscow viewed Turkey’s long- 
established membership in NATO (despite all the anti-Alliance rhetoric) as 
much less of a problem than its close ties with Azerbaijan, which are seen 
as a major driver in the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. At the same time, 
Moscow viewed the possibility of the normalization of relations between 
Turkey and Armenia as a hostile US intrigue aimed at eroding Russia’s influ-
ence in the region.8 Seeking to prevent any breakthrough in this old deadlock, 
Putin paid a visit to Yerevan in May 2015 and spelled out the loaded word 
“genocide,” knowing full well that it would reverberate strongly in Turkey.9 
Indeed, his meeting with President Erdogan in Baku during the European 
Games in June 2015 was rather strained and showed few signs of their good 
personal relations.10 Erdoğan’s visit to Moscow in September 2015 further 
failed to resolve any disagreements, and the crisis in bilateral relations triggered 
by the November 24 incident has acquired an intensely personal character. 
Azerbaijan sought to stay out of the quarrel, but its position between the two 
antagonists is precarious indeed.11

Georgia is a major target for, and a serious complication in, Russian geopo-
litical power play in the South Caucasus, with the legacy of the Russia-Georgia 
War of 2008 continuing to affect regional security. Since the start of the Ukraine 
conflict, Georgia has been cautious not to provoke Moscow’s ire but has never-
theless proceeded with the implementation of its Association Agreement with 
the EU. Russia has also refrained from overtly aggressive moves, assuming that 
the “Georgian Dream” coalition is far better from a Russian perspective than 
Mikheil Saakashvili’s government. Nonetheless, Moscow is clearly irritated by 
the establishment of a NATO Training Center in Tbilisi.12 Neither diplomatic 
intrigues nor direct pressure can change the geopolitical fact that Georgia 
blocks Russia’s military access to Armenia, and thus limits its ability to project 
power toward the Nagorno-Karabakh theater.

The de-escalation of tensions between the West and Iran in the course of 
the implementation of the nuclear deal and its impact on geopolitical interac-
tions in the South Caucasus did not prove immediately clear to policy-makers 
in Moscow. The pattern of Russian-Iranian military partnership in Syria is also 
far from certain.13 The United States will presumably lose interest in acquir-
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ing a military “foothold” in Azerbaijan, even if the proposition for making it a 
part of an anti-Iranian coalition was always far-fetched. It is doubtful whether 
a re-energized Iran would be able to increase its influence in Azerbaijan, but it 
would definitely prefer and even insist upon the reduction of tensions regard-
ing Nagorno-Karabakh.14

Overall, Russia has had no reason to suspect a sudden increase of Western 
geopolitical stakes in the enduring rivalry between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
However, this hardly grants Moscow greater freedom of maneuver because, 
having ensured the ineffectuality of the Minsk Group, it has to contain the 
escalation of tensions by its own efforts. Recycling the old proposition for 
peacekeeping forces is definitely not enough for such a containment, while 
Moscow’s policy of supplying weapons to both parties works against it.

turning BAck tHe tide of “color revolutionS”
Geopolitical constructs in Russian foreign policy are combined in a far from 
coherent way with a major ideological imperative: the determination to with-
stand and turn back the tide of “color revolutions.” This counter-revolutionary 
stance has shaped Russia’s aggressive policy toward Ukraine, and it also has 
high salience in the Caucasus, where Georgia is seen as a dangerous propaga-
tor of revolutionary ideas.15 It is certainly the West, and principally the United 
States, that is seen as the instigator and manipulator of revolutionary move-
ments, but Russia’s goals in countering these “conspiracies” are significantly 
different from a classical geopolitical competition.16

Despite being a fully committed security ally, Armenia is actually perceived 
in the Kremlin with some suspicion regarding its readiness to stand firm against 
the threat of “color revolutions” and eliminating opposition to the ruling 
regime. The explosion of street protests in Yerevan in June and July 2015, 
for instance, was interpreted by the Russian leadership as a coup attempt, and 
portrayed by the Kremlin-controlled propaganda machine as directed by the 
inherently hostile West. The rejection of this narrative by the Armenian lead-
ership, which sought to address the economic causes of the leaderless pro-
tests, was seen in Moscow as showing softness toward a potential “Maidan.”17 
President Putin has good reason to see Armenia’s track record in applying 
force against public uprisings as dubious, and probably for this reason has never 
developed a useful personal rapport with President Serzh Sargsyan, or with 
Robert Kocharyan in the first half of the 2000s.

By contrast, the Putin regime views Azerbaijan as a solid force in the strug-
gle against the threat of revolutions, and unlike Azerbaijan’s Western partners, 
Moscow finds the repressive measures deployed by the Azerbaijani government 
perfectly agreeable.18 Azerbaijan scores top marks in Russian assessments of 
political stability in the Caucasus, there having hardly been any concerns about 
the hidden pool of discontent in times of economic slowdown.19 Despite all the 
differences in family upbringing and career development, Vladimir Putin and 
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Ilham Aliyev have always enjoyed good personal relations, even if this chemis-
try does not necessarily translate into congruence of political aims.

Russia finds it important to build a coalition of like-minded post-Soviet 
regimes against the menace of “color revolutions” and seeks to make the secu-
rity institutions, namely the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 
into structures of such a coalition.20 The problem with this joint effort is that 
Armenia, which tends to focus on the root causes of protests rather than label 
them Western “instigations,” is a full member of the CSTO while Azerbaijan 
is not.21 In any case, it has become painfully clear that none of the authoritar-
ian regimes in the former Soviet space are going to support in any meaningful 
way Russia’s fight against the revolutionary influence spreading from Ukraine. 
At the same time, the need to provide support to fellow regimes in distress 
might become a challenge for Russia’s already overstretched power-projection 
capabilities.

Russia also sought to find a common approach with Turkey in opposing 
revolutionary chaos, assuming that the Erdoğan regime was evolving along 
the same trajectory as Putin’s and expecting a blossoming of the two leaders’ 
“beautiful friendship.” These expectations never quite came true, even while 
both leaders tried to bracket out their disagreements over Syria until late 2015. 
Presently, the desire in the Kremlin to exact revenge on Erdoğan is so intense 
that Moscow shows readiness to support any opposition, including even the 
Kurdish extremists.22

What has happened instead is the maturing of personal ties between 
Presidents Erdoğan and Aliyev. Aliyev successfully dissuaded Erdoğan from 
looking for opportunities to revive ties with Armenia, and both were keen 
to exploit the summer turmoil in Yerevan in 2015 for increasing the pressure 
in the Nagorno-Karabakh cauldron of conflict.23 Russia was taken by surprise 
with the escalation of hostilities along the cease-fire line in August 2015, and 
had to resort to some emergency shuttle diplomacy in order to ensure that it 
remained relevant in managing the conflict.24 The meeting between Aliyev and 
Sargsyan in Bern in December 2015 was fruitless, however, and Moscow saw 
no reason to worry about a new escalation of firefights in February 2016.

Overall, Russia’s propensity to over-react to the threat of revolutionary 
uprisings is set to increase as its own domestic Putin-centric stability is eroding 
under the inescapable pressure generated by the deepening economic crisis.

militAry Buildup And tHe trAnSformAtion 
of SeceSSioniSt conflictS

Nagorno-Karabakh used to be treated as a quintessential “frozen conflict”—
one which was habitually discussed in various international fora (including 
in the EU Eastern Partnership framework) without much hope for achiev-
ing a breakthrough. The explosion of the Ukraine conflict has not just added 
two new cases to the list—Crimea effectively annexed by Russia and “rump 
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Novorossiya” in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions secured by the Minsk agree-
ments—but altered radically the whole context of this European problem. 
What had been seen as an undesirable but bearable fact has started to be recog-
nized as an acute security challenge that must be treated accordingly. It appears 
entirely probable that this change of attitude constitutes one of the key factors 
driving the renewed efforts at finding a solution for the problem of divided 
Cyprus and thus resolving the oldest of the “frozen conflicts” in Europe.25

Policy-makers in Moscow do not appear to have fully comprehended the 
scope of change in the context of this old problem. While resolutely insisting 
that Crimea cannot be treated as part of it, since it is formally incorporated 
into the Russian Federation, the Kremlin remains ambivalent about the status 
of the rebel “republics” in Eastern Ukraine. Moscow also asserts that Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia are not Georgia’s secessionist provinces but sovereign states, 
while proceeding with their effective incorporation into Russia’s state struc-
tures.26 By mid-2015, it had become clear that the plan for blazing a “cor-
ridor” across Southern Ukraine reaching toward Transnistria involved a long 
leap of strategic imagination, so the existence of this quasi-state in Moldova 
is just a function of sustaining the deployment of a very limited contingent of 
Russian troops, while Ukraine has resolutely stopped all military transit.27

This leaves Nagorno-Karabakh as a unique case in the deconstructed cat-
egory of “frozen conflicts,” and as events in April 2016 showed, the intensity 
of violent clashes arguably merits it inclusion in the group of ongoing violent 
conflicts. What only a few years ago to many Europeans seemed to represent a 
typical ethno-political conflict caused by the collapse of the USSR is now, post- 
Crimea, an attempt to redraw Azerbaijan’s state borders by force. Moreover, 
what may have been considered justifiable from the point of view of the self- 
determination of an oppressed minority is now unacceptable as an attempt to 
camouflage an annexation of a part of territory of a neighboring state by refer-
ring to the “people’s will.”28 In this context, the statements of Azerbaijan’s top 
officials regarding the readiness to solve the Nagorno-Karabakh problem by 
force cannot now be dismissed as usual hollow bravado but have to be taken 
seriously as an expressed intention to restore violated state sovereignty.29

Azerbaijan’s capacity for such a reconquista is by no means assured. Despite 
Baku’s officially established policy of spending on its military more than 
Armenia’s whole state budget, a policy now sustained for many years, there 
are doubts whether this can be sustained given the dip in global oil prices. 
Russia has actually been a major contributor to (as well as beneficiary of) this 
policy, selling modern armaments to Azerbaijan that range from T-90S tanks 
and Mi-35 M attack helicopters to S-300PMU-2 surface-to-air missiles.30 It 
is remarkable that Baku decided to turn to Russia for acquisitions of heavy 
weapons only in 2009, immediately after the Russia-Georgia war. By 2014 
the Russian share in its import of arms had reached an impressive 85 percent, 
amounting to $3.5 billion.31 Armenia is not able to match this scale of rear-
mament (the largest known arms deal with Russia involved 35 T-72B tanks) 
and has expressed concern about the large-scale arms deals between Russia 
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and Azerbaijan. Baku, for its part, protested against a new $200 million loan 
for purchasing weapons provided by Moscow to Yerevan in February 2016.32 
Russian officials maintain, however, that the arms deliveries are carefully calcu-
lated in order to preserve the “parity.”33

Azerbaijan disregards any notion of military parity, and is keen to test the 
fortified Armenian defenses around Nagorno-Karabakh. In August 2014, there 
was a surge in exchanges of fire along the cease-fire line, followed by a hit on 
an Armenian helicopter on November 12. The 72 registered casualties on both 
sides made 2014 the worst year since the freezing of the conflict in 1994.34 
August 2015 saw the escalation of fighting reaching yet a new high, with some 
150 fire exchanges reported every day and casualties mounting accordingly.35 
This spasm of fighting started soon after the visit to Moscow of Azerbaijani 
Defense Minister Zakir Hasanov and his reportedly cordial talks with his 
Russian counterpart, Sergei Shoigu.36 While Moscow dispatched Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov to Baku, it generally remained unconcerned about the 
situation assuming that the conflict remained safely “frozen” and that President 
Aliyev would not dare launch a real offensive.37 Winter 2016 saw even greater 
indifference from the Russian leadership to the constant exchanges of heavy 
gunfire, which culminated in the “four-day war” of April 2016. These assump-
tions might underestimate, however, the impact of the downward shift in the 
economic situation, which affects Russia’s own foreign policy-making as well as 
its conduct of the “hybrid war” in Ukraine and intervention in Syria.

tHe oil fActor in conflict dynAmicS

The downturn in economic fortunes in Russia, as well as in Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, since the middle of 2014 has been very sharp. Policy-makers do not 
appear to have grasped yet the consequences of the recession, which according 
to the steadily worsening forecasts could be both deep and long-lasting. In 
fact, Russia’s economy never regained the strong growth of the early 2000s, 
interrupted by the severe crisis of 2008–09, and showed a clear propensity to 
stagnation already in 2013. Thus, the combined effect of Western economic 
sanctions and the drop in oil prices to a new plateau less than half the average 
price in 2010–13, pushed it in 2015 deep into “negative territory” that was 
set to continue through 2016. This new reality calls for a profound revision of 
political ambitions and guidelines, but the Kremlin has remained essentially in 
denial of this paradigm change, instead insisting that oil prices will return to 
“normal” in a year or two, thus erasing the need for structural reforms.38

Russia’s decline, and in particular the shocking weakening of the ruble, 
affects very strongly the Armenian economy, which depends heavily upon 
trade with and remittances coming from Russia. It is common knowledge 
that the increase in electricity prices, which triggered protests in Yerevan in 
summer 2015, was executed by Russian investors who owned the Armenian 
energy grid.39 The expectations and official promises regarding the benefits 
for Armenia of joining the Russia-led Customs Union and Eurasian Economic 
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Union have been disappointed as the structures of economic cooperation have 
instead become transmitters of contraction and capital flight; and even the 
granted reduction of price for imported gas cannot compensate for this.40

Azerbaijan is also hit by the disruption of economic ties with Russia (includ-
ing remittances), but a greater disaster for its economy is delivered by the col-
lapse of oil prices, which has caused chaos in the financial sector.41 The plans 
for diversifying the economy, particularly by becoming a key transit hub for 
China’s Silk Road Economic Belt, will only deliver dividends slowly, while the 
cost-inefficiency of many high-prestige projects has become undeniable and 
the possibility of social unrest caused by the fall of household income is ris-
ing.42 One direct consequence of the contraction of petro-revenues will be the 
shrinking of the overblown defense budget (estimated at about $5 billion for 
2015, before the twin devaluations of the manat) and the reduction of fund-
ing for arms imports by as much as half.43 This inability to sustain the military 
buildup may determine a change of course toward the conflict over Nagorno- 
Karabakh. On one hand, it could lead the Azerbaijani leadership to conclude 
that the best opportunity to score a military victory is now, in a situation where 
the combat readiness of the armed forces will be undercut by diminished fund-
ing in the near future.44 This may have played a role in the Azerbaijani offensive 
in April 2016. On the other hand, it may lead an elite busy with pocketbook 
issues to further postpone high-risk military action.

For many years, it was the work on constructing an energy link between 
the Caspian area and European markets, and even more so the designs for 
expanding the modest flow of oil and gas to a wide “corridor,” that effectively 
blocked any escalation of conflicts in the South Caucasus in general, and in 
Nagorno- Karabakh in particular. Since the start of this decade, however, the 
significance of Caspian hydrocarbons for Europe has steadily declined. The 
fiasco of the much-advertised Nabucco gas pipeline project became a major 
manifestation of this trend, while the follow-up fiasco of Russia’s rival South 
Stream project was also entirely predictable.45 Azerbaijan engaged in furi-
ous lobbying with Turkey in order to secure the transportation to Southern 
Europe of the new volumes of natural gas from the off-shore Shah Deniz 
field. It succeeded in creating the combination of TANAP/TAP pipelines, 
which has been further accelerated as a result of the Russian-Turkish con-
frontation.46 The proposition for linking Turkmenistan to this “corridor” via 
a Trans-Caspian pipeline is still under discussion, but it looks increasingly far-
fetched, as a more interesting prospect shapes up with the opening of a route 
connecting Iranian gas fields with Europe.47 Azerbaijan has a slim chance to 
link with these new designs (which are still quite uncertain) and faces a bitter 
reckoning with the reality of its position as a minor supplier in a saturated 
market, in which Russia will be struggling to keep its share. Moreover, its 
reputation as a reliable supplier suffered from a fire on the Guneshli off-shore 
oil platform in December 2015, which revealed serious problems in the state-
owned SOCAR corporation.48
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Overall, the oil-and-gas projects may no longer be a significant deterring 
factor in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict transformation, but the accumulated 
petro-revenues in the form of the arsenal of modern weapons in Azerbaijan are 
a major driver for a probable new eruption of hostilities.

concluSion: cAn ruSSiA control tHe conflict 
dynAmicS?

There are so many factors of change at work in the South Caucasus that Russia 
finds it all but impossible to reconcile its own diverging interests. It used to 
see oil and gas flows as the main driver of political activities, but in fact, the 
significance of energy has been on the wane for several years, and the sus-
tained drop in oil prices has reduced it even further, with negative prospects for 
recovery. The Kremlin is obsessed with the threat of “color revolutions” and 
is determined to lead the struggle against this menace, which brings it closer 
to Azerbaijan, and the personal rapport between Putin and Aliyev works to 
reinforce this counter-revolutionary “axis.” At the same time, the single most 
important material fact on the South Caucasian ground is the presence of the 
102nd Russian military base in Armenia, which hosts some 5000 troops and 
two Air Force squadrons (including Mig-29 fighters and Mi-24 helicopters).49 
Russia may have no intention to get directly involved in the next spasm of 
hostilities around Nagorno-Karabakh, and seeks to limit the strategic tasks of 
its grouping to counter-balancing Turkey’s engagement with Azerbaijan, but 
the loyalty of this “lost legion” is far from rock solid, and its behavior in a crisis 
situation could turn maverick.

One strong determinant of Russia’s interests is the scope of Western engage-
ment. Had the EU and the USA shown a propensity to increase their activities 
in the South Caucasus, Moscow would likely have responded in kind. The 
West, however, is clearly cutting down on its engagements, and so the Russian 
leadership feels no need to countervail.50 Moscow does still monitor every trip 
EU or US officials undertake to the region, but generally Moscow tends to 
assume that suggestions about introducing a peacekeeping force into the con-
flict zone in and around Nagorno-Karabakh is merely a diplomatic charade 
aimed at keeping up the pretense that the Minsk Group is still involved in 
meaningful work.51 Russia maintains the Minsk routines but prefers its own for-
mats, such as the trilateral Sochi meeting between Putin, Aliyev and Sargsyan in 
August 2014.52 The lack of success does not bother Moscow much as long as 
nothing else brings a chance of a breakthrough. Indeed, Lavrov was perfectly 
comfortable with recycling old plans for deploying Russian peacekeepers that 
are plainly unacceptable for both Armenia and Azerbaijan, and Putin had noth-
ing to say to Sargsyan in response to his warnings about the rise of tensions in 
their September 2015 meeting.53

In the super-centralized system of decision-making that has rigidified in 
Russia, the amount of attention accorded to strategic non-priority issues (and 
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the Caucasus falls into this category) is extremely limited, particularly given 
the need to prioritize petty squabbles between the Kremlin courtiers, none of 
whom has any stakes in the South Caucasian conflicts. Putin presently has to add 
the Middle Eastern intrigues to three key strategic matters—the Ukraine con-
flict, the confrontation with the West, and the “pivot” to China, which leaves 
Armenia and Azerbaijan far outside the Kremlin’s proverbial “radar screen.” 
Furthermore, whereas violent instability in the North Caucasus had previously 
drawn utmost attention, this problem is presently perceived as solved. This was 
symbolized by the Sochi Winter Olympics in February 2014, the staging of 
which had been a long-prepared political triumph. Of course, there are in fact 
many forces at work against the “pacification” of that region. The murder of 
Boris Nemtsov on February 27, 2015, brought into focus Moscow’s astound-
ing lack of control over Ramzan Kadyrov’s despotic regime in Chechnya, and 
the outbreaks of clan infighting in Dagestan in summer 2015 indicated that the 
tensions in this malignant seat of conflicts are on the rise.54 The FSB is moni-
toring the flow of volunteers to the ranks of ISIS in Syria (Azerbaijan is also 
facing this problem), but Putin prefers to address this challenge through pro-
jecting air force in Syria and spinning political intrigues in the Middle East.55 It 
is the inevitable reduction in the transfers of federal funds that determines the 
growth of discontent in the North Caucasus, and Moscow could experience 
a rude awakening to yet another explosion of hostilities in this troublesome 
“underbelly.”

The Russian leadership is clearly not prepared to contemplate the conse-
quences of the deepening economic crisis for political stability in the South 
Caucasus, much the same way as it tends to take the continuation of political 
inertia in Russia for granted. There are, nevertheless, strong indications that 
the potential for conflict is increasing, which might yet bear out the multiple 
predictions of a new round of war occurring around Nagorno-Karabakh.56 In 
Armenia, the government is challenged not so much by street protests as by 
the growth of uncontrollable social networks, and it seeks to re-establish its 
monopoly on shaping the political agenda by boosting the security discourse. 
In Azerbaijan, deeper problems could lead to a shift of focus toward the exter-
nal threat. The stability of the regime was, but no longer is, underpinned by 
steady economic growth and trickling-down of petro-revenues, and the power- 
holders have little way of estimating the possible reaction in seriously over- 
populated Baku on the reduction of incomes, remittances and social benefits. 
They are also concerned about the increase in influence of a re-energized Iran, 
which is one reason Aliyev paid a visit to Tehran in February 2016.57 One 
pertinent lesson of the Ukraine crisis for Azerbaijan is that “patriotic” mobili-
zation works perfectly well in upholding Putin’s popularity in times of serious 
economic troubles. This certainly increases the pressure on the leadership to 
deliver on the many promises to resolve the Karabakh problem by force, since 
diplomacy has obviously been unable so far to produce anything resembling a 
solution. The escalation of hostilities in April 2016 released some of this pres-
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sure, but it has also generated a new momentum in experimenting with the use 
of military instruments.

President Aliyev cannot, of course, hope to secure Moscow’s consent for 
a large-scale offensive on the Karabakh front but he discovered in April 2016 
that such consent may be not necessary. Indeed, it is not difficult to envisage 
some turns of events that would make Russia indifferent to an escalation of the 
on-going clashes to a small-scale war, in which it actually has no direct stake. 
One such development could be yet another explosion of street protests in 
Yerevan, which the Kremlin could interpret as a recurrent “color revolution,” 
in which case Azerbaijan could exploit the uncertainty and argue through high- 
level channels to the Kremlin that a revolutionary Armenia has lost its value 
for Russia as a strategic ally. Another opportunity could arise in the case of 
a possible spread of violent clashes across the North Caucasus, which would 
effectively tie Russia’s hands and make it impossible to provide any effective 
support to Armenia. Finally, a scenario of serious violent turmoil in Moscow is 
now also within the realm of the possible. Putin’s regime may turn out to be 
far less stable than it seems—and it cannot afford to give up the grasp on power 
without a fight. It might be informative to reflect on the coincidence of the 
escalation of fighting around Sukhumi in October 1993 with tanks deciding 
the outcome of a severe political crisis in Moscow.

Russia is caught in a self-made trap whereby its resources available for a 
“muscular” foreign policy are fast diminishing, and yet its ambitions to prove 
that the confrontation with the West does not diminish Russia’s ability to make 
a difference on the global arena are increasing. The conflict over Nagorno- 
Karabakh may well be the place where the workings of this trap become clear, 
as Moscow would be paralyzed by the dilemma of abandoning Armenia, a 
security ally in distress, or confronting Azerbaijan, another friendly regime. 
Much the same way as the collapse of the USSR triggered a chain reaction of 
conflicts in the Caucasus, Russia’s sinking into troubles could generate a new 
destabilizing resonance in which Nagorno-Karabakh constitutes the epicenter 
of this security quake.
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In 20 years since the collapse of the USSR, Turkey has established itself as a 
middle power in the South Caucasus. Turkey’s influence has been mainly in the 
area of energy, transport and trade, while its role in the security issues in the 
region has been more limited. Two chief factors have limited Turkey’s posi-
tion in the region. A first is the shifting priorities of Turkey’s foreign policy, in 
which the Caucasus has often been an afterthought; the other is the realities of 
the region, and primary among them, the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict.

The CauCasus in Turkish Foreign PoliCy

Turkey’s location ensures that its foreign policy-makers face a competition 
for attention between various priority areas, ranging from Europe to the 
Middle East and beyond. Over the past 20 years, moreover, Turkey has 
experienced a considerable economic boom—a development which has seen 
it become a member of the G20, prompting Turkish leaders to consider 
the country a player on the global scale. Among the many competing pri-
orities in a  fast- changing world, the Caucasus has seldom been a top item 
on Ankara’s radar. Its importance has, to a large extent, been the func-
tion of the ideological priorities of Turkey’s leaders. In fact, the importance 
accorded to the Caucasus is almost a direct function of the affiliation of 
Turkish politicians.
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Turkish nationalists, of course, prioritize relations with their ethnic kin, 
meaning a particular affinity for Azerbaijan—but one that is not necessarily 
translated for affinity with the Aliyev administration. In fact, in 1995 Turkish 
ultra-nationalists were even involved in a coup attempt against Heydar Aliyev, 
whom they opposed for his role in overthrowing the more pan-Turkic presi-
dency of Abulfaz Elçibey. This episode has largely been forgiven, however, 
and Turkey’s Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) keeps close ties with official 
Baku. Turkish nationalists, for reasons mainly unrelated to Azerbaijan, also 
harbor a strong hostility to Armenia, whom they accuse of having territorial 
designs on Turkey, blaming it also for what they allege to be falsifications of 
history.

Turkish liberals, by contrast, are focused mainly on Turkey’s ties with the 
West. They feel little affinity for the eastward Turkic republics, which they tend 
to consider to be authoritarian and nationalistic, and thus too reminiscent of 
the Kemalist Turkey they have sought to reform. Thus, Turkey’s liberals have 
no particular affinity for Azerbaijan. Instead, they tend to be supportive of the 
recognition of the Armenian massacres as genocide, something that is part 
and parcel of their efforts to have Turkey face the darker pages of its history. 
As a result, they tend to support the opening of the Armenian border, and 
to oppose the notion of an “Azerbaijani veto” on Turkey’s policy toward the 
Caucasus.

Turkish Islamists are, for the most part, disinterested in the Turkic world, 
since their identity is focused on religion, not ethnicity. Their main interest lies 
in the core Islamic lands of the Middle East, whereas they tend to consider 
the faith of former Soviet Muslims as corrupted by Communist atheism. Most 
Azerbaijanis, moreover, are Shi’a, unlike the strongly Sunni Turkish tradition, 
thus creating a further distance for Turkish Islamists. Turkish Islamists also 
tend to be heavily critical of the Kemalist experience, which they see themselves 
as victims of, and thus, to be less adamant about opposing Armenian claims 
regarding events a century ago. As a result, paradoxically, Turkey’s Islamists 
have been less partial to Azerbaijan and more accommodating toward an open-
ing to Armenia.

Turkish mainstream politicians of the center-left and center-right fall in- 
between these different ideological poles. Generally speaking, they have tended 
to be focused on Turkey’s ties with the West, but receptive also to elements 
of the nationalist discourse. They have thus espoused a positive, though occa-
sionally condescending, attitude toward the Turkic former Soviet republics, 
including Azerbaijan. This is counterweighed only by the fact that the hos-
tile relationship with Armenia has proved a diplomatic headache, confronting 
Turkey with continuous efforts to secure international genocide recognition, 
as well as obstructing Turkey’s relations with key EU members. Yet mainstream 
Turkish politicians have tended to be influenced by the strategic thinking of 
the Turkish establishment, which has held that the Caucasus and Central Asia 
are important strategically to Turkey, not least as a transshipment point for 
Eurasian energy resources.
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The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 led to a short period of pan-Turkic 
euphoria in a Turkey that had just seen its membership bid for the European 
Communities rejected in 1989. Yet, in large part due to the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict, it soon became clear that Turkey was in no position to 
replace Russia as the new dominant power in the Caucasus and Central Asia. 
Instead, by the mid-1990s, the Turkish leadership settled on a more pragmatic 
approach that focused on the building of the east-west transportation corridor, 
particularly for Caspian energy, while simultaneously working to build coop-
erative institutions. This included Turkic cooperation summits, but also the 
Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC). This policy was 
based on a rock-solid alignment with Azerbaijan on the Nagorno-Karabakh 
issue, while simultaneously pledging Turkey’s good offices to resolve the con-
flict—a notion that Armenia, predictably perhaps, rejected.

The arrival of the (initially) softly Islamist AKP government1 in late 2002 
gradually changed matters. Accordingly, the intensity of Turkish interest in 
the Caucasus markedly declined, as the AKP initially focused its efforts on 
managing Turkey’s ties to the EU. Gradually, however, the AKP abandoned 
this focus for a relentless, and largely unsuccessful, bid for regional leader-
ship in the Middle East. Throughout this period, attention to the Caucasus 
remained largely on autopilot, which has allowed the primacy of Azerbaijan in 
Turkish policy to remain in force—that is, with the notable exception of the 
aborted effort at Turkish-Armenian reconciliation in 2009–10, discussed in 
detail below.

This policy is not surprising. Even leaving aside the ethnic and linguistic 
ties connecting Turkey and Azerbaijan, pragmatic considerations led Turkey to 
embrace a policy that prioritized not only Azerbaijan but also Georgia, the pro- 
Western countries of the Caucasus that formed the east-west corridor. Indeed, 
from lukewarm relations undermined by historical hostility in the early 1990s, 
Turkey and Georgia had by the end of the decade developed a strategic part-
nership. The logic behind this rested on the common interest in countering 
Russian efforts to dominate the Caucasus, and to open the Caucasus as an 
access point for the Caspian Sea and Central Asia. Furthermore, as a country 
with an armed separatist movement of its own, it is not surprising that Turkey 
sided in the conflicts in the region with the defenders of the principle of ter-
ritorial integrity—Azerbaijan and Georgia—against Armenia, which promoted 
the principle of self-determination. From Turkey’s perspective, Azerbaijan’s 
energy resources increased its strategic importance, and indeed, it was clear by 
1994 that Azerbaijan’s oil and natural gas would soon make it the economic 
powerhouse of the region, with a GDP that would soon be worth twice that 
of Georgia and Armenia combined. What is more, Azerbaijan is the only coun-
try bordering both Iran and Russia, and thus inescapable for the east-west 
corridor to Central Asia—a perspective which renders Armenia and Georgia 
interchangeable.

Undergirding these pragmatic concerns is the reality that foreign policy is 
determined by domestic politics; and Turkish policy cannot ignore the heav-
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ily pro-Azerbaijani sentiment of the Turkish population. Indeed, the maxim 
“one nation, two states” has come to be repeated frequently enough to have 
acquired strong roots in Turkish society. To most Turks, certainly at the popu-
lar level, the restoration of relations with Armenia is tied not only to Armenia 
renouncing claims of genocide, but also to the Armenian withdrawal from 
occupied territories in Azerbaijan.2

nagorno-karabakh and Turkish-armenian relaTions

When Armenia and Azerbaijan became independent in December 1991, Turkey 
was the first country to officially recognize both, an indication of its interest in 
establishing positive relations with the two countries. However, this ambition 
foundered on the rapid escalation of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in which 
Turkey faced considerable pressure to take sides. While the initial position of 
Turkey’s leaders was to offer its good offices to resolve the conflict and mobi-
lize its Western connections to raise attention to the escalating conflict, reali-
ties on the ground made this an untenable policy. The massacre of Azerbaijani 
civilians at Khojaly in February 1992 led to massive anti-Armenian demonstra-
tions across Turkey clamoring for a Turkish military intervention. Following 
Khojaly, Armenian advances on the battlefield—particularly the fall of Shusha 
in May—led to growing public outrage as footage of fleeing Azerbaijanis filled 
Turkish television screens, and pushed Turkish leaders to taking a clear stance 
in support of Azerbaijan as a victim of Armenian aggression. Turkish opposi-
tion leaders demanded a stronger Turkish position, seeing Turkish inaction as 
a threat to Turkey’s ambition to gain influence across the former Soviet space. 
Main opposition leader Mesut Yılmaz demanded that Turkey deploy troops 
along the Armenian border. By March 1992, Prime Minister Demirel warned 
that calls for Turkish intervention had become difficult to resist while President 
Turgut Özal warned that Armenians needed to be “scared a little bit.”3

The logic of domestic politics therefore led Ankara to clearly take 
Azerbaijan’s side in the conflict. That said, during 1992 Turkey continued to 
allow Western aid to Armenia to transit its territory, while inspecting ship-
ments for possible weapons. Turkey and Armenia also worked to establish dip-
lomatic relations, but that effort failed, largely because of factors unrelated to 
the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. Indeed, Turkish-Armenian relations were a 
factor mainly of Armenian diaspora efforts since 1965 to obtain international 
recognition of the 1915 massacres of Ottoman Armenians as genocide. These 
efforts, and the campaign of Armenian terrorism against Turkish targets in the 
1970s and 1980s, had generated ferocious Turkish resistance mainly because 
of fears—whether exaggerated or not—that such recognition would result in 
Armenian territorial claims on Turkey. Indeed, both diaspora organizations 
and Armenian parliamentarians issued such demands. As a result, the Turkish 
government sought a formal recognition by Armenia of the common border 
in order to open diplomatic relations.4 Armenian leaders, however, refused to 
include what they termed a “superfluous” declaration to that effect, arguing 
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that such mutual recognition was implicit in the establishment of diplomatic 
relations.5 Yet Armenian leaders also knew that the general public—not to 
speak of the diaspora—would not look kindly on an official recognition of 
its border with Turkey, as it would imply renouncing Armenia’s moral right 
to what was largely seen as historical Armenian lands.6 This problem would 
return in 2009, when the Armenian National Committee of America opposed 
Turkish-Armenian protocols on the grounds, among others, that they consti-
tuted “renouncing the rightful return of Armenian lands.”7

In early 1993, Turkey closed its border with Armenia. The border issue 
had little, if anything, to do with that of diplomatic relations. Turkey closed 
the border as a response to the Armenian army’s direct intervention in March 
and April 1993 to capture the Azerbaijani district of Kelbajar, a largely 
Azerbaijani- and Kurdish-populated region wedged between Armenia and 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Following this event, President Özal stated that “all 
communications and transport links between Armenia and Turkey had been 
severed and would remain so until Armenia withdraws from all territory in 
Azerbaijan.”8 This event marked the first major instance of Armenian occupa-
tion and ethnic cleansing of Azerbaijani territories outside Nagorno-Karabakh.

Thus, the reasons for the want of Turkish-Armenian diplomatic relations 
and for the closure of the border are different—one having to do solely with 
the acrimonious Turkish-Armenian history, and the other with the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict. Indeed, this commonly overlooked fact elucidates the link-
age between the Turkish-Armenian relationship and the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict.

Turkey’s siding with Azerbaijan prevented it from being a major force in 
the international efforts to resolve the conflict. Ankara did become a member 
of the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe’s (CSCE) Minsk 
Group, though Armenian objections ensured that Turkey never took an active 
role in the negotiations, and was never seriously considered as a co-chair of the 
group.

Turkish-azerbaijani relaTions and The easT-WesT axis

As noted, Turkey defined Azerbaijan as the strategically most important coun-
try in the Caucasus. Azerbaijan was a logical strategic pillar for influence in 
the wider region because of the close ethnic affinity, linguistic proximity, 
petroleum wealth and its strategic location as the only Caucasian state on the 
Caspian Sea. As Süha Bölükbasi has noted, Turkey’s foreign policy priorities 
toward Azerbaijan have included: support for Azerbaijan’s independence; sup-
port for Azerbaijan’s sovereignty over Nagorno-Karabakh; a desire to limit 
Russian dominance in the South Caucasus; to ensure Turkish participation in 
the production and export of Azerbaijani oil through Turkey; and the preser-
vation of a friendly, though not necessarily pan-Turkist, government in Baku.9

These goals were pursued with relative success by successive Turkish gov-
ernments, in spite of continuing political instability in Turkey that included a 
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short-lived Islamist-led government in 1996–97, and an ensuing military inter-
vention in 1997. Most important in this regard were two partnerships: first, 
the trilateral partnership between Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia; and second, 
Turkey’s strategic partnership with the United States. In combination, through 
these Turkey worked to support the economic and political independence of 
countries in the Caucasus, and specifically through the development of the 
energy and transportation corridor through the South Caucasus.

The main achievement of this project was the completion of the Baku- 
Tbilisi- Ceyhan oil pipeline in 2005 and of the Baku-Erzurum gas pipeline 
the following year. Both projects benefited from strong American support, 
which proceeded in spite of efforts by the Armenian diaspora to block the 
projects as they were considered to bypass Armenia. By contrast, objections 
by the Armenian diaspora succeeded in blocking not only American but also 
European support for the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) railroad line. In fact, the 
railroad project was necessary because Turkey’s closure of the Armenian border 
led to the closure of the Kars-Gyumri railroad. Armenian diaspora organiza-
tions successfully argued that the BTK project was designed only to bypass 
Armenia. This led to a long delay in the implementation of the project; but 
following the completion of the twin pipeline projects, BTK became part and 
parcel of a broader vision of an “Iron Silk Road” connecting Europe to China 
by rail, with the link between Turkey and Azerbaijan being one of two missing 
links, the other being the connection between the European railway grid and 
Turkey’s Anatolian railroads. The Marmaray project connecting the European 
and Asian shores of Istanbul will resolve the latter link. Significantly, the BTK 
project proceeded without financial support from Western banks, because 
Azerbaijan’s newly found oil wealth enabled it to provide favorable financing 
for the construction of Georgia’s portion of the project.10

Nevertheless, Turkish-Azerbaijani relations have not been devoid of ten-
sions. From the mid-2000s, new leaders took office in both capitals. Compared 
to their predecessors, Heydar Aliyev and Süleyman Demirel, Ilham Aliyev and 
Tayyip Erdoğan had much less in common. While Turkish officials imple-
mented all projects that had been launched, it rapidly became clear that Turkish 
leaders were focused on other matters—at first, on relations with the EU, and 
later, Turkey’s ambitions of leadership in the Middle East. Paradoxically, there-
fore, energy issues became a matter of discord. This related mostly to Turkey’s 
aim to establish itself as an energy “hub” for Europe—one that would acquire 
energy at lower prices in the east, and sell it at higher prices in the West, in a 
manner reminiscent of Gazprom’s operations in the late 1990s. This ambition, 
and the general lack of coordination of Turkish energy policy, was the main 
reason for long delays in the negotiation of a transit agreement for the second 
stage of the Shah Deniz field’s natural gas.11 Already in 2008, this lack of a 
transit agreement led to delays in the development of the field; only in late 
2011 was a deal reached. This delay led to souring relations between the two 
governments, undoubtedly complicated by Turkey’s shift in an increasingly 
Islamist direction, while Baku stuck to a staunchly secularist domestic policy.
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The Turkish-armenian ProToCols

When Ankara closed the border with Armenia in 1993, it made its reopen-
ing contingent on Armenia’s withdrawal from Azerbaijani territories. While 
Turgut Özal’s comments, quoted above, indicated this meant all occupied ter-
ritories, including Nagorno-Karabakh itself, the Turkish position subsequently 
became more nuanced. Turkey has not been a major participant in negotia-
tions, but it has indicated that it would be willing to use the potential of open-
ing the border as an incentive, in a coordinated step-by-step resolution of the 
conflict. This became particularly relevant in 2002. Shortly before he died, 
President Heydar Aliyev made an attempt to introduce an economic incentive 
to Armenia, offering the restoration of economic linkages between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan in exchange for the Armenian withdrawal from the four occu-
pied provinces south of Nagorno-Karabakh. In addition, Baku pledged that 
it would no longer object to the opening of the Turkish-Armenian border.12 
However, Armenia’s leadership rejected the offer, ensuring the continuation of 
Turkey’s established position.

While official relations remained deadlocked, there were subtle changes 
under the surface. With US and European funding, numerous track-two and 
civil society initiatives were launched to improve Turkish-Armenian relations. 
In 1997, the Turkish-Armenian Business Development Council was formed, 
with the aim of fostering economic ties between the two countries, and to 
function as a go-between for communications between the two governments.13 
Subsequently, in 2001, the initiative was taken to form the Turkish-Armenian 
Reconciliation Commission, a three-year initiative funded by several Western 
governments consisting of senior but unofficial figures from both countries.14

By 2008, efforts to bring about Turkish-Armenian reconciliation were begin-
ning to bear fruit. A diplomatic effort was launched after Turkish President 
Abdullah Gül accepted an invitation to attend a Soccer World Cup qualifier 
game between the two countries in Yerevan in September 2008, followed by a 
reciprocal invitation to President Sargsyan to Turkey the next year. The effort, 
which culminated with the signing of diplomatic protocols in October 2009, 
expired the following year over disagreements on the ratification process. But 
the causes for this failure remain poorly understood.

In fact, the effort was launched not primarily for reasons relating to the 
Turkish-Armenian relationship itself: it was prompted by two external develop-
ments, the first being the regional shakeup of the Russian invasion of Georgia, 
and the second being the approaching election of Barack Obama as President 
of the United States. For the purposes of this chapter, it is crucial to observe 
that the entire effort was predicated on removing the linkage between the 
 Turkish- Armenian relationship and the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. At 
least, this was the position of Western powers, Armenia, as well as the Turkish 
bureaucracy.15

By 2009, a number of developments seemed to warrant the major inter-
national effort that was launched to normalize Turkish-Armenian relations. 
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Firstly, Turkish and Armenian societies had evolved significantly. While a frank 
and open discussion of the fate of the Ottoman Armenians was virtually impos-
sible in the Turkey of the 1990s, more than a decade on the situation had 
changed remarkably in conjunction with the broader liberalization of Turkish 
society. As for Armenia, the instinctive fear of and prejudices against Turks 
that were prevalent in the 1990s had also abated as increasing numbers of 
Armenians traveled to Turkey for work or vacation. Most of all, with the sup-
port of Western governments and NGOs, a number of projects on Turkish- 
Armenian dialogue had been implemented, which generated ripple effects in 
both societies.16 Secondly, and to its credit, the AKP government in Turkey 
distanced itself from the defensive and suspicious thinking that had plagued 
much of republican Turkish foreign policy. Previously, Turkish officials had 
routinely accused Western powers of seeking to dismantle Turkey, much as 
they had sought to do in the 1920 Treaty of Sèvres, in which support for 
Armenian territorial claims played a key role. Instead, the AKP embarked on a 
policy of “zero-problems with neighbors”—one that would later turn out to 
be naïvely simplistic, but which provided a considerably more positive attitude 
to neighbors, whether Armenia and Syria or Iran and Iraqi Kurdistan. Thirdly, 
the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008 also played a role, as it shook up the 
stalemate in the South Caucasus and forced Western powers, as well as Turkey, 
to “think outside the box” in order to ameliorate the regional situation. Fourth 
and perhaps most important, Barack Obama had been elected President of the 
United States. Indeed, while Turkish diplomats are quick to point out that 
the 2009 effort to normalize relations was conducted under Swiss mediation 
and at the request of the two countries, it cannot be understood in isolation 
from the Obama administration’s considerable involvement. In fact, this can be 
termed the sole meaningful initiative of the Obama administration in the South 
Caucasus. As such, this involvement requires careful study.

During the 2008 presidential campaign, Obama promised, more ardently 
than previous Democratic candidates for the presidency, that if elected, he 
would support a resolution labeling the massacres of Armenians in 1915 as 
genocide. Only when he arrived in office was Obama forced to face the reality 
that such a move might mortally affect relations with one of America’s oldest 
allies in the region, Turkey. This was all the more problematic because Obama 
also made Turkey a centerpiece in his effort to improve America’s standing in 
the Muslim world. The US president was, so to speak, in a bind—especially as 
he had presented himself as a new brand of politician who would not simply 
ignore earlier promises. Thus, he resolved to insert himself (and, thereby, the 
USA) directly into the middle of this most infected historical wound. Obama 
now made Turkey the focal point of his first major foreign trip. In so doing, 
both in his public address to the Turkish parliament and especially in his private 
meetings with Turkish officials, he made the Armenian issue a priority. Indeed, 
the administration brought to bear the full force of its influence on the Turkish 
government, pressing it to normalize relations with Armenia and, most impor-
tantly, to open the Turkish-Armenian border.17
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President Obama’s decision to embark on this venture suggests that he 
sought to bring to the issue his unique personal history and self-described 
skills in building bridges, drawing on his combination of Christian and Muslim 
heritage. The president saw in the Turkish-Armenian issue an opportunity to 
accomplish an early foreign policy triumph—one that, moreover, would liber-
ate him from his campaign promise to recognize the massacres as genocide 
which, given the role of Turkey in America’s coalition, would have had serious 
negative repercussions on America’s ability to extricate itself from the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, as Obama had also promised.

This American involvement at the highest level—and run out of the White 
House rather than the State Department—to a large extent explains why the 
process went as far as it did. As Nigar Göksel has observed, “it remains puz-
zling that the Turkish and Armenian sides continued voicing contradictory 
interpretations … how could the two capitals and the involved third parties 
such as Washington, not have foreseen the train wreck that would inevitably 
take place because of the discrepancy of positions?”18 Indeed, a simple look at 
the facial expression of the Armenian and Turkish foreign ministers during the 
signing of the Protocols in Zürich suggests that they had more or less been 
dragged to the altar; both parties, as would soon become clear, had serious 
misgivings about the process.

The Obama administration’s rosy scenario did not materialize. While Turkey 
and Armenia did sign protocols to establish diplomatic relations and to open 
their common border, neither the Turkish nor the Armenian parliament saw fit 
to ratify the accord, let alone implement it.

exPlaining Failure: FaulTy assumPTions

If the Obama administration brought such pressure on the parties, and if the 
situation had indeed appeared ripe for a settlement, why then did it fail? In order 
to answer this question, it is instructive to study the assumptions underlying 
the Turkish-Armenian normalization process. Roughly rendered, the assump-
tions were as follows. First, the normalization process would help Turkey come 
to terms with its own history, and thus be beneficial for Turkish democracy. 
Second, in a deadlocked situation in the Caucasus, Turkish-Armenian normal-
ization of relations would open one of the many closed borders in the region, 
and potentially help reduce Russia’s domination of Armenia. Third, it would 
make Armenia feel more safe and secure, and it would therefore lead Yerevan 
to become more constructive on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Thus, and 
fourth, it was concluded that it was not only feasible and possible to de-link 
the Turkish-Armenian relationship from the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict; it 
was in everyone’s interest—including Azerbaijan’s— to do so.19 But do these 
assumptions stand up to closer scrutiny?

The first assumption was essentially correct: the process of Turkish-Armenian 
normalization had a healthy effect on Turkish society, including Turkey’s com-
ing to terms with some of the darkest episodes of its history, and was there-
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fore positive for Turkish democracy. However, there is a question of causality 
involved. Did the Turkish-Armenian normalization process contribute to the 
improvement of the internal Turkish debate? Or, alternatively, did the liberal-
ization of Turkey’s society make such a dialogue possible? While both processes 
clearly influenced one another, it seems clear that the Turkish-Armenian civil 
society dialogue had only a limited, albeit positive, effect on Turkish society. 
Rather, it was the improvement of the general environment in Turkey, and the 
growing willingness of both state and society to break with historical taboos, 
that made the dialogue possible in the first place.

As for the second assumption, the normalization of Turkish-Armenian rela-
tions could certainly be conceived to be a game changer in the South Caucasus—
especially at a time when Russia had brutally reasserted its pre-eminence in 
the region by invading and dismembering Georgia. Thus, the opening of the 
border would break Armenia’s economic dependence on Russia, as it would 
gradually integrate Armenia’s small market with Turkey’s large and booming 
economy. Moreover, it would break Armenia’s strategic isolation, reorient it 
toward the West, and gradually reduce its strategic dependence on Russia. This 
argument makes sense in theory; and given Russia’s vehement reaction to any 
Western plans to reduce its influence in its “near abroad,” one could thus have 
expected Moscow to strongly oppose or seek to undermine the protocols. But 
in fact, the opposite was the case, at least on the surface: Russia eagerly sought 
to promote a process that Western pundits argued would reduce Moscow’s 
dominance in the South Caucasus. Thus, Moscow must have interpreted the 
process differently. And indeed it did. Russian officials, to begin with, were 
obviously keenly aware both of the close security ties linking Moscow and 
Yerevan, including a large Russian military base at Gyumri, and of the fact 
that Russia owns key sectors of the Armenian economy—from the country’s 
nuclear power plant to its gas distribution network. In other words, Moscow 
did not appear overly concerned at losing its sway in Armenia. But on the other 
hand, Moscow appeared to see a historic opportunity in the process: that of 
exploiting the growing Azerbaijani frustration with Ankara and Washington, 
and to break Azerbaijan’s Western orientation once and for all.

Indeed, the normalization process did not occur in a vacuum: it took place 
a year after the war in Georgia, upon which President Dmitry Medvedev had 
publicly declared a “zone of privileged interests” in the former Soviet sphere. 
Moscow had followed up its military dismemberment of Georgia with nothing 
less than a proposal, only weeks after that event, of taking the lead in seeking 
a negotiated solution to the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. This effort engen-
dered hope in the West that Moscow would help lift a potential stumbling 
block to the Turkish-Armenian normalization process. But in fact, the premise 
of that mediation effort was preposterous to begin with. Having invaded one 
country in the South Caucasus, Moscow’s offer of taking the lead in mediat-
ing the conflict between the other two sent a clear signal across the region: 
Moscow was staking out the claim to being the sole arbiter of war or peace in 
the region. War, as everyone understood, had happened on Moscow’s terms in 
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Georgia; peace would now happen on Moscow’s terms between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. Baku fully understood this to imply the imposition of a Russian mil-
itary presence on the ground in the guise of “peacekeeping”—an unpalatable 
prospect given the experience of Georgia and Moldova, with Russia’s approach 
to peacekeeping tantamount to keeping the pieces of the former Soviet empire. 
In parallel, Moscow sought to exploit the stalemate in Turkish-Azerbaijani 
negotiations regarding the transit of Azerbaijani gas to Europe by offering to 
buy all of Azerbaijan’s natural gas at European prices. Simply put, Moscow 
appeared to be feigning support for the Turkish-Armenian normalization pro-
cess, while making both Turkey and the West accomplices in its own gambit to 
veer Azerbaijan away from its Western orientation. And had Azerbaijan’s top 
leadership not been unwavering in its determination to safeguard its political 
independence, that gambit might have worked: Azerbaijan had keenly observed 
the West’s inability to prevent the dismemberment of Georgia; followed by 
what it perceived as a complete desertion by its key allies—the United States 
and Turkey—who both appeared to ignore Azerbaijan’s single most important 
security consideration, the conflict with Armenia, as they detached the Turkish- 
Armenian normalization process from the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. Yet 
instead of reacting emotionally, Baku proved able to observe strategic patience 
and to bring to bear its influence on Turkish public opinion to contribute to 
halting the ratification of the protocols. And indeed, Turkish officials gradually 
came to understand that Moscow’s rhetorical support for the process masked 
a deeper and different agenda. As a former Turkish parliamentarian involved 
in the process put it, Ankara “discovered that the Russians were not so helpful 
after all.”20 Thus, the premise of the second assumption underlying the process 
appears questionable at best.

Third and most importantly, both the US and Turkish governments 
appeared to have accepted the notion promoted by Western NGOs, particularly 
International Crisis Group, that a Turkish-Armenian deal would make Armenia 
more secure, and thereby more inclined to engage in the difficult compromises 
required to strike a negotiated agreement with Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict. In other words, so the argument went, the cause of peace 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan would be promoted by de- linking the two 
relationships from one another. And, since 15 years of maintaining the linkage 
had yielded no result, it was time to try something new.

This is arguably the most fundamentally flawed of the assumptions under-
lying the normalization process. First, the very assumption that the two rela-
tionships could be de-linked—even if that would be desirable—hardly stands 
up to closer scrutiny. The assumption ignores the very strong support that 
Azerbaijan’s cause carries in Turkish public opinion. Put simply, it would 
require only a camera crew beaming a few interviews with Azerbaijani refugees 
back to Turkish living rooms to build a strong opinion in Turkey against the 
opening of the Armenian border. This is indeed what Turkish Prime Minister 
Tayyip Erdoğan discovered, and what led him to rapidly fly to Baku to reassure 
Azerbaijan, and to effectively kill the normalization process.
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Furthermore, the assumption ignores that an Armenia which feels more 
secure—once its main strategic problem, the closed border with Turkey, is 
resolved—would essentially have two options: first, doubling down on that 
process of reconciliation and seeking to resolve its other outstanding issue, 
the conflict with Azerbaijan. Alternatively, it could conclude that this removes 
the major obstacle to safely holding on to what many Armenians regard the 
nation’s first major military victory in a thousand years. In other words, since 
the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh was now so obviously on the international 
backburner, why would Armenian leaders go the extra mile to accommodate 
Azerbaijan in a situation where Yerevan’s regional and international position 
had greatly improved? It seems clear that the operational logic of the politics 
of the Caucasus would greatly favor the latter scenario. Especially given the 
certitude of powerful domestic and diaspora opposition to the protocols with 
Turkey, an Armenian leadership would spend rather than gain political capital 
by implementing the normalization process with Ankara, leaving it in a weaker 
position to offer any concessions to Azerbaijan, even if it should be so inclined. 
Indeed, President Serzh Sargsyan saw the defection of one of the coalition 
partners in his government over the issue.

The limited empirical record is instructive: as Turkey and Armenia grew 
closer and drafted protocols normalizing their relationship, Armenia’s position 
in the negotiations with Azerbaijan hardened. Far from becoming more flex-
ible and accommodating, Armenia rejected the basis for the negotiations over 
the occupied lands that had been agreed upon in 2008, known as the Madrid 
Principles. Clearly, the opening with Turkey either emboldened Armenia 
to increase its demands on Azerbaijan; or forced its leadership to be more 
nationalistic in the relationship with Azerbaijan because it had shown itself to 
be overly conciliatory in the relationship with Turkey. The latter interpreta-
tion is strengthened by the evolution of Armenia’s relationship with Georgia 
during the same period. Indeed, in September 2009 Armenian President 
Serzh Sargsyan made an unprecedented statement announcing a heightened 
Armenian aspiration to advocate for the rights of Georgia’s Armenians. In par-
ticular, Sargsyan “mentioned the protection of Armenian monuments, regis-
tration of the Armenian Church in Georgia and recognition of Armenian as 
a regional language in Javakheti as cornerstones for strengthening Armenia’s 
friendship with Georgia.”21 This policy strongly departed from Armenia’s prior 
policy of non-interference in Georgian affairs. Thus, the little empirical record 
that is available speaks directly against the assumption underlying the process: 
it suggests instead that the Turkish-Armenian rapprochement made Armenia 
less conciliatory not only toward Azerbaijan, but also toward Georgia.

dangers For regional seCuriTy

The discussion above has made it clear that the assumptions underlying the 
Turkish-Armenian normalization process were fundamentally flawed. That does 
not mean that Turkish-Armenian normalization per se is undesirable. Quite to 
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the contrary, it is a necessary condition for the transformation of the South 
Caucasus from a troubled and conflict-ridden region to a peaceful region living 
in harmony with its neighbors. The fundamental problem, viewed in a regional 
perspective, lies in the artificial isolation of the Turkish-Armenian relationship 
from its regional realities—more specifically, in the deliberate efforts to remove 
any linkage between that relationship and the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict.

Indeed, the policy decision taken in 2009 to seek to remove such linkages 
did not occur in a vacuum: it occurred in the immediate aftermath of the 
first major military confrontation in the South Caucasus since 1994. And as 
discussed above, it was motivated (though to a limited extent) by an effort to 
change realities in the Caucasus following Russia’s invasion of Georgia. But it 
represents a very unfortunate reading of the situation following that war. In 
fact, the major lesson of the war in Georgia was that the international com-
munity had fundamentally misunderstood the security situation in the South 
Caucasus. First, the international community—and especially the West—had 
come to understand the conflicts in the region as “frozen.” This was valid as 
much for Georgia’s conflicts as for that between Armenia and Azerbaijan. But 
as the war showed, the conflicts were not frozen—they were highly dynamic 
processes that risked re-erupting, the very antithesis of frozenness. Second, 
it had failed to understand that the region’s conflicts had changed. Initially, 
these conflicts had been mainly intra-communal conflicts which featured the 
involvement of foreign powers. With the passage of time, they were absorbed 
by the geopolitics of the region; in a sense, they ceased being primarily intra- 
communal, and their fate instead became largely determined by the great 
power politics of the Caucasus, especially as a result of Russia’s manipulation 
of the conflicts for its purposes of regional hegemony. And finally, in this light, 
the international community’s mechanisms and efforts to seek a resolution to 
the conflicts were woefully inadequate.

Therefore, the main lesson to be drawn from the war in Georgia was that 
the West had failed to prevent the escalation of the conflict, and had got-
ten it wrong: the conflicts were not frozen, and they were not solely between 
Georgia on one hand and Abkhazia and South Ossetia on the other—but, 
rather, involved Russia as a direct party. Thus, the logical policy implication—
once the West realized it had failed to thwart the escalation to war in Georgia—
would have been to investigate whether similar risks of escalation to war existed 
in other controversies in the region. Among them, the Turkish-Armenian rela-
tionship, as bad as it was, posed little risk of war. The conflict between Moldova 
and Transnistria similarly was at no real risk of escalation. Only the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict exhibited a clear and present risk of such.

Indeed, the conflict had begun to show dangerous signs that should have 
given policy-makers pause. At the most basic level, the dynamics between the 
parties had changed: while Armenia had won the war militarily, its position was 
increasingly problematic. Azerbaijan had been a failed state in 1993; but in 
2009, powered by its oil exports, it was an emerging regional powerhouse, with 
an economy several times larger than Armenia’s, and a defense budget larger 
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than Armenia’s entire state budget. Clearly, the situation was not frozen: the 
power balance between the protagonists had changed dramatically and rapidly, 
and the status quo appeared increasingly untenable. The OSCE Minsk Process, 
tasked with resolving the conflict, was increasingly moribund, and the conflict 
moving toward escalation rather than resolution. And given the amount of 
armaments that the two countries have acquired since 1994, a renewed conflict 
would profoundly affect regional security far beyond their borders, risking the 
involvement of Russia, Iran as well as Turkey. In this light, it would have been 
logical for the West to mobilize its resources to redouble efforts to resolve—or 
at least manage—the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. Reality has been exactly 
the opposite: while the Obama administration threw itself into the Turkish- 
Armenian rapprochement, Germany launched the Meseberg Process to bring 
about a solution to the Transnistrian conflict. In fact, the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict is the only regional conflagration in which no serious Western effort 
has been initiated.

Not only has the West failed to take an initiative in the conflict, the policy 
decisions that Western leaders took actually made matters worse. First, the 
decision to lend legitimacy to Moscow’s initiative to take the lead in resolv-
ing the conflict flew in the face of logic: having just invaded Georgia, Moscow 
lacked even rudimentary legitimacy in acting as an honest broker. Not only did 
the West show weakness in supporting this initiative, its support also implicitly 
undermined its opposition to Russia’s actions in Georgia. If the West indeed 
opposed and sought to reverse Moscow’s dismemberment of Georgia, then 
how could it sanction, let alone support, a heightened Russian role in any other 
conflict in the South Caucasus?

But much greater damage was done by the decision to prioritize the Turkish- 
Armenian rapprochement in a way that pushed the resolution of the Armenian- 
Azerbaijani conflict to the backburner. For that is essentially what happened: 
since the capacity and attention of the international community is limited, a 
decision to prioritize one issue is effectively a decision not to prioritize another. 
When that is coupled with a deliberate effort to remove an existing linkage 
between two political relationships, the signal is even louder. Read from Baku, 
the signal sent by the country’s two chief international partners—Washington 
and Ankara—was crystal clear: Azerbaijan’s top national priority was not only 
demoted on its partners’ list of priorities, but these partners had instead priori-
tized an effort that had the direct effect of harming Azerbaijan’s top national 
interest. The fact that neither partner properly consulted Baku or even kept it 
fully informed of developments only made matters worse. This situation pro-
vided Baku with a choice: it could either accept the demotion of its top priority 
on the international agenda, or it could try to do something to keep it there. 
The escalation of tensions in the conflict zone in part testify to the decision that 
Azerbaijan’s chief partners forced it to take. Conversely, once the process had 
failed, Armenia’s internally weakened government was pushed in a similarly 
confrontational direction as its subsequent policies suggest, not least the ill- 
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advised decision to build an airport servicing Stepanakert in Khojaly, the site of 
the largest massacre of civilian Azerbaijanis during the war.

To sum up, the decision to prioritize the Turkish-Armenian rapprochement 
actually contributed to worsening the security situation in the South Caucasus, 
by dampening the prospects for a resolution to the Armenian-Azerbaijani con-
flict, and instead speeding up a process of escalation.

imPliCaTions For PoliCy

Several policy implications flow from this discussion. First, the international 
community, but especially Western powers, need to reverse their willful neglect 
of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. This neglect has only gotten worse: when 
the US co-chair of the Minsk Group, Robert Bradtke, completed his mission 
in December 2012, a successor was not named; instead, the US Ambassador 
to the OSCE was appointed to the position ad interim. Three months later, in 
March 2013, a State Department official announced that a replacement would 
be appointed “within a year.”22 No further comment is necessary to illustrate 
the lack of importance the US government assigns to the issue. To reverse this 
situation, it is important that a respected and high-profile official with deep 
experience of conflict resolution processes be appointed to the position; and 
that America then take the lead in seeking a resolution to the conflict, com-
mitting adequate diplomatic resources for this purpose. Moreover, since the 
resolution of the conflict will be inextricably linked to the Turkish-Armenian 
relationship, it will be important to involve Ankara in an organic way in the 
conflict resolution process. That may not mean a revision of the existing for-
mat—which Armenia and Russia are likely to oppose—but it will likely mean 
much deeper coordination between the negotiators and Turkish officials.

Second, if any link should be removed, it is the one between Turkish- 
Armenian diplomatic relations and the opening of the border. Since the issue 
of diplomatic relations had no linkage to the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, 
it would only be logical for Turkish officials, under the right conditions, to 
proceed with efforts to establish diplomatic relations with Armenia. Such a 
move could be useful not only in promoting the prospects for the bilateral 
relationship, but also for Turkey to play a constructive and supportive role 
in the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict resolution process. This will nevertheless 
require Ankara to be extremely clear on the distinction between these issues. As 
for the question of the border, it is worth noting that Prime Minister Erdoğan 
went further than necessary in reassuring Azerbaijani officials in May 2009: 
he affirmed that “there will be no normalization [with Armenia] unless the 
occupation of Azerbaijani territory ends.”23 This goes further than Turkey’s 
traditional position, which is that an opening of the border could take place at 
a point in the settlement process, but not necessarily at its end. As a renewed 
effort to resolve the conflict is undertaken, it would therefore be important 
to involve Turkish officials in discussions regarding when the most beneficial 
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timing of a border opening would be for the conflict resolution process—most 
likely upon the Armenian withdrawal from some or all of the occupied territo-
ries outside Nagorno-Karabakh.24

The main lesson of the Turkish-Armenian normalization process is that 
whatever one may consider desirable, Turkish-Armenian relations cannot be 
disconnected from the regional realities, particularly the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict. Efforts to artificially remove the linkage between the two relationships 
are bound not only to fail, but also to exacerbate an already critical situation. 
That said, the normalization of Turkish-Armenian relations remains an impor-
tant part of the path to a solution to all regional problems, if linked tightly and 
positively to the process of a resolution to the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict.
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Since the emergence of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in the late 1980s, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran’s stances and policies toward the dispute and the two 
main actors—Azerbaijan and Armenia—played an important role in the devel-
opments of the conflict. Iran borders both Armenia and Azerbaijan and at times 
the battles waged close to Iran’s borders. Thus, Iran’s own national security 
is directly affected by the conflict. Iran’s domestic stability is also potentially 
influenced by the conflict since over a third of the population of Iran is ethnic 
Azerbaijani; the regions of northwest Iran that are contiguous to the conflict 
zone are populated primarily by ethnic Azerbaijanis, many of whom share fam-
ily ties with co-ethnics in the Republic of Azerbaijan, and Iranian Azerbaijanis 
have at times mobilized in support of Baku in this conflict, often in contrast to 
Tehran’s policies.

Iran’s relations with most of its neighbors are connected to domestic policy, 
since Iran is a multi-ethnic society with approximately half of its citizens of 
non-Persian origin. Most of the ethnic minorities are located primarily in Iran’s 
periphery regions and share ethnic and family ties with co-ethnics in neighbor-
ing states. Apart from the Azerbaijanis who comprise the largest ethnic minor-
ity group, other significant minority groups include Kurds, Arabs, Baluch and 
Turkmen. The northwest provinces of Iran—East Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan 
and Ardebil—which are contiguous with Azerbaijan, Armenia and the con-
flict zone, are populated primarily by ethnic Azerbaijanis. In the Republic of 
Azerbaijan, many refer to the area of northwest Iran as “South Azerbaijan.” 
Consequently, Iran’s policy toward the conflict, and the wider question of its 
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relations with Azerbaijan, is as much a question of domestic policy as foreign 
policy.

This chapter will examine the interests and policies of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran toward the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict since the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union in 1991. The chapter argues that Iran’s policy toward the conflict 
and the two main protagonists, Azerbaijan and Armenia, is shaped chiefly by 
a number of factors: Iran’s own security interests, including its threat percep-
tion of Azerbaijan; its desire to preempt ethnic mobilization of its domestic 
Azerbaijani minority; and Iran’s relations with third parties, primarily Russia, 
Turkey and the United States. Iran has also to striven to gain a role as a sponsor 
of negotiations between Armenia and Azerbaijan in order to bolster its stand-
ing as a power.

The analysis to follow shows that Tehran’s policy toward the Nagorno- 
Karabakh conflict is very pragmatic, based primarily on Iran’s security inter-
ests—and not based on either ideology or considerations of shared identity. 
In contrast to its widely held image as a state where Islamic solidarity plays an 
important role in its foreign policy, Iran’s policies toward the conflict display 
no special preference toward Azerbaijan despite their shared Shiite Muslim 
identity. In fact, for most of the post-Soviet period, Tehran has maintained 
better relations and more advanced cooperation with Armenia than its rival, 
Shiite-majority Azerbaijan.

This chapter proceeds with a short history of Iran’s policies toward the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict during the period of the Soviet breakup and the 
open war between Azerbaijan and Armenia from 1992 to 1994. It will then 
analyze the interests that have shaped Iran’s policies toward the conflict. The 
chapter will end with an analysis of the implications of Iran’s policies for future 
developments in the conflict.

Iran’s PolIcy DurIng the sovIet BreakuP anD War 
over nagorno-karaBakh

Despite the many changes that have occurred in Iran and the South Caucasus, 
the initial policy that Iran formed toward the conflict in the early post-Soviet 
period has continued to be valid for most of the last two decades. Based pri-
marily on geopolitical interests, which are still applicable today, Tehran’s policy 
has therefore not shifted considerably since its inception.

Tehran viewed the early stages of the conflict between Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis, beginning in the late 1980s, as an internal Soviet matter; and 
during this period most of its dealings with the region were conducted via 
Moscow. In June 1989, the Speaker of the Iranian Parliament Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani made a landmark visit to the USSR, the first by a senior Iranian offi-
cial to the Soviet Union in ten years, and Rafsanjani’s first foreign visit follow-
ing Ayatollah Khomeini’s death. Tehran and Moscow signed a comprehensive 
cooperation agreement during the visit, as well as agreed to Soviet arms sales 
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to Iran and—for the first time—cooperation in the field of nuclear energy.1 
Furthermore, Rafsanjani also visited Baku on the same trip, the capital of what 
was then Soviet Azerbaijan. While offering to lend support for Islamic religious 
studies and institutions in the region, Rafsanjani did not express support for or 
call for self-rule for the Azerbaijanis.

As Moscow’s control over the republics waned during the late 1980s under 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s rule, it was evident that Tehran was eager to maintain 
stability on its northern border with the USSR. Iran’s concerns were fueled 
by the activities of the main opposition political force operating at the time 
in Soviet Azerbaijan—the Popular Front of Azerbaijan. The Popular Front of 
Azerbaijan was espousing an agenda of a “greater Azerbaijan,” campaigning 
for language rights and even reunification with the Azerbaijanis of northeast-
ern Iran. In addition, beginning in December 1989, large-scale protests of 
Azerbaijanis emerged in the border area between Iran and Soviet Azerbaijan. 
Activists from Baku, together with local villagers, held rallies in the border 
area, lit bonfires, and attempted to communicate with co-ethnics and fam-
ily members in Iran. The Popular Front movement organized these events at 
the Soviet–Iranian border in the region of Nakhchivan. At times during the 
demonstrations, protestors called for “the unity of Northern and Southern 
Azerbaijan.” Throughout December, the number of demonstrators swelled 
to several thousand and on December 31, the tone of the demonstrations 
changed as protestors burnt and tore down several border posts and sections 
of the fence that divided the border of Soviet Azerbaijan and Iran. At this 
point, a large number of Soviet Azerbaijanis illegally crossed the border into 
Iran. Azerbaijanis from both sides swam or took small boats across the Araxes 
River that separates the two states. In parallel to the intensifying activity in the 
border area, large demonstrations in support of opening the border with Iran 
took place in Baku.

Initially, Iranian authorities did not express open concern about the attempts 
to renew ties between Azerbaijanis from both sides of the border and coordi-
nated with Moscow to set up an orderly process for these meetings. However, 
Tehran’s policy and concerns about the instability on its border shifted over the 
course of 1990–91, with the steady increase in the number of Azerbaijanis from 
Iran and the Soviet Union attempting to meet, the surge in political activity 
in Baku calling for reunification of “Southern and Northern Azerbaijan,” the 
successive breakdown in Soviet power and control over the South Caucasus, 
and the significant rise in violence between Azerbaijanis and Armenians related 
to control over Nagorno-Karabakh.

Consequently, Iran did not support the independence of the Soviet republics, 
including the Muslim populated ones, until after the demise of the USSR. In 
August 1991, the Tehran Times stated:

The Islamic Republic of Iran [also has] very good relations with the central 
Soviet Government, and does not desire to witness any weakening of President 
Gorbachev’s government … From a general geopolitical point of view, Iran 
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believes that the disintegration of the Soviet Union will result in an undesirable 
wave of instability in the region, and for that reason Iran is against some of the 
extremist nationalistic movements of the republics of the Soviet Union.2

The Soviet breakup in December 1991 caught Iran somewhat by surprise. 
While Iran and Russia/the Soviet Union had a long history of conflict from the 
late eighteenth century until the Second World War and exchanged control of 
territories a number of times, the Soviet breakup created new strategic threats 
for Iran on its northern border. In contrast to the perception held by many 
analysts in the West at the time, Tehran did not view the Soviet breakup and 
the establishment of six new states populated by Muslim-majorities in Central 
Asia and Azerbaijan as an opportunity to expand its influence and “export the 
revolution.” Rather, Tehran’s position was defensive: the new states could be 
a source of threats to Iran. The official state-sponsored newspaper, the Tehran 
Times, wrote shortly after the collapse of the USSR that

The first ground for concern from the point of view in Tehran is the lack of politi-
cal stability in the newly independent republics. The unstable conditions in those 
republics could be serious causes of insecurity along the lengthy borders (over 
2,000 kilometers) Iran shares with those countries. Already foreign hands can 
be felt at work in those republics, [e] specially in Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan 
republics, with the ultimate objective of brewing discord among the Iranian 
Azeris and Turkmen by instigating ethnic and nationalistic sentiments.3

In addition, following the independence of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Iran’s 
hardline journal Jomhuri-ye Islami pointed out that while Azerbaijan was pop-
ulated by Muslims, it had adopted a pro-Western and specifically pro-Turkish 
orientation, and thus its independence created limited opportunity for Iranian 
influence.4 Consequently, after the Soviet breakup, Iran began to place limita-
tions on direct ties between ethnic Azerbaijanis in Iran and in the new Republic 
of Azerbaijan.

As Baku stepped-up its articulation of desire for ties with Iran’s Azerbaijanis, 
Tehran expanded its cooperation with Armenia. Azerbaijan’s first elected 
president after independence, Abulfez Elchibey, raised the issue of language 
and cultural rights for the Azerbaijanis in Iran to the level of state policy. 
For instance, Elchibey appointed as his first Ambassador to Tehran professor 
Nasib Nasibli, whose academic work had focused on the issue of unification 
of North and South Azerbaijan. In addition, the newly independent Republic 
of Azerbaijan under Elchibey published its first new textbooks for elemen-
tary schools with a map on their cover of “Greater Azerbaijan” that included 
territories in present- day Iran. Iranian Azerbaijanis were also showing signs 
of growing ethnic-based awareness and political activity, adding to Tehran’s 
concerns.

In the initial period after the independence of the new republics and 
throughout most of President Elchibey’s tenure, Iranian officials and the 
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mainstream media rarely criticized Armenia, generally calling for both sides 
to “peacefully resolve the conflict.” Tehran also developed relations and 
trade with Armenia during the height of the battles between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia in 1992. Considering that the Armenians were the force changing 
the status quo in the borders between Armenia and Azerbaijan and occupied a 
significant amount of territory within the internationally recognized borders 
of Azerbaijan, the lack of Iranian criticism and the adoption of a “balanced” 
approach to the sides in actuality favored Armenia. In this period, official 
statements of the Iranian foreign ministry continued to reflect a balanced 
approach toward the two belligerents, even following a series of significant 
Armenian conquests in Azerbaijan and the creation of thousands of new 
Azerbaijani refugees:

The Islamic Republic believes that the continuation of these clashes is not in the 
interest of either of the warring parties and will only inflict further losses and 
casualties on both nations and states …The Islamic Republic, in accordance with 
its heartfelt desire to restore peace and tranquillity to the region, taking into 
account the interests of both Azerbaijan and Armenia, and in view of the formal 
request of the governments of these states for mediation, deems it a duty to con-
tinue its serious efforts to restore stability and tranquility to the region and to halt 
the war and bloodshed.5

Tehran’s lack of action on behalf of Azerbaijan in this period was so pro-
nounced that hard-liners in Iran voiced criticism of the official policy, stat-
ing that Iran’s policy toward the conflict and its cooperation with Armenia 
was not a proper reflection of Iran’s “religious and ideological responsibili-
ties.”6 Even in forums with all Muslim-majority state membership, such as the 
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), Tehran in this period refrained 
from criticizing Armenia.7 Iranian representatives and Iranian official media 
reserved any of its criticisms in the early 1990s for “colonial powers” and other 
external agents, such as Russia, Turkey, the United States and occasionally the 
“Zionists,” and even blamed Azerbaijani President Elchibey for the conflict, 
while seldom pointing its finger at Yerevan.8

While on the rhetorical level, Tehran remained neutral in the conflict, in 
actual fact Tehran’s actions contributed to sustaining the war between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh. Iran served as the main supply route 
for Armenia during the bulk of the war. In 1992 and 1993, supply routes 
from all of Armenia’s neighbors except for Iran were closed or unreliable; the 
civil war in neighboring Georgia at the time hindered Russia from providing 
supplies by land to Yerevan. Thus, Armenia was only able to continue the war 
because of critical fuel and food supplies that reached it via Iran. For instance, 
in April 1992, at one of the most crucial points in the escalation of the conflict 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, Iran agreed to supply fuel and improved 
transportation links with Armenia.9 Moreover, fuel from Russia during the war 
was often delivered to Armenia by way of Iran, thus further contributing to 
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Yerevan’s war effort after the ending of the Soviet-era trade routes that went 
through Azerbaijan.10 In April 1992, two cargo planes of aid funded by ethnic 
Armenians in Iran arrived in Yerevan.11 The planes were dispatched to Armenia 
through the Iranian Red Crescent. Iranian Armenians also reportedly contrib-
uted funds to the construction of a bridge linking Armenia and Iran, which was 
inaugurated in May 1992.12

Armenian officials thanked Iran a number of times for the supplies and for 
serving as a supply route during the war. For instance, pointing out Tehran’s 
role in helping Armenia receive trade supplies during the war, Armenian Prime 
Minister and Vice President Gagik Arutyunyan remarked in 1992 at a cer-
emony commemorating the opening of the bridge over the Araxes that the 
bridge would contribute to stabilizing the economic situation in the repub-
lic by providing alternatives to transport routes blocked as a result of the 
war.13 This bridge was opened just after Armenian forces had captured the 
pivotal city of Shusha at a time when Iran hosted the leaders of Armenia and 
Azerbaijan for peace negotiations. Despite the embarrassing timing of the fall 
of Shusha, Tehran offered no condemnation of Yerevan, and its reaction did 
not go beyond an expression of “concern over the recent developments in 
Karabakh.”14

Iran’s specific positions on various subsequent proposals during the nego-
tiation process following the cease-fire between Azerbaijan and Armenia often 
appeared dictated by its internal Azerbaijani considerations. For instance, 
Tehran opposed an American proposition for the sides to trade corridors—
Armenia obtaining a corridor to Karabakh, and Azerbaijan receiving one to 
Nakhchivan—since the endeavor could have resulted in a significant extension 
of the border between the Republic of Azerbaijan and Iran, while robbing 
Armenia of direct access to Iran.15

One of the best indications of Iran’s conciliatory position toward Armenia 
was the fact that both Yerevan and the Karabakh Armenians repeatedly praised 
Iran’s role in the negotiation process, expressed its preference for Tehran 
over many other foreign representatives,16 and called for the deployment of 
Iranian observers at the border between Azerbaijan and Armenia and in the 
Nakhchivan area.17 Armenia’s President Levon Ter-Petrossian, stressing the 
importance of Iran’s mediatory mission in settling the conflict, stated “the 
Iranians have proved their complete impartiality in this issue, respecting the 
rights of both sides and striving for a just solution, and therefore the sides 
trust Iran.”18 Moreover, in April 1992, the press center representing Nagorno- 
Karabakh Armenians released this statement:

The Nagorno Karabagh Republic [NKR] leadership is currently discussing reject-
ing Russia’s mediation role because the mediation conditions proposed by Iran 
are preferable. The Iranians are proposing that direct talks be held between 
the leaders of Azerbaijan and the NKR without the so-called participation of 
Nagorno Karabagh Republic’s Azerbaijani community. Russia, on the other hand 
insists on the participation of the Azerbaijan community.19
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In contrast, Azerbaijan’s representatives voiced critical statements regarding 
Iran’s role in the negotiations, illustrating their perception that Tehran was not 
promoting their interests. Abulfez Elchibey remarked,

Unfortunately, there was no benefit from the activity of Iran’s peacemaking mis-
sion, for example. Khodzhaly fell after their first visit to Karabagh, and Shusha fell 
after their second visit, and the fall of Lachin is the sequel to this.20

However, a shift emerged in Iran’s position in spring 1993, as developments 
in the war began to threaten some additional vital Iranian security interests: 
namely, Armenia’s territorial gains led to a significant increase in Azerbaijani 
refugees fleeing toward Iran, and Turkey openly voiced that it would poten-
tially intervene in the conflict. Moreover, Iranian Azerbaijanis openly criticized 
Tehran’s stance on the conflict. During the escalated fighting between the two 
sides, Armenia captured large parts of Azerbaijani territory located outside the 
Nagorno-Karabakh region and expanded the de facto border between Iran and 
the Armenian-held zone. Fleeing the conflict zone, many Azerbaijani refugees 
from the conflict sought protection in the area of the border with Iran and 
many requested to cross the border, seeking refuge among members of their 
extended families in Iran. To prevent their entry into Iran, Tehran established 
refugee camps within the Republic of Azerbaijan and reinforced the border 
through strengthening the presence of border guards and the Revolutionary 
Guards.

In parallel, Turkey issued a number of statements indicating willingness to 
intervene in the conflict. Iran explicitly stated that the escalation in the conflict 
increased the risk of Turkish intervention:

the fighting has extended to areas near the borders of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. The Turkish Government has reacted sharply and now there are implicit or 
explicit talks about Turkey’s military intervention to end the offensives.21

Moreover, the Armenian successes on the battlefield and conquest of new 
territories were so expansive that the absence of Iranian condemnation was 
conspicuous, and somewhat politically embarrassing to Iran, evidently trigger-
ing domestic ramifications. In this period, Iranian Azerbaijani activists openly 
voiced condemnations and organized political activity calling for a change in 
Tehran’s policy toward the conflict. This included the distribution of petitions, 
the holding of demonstrations, and even through the leadership of ethnic 
Iranian Azerbaijani members of parliament, the passing of resolutions in the 
Iranian Majles.

Thus in spring 1993, a subtle change took place in Iran’s official rhetoric 
toward the conflict. However, no concrete changes of Iran’s relationship with 
Armenia took place in 1993. Iran continued to allow supplies to reach Armenia 
and regularly conducted high-level and cordial exchanges with Armenian offi-
cials, and in July 1993 inaugurated direct flights between Tehran and Yerevan.22
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Armenian President Levon Ter-Petrossian expressed understanding of the 
rhetorical change, dismissing the notion that it reflected any concrete change 
in the relations between the sides:

The Armenian president informed the Iranian president that Armenia under-
stands the sensitive approach of the Iranian public, press, and parliament toward 
developments in Azerbaijan and does not regard the occasional sharp reactions as 
a hostile disposition.23

A further shift in Iran’s rhetoric toward the conflict emerged after the fall of 
President Elchibey’s government from power in Azerbaijan in June 1993. With 
the removal of Elchibey’s government and its cessation of the government- 
sponsored campaign for ethnic and language rights of Azerbaijanis in Iran, 
Tehran seemed to perceive less of a threat from the independence of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan and the capacity to balance its own varying secu-
rity interests that were affected by the conflict. Under Elchibey’s successor, 
Heydar Aliyev, and in turn under his successor, Ilham Aliyev, the government 
of Azerbaijan declined to officially champion the rights of ethnic Azerbaijanis 
in Iran and has proven very careful to signal to Tehran that it has no irredentist 
claims or desires to stir up ethnic sentiments in Iran.

Iran’s Interests In the conflIct

Tehran possesses significant interests in the developments in the conflict 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, particularly as Iran is a bordering state to 
both states and to the conflict zone. Developments in the conflict directly 
affect Iran’s domestic stability, and the security of its borders. Indeed, Iran’s 
policies toward bordering states are generally based on clear geopolitical inter-
ests; only in further-flung areas where there are few direct consequences for its 
own security, Iran tends to apply its ideological principles and rhetoric.

Iran’s official media displays no special sentiments toward the Azerbaijani 
refugees from the war (over 800,000) or the loss of Azerbaijani lands, nor 
special identification or solidarity with Azerbaijan as Muslims or Shiites. For 
most of the early post-Soviet period, Iranian official and official media have 
been neutral on the conflict. The following quote is illustrative of such: “both 
Azerbaijan and Armenia claim the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh, which is 
mainly populated by Armenians, but located in Azerbaijan.”24 A small shift in 
the official Iranian messaging took place since around 2012: Iranian officials 
and official media now add that Iran supports the restoration of Azerbaijan’s 
territorial integrity.

Despite this rhetorical shift, Armenian officials continue to praise Iran’s 
stances on the conflict. For instance, following a meeting in Tehran with the 
Iranian foreign minister, Javad Zarif, in May 2015, Armenia’s foreign minister, 
Eduard Nalbanian, praised Iran’s position: “I appreciate Iran for its moderate 
and balanced stances on Armenia’s dispute with Azerbaijan.”25
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Since the Soviet breakup and the emergence of the war between Azerbaijan 
and Armenia for control of Nagorno-Karabakh, Tehran’s policies toward the 
conflict have been led by four main interests: Iran’s promotion of its own secu-
rity, including its threat perception of Azerbaijan; its desire to preempt ethnic 
mobilization of its domestic Azerbaijani minority; Iran’s relations with third 
parties (primarily Russia, Turkey and the United States); and, to a lesser extent, 
its goal to serve as a sponsor of negotiations between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Iran’s Security and Threat Perception from Azerbaijan

Iran’s utmost aim in its policy toward the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict is pro-
tecting its own security, and especially that of its borders. Thus, Tehran aspires 
to prevent a flare-up of the conflict in the area adjacent to its border and any 
escalation to a level that could lead to foreign intervention or renewed refugee 
flows toward Iran. Iran also aims to prevent a settlement or cease-fire arrange-
ment that would entail the deployment of foreign forces in the area, especially 
US or Turkish forces. As Iran’s Ambassador to Armenia, Mohammad Reis, 
stated at a press conference in July 2014, “I am sure the deployment of foreign 
forces would jeopardize security in the region.”26

In terms of power relations in the region, it is advantageous to Iran that 
the conflict and particularly Armenia’s location inhibit Turkey’s ability to trade 
with Azerbaijan and Central Asia, and prevent its security involvement in the 
region. Armenia is, in practice, a wedge dividing Turkey from the main part 
of Azerbaijan while also separating Baku from its non-contiguous region of 
Nakhichevan. Consequently, Baku is dependent on Iran for transiting energy 
and other supplies to Nakhichevan, thereby increasing Tehran’s leverage over 
Baku.

The continued existence of the conflict in principle serves Tehran’s inter-
ests, because it creates vulnerabilities that provide an opportunity for Iran to 
leverage. In its relations with the two main actors in the conflict—Armenia and 
Azerbaijan—Tehran views Armenia as an ally and Azerbaijan as an adversary. 
Yerevan maintains strong security cooperation with Iran and has not supported 
sanctions and other policies aimed at isolating Iran. In contrast, Baku conducts 
extensive security and military cooperation with the United States.

Azerbaijan also maintains strong security trade and cooperation with Israel. 
Observers have often quoted this factor as an explanation for the hostile rela-
tions between Azerbaijan and Iran. However, the adversarial relations between 
Tehran and Baku predated the security cooperation between Israel and 
Azerbaijan by over six years.27 Rather, the cooperation between Baku and Tel 
Aviv, and hence Iran’s disposition in regard to Azerbaijan, is based on the lat-
ter’s strong security orientation toward the United States and Turkey since its 
inception, and more importantly, on Azerbaijan’s potential influence on Iran’s 
domestic ethnic Azerbaijani population. So while in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century Azerbaijan’s cooperation with Israel reinforced Tehran’s 
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hostility toward Azerbaijan, it was not a core reason for Tehran’s fundamental 
approach toward the state of Azerbaijan.

As part of its efforts to coerce Baku to change its strategic orientation 
toward the West and to constrain Azerbaijan’s activities in the region, Tehran 
has provided funding and support for a variety of anti-government elements in 
Azerbaijan, with focus on domestic Islamic forces and Persian-speaking minori-
ties. Iranian-supported Islamic groups in Azerbaijan have plotted a number of 
various terrorist acts, such as efforts to disrupt the 2012 Eurovision song com-
petition hosted in Baku, or planned attacks on the US and Israeli Ambassadors 
to Azerbaijan, as well as on local Jewish community institutions in Baku.

In periods of heightened tension between Iran and Azerbaijan, such as when 
Baku believes Iran is involved in terrorist plots or supporting insurgencies in 
Azerbaijan, Baku tends to recall publically the Iranian support for Armenia dur-
ing the war period. For instance, in response to the fall 2015 Nardaran riots, 
in which Baku believed Tehran had a hand among this highly religious popula-
tion, Azerbaijani authorities publically launched criminal proceedings against 
the vice-president of the National Security and Foreign Policy Committee of 
Iran’s parliament, General Mansour Haqiqatpour, for his alleged relaying of 
intelligence to Armenian military units during the war in 1993.28

The official Iranian-sponsored media is also in most periods very hostile to 
Azerbaijan President Ilham Aliyev. The Voice of the Islamic Republic of Iran radio 
station in Mashad stands out in this respect, as do official Iranian broadcasts 
in the Azerbaijani language.29 Iran also reportedly sponsors a Talysh-language 
radio station located in Nagorno-Karabakh that promotes secessionism of this 
minority from Azerbaijan. The Talysh ethnic group speaks an Iranian language 
and lives primarily in regions of Azerbaijan that are close the border with Iran, 
and by and large, much more religious and socially conservative that the bulk 
of the population in Azerbaijan. Thus, members of this group are especially 
susceptible to cooperation with Iran.

Iran’s trade with both Armenia and Azerbaijan is not extensive; however, it 
is meaningful to the Armenian economy in terms of its volume. In 2014, trade 
between Tehran and Baku stood at US$ 500 million, having experienced suc-
cessive annual declines. By comparison, trade in 2014 between Armenia and 
Iran stood at US$ 300 million.30

Iran openly advocates for expansion of cooperation with Armenia, includ-
ing in infrastructure projects that traverse the occupied territories. On a visit 
to Yerevan, the Iranian foreign minister, Javad Zarif, remarked “Iran is ready 
to cooperate with Armenia in different areas, including telecommunications, 
railway, energy, gas, electricity and the cleaning of the Aras River.”31 Iran is 
even involved in infrastructure projects located in the Azerbaijani territories 
occupied by Armenia. For instance, Iranian and Armenian company officials 
in 2010 inaugurated a hydroelectric dam on the Araxes River near the Khoda 
Afarin Bridge in an area that straddles Iran and the occupied territories.

Iran is connected to both Armenia and Azerbaijan in energy infrastruc-
ture and energy trade. Azerbaijan supplies Iran with natural gas in quantities 
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approximately equivalent to Iranian gas supplies to the exclave of Nakhchivan. 
Iran also supplies natural gas to Armenia, while Armenia supplies Iran with 
electricity through two power lines from its nuclear power plant. The sides aim 
to establish a third electricity line and thus to expand the amount of electricity 
supplied from Armenia to Iran.

Iran’s Domestic Azerbaijani Concern

Tehran’s concerns regarding the potential impact of the independence of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan on its domestic ethnic Azerbaijani minority was one 
of the most significant factors influencing its policies toward the Nagorno- 
Karabakh conflict. Indeed, during the war period Iran’s deputy foreign minis-
ter, Mahmud Va’ezi, pointed to internal considerations as one of Iran’s major 
factors in its policy toward the Karabakh conflict.32 Evidently, Azerbaijan’s 
embroilment in a conflict is viewed as useful in preempting irredentist policies 
from Baku. The change in Azerbaijan’s policies toward the ethnic Azerbaijani 
minority in Iran following the fall of Elchibey from power in 1993, lessened 
the impact of this factor, but it remains pertinent. In fact, since the indepen-
dence of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Iran uses support for domestic insurgen-
cies in Azerbaijan as a perceived payback for domestic Azerbaijani activity. The 
levers used most frequently by Tehran have been the activation of Islamic cells 
in the city of Nardaran near Baku, the Islamic Party of Azerbaijan and members 
of the Talysh minority. For instance, following riots in Azerbaijani-populated 
cities in northern Iran in late fall 2015, Iran evidently supported violent activity 
in Nardaran. Iran operates in this way despite the fact that since the summer 
of 1993, the government in Baku has rarely encouraged Azerbaijanis in Iran 
to take action against the government in Iran or foment trouble on an ethnic 
basis, and actually in the current period has little leverage or influence over 
this community. Iran, however, does not appear to accept this, and appears 
to act on the premise that Baku still tries to incite its domestic Azerbaijani 
community.

In actual fact, it is not clear if Iran has grounds to be concerned about the 
identity trends of its own Azerbaijani minority. There is a great diversity of opin-
ion on the collective identity among Azerbaijanis in Iran. Some of Iran’s ethnic 
Azerbaijanis, such as the Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei himself, are an integral 
part of the ruling elite of Iran. Others view themselves as primarily Iranians, 
but support Iran granting language and cultural rights to the Azerbaijanis and 
take offense at the strongly engrained element of public Iranian culture that is 
derogatory toward the Turkic and especially Azerbaijani minorities. Yet oth-
ers, especially those that live in the Azerbaijani-populated provinces and not in 
multi-ethnic cities like Tehran, tend to view their ethnic Azerbaijani identity as 
their primary collective identity, and many residents of the provinces are not 
even fluent in Persian. For most Azerbaijanis on different parts of the identity 
spectrum, the establishment of an independent Republic of Azerbaijan chal-
lenged and spurred exploration of their self-identity.33
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In the early 1990s, there was a significant rise in expressions of Azerbaijani 
ethnic identity and ethnic related political activity among Azerbaijanis in 
Iran, evidently motivated in response to an independent Azerbaijani state. 
However, this upsurge in Azerbaijani ethnic awareness generated few calls for 
the Azerbaijani provinces to secede from Iran and join the new republic, but 
did lead to demands for increased cultural and language use rights within Iran.

In addition, following the independence of the Republic of Azerbaijan, there 
emerged open, coordinated political activities and the founding of organiza-
tions that brought together Azerbaijanis from all over Iran. Majles members 
of Azerbaijani origin, for example, formed a caucus to promote Azerbaijani 
interests in the parliament, while some student groups sought change in the 
government’s policy toward the country’s ethnic minorities.

Following the fall of the Soviet Union, indeed fundamental changes took 
place in the opportunities for direct contact between Azerbaijanis on both 
sides of the border. Inter-marriage between these communities was very fre-
quent in the early 1990s. Improvements also took place in communications 
and transportation links between the Azerbaijani provinces in Iran and the 
Republic of Azerbaijan, including direct flights between Tabriz, the major eth-
nic Azerbaijani-populated city in Iran, and Baku. In addition, regular daily 
bus services were established between the various cities in the Azerbaijani- 
populated provinces in Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan.

In the early 1990s, open and direct cooperation and interchange between 
the local government of the Azerbaijani provinces in Iran and the Republic of 
Azerbaijan was inaugurated. Delegations from all three Azerbaijani provinces 
visited Baku and established formal direct cooperation in many fields, includ-
ing trade, education and scientific research. For instance, representatives of 
the Iranian Azerbaijani provinces and the republic signed protocols and agree-
ments for direct bilateral technical and economic cooperation.34

The exposure to Azerbaijani and Turkish television broadcasts and the 
renewed interaction with Azerbaijanis in the Republic of Azerbaijan, including 
visits and exchanges, seemed to contribute to a heightened ethnic awareness 
and pride among Azerbaijanis in Iran. The introduction of wide-scale viewing 
of television from Turkey in 1992 was especially significant, as Turkic-speaking 
Azerbaijanis became exposed to a positive image of Turks as presented in the 
broadcasts, which contrasted with their low-class image in the Iranian media 
and mainstream Iranian culture.35

In contrast to the past, Azerbaijanis now began to express opposition to the 
widespread derogatory manner that the Iranian media and mainstream cul-
ture relate to the Turkic culture and Azerbaijani minority in Iran. Comedians 
and other cultural figures that commonly made jokes about the Turki-khar 
(Turkish donkey) reference to Azerbaijanis in the 1990s began to encoun-
ter nearly violent responses from ethnic Azerbaijanis, in contrast to their past 
complacency. In the open “Letter of the Azerbaijani Students Studying in the 
Tehran Universities to the Azerbaijani Deputies of the Iranian Majles,” the 
authors declared a feeling of humiliation in Iran as ethnic Azerbaijanis. The 
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authors of the letter described the Iranian media’s policy as one designed to 
“mimic and defame the culture and language of the Azerbaijan Shi’a,” and 
asked, “When will it be possible to give an effective answer to all these humili-
ation and mockeries?”36

In the last decade, large-scale political mobilization of ethnic Azerbaijanis 
has continued to occur in response to ethnic slurs appearing in the official 
Iranian media. For instance, in response to a cartoon depicting a cockroach as 
an ethnic Azerbaijani published in the Iranian newspaper Iran in May 2006, 
large-scale demonstrations took place in the Iranian cities of Meshkin Shahr, 
Ardebil, Zanjan, Tabriz, Urmiya and other Azerbaijani-populated cities. The 
crackdown on the demonstrations caused at least four deaths and led to thou-
sands of arrests and some lengthy prison sentences for the reported organizers 
of the demonstrations. In addition, in November 2015, large demonstrations 
took place in Iran centered in Tabriz, Urmia and Zanjan following the broad-
cast of the Fitilehha TV show on official Iranian TV children’s programming 
that depicted an ethnic Azerbaijani–Iranian child using a toilet brush to brush 
his teeth. Following the large-scale response, the show was pulled from Iranian 
television. The massive and seemingly disproportionate responses to these vari-
ous incidents seem to indicate a larger underlying sense of discrimination and 
degradation of the ethnic minorities in Iran.

In the last two decades, Iranian soccer matches have also become a venue 
for frequent expression of ethnic sentiments among Azerbaijani fans of Tabriz’s 
main soccer team—Traktor Tabrizi—and of ethnic Azerbaijanis in Tehran and 
national teams. In parallel, ethnic-based slurs are commonly voiced at matches 
from supporters of rival teams playing Traktor Tabrizi. Teams and their fans 
from Persian-majority centers often hurl Armenian flags at games in attempt to 
incite the ethnic Azerbaijani players and thus to commit fouls.

Iranian Azerbaijani Mobilization in the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict

Iranian Azerbaijanis have frequently mobilized in support of Baku in this con-
flict, in contrast to Tehran’s policies. Iranian Azerbaijanis organized political 
activity aimed to exert pressure on Tehran to change its position toward the 
conflict and to adopt a more pro-Azerbaijani stance, and this internal activity 
may have been a factor in the shift in Iranian official rhetoric toward the con-
flict in spring 1993. Moreover, the gap between Tehran’s position and that of 
many of the Azerbaijanis in Iran on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict may have 
added an additional element of tension in the relationship between members 
of this ethnic group and the regime in Iran.

Among the clerics, Ayatollah Musavi-Ardebeli, an ethnic Azerbaijani, often 
mentioned the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in his Friday sermons and fre-
quently expressed solidarity with the plight of the Azerbaijani side. Iranian 
Majles deputies from the Azerbaijani provinces led campaigns aimed at impel-
ling Tehran to minimize its relations with Armenia and they have issued pro-
tests against Yerevan. In the Majles, Azerbaijani delegates openly called for 
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Tehran’s assistance to Azerbaijan,37 and the ethnic Azerbaijani Majles delegates 
have participated in demonstrations against Armenia.38 Ethnic Azerbaijani 
Majles members distributed petitions and succeeded in attaining the signatures 
of the majority of the Majles members in a call for a change in Tehran’s stance 
on the conflict. In April 1993, Kamel Abedinzadeh, Azerbaijani deputy from 
Kho’i, even spoke in the Azerbaijani language in the Majles when he con-
demned Armenian actions against Azerbaijan. He also issued press releases for 
publication in Hamshahri and other journals on this issue.39

In addition, on the grassroots level, many Iranian Azerbaijanis expressed 
their solidarity with the Republic of Azerbaijan in its struggle with Armenia 
and criticized the Iranian government’s support for Armenia in the conflict. In 
May 1992, 200 students demonstrating at Tabriz University chanted “Death 
to Armenia” and, alluding to Tehran, described the “silence of the Muslims,” 
in the face of the Armenian “criminal activities” as “treason to the Quran.”40 
According to the Iranian newspaper Salam, the Azerbaijani demonstrators in 
Tabriz urged Tehran to support the Republic of Azerbaijan in this struggle 
during a march that was marked by “nationalist fervor and slogans.” Salam 
reported that the demonstration was held “despite the opposition of the 
authorities.”41 The next year, Tehran University students held a demonstra-
tion in front of the Armenian Embassy to show their support for Azerbaijan 
in the conflict.42 During the demonstration, the embassy was stoned, and sub-
sequently the Iranian ambassador in Yerevan was summoned by the Armenian 
foreign minister to present an explanation of the incident.43

Iran allows the publication of a limited number of literary journals in the 
languages of its ethnic minorities. Varliq is a bilingual Azerbaijani–Persian pub-
lication produced in Tehran,44 and it is the only Azerbaijani journal that has 
been published since the revolution in 1979. This publication has frequently 
published articles on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which often expressed 
solidarity with the plight of the Azerbaijanis in this conflict. In the spring of 
1994, the journal editor, Javad Heyat, addressed an article to then Turkish 
President Suleyman Demirel, calling on Turkey to come to Azerbaijan’s aid in 
the conflict.45 Varliq frequently carried articles about the Azerbaijani victims 
of this conflict, as well as poems written in memory of the fallen Azerbaijani 
soldiers.46

In addition, Azerbaijanis in Iran have been involved in providing aid to their 
co-ethnics in the Republic of Azerbaijan. In 1992–93, much of the humanitar-
ian and refugee assistance from Iran to the Republic of Azerbaijan was orga-
nized directly from the Azerbaijani provinces.47 Commencing in the summer 
of 1992, many Azerbaijanis wounded in the war with Armenia were treated in 
Tabriz hospitals. Throughout 1992–93, and initially organized by Azerbaijani 
representatives from the Iranian provinces, convoys of supplies and other aid 
were sent directly from these provinces to the needy and refugees in the repub-
lic.48 For instance, a delegation from Urmia in June 1992 set up a refugee 
center in Nakhchivan and the East Azerbaijan Province opened a refugee camp 
within the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan in September 1993.49
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Relations with Third Parties

Iran’s relations with third party actors—chiefly Turkey and Russia, and to a 
lesser extent the United States and Europe—influence its policies toward the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. As stated, Tehran aims to prevent the military 
intervention or deployment of foreign forces, even as peacekeepers, in the 
conflict zone, due to its proximity to Iran. Despite the friendly rhetoric, Iran 
would not like to see Russian or Turkish forces deployed close to the border 
with Iran or engaged in fighting in the conflict zone.

While Tehran strives to prevent the deployment of additional foreign forces, 
including Russian ones, close to its border, it does share some common inter-
ests with Russia in relation to the conflict. Both Moscow and Tehran share 
an interest in a no-war, no-peace status of the conflict. This leaves Baku and 
Yerevan more vulnerable to dictates from Moscow and Tehran.

Iran has also aimed to sponsor peace talks between the leaders of Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, especially during the period of the war in 1992–94 and in 
response to renewal of fighting between Armenia and Azerbaijan in April 
2016. It seems that Tehran is especially interested in sponsoring peace talks 
in order to illustrate its importance and role as a regional power broker. At 
times, Tehran has sought cooperation with the Organization for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group that is tasked with promoting 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict resolution, as a means to help circumvent its politi-
cal isolation.

ImPlIcatIons for DeveloPments In the conflIct anD Its 
resolutIon

While Iran has strong interests in developments of the conflict, its posture 
is relatively defensive. Iran chiefly aims to prevent any spillover of the con-
flict, mobilization of its own Azerbaijani ethnic minority or the deployment 
of foreign forces. Tehran benefits from the continuation of the conflict, but in 
contrast to Russia, does not take steps to intensify the conflict, aspiring for a 
situation of no-war, no-peace between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Thus, Iran is not likely to block most conflict resolution initiatives, unless 
they would entail an exchange of territories that would lengthen its border 
with Azerbaijan or include the deployment of foreign forces. At the same time, 
Iran’s cooperation with Armenia and its tacit support in the conflict strength-
ens Yerevan’s actual and perceived power and consequently reduces its willing-
ness to compromise and sense of urgency to resolve the conflict. Conversely, 
Iran’s antagonism toward Azerbaijan creates an additional constraint on Baku’s 
activity and its calculations on whether to renew the war effort to retake its ter-
ritories occupied by Armenia.

The July 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action agreement between Iran 
and the United States, Europe, Russia and China and the subsequent removal 
of sanctions on Iran creates greater opportunity for Iran’s activity in the South 
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Caucasus. The end of Iran’s economic and political isolation has strengthened 
Iran’s confidence in its dealings with its neighbors to the north. The Nagorno- 
Karabakh Conflict has also entered a new stage, where open direct fighting 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan is no longer exceptional and can easily esca-
late to full-scale battles, as was evident in April 2016. The combination of 
escalation of the conflict together with Iranian reintegration in global politics 
and trade creates new opportunity for Iranian activity toward the conflict and 
its neighbors. Tehran’s policies will most likely continue to be driven by con-
siderations of its own national security, and not ideology. Precisely because 
Iran’s policies are driven by practical considerations, Tehran may act to take 
advantage of the meaningful changes in the conflict and the region.
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Since 2010, there have been many disturbing signs that the supposedly frozen 
conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh might soon reignite.1 Unprecedented violations 
of the cease-fire concluded in 1994 have taken place since 2014; and during 
2015, there were many large-scale incidents, including cross-border shelling, 
leading to heavy casualties on both sides.2 In April 2016, four days of fighting 
led to small but symbolically important changes in territorial control on the 
ground. In September 2015, Russia lent money to Armenia to buy weapons 
from it, thus continuing its practice of selling weapons to both sides and stok-
ing the conflict for its own purposes of regional domination.3 Turkey, too, sells 
weapons to Azerbaijan and is very closely tied to it on energy issues, as it serves 
as the export corridor for Azerbaijan’s oil and gas. Meanwhile, Iran’s con-
nections with Armenia and checkered history of relations with Azerbaijan are 
also well known, as described in Brenda Shaffer’s contribution to this volume. 
Accordingly, any intensification of the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict could easily 
escalate to become a major international crisis involving Russia, Turkey and/or 
Iran. Moreover, any such conflict would involve not only Europe but also the 
United States. The latter is one of the guarantors of the Minsk Process that is 
tasked with resolving the conflict, while security in the South Caucasus cannot 
be separated from that of Europe.

Any reoccurrence of war would mark both a strategic and humanitarian 
disaster in a region that can ill afford to suffer such a catastrophe. Adding to 
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the sense of a ticking time bomb, both Armenia and Azerbaijan continue to 
indulge in violent, threatening rhetoric. Armenian President Serzh Sargsyan’s 
recent speeches and statements display a worrying bellicosity, in which he has 
talked about the necessity of new preemptive and/or asymmetrical measures 
against Azerbaijan, including preemptive strikes. In January 2015, Armenian 
Defense Minister Seyran Ohanyan explicitly gave commanders the freedom to 
act preemptively to restrain “subversive infiltration.” He also stated that the 
recent escalation along the Line of control (LOC) did not require the involve-
ment of the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). By such logic, 
therefore, Armenia could act alone, even preemptively, if it chose to do so.4

Despite the self-evident dangers throughout the Caucasus and in this con-
flict, US policy in recent years has been conspicuous by its incoherence and 
detachment, if not America’s virtual absence from the region. That disengage-
ment has been the defining policy characteristic of the Obama administration 
since 2009. Indeed, it is difficult to discern any coherent or consistent US 
policy in the South Caucasus, except mounting indignation driven by human 
rights activists at Azerbaijan’s growing repressiveness, a policy trend that over-
looks Armenia’s equally authoritarian governance and that cannot substitute 
for a consideration of US strategic interests. Accordingly, US policy in the 
South Caucasus is striking for its absence and continues to remain “missing in 
action.”5

Yet it is not that American policy is simply passive and disengaged. Since 
2011, US relations with Azerbaijan in particular have steadily worsened. 
Indicating the extent of the deterioration in ties between Washington and 
Baku, on February 4, 2015, a high-level Azerbaijani presidential advisor told an 
interviewer that the United States backs the separatists in Nagorno-Karabakh 
by rendering direct financial assistance to them.6 He also claimed that Russia 
and Azerbaijan had “complementary” energy projects, an implicit threat 
that Azerbaijan was not dependent on the West.7 In December 2014, a high 
Azerbaijani official published a 13,000-word diatribe that blamed the United 
States for orchestrating regime change in the post-Soviet space, and called 
Azerbaijan’s human rights activists a “fifth column” of the United States.8

In the United States, a similarly harsh tone prevailed. The Washington Post 
found Azerbaijan important enough to pen no less than eight editorials on its 
human rights record in 2014–15.9 Former US ambassadors and senior NGO 
leaders endorsed sanctions on Azerbaijan, while President Obama himself sin-
gled out Azerbaijan’s poor human rights record in a 2014 speech.10

Since late 2015, US–Azerbaijani relations have nevertheless improved con-
siderably, as the US Government changed its approach, largely quitting the 
practice of public shaming of Azerbaijan in favor of a more discreet approach, 
and by showing greater interest for regional security issues. Baku reciprocated 
by ending its anti-American rhetoric, and by releasing numbers of political 
prisoners.

Despite the unmistakably heightened tensions throughout the entire post- 
Soviet space, US policy remains unfocused and inattentive, with virtually the 
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entire discussion in US policymaking circles on the region centering on democ-
ratization and human rights. The fact that much attention is focused on the 
latter is not the problem per se; rather, the point is that there is very little inter-
est in any of the other issues affecting this region, whether security, trade, or 
energy. Meanwhile, both South Caucasian and Central Asian diplomats, as well 
as US and foreign analysts, regularly complain that these areas do not receive 
substantive attention in the US government.11

Consequently, should any violent conflict escalate in the South Caucasus, it 
is likely that while Washington will issue warnings to the belligerents, if not to 
Moscow, the administration will likely quickly conclude that there is nothing it 
can do there, thereby demonstrating to all interested audiences that what hap-
pens in these countries is ultimately not a priority for the Obama administra-
tion. Whether the next administration will adopt a different approach remains 
to be seen. This long-standing neglect has occurred even though the strategic 
importance of the Caucasus as a whole has risen by an order of magnitude since 
2010. If anything, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and Vladimir Putin’s subse-
quent moves to incorporate Abkhazia and South Ossetia into Russia—as well 
as his implicit threats to countries like Kazakhstan, and Moscow’s encroach-
ments upon Kyrgyzstan and Armenia—suggest an extremely ambitious and 
expansive long-term Russian program in the former Soviet Union. Given that 
expansive program and Moscow’s long-term strategic prioritization of the for-
mer Soviet space, the Caucasus necessarily grows in importance, and in par-
ticular, so does Azerbaijan as an independent, pro-Western, Muslim-majority 
state that provides an alternative energy source to the West. Prominent think-
ers have long acknowledged Azerbaijan’s importance. For example, Zbigniew 
Brzezinski stated in 1997 that

Azerbaijan can be described as the vitally important ‘cork’ controlling access to 
the ‘bottle’ that contains the riches of the Caspian Sea basin and Central Asia. An 
independent, Turkic-speaking Azerbaijan, with pipelines running from it to the 
ethnically related and politically supportive Turkey, would prevent Russia from 
exercising a monopoly on access to the region and would thus also deprive Russia 
of decisive political leverage over the policies of the new Central Asian states.12

Elsewhere, Brzezinski described Azerbaijan as the “geographical pivot” of the 
entire Caspian region and that it deserved America’s “strongest geopolitical 
support.”13 Similarly, Vladimir Socor has written that “Azerbaijan is the irre-
placeable country as a gas producer for…the [Southern Gas] Corridor’s first 
stage. Azerbaijan will again be irreplaceable as a transit country for Central 
Asian gas in those projects’ follow-up stages.”14 Accordingly, Azerbaijan is 
a crucial, if not the crucial, lynchpin of any future Southern Gas Corridor 
(SGC) that will bring Caspian gas to Europe while bypassing Russia and (at 
least for now) Iran. Indeed, the US interest in ensuring that Russia does not 
monopolize Eurasian energy supplies to Europe originated during the Clinton 
administration. The objectives of strengthening the Caspian providers (among 
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them Azerbaijan) and reducing Russia’s ability to monopolize their supplies 
are crucial geopolitical goals because they ensure the economic and political 
interests of America’s European allies and partners, prevent a recrudescence 
of Russian imperial designs, reduce Moscow’s ability to deflect these states 
from democratization, and create more favorable conditions for the indepen-
dence and ultimate movement of supplier states toward a more democratizing 
trajectory.15

In addition, pending the potential opening up of the Caspian Sea to unim-
peded international maritime and energy trade, Azerbaijan’s strategic location 
offers Central Asian energy producers and littoral states an excellent alternative 
to dependence on Moscow. Furthermore, Azerbaijan (like the entire Caucasus) 
could serve as a platform for the projection of US and European influence and 
values into Central Asia.16 It should be obvious to all observers that Moscow’s 
threat to all of the post-Soviet states and to the post-Cold War order enhance 
the strategic importance of these states’ sovereignty, integrity and energy 
resources. Indeed, President Obama himself has acknowledged that Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine represents a threat to global order.17

Beyond these abiding considerations, Azerbaijan has also shown its growing 
ability to provide a significant alternative to Russia in provisioning Southeastern 
Europe with gas, particularly as the Trans-Anatolian pipeline through Turkey 
that links up to the Trans-Adriatic Pipeline (TANAP-TAP) continues to move 
forward.18 It has continued to gather momentum among Balkan governments, 
especially as Russia’s South Stream gas pipeline project is now a visible long- 
term casualty of the decision to invade Ukraine.

Therefore, it is hardly surprising that Russia’s proposed Turkish Stream proj-
ect essentially represented an effort to deflect Turkey away from the southern 
corridor and quash any realistic hopes for an independent Azerbaijani pipeline 
to Europe, certainly one carrying Central Asian gas as well. Indeed, Russia’s 
threats to Europe and virtual ultimatum to support the Turkish Stream project 
typified the harsh tactics that have come to characterize Russian energy and 
foreign policies.19 That project was shelved after the growing crisis in Turkish–
Russian relations over Syria in late 2015, but it indicates that Russia’s poli-
cies in ongoing conflicts are clearly connected with its energy policy. Moscow 
continues to encroach upon the security and sovereignty of South Caucasian 
countries—its latest move being a barefaced effort to annex Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia into Russia through systematic integration of these territories 
with Russia—and it continues to manipulate the conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.

Moreover, the demise of the Russian South Stream project places Azerbaijan’s 
energy relevance to Europe on a higher plane, forcing the Balkan states to think 
seriously about expanding their sources of energy. This creates an opening for 
Azerbaijan to enlarge upon its preexisting Balkan ties due to the TANAP pipe-
line project that will link up with the TANAP-TAP.20 The potential for an 
expanded Azerbaijani energy presence in Europe is also clearly on Moscow’s 
mind as it is seeking to increase its ties with SOCAR, Azerbaijan’s state energy 
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company, even as it tries to limit Azerbaijan’s energy exposure to Europe. In 
classic Russian and Soviet form, Moscow simultaneously wields both the stick 
and the carrot to deflect Azerbaijan from the West.

At the same time, there appears to be little happening in US–Armenian 
relations.21 Armenia’s previous policy of “complementarity” that strove, as like 
many post-Soviet states, to foster a balance in its relations between Moscow 
and the West was the primary casualty of the decision to repudiate entry into an 
Association Agreement with the European Union (EU) in 2013.22 Although 
Azerbaijan’s diplomats in Washington often ascribe power to the Armenian 
lobby, which registered several “victories” back in the 1990s (such as Section 
907 of the Freedom Support Act of 1992 preventing aid to Azerbaijan), in 
fact there is no real sign of energy in these relations other than meetings on 
Nagorno-Karabakh.23 As such, this lobby, whatever its real power, has not been 
able to help Yerevan or Washington overcome Moscow’s coerced abridgement 
of Armenia’s sovereignty.

This lack of dynamism in bilateral Armenian–American relations diminishes 
Washington’s ability to act strongly regarding the Armenian-Azerbaijani con-
flict. It reflects the broader disengagement mentioned above, and contributes 
to it by inclining policy, as in any bureaucracy, toward the path of least resis-
tance. Armenia, in any case, is probably in no position to launch any kind of 
major initiative toward the West or the United States in particular. Thus, in the 
absence of pressure for anyone to act in Washington, and the lack of means and 
danger that Yerevan risks if it tries to make a major move toward the West, it is 
quite unlikely in the foreseeable future that there will be any major change in 
US–Armenian relations.

The Obama adminisTraTiOn and The CauCasus

Under the Obama administration, US policy from the outset approached 
the Caucasus on the basis of policies that, however well intended, were shot 
through with strategic incomprehension of both local realities and Russia’s 
objectives. This characterized both the “reset” policy with Russia and the early 
efforts in 2009–10 to engender normalization in Turkish–Armenian relations, 
as discussed in Chap. 5 of this volume. Administration officials admit that the 
objective of the reset policy was to restore some formula for integrating Russia 
with the West.24 However, they never seemed to grasp that Russia, even dur-
ing Dmitry Medvedev’s presidency, was not interested in any such integration. 
Instead, it seeks and demands a perceived equal status with the United States 
commensurate with its standing in the Cold War—a status that entailed a free 
hand in the former Soviet space, not least the Caucasus.25

Unfortunately, the reset policy and its authors apparently never grasped these 
facts and came up with a solution that ultimately proved counter-productive. 
Dmitri Trenin, Director of the Carnegie Center in Moscow, has written that
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The opinion that has predominated in our country to this day that the ‘reset’ is 
above all Washington’s apology for the mistakes of the earlier Bush Administration 
and their rectification certainly does not correspond to the idea of the cur-
rent team in the White House. For example, in our country the concept of the 
‘reset’ is understood as almost the willingness in current conditions to accept the 
Russian point of view of the situation in the Near Abroad, which essentially is 
wishful thinking.26

Lilia Shevtsova, at the time also at the Carnegie Moscow Center, observed that 
“the Russian elite interpreted the reset as weakness on the part of the Obama 
Administration and as an invitation to be more assertive in the post-Soviet 
space and beyond.”27 Similarly, Russia’s then-Ambassador to North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), Dmitri Rogozin, said in March 2009 that “any 
new relationship with NATO would be on Moscow’s terms.”28 Due to such 
a glaring misreading of Russian policy, the reset policy had already failed by 
2012—well before the current war in Ukraine.

Obama’s initial efforts to reconcile Armenia with Turkey were equally mis-
conceived and ill-fated. Both the US and Turkish initiatives to undertake such a 
reconciliation were direct results of Russia’s war against Georgia in 2008, which 
propelled Turkey to rethink its Caucasus policies and the United States to seek 
a breakthrough in the region. But neither party seemed to grasp that without 
addressing the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Azerbaijan would be left out and 
resent what it perceived as the legitimization in practice of Armenian conquests 
of its territory. Although both domestic pressure and a vociferous Azerbaijani 
campaign against the reconciliation process forced Ankara to insist on progress 
toward resolving Nagorno-Karabakh as a precondition of accepting the proto-
cols of this agreement, the United States never seemed to understand that the 
normalization of Turkish–Armenian relations could not be achieved by ignor-
ing the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict. As a result, despite the fact that there were 
“unofficial” statements that the protocols could lead to progress on Nagorno-
Karabakh, and organizations like the International Crisis Group recommended 
intensifying the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
Minsk process on Nagorno-Karabakh, Washington fumbled the chance to 
upgrade its commitment either to the Minsk Process or to an independent 
effort to resolve this conflict.29 Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and the 
administration opposed the linkage between Turkish–Armenian relations and 
the conflict then, and the United States continues to oppose it today30—despite 
having previously been tacitly acknowledged by successive US administrations. 
Given this set of circumstances, Armenia refused to sign the protocols based on 
Turkey’s revised conditions that pertained to the conflict, and the process fell 
apart to where it still languishes today. Yet even so, Washington’s incomprehen-
sion of the need to coordinate progress on Turkish–Armenian normalization 
with conflict resolution between Armenia and Azerbaijan remains.

Senior officials as well as supporters of the Obama administration blame 
Azerbaijan for its campaign in opposition to the protocols, which allegedly led 
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Turkey to reconsider its position.31 Yet domestic Turkish opposition was no less 
of a factor in the policy’s demise. Moreover, it is elementary logic to grasp that 
trying to reconcile Yerevan and Ankara without an ironclad understanding that 
this would foster a conflict resolution of Nagorno-Karabakh made no strategic 
sense, especially given Armenian and Azerbaijani domestic politics. Ending the 
Turkish embargo of Armenia without regard to the resolution of the conflict 
would only have the effect of discouraging any kind of settlement. That still 
remains the case today. It appears, however, that this logic is lost on the cur-
rent administration. At his confirmation hearing in 2014 Richard Mills, the US 
Ambassador to Armenia, stated that

Important to reducing Armenia’s isolation and bolstering its economy is timely 
progress toward reconciliation with neighboring Turkey. This year marks the fifth 
anniversary of Armenia’s and Turkey’s signing of the Protocol on Establishment 
of Diplomatic Relations and the Protocol on the Development of Bilateral 
Relations. We continue to emphasize the importance of proceeding with final 
approval of these Protocols, without pre-conditions or linkage to other issues, 
and have been clear that responsibility for moving forward lies with the Turkish 
Government.32

ukraine and The absenCe Of us sTraTegiC Thinking

While it was expected that the Ukraine crisis would lead to a return of strategic 
thinking regarding Eurasia in the United States, this does not appear to have 
occurred. To a certain extent, this is related to the Obama administration’s 
broader thinking in terms of the promotion of US interests. There appears to 
be a widespread belief that any US foreign intervention essentially, if not exclu-
sively, is fated to mean large-scale military operations as distinct from other 
approaches, whether diplomatic or indirect approaches like providing weapons 
or using force to display resolve and deter conflicts, as on the Korean Peninsula 
and elsewhere.33 Moreover, leading thinkers in the administration and out-
side appear to consider any US intervention to be inherently futile, a maxim 
that consigns the United States to self-denying rationalizations, while preclud-
ing strategy and effective policymaking.34 In other words, when it comes to 
Eurasia, the United States has not only abdicated policy but also abdicated 
strategy as well as a belief in the use of all the instruments of power, including 
non-military ones. This means, as Edward Lucas has observed, that there is 
a prevalent belief that “American engagement in Europe is increasingly irrel-
evant. Or counter-productive. Or expensive. Or useless.”35 The same wording 
could be applied to Eurasia, and increasingly the Middle East. But the costs 
of this strategic abdication are rapidly becoming obvious. Indeed, the current 
Ukrainian and Syrian crises show what this neglect of alliance management can 
lead to.

Unfortunately, the strategic torpor that has characterized this administra-
tion regarding Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Eastern Europe in general (and 
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Ukraine in particular) goes far to validate this observation of America missing 
in action.36 Writing about the Ukrainian crisis in its early phase, Walter Russell 
Mead observed that

Looking at Russia through fuzzy, unicorn-hunting spectacles, the Obama 
Administration sees a potential strategic partner in the Kremlin to be won over 
by sweet talk and concessions. As post-historical as any Brussels-based EU paper 
pusher, the Obama Administration appears to have written off Eastern Europe as 
a significant political theater.37

Mead’s assessment applies equally to the Caucasus and Central Asia. As the 
present author has observed elsewhere, the United States appears to identify 
little or no interest in either of those regions and has no policy to meet already 
existing, not to mention impending, security challenges in the Caucasus or 
Central Asia.38

Worryingly, this appears to be the conventional wisdom of the foreign policy 
establishment. A Council of Foreign Relations’ assessment of potential trouble 
spots for 2014 and the likelihood of their “eruption” into major violence omit-
ted Ukraine. Furthermore, it concluded that the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict is 
a “third-tier” conflict, that is, one that has a low preventive priority for US poli-
cymakers.39 Thus, not only did the most prestigious institution in the US for-
eign policy establishment consider an outbreak of violence unlikely but it also 
judged that even if it occurred, it would have little impact on US interests. Not 
surprisingly, this reinforces the conclusion, also evident in Georgia’s unresolved 
conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, that conflict resolution plays no real 
part in US policy in the Caucasus.40 But we know from the Russo-Georgian 
war of 2008 that if these crises remain in a state of suspended animation, the 
more likely it is that they will one day unfreeze with profound, widespread 
and considerable strategic consequences for the United States and its allies 
and partners. Indeed, it should come as no surprise that there has not been a 
discernible reaction by the United States to Moscow’s recent encroachments 
upon Georgian sovereignty, and indeed its territory, nor was there an immedi-
ate response when fighting flared up along the frontline between Armenian 
and Azerbaijani forces in April 2016.

The view that the United States should renounce an active role in conflict 
resolution in particular and the Eurasian region in general is pervasive among 
officials, and colors policy toward all of Eurasia. Former high-ranking officials 
have confirmed that not only does the United States have no real policy for 
Central Asia, but also it even lacks the capability of formulating or implement-
ing one given official’s poor understanding of the region. Nikolas Gvosdev of 
the US Navy War College wrote in connection with the Ukrainian crisis that

The unspoken reality is that the post-Cold War generation now rising in promi-
nence in the U.S. national security apparatus is no longer enthralled by the geo-
political assessments of Halford Mackinder and Nicholas Spykman, who posited 

132 S. BLANK



that Eurasia is the world’s strategic axis and that an active effort to impact the 
balance of political forces in this part of the world is vital to the security and 
survival of the Western world. As the Obama administration is forced to balance 
between sustaining the U.S. presence in the Middle East while laying the founda-
tion for the pivot to Asia—the two parts of the world seen as most important for 
America’s future—the fate of the non-Russian Eurasian republics has dropped 
from a matter of vital interest to a preference. If Ukraine, Georgia or any other of 
those countries could be brought into the Western orbit cheaply and without too 
much trouble, fine—but once a substantial price tag is attached, one that could 
then take away from other, more pressing priorities, enthusiasm diminishes. The 
strategic calculation at the end of the day in both Brussels and Washington is 
that even if Russia succeeds in binding the other states of the region into a closer 
economic and political entity, a Moscow-led Eurasian Union, while it may not 
be welcomed by a large number of Ukrainians themselves, would still not pose a 
significant threat to the vital interests of the Euro-Atlantic world.41

The waning US attention to these areas as a whole despite this broad acknowl-
edgment of the area’s criticality for US interests lends credence to the belief 
that the Obama administration’s policy reflected an outlook of selective com-
mitment whereby Washington could reduce its presence and interest in certain 
regions and choose carefully what its priorities are.42 Thus, as Gvosdev writes, 
“Washington is not really strengthening its presence in the area in a way that 
one might expect.”43

Evidently, the war in Afghanistan and the Obama reset policy have inter-
acted to diminish the importance in US considerations of Eurasia as a whole 
and regional conflict resolution in the Caucasus in particular. Widespread disil-
lusionment with failed interventions, financial constraints, domestic gridlock 
and slow recovery from the global financial crisis all contribute to this dis-
engagement from Eurasia.44 But Gvosdev and Mead both rightly argue that 
there is no strategic will or vision in which Eurasia, or its supposedly “frozen 
conflicts,” merit sustained US intervention or action.

Consequently, America has essentially adopted a self-denying ordnance with 
regard to Eurasia and its conflicts whether real, potential, or frozen. But past 
experience teaches that the refusal to address the issues at stake in so-called 
“frozen conflicts” all but ensures that they will unfreeze and turn violent with 
profound international repercussions. This happened in regard to the Georgian 
conflicts with Abkhazia and South Ossetia, where Western abstention from 
conflict resolution allowed Russia, as President Putin himself subsequently 
admitted, to plan a war from 2006 on, when Moscow began training local 
separatist forces.45 The international ramifications of the Russo-Georgian war 
were plainly far-flung and foreboded the subsequent conflict in Ukraine. Thus, 
what ultimately is at stake in Ukraine and in the many unresolved conflicts in 
the Caucasus, including Nagorno-Karabakh, is the overall structure of  security 
in Eurasia and thus Europe as a whole. For as was already apparent in the 
1990s, the security of the South Caucasus and that of Europe are ultimately 
indivisible.46
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Unfortunately, the appreciation of the enhanced strategic importance of the 
South Caucasus has not penetrated the walls of the White House. Instead, over 
several years there was a White House-led campaign to attack and discredit 
Azerbaijan largely due to its worsening human rights record.47 This campaign 
intensified with President Obama’s September 2014 speech to the UN explic-
itly decrying Azerbaijan’s record and in subsequent media attacks on Azerbaijan 
and its defenders.48 While poor human rights records have not precluded US 
cooperation with Uzbekistan, Saudi Arabia and Vietnam, among other coun-
tries—some of which have considerably worse records than Azerbaijan—the 
animus against Azerbaijan was remarkable, and showed that the administration 
lacked the strategic understanding that permeates US ties with other countries 
with dubious human rights records.

The problem is compounded by the fact that US policymaking circles seem 
to be strikingly uninformed of critical realities in the area. For example, for-
mer Secretary of Defense Robert Gates called Baku “a typical Central Asian 
city.” And there has been little said by the administration on the urgency 
of support for a trans-Caspian gas or oil pipeline to present alternatives to 
Russian domination or against Moscow’s recent efforts to close the Caspian 
Sea to foreign influence.49 Indeed, recently an important administration offi-
cial observed that Washington places more importance on the so-called TAPI 
pipeline (Turkmenistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–India) than on a Trans-Caspian 
Pipeline (TCP).

The problem is that justified critiques of Baku’s bad human rights record 
will have little or no effect on Baku as long as Washington does not seriously 
engage with it on the region’s most pressing security issues, such as the con-
flict over Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as challenges emanating from Russia or 
Iran. Even if, as this author believes, Azerbaijan ultimately undermines its own 
domestic security by its crackdown on human rights, absent such engagement 
Baku has no incentive to listen to Washington. Instead, to advance a mutually 
beneficial agenda that addresses both hard and soft security issues—including 
human rights—it is necessary for both governments to listen seriously to the 
other and act on each other’s concerns. Indeed, one of the reasons for Baku’s 
intensified though cautious pursuit of improved relations with Moscow and 
Tehran is Baku’s growing awareness that Washington does not seem to take it 
at all seriously.

On the other hand, as noted above, Washington began seeking a re- 
engagement with Baku in late 2015. Three high-ranking US delegations 
traveled to Baku in late 2015, clearly signifying renewed interest in dialogue. 
The subjects of their discussion, as revealed in the press, tend to corrobo-
rate that impression. In November 2015, Secretary of the Navy Ray Mabus 
arrived in Baku to talk about military and defense cooperation and specifi-
cally invoked cooperation with the US Navy and Marines. The published 
accounts of his meetings clearly suggest an emphasis on Azerbaijan’s defense 
with regard to the Caspian Sea. Subsequently, a major delegation of officials 
and US businesses under the auspices of the US Department of Commerce 
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traveled to Baku to discuss improved economic, trade and investment ties. 
Subsequent to this, newly appointed Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for 
European and Eurasian Affairs Bridget Brink held talks across virtually all 
of the non- military areas of the relationship. Her visit led a member of the 
opposition National Council’s Coordination Center, Gultekin Hacibeyli, to 
note a direct link between this visit, President Aliyev’s attendance at the 
G-20 summit in Turkey, and improving ties between Baku and Washington. 
It may also be that the release of Azerbaijani political prisoners Arif and 
Leyla Yunus served as a signal to the West in this context.50 In April 2016, 
President Aliyev was invited to the Nuclear Security Summit in Washington, 
and held constructive meetings with Secretary of State John F. Kerry and 
Vice President Joe Biden.

us POliCy On nagOrnO-karabakh

The United States took on the role as a co-chair of the Minsk Group in 1997, 
and for several years, the United States worked actively to promote a peaceful 
solution under both Democrat and Republican presidents. In 1999, Deputy 
Secretary of State Strobe Talbott took the lead in an American-led mediation 
effort that operated rather independently of the Minsk Group. It effectively 
faltered, however, with the murder of Armenia’s Prime Minister and Speaker 
of Parliament Vazgen Sargsyan on October 27, 1999, only hours after Talbott 
had left the country. In April 2001, Secretary of State Colin Powell hosted a 
summit in Key West, Florida, to resolve the conflict—which failed in spite of 
several days of high-level negotiations. Since that failure, the United States has 
effectively taken a back seat in the negotiations. France took a leading position 
ahead of the 2006 Rambouillet conference; and in 2008, Moscow took the 
lead immediately after its invasion of Georgia. Both efforts failed.

In 2014 Ambassador James Warlick, the US co-chair of the Minsk Group, 
gave a series of speeches and interviews outlining US policy on the conflict. 
In these public appearances, Warlick outlined US support for the six prin-
ciples that he claimed had been agreed to by all parties, and concluded that 
the main obstacle to resolving the conflict lay in the failure hitherto of both 
the Armenian and Azerbaijani governments to make the hard decision for 
peace over domestic opposition.51 Warlick also claimed that the United States 
still regards the Minsk Process led by Washington, Paris and Moscow as the 
most suitable forum for negotiations, and that Washington and Moscow saw 
“eye- to- eye” on the conflict and the need to highlight the Minsk process as 
the primary instrument for conflict resolution.52 Warlick’s six points are as 
follows:

First, in light of Nagorno-Karabakh’s complex history, the sides should com-
mit to determining its final legal status through a mutually agreed and legally 
 binding expression of will in the future. This is not optional. Interim status will 
be temporary.
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Second, the area within the boundaries of the former Nagorno-Karabakh 
Autonomous Region that is not controlled by Baku should be granted an 
interim status that, at a minimum, provides guarantees for security and 
self-governance.

Third, the occupied territories surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh should be 
returned to Azerbaijani control. There can be no settlement without respect for 
Azerbaijan’s sovereignty, and the recognition that its sovereignty over these ter-
ritories must be restored.

Fourth, there should be a corridor linking Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh. 
It must be wide enough to provide secure passage, but it cannot encompass the 
whole of Lachin district.

Fifth, an enduring settlement will have to recognize the right of all IDPs and 
refugees to return to their former places of residence.

Sixth and finally, a settlement must include international security guarantees 
that would include a peacekeeping operation. There is no scenario in which peace 
can be assured without a well-designed peacekeeping operation that enjoys the 
confidence of all sides.53

While these points are all essential to a settlement, they do not resolve the 
fundamental issues of the conflict. Moreover, as noted above, they have been 
agreed to for years. Finally, the Minsk Process has long since proven itself to 
be a failure, while Moscow has exploited and incited tensions in the region 
for its own ends. Indeed, Moscow’s malignant role confirms that the interna-
tionalization of the conflict complicates the situation and creates more risks of 
renewed violence.

Meanwhile, the US position means that the most critical issue to Azerbaijan, 
and one that has immense repercussions beyond the immediate conflict zone, 
is of little strategic importance to the United States. On this basis, it is not sur-
prising that US–Azerbaijani relations have sharply deteriorated in the last sev-
eral years regardless of Baku’s human rights record—roughly beginning with 
the Obama administration’s support for the Turkish-Armenian protocols. Not 
surprisingly, this assessment reinforces the conclusion, also evident in Georgia’s 
unresolved conflicts, that conflict resolution plays no real part in US policy in 
the Caucasus.54

The belief that the United States sees eye-to-eye with Moscow, which by 
extension is allegedly playing a constructive role, is dubious. Warlick’s remarks 
clearly reflect the administration’s ongoing failure to grasp what is at stake 
in the Caucasus or to take conflict resolution there sufficiently seriously. 
Therefore, it is difficult not to agree with the complaint from Baku, which 
came soon after Warlick’s speeches in Washington, that these statements did 
nothing to advance the cause of conflict resolution. Indeed, these statements 
came after the Ukraine crisis, after further Russian arms sales to both Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, as well as after Moscow’s successful coercion of Armenia to 
desist from European Integration. For Washington to claim that it and Moscow 
 concur as to what should be done regarding the conflict reflects, at best, a sur-
prising degree of wishful thinking.
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Finally, the argument that the leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan have to 
make hard decisions is true but incomplete. While the decisions both these 
governments must make concerning a peace settlement are admittedly diffi-
cult, it is also the case that the scale of devastation in the conflict zone means 
that the costs of reconstruction are enormous and growing with the continuing 
delay in settling the conflict. This further entails that the material costs each 
side must incur are such as to suggest the need for large-scale assistance up 
front to make a peace deal possible.55 Given the urgency of resolving this con-
flict—particularly after Moscow demonstrated its violent and imperial proclivi-
ties in Ukraine, and as a result of the heightened strategic urgency of ensuring 
that Azerbaijani energy flows unmolested to Europe—Washington needs to 
devise initiatives to help these governments commit to a solution and stand 
up to domestic opposition, much as it did in the Camp David agreement of 
1978 between Egypt and Israel. But instead, Washington prefers lecturing to 
both governments on their approaches to the conflict as well as on human 
rights issues, and simultaneously refuses to devise or offer concrete initiatives. 
That underscores America’s inability and unwillingness to come to grips with 
either the urgency of resolving the conflict or the realities of the Minsk Process. 
Moreover, Washington’s posturing begs the question of why these govern-
ments should take risks for peace when Washington offers them no support for 
doing so. Finally, it should be obvious that it is impossible to convince either 
Armenia or Azerbaijan to improve their authoritarian domestic policies with-
out taking a serious interest in their primary security challenge, and materially 
helping them to make peace.

ameriCa’s absenCe and russia’s geOPOliTiCal Push 
in The CasPian

The large-scale American misapprehension of the strategic importance of the 
Caucasus has left a vacuum to be filled. France partly tried to fill it by con-
vening a meeting in October 2014 of Presidents Sargsyan and Aliyev and the 
Minsk Process ambassadors in Paris.56 While France probably lacks the lever-
age to bring about a settlement, its moves clearly signify its sense that America 
has taken a passive role. In any case, France is hardly the only player. Evidently 
aware of the growing US–Azerbaijani disengagement, Moscow has consis-
tently made serious moves to bring Baku back into its sphere of influence, 
despite long-held Azerbaijani suspicions concerning Russian goals and tactics, 
and Baku’s determination to pursue an independent foreign policy course.57 
Russia’s recent tactics consist of a classic Russian mixture of both blandish-
ments and threats to move Azerbaijan into its corner. On the one hand, 
Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu traveled to Baku in October 2014 to 
arrange joint Russo-Azerbaijani naval exercises and naval arms sales for next 
year and to propose a collective defense system in the Caspian Sea.58 Yet, on 
the other hand, Azerbaijani experts see Moscow as attempting to exert lever-
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age to facilitate Azerbaijan’s entrance into the Russian-led Eurasian Economic 
Union.59

In August 2014, President Putin resolved to invite the two presidents for 
talks in Sochi. Shortly following this announcement, the most significant fight-
ing along the cease-fire line since 1994 took place. While it is possible that 
Azerbaijan initiated the fighting, the Armenian counter-offensive was consider-
ably stronger than customary in such situations. While the two presidents trav-
eled to Sochi, no concrete results emerged from the meeting. The timing of 
the violence, and Russia’s effort to organize the meeting outside of the Minsk 
Group’s format, also led to suspicions that Russia had played a part in trigger-
ing the fighting.60

These pressures, and Moscow’s diplomacy in the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict, are part and parcel of a broader Russian policy that prominently features 
the manipulation of ethnic tensions and conflicts, and the politicization of 
energy projects.

Russia has consistently sought to undermine the integrity and sovereignty 
of the South Caucasian states. In 2008 Vafa Guluzade, former national 
security advisor for Azerbaijan, observed that President Medvedev’s visit 
to Azerbaijan was preceded by deliberate Russian incitement of the Lezgin 
and Avar ethnic minorities there to induce Azerbaijan to accept Russia’s gas 
proposals.61 The same was true in 2013, ahead of a visit by Vladimir Putin 
and six Russian cabinet members.62 More recently, Russian officials appar-
ently began to deploy the Talysh minority, by allowing the organization of 
events in Moscow in support of Talysh rights, while it ensured trolls in the 
Russian media spread the notion that Talysh had never been part of medi-
eval Azerbaijan.63 Articles in the Russian press have advocated government 
action to protect Azerbaijan’s minorities as Russian “citizens” to punish 
Azerbaijan for flirting with NATO.64 Equally, Moscow proved its strangle-
hold over Armenia in 2013 by coercing the country to give up an Association 
Agreement with the EU for membership in the Eurasian Union. In defending 
the move, President Sargsyan cited national security reasons—a euphemism, 
no doubt, for Russian threats to alter its policy of support for Armenia on 
Nagorno-Karabakh. This type of policies appears to be systematic on Russia’s 
part. Aside from dismembering Georgia, Moscow has intermittently encour-
aged separatist movements among the Armenian Javakhetian minority in 
Georgia and taken control of the Crimea and the Donbass to undermine 
Ukraine’s viability as a state.65

Russian efforts to play the ethnic card against post-Soviet successor states are 
not limited to the Caucasus. Russian threats against the Baltic States are well 
known; Russian officials have also habitually reminded Kazakhstan’s govern-
ment that there is a large Russian minority in Kazakhstan and that Moscow has 
the power and means to incite them against the government if it diverges too 
far from Russian demands.66 Putin also announced in 2014 that Kazakhstan 
had never been a state before 1991, provoking a significant Kazakh response.67 
In 2014, Russia also gave evidence of its capability and ever-present intention 
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of exploiting Karakalpak nationalism against Uzbekistan, a state that has pur-
sued a notably independent policy in Central Asia and aligned periodically with 
Washington and Beijing against Russia.68

Thus, in both word and deed, Moscow has shown that war in Eurasia is 
neither inconceivable nor impossible. And European governments know full 
well that revitalized Russian imperial designs represent a fundamental threat 
to European security as such. Russian law permits the president to dispatch 
troops abroad to defend the “honor and dignity” of other Russians—a group 
that can be easily fabricated by means of Russia’s preexisting “passportization” 
policy, which entails the distribution of Russian passports to target populations 
in other countries without any parliamentary debate or accountability.69

The words of prominent Russian analyst Alexei Fenenko sum up Russia’s 
strategy. He wrote that to force America into dialogue with Russia on equal 
terms, Moscow has periodically had to give demonstrations of power, namely 
using force against neighboring states. Specifically, he writes that “such tasks 
require from Moscow periodic doses of force in the post-Soviet space. In 
each instance, the Kremlin has sought to achieve three objectives: to compel 
Washington to compromise, to maintain a buffer zone of neutral countries 
between Russia and NATO, and to create the conditions to replace the most 
overtly anti-Russian regimes.”70

Meanwhile, Moscow is keeping its pressure up on the energy sector, 
knowing that it forms the key to the economic independence of several of 
the region’s states. Thus, Russia has been trying to induce Azerbaijan to 
sign an agreement on the Caspian that would bar all foreign military pres-
ence from the area. Furthermore, as Vladimir Socor has detailed, Russian 
analysts and officials have long threatened that if Turkmenistan adheres to 
the EU’s planned Southern Corridor for energy trans-shipments to Europe 
through Azerbaijan that bypass Russia, Moscow would have no choice but 
to do to Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan what it did to Georgia in 2008.71 
Turkmenistan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2011 blasted Russia’s politi-
cized objections to it participating in a TCP, stating that such a pipeline 
was an objective vital economic interest of Turkmenistan, rebuked Moscow 
for “distorting the essence and gist of Turkmenistan’s energy policy,” and 
announced that the discussions with Europe would continue.72 Moscow’s 
reply followed soon thereafter. On November 15, 2011, Valery Yazev, 
Deputy Speaker of the Russian Duma and head of the Russian Gas Society, 
openly threatened Turkmenistan with the Russian incitement of an “Arab 
Spring” if it did not renounce its “neutrality” and independent sovereign 
foreign policy, including its desire to align with the EU’s Southern Corridor. 
Yazev said that,

Given the instructive experience with UN resolutions on Libya and the politi-
cal consequences of their being ‘shielded from the air’ by NATO forces, 
Turkmenistan will soon understand that only the principled positions of Russia 
and China in the UN Security Council and its involvement in regional interna-
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tional organizations—such as the SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization), 
CSTO (Collective Security Treaty Organization), Eurasian Economic Union—
can protect it from similar resolutions.73

Mikhail Aleksandrov, Director of the Caucasus division at the state-sponsored 
CiS Research Institute, stated that in order to stop a TCP, “Russia would have 
to act in the manner of its operation to compel Georgia to peace”; he also 
opined that NATO’s 2011 Libya operation gave Moscow the right to use 
force in the Caspian Basin.74 These are by no means the only threats directed 
at Azerbaijan or Turkmenistan, or indirectly to their interests and potential 
partners.75

In October 2014, Russian media claimed that the Caspian summit held in 
September that year in Astrakhan had agreed to prohibit foreign soldiers, that 
is, those from non-littoral states, from being present in the region. Russian ana-
lysts warned that Washington was trying to obtain a NATO base in Azerbaijan 
and that this was against Baku’s interests and needs. Given that no such plans 
were even remotely in existence, this can be interpreted as a clear threat tar-
geted at Baku.76

At the same time, the Russian defense minister, Sergey Shoigu, proclaimed 
that Moscow espouses a collective security system for the Caspian Sea, and 
wants Azerbaijan to step up naval cooperation with it toward this end. While 
joint drills have been held and Baku is interested in buying Russian Bal-E coastal 
missile systems, Azerbaijan sidestepped Shoigu’s proposals and pushed back 
saying that it had not agreed to bar foreign forces and that such talk reflected 
both Moscow’s paranoia and search for pretexts for smothering Azerbaijan.77 
Moscow is pressing to exclude any Western presence, including that of the EU 
in the Caspian. Thus, it opposes any EU “interference” in the issue of a TCP, 
or the Southern Corridor that would relieve Europe from some of the threats 
associated with Russian energy dominance.78

COnClusiOns

The situation described above suggests a profound American interest in engag-
ing the states of the South Caucasus, primarily on the crucial issues of security 
and unresolved conflicts. The first geopolitical reason for engaging all three 
states of the South Caucasus is to uphold the principles of territorial integrity, 
sovereignty and the borders of the 1989–91 Eurasian settlement in the region 
where they are most challenged. The predicament of Ukraine epitomizes what 
not responding to such threats can effectively lead to. Thus by engaging, the 
United States would also be strengthening the similarly challenged situations 
of other countries.

Unless and until the states of the South Caucasus can find partners with suf-
ficient leverage, they are perpetually vulnerable to Russian pressure using a vari-
ety of instruments. In particular, the greatest vulnerability of both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan is tied to the festering conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, which under-
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mines both states’ sovereignty but especially that of Armenia;  paradoxically, 
maintaining its territorial acquisitions from its war with Azerbaijan have robbed 
it of its sovereignty vis-à-vis Russia.

Of course, a greater US engagement on issues of security and conflict in the 
region would not occur in isolation. The diversification of energy flows from 
the Caspian and Central Asia remains a vital Western interest in terms of both 
the West’s own needs and the producer states’ objective of ensuring their inde-
pendence and freedom to act as independent sovereign actors in their foreign 
and economic policies. Further, it has long been a paramount Western goal to 
uphold the principles of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the post- 
Soviet states of the Caucasus, Ukraine and Central Asia. The West’s failure to 
uphold its own commitments in Ukraine, shameful as they might be, does not 
invalidate that overriding strategic objective. If anything, it makes the need for 
curtailing Russian threats all the more urgent—especially as Russia’s imperial 
drive can only be maintained by war or the threat of it, and the perpetuation of 
frozen conflicts in Eurasia, particularly Nagorno-Karabakh.

Finally, from the humanitarian viewpoint, the United States has a moral 
duty, even more strongly reinforced by its strategic benefit to the West, of 
trying to bring peace to the peoples of this region. A policy that combines 
what is in practice strategic disengagement with moralistic lecturing and sanc-
tions may find appeal, but it neither brings peace nor advances human rights. 
Leaving Azerbaijan and Armenia to Moscow’s tender mercies may represent 
strategic wisdom to some misguided policymakers. But in reality, it actually 
represents, and will be seen in those countries and be exploited by Russia, as 
another strategic abdication of responsibility by Washington, with potentially 
ominous results.
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The role of the European Union (EU) in Eastern Europe and the South 
Caucasus has grown steadily over the past decade. That engagement has 
included the creation of the Eastern Partnership, as well as a growing 
European role in the management of conflicts in its Eastern neighbors—
including in Georgia, Moldova and most recently Ukraine. Yet thus far, the 
Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict has been the exception to that rule. While a 
trove of EU documents note the importance of regional conflicts to European 
security and to the EU, the EU has remained mainly a passive bystander to 
this the most significant of these conflicts. This passivity appeared rooted in 
a failure to resolve the different priorities of the EU, and thus in the failure 
of strategic leadership. On one hand, the EU has sought a greater profile in 
security affairs of the region; but on the other, the conflict involves two inde-
pendent states with which the EU seeks closer engagement, and which led 
the EU to seek a position of neutrality. In turn, the EU has tended to square 
the circle by promoting different principles in its relations with the two coun-
tries, emphasizing territorial integrity in its relations with Azerbaijan and self-
determination in those with Armenia. This has proven a recipe for confusion 
that has not helped the EU to gain a role in influencing the course of the 
conflict.

The European Union and the Armenian–
Azerbaijani Conflict: Lessons Not Learned

Svante E. Cornell

CHAPTER 8

S.E. Cornell (*) 
Nacka, Sweden



EuropEan InstItutIons and thE armEnIa–azErbaIjan 
ConflICt

The European character of the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict was confirmed as 
early as the spring of 1992, when the Conference for Security and Cooperation 
in Europe created the Minsk process to achieve a resolution to the conflict. 
Prior to this, regional powers including Turkey and Iran had begun to take 
on a mediating role, but were gradually elbowed out of the process. Whereas 
the conflict over Abkhazia came under the purview of the United Nations 
(UN), the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict was delegated specifically to the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), which major 
powers at the time sought to promote as a Europe-wide security organiza-
tion. This had the advantage of assigning the conflict to an organization where 
Russia and Western states were members, but where Iran was not.

Of course, this took place at a time when there was no EU: the Maastricht 
Treaty had been signed in February 1992, but would only enter into force in 
November 1993. In other words, the negotiation mechanism that remains in 
place for the conflict is one that was designed in a time where there were great 
hopes for the OSCE as a provider of security in Europe. But by the time of the 
Balkan wars of the mid-1990s, such prospects turned out to be a pipe dream, 
and the role of security provider has remained in the hands of North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) and, increasingly, the EU.

As a result, the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict has institutionally remained 
outside the purview of the EU—and there has to date been no major event 
that has forced a reassessment of that state of affairs. It is the only unresolved 
conflict of Eurasia where the EU has no seat at the table. This contrasts with 
the situation in Moldova, where the EU has been a member of the 5+2 for-
mat since 20051; in Georgia’s conflicts, the EU obtained a formal status 
following the 2008 war. Until that time, the peacekeeping and negotiation 
formats had comprised no Western presence whatsoever. But since 2008, the 
“Geneva International Discussions” co-chaired by the EU, OSCE and UN 
are the formal international mechanism charged with the conflicts. Moreover, 
the EU deployed a Border Assistance Mission to Moldova in 2005 as well as a 
Monitoring Mission to Georgia in 2008 that provides the EU with a presence 
on the ground in both conflicts. Yet in the Armenian–Azerbaijani case, the 
EU’s only instrument is the EU Special Representative to the South Caucasus, 
who has no formal role in peace talks, but a mandate to “contribute to” the 
settlement of conflicts.2

The OSCE Minsk Group, created in 1992 to find a resolution to the con-
flict, included a number of European states in individual capacities.3 The most 
consequential of these were Sweden and Finland, who chaired the Minsk 
Group from 1994 to 1997. Yet although Russia was a party to the Minsk 
Group, it pursued a parallel mediation effort, and while the cease-fire achieved 
in May 1994 was to a great extent the result of the Minsk Group’s work, 
the unilateral Russian mediation hijacked the process at the last minute—with 
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Russia refusing to invite Minsk Group Chairman Jan Eliasson to the signing.4 
In its December 1994 Budapest Summit, the CSCE acknowledged this reality 
by making Russia a co-chair of the Minsk Group. This created a lopsided situ-
ation, as a permanent Russian co-chair existed alongside a rotating European 
co-chair, who stood no chance of playing an active role in Russia’s shadow. 
At the end of 1996, the OSCE chose France to replace Finland as co-chair, 
leading to protests in Azerbaijan given the prevailing perception of France as 
a pro-Armenian country, given the large Armenian diaspora in France. The 
impasse was resolved by the addition of a third co-chair, the United States. 
While France’s co-chairmanship was in principle a rotating one, the negotia-
tions mechanism has remained intact in the 19 years since.

thE Eu and thE south CauCasus: a slow start

For the first decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Caucasus did not 
take an important place in Europe’s foreign relations. During the conflicts in 
the South Caucasus in the early 1990s, European states and the EU as a whole 
remained wary of involvement. European states gradually become important 
donor countries to the South Caucasus in terms of development cooperation, 
primarily assisting Georgia and Armenia; the EU launched its visionary project 
of TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia), which neverthe-
less was allowed to slip into oblivion.5

Europe’s approach remained cautious and tentative, as the EU was beset 
by much more urgent and nearby crises, primarily the Balkan wars, and by 
the absence of a common European Foreign and Security Policy. The Balkan 
experience is indicative of the difficulties for European states to act rapidly and 
in unison to manage serious crises in their own neighborhood. But the central 
problem was that Europe did not feel that it had important interests at stake 
in the South Caucasus, and therefore remained largely aloof from the region. 
Some projects with regional importance developed, chief among which was 
the INOGATE (Interstate Oil and Gas Transport to Europe) project, which 
was launched in the mid-1990s and worked for the integration of oil and gas 
pipeline routes to Europe to increase the security of supply.

A decade later, this situation began to change. Europe itself had changed, 
with an ambition to act more cohesively in the external arena. In parallel, the 
need for a more visible presence in the Caucasus had come to be recognized.6 
The second Chechen war was raging, European corporate interests had become 
involved in Caspian energy development, and European states put increasing 
emphasis on democratization and good governance in their neighborhood. 
Georgia joined the Council of Europe in 1999, and Armenia and Azerbaijan 
followed suit in 2001. The military operations in Afghanistan from late 2001 
onward also increased Europe’s understanding of the strategic value of the 
Caucasus corridor to Central Asia.

During the 2001 Swedish Presidency of the EU, the EU troika led by Anna 
Lindh made its first ever visit to the three countries of the South Caucasus. As 
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such, the Caucasus slowly became an issue on the European agenda. Successive 
EU presidencies groped for a way to deal with the conflict-ridden region, yet 
never managed to accord the Caucasus a priority position within their limited 
six-month timeframes. It became clear that the Caucasus lacked a constituency 
within the Union: there were no important member state sponsors who could 
elevate the region to a prominent position on the EU agenda. This was exac-
erbated by the diverging perspective of the three states of the South Caucasus 
concerning Euro-Atlantic integration. Georgia has consistently been the most 
ambitious, desiring both NATO and EU membership; Azerbaijan has been 
more low-key, expressing a fading interest in NATO membership and none 
in EU membership; while Armenia’s wishes for EU integration have been 
limited by its dependence on Russia, a fact vividly illustrated in 2013, when 
Russian pressure forced Armenia to forego an Association Agreement with 
the EU.

In March 2003, the EU launched its European Neighborhood Policy 
(ENP), but the states of the South Caucasus were literally reduced to a foot-
note in the document. This was the case in spite of the inclusion of countries 
like Libya and Syria in the ENP—who unlike the states of the South Caucasus 
were not members of Euro-Atlantic institutions such as the Council of Europe 
or NATO’s Partnership for Peace program, and whose foreign policies had 
no European vocation. This decision caused consternation in the region, and 
came rapidly to be understood as a mistake even in Brussels. A series of cir-
cumstances since then contributed to make the South Caucasus distinctly 
more present in European thinking, making the EU revise its decision and 
incorporate the South Caucasus into the ENP in 2004. In July 2003, the EU 
appointed a Special Representative to the South Caucasus, Finnish Ambassador 
Heikki Talvitie. However, Talvitie was based in Helsinki and not in Brussels, 
financed by Finnish rather than EU funds, and had a relatively circumspect 
mandate. This solution showed the ad hoc evolution of European intent, but 
betrayed the lack of institutional readiness on the part of the EU to seriously 
take a role in the region.

an Eu rolE EmErgEs: from thE Enp to thE CrEatIon 
of thE EastErn partnErshIp

Between 2003 and 2006, this changed. A first factor was the Rose Revolution of 
2003 in Georgia, which increased the Caucasus’s prominence in the European 
debate. Perhaps more importantly, the EU expanded to include a number of 
post-socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe, who quickly came to 
form a constituency of states with an interest in and understanding of the region. 
When Swedish diplomat Peter Semneby was appointed to succeed Heikki 
Talvitie in 2006, he took up an office in Brussels and his mandate and resources 
were expanded to enable a more active EU role in the Caucasus. With regard 
to the unresolved conflicts, his mandate was amended to include a reference to 
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“contributing to” rather than “assisting in” the settlement of conflicts.7 During 
this period, however, the efforts of the EU Special Representative were focused 
largely on Georgia, because of the escalation of Russian–Georgian tensions that 
led, ultimately, to the Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008. Meanwhile, 
France had taken the lead in the Minsk Group in 2006, and convened a sum-
mit at Rambouillet to flesh out a deal between the Armenian and Azerbaijani 
leaders. At that point, the EU also announced its readiness to contribute to a 
post-conflict peace support operation. Reportedly, the EU Council “launched 
a round of informal discussion on the planning of a possible EU peacekeeping 
contribution.”8 But the talks failed, rendering this prospect moot.

Prior to the war in Georgia, both the EU and individual EU states had 
taken on a growing role in the Caucasus. This included several Central and 
East European states as well as Sweden, whose foreign minister, Carl Bildt, 
frequently traveled to Georgia; and Germany, whose foreign minister Frank- 
Walter Steinmeier sought to launch an initiative to de-escalate the tensions over 
Abkhazia in spring 2008. Yet these efforts failed, and the Russian invasion of 
Georgia took much of Europe by surprise. The Bush administration indicated 
clearly that it believed America should not take a direct role in the negotiations, 
as that could exacerbate the conflict. As a result, Europe found itself unable to 
rely on American backup to resolve a raging war in Europe. Since France held 
the rotating presidency of the EU at the time, French President Nicolas Sarkozy 
had a mandate to intervene, which suited both France’s ambitions to a great 
power role and his personal leadership style. Through energetic diplomacy, 
Sarkozy achieved a cease-fire—though his inexperience led to severe flaws in 
the cease-fire, the terms of which Russia has still not complied with.9 The EU 
deployed a Monitoring Mission to observe the cease-fire, though that mission 
was not allowed into the Russian-occupied areas of Georgia, which Moscow 
had recognized as independent states. In addition, the EU and United States 
pledged an international aid package totaling $4.5 billion for Georgia over 
three years.

The lessons of that conflict were several. The first was that Europe cannot 
ignore a conflict erupting in the South Caucasus. The second was that prevent-
ing an outbreak of war is preferable to, and cheaper than, intervening once one 
has already emerged. And third, the responsibility for addressing such a conflict 
lands, by default, in the lap of the EU. NATO and the OSCE are unlikely to 
address the conflict because leaving aside its relationship with Russia, NATO 
is a mainly military organization that does not engage in conflict resolution, 
while the OSCE lacks political power to act, and has become a disappointment 
in terms of its expected role as a security provider. A third European organiza-
tion, the Council of Europe, is not involved in security matters; and the pres-
ence of the United States and Russia in the UN Security Council means that 
the UN would be deadlocked in any conflict involving Russia. This leaves the 
EU as the only European institution with a capacity to intervene and address 
conflicts in the region.
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The war had multiple implications for European security writ large. Russia’s 
unilateral use of force to alter internationally recognized borders had chal-
lenged the very basis for European security in the post-cold war order to its 
core. These lessons were only poorly internalized in the years that followed. 
The war helped secure the creation of a greater European role in the region 
through the Eastern Partnership, but the broader security implications were 
largely ignored until the conflict in Ukraine exploded six years later. The war in 
Georgia was not seen in its broader regional context, and certainly, the implica-
tions for the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict were not thoroughly understood.

In June 2008, Poland and Sweden had proposed to ramp up the ENP in 
Eastern Europe by creating an “Eastern Partnership.” The reception was ini-
tially lukewarm, and without the Georgia war, it is unlikely that the proposal 
would have been implemented. But the war prompted a Europe-wide under-
standing that the EU had to take some step to deepen its relations with the six 
states along its eastern border, including those of the South Caucasus—and the 
Eastern Partnership was officially launched in May 2009 at a summit in Prague.

The Eastern Partnership lacked serious financial muscle, and its mandate 
remained relatively timid. Most importantly, it largely shies away from address-
ing the security questions that dominate the region—the unresolved conflicts 
and Russia’s ambitions to forcibly reintegrate the region. That lacuna would 
significantly contribute to the Ukraine crisis of 2013–14. But it should be rec-
ognized that the EU is primarily a soft power: it has no security muscle, and 
mainly operates on the power of attraction provided by its large single market, 
democratic institutions, rule of law, and assistance in the transformation of 
states into liberal democracies. Considering the conditions at the time of its 
creation, it is a wonder that the Eastern Partnership was created at all: Europe 
was deeply hit by the global financial crisis, which shook the EU monetary 
union, forcing all the EU’s energies to be mobilized to handle the internal cri-
sis. Very little was left for strategic thinking regarding the wider neighborhood.

In this sense, given its inherent limitations, the Eastern Partnership must 
be termed a success. First, it included the South Caucasus on an equal foot-
ing with Ukraine and Moldova, countries considered much more “European” 
in many EU states. In other words, the EU did not repeat the 2003 mistake 
of leaving the South Caucasus out. Secondly, it managed to strike a delicate 
balance regarding the hot potato of potential membership by simply ignor-
ing the issue. It did not offer membership to the Eastern neighbors—but did 
not rule it out either. The intentions were clear, however. At the core of the 
Eastern Partnership lies the opportunity to conclude Deep and Comprehensive 
Free Trade Agreements (DCFTA), which if implemented would amount to 
the implementation of over 85 percent of the EU acquis communautaire. 
Thus, if the countries of the Eastern Partnership implement the Association 
Agreements, they will gradually become eligible for EU membership whenever 
that would be politically feasible. The great power of attraction of the EU 
became apparent in 2013, when an Association Agreement with the EU came 
to symbolize the aspirations of Ukrainians to live in a “normal country,” and 
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the Yanukovich government’s failure to sign the agreement led to the second 
Ukrainian revolution in less than a decade.

In the South Caucasus, the Eastern Partnership faced a serious challenge. 
The three countries approached it very differently. Georgia was the most 
enthusiastic partner, committed to the rapid signing and implementation of 
the agreement. Armenia, despite its dependence on Russia and to the sur-
prise of many, also negotiated an Association Agreement from 2010 to 2013. 
The Armenian leadership sought to keep this matter under the radar; and it is 
unclear whether Armenia hoped, somehow, to sign the agreement in spite of 
what it knew were Russian objections; or whether a more elaborate strategy 
was at play, in which relations with Europe served the purpose of improving 
Armenia’s negotiating position vis-à-vis Russia. As for Azerbaijan, it has clearly 
indicated that it was not interested in the DCFTA, but in a separate, strategic 
partnership with the EU.

thE VaIn QuEst for nEutralIty: fInEssIng armEnIa 
and azErbaIjan

While the EU bolstered its engagement in the region through the Eastern 
Partnership, including the upgrading of the Commission Delegations in Baku 
and Yerevan to full EU delegations, the EU did not alter its policies toward 
the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict. For a brief period following the 2008 war 
in Georgia, there were discussions and debates in Brussels about a more direct 
EU role in the conflict, possibly through an expansion or alteration of the 
Minsk Group format to include the EU. Such a move made sense, as the con-
flict was now the only unresolved conflict in Europe in which the EU did 
not have a seat at the table.10 Advocates of such a step have operated on the 
assumption that a more forceful Western role was needed in the conflict resolu-
tion process, and that the EU would be able to make its considerable resources 
available, and would add needed capacity to provide post-conflict assistance 
and organize peacekeeping and policing operations in the event of a negotiated 
solution. As Thomas de Waal has noted,

The most glaring absence from the Karabakh peace process in this regard is the 
European Union. The EU has vast resources and expertise it could bring to bear, 
as demonstrated by its successful stabilisation and reconstruction efforts in the 
Balkans. The EU has expressed interest in devoting more resources to Nagorno- 
Karabakh, and EU Special Representative for the South Caucasus Peter Semneby 
has tried to secure a greater role for Brussels in the peace process…Yet to date it 
has not found a useful role in this conflict on its borders.11

In 2012, the European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Relations actually 
voted for an effort to include the EU in the Minsk Group.12 But such  proposals 
have fallen on deaf ears, for what appears to be three major reasons: French 
opposition, Russian opposition and Armenian opposition. Paris’s membership 
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in the Minsk Group puts France on a par with the United States and Russia, 
and European diplomats report in private that any suggestions of a change in 
the format are met with stiff resistance by French diplomats. Thus, French 
policy appears to be motivated as much by its own prestige as by the aim of 
achieving a resolution of the conflict, a fact commonly observed by European 
diplomats.13

Secondly, even before the war in Georgia, Russia had made it a priority 
to oppose any change of format in the unresolved conflicts of Eurasia. This 
was most visible in 2004–08, when the Georgian government actively sought 
to alter the highly skewed peacekeeping formats that provided Russia with a 
mediating and peacekeeping role in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, even though 
Russia was clearly, by then, exerting direct control over the secessionist author-
ities in the two territories. But in all diplomatic fora, Russian diplomats raised 
the importance of maintaining existing formats for negotiations and peace-
keeping.14 Similarly, Russia rejects any change to the negotiating format over 
the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict which would reduce Russia’s dominant role 
in the region.

Finally, Armenia also prefers French mediation to EU mediation, given the 
strong Armenian diaspora in France. Armenian media in 2012 referred to sug-
gestions of replacing France with the EU as resulting from “pressure from the 
Azeri lobby.”15 Moreover, the United States has never voiced support for a 
change in the format of the Minsk Group, preferring instead to work within the 
framework of the existing format. As a result, facing opposition from Armenia, 
France, and Russia, and lacking US support, those forces in the EU that see the 
logic of changing the existing format have not been in a position to make their 
case, and EU leaders have not found the conflict an important enough concern 
to risk alienating either Russia or one of its own member states.

While the EU does not have a seat at the table, its policies toward the 
Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict have been characterized by deep contradictions. 
On one hand, the EU has clearly identified the conflict as a leading risk to 
peace and security in its neighborhood. But on the other, it has studiously 
avoided direct involvement in the issue, and has instead deferred to the OSCE 
and assiduously sought to maintain neutrality between the two countries. 
Predictably, this effort at finessing the conflict has failed to promote a resolu-
tion, and done little to improve the EU’s standing in the region.

The 2003 European Security Strategy clearly reflects an understanding of 
the importance of the region’s conflicts. It mentions the South Caucasian con-
flicts in second place, after the Balkans but before the Arab–Israeli conflict, 
observing that the EU needs “to extend the benefits of economic and politi-
cal cooperation to our neighbors in the East while tackling political problems 
there. We should now take a stronger and more active interest in the prob-
lems of the Southern Caucasus.”16 Similarly, the May 2004 Strategy Paper of 
the EU Commission on its ENP identified as one of its highest priorities “to 
reinforce the EU’s contribution to promoting the settlement of regional con-
flicts.”17 And in a speech on the South Caucasus in 2006, EU Commissioner 
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for External Affairs Benita Ferrero-Waldner stated that “uppermost in my mind 
in thinking about the South Caucasus today is the ENP’s potential to help sup-
port conflict resolution.”18

In other words, from 2003 to 2006, a major shift occurred in the EU 
approach to the region and its conflicts—which seemed to usher in a consid-
erably increased role in conflict resolution. As Nicu Popescu has observed, 
these developments were a “turning point for increased EU involvement in 
the conflicts in Georgia and Moldova.”19 In the conflict in Transnistria in 
particular, the EU became heavily involved in the deployment of the EU 
Border Assistance Mission to Moldova and Ukraine (EUBAM), which effec-
tively introduced a monitoring system for the 470-kilometer portion of the 
Moldova–Ukraine border that is outside Chisinau’s control—a game-changer 
in the political economy of the conflict. Not staying at this, the EU twice—
in 2003 and 2006—got involved in efforts to alter the Russian-dominated 
peacekeeping structures in the conflict, although it eventually failed to achieve 
progress.20 Regarding the conflicts in Georgia, the EU actively sought ways to 
get involved in the peacekeeping and negotiation formats in 2005–08, most 
notably in the period immediately preceding the 2008 war. Following that 
conflict, the EU not only was instrumental in the cease-fire agreement but also 
deployed the EU Monitoring Mission along the administrative boundary lines 
and became a co-chair of the Geneva discussions.21

However, nothing similar happened in the Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict. 
It could be argued, as one scholar has, that the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict 
does not “lend itself to the kinds of activities that the EU does best—confi-
dence building measures, post-conflict management, and addressing soft secu-
rity issues.”22 In particular, the adamant opposition of Azerbaijan to external 
activities in the occupied territories has made such bottom-up efforts difficult 
to implement. But as Popescu has helpfully summarized the situation, in all 
other three conflicts in the Eastern Partnership, the EU has been involved 
in negotiations, deployed missions on the ground, disbursed funds for the 
rehabilitation of conflict zones, and worked to strengthen the metropolitan 
states. In the case of Armenia–Azerbaijan, the only instrument available to 
the EU is the EU Special Representative in the capacity of assisting in conflict 
resolution.23

The EU’s approach rested essentially on deferring to and verbally encourag-
ing the OSCE Minsk Group. Thus, standard EU phrases are that the Special 
Representative is “working closely with,” or “supporting” the co-chairs of the 
OSCE Minsk Group. What that means in practice is anyone’s guess.24 There 
is one exception to the EU’s passivity. In 2006, coinciding with the expecta-
tions of a rapid resolution to the conflict ahead of the 2006 Rambouillet talks, 
the EU stated its readiness to contribute to the process after a negotiated 
settlement had been found. The EU’s strategy paper for Azerbaijan, produced 
in 2006, states a readiness “if the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is settled…to 
 provide further specific assistance to help consolidate the settlement,” going on 
to list various areas in which the EU could be active.25 But when Rambouillet 
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fell through, these plans were retired and the EU returned to its wait-and-see 
policy—instead of continuing to concretize its possible role in post-conflict 
reconstruction and stabilization, which would have been a factor to encourage 
peace talks.26

In the decade that has passed since, the EU has remained far from this level 
of attention to the conflict. The war in Georgia did not lead to a visible momen-
tum to accord greater attention and resources to the conflict, in spite of efforts 
by some analysts to raise the issue in Brussels in the aftermath of the war. Such 
ideas were quickly overtaken by enthusiasm for the Turkish–Armenian proto-
cols, pushed by the Obama administration—and which appeared much more 
likely to succeed than any effort to address the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict. 
While that gambit also failed, the EU profile in the region gradually refocused 
to the Association Agreements and DCFTAs that Armenia and Georgia began 
to negotiate in 2010, with the conflicts being relegated, once again, to the 
backburner.

But as Tabib Huseynov has argued, the EU’s manifest “wait-and-see” 
approach is a self-defeating strategy: “While the EU recognizes that a solu-
tion to the Karabakh conflict is the key to the stabilization of the whole South 
Caucasus region, it tacitly admits it is not prepared to assume a more active role 
in the Karabakh peace process unless a political agreement is reached.”27 And 
given that the current setup has failed to advance a political agreement for a 
quarter of a century, the EU position becomes a catch-22: the Union is willing 
to support an agreement, but not to do anything to actually change the status 
quo surrounding the conflict and thereby improve the likelihood that such an 
agreement will ever be reached. In the meantime, the EU is not only paying 
the opportunity cost of the unresolved conflicts as regard its broader strategic 
interests in the South Caucasus but it has also appeared to play the role of a 
bystander to the escalation of the conflict since 2010.

However, upon closer look, the EU has not been just a bystander: in fact, it 
has been worse than passive, because its attempts to pursue Action Plans with 
both countries under the ENP actively sowed confusion through efforts to 
dodge the apparent contradiction between the basic international principles 
underlying the conflict.

When the EU signed Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (PCA) with 
Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1999, these documents included the following 
identical language in the respective preamble:

Recognizing in that context that support for the independence, sovereignty and 
territorial integrity of the Republic of [Armenia/Azerbaijan] will contribute to 
the safeguarding of peace and stability in Europe.28

This language was standard procedure, included also in agreements signed 
with other partner countries.29 Yet when the EU embarked on the process 
of developing Action Plans under the ENP for the countries of the Eastern 
Neighborhood in 2005, it no longer applied the same language across the 

158 S.E. CORNELL



board. On the one hand, the EU appeared to differentiate Armenia and 
Azerbaijan from Moldova and Georgia; and on the other, it applied different 
language to Action Plans with Armenia and Azerbaijan.

All Action Plans state in their introduction that the ENP “sets ambitious 
objectives based on mutual commitments of the EU and its Member States 
and [country name] to common values [and] effective implementation of 
political, economic and institutional reforms.” But only the Action Plans for 
Armenia and Azerbaijan include language on “compliance to international and 
European norms and principles,” which do not exist in the documents for 
Georgia and Moldova. The differences do not end there. The Action Plans 
all list areas of priority, but conflict resolution is ranked remarkably differently 
among the countries. It is priority no. 1 in the Action Plan for Azerbaijan, no. 
6 for Georgia, and no. 7 for Armenia. The Action Plan for Moldova is struc-
tured differently and does not rank priorities by number, but mentions the 
Transnistria conflict first among “Priorities for Action.”30

More importantly, the language used in describing EU attention to the 
conflict differs considerably.31 Thus, the Georgia Action Plan lists Priority 
area number six under the heading “Promote peaceful resolution of inter-
nal conflicts.” There, the EU commits to “contribute to conflict settlement 
… based on respect of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Georgia 
within its internationally recognised borders.”32 The Moldova Action Plan is 
equally unequivocal, discussing “sustained efforts toward a settlement of the 
Transnistria conflict, respecting the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the 
Republic of Moldova within its internationally recognised borders.”33 But in 
the Action Plans on Azerbaijan and Armenia, the EU does not commit to a 
direct role, only to “increase political support to OSCE Minsk Group conflict 
settlement efforts…”

More surprisingly, the language on EU efforts regarding the conflict is iden-
tical for the Armenia and Azerbaijan Action Plans, with one crucial excep-
tion: the very principles on which the EU commits to base its efforts. The 
Azerbaijan document includes a clause in the introduction to the Action 
Plan noting that the common values underlying the relationship include “the 
respect of and support for the sovereignty, territorial integrity and inviolability 
of internationally recognised borders.” But unlike the Action Plans for Georgia 
and Moldova, this principle is not mentioned in the specific section on conflict 
resolution. That section only refers vaguely to “UN Security Council resolu-
tions and OSCE documents and principles.” The Armenia Action Plan, for 
its part, specifically refers to “the principle of self-determination of peoples,” a 
principle included in no other Action Plan (Table 8.1).

This approach to conflict resolution is not serious. The fact that the EU 
uses the same exact paragraphs, with interchangeable principles on which it 
bases its efforts, implies that the EU in reality does not operate on the basis 
of any principles whatsoever. Moreover, the inclusion of the principle of 
 self- determination without reference to the principle of territorial integrity is 
highly unusual diplomatic practice—whereas the opposite is commonplace. As 
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discussed in detail in Johanna Popjanevski’s contribution to this volume, the 
principle of self-determination can in no way be understood as negating the 
principle of territorial integrity, which remains a cornerstone of the interna-
tional system.

The inclusion of the principle of self-determination in only one of the EU’s 
Action Plans appears impossible to justify in any principled manner. Indeed, if 
the EU were to think seriously about the “self-determination of peoples,” it 
would need to apply the recognized international definitions of what consists an 
“indigenous people” and what consists a “national minority.” Under these def-
initions, as contentious as they may be, the only secessionist party in the region 
that could lay claim to being defined as an “indigenous people” is the Abkhaz. 
There is no other territory or motherland for the Abkhaz than Abkhazia; but 
Transnistria’s population is a mixture of Moldovans, Ukrainians and Russians. 
In the case of South Ossetia, there is a North Ossetian Republic in the North 
Caucasus which had a higher status in the Soviet hierarchy precisely because 
it was considered the homeland of the Ossetians. As for Nagorno-Karabakh, 
unless a way is found to define the Karabakh Armenians as a people sepa-
rate from the Armenians of Armenia, they are, in terms of international law, a 
national minority. And since two of the highest leaders of the self-proclaimed 
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic have gone on to hold the office of President of 
Armenia; any argument that Nagorno-Karabakh constitutes a separate people 
scarcely holds water. In other words, in the context of the unresolved conflicts 

Table 8.1 Formulations on Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in EU actions plans with 
Armenia and Azerbaijan

EU Action Plan, Armenia EU Action Plan, Azerbaijan

Contribute to a peaceful solution of the Nagorno- 
Karabakh conflict;

Contribute to a peaceful solution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict

Specific actions: Specific actions:
  Increase diplomatic efforts, including through 

the EUSR, and continue to support a 
peaceful solution of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict;

  Increase diplomatic efforts, including 
through the EUSR, and continue to 
support a peaceful solution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict;

  Increase political support to the OSCE Minsk 
Group conflict settlement efforts on the basis 
of international norms and principles, 
including the principle of self-determination of 
peoples;

  Increase political support to OSCE Minsk 
Group conflict settlement efforts on the 
basis of the relevant UN Security Council 
resolutions and OSCE documents and 
decisions;

  Encourage people-to-people contacts;   Encourage people-to-people contacts;
  Intensify the EU dialogue with the parties 

concerned with a view to the acceleration  
of the negotiations toward a political 
settlement

  Intensify the EU dialogue with the states 
concerned with a view to the acceleration 
of the negotiations toward a political 
settlement

Source: European Union, ‘EU/Armenia Action Plan,’ 2006, p.  7, https://eeas.europa.eu/enp/pdf/pdf/
action_plans/armenia_enp_ap_final_en.pdf; European Union, ‘EU/Azerbaijan Action Plan, 2006, p. 3, http://
eeas.europa.eu/enp/pdf/pdf/action_plans/azerbaijan_enp_ap_final_en.pdf’
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in the post-Soviet space, there is no justification for the EU to apply the princi-
ple of self-determination of peoples selectively to the Nagorno-Karabakh issue.

Why, then, this differentiated treatment of conflict zones? The reasons are 
obviously political. The differentiation between Georgia and Moldova on the 
one hand, and the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict on the other, is often explained 
by the main difference between the conflicts: the EU viewed conflicts in 
Georgia and Moldova as internal conflicts. Since the secessionist entities were 
not partners to the EU, Brussels had few qualms about stating unambigu-
ously its support for sovereignty and territorial integrity. But since it viewed 
the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict as an inter-state conflict involving two partner 
countries to the EU, that fact put the EU in the position of seeking neutrality 
between them. Put otherwise, precisely because Azerbaijan’s territory is under 
occupation by a neighbor, the EU is less willing to stand up for the principle 
of territorial integrity.

Yet this approach contradicts the very nature of the EU, which is supposedly 
that of a normative, rules-based organization. The Cyprus analogy is particu-
larly poignant: the same logic would lead the EU to downplay Greek Cypriot 
claims of territorial integrity, and withhold judgment until a solution is found. 
Instead, the EU backed Greek Cyprus’s claims to the entire island, resulting in 
a situation where the EU effectively embargoes a territory, Northern Cyprus, 
which is formally considered part of the EU itself. Even leaving the Cyprus 
case aside, the only serious approach to the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict would 
have been to include identical language reflecting the two supposedly contra-
dictory principles of international law in both Action Plans. Given that official 
EU Commission documents themselves state that “portions of Azerbaijan’s 
territory remain under Armenian occupation,” the refusal to acknowledge the 
principle of territorial integrity casts a shadow over the EU’s claim to uphold 
the principles of international law.34

This attitude on the part of the EU position has not been limited to just the 
Action Plans. In the aftermath of the 2008 war in Georgia, Ferrero-Waldner 
noted that “Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova can count on the EU’s support 
for their territorial integrity and sovereignty.”35 Thus, five years before Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, high EU officials had the foresight to include Ukraine, 
whose territorial integrity was not yet under attack—but pointedly left out 
Azerbaijan from the list.

The same difference has been observable in the EU’s response to elections 
being organized in the secessionist territories. As Paruyr Hovhannisyan has 
observed, the EU has been explicit in stating its support for the territorial 
integrity of Georgia in such conditions—but less so in the case of Azerbaijan.36 
In 2009, the EU Presidency responded to the presidential election in Abkhazia 
by noting that the “EU does not recognize the constitutional and legal frame-
work within which these elections have taken place … The EU continues to 
support Georgia’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, as recognized by inter-
national law.”37 Later that year, a statement on elections in South Ossetia went 
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further: “The EU does not accept the legality of the ‘elections’ … the holding 
of such elections is illegitimate and represents a setback,” and added that “the 
EU reiterates its firm support for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
Georgia within its internationally recognized borders.”38 The latter phrasing 
appears in countless EU documents, including EU statements on the Geneva 
discussions, as well as in the EU statement in response to the signature of 
a Treaty of alliance and integration between Moscow and South Ossetia in 
March 2015.39 Regarding Transnistria, the story is the same: for example, the 
EU reacted to a 2006 referendum in Transnistria on the territory’s status by 
noting that the referendum “contradicts the internationally recognized sover-
eignty and territorial integrity of the Republic of Moldova … The European 
Union fully supports Moldova’s territorial integrity.”40

In the case of Azerbaijan, such statements were once commonplace, but 
gradually became increasingly rare. In the 1990s, they were most vividly illus-
trated by the 1996 Lisbon Summit of the OSCE. At that summit, all participat-
ing states except Armenia supported the inclusion of three principles for the 
resolution of the conflict. These were

 1. Territorial integrity of the Republic of Armenia and the Azerbaijan 
Republic;

 2. Legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh defined in an agreement based on 
self-determination which confers on Nagorno-Karabakh the highest 
degree of self-rule within Azerbaijan; and

 3. Guaranteed security for Nagorno-Karabakh and its whole population, 
including mutual obligations to ensure compliance by all the Parties with 
the provisions of the settlement.41

Since Armenia vetoed the inclusion of this language, the OSCE Chairman-in- 
Office put the text in an annex to the document, noting explicitly that “I regret 
that one participating State could not accept this. These principles have the 
support of all other participating States.”42 Six years later, a 2002 EU declara-
tion ahead of scheduled “presidential elections” in Nagorno-Karabakh similarly 
noted that “the European Union confirms its support for the territorial integ-
rity of Azerbaijan, and recalls that it does not recognise the independence of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.”43

But subsequently, the EU language changed. In 2010, High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Catherine Ashton’s statement on par-
liamentary elections held in the breakaway territory only noted that the EU 
“does not recognize the constitutional and legal framework within which the 
‘parliamentary elections’ in Nagorno-Karabakh will be held.” But the state-
ment only added that “this event should not prejudice the peaceful settlement 
of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.”44

Thus, there was a clear but subtle shift in EU policy on Azerbaijan’s territo-
rial integrity over time. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the EU tended to treat 
the post-Soviet conflicts alike, and it was uncontroversial to include statements 
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of support for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity. But following the launch of the 
ENP and the pursuit of Action Plans and subsequently Association Agreements 
with the countries of the Eastern Partnership, the EU continued to support 
the territorial integrity of Georgia and Moldova, while it moved to a posi-
tion of neutrality on this key subject of negotiations regarding the Armenia–
Azerbaijan conflict.

It should be noted, however, that the Russian annexation of Crimea has led 
to a reversal of this trend. In July 2015, EU President Donald Tusk unequivo-
cally stated that the EU “recognizes Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, sover-
eignty and independence. Neither the EU nor its member states recognize 
Nagorno-Karabakh.”45 Similarly, during Latvia’s 2015 presidency of the EU, 
Latvian diplomats began systematically including Azerbaijan alongside Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine in the listing of countries whose territorial integrity the 
EU supports.46

The conflict in Ukraine raises the broader question of the EU’s handling of 
the matter of sovereignty and territorial integrity. It appears that EU attitudes 
toward the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict have been affected considerably by 
matters external to the conflict, from Kosovo to Crimea.

from KosoVo to CrImEa: thE Eu and tErrItorIal 
IntEgrIty

The EU’s wavering on principles of international law has not taken place in 
isolation. While the EU handling of the issue appears in part to be the result 
of a lack of leadership and strategic thinking, it has also been a function of the 
EU position on major political developments in Europe. Indeed, the subtle 
EU downgrading of the importance of territorial integrity in favor of self- 
determination in the mid-2000s coincided with its inclination to recognize 
Kosovo, while the shift in the opposite direction in the past two years coincides 
with the Crimea issue.

In retrospect, the Western powers hardly excelled themselves during their 
handling of the Kosovo question. When the UN Interim Administration 
Mission in Kosovo was created in 1999, it was deployed under UN Security 
Council resolution 1244, which reaffirmed the “sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity” of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. This was important, 
because the NATO intervention in Kosovo had been launched in order to 
stop Belgrade’s policies of ethnic cleansing of Kosovo Albanians. Even after 
that conflict—which some legal scholars would argue voided Yugoslavia’s right 
to maintain its territorial integrity—the international presence in the territory 
was deployed under a special regime that maintained Yugoslavia’s territorial 
integrity de jure. In other words, Kosovo was what legal scholar Ralph Wilde 
calls a “Protected State Territory,” which involved a deployment of interna-
tional bodies that in effect administered the territory, a fact that explicitly did 
not prejudice Yugoslavia’s legal title to the territory.47 But following a period 
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of escalating tensions, and the inability of Kosovar and Serbian leaders to reach 
a negotiated solution, Kosovo declared independence in 2008. The United 
States and a majority of EU members then recognized that declaration, in 
spite of their recognition constituting a direct breach of resolution 1244. The 
legal reasoning behind that decision was contorted; as discussed in detail in 
Johanna Popjanevski’s contribution to this volume, neither Kosovo’s declara-
tion of independence nor Western recognition thereof was undertaken citing a 
right to self- determination, but took place on the basis of the “non-consensual 
breakup” of Yugoslavia, with the reasons cited being decidedly political rather 
than legal. UN Special Envoy Martti Ahtisaari recommended independence 
only because it was “the only viable option.”48 Upon recognizing Kosovo, 
Western powers went out of their way to declare it a case sui generis, which 
was an exception to international law and did not create a precedent. The EU 
Council conclusions on Kosovo reiterated

the EU’s adherence to the principles of the UN Charter and the Helsinki Final 
Act, inter alia the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity and all UN 
Security Council resolutions. It underlines its conviction that in view of the con-
flict of the 1990s and the extended period of international administration under 
SCR 1244, Kosovo constitutes a sui generis case which does not call into ques-
tion these principles and resolutions.49

Of course, this rationale was highly questionable. There was a considerable 
international presence in Kosovo, and both Serbia and Kosovo had a per-
spective of eventual EU membership. It remains unclear why the EU proved 
unable to devise a solution that would guide both territories toward EU 
membership in the long term, in which case the question of status could 
be resolved—or even made obsolete—through EU membership. In the end, 
the EU itself was divided on the question of recognition, and five EU mem-
bers—Cyprus, Greece, Romania, Slovakia and Spain—continue to refuse to 
recognize the independence of Kosovo. That, in turn, left the EU in the con-
voluted situation where as an organization operating under the principle of 
consensus, it does not recognize Kosovo. All EU documents guiding its rela-
tionship with the territory simply call it “Kosovo,” with an asterisk explain-
ing that “this designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is 
in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration 
of Independence.”50 In sum, the EU navigated itself into a position where it 
in practice treats Kosovo as an independent state, while basing its relations 
with the territory on a statement that explicitly acknowledges the territorial 
integrity of Serbia.

The West’s recognition of Kosovo was an important factor in the escalation 
to war in Georgia, and particularly in Russia’s retaliatory decision to recognize 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states. If the West could create its 
own exceptions to international law, reasoned Moscow, so could Russia. Of 
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course, Western leaders rightly dismissed Russia’s analogy between the two 
situations. The NATO-led intervention in Kosovo had been undertaken to 
stop ethnic cleansing; Russia’s intervention in Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
 confirmed the results of the ethnic cleansing in the early 1990s, while it created 
new waves of displaced Georgians from South Ossetia. Western intervention 
in Kosovo had been multilateral and transparent; Russia’s had been unilateral, 
and patently planned in advance as well as based on motives that had nothing 
to do with the defense of human rights. But in terms of international law, the 
conclusion is inescapable that both of these 2008 episodes weakened the inter-
national legal regime centered on territorial integrity and the inviolability of 
borders.

For a variety of reasons, the West did not process the implications of 
the war in Georgia. The onset of the financial crisis turned the attention of 
Western leaders to urgent matters closer to home, and the Obama admin-
istration’s “reset” with Russia buried the crucial issues of principle that had 
been raised by the war. It was left to diplomats and politicians in the South 
Caucasus to deal with the consequences—which left Armenia coming out in 
a more favorable position than Azerbaijan. Armenians could, and did, point 
out that if the West supported two Albanian state entities in the Balkans, 
then why not two Armenian states in the Caucasus? Of course, the analogy 
is false: the majority of victims of ethnic cleansing were Azerbaijanis and not 
Armenians, a fact that makes the parallel to Kosovo very hollow. However, 
such questions easily disappeared from view, and it is difficult to escape the 
conclusion that the EU’s willingness to fudge the issues of territorial integ-
rity and self-determination between roughly 2006 and 2013 were related to 
the Kosovo phenomenon.

That all changed with the Russian annexation of Crimea. Indeed, that event 
led many leaders in the West to draw exactly those conclusions which the war 
in Georgia should have led five years earlier. Most ironic was the indignation 
expressed by Frank-Walter Steinmeier, German foreign minister and the archi-
tect of Germany’s “embrace” of Russia. Speaking at the UN in September 
2014, he stated that

some may see this as a limited conflict in Eastern Europe – but this conflict affects 
us all. Not just any state! A permanent member of the Security Council, Russia, 
has unilaterally changed borders in Europe with its annexation of Crimea, and 
thus violated international law.51

Of course, Russia had done exactly that in Georgia in 2008, with little in terms 
of a German reaction. Russia’s moves in Georgia had led the EU to step up 
its rhetoric in defense of the territorial integrity of Georgia, but that did not 
translate into any effect on EU positions elsewhere, particularly regarding the 
Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict. But the Ukraine crisis was different. Russia’s 
moves in Crimea led first of all to a reassessment of the political relationship 
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with Russia, and to a much more durable sanctions regime targeting Russia. 
And while it also led to a strong defense of Ukraine’s territorial integrity, this 
time it appeared to have had broader repercussions.

Indeed, EU language in Ukraine has been very direct. The first EU Council 
conclusions on Ukraine, in March 2014, set the tone by stating that the EU 
“strongly condemns the clear violation of Ukrainian sovereignty and territorial 
integrity by acts of aggression by the Russian armed forces…”52 More impor-
tantly, the EU targeted sanctions imposed on Russia and on Russian leaders 
are justified explicitly as “targeted sanctions for actions undermining Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity, sovereignty and independence.”53 Indeed, the official EU 
account of its policy on Ukraine mentions the term “territorial integrity” on 11 
occasions in a 3000-word document, and going further: it underlines the EU’s 
“unwavering support for the sovereignty, territorial integrity, unity and inde-
pendence of Ukraine,” thus including the concept of the country’s “unity,” 
which the EU does not employ for any other conflicts.

This EU policy inescapably had implications for the Armenia–Azerbaijan 
conflict, given the very visible parallels between the occurrences in Nagorno- 
Karabakh and Crimea. There are, of course, important differences between 
the conflicts. A first is the fact that Russia officially annexed Crimea, while 
Armenia maintains a fig leaf of distance from the issue, claiming that Nagorno- 
Karabakh is a separate entity, (in spite of the Armenian parliament’s December 
1989 resolution on the annexation of Nagorno-Karabakh into Armenia sug-
gesting otherwise). Secondly, the invasion of Crimea was not preceded by any 
conflict or controversy—Russia’s justification for it was entirely manufactured, 
whereas in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh, there was a real conflict with very 
real grievances. But still, the parallels are very obvious: one European country’s 
armed force occupies the territory of another European country, where its 
ethnic kin have declared independence. And whereas Crimea continues to have 
an ethnic Ukrainian and Crimean Tatar population, the Armenian occupation 
of Azerbaijani territories was accompanied by a systematic campaign of ethnic 
cleansing.

EU officials are, of course, aware of these glaring similarities. It is therefore 
no surprise that slowly, these realities have gradually turned the tables in the 
conflict, and the EU has been at a loss to counter Azerbaijani accusations 
of double standards in the differentiated treatment of Crimea and Nagorno- 
Karabakh. High-level EU diplomats privately acknowledge as much, agree-
ing that their efforts to dodge the issue and cite their support for the Minsk 
Group as justification is decidedly unsatisfying. And in fact, this helps explain 
why EU officials including the President of the European Council have lately 
returned to a policy of expressing support for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity. 
In sum, it appears that the EU is slowly coming to the realization that, to 
quote Amanda Paul, “the EU cannot pick and choose when it comes to the 
territorial integrity of its partner states.”54 Whether this will lead to a more 
consistent application of the principles of international law, however, remains 
to be seen.
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ConClusIons

Little has changed on the ground in the 20 years since a cease-fire was con-
cluded between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Armenia continues to occupy the 
territory and large areas of western Azerbaijan; Azerbaijan  continues to harbor 
hundreds of thousands of displaced persons from these territories. Armenia con-
tinues to demand self-determination for Nagorno-Karabakh; while Azerbaijan 
continues to call for the restoration of its territorial integrity.

But in substance, a lot has changed. Armenia is increasingly isolated in the 
region, and has been bypassed by the large infrastructural projects connect-
ing the region to Europe. It has sunk ever deeper into a military and security 
dependence on Russia, which has acquired a veto right over Armenian for-
eign policy, which includes the ability to stop Armenia’s European integration. 
Azerbaijan has seen considerable economic growth as a result of its oil and 
gas resources, and while that growth is currently challenged by low oil prices, 
Azerbaijan sports an economy several times larger than Armenia’s. With eco-
nomic growth and ample financial resources, revanchist feelings have grown 
in Azerbaijan; but the deep Russian support for Armenia for the time being 
prevents a resurgence of violence greater than what took place in April 2016.

At the same time, the South Caucasus has increasingly clearly become a 
part of Europe, and the EU has evolved into the primary institution in foreign 
and security policy on the continent. It is thus an anomaly that the EU has no 
seat at the table in one of the most serious conflicts affecting the continent, 
and which furthermore is gradually escalating, presenting a clear and present 
danger of return to war, which it did not a decade ago. The EU has failed to 
directly affect the conflict, but its inability to take a principled and consistent 
stance on territorial conflicts in Europe over the past decade has hurt the EU’s 
standing in the region. While there is growing realization that this situation 
must be addressed, the forces supporting the status quo remain formidable. It 
is, unfortunately, likely that only a major eruption of the conflict would drive 
home to European leaders the danger that the conflict presents to European 
security.
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“There is a possibility of a Karabakh settlement in the course of this year,” 
the US Co-chair of the Minsk Group declared optimistically in 2005.1 Four 
years later, the Russian Co-chair was again hopeful that a meeting between 
the Presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan “could lead to a breakthrough.”2 
But while the international mediators tasked with finding a solution to the 
Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh frequently announce 
that a breakthrough is likely, such optimistic statements have so far amounted 
to nothing. The leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan have met numerous times 
to try to hammer out a compromise solution that they can both accept, and that 
they can sell to their publics at home. Under the auspices of the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OSCE) Minsk Group, the media-
tors have changed their strategy over time. They have adopted more or less 
directive approaches, put forward both package deals and phased solutions, 
and presented a series of different proposals that have each been trying, in 
more or less creative ways, to square the circle of territorial integrity and self- 
determination. Notwithstanding, the talks have repeatedly ended in deadlock.

Why have more than two decades of negotiations failed to produce a break-
through? This chapter examines the evolution of the peace process since the 
signing of the ceasefire agreement in 1994 and the various proposals that have 
been on the table. It finds that the main obstacle to peace is a lack of political 
will on the part of the local actors, which is compounded by two factors: first, 
the “constructive ambiguity” of the proposed interim agreement, and second, 
the format of the Minsk Process, in particular its narrow and secretive nature 
and lack of international commitment. The chapter subsequently discusses 
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three complementary strategies for reducing insecurities and fears and moving 
the process forward. These include a revised proposal, a broader, more open 
process with increased international involvement, and envisioning a greater 
role for the European Union (EU).

The Minsk Group

International efforts to find a solution to the conflict are led by the Minsk Group 
and its three Co-chairs. The Minsk Group is only linked to the Belarusian capi-
tal insofar as it owes its name to a peace conference that was supposed to have 
taken place in Minsk in 1992. While this first meeting was called off due to 
an upsurge in fighting, the name stuck. A formal chairmanship of the group 
was established in 1995,3 with Russia and Sweden as the initial Co-chairs. The 
present system, with three Co-chairs representing Russia, France and the USA, 
was created in 1997. The history of the Minsk Group is unusual and a lack of 
clarity surrounding its precise role persists. As Thomas de Waal aptly puts it, 
“the Minsk Process consists of a conference which was only occasionally con-
vened, a group which never meet as a group and a co-chairmanship functioning 
under a barely known mandate, all named after a city where the mediators have 
never met.”4 The Minsk Group was created during the war with the initial goal 
of ensuring a ceasefire, but the process has remained largely unchanged. de 
Waal5 therefore questions if this process is geared to finding a lasting solution; 
indeed, the Karabakh peace process is routinely criticized for being too narrow 
and too secretive.6 In fact, more cynical observers have argued that the Minsk 
Process has become an excuse for inaction on the part of the co-chairs and 
the international community writ large, who can point to an ongoing process, 
which nevertheless continuously fails to deliver.7

evoluTion of The peace process

The bloody war between Azerbaijani and Armenian forces over the territory of 
Nagorno-Karabakh came to an end with the signing of the Bishkek Protocol 
in May 1994. This ceasefire agreement, which had been brokered by Russia, 
calls upon the conflict parties to sign, as soon as possible, an agreement which 
includes a mechanism for the “withdrawal of troops from occupied territories” 
and the “return of refugees.”8 The agreement does not mention the status 
of the contested territory, but there was nevertheless hope that progress on a 
compromise settlement could be achieved before the ceasefire broke down.9 
The ceasefire did not break down and remains in place to this day despite 
frequent exchanges of fire across the front line. Yet a peace agreement never 
materialized. Both sides had an interest in a ceasefire: the Azerbaijani Army was 
in disarray and the Armenian forces were overextended10; and the economies 
and social infrastructure of both countries had been virtually destroyed by the 
war.11 However, the peace process quickly came to a halt, with neither side 
showing much interest in reaching a compromise. It seemed that the conflict 
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was simply not ripe for resolution. As P. Terrence Hopmann and I. William 
Zartman12 have argued, it is a case of a “soft, stable, self-serving stalemate,” 
not a mutually hurting one.13 This is not to say that the conflict and the peace 
process are static. The mediation strategy has changed over time: the Co-chairs 
have been more or less directive and have alternated between package and 
step-by-step approaches. The proposals on the table have also evolved: from an 
initial emphasis on territorial integrity to attempts to blur or postpone issues of 
sovereignty. And on a couple of occasions, the process has hung on the verge 
of forward movement.14

Changing Mediation Strategies

The Minsk Process was slow to get off the ground, especially due to rivalry 
within the group, which persisted even after the formal chairmanship was 
established.15 In fact, then Armenian President Levon Ter-Petrosyan argues 
that the OSCE only began to take the peace process seriously in 1996, “before 
that, it was simply a bluff, there was absolutely no peace process … They com-
peted among themselves more than they thought about the Karabakh issue.” 
One of the problems appeared to be that the Western countries were simply 
not very interested in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.16 Nevertheless, the USA 
and France were added to the Minsk Group, and this ushered in a new push for 
a settlement. In 1997, two peace proposals were presented: first a package deal, 
then a phased approach. This new, more assertive strategy nevertheless failed 
to bear fruit, and actually resulted in a more hard-line Armenian leadership.

The leaders of Nagorno-Karabakh insisted on a comprehensive agreement 
that included a final settlement on the status of Nagorno-Karabakh, in the 
form of independence. The position could be summed up as “territories for 
status” in the sense that Armenian withdrawal from the districts surrounding 
Nagorno-Karabakh would only happen in return for the entity’s de jure separa-
tion from Azerbaijan.17 A package deal was therefore needed. The Armenian 
President was more flexible on this issue, but it soon became clear that his 
room for maneuver was limited. Azerbaijan, on the other hand, insisted that 
Armenian withdrawal from the occupied districts was a precondition for any 
discussions on Karabakh’s future status18 and therefore favored a phased, or a 
step-by-step, solution.

The first proposal put forward by the Minsk co-chairs in 1997 was a pack-
age deal that would formally preserve Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity but 
would give Nagorno-Karabakh the widest possible autonomy, including its 
own “national guard”; effectively creating a state-within-a-state. Azerbaijan 
considered this “an acceptable starting point” but wavered; Armenia accepted 
it with “serious reservations” as a basis for further talks, but it was in any 
case flatly rejected by the Karabakhi leadership.19 The mediators then put for-
ward a step-by-step approach, which postponed the questions of Karabakh’s 
status and of the strategic Lachin corridor that links Armenia and Karabakh. 
This proposal was again rejected by the Karabakh Armenians, but pragmatic 
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considerations led the Armenian President, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, to accept 
the proposal, although again with “serious reservations.”20 Ter-Petrosyan was 
under pressure due to the catastrophic economic situation in Armenia, aware 
that time was not in Armenia’s favor,21 and desperately wanted to end the 
country’s international isolation.22 He argued that a settlement on Karabakh 
and the opening of borders with Turkey were vital for Armenia’s prosperity: 
otherwise, “Armenia cannot return to normality.”23 Moreover, he assessed that 
due to the international support for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, postpon-
ing the issue of Karabakh’s final status was the best that could be hoped for.24 
By December 1997, both Yerevan and Baku were reportedly ready to sign the 
plan,25 but the problem was that Ter-Petrosyan did not enjoy the political lee-
way to agree to such a compromise. His support base had been steadily weak-
ening and he had come to rely on the support of the Karabakhi leadership and 
of the “power ministries,” which insisted on a package deal. Ter-Petrosyan’s 
opponents accused him of “national betrayal” and forced him to resign.26 His 
replacement, Armenian Prime Minister Robert Kocharyan, was the former 
president of Nagorno-Karabakh and adopted a much more hard-line position: 
independence for Nagorno-Karabakh was non-negotiable and had to be guar-
anteed in any agreement. Therefore, “nothing is agreed at all unless everything 
is agreed.”27

Following this setback, the Co-chairs put forward one more proposal, the 
so-called “common state” proposal in 1998, which rapidly faltered. They then 
changed their strategy: instead of using shuttle diplomacy and presenting the 
parties with new proposals, they took a step back and began facilitating direct 
meetings between the Presidents of Azerbaijan and Armenia.28 These meetings 
were, as previous meetings, held under a tight cloak of secrecy,29 but the media-
tors’ approach seems to have been less directive, with the emphasis instead 
being on trying to find common ground, exploring alternative ways of achiev-
ing a compromise. This strategy reportedly came close to success in 1999 when 
the two presidents discussed a controversial “land swap” deal.

The presidents met regularly, on their own initiative,30 and appear to have 
revised the so-called “Goble Plan” which proposed a territorial exchange to 
solve the conflict: in return for Armenian control of Nagorno-Karabakh as well 
as the Lachin corridor, Azerbaijan would obtain a land corridor across southern 
Armenia, connecting Azerbaijan with the enclave of Nakhichevan. Azerbaijan’s 
President, Heydar Aliyev, hailed from Nakhichevan so had a personal interest in 
this solution, which would also provide mainland Azerbaijan with a direct link 
to Turkey, and an agreement appears to have been within reach.31 Nevertheless, 
both leaders faced a domestic backlash. The proposed deal was not made public 
at the time, but it caused divisions within the elite. In Azerbaijan, it was inter-
preted as a surrender of Karabakh and three of Aliyev’s top advisers resigned, 
apparently in protest over this plan.32 Aliyev was reportedly shaken, but did 
not abandon the plan.33 However, instability in Armenia made a compromise 
impossible. Giving up the Meghri region was highly controversial in Armenia 
as it would result in the loss of Armenia’s border with Iran. Kocharyan there-
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fore needed the support of the powerful new Prime Minister, Vazgen Sargsyan, 
for such a move to be possible. But on October 27, 1999, gunmen entered the 
Armenian Parliament and shot dead eight people, including Sargsyan and the 
parliament speaker, Karen Demirchyan. The motives behind the attack, and 
indeed who was behind it, remain controversial, but the shootings devastated 
the Armenian political landscape.34

After the parliament shooting, Kocharyan backtracked on a deal, citing the 
fragile security situation in Armenia.35 High-profile talks were attempted again 
in 2001, in Key West, and the deal on the table was reportedly still some form 
of territorial swap.36 But reports of possible compromises resulted in strong 
domestic criticism, and no agreement resulted.37 Upon his return to Baku, 
Aliyev rejected any compromises on Karabakh’s status.38 Instead, he offered 
a restoration of economic links, in exchange for Armenian withdrawal from 
four out of seven southern occupied districts. Aliyev saw this as a significant 
concession, but it was rejected out of hand by Kocharyan, who continued to 
insist on a package solution which included Karabakh’s status. A pause in the 
talks resulted which was prolonged by Aliyev’s ill health and the process of suc-
cession in Azerbaijan. In 2003, Heydar Aliyev was replaced by his son Ilham 
Aliyev, who was disillusioned with the negotiations and adopted a more hard- 
line position on Karabakh. He denounced the Key West talks, insisted on the 
inviolability of Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, and threatened to use force to 
reintegrate Karabakh.39

In order to re-start the talks, the Minsk Co-chairs began in 2004 to orga-
nize talks between the two foreign ministers of Armenia and Azerbaijan.40 
The movement away from the highly pressurized, and ultimately fruitless, 
talks between the two presidents was supposed to build trust and confidence 
between the two sides and a better environment for future presidential talks.41 
This resulted in the so-called Prague process. In 2005, the mediators presented 
a first draft of a set of BASIC PRINCIPLES that were intended to provide a 
framework for a comprehensive settlement. The Minsk Co-chairs had thereby 
returned to a more directive strategy.42

A lot of optimism surrounded the 2006 talks in Rambouillet, but progress 
again failed to materialize and the Minsk Co-chairs shortly thereafter issued a 
statement expressing their regret that the process “has not moved forward in 
recent weeks despite ample opportunity to do so.”43 The Co-chairs also took 
the unprecedented step of partially revealing the principles that were being 
proposed. The intention was to pressure the parties to agree to the principles 
and launch a public debate about them.44 The mediators felt a sense of urgency 
as elections were due in both countries in 2007 and 2008, and they feared that 
domestic politics would soon make a compromise impossible.45 The year 2006 
came and went and the approach of elections did, as expected, lead to a slow-
ing down of the talks. In 2007, the Minsk Co-chairs formally presented the 
“BASIC PRINCIPLES for the Peaceful Settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Conflict” which now constituted an official proposal.46
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The principles seek to satisfy both parties by combining a package deal and 
a step-by-step approach. The agreement is to be implemented in stages, but it 
includes mechanisms for deciding on the final status of Nagorno-Karabakh: a 
popular vote is to be held after an interim period. Both presidents have accepted 
the principle, but only as a basis for further discussion, and these discussions 
have now been ongoing for a decade with little discernible progress. The prin-
ciples have been revised over time, but without any fundamental changes. They 
include the following:

• Return of the territories surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijani 
control;

• An interim status for Nagorno-Karabakh providing guarantees for secu-
rity and self-governance;

• A corridor linking Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh;
• Future determination of the final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh 

through a legally binding expression of will;
• The right of all internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees to return 

to their former places of residence; and
• International security guarantees that would include a peacekeeping 

operation.47

As will be shown below, the devil is very much in the detail, and significant 
disagreement remains regarding the interpretation of each principle and their 
sequencing.

Whereas the proposal put forward by the Minsk Co-chairs has changed 
little since 2005, the international context has. The war in Georgia in 2008 in 
particular saw an increase in international efforts. It showed how “frozen 
conflicts” could experience a dangerous thaw. The rhetoric on both sides 
of the conflict hardened, with Azerbaijan frequently threatening to solve 
the conflict through military means, and an increase in shootings across the 
front line added to the growing sense of uncertainty and instability.48 The 
USA appeared to take a greater interest in the conflict, with high-level visits 
to Armenia and Azerbaijan by the Secretary of State, but it was Russia that 
came to take a leading role. The Kremlin was keen to demonstrate that it 
could play a positive role in peace efforts in the region. The conflict has now 
again moved down on the international agenda, and Moscow clearly plays 
the dominant role in the Minsk Process, as evidenced by Putin’s 2014 host-
ing of a meeting between the Armenian and the Azerbaijani Presidents in 
Sochi.49

The Minsk Process is characterized by two constant features: a striking lack 
of openness and a lack of inclusivity. These are confidential, elite-level talks 
taken to the extreme.50 Nevertheless, some changes can be observed: the medi-
ators have, as noted above, adopted more or less directive strategies, and they 
have also tried to engineer increasingly creative proposals, in an attempt to find 
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a middle-way between Azerbaijan’s insistence on its territorial integrity and 
Armenian insistence on independence for Karabakh. Zartman51 once argued 
that the way around stark invisibility in peace talks “has been a challenge to 
which creativity has responded positively,” but Hopmann and Zartman also 
contend that this is difficult or indeed impossible when it involves the issue of 
sovereignty: solutions necessarily fall on one side or the other of the “crest of 
sovereignty”; that “there is no in between.”52 Sovereignty is commonly per-
ceived as non-divisible and creative solutions will rarely be acceptable to the 
conflict parties.

Changing Proposals: The Difficulty of Finding a Middle-Way

At the OSCE Lisbon Summit in 1996, the Chairman-in-Office put forward 
three principles that were supposed to serve as a framework for a solution 
to the conflict: first, Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity; second, the highest 
degree of self-rule for Nagorno-Karabakh within Azerbaijan; and third, 
guaranteed security for Nagorno-Karabakh and its population and ensured 
compliance with the settlement.53 Armenia vetoed these principles, as they 
ruled out Nagorno-Karabakh’s independence from the outset, but they 
were supported by all other OSCE member states. This demonstrates that 
the international preference, at this point, was clearly for a solution that 
maintained the existing borders. Territorial integrity was maintained in the 
1997 package proposal, but it did try to blur the issue of sovereignty. The 
proposal offered Nagorno- Karabakh extensive autonomy, including its own 
armed forces, thereby essentially creating a state-within-a-state. It moreover 
included a highly creative solution regarding the strategic Lachin corridor: 
Azerbaijan would lease it to the OSCE, which in turn would lease it to 
Nagorno-Karabakh.54 Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity was therefore main-
tained on paper only, but it was still not enough for the Karabakh leaders, 
and Baku also wavered.

The mediators’ subsequent proposal to postpone the issue of status, how-
ever, was not acceptable to the Karabakh leaders, nor to significant forces in 
Yerevan: the fear was that the issue of status would then never be negotiated, 
and that Azerbaijani forces would launch a military offensive once Armenian 
forces had withdrawn from the occupied districts. There were simply not 
enough guarantees against a forceful reintegration.55

A new attempt to blur the issue of sovereignty was the “common state” 
proposal, also known as the Primakov Plan, from 1998 which proposed “non- 
hierarchical” relations between Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh. This fell 
short of Karabakh’s demand for de jure recognition as an independent state, 
but would otherwise have institutionalized the status quo. But the proposal 
was strongly rejected by Azerbaijan as “defeatist.” Aliyev argued that it implied 
that “Karabakh is an independent state…and grants it, equal with Azerbaijan, 
the status of the subject of the common state.”56
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Finding a way to square the circle of independence and territorial integ-
rity was therefore anything but easy. An alternative approach, explored by the 
two presidents in 1999, was instead to offer compensation57: territories could 
be swapped. However, the domestic backlash demonstrated how controver-
sial such exchanges would be: territory may be divisible but it holds immense 
symbolic value, it has implications for security, and, of course, it is also con-
cerns people’s homes. It is therefore not simply about the number of square 
kilometers controlled and it is hard to imagine what would constitute a “fair 
swap.” The events surrounding the talks also illustrated that Armenia is no less 
sensitive than Azerbaijan to its territorial integrity.

When the process was restarted in 2004, the negotiations therefore returned 
to ways of blurring or postponing the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh’s status. 
The BASIC PRINCIPLES outlined above try to square the circle of territo-
rial integrity and independence by proposing an interim agreement. Status is 
not finally decided but it is also not simply postponed: a mechanism is to be 
included for determining the status of Nagorno-Karabakh at the end of the 
interim period. The interim period, however, will give Azerbaijan a chance to 
demonstrate the benefits of a joint state, and the final status is therefore not 
meant to be a foregone conclusion. This proposal resembles solutions reached 
in the conflicts in Sudan and Papua New Guinea/Bougainville where indepen-
dence referenda followed, or will follow, interim periods of self-governance. 
What is novel about this framework is that it recognizes Nagorno-Karabakh 
as a self-determination unit, which has the right to independence, even if the 
implementation of this right is frozen for the time being.58 At least, this is the 
Armenian reading of the principles.

Indeed, the problem is that the two sides interpret the principles very dif-
ferently. Azerbaijan is still refusing to countenance any vote that could lead 
to independence for Nagorno-Karabakh, insisting that Azerbaijani IDPs 
must also be allowed to vote, and arguing that the whole country must 
have a say if the referendum includes the option of independence.59 The 
Armenian side insists that the vote must be in Nagorno-Karabakh only and 
it must be an independence referendum. Their position on IDPs is more 
unclear; they argue that they will accept the right to return, but only once 
the issue of status is resolved.60 Their main concern relates to the sequencing 
of the different phases and the worry that the security of Nagorno-Karabakh 
will not be protected in the interim period. They are concerned that if the 
withdrawal of troops happens before the vote on Karabakh’s status, then 
the latter will never materialize, or will be manipulated by the Azerbaijani 
government.

Despite the gradual evolution of the process and the use of more creative 
proposals that attempt to blur or postpone the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh’s 
status, a compromise agreement does not seem closer today than it did 20 
years ago; if anything, the two sides seem further apart. What then are the main 
obstacles to a settlement?
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Main obsTacles To a poliTical seTTleMenT

As examined here in turn, the main obstacles to peace are three-fold: a lack 
of political will, the proposal itself, and the Minsk Process. These would be 
challenging enough on their own, but they interact in a way that exacerbates 
underlying insecurities and fears.

Lack of Political Will

The key problem when it comes to reaching an agreement is as simple as it 
is fundamental: the two presidents lack the political will, or indeed ability, to 
accept what will invariably be a difficult compromise. They do not face signifi-
cant pressure, externally or internally, to reach a deal and both sides remain 
hopeful that time is on their side; that they can achieve their maximalist objec-
tives if they just wait long enough. The Karabakhi leaders, along with their 
supporters in Armenia, hope that time will create irreversible facts on the 
ground: it will normalize the status quo and make international recognition of 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s de facto independence more likely. In the meantime, they 
are working on making the status quo more attractive, which they argue is pref-
erable to an uncertain agreement.61 The Azerbaijani government, on the other 
hand, hopes that time and the international isolation of Nagorno-Karabakh 
will gradually weaken the entity. Combined with Azerbaijan’s much-increased 
military spending, this is intended to weaken the resolve of the Armenian side, 
thereby making the reintegration of the territory more likely—through nego-
tiations or perhaps through military means.62

There is therefore no sense of urgency surrounding the peace talks, and the 
international pressure exerted on the two presidents has been very limited. 
Continuing negotiations, even if fruitless, appear to be enough to satisfy the 
involved third parties.63 The presidents have in fact made clever use of the 
ongoing peace process as a means to avoid criticism of flawed elections. They 
can argue that such pressure would weaken their position and hence make 
it impossible for them to agree to a peace settlement.64 Internally, the unre-
solved conflict is also used to legitimize the two regimes, by “constructing 
the representations of danger and insecurities.”65 Any opposition movement 
or competing representation can be destroyed by depicting it as “a threat to 
national security.”66 In the case of Azerbaijan, both Aliyevs have invoked the 
need for stability to justify repressive measures, arguing that Azerbaijan’s defeat 
in Karabakh had been due to the domestic turmoil that characterized the pre- 
war and wartime periods.67 The status quo therefore in many ways benefits the 
local leaders.68

In the long term, however, this may change: Azerbaijan’s continued lack 
of control over a significant part of its territory is a serious problem for a state 
without a well-established identity. This is compounded by the inability of an 
estimated 800,000 IDPs to return to their homes in the Armenian-controlled 
territories.69 On the Armenian side, we may see a discrepancy between the 
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incentives facing Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia proper. Although of 
immense symbolic importance, the issue of status is not the existential issue 
in Armenia that it is in Karabakh.70 Moreover, the effects of Turkey’s and 
Azerbaijan’s embargo on Armenia continue to hamper the country’s economic 
development. The World Bank estimates that the opening of borders would 
double Armenia’s exports and increase its GDP by an estimated 30 percent.71 
However, the President of Armenia is himself from Karabakh, and is therefore 
able to insist that he represents Karabakh’s interests as well as Armenia’s, and 
there is no currently no (open) rift on the Armenian side.

Even assuming a genuine will to compromise, the two leaders are how-
ever significantly constrained. The domestic backlashes experienced by the 
Armenian leaders in 1997 and 1999 have already been covered above and 
power is, despite democratic setbacks, still fiercely contested. The Armenian 
Parliament rejected the proposals that Kocharyan brought back for consulta-
tions following the 2001 Key West talks,72 and the “Karabakh card” has been 
routinely used by the opposition to denounce the ruling regime.73 Azerbaijan 
President Ilham Aliyev is usually seen as a stronger leader than Armenia’s Serzh 
Sargsyan. Svante Cornell74 has therefore argued that he would be able to bet-
ter carry a settlement. However, his father’s attempts to negotiate an agree-
ment illustrate that even an authoritarian leader is likely to be constrained. 
The 1999 talks led, as mentioned above, to resignations from Heydar Aliyev’s 
inner circles, and there were also large demonstrations against the rumored 
“land swap.”75 Heydar Aliyev was also unable to secure support from within 
his own ranks for the Key West talks.76 The hardening of rhetoric since Ilham 
Aliyev came to power may be primarily meant for an internal audience,77 but 
it similarly constrains his ability to agree to a settlement especially if it means 
compromising on Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity.78

If the problem was simply one of lack of political will, then there would not 
be much the mediators could do. They would simply have to wait for a more 
opportune moment and then present the parties with a way out. However, the 
lack of political will and ability to compromise is reinforced by certain features 
of the peace process and the proposal put forward.

The Proposal: Destructive Ambiguity?

The interim agreement contained in the BASIC PRINCIPLES demonstrates 
the expanded “tool box” available to conflict mediators since the end of the 
Cold War. It escapes what Marc Weller79 has termed the self-determination 
trap and is an example of greater creativity when it comes to solving a separatist 
dispute than what we have traditionally seen. The problem is that an interim 
agreement also creates a high-level of uncertainty: what will the final status 
be, and can the other side be expected to honor their commitment? Interim 
agreements are commonly used when no other solutions are possible, espe-
cially when the separatist forces have already achieved de facto independence 
and are refusing to budge on the issue of independence, but the parent state 
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is equally  vehement about not being willing to compromise on its territorial 
integrity. The benefit of an interim agreement is that it allows for a compromise 
settlement, despite a lack of agreement on the key underlying issue. The hope 
is that the interim agreement will allow for trust to be rebuilt and that the issue 
of status will overtime become less explosive.

But even though such interim agreements are typically all-else-fails solu-
tions, certain preconditions must be met. First, both sides should be willing to 
give unity a chance. For example, in the case of Sudan, the agreement explicitly 
requires the two sides to “to make the unity of the Sudan an attractive option 
especially to the people of South Sudan.”80 Following the insistence of the 
Sudanese government, the South Sudan leaders also agreed to an extended 
interim period.81 Second, and relatedly, there must be some uncertainty regard-
ing the outcome of the final vote. Again, in the case of Sudan, the leader of the 
Southern People’s Liberation Army/Movement (SPLM/A), John Garang, had 
visions of a New Sudan82 and he, along with other SPLM leaders, had political 
ambitions in the North as well.83 Following the death of Garang, the separatist 
faction of the SPLM became more dominant and the Sudanese government 
increasingly came to realize that an independent South Sudan would result.84 
However, this was some time after the agreement was reached. Similarly, in the 
case of Bougainville, the Papua New Guinea government is convinced that the 
common state can be maintained if (extensive) autonomy is given a chance.85 
If it is completely certain from the outset that independence will be favored, 
then the interim period achieves nothing. The parties might as well agree on 
the final status immediately, even if implementation is delayed.

These preconditions are not met in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh. The 
Karabakh leaders have no interest in unity and the Azerbaijani government has, 
despite its insistence on reintegration of the entity, made no effort to try to 
reach out to the Karabakh Armenians and build trust. The proposed principles 
also only emphasize separation, not any form of co-existence. If a referen-
dum is held, then the result would therefore be entirely predictable and merely 
depend on where it is held and who is allowed to vote. If a referendum is held 
in Karabakh only, which is the common practice in interim agreements,86 then 
the result would be a resounding Yes to independence—even if Azerbaijani 
IDPs returned and were able to vote. This is why Azerbaijan is adamant that 
a popular “expression of will,” under these circumstances, must not include 
the option of full independence. If the referendum is held in Azerbaijan as a 
whole, then the No would be similarly resounding. If the vote were to be held 
in the areas currently controlled by the Armenian forces, that is, Karabakh 
and the surrounding districts, then the result would depend on whether IDPs 
were able to return; if they were, then it would again be a No. The questions 
of “who would vote, on what and when” have therefore become crucial stum-
bling blocks in the negotiations.87

Instead of constructive ambiguity, it could also be argued that the current 
proposal suffers from “destructive ambiguity.” It is not clear if the principles 
are supposed to lead to independence or not. And this depends on the details 
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of the agreement, in particular surrounding the future vote, and whether the 
parties will honor their commitment. It does not depend on whether autonomy 
can be made attractive during the interim period. The Azerbaijani side fears 
that the ambiguity of the principles means that they would eventually have 
to comply with a decision against their will: the independence of Nagorno- 
Karabakh.88 The Armenian side, on the other hand, fears that a promised refer-
endum will never be held or that the process will be manipulated; that they will 
be cheated if they agree to withdraw their troops. The agreement is supposed 
to provide international guarantees against such “cheating,” in the form of an 
international peacekeeping force. However, the Armenian side maintains that 
they would not trust such a force to protect Nagorno-Karabakh. They point to 
the Serb statelet in wartime Croatia which was forcefully reintegrated, despite 
the presence of UN forces who were supposed to uphold the ceasefire.89 As 
Tabib Huseynov90 has argued, in the absence of an agreement on the outcome, 
technical procedures become crucial, which helps explain why negotiations 
over a framework agreement have been ongoing for more than a decade. The 
proposal therefore adds to existing insecurities and fears, and this is further 
exacerbated by the characteristics of the peace process.

The Minsk Process: Too Secretive, Narrow and Disengaged

The arguments against the Minsk Process are fairly well rehearsed: the process 
is too narrow, it is too secretive, and there is a lack of international will to apply 
the pressure and supply the resources needed to get an agreement. What makes 
these features particularly unfortunate is that they add to the problems identi-
fied above.

 Too Secretive
Peace processes are usually characterized by a degree of secrecy which is seen 
as necessary for the parties to reach difficult compromises. Publicity too early 
in the process could lead to a domestic backlash and make it too difficult for 
the parties to reach an agreement; it would make it harder to try out ideas and 
explore possible trade-offs. However, this is taken to extremes in this case. Very 
unusually, the process has no spokesman and virtually no public profile.91 Any 
progress in the negotiations therefore remains confidential and the public has 
no knowledge of what is being discussed, apart from when the broad principles 
were released in 2006 or when the leaders have decided to leak proposals.

The problem is that the lack of publicity encourages rumors and conspiracy 
theories. This is particularly problematic when the leaders are discussing such 
an ambiguous proposal. Every time the presidents meet the rumor mill goes 
into overdrive: “Armenian forces will be withdrawn, leaving us defenseless”; 
“the rights of IDPs will be sacrificed”; “Karabakh has been lost”—or more 
generally, “our leaders are selling us out,” “they are betraying our nationalist 
interest.” Such speculations are clearly not conducive to peace. However, the 
presidents are not blameless. They prefer a confidential process, which means 
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that there is no pressure on them, and they make no attempt to prepare their 
publics for the painful concessions that will invariably be part of a compromise 
agreement.

 Too Narrow
Most peace processes are elite-led: they bring together the political and mili-
tary leaders and only broaden the process once an agreement has been reached. 
But this is again taken to extremes by the Karabakh peace process. The talks 
only involve the two presidents and, on occasion, their foreign ministers. There 
is no mechanism for involving civil society or any other groupings, even if the 
Co-chairs do on occasion meet with them,92 and no attempt to transform atti-
tudes or prepare the ground for reconciliation.93 Such a narrow format would 
perhaps be understandable if there was a great deal of urgency and an agree-
ment had to be reached quickly in order to stop the fighting. But a ceasefire 
agreement has largely held for over 20 years, and although the number of 
deaths on the Line of Contact has increased steadily in recent years, a new full- 
scale war does not appear imminent.

The talks do not even include representatives from the Nagorno-Karabakh 
authorities, as Azerbaijan refuses to negotiate with them directly, even though 
the Minsk Co-chairs and the Armenian negotiators do have regular contacts 
with the Karabakh leaders. Representatives of the Karabakh Azerbaijanis are 
also not included.

The two presidents again have an interest in such a narrow process; the 
two (semi-)authoritarian regimes are suspicious of civil society activists and 
they want to be in charge of every detail of the discussion.94 They have there-
fore obstructed efforts to increase the involvement of civil society in the peace 
process.95

The narrow process makes the lack of openness even more acute, as the 
complete lack of involvement of civil society means that there is no attempt to 
build trust and confidence before an agreement is reached. This lack of trust 
makes it even less likely that an interim agreement with its built-in uncertain-
ties will prove acceptable. The two sides either have to trust each other, or they 
have to have faith in the ability of third parties to guarantee a deal. This brings 
us to the third problem: the lack of international commitment.

 Insufficient International Engagement
Despite the involvement of great powers, who could have the means to pres-
sure the conflict parties or, conversely, offer them advantages if they agree to a 
compromise settlement, such incentives are not used explicitly in the process. 
“What goes on in the negotiations does not affect the multi-million dollar 
cooperation and aid programs the U.S., Russia and EU have with Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.”96 Moreover, the Co-chairs are even careful not to publicly criticize 
one side. They instead reprimand “the sides” in general.97 If the presidents 
reject a proposal, the mediators simply go back to the drawing board. The local 
leaders are not assigned any responsibility for failed talks and bear no costs.98 
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This lack of pressure is a problem since the local leaders, as argued above, do 
not feel a sense of urgency to agree to a settlement, and other incentives are 
consequently needed.

The lack of international willingness to become deeply engaged is particu-
larly problematic when negotiating an interim agreement. The Minsk Group 
has not been preparing for the post-settlement phase, for example by designing 
the peacekeeping force that is meant to form a cornerstone of a settlement.99 
But such preparations are crucial for an interim agreement to succeed; it mat-
ters for its sustainability and it is necessary in order to get the parties to agree 
to a settlement in the first place. The commitment has to be credible. The 
security guarantees have to be robust and there has to be commitment to make 
the interim phase workable.

alTernaTive sTraTeGies

Given the distance between the two sides on the issue of status, and the lack 
of incentives for either side to compromise, it is hard to get away from the 
need for some kind of interim agreement. However, are there ways in which 
to improve the proposal, and can the process be designed in a way that would 
make compromise more likely?

Revised Proposal

One problem with interim agreements is that they offer little incentive for 
separatist leaders to implement the agreement: they have their sights set on 
the independence referendum and have little incentive to make co-existence 
work.100 The central government will consequently be reluctant to accept 
such a proposal. One way to reduce the risk of non-cooperation in the interim 
period would be to make the referendum conditional: it will only be held if 
certain conditions are met, such as the return of IDPs and minority rights. In 
the case of Bougainville, for example, the independence referendum is condi-
tional on the achievement of certain standards of governance.101 Such condi-
tions, however, come with the risk of manipulation by the central government, 
which will have an interest in non-implementation, and international oversight 
is therefore crucial.

Another possibility that would promote co-existence would be to insist on 
a double majority or a super-majority in the referendum, which would neces-
sitate that at least a proportion of returning IDPs supported independence.102 
However, such a requirement would presently result in deadlock and would 
have to be combined with a prolonged interim period. This would allow the 
gradual development of confidence, perhaps over one or two generations, 
and would consequently make unity a more realistic outcome. The length of 
the proposed interim period is not publicly known. Ten to fifteen years is a 
common speculation but Azerbaijani analysts have suggested that this is too 
short and that there should ideally not be a time limit.103 The problem with a 
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 prolonged or indeed indefinite interim period is that this would only heighten 
Armenian suspicions that an independence referendum would never be held; 
that Azerbaijan will renege on its promises once Armenian forces have been 
withdrawn. This risk could also, to some extent, be addressed through con-
ditionality, for example by specifying that if Azerbaijan fails to implement the 
agreement, then Nagorno-Karabakh would immediately be recognized by the 
international community. As with the other strategies, this requires a robust 
international commitment to the peace process, which has so far been lacking. 
It also requires greater openness and a more inclusive process.

Revised Process

The Minsk Co-chairs are sometimes criticized for being partisan, for having 
a vested interest in the Karabakh conflict. But the peace process may actually 
need third parties that have a strategic interest and therefore are willing to 
make the necessary commitment, not just to the current talks but also to the 
post-settlement phase. Planning for the future is always important for peace 
agreements, but even more so when the issue is interim agreements, as the 
interim period will determine the final outcome. International guarantees must 
therefore be believable and the planning for this should be an integral part of 
the ongoing talks.

There also appears to be a need for increased international pressure on the 
local leaders. International Crisis Group quotes a retired US official who argues 
that “there has to be a historical compromise but it’s not going to happen 
without some incentives and some pressure from the mediators.”104 Although 
the mediators could clearly put more pressure on the leaders, and be more 
honest about the difficulties they are facing,105 there is a limit to what interna-
tional pressure can do. As Andrzej Kasprzyk, the Personal Representative for 
the OSCE Chairman-in-Office for Nagorno-Karabakh, has argued, the solu-
tion has to be acceptable to the parties: enforcing a solution would both be 
extremely costly and risky for the international community.106 Another problem 
is a lack of agreement between the three Co-chairs. Pressure will only work if 
Russia, the USA and France agree, for example, to withhold investment unless 
an agreement is forthcoming. In the present international climate, that seems 
highly unlikely. Otherwise, the mediators are left with the options of public 
shaming in case of non-cooperation or the promise of various carrots that can 
make a settlement appear more attractive. This will not fundamentally alter the 
incentives facing the parties, but it will add to their overall calculations.

The Co-chairs could also put pressure on the local parties to broaden the 
process and open it up, and circumvent them if need be. A more open and 
inclusive process is by no means a panacea. There is no “silent majority” for 
peace in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Karabakh that just needs to be given a chance 
to have its voices heard. Decades of propaganda have effectively ensured that 
this is not the case. However, the broadening of the process is necessary in 
order to create such a peace constituency. The inclusion of civil society would 
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also provide a mechanism for including the Karabakhis, both Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis, in the process.107 If the peace process is not made more inclusive, 
it will be extremely risky for the leaders to agree to a compromise and the dan-
ger of an interim agreement simply resulting in renewed instability would be 
considerable.

There are therefore possibilities for a revised international strategy. However, 
who should be in charge of this process? Should it be left to the Minsk Group 
and the three Co-chairs, or is it time for a change of cast?

A Greater Role for the EU

One actor’s absence from the peace process is striking: the EU. The Minsk 
Process, in its current format, leaves little room for the EU and this is in many 
ways a missed opportunity. Like the OSCE, the EU primarily relies on “soft 
power” in its foreign policy, but the EU has the economic power and the lure of 
closer integration which the OSCE lacks. The USA and Russia can, of course, 
also make use of such economic incentives, but the EU is, perhaps, less likely 
to be accused of harboring ulterior motives, and can therefore act as a counter-
weight to the competing great powers. The EU’s soft power could moreover 
also play an important role in planning for the post-settlement, interim, phase 
and in creating an environment more conducive to peace.

The EU has generally refrained from linking its soft power directly to con-
flict resolution,108 and has denied that it is increasing its involvement in the 
Karabakh conflict. The EU Special Representative for the South Caucasus has 
stated that “we support [the Minsk Group’s] work and do not want to cre-
ate problems with the OSCE, especially since we all want the same thing.”109 
However, the EU could work in parallel with the OSCE through its European 
Neighborhood Policy (ENP), whose objective is to reinforce “stability and 
contribute to conflict resolution,” or it could indeed replace France as Co-chair 
of the Minsk Group, thereby giving it a direct role in the peace process.110 
The EU’s Commissioner for the ENP and Enlargement, Johannes Hahn, 
recently stated that new methods are needed to solve the Karabakh conflict 
and announced that the EU would focus on promoting cross-border coop-
eration between Armenia and Azerbaijan.111 Greater involvement of the EU, 
combined with some (or all) of the other changes mentioned above, is perhaps 
what is needed to invigorate the stalled peace process.

conclusion

Without the necessary political will, there will be no negotiated solution to the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. However, this chapter has argued that the Minsk 
Process, in its current form, and the principles that the mediators have put for-
ward exacerbate existing insecurities and fears, and thereby make it less likely 
that the leaders will be willing and able to compromise. A level of ambiguity 
is unavoidable in peace processes and can even be constructive, but it can also 
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fuel suspicions and mistrust, especially in the framework of an interim agree-
ment and when part of a process that is characterized by an extreme lack of 
publicity. This does not mean that the Minsk Process or the proposal must be 
fundamentally altered, which would be time-consuming, costly, and would add 
further uncertainty. But rather those smaller changes could reinvigorate the 
process: namely, greater openness and inclusivity, a proposal that more fully 
considers what will happen in the interim period, and greater international 
commitment including a more prominent role for the EU.
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In April 2016, for the third year in a row, news channels carried reports of the 
gravest violations of the cease-fire between Armenia and Azerbaijan since 1994. 
Taken together, the incidents of fighting since 2014 indicate that the military 
situation in the conflict has entered an entirely new stage, bearing little resem-
blance to the limited shelling that characterized the first 20 years of the cease-
fire regime. One reason for this escalation is, no doubt, intrinsic to the two 
protagonists. Yet it is equally clear that the changing international politics of 
the conflict are an important factor explaining these developments. Although 
the conflict has so obviously entered a path of escalation that could trigger a 
major war, Western states and organizations have shown remarkably little inter-
est, let alone provided a coherent policy response. Other more acute crises have 
monopolized attention; and the complex dynamics of the conflict, and indeed 
of its escalation, remain poorly understood. This chapter aspires to build on the 
contributions to this volume to explain the dynamics of escalation of the con-
flict, which in turn could lead to a discussion of the potential steps that could 
help prevent a new war—and perhaps put the conflict on a path to resolution.

A Shifting BAlAnce of Power: locAl DriverS 
of eScAlAtion

Since 2008, the conflict has been on an almost linear path of escalation. The 
first serious clash took place near the region of Mardakert/Ter-Ter in March 
2008—an area on the northeastern part of the frontline.1 As would be the case 
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in forthcoming years, both sides blamed each other for starting the violence, 
and not surprisingly, published widely diverging estimates of casualties. In this 
instance, Yerevan blamed Baku for taking advantage of its internal troubles 
over a contested presidential election, while Baku blamed Yerevan for seeking 
to divert the public’s attention from them. The number of servicemen killed 
were in the single digits on both sides: nevertheless, these skirmishes were the 
most deadly since 1994.2 Mardakert/Ter-Ter was again at the center of skir-
mishes that killed up to five servicemen in June 2010,3 and a similar number 
in September that year, bringing the number of dead in to the double dig-
its. During 2011, the death toll receded somewhat, although several smaller 
clashes took place throughout the year. Violence flared up again in June 2012, 
and the death toll topped 30 servicemen. This time, the most serious fight-
ing took place not along the cease-fire line, but near the Azerbaijani town of 
Tovuz, along the international border between Armenia and Azerbaijan.4

The situation worsened in 2014. Over a dozen servicemen were killed in 
the first half of the year, and major fighting erupted on July 30, which esca-
lated rapidly after Armenia mounted an offensive on three fronts, (Qazakh, 
Mardakert/Ter-Ter and Agdam) including over the international border.5 In 
November that year, Azerbaijani forces shot down an Armenian helicopter 
along the cease-fire line.6 The number of casualties rose past 60 for the year. 
The next year saw sporadic bouts of fighting during the entire year, including 
the winter months. While no one clash compared to the August 2014 fighting, 
the death toll nevertheless climbed to over 80 people.

In early April 2016, major fighting erupted in both the northeastern and 
southeastern sections of the frontline. The fighting, which subsided on April 5, 
has come to be referred to as the “four day war.” Both parties claim the other 
started the shelling, but both the magnitude of the fighting and the implica-
tions exceeded all previous skirmishes. The Azerbaijani side initiated a major 
offensive, which for the first time managed to recapture some of the territo-
ries occupied by Armenia in 1993–94. While an Armenian counter-offensive 
managed to restore control over some of the lands, the fighting neverthe-
less left Azerbaijani in control of at least one strategic height and several vil-
lages once populated by Azerbaijanis. The fighting included the deployment of 
heavy weaponry, including attack drones; accordingly, the number of casual-
ties jumped remarkably. The number of servicemen killed likely exceeded 200, 
though there are no reliable sources on either side.

Many reasons both intrinsic to the region as well as external combine to 
explain the conflict’s escalation. Indeed, as will be seen, there is enough in 
the relationship between Armenia and Azerbaijan to explain the return of 
 large- scale violence. But to that, there is an eerie tendency of significant vio-
lence to occur in connection to major external events, suggesting a geopolitical 
context to this escalation.

Within the region, two major developments have occurred hand in hand: 
the buildup and reform of Azerbaijan’s defense sector, and the alteration of 
Armenia’s military doctrine. Azerbaijan’s defense sector had long been plagued 
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by serious problems of management and corruption. The Soviet-style Minister 
of Defense, Safar Abiyev, remained in his post from 1995 to 2013. But in 2013, 
he was replaced by the 54-year old Zakir Hasanov, who had commanded the 
special forces of the Ministry of Interior, and made a name as a strong leader 
with integrity and absolute loyalty to President Aliyev. While the Azerbaijani 
defense sector is opaque, it is clear that Hasanov has sought address the cor-
ruption and mismanagement in the defense sector. With Turkish and Israeli 
help, he appears to have turned the Azerbaijani armed forces into a far more 
disciplined force with a developing esprit de corps—the lack of which was a 
major cause of defeat in 1993–94. Earlier, problems of discipline including 
hazing and poor equipment, food and conditions led young Azerbaijanis to 
desperately seek to avoid military service. But Hasanov’s reforms appear to 
be affecting perceptions in society, and increasingly, military service is com-
ing to be seen as something honorable or even desirable. The procurement 
of advanced weaponry, including Israeli-made drones, has also created a tacti-
cal superiority over the Armenian forces, which lack equipment to match that 
which Azerbaijani now possesses.

This was coupled with growing military rhetoric from the Azerbaijani side. 
President Aliyev’s comments in April 2011 indicate the evolving position of 
Azerbaijan:

We are living in state of war. Our territories are under the occupation. And every 
moment we must be ready to liberate our lands and restore territorial integrity of 
our country. We are trying to settle the conflict by diplomatic means. But at the 
same time our military potential has a positive influence on peace talks. We are 
all witnesses of it.7

In June 2015, Defense Minister Hasanov stated that the “country’s leadership 
in the first place aims to liberate our occupied territories by further strengthen-
ing the combat capabilities of the Armed Forces.”8 On several occasions, he 
has announced the military’s readiness to “liberate the occupied territories.”9 
It became increasingly clear that the Azerbaijani leadership was no longer ready 
to accept the continuation of the status quo, and that it would use its military 
buildup to put pressure on both Armenia and the international community to 
instill urgency in the negotiations. It appears to be no coincidence that the con-
flict escalated most significantly after 2014—a year that marked 20 years since 
the cease-fire had been reached, and thus formed an important psychological 
milestone.

The evolution of Azerbaijani policy, and the growing imbalance in terms 
of resources and armament, gradually led Armenia to adapt its military doc-
trine accordingly. Aside from its reliance on the alliance with Moscow, Yerevan 
had relied on a doctrine of “static defense,” based on the conviction that the 
inhospitable and mountainous terrain provided the Armenian side with a con-
siderable superiority. Foreign observers largely agreed, and military observers 
contended that a numerical superiority of ten to one would be required for 
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Azerbaijan to retake the occupied territories.10 Yet such assessments may have 
ignored the importance of technological advances, which may reduce tradi-
tional assumptions regarding the importance of terrain. Already in May 2013, 
the Karabakh-born Armenian defense minister, Seyran Ohanyan, stated that 
“the doctrine of using our armed forces for the country’s defense envisages 
numerous measures that can be not only defensive but also preemptive.”11 
President Sargsyan made the point even more bluntly in early 2015.12 By 
February 2016, Armenia’s deputy defense minister announced that Armenia 
would abandon the “static defense” doctrine and instead gradually turn “to the 
‘deterrence system.’”13 By “deterrence,” the Armenian leadership made it clear 
that it could react pre-emptively to signs of Azerbaijani attacks—presumably, 
by using positions on strategic heights to target military and civilian infrastruc-
ture in Azerbaijan.

In turn, it appears this led Azerbaijani defense planners to respond by craft-
ing plans to capture those strategic heights in the vicinity of Azerbaijani civilian 
settlements and infrastructure. Certainly, this is the logic behind the Azerbaijani 
military operations in April 2016. And in hindsight, it is likely no coincidence 
that much of the violence in recent years has taken place in the Mardakert/
Ter-Ter area—the closest that the cease-fire line gets to Azerbaijan’s oil and gas 
export infrastructure. In sum, the logic of escalation appears to have generated 
a vicious cycle leading the two sides toward growing confrontation.

growing geoPoliticAl volAtility: regionAl DriverS 
of eScAlAtion

Aside from these dynamics intrinsic to the two parties, the escalation has also 
taken place in tandem with a gradually worsening geopolitical environment. 
This is no accident, as the increasing volatility of the entire region—defined 
broadly as Eastern Europe and the northern edge of the Middle East—has 
exacerbated these intrinsic dynamics. Within this context, there are general and 
indirect effects on the conflict, as well as evidence of more direct manipulation.

The deterioration of the security situation surrounding the Caucasus is dis-
cussed in detail in this volume’s first chapter. Yet to summarize, the greater 
volatility of the region was triggered in principle by events from 2008 onward. 
In retrospect, the recognition of Kosovo’s independence triggered a dom-
ino effect. All assurances that Kosovo constituted a “unique” case aside, it 
appeared to strengthen Armenia’s position in support of the connection 
between  self- determination and secession, while undermining the respect for 
the territorial integrity of states cherished by Azerbaijan. It was also one of 
several triggering factors behind the Russian invasion of Georgia, a war that 
lowered the threshold of the use of force in the post-Soviet space as a whole. 
Initially, the war appeared a significant blow to the Azerbaijani side’s efforts 
to alter the status quo in its favor. Indeed, because the West failed to prevent 
(or meaningfully address) a brazen territorial grab on its closest ally in the 
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region, it indicated that Russia’s allies in the region—like Armenia—were in a 
stronger position than those choosing a Western orientation—like Azerbaijan. 
Since Moscow also recognized the independence of Georgia’s two secessionist 
regions, it appeared initially to boost Armenia’s regional position and secure its 
position on the ground.

But subsequent events had contrary implications. In particular, the Obama 
administration’s perceived disengagement from the region through the “reset” 
policy reduced the restraining influence of the West on both of the conflict’s 
protagonists, as well as on Moscow. And the prioritization of the Turkish–
Armenian normalization process drove home to Azerbaijan the dangers of 
allowing the conflict to remain unresolved. Indeed, even though Baku suc-
ceeded in halting the process and inducing Turkey to return to its traditional 
position of support for Azerbaijan, the episode was seen in Baku as a close 
call. It showed that Baku’s policy since 1994—seeking to pressure Armenia 
to a negotiated solution over the long term—was fraught with danger, as 
Baku could no longer rely on the forces through which it exerted pressure on 
Yerevan. Moreover, both events in Georgia and in the Middle East, such as the 
war in Lebanon in 2006, drove home the lesson that escalation was a risky way, 
but the only way, to achieve meaningful international attention and interven-
tion. Thus, the cumulative effect of developments in 2008–09 was to lead the 
conflict toward escalation. Subsequent events in the Middle East, particularly 
the evolution of the Syrian conflict into a Russian–Turkish proxy war, also had 
the effect of exacerbating the volatility of the region.

Meanwhile, the growing confrontation between Russia and the West, appar-
ent since the mid-2000s, had important but confusing implications. On the one 
hand, it risked turning the conflict into another geopolitical battlefield: Russia 
asserted greater influence over Armenia, while the geopolitical importance of 
the South Caucasus as a corridor linking the West to Central Asia continued 
to grow. But the mixing of foreign and domestic politics had a somewhat dif-
ferent effect: Western disengagement from security and energy affairs meant 
the weakening of two legs in the figurative tripod that Western policy con-
sisted of—leaving promotion of democracy and human rights, by default, as 
the most visible concern of the West. This further exacerbated the gulf between 
Azerbaijan and the West. And as Pavel Baev’s chapter in this volume shows, 
Armenia fit neatly into Moscow’s foreign policy agenda, but not in its domestic 
regime agenda: the paramount importance of rolling back the wave of “color 
revolutions.” In this regard, Azerbaijan came to be seen in a more positive 
light as a reliable bulwark against revolutions, while Moscow saw itself forced 
to intervene abruptly to halt Armenia’s flirtation with a European Union (EU) 
Association Agreement. The conflict in Ukraine, moreover, confused matters 
further: Russia’s annexation of Crimea buoyed Armenian hopes, while it con-
stituted a further dangerous precedent for Azerbaijan. Yet the strong Western 
reaction to Russia’s violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty, in contrast to the luke-
warm concern for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity, initially made Azerbaijani 
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leaders furious. Only with time did Western leaders gradually work to estab-
lish some consistency in their policies, something which favored Azerbaijan’s 
stance.

the ruSSiA fActor: Direct or inDirect MAniPulAtion?
Few of the dynamics of this conflict are more contentious than the role of 
Russia. Officially, Moscow is one of the mediators in the conflict and in recent 
years has been the most active one. But throughout the span of this conflict, it 
has acted far from being an honest broker. Few observers dispute that Moscow 
alternated in supporting both sides of the conflict from 1988 to 1994 to serve 
its own purposes; but opinions diverge on Moscow’s stance today. Is Moscow 
directly manipulating the conflict, is it merely content with observing a status 
quo that it finds favorable, or does it, in fact, fear a process of escalation that it 
does not control, which could lead it to cooperate with its Western partners to 
achieve a resolution?

The latter argument is occasionally advanced whenever the conflict flares 
up.14 But it does not hold water: if the Kremlin did not see any benefit in 
the escalation of conflict, then it would not be the primary force fueling the 
arms race between the two parties. Armenia has relied on transfers of Russian 
weapons since the mid-1990s, when a Russian parliamentary investigation dis-
covered covert arms shipments valued at $1 billion to Armenia.15 Similarly, in 
2008, Russia transferred $800 million worth of arms to Armenia.16 Yet when 
Azerbaijan’s military buildup began, Moscow was the primary provider of 
weapons to Azerbaijan as well—providing a full 85 percent of Azerbaijan’s 
arms purchases.17 Those figures appear to under-report the total Azerbaijani 
arms purchases, however, and it is likely that they underestimate the amount 
of Israeli weapons purchased by Baku.18 In any case, despite Armenia’s alliance 
with Russia, Moscow has sold advanced weapons systems to Azerbaijan that 
Armenia does not appear to possess. That may change, as Moscow in February 
2016 loaned Yerevan another $200 million with which to purchase advanced 
weaponry. In its official rhetoric, Moscow makes the somewhat lurid claim that 
its arms sales serve to ensure “parity” between the two parties.19 While this 
policy has generated visible anger in Armenia, pro-Russian commentators have 
sought to mollify this anger by arguing that Russian arms sales to Baku actually 
serve Armenia’s interests, since Moscow has a restraining effect on Baku that 
other arms suppliers would not.20 In reality, given its regional clout, Moscow 
could conceivably have refrained from supplying arms to both parties, and 
exerted pressure on others to follow suit—just like it blackmailed Israel to cease 
supplying weapons to Georgia after the 2008 war.21

In reality, Moscow’s has sought to combine the roles of peace broker, arms 
provider to both, as well as “ally” with one (Armenia) and “strategic part-
ner” with the other (Azerbaijan) belligerent, a combination that speaks for 
itself. From the outset of the conflict, there is little to counter the argument 
that Moscow has seen the conflict as a tool to maximize its influence over the 
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South Caucasus as a whole. In fact, there is considerable evidence to argue 
that Moscow sees the maintenance of the conflict as the fundamental element 
allowing it to prevent the loss of its dominant position in the region. Indeed, 
the conflict makes the South Caucasus decidedly less attractive to both the EU 
and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and hampers the building 
of east–west corridors of energy and trade. It also ensures Armenia’s security 
dependence on Russia, and it was the very factor that allowed Moscow to 
halt Armenia’s Association Agreement with the EU in 2013. Conversely, it is 
the maintenance of the conflict that attaches a cost to Azerbaijan for its pro- 
Western foreign policy—while the prospect of a Russian-sponsored resolution 
provides a carrot, frequently spelled out aloud, for joining Russian-led integra-
tion mechanisms. Even if Baku has failed to take the bait, the conflict perpetu-
ates Moscow’s influence in the country—indeed, the arms sales are one of the 
main remaining Russian levers on Azerbaijan. By contrast, a resolution of the 
conflict would free Armenia from a dependence on Russia that it increasingly 
resents; lead to an opening of its border with Turkey; and perhaps, over time, 
generate momentum for the integration of a more harmonious South Caucasus 
into European and Euro-Atlantic institutions.

In the final analysis, Moscow’s general position toward the conflict and its 
resolution is clear: its preference is the continuation of the status quo. This 
does not necessarily mean that Moscow is opposed to a resolution—but it 
would support it only as long as the modicum of a solution cement, rather 
than erodes, Moscow’s domination of the South Caucasus. In practice, this 
would likely mean a significant Russian military presence on the ground, as 
well as the integration of Azerbaijan into Russian-led institutions such as the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization and the Eurasian Economic Union. In 
the absence of such a prospect, the status quo is preferable. As for the escala-
tion of the conflict, it provides Moscow with the opportunity to solidify its 
position with both parties—as long as that escalation does not spiral out of 
control, or lead to a major Western intervention that threatens Moscow’s posi-
tion. But there is little in the experience from Georgia or Ukraine that suggests 
any chance of such an intervention materializing.

On this basis, the real question is whether Moscow’s manipulation of the 
escalation of the conflict is indirect, in the manner suggested above, or direct, 
as in explicitly triggering instances of military escalation. An overview of the 
Kremlin’s policies across the post-Soviet space makes it unlikely that Moscow 
would lack the capability of doing so, should it so desire. Indeed, the Kremlin 
has deployed a bewildering array of instruments of statecraft in neighboring 
states and beyond, ranging from information and economic warfare to subver-
sion, co-optation of elites, espionage, support for opposition forces, sabotage, 
terrorism and overt warfare. The manipulation of unresolved conflicts has taken 
center-stage in Moscow’s initiatives in Georgia, Moldova and most recently 
Ukraine—that is, every former state west of the Caspian that has rejected mem-
bership in Russian-led security institutions.22 That being the case, the burden 
of proof would seem to be on whoever argues that the Nagorno-Karabakh 
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conflict differs from this pattern. In practice, hard evidence of a Russian hand 
in the escalation is, naturally, hard to come by; but circumstantial evidence 
abounds. This includes not only the realm of anecdotes of Russian behavior 
told by Armenian and Azerbaijani officials but also the mounting number of 
coincidences, whereby violations of the cease-fire takes place in tandem with 
important international visits.

Thus, the fighting of summer 2010 took place just after Russian President 
Dmitry Medvedev hosted a trilateral meeting with Presidents Sargsyan and 
Aliyev,23 and immediately before US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s July 
1–5 visit to the two countries, a rare occurrence.24 Only three months later, 
the skirmishes of early September occurred the day before President Medvedev 
visited Baku.25 Again in 2012, the upsurge in fighting took place immediately 
before Clinton’s next visit to the region.26 This does not in and by itself prove 
that Moscow instigated the violence: conceivably, either of the parties could 
have an interest in raising attention to the urgency of the conflict. Given the 
situation on the ground, fingers most often are pointed at Azerbaijan, sim-
ply because it is Baku that is the power seeking to alter the status quo, and 
which is most intent on bringing international attention to the conflict. This 
interpretation does have validity, certainly for many of the smaller skirmishes 
of 2010–13, but the timing of the fighting in both 2014 and 2016 does not 
support this interpretation.

The fighting of July–August 2014 took place only shortly after the Russian 
invasion of eastern Ukraine, at a time when the mood in Azerbaijan was one 
of forbearance—put otherwise, when Azerbaijan adopted a policy of non- 
alignment, eschewing outwardly pro-Western moves while seeking to stay off 
the Russian radar screen.27 But it occurred after the US government announced 
a new policy statement on the conflict, indicating interest in stepping up the 
US effort in the Minsk Group.28 This was to materialize at the NATO summit 
in Wales in September, where US Secretary of State John Kerry planned to 
convene a top-level meeting between Presidents Aliyev and Sargsyan to dis-
cuss the conflict. More to the point, the fighting began while the Azerbaijani 
president and defense minister were both abroad;29 and immediately after 
President Putin invited both presidents to a trilateral summit on the conflict 
outside of the framework of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group. President Sargsyan had accepted the invitation; 
President Aliyev had not.30 Because Washington failed to respond in a substan-
tial manner, the outcome of the fighting was to consolidate Moscow’s control 
over the peace process, and to undermine the Minsk Group. While numerous 
skirmishes had taken place for two months, the serious outbreak of violence in 
late July resulted from a major Armenian offensive,31 which given the level of 
Russian influence over the Armenian armed forces, would be unlikely to hap-
pen without coordination with Moscow.32

In April 2016, the fighting erupted while both Presidents Aliyev and Sargsyan 
were in Washington, attending a Nuclear Security Summit that Mr. Putin boy-
cotted—indeed, the day after Vice President Joe Biden sought to reinvigorate 
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the peace process through meetings with both presidents. Pointedly, the visit 
was Mr. Aliyev’s first visit to Washington in ten years, and the culmination of a 
process of restoration of bilateral ties with Washington that had been ongoing 
since the fall of 2015. Aside from his meeting with Biden, Aliyev met repeat-
edly with Secretary Kerry, and both US and Azerbaijani officials considered 
the visit a major success. Clearly, this event was a blow to Moscow’s decade- 
long effort to bring Baku into the Russian orbit with a delicate mix of carrots 
and sticks. The Azerbaijani territorial gains that resulted from the four-day 
war led most analysts to argue that the cease-fire violation was planned by the 
Azerbaijani side. Yet this omits the fact that Baku had jumped at the opportu-
nity to rebuild its relations with Washington, and not least to build a personal 
rapport and confidence between Aliyev and the US leadership. It would make 
no sense to immediately squander that accomplishment with a provocation in 
Karabakh, and the Armenian side was clearly unprepared for the fighting that 
ensued.

As former US Minsk Group co-chair Matthew Bryza put it, “the presidents 
of Armenia and Azerbaijan had little interest in these unprecedented military 
clashes occurring just as they were trying to persuade the White House to 
engage in the Nagorno-Karabakh peace process.”33 As Bryza argued, it had 
long been feared that the proverbial “outside actor” might “prod a local mili-
tary commander to reignite the conflict”—and the lack of a rapid US response 
led both Armenia and Azerbaijan “left with the impression that Russia alone 
calls the shots in the South Caucasus.” In sum, there is considerable evidence 
to suggest Moscow’s manipulation of the conflict is not only indirect and geo-
political but also very concrete and hands-on.

iMPlicAtionS for weStern Policy

In 2016, Western policy-makers confront a situation not unlike the one in 
Georgia in 2007: in Georgia’s Relationship with Russia—and by proxy with the 
breakaway territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia—there was a gradual and 
visible escalation toward war. But in part because of a failure of imagination, 
few Western leaders saw the potential of escalation, and the actions they took 
in 2008 to halt the process were too little, too late. Less than six years later, 
they were again taken by surprise as new unresolved conflicts were created in 
Crimea and the Donbass. Given the gradual and highly visible escalation of the 
conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan, a war should not come as a surprise, 
and Western leaders have no excuses for inaction. It has become an increasingly 
accepted notion that the conflict will erupt again if nothing is done to change 
its path to one of de-escalation and resolution. Yet the lessons of Georgia and 
Ukraine do not appear to have been learnt. The “four-day war” in 2016 did 
not result in a visible international reaction. In fact, the US government failed 
to issue a statement on the events for two weeks, although it did, belatedly, 
take the welcome initiative in mid-May to organize a summit in Vienna under 
the auspices of the OSCE to address the conflict. Yet at the time of writing, 
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it was by no means clear that this international reaction would be substantive 
and sustained.

In this regard, the analysis provided in this book leads to several implications 
for Western policy.

A first conclusion, implicit in the very title of this volume, is that the con-
flict cannot be understood in isolation—that the international politics of the 
conflict are key both to its escalation as well as to its management and possible 
resolution. In practice, this means that Western diplomats and policy-makers 
must understand that this conflict exists at several different levels. As such, 
to understand the dynamics of the conflict, it is necessary to study not only 
the local dynamics on the ground, or the dynamics within and between the 
chief protagonists, but also the regional geopolitical environment that strongly 
influences the situation.

In other words, the escalation of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is a result 
not only of developments in Armenia and Azerbaijan, or in their bilateral rela-
tionship—though these are undoubtedly key drivers. It is also a result of the 
increasingly volatile security situation not only in the South Caucasus but also 
across Eastern Europe and the Middle East—ranging from the Baltic Sea across 
the Black and Caspian seas to the Mediterranean. In the first place, this means 
the dubious role of Russia in the conflict; but it also includes the volatility pro-
duced by policies and actions undertaken by Turkey and Iran, as well as those 
most often not undertaken by Europe and the USA.

As a result, a reversal of the escalation of the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict 
will not result simply from the negotiation process between the two parties; 
but will be a function of the improvement of the regional security situation 
as a whole. The implication is that a greater involvement of Western powers 
in the Minsk Group process will not, in and of itself, contribute to pacifying 
the conflict—unless that is part and parcel of a broader policy toward region, 
which reverses the Western, and primarily American, disengagement from its 
security affairs. In other words, a greater Western involvement in the Minsk 
Group is necessary, but not sufficient, for ameliorating the conflict: it needs to 
be coupled with greater involvement across the board in the security, political 
and economic affairs of the South Caucasus. In effect, halting the escalation to 
war of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict requires stabilizing the South Caucasus, 
something that in turn calls for a revised and upgraded Western strategy toward 
the region.

The key elements of such a strategy have been elaborated elsewhere.34 But 
several key elements pertinent to the Armenia–Azerbaijan conflict should be 
noted. First, the relative failure of Western policy in the region derives in great 
part from the inability of the US government and European institutions to 
coordinate their policies and priorities among themselves—that is, both within 
the US government and Europe, as well as between the USA and EU. In the 
face of rising challenges to the region’s security, only improved coordination 
among government institutions and on a Transatlantic level is likely to provide 
enough gravitas to counter the forces of destabilization.
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More specifically, there must be a united Western approach to how 
to handle Moscow’s policies in the South Caucasus, and specifically in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. At present, Western powers are pursuing a pol-
icy of “compartmentalizing” their relations with Russia. In Ukraine, there 
has been Western unity in opposing Russian objectives, including a sanctions 
regime. In Syria, Western powers sought to cooperate with Russia, only to 
witness a Russian military intervention targeted at Western-supported groups, 
rather than at the common enemy, the Islamic State. In Georgia and Moldova, 
Western policy is focused on the implementation of Association Agreements 
with the EU and on the consolidation of democracy; but there is little attention 
to security concerns arising from Russian aggressive policies in the unresolved 
conflicts. Finally, in Nagorno-Karabakh, the West is pursuing cooperation with 
Russia, in spite of plentiful evidence (detailed above) of the fundamental diver-
gence between Russian and Western interests. Clearly, an increased Western 
focus on this conflict will need to include holding Russia accountable for its 
actions. Western leaders have yet to forcefully call out the contradiction in 
Moscow’s policy of fueling the arms race between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
while also seeking to portray itself as an honest broker between them. Both in 
rhetoric and in concrete terms, there are steps the Western powers can take to 
counter this Russian approach, while also increasing intelligence capabilities to 
detect more direct efforts of Russian manipulation of this and other conflicts.

The Minsk Group has been the subject of considerable criticism, most of 
which is warranted. Over the past 20-odd years, it has failed to achieve concrete 
progress toward a resolution of the conflict. Its co-chairs have occasionally 
showed a surprising degree of passivity, while at other times intervening more 
forcefully to achieve results. It is clear that the process suffers from serious 
flaws, as Nina Caspersen describes in her contribution to this volume; should 
one create a conflict resolution mechanism from scratch today, it would be 
unlikely to take the shape of the Minsk Group. The issue of the Group’s com-
position is the most thorny. First of all, the role of Russia as a mediator does 
not reflect the reality of Russia’s behavior in the conflict. But removing Russia 
from the Minsk Group would hardly improve matters, because it would do 
nothing to address Moscow’s ability to manipulate and destabilize the conflict, 
while reducing avenues for the West to counter such meddling. Indeed, the 
very reason that Russia was brought in as a co-chair of the Minsk Group was 
to include Moscow in the process, in a situation where it was pursuing a rival 
mediation effort that undermined the Minsk Group. It should be noted that 
Moscow has lately seemed to return to a tendency to undermine the Minsk 
Group by unilateral action, most notably with Putin’s 2014 summit in Sochi. 
This has been possible only because of Western neglect of the conflict, and a 
seeming reluctance to challenge Moscow’s lead in the process. Clearly, the only 
solution is for Western powers to match Russia’s level of involvement in the 
Minsk Group Process and call out any efforts to undermine it.

A second issue is the role of France in the process. If the process had been 
created today, it is more than likely that the EU rather than France would have 
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occupied the third co-chair position—indeed, the EU has a seat at the table 
in all other unresolved conflicts in Eurasia. As a result, the argument has often 
been advanced (and recommended by the European Parliament35) that France 
should be replaced by the EU in the Minsk Group—something that forced the 
Minsk Group in 2015 to make the somewhat pitiful argument that “attempts 
to change the format or create parallel mechanisms can disrupt the negotia-
tion process and impede progress towards a settlement.”36 While such a move 
would make a lot of sense, it is unlikely to happen. France’s resistance surely 
renders the issue moot within the EU. That could potentially be overcome 
by a solution that maintained the French co-chairmanship under an EU flag, 
headquartered at the Quai D’Orsay and supported by EU institutions; but in 
any case, both Russia and Armenia oppose the idea. But this does not mean 
the EU cannot take a more substantial role. Conceivably, the EU could create, 
under the auspices of the EU Special Representative for the South Caucasus, 
a support group for the French Co-chairmanship that provides institutional 
liaison with relevant EU bodies.

Such a mechanism would allow the EU to take a direct role in important 
issues regarding the peace process. One of the most thorny substantial issues 
is that of post-settlement security. Russia has always sought to insert Russian 
peacekeeping forces into the conflict zone, something both Baku and Yerevan 
have opposed. But since no other credible provider of security is on the hori-
zon, the issue hovers over the peace process and sustains the insecurity that is a 
chief reason for the lack of a solution. In this context, an EU “support group” 
could draw from its considerable experience from the Balkans, as well as from 
the EU Monitoring Mission in Georgia, to begin planning the security of a 
post-settlement situation. Similarly, the rehabilitation of the conflict zone—
including the occupied territories, Nagorno-Karabakh itself, and adjoining 
lands in Armenia as well as Azerbaijan—is an important task whose planning 
and sequencing is complex and costly. Two Azerbaijani experts have written 
an extensive study of the challenges involved, but international organizations 
have yet to study the matter.37 In the current international environment, the 
EU would be best placed not only to plan such a program but also eventually 
to implement it if and when a political solution is reached. Moreover, the very 
existence of serious post-conflict planning would itself increase the prospects 
of a solution. After the violence in April 2016, the possibility of an Armenian 
withdrawal from one or several occupied territories was floated in negotia-
tions, but the absence of a concrete plan for what would happen the day after 
a political deal to that effect would be reached surely impedes the prospects 
of a deal.

Aside from its composition, the Minsk Group has a further flaw that could 
more easily be remedied: the level of its negotiators. When Jan Eliasson was 
appointed Chairman of the Minsk Group in 1993, he had considerable experi-
ence of international mediation and politics. Before taking the post, he had 
been part of the Swedish mediation effort in the Iran–Iraq war, and later 
served as the UN Secretary-General’s personal representative to that con-
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flict; he had also served as Undersecretary General of the UN. He went on 
to become Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs and Deputy Secretary General 
of the UN. His successor, Heikki Talvitie, had been Finnish Ambassador to 
Moscow and went on to become the first EU Special Representative to the 
South Caucasus. Comparing these resumes with most co-chairs of the Minsk 
Group in the past decade, the contrast is glaring. While these are all compe-
tent diplomats, it is patently clear that the position as co-chair is not a task 
that Parsi and Washington assign to distinguished statesmen with substantial 
clout or extensive experience of conflict resolution. In fact, none of the later 
co-chairs have subsequently held high-level positions. In other words, while the 
geopolitical importance of the conflict and its surroundings has continuously 
grown, the diplomatic level of its mediators has declined. This is quite telling, 
and has concrete implications: it means that the US and French governments 
can only accord intermittent high-level attention to the conflict, and that aside 
from times of considerable violence or high-level summits, the activities of the 
Minsk Group are outside the radar of the political leadership.

Clearly, therefore, a priority of the first order is for the French and American 
governments to increase the level of the Minsk Group, and appoint experi-
enced and seasoned diplomats to the Minsk Group, as the USA has done con-
cerning Israel–Palestine or Northern Ireland. While this will not guarantee 
success, it will go a long way toward turning the moribund Minsk Group into 
a more active institution, in which the Western representatives can measure up 
with the level of Russian involvement in the conflict, very often in the shape of 
Foreign Minister Lavrov’s personal role.

concluSionS

The Armenian–Azerbaijani conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh has gone on for 
far too long. The irony is that the conflict is in fact solvable—and that there 
is a relative consensus on the modalities of its resolution. While the remain-
ing bones of contention should not be underestimated—especially the issue of 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s status—the building blocks of a solution are well known. 
The process would begin with the Armenian withdrawal from at least five of 
the seven Azerbaijani occupied territories, in return for which the economic 
linkages between the two countries are opened. An international police force is 
deployed to the conflict zone, while a reconstruction package is launched. In 
turn, the Turkish–Armenian border is opened, and over time, arrangements are 
made for the liberation of the Kelbajar region, and for the safeguarding of the 
Lachin corridor forming the lifeline between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh. 
The question of the status of Nagorno-Karabakh is postponed, while interna-
tional security guarantees are created in the interim period. Undoubtedly, the 
devil will be in the detail, but the point is that the conflict is not impossible to 
resolve. What is required is for the regional as well as international “stars” to 
align in such a matter that they encourage the conflict’s resolution, rather than 
its escalation.
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In the current international environment, the escalation of the conflict 
forms part and parcel of the major geopolitical developments affecting the 
South Caucasus in the past decade: the reassertion of Russian power, combined 
with the gradual disengagement of the West, particularly the USA. If the cur-
rent trend toward escalation is to be reversed, the main missing ingredient is 
not just political will in Yerevan and Baku but a reversal of the Western disen-
gagement from the South Caucasus. It is often said that the mediators “cannot 
want peace more than the parties.” But in fact, that is precisely what is needed. 
If they do not, the “four-day war” of April 2016 will appear a minor skirmish 
compared to what is sure to follow.

noteS

 1. Mardakert is the Armenian name of the area; Ter-Ter the Azerbaijani. 
Only 15 percent of the official Azerbaijani province of Ter-Ter is under 
Azerbaijani control, the remaining 85 percent forming part of the 
Mardakert region of the self-proclaimed Nagorno-Karabakh republic.

 2. “Karabakh Casualty Toll Disputed,” BBC News, March 5, 2008, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/7278871.stm

 3. Suren Musayelyan, “Four Armenian soldiers killed in Karabakh clash;  
Yerevan condemns Azeri ‘provocation,’” Armenianow.com, June 19,  
2010, https://www.armenianow.com/karabakh/23755/azerbaijan_ 
attack_karabakh_armenia

 4. Alexander Jackson, “Fighting Escalates between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan” Caspian Intelligence, June 5, 2012. http://caspianintelli-
gence.blogspot.se/2012/06/fighting-escalates-between-armenia-and.
html
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