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Introduction

n July 2020, the South Caucasus hosted one

of the largest military drills in its history. The

Turkish Armed Forces along with the Azer-

baijani Army conducted joint military exer-

cises using land and air forces of both coun-
tries. The joint exercises started after the clashes in
Armenian-Azerbaijani border in July 2020 for which
Turkey stated its full support for Azerbaijan. The drills
have been analysed as the peak of Turkish-Azerbaija-
ni military cooperation and as a reflection of Ankara’s
support of Baku against Armenian separatism and
aggression.

This info pack explains Turkey's military support to
Azerbaijan in light of recent tensions in the region.
Ankara has consistently held a pro-Azerbaijani posi-
tion and expressed its hope for a peaceful resolution
to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. However, the re-
cent military drills showed that Turkey is also ready to
back Azerbaijan in any military operation conducted
within the confines of self-defence and internation-
al law. This info pack examines Turkey's relationship
with Azerbaijan as well as Ankara’s stance in the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict. Furthermore, it will discuss
the recent Armenian military aggression toward the
Tovuz region in order to contextualise the joint mili-
tary drills conducted by the Turkish and Azerbaijani
armies.

Military helicopters of Turkey and Azerbaijan carry flags of both countries behind F-16 Fighter jets during an event marking the 102nd

anniversary of the liberation of Baku, the country's capital, under the leadership of the Caucasian Islamic Army in Ganja, Azerbaijan on

September 15, 2020. (Azerbaijani Defence Ministry - Anadolu Agency)
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Background: Turkey-Azerbaijan

Relations

The relationship between Turkey and Azerbaijan is a
unique example in global politics and continues to devel-
op based on the common motto: “One nation, two states”.
Both countries share common social values, language
and religion, besides history. In the last century, the Turk-
ish Army played a significant role in the foundation of the
first Turkic and Muslim republic in the East, the Azerbaijan
Democratic Republic (1918) and directly participated in the
liberation of Baku from the joint British-Armenian forces.
The brother’s help™® has lived in the memories of the Azer-
baijani people for a long time despite communist rule and
assimilation attempts by Moscow. It is also important to
mention that Azerbaijan contributed to the Turkish War of
Independence, sending men and financial support during
the 1920s. In 2001, the Turkish Air Force's special team, ‘the
Stars’, flew over Baku to honour the recent graduates of the
military academy and to make a show of support to Azer-
baijan in their then conflict with Iran over Caspian Sea bor-

der delimitation. In 2018, Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and Azerbaijani President ITham Aliyev celebrat-
ed 100 years of military cooperation where both country’s
forces staged a military parade in Baku, demonstrating
that the history of military cooperation between the two
countries is still remembered today and contributes to fu-
ture common endeavours.

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Turkey became
the first country to recognise the restoration of Azerbai-
jan’'s independence. Turkey also started to play the role of a
bridge between newly independent Turkic countries and
Western institutions. During the 1990s, Azerbaijan became
the member of the United Nations and the Organisation
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) as well
as founding new international organisations with Turkey
such as the International Organisation of Turkic Culture
(TURKSQY) and other investment-based business initia-

President of Turkey Recep Tayyip Erdogan (7th R), Azerbaijani President [lham Aliyev (4th L), Turkish Vice President Fuat Oktay (3rd R),
Turkish Parliament Speaker Mustafa Sentop (3rd L), Energy and Natural Sources Minister of Turkey Fatih Donmez (2nd R) and AK Party's
Izmir Deputy, Binali Yildirim (4th R) attend the opening ceremony of the TANAP-Europe connection in Ipsala district of Edirne, Turkey on
November 30, 2019. (Gokhan Balci - Anadolu Agency)

1 A joint Ottoman and Azerbaijani military forces fought together in 1918 which led to the formation of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic. Azerbaijani political
elite requested aid from Istanbul as they saw Ottoman Turks as ethnic brothers and allies. For more information: https://www.aa.com tr/en/world/azerbaijan-marks-

102nd-anniversary-of-baku-s-liberation/1974033
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tives. In the last decade, both countries have worked on
common projects through the Turkic Council, which was
specifically founded by Turkic speaking states to develop
the region’s potential and influence. Furthermore, Turkey
has significantly increased its investments in education,
health services, the banking system and the construction
sector in Azerbaijan since 2000.

The most significant cooperation between the two coun-
tries during the 1990s was focused on energy and student
exchanges. Both fields of cooperation were crucial to build-
ing post-Soviet Azerbaijan. The exchange of military staff,
in particular, helped young Azerbaijani cadets to access
advanced military studies in Turkey where also Turkish of-
ficers helped to build and modernise the Azerbaijani Army.
Additionally, thousands of Azerbaijani students studied in
Turkey since independence and are currently contribut-
ing to the development of Azerbaijan.

Secondly, Azerbaijan signed an energy deal with foreign
investors in 1994 to exploit the oil resources in the Caspian
Sea. This was the first project in post-Soviet Azerbaijan that
brought billions of dollars in investments to the country

and helped Baku to increase its international influence. As
one of the major investors, Turkey played a significant role
in the deal and opened itself as a transit country for Azer-
baijani oil and natural gas. The Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan (BTC)
oil pipeline became one of the main transit projects of the
region which still contributes to continuing cooperation
between Azerbaijan, Turkey and Georgia. The Turkish port
of Ceyhan also increased its capacity and became one of
the main global hubs for oil distribution. Besides BTC, the
State Oil Company of Azerbaijan (SOCAR) has increased its
operational capacity in Turkey over the last two decades.
The STAR refinery made Azerbaijan the greatest single
investor in modern Turkish history with an initial value of
$6.3 billion.

Azerbaijani natural gas resources are also transported to
Europe via Turkey. Turkey became the transit country for
the Trans-Anatolian gas pipeline (TANAP), making Azer-
baijan one of the biggest shareholders in the Turkish do-
mestic energy market. In March 2020, Azerbaijan became
the biggest natural gas exporter to Turkey, surpassing Rus-
sia and Iran for the first time in history.

Foreign shares of natural gas exports to

Turkey - June 2020

Russia Federation
7,86%

N

Qatar
13,16%

Algeria
23,53%

U.S.A 4.89%

o

Azerhaijan
46.09%

(Source: EPDK )
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Turkey’s stance towards the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict

Nagorno-Karabakh and seven surrounding districts, inter-
nationally recognised as sovereign territories of Azerbai-
jan, have been occupied by Armenian separatists since
1991. While tens of thousands of lives have been lost in the
conflict, Azerbaijan still hosts almost a million internally
displaced people who fled the Armenian occupation of
Nagorno-Karabakh. The ceasefire that was agreed upon in
1994 is regularly violated by Armenian forces. Therefore,
despite international mediation attempts, a comprehen-
sive peace has still not been achieved.

Since the beginning of the conflict, Turkey has sided
with Azerbaijan and has advocated on behalf of Baku in

the international arena. Ankara cut all the diplomatic ties
and closed its border with Armenia in 1993 to protest the
Armenian occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh and put the
country under de-facto blockade. Since Armenia is effec-
tively blocked from participating in regional projects such
TANAP or BTC because of the continuing conflict with
Azerbaijan and Turkey’s support to Baku, the economic
weight of the occupation is heavily felt in Yerevan. Thus,
Turkey continues to put withdrawal from the occupied
zone as a precondition for normalisation between Arme-
nia and Turkey.

Source: Heritage Foundation research based on information from Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. “Leaders Discuss Nagorno-
Karabakh Conflict; Kerry Expresses ‘Strong Concern” September 5, 2014,

(accessed January 5, 2015), and SOCAR Romania, “The Global Scale of the State Oil Company of AzerbaijanRepublic, “http://www.

socar.ro/en/SOCAR-AZERBAIJAN (accessed January 5, 2015).



https://www.rferl.org/a/nagorno-karabakh-/26567727.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/nagorno-karabakh-/26567727.html

The conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh is not limited to Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan. Besides Turkey, Russia and Iran also
have an interest in the matter. The conflict thus represents
another centre of competition between regional powers.
The escalation of tensions in the region creates the possi-
bility of a new zone of confrontation for Russia and Turkey.
On the other hand, British and American economic inter-
ests in Azerbaijan, mainly concentrated on oil, forces the
Western powers to support stability and the status quo
in the region. The OSCE's Minsk Group, an international
mechanism to encourage parties towards the peaceful
resolution of the conflict, consists of three co-chairs: the
US, France and Russia. Besides having good relations with
Armenia, all three co-chairs have strong Armenian lobbies
that play significant roles in their respective domestic af-
fairs. Russia is an official military ally of Armenia based on
the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). The
remaining two countries are not directly supporting Ar-

menia while officially recognising Nagorno-Karabakh as a
part of Azerbaijan. However, both the US and France are
using the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and the so-called
‘Armenian Genocide as a means of exercising political
leverage against Azerbaijan and Turkey. For example, the
resolution on the so-called ‘Armenian Genocide passed in
the US Congress in late 2019 was, according to the Turkish
Foreign Ministry, directly related to Turkish military oper-
ations in northern Syria. In this environment, Turkey sup-
ports Azerbaijan politically and militarily, which helps to
sustain the great power balance in the conflict. In a region
where the Western powers are either neutral or oriented by
economic interests, Turkey plays a significant role in repre-
senting the claims of Azerbaijan in the international arena.
Russian interest in the conflict and support for Yerevan is
another vital point that has pushed Azerbaijan to request
Turkish assistance.

Recent clashes in Tovuz

Despite the 1994 ceasefire agreement, the region has wit-
nessed thousands of breaches, mainly in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. In 2016, the region witnessed the most significant
clashes since the 1990s, known as the Four Day War or the
April War. Russian mediation prevented the conflict from
escalating into a full-scale war. Although the Azerbaijani
Army retook some of the occupied strategic heights, such
as Lalatapa. Both sides suffered serious losses? and once
again, peace talks resumed.

On 12 July 2020, the border between Armenia and Azer-
baijan witnessed a rapid escalation in military tension for
the first since 2016. Armenian shelling of the border town
of Tovuz diminished hopes for long-lasting peace in the re-
gion and calls for military action from both sides increased.
The Azerbaijani Army responded to the Armenian prov-
ocation by deploying battle tanks to the border and tar-
geting Armenian positions with heavy artillery. Both sides
suffered significant losses during the clashes, which lasted
for several days. Azerbaijan declared the loss of high-rank-
ing officers, including an Azerbaijani major general Polad
Hashimov, soldiers and civilians, while Armenia did not re-
lease the exact number of dead.

Experts claimed that the Armenian attack on Tovuz was
planned to force Azerbaijan into a military response that
could trigger CSTO's collective defence clause and threat-
en the energy corridor between Turkey and Azerbaijan,

which passes through the region. Tovuz is a key asset in
the Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey route, which hosts not only
BTC and TANAP but also the Baku-Thilisi-Kars railway. The
path is a vital trade route coming from Central Asia and
China. It also opens the region to the world while keeping
the Azerbaijani economy onits feet. Experts also claim that
the isolation of Armenia from regional economic develop-
ments could have triggered its aggressive action against a
region considered as the economic life-blood of Azerbai-
jan.

An interior view of a damaged house after attacks carried out
by Armenian forces left a civilian dead in Dondar Kuscu village
in the Tovuz region, Azerbaijan on July 15, 2020.

(Resul Rehimov - Anadolu Agency)

212 servicemen and 1 civilian killed along 4 wounded soldiers on Azerbaijani side where Armenia lost 5 soldiers and its 35 servicemen injured.



https://www.aa.com.tr/en/analysis/-armenian-threat-to-turkey-azerbaijan-energy-corridor/1918286
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The Ganja Gap
To bypass Russia
or Iran for overland
trade between Asia
and Europe there is
only one option:
Azerbaiijan’s
territory means
that there is only

a narrow 60-mile
chokepoint for
trade. Thisis the
Ganja Gap.

Note
Pipeline locations are
approximate

Tovuz
.

Source: Heritage Foundation Research

The clashes resulted in important social and political
changes in both countries. For the first time in a long
time, thousands of Azerbaijani citizens gathered in central
Baku demanding the government take by the occupied
territories by force. Azerbaijanis also created an effec-
tive campaign for civilian mobilisation and volunteering
for the Army. The social unrest after the clashes and the
widespread criticism of the conciliatory statements made
by the Azerbaijani Ministry of Foreign Affairs led to the
dismissal of Elmar Mammadyarov, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs for the last 16 years. In Armenia, Prime Minister Ni-
kol Pashinyan found himself in a difficult position since the
Army'’s unsuccessful attempt to provoke Azerbaijan trig-
gered an increase in domestic political pressure.

The Armenian explanation for the situation was built on
the premise of an initial Azerbaijani attack on the Arme-
nian side of the border. According to this narrative, Yere-
van merely responded accordingly. As mentioned before,
the Armenian argument was mainly based on the possi-
bility of triggering of military assistance from CSTO as the
treaty promises the collective response if there is an act of
aggression against an allied state. However, the PM Pash-
inyan was ultimately unsuccessful in attempting to gain
the support he was seeking at the CSTO Summit and three
member countries, Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan
refused even to favour Armenia over Azerbaijan regarding
the clashes in Tovuz.

10
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Tensions escalate on the

Armenia-Azerbaijan
border

Tensions continue to escalate
on the Armenia-Azerbaijan
border as Armenian troops
attacked Azerbaijan's
northwestern Tovuz border
region with artillery fire.

Source: Anadolu Agency

The governments of Serbia and Russia
were indirectly implicated in the conflict
primarily by way of alleged arms deliver-
ies to Armenia. Firstly, Azerbaijan has ac-
cused Serbia of exporting weapons to Ar-
menia. The Serbian government denied
the accusations and claimed that the state
cannot be responsible for private com-
panies’ business. However, later Serbian
Deputy Prime Minister Rasim Ljajic con-
firmed two contracts for arms sale which
arrived at Armenia in May and June, just
before the clashes. In response to the Ser-
bian sale, Azerbaijan summoned Serbian
head of diplomatic mission to Baku and
later dismissed Azerbaijani Ambassador
to Belgrade.

Secondly, once again Russia was criti-
cised by Baku for its involvement in the
clashes in favour of Armenia. Azerbaijani
media claimed that Russia delivered 280
tons of military equipment, including
electronic warfare units, to Armenia be-
fore and during the clashes. An I1-76 mil-
itary heavy cargo transport aircraft, car-
rying weapons from Rostov to Armenia,
despite being refused to use Georgian
airspace, took a long route through Ka-
zakhstan, Turkmenistan and Iran to arrive
at its final destination. President Aliyev
phoned Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin and discussed the motives behind the
military cargo deliveries made between
July 17 and August 4. As Russia and Ar-
menia share membership in CSTO, Mos-
cow often supplies Yerevan with arma-
ments for a cheaper than market price.
However, the deliveries made during the
dates mentioned raises questions about
Russian neutrality vis-a-vis the clashes.
President Aliyev also expressed his con-
cerns regarding the possible intervention
of third parties in the conflict.

11
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Flight track of I1-76 Russian military cargo aircraft

Flight information of RA78816

[I-76 (Russian Aerospace Forces)
‘Mineralnye Vody - Yerevan -
Mineralnye Vody' carrying military
cargo through the airspace of Russia,
Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran and
Armenia, July-August 2020
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Join military drills

Turkey expressed its support for Azerbaijan with regards
to the clashes near Tovuz. On July 13, 2020, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of Turkey condemned what it referred
to as the irresponsible provocation and aggression of the
Armenian side. The Ministry stated that the provocation
showed the real intention of Armenia, which is drawing the
attention from the occupied Karabakh away by creating
new escalation zones. On the same day, Foreign Minister
Mevlut Cavusoglu called Armenian actions unacceptable
and stated that “whatever solution Baku prefers for the oc-
cupied lands and Karabakh, Turkey will stand by Azerbai-
jan”. This statement was a clear manifestation for possible
Turkish military support in case of an Azerbaijani plan to
seek a military solution to the conflict. The next day, Turk-
ish Vice President Fuat Oktay restated the FM's remarks
and slammed the Armenian attacks.

Furthermore, Turkish Defence Minister Hulusi Akar stated
that Armenia would pay for its aggressive actions against
Azerbaijan and that Ankara would continue to firmly
stand beside Baku in its case in Nagorno-Karabakh. This
statement was followed by a discussion of possibilities
in defence industry cooperation between two countries.
Ismail Demir, the head of the Turkish Defence Industries
Presidency (SSB) stated that the Turkish defence industry
is at Baku's disposal with its full technological capacity and
experience including UAVs, electronic systems and mis-
siles. The National Security Council headed by President
Erdogan also reiterated full support to Azerbaijan against
Armenian aggression on July 22.

On July 27, the statement of the National Security Council,
Azerbaijani Defence Ministry declared that both countries
would conduct large-scale joint military drills in various
locations throughout Azerbaijan. Joint land forces exercis-
es were held from August 1 to 5, 2020, in Baku and Nakh-
chivan whereas air force exercises were conducted from
July 29 to August 10 in Baku, Ganja, Kurdamir, Nakhchivan
and Yevlakh regions. The first detachments were military
helicopters brought by the Turkish Air Force to Nakh-
chivan on July 28.

The following day, the first stage of the "Azerbaijani-Turkish
Live-Fire Joint Large-Scale Tactical Exercises” started with
the use of real ammunition against specified targets. Life-
like combat conditions were created for both Azerbaijani
and Turkish forces by the Azerbaijani Ministry of Defence.
The joint drills involving special forces were marked as
especially important since they played a significant role

in recent clashes due to the region’s mountainous geogra-
phy and harsh conditions. The last day of July witnessed
the arrival of Turkish F-16 fighter jets to Azerbaijan to join
the joint air force drills, ‘TurAz Qartali-2020. The fighters
participated in several exercises that included helicopters,
armoured vehicles and land troops. The successful elimi-
nation of the simulated targets by joint fighter squadrons
and tank divisions showed that coordination between the
two armies is on a high level and can be tested in real com-
bat conditions.

The joint military exercises showed the capacity of both
Turkey and Azerbaijan to conduct and host large-scale
military drills. Sevil Mikayilova, an Azerbaijani MP, stated
that military cooperation is an important part of the strate-
gic partnership between two countries. Turkey's firm posi-
tion in Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and its participation in
the military drills indicates that a military resolution of the
conflict has not been taken off the table. Both Azerbaijan
and Turkey continue to state their preference for peace
and stability in the region on the condition of the with-
drawal of Armenian military forces from the occupied Na-
gorno-Karabakh region. The joint military exercises once
again showed that Turkey takes the matter seriously and
regards it as its own national security issue. Deputy Chair-
man of the National Assembly of Azerbaijan Adil Aliyev
stated that the drills disturbed Yerevan since they demon-
strated that one of the most powerful NATO armies stands
ready to assist Azerbaijan. Another MP, Sabir Rustamkhan-
li compared the 2020 drills to the Turkish aid in 1918 which
liberated Azerbaijan from Bolsheviks and radical Arme-
nians. Some Azerbaijani politicians, such as Faraj Guliyev
and Tural Abbasli even stated the necessity of creating the
common army of Turkey and Azerbaijan in response to
common threats immediately and stand against common
enemies. Even though the proposal cannot be regarded as
realistic in the short term, it is clear that the Turkish Army is
ready to help its ally in the situation of necessity.
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https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-condemns-armenian-attack-on-azerbaijani-troops/1908233
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https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-azerbaijan-discuss-defense-industry-cooperation/1913897
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/turkey-reiterates-support-to-azerbaijan-against-armenia/1919117
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-azerbaijan-to-conduct-joint-military-exercises/1923948
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-azerbaijan-preparing-for-joint-military-drill/1925365
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-azerbaijan-preparing-for-joint-military-drill/1925365
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkish-azerbaijani-joint-military-drills-continue/1927350
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/turkey-azerbaijan-drills-sign-of-courage-defense-power/1938165
https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/iki-ulkenin-kardesliginin-tum-dunyaya-gosterilmesi-acisindan-askeri-manevi-ve-siyasi-deger-tasiyor/1930893
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Conclusion

Turkey's role in the region is largely based on common val-
ues and shared economic, military and political interests
with Azerbaijan. Turkey prioritises its relationship with
Azerbaijan as both countries have large investments in
each other's territories. Energy routes starting from Azer-
baijan and passing through Turkey contribute to regional
security and stability. Therefore, any threat against Azer-
baijan’s stability and future is taken seriously by Ankara.
Turkey considers the occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh as
a national security issue as well and continues to distance
itself from Armenia in favour of Azerbaijan.

Turkey’s Stance on the Recent Escalation between Armenia and Azerbaijan

Turkey also took swift actions after the latest Armenian
provocation against Azerbaijan and stated its full support
to Baku. The 13-day long large-scale land and air force joint
military exercises of 2020 was a reflection of Ankara’s im-
mediate response to the Tovuz clashes on the highest level,
which gave confidence to Baku in its struggle to regain its
territories occupied by Armenia. As the military exercises
concluded with a success amidst a global pandemic crisis,
both countries demonstrated the common military vision
which balances Russian overwhelming military support to
Armenia and creates leverage in the hands of Azerbaijan to
plan a possible military solution to the Nagorno-Karabakh
conflict in future.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev (R) hold a joint press conference within the 8th High-Level

Strategic Cooperation Council meeting in Baku, Azerbaijan on February 25, 2020. (TUR Presidency/Murat Cetinmuhurdar - Anadolu Agency)
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