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1

The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility For the Future offers a timely and 
insightful examination of some of the most prominent aspects of what has 
come to be called the ‘Second Karabakh War’ as well as the future implications 
for the strategically important South Caucasus. 

For almost three decades, the 1994 ceasefire agreement that brought an end to 
the fighting in the first Karabakh War and the subsequent mediation process led 
by the OSCE Minsk Group failed to deliver a sustainable peace. The conflict 
over the Armenian-occupied territory was long classified as a ‘frozen conflict’, 
despite the numerous Armenian provocations and violations of the 1994 
Bishkek Protocol that brought the First Karabakh War to an end. In the autumn 
of 2020, this illusion was shattered by the decisive Azerbaijani military victory 
that resulted in the reclaiming of much the Armenian-occupied territory with 
significant implications for the future of the broader region.

This edited volume examines the implications and ramifications of the most 
recent conflict on the strategic, political, diplomatic and economic affairs of 
the region and beyond. The diverse set of authors who contributed to this TRT 
World Research Centre publication leverage their expertise in exploring topics 
including, but not limited to, the international legal perspective on the status of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, the role of propaganda and information warfare, and the 
central role of energy in the conflict. Moreover, the volume comprehensively 
examines the role of regional and international players both during the conflict 
and after the guns fell silent. In this regard, the varying roles and positions of 
Turkey, Russia, the United States, Israel, Georgia and Iran are explored. The 
book also includes voices that seek to peer over the horizon in discussing the 
potential pathways to a long-term and sustainable peace as well as Armenia’s 
imperative to adapt to significantly altered regional dynamics. 

Through a diversity of topics and longevity of perspectives, the present volume 
offers a valuable contribution to understanding the roots of the conflict, its 
implications for the region and the possible pathways moving forward for 
both scholars and policymakers. I am incredibly proud of the work that was 
meticulously and thoughtfully compiled by our colleagues at the TRT World 
Research Centre and am confident that the present volume will serve as 
reference for some of the most important aspects of the Second Karabakh War 
for years to come. 

Mehmet Zahid Sobacı
TRT, Director General

Foreword
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The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future 
– An Introduction 
Turan Gafarlı

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the post-Soviet region has 
witnessed numerous conflicts, ethnic tensions, and instability. The South 
Caucasus, located at one of the most significant strategic crossroads 
of the Eurasian political map, became one of the major hubs of these 
conflagrations. The Karabakh problem and the status of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Autonomous region led to a bloody war between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan in the 1990s, resulting in thousands of both military and 
civilian casualties. 

Following the declaration of ceasefire as part of the 1994 Bishkek 
Protocol, Azerbaijan lost control over almost all of the Nagorno-
Karabakh region and seven additional districts surrounding the 
region. While separatists in Nagorno-Karabakh had declared de facto 
independence, a status not even recognised by Armenia owing to 
its position of ‘strategic ambiguity’ towards the territory, Nagorno-
Karabakh remained as a de jure and internationally recognised part of 
Azerbaijan.

The stalemate in Nagorno-Karabakh remained a powder keg, despite 
both parties having repeated their respective commitments to finding 
a peaceful solution. The President of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev, had 
consistently repeated that a diplomatic solution was Azerbaijan’s first 
choice. However, he never did take the military option off the table. The 
Azerbaijani military has significantly developed its capabilities since 
the 1990s when mostly irregular Azerbaijani detachments suffered 
defeat at the hands of Armenian forces. Due to the oil boom of the mid-
2000s and large new natural gas projects, dramatic increases in the state 
budget and military spending facilitated the procurement of modern 
armaments such as drones and missiles supplied by key partners, notably 
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Turkey, Israel, and Russia. The creation of an independent Azerbaijani 
defence industry and a new generation of officers educated in various 
high-ranked military academies around the world were among the 
reasons for Baku’s spirit of confidence.

The ‘powder keg’ notion was proven correct during the Four-Day War in 
April 2016, when the Azerbaijani army responded to Armenian shelling 
with a military operation. Although the fighting lasted only four days, 
it clearly showed the potential for the situation in Nagorno-Karabakh 
to escalate. The Azerbaijani side claimed that some strategic heights 
were recaptured during the operation, marking the first significant 
Azerbaijani military advance in occupied Karabakh. Some experts have 
also stated that the starting date of the April War was not a coincidence 
as it occurred while the leaders of both Armenia and Azerbaijan 
were in Washington DC. Their arguments also highlight the factor of 
Russian involvement in the case since both parties ended the four-day 
long confrontation after Moscow’s mediation. Specifically, Moscow’s 
intervention was interpreted as a warning to both sides. Firstly, the 
Kremlin sent a warning to Yerevan that without Russian involvement, 
Azerbaijan  had already become strong enough to recapture its 
occupied lands. Secondly, Moscow showed Baku that there would be 
consequences if Azerbaijan sought a military solution to the conflict 
without international approval. 

Despite talk about preparing people from both sides for peace in early 
2019, Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan triggered controversy 
while provoking the masses in Nagorno-Karabakh, stating “Artsakh 
(Karabakh for Armenians – ed.) is Armenia, and that’s it”. The statement 
by Armenia’s top official demanding the annexation of the occupied 
territories significantly diminished hopes for a just peace. Ultimately, 
all Armenian arguments for the right of self-determination for the 
people of Nagorno-Karabakh have failed, particularly following the 
Armenian Prime Minister’s call for Miatsyal Hayastan, an Armenian 
ethno-nationalist and irredentist ideal. In an atmosphere of mutual 
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mistrust, especially after the demands for annexation and the possibility 
of an Azerbaijani military operation, the possibility of a breakthrough 
in the years-long stalemate became increasingly unlikely. The strategic 
interests of the parties in the region, most notably the Russian military, 
made the conflict more complicated and durable.

However, everything changed in 2020. Armenian-Azerbaijani tensions 
had been steadily increasing through 2020, especially after the attack 
toward Tovuz in July where Azerbaijan, for the first time during the 
three-decade long conflict, lost a general along with other notable 
officers during the skirmish. This led to mass rallies in Baku that 
included vocal demands to solve the Karabakh conflict once and for 
all by ending the occupation. The incident in Tovuz was followed by 
Armenian-Russian and Azerbaijani-Turkish joint military exercises in 
which the two sides put their readiness for any potential showdown on 
display. 

One of the greatest surprises for both nations as well as the international 
community came in the early hours of the 27th of September when 
Azerbaijan initiated large scale military operations in Karabakh. 
Despite the Tovuz incident, mass rallies and joint military exercises, not 
many expected the conflict to enter the hot phase once again. At most, 
experts predicted something similar to the 2016 Four Day War where 
Russia immediately intervened and mediated an end to the escalation. 
Ultimately, the Second Karabakh War of 2020 lasted 44 days despite 
the mediation efforts of Russia, the US, Iran, and other powers. The 
Azerbaijani army executed a military plan based on gaining speedy 
control of airspace by deploying the latest technology, UAVs and 
advanced radar systems linked to the satellite intelligence capabilities 
of Baku. The nearly six-week war resulted in the liberation of most of 
the occupied territories, with the remaining addressed in the tripartite 
ceasefire agreement signed on November 10 between Russia, Armenia, 
and Azerbaijan. 
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The challenges facing the South Caucasus did not, however, immediately 
end after the 44-day war. While many questions remain, what is clear 
is that a new chapter has been opened in the history of the region, one 
that requires more responsibility, stability, and strength to preserve 
peace. Scepticism and fear still dominate relations between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. The major challenge facing the region is to overcome 
long-entrenched mistrust between the two nations and prepare the new 
generation for a future built on coexistence. It is not a secret that the 
region has historically been under the eye of the great powers and 
influential regional actors. This was the reason that the Karabakh conflict 
attracted the high level of attention that it did and was even largely 
inaccurately labelled as a Turkish-Russian proxy war. In the post-war 
phase, both Azerbaijan and Armenia must try to act independently and 
build trust without the intervention of third parties. As experts have 
stated on numerous occasions, the two communities need to relearn 
to live next to each other and rebuild connections. In this context, the 
present volume, The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future, 
is a timely contribution to this endeavour, one that seeks to give voice to 
a variety of perspectives on the issue and build a positive outlook based 
on a shared sense of responsibility towards future generations. 

The first chapter, Karabakh: Colonisation, Occupation and Liberation, 
focuses on the history of the region and the conflict. Patrick Walsh 
touches on the core elements of demographic changes in the South 
Caucasus while narrating the chronological story of developments in 
the region during the rule of empires, the Soviet Union, and independent 
nation-states. He also gives a background to the events of the past three 
decades as well as the modern history of the most recent conflict.

The following chapter, Legal Perspectives on the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Region: Use of Force, Self-Determination and Status Under International 
Law presents a detailed legal insight regarding the conflict. Bernhard 
Knoll-Tudor and Daniel Müller lend their expertise on summarising the 
debate around the legal status of the Nagorno-Karabakh region as well 
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as the conflict from the framework of international law. Their approach 
comes with the flexibility to see developments from both sides while 
using case studies, legal proceedings, and examples from international 
law.

The Long Road to Peace: A Theoretical Analysis of Potential Pathways 
of the Resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict touches on one 
to the most important elements in the vision of the book. Nazrin 
Gadimova’s approach involves assessing the needs of both sides related 
to peacebuilding efforts. The chapter gives a detailed perspective on a 
range of issues related to trust-building, including economic benefits, 
multitrack engagement, and dialogue. Her long-term vision of peace 
includes valuable contributions drawn from the contemporary literature 
as well as diplomatic sources.

The fourth chapter, When the Truth Dies: Propaganda During the 
Karabakh Conflict explores the role of soft power and information 
warfare in the Second Karabakh War of 2020. Anar Valiyev and Nargiz 
Gafarova use examples from media sources to illustrate disruptions in 
the information flow. The authors  explore the role of fake news and 
influence campaigns undertaken by media organisations during the 
course of the war. The role and importance of social media are also 
discussed with supporting data on examples.  

In the next chapter, Brenda Shaffer offers her valuable expertise on one 
of the most important aspects of both the war itself as well as the general 
economic portrait of the region. Azerbaijan’s energy potential was 
significantly developed in the last two decades, creating an economic 
imbalance relative to Armenia. The author discusses how threats to 
energy infrastructure became part of the conflict, but also argues that 
energy was the ultimate spark that set off the Second Karabakh War.  
Furthermore, Professor Shaffer touched on the importance of building 
new avenues for cooperation in energy and economy in the aftermath 
of the war, notably the idea of connecting Armenia to potential major 
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energy and transport projects in the region. According to the author, 
economic and transport links have a significant potential to contribute 
to a future peace.

The next six chapters are dedicated to regional and international 
involvement in the conflict. The first discusses the Turkish contribution 
to the Azerbaijani efforts. In his Turkey and the Second Karabakh War 
of 2020: The Policy of ‘One Nation, Two States’ in Full Swing, Hasan 
Ünal touches on Ankara’s interests in the region and narrates Turkey’s 
rhetoric and approach towards the conflict over the years. He connects 
the dots between the grand strategies of regional powers and especially 
strategic relations between Turkey and Russia. 

Historically, Russia has exerted dominance over developments in the 
Karabakh conflict. However, Moscow’s reaction to developments in the 
Armenian political scene over the last few years and the recent 44-Day 
War showed that the Russian involvement in the conflict has evolved. 
Stanislav Pritchin in his Russia and the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: 
Developments Before and After the Second Karabakh War offers a 
detailed perspective on the significance of Karabakh for Russia and 
how the country has positioned the conflict in its relations with Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. He also touches on the cooperation between Russia 
and the parties to the conflict in the military sphere while discussing 
the Russian political view toward Armenia following Yerevan’s ‘Velvet 
Revolution’. 

Historically, Georgia’s role as a regional actor in the Karabakh conflict 
has been underestimated. However, as a neighbour to both sides of 
the conflict, Tbilisi played a major role before and during the conflict. 
Emil Avdaliani’s chapter focuses on the developments during the war 
including the reactions of both Armenian and Azerbaijani communities 
living in Georgia. He further weighs Georgia’s opportunity as a possible 
mediator and calculates the country’s position in the altered geopolitical 
balance of power. 
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Luke Coffey’s Dithering and Disengagement: The U.S. and the Second 
Karabakh War explores the question of US involvement during the 
war. 2020 was a historic year in US politics for a number of reasons, 
most notably the severity of the Covid-19 pandemic amid what was 
arguably one of the most significant presidential campaigns in US 
history. According to the author, it is largely because of these and other 
related factors that US involvement during the hot phase of the conflict 
remained limited.

One of the most intriguing elements of the conflict relate to the growing 
strategic links between Israel and Azerbaijan. Tel Aviv’s material support 
gave a clear advantage to the Azerbaijani side. Baku used advanced 
Israeli technology for both firepower and reconnaissance during the 
war. Additionally, footage of kamikaze drones hitting their targets were 
used for propaganda purposes and showed how modern technology 
can be used in the context of psychological warfare. Co-authored by 
Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer, the chapter on Israel’s involvement 
focuses on the major milestones of the partnership between Baku and 
Tel Aviv and explores the various angles including those related to Iran 
and Turkey.

Iran’s geographic proximity to the conflict and its cultural connections 
to the South Caucasus have made the Karabakh an issue of interest 
to Middle East politics.  During the war, Tehran sought to mediate 
between the warring parties but failed to achieve substantial results. 
Post-war developments and increasing tensions between Azerbaijan 
and Iran showed how Tehran became uncomfortable with the change 
in the status quo after the Azerbaijani military victory in Karabakh. 
Zaur Gasimov in his Active but Inefficient? Iran’s Strategy Towards the 
Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh discusses Iran’s reactions to the war and 
post-war developments, using extensive analysis from Iranian sources 
and media outlets. 
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The last chapter is dedicated to the Armenian perspective. Richard 
Giragosian offers insight from Armenia regarding the conflict and 
gives a detailed analysis of the challenges that await Yerevan in a post-
conflict region. It is very important to understand the mindset of the 
victor-turned-defeated side in order to get a more complete picture of 
the situation. The election victory of Pashinyan’s political movement in 
the most recent elections showed that the Velvet Revolution has already 
left its mark on Armenian politics despite the defeat in Karabakh. 
Questions surrounding the issue of Russian dominance in the country 
are also examined while Giragosian explores the possibility of a 
rapprochement with Turkey in the context of the quest for stability. This 
chapter advances a highly valuable perspective to any future framework 
for rapprochement. 

The war has made it clear that Russia is no longer the only dominant 
power in the region. Turkey, in particular, emerged as an additional key 
player whose role in the region Moscow can ill-afford to dismiss. Both 
the Turkish-Russian joint observation force established in Aghdam and 
the Turkey-Azerbaijan collective defence pact brought by the Shusha 
Declaration, signed during President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s visit to 
Karabakh, have ensured Turkey’s continued presence in the Caucasus.

Despite all of the developments that have occurred to date, the situation 
in the region remains fluid. First of all, the Zangezur Corridor and 
other important connectivity projects are still under construction. 
There is strong opposition to the Corridor in Armenia while Azerbaijan 
and Turkey are determined to complete the project that will directly 
connect Ankara to Baku. Considering that the Russian peacekeeping 
force has now changed commanders for the third time and that its last 
two commanders have previously served in the occupation of Georgia, 
doubts have arisen about Russia’s true intentions. The fact that Russia 
is involved in supporting Armenian schools in Khankendi and in 
the construction of new developments adds to the concern that their 
mandate in the territory may go beyond simply acting as peacekeepers. 
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However, Azerbaijan’s call to restart relations with Armenia along with 
messages of rapprochement from both Turkey and Armenia are positive 
developments. 

Ultimately, the solution lays in the hands of Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
Cooperation and the development of mutual understanding and trust 
between the two nations will go a long way in proving that Armenia 
and Azerbaijan can live in peace without the necessity of foreign 
intervention. 

The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future is the product of 
a yearlong effort and commitment with the special assistance of many 
people in the various stages of preparing the volume. Sincere gratitude 
goes to TRT management for their continuous support. I would like to 
thank all contributing scholars who made this project possible for the 
respect shown towards each other’s vantage points and to the editorial 
vision of the project. The viewpoints expressed by the authors do 
not necessarily reflect the opinions, viewpoints and editorial policies 
of TRT. Finally, I want to express my deepest gratitude to Dr Tarek 
Cherkaoui, Manager of TRT World Research Centre, for his guidance 
throughout this process, and Michael Arnold, my co-editor, for his 
dedicated, punctual and flawless work in this project. 
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Karabakh: Colonisation, Occupation and 
Liberation 
Patrick Walsh

The national conflict over Karabakh traces its modern origins in the 
early 19th century with the Russian conquest and colonisation of the area 
through the settling of Armenian populations. This policy disturbed the 
existing balance of population and sowed the seeds for conflict, which 
began in the early 20th century.

When the Tsarist expansion began into the Southern Caucasus, Karabakh 
was one of several mostly independent khanates that had emerged from 
the disintegration of the Safavid dynasty in the mid-18th century.1 It 
is important to note that the area had been part of various states over 
the preceding millennium and a half, none of which were Armenian, 
and the khanates had predominantly Muslim populations. There were 
Christian minorities within these khanates, and some had chiefs, but the 
khanates were Muslim entities and recognised as such by all external 
interests and authorities of the time.2 

In 1804, the Karabakh, Shusha, Sheki and Shirvan khanates surrendered 
to Russian suzerainty, with the Khans signing letters of concession to 
the Tsar. The khanates became vassalages under the authority of the 
Russians. The ruler of Karabakh, Ibrahim Khalil Khan, signed the 
Treaty of Kurakchay making Karabakh a Tsarist protectorate, with 
Russian soldiers stationed at the Shusha fortress.3 The significant thing 
about the Treaty of Kurakchay is that there is no mention of Armenians 
within it. The Russians acknowledged, in receiving the title deeds, that 
this was a Muslim Khanate. Any Armenians that resided within it were 
considered to be of no political significance and it was not regarded as 
an Armenian territory.4
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The 1813 Treaty of Gulistan added the khanates, from Derbend and 
Baku, to Ganja and Karabakh, to Russia. After losing a second war 
with Russia, the Shah of Iran signed the Treaty of Turkmanchai in 1828, 
recognizing all territories to the north of the Aras River as part of the 
Russian Empire. Article XV of the Treaty of Turkmanchai allowed 
for the large-scale movement of Christian Armenians into the region. 
This was the start of the demographic change in the South Caucasus, 
beginning in 1828-9, when for the first time the minority Armenian 
population began to grow to more substantial levels.5

Tsar Nicholas I decided on a resettlement policy that would transfer 
Armenians into his new frontier areas in the South-West of the 
Caucasus and concentrate them as a bulwark against the local Muslim 
majorities and Ottoman and Persian empires. In Karabakh, although the 
Armenians had been only a small minority, the Russians found it easiest 
to rule the region through the Christian nobility, who were dependent 
upon Tsarist power.6 The Russian historian N.N. Shavrov estimated that 
between 1828-30, 40,000 Armenians moved to Transcaucasia from Iran 
and around 80,000 arrived from the Ottoman territories, to be settled 
in the Elizavetpol (Ganja) and Erivan govenorates. He noted the most 
important implication of this was that by 1911: “Out of the 1,300,000 
Armenians who now live in the Transcaucasia over 1,000,000 are 
newcomers. Russia moved them there.”7 

According to Russian census reports, the Armenian population in 
Karabakh, which represented only 9% of the total demographic in 
1823, increased to 35% in 1832 and 53% in 1880.8 In 1886, a count 
in the Shusha District (uyezd), which consisted of almost the entire 
current territory of Mountainous Karabakh, revealed that Armenians 
made up 58% of the population and Azerbaijanis 42%. In 1915, the 
Shusha uyezd was calculated to be made up of 78,226 Azerbaijanis and 
96,018 Armenians.9 Therefore, it is the case that the huge increase in the  
Armenian population was due to increasing inward migration organized 
through the Russian colonialist policy, and a corresponding exodus 
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of Muslims from the region, which seriously altered the population 
balance. An Armenian majority in the Karabakh and Erivan khanates 
(what is now the Republic of Armenian) therefore only became a 
majority through the Russian conquest, Armenian colonisation and the 
displacement of the original Muslim inhabitants.

The growth of Armenian nationalism during the latter part of the 19th 
Century exacerbated this situation so that even before the collapse 
of the Tsarist state, inter-communal warfare broke out in 1905 and 
1906, in Baku, Karabakh, Ganja, Erivan and other areas. Most sources 
regard the well-armed and organised Armenians as the aggressors.10 
This was because they had developed revolutionary societies like 
the Dashnaktsutyun, with military units who were raiding Ottoman 
territories and waging a terrorist campaign against Tsarist authorities 
and Muslim settlements in the Southern Caucasus.11 Between 3,000 and 
10,000 people, mostly Muslims, died in the violence of 1905-6, many 
of them in Karabakh.12 

The Great War of 1914 was a catastrophic event that produced the 
collapse of Tsarist Russia and ushered in the era of nation states in the 
region. The foundation of the Republics of Azerbaijan and Armenia in 
May 1918, placed the emerging conflict over the territory of Karabakh 
in a new inter-state context. Although Karabakh was included within 
the territory of the Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan, Armenia 
immediately claimed the area and began military operations there.13  
Karabakh was ravaged by General Andranik’s Dashnaks in mid-1918 
and the Armenian attempt to remove the Muslim population was only 
ended by the Ottoman advance into the Southern Caucasus during the 
Tsarist collapse. The Caucasus Islamic Army, commanded by Nuri 
Pasha, and containing a substantial body of Azerbaijanis, was vital to 
the defence of the Republic and the liberation of its capital, Baku, from 
a motley force of British Imperialists, Russian Soviets and Armenian 
nationalists in September 1918.
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After the Great War, the British occupation recognized Karabakh as a 
part of Azerbaijan. General Thomson placed it, and Zangezur, under the 
administration of Governor Khosrow Sultanov. General Thomson and 
Sultanov secured an agreement from the Armenian leaders in Karabakh 
to formally accept Azerbaijani authority.14 Azerbaijani forces ousted 
Andranik’s Dashnaks from Karabakh and subsequently restored order. 
The British deported representatives of the Yerevan government from 
Karabakh as trouble-makers.15 

When the British left in August 1919, they handed over power to the 
government in Baku. However, the brief British occupation during 
1919 failed to formally settle the national borders in the region. Another 
Armenian attack on Karabakh in March 1920 diverted Azerbaijani 
forces away from a defence of the state’s northern border, opening the 
gates to the Southern Caucasus for the Red Army.16 It was, therefore, 
the conquering Bolsheviks who imposed a territorial settlement on the 
region.17 The minutes of the meeting of the Plenum of the Kavburo 
of the Central Committee of the RKP of July 5, 1921, state clearly 
that Nagorno-Karabakh was not joined, given or awarded, as some 
Armenians argue, to Azerbaijan “by Stalin,” but was “left within” its 
territory, on the basis of its ‘‘permanent relationship with Azerbaijan.”18 

The Bolshevik settlement involved delineating the mountainous 
(Nagorno) part of Karabakh from the rest of Azerbaijan and surrounding 
provinces, and forming an autonomous region called the Nagorno-
Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO). Stalin had a boundary drawn 
that included as much of the Armenian populace of the mountain region 
within the autonomous region. This decision reduced the Azerbaijani 
population in the autonomous area to less than 20 per cent. However, 
the major Muslim settlements of Shusha and Aghdam had to be included 
within it as it made geographical and economic sense to do so.19 

This delineation created an autonomous Armenian dominated enclave 
inside the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic. The problem with the 
autonomy decision is that it facilitated Armenian domination within the 
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NKAO. Some were of the opinion that “the national problem of the 
Transcaucasus was solved forever by the Soviet power.”20 However, the 
Soviets only managed to put the conflict into suspension for a couple of 
generations. When General Secretary Gorbachev’s ill-fated reform of 
the Soviet State prompted a resurgence in Armenian nationalism during 
the 1980s, this led to the First Karabakh War.21

Large demonstrations took place in the latter part of 1987 in Yerevan in 
which participants demanded the secession of Nagorno-Karabagh from 
Azerbaijan and its unification with Armenia. An extreme nationalist 
literature began to appear, lengthy strikes occurred in Armenia, and 
a major petition drive was initiated within NKAO itself.22 Gorbachev 
encouraged a belief in Armenia that within the new changes he was 
encouraging in the U.S.S.R. aspects of the Union could be challenged 
and perhaps over-turned. Therefore, the primary direction that his 
Perestroika took in Armenia was in the creation of a great nationalist 
movement with the aim of detaching Karabakh from Azerbaijan 
and joining it to Armenia (“Miatsum”).23 From this movement the 
‘Karabagh Committee’ developed, who decided on strategy and tactics 
and organised a programme for revanchist action.24 In February 1988, 
the Deputies of Nagorno-Karabakh formally requested a union with 
Armenia.25 These political developments and the expulsion and killing 
of Azerbaijanis in Armenia sparked off the tragic events in Sumgait, 
which were not a cause of the war but an incident in the deterioration of 
relations sparked off by the mass movement to separate Karabakh from 
Azerbaijan.26

A number of legal acts passed by the Parliament of Armenia, which it 
sought to apply to Karabakh — a territory it had no legal jurisdiction 
over — then brought on the First Karabakh War. For instance, in June 
1988, the Armenian SSR Supreme Soviet passed a resolution granting 
the request of the NKAO to unite with Armenia.27 In December 1989, the 
Armenian Parliament issued a decree on unification with the NKAO, as 
well as Shaumyan and Khanlar districts.28 Obviously, these Armenian 
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claims over the territory of a neighbouring state were effectively acts of 
war and the heightened tensions led to great population movements of 
minorities out of both countries, with ensuing instability.29

In July 1988 the Karabakh Soviet of the NKAO announced it had 
unilaterally seceded from Azerbaijan. Secessionist movements are 
nearly always crushed with armed force by states, whatever their 
character. The Soviet State under Gorbachev, however, was peculiarly 
paralysed by the forces that were manoeuvring within it who were 
more interested in manipulating the situation to suit their own interests 
than defending the Union. Instead, the Soviets launched a great 
“administrative massacre” of around 160 people in Baku in January 
1990 in order to quell the protests that had sprung up in response to the 
mass movement and events in Armenia and NKAO.30 This event had a 
great traumatic effect on Azerbaijani society.

The main killing and ethnic cleansing of Azerbaijanis occurred in the 
latter part of 1988 when hundreds died and many villages were entirely 
emptied of their inhabitants by the Armenian paramilitaries, which had 
emerged in early 1988.31 The new paramilitary forces were an indication 
that Armenians had decided on the path of extra-constitutional action, 
including armed force and insurrection, to wrestle control of Karabakh 
away from Azerbaijan.32

While the Armenians were certain of their final objectives during the 
1988-90 period, the Azerbaijanis, on the other hand, became a mass of 
uncertainty within the confusion brought about by Gorbachev. Azerbaijan 
was taken by surprise by a series of developments, particularly the 
sudden appearance of a large nationalist movement demanding a part 
of its territory. Along with irregular forces, the Armenians began to put 
together a national army in preparation for the break-up of the Soviet 
Union in mid-1990, a year and a half before the Azerbaijanis put any 
real effort into preparing a national army of their own.33 Baku relied 
totally on the Union, of which it and Armenia were party to, and trusted 
it to defend its territory and citizens in Karabakh. But the Soviet Union 
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began to collapse during the latter part of 1991.34

From September 1991, Armenian forces advanced into positions cutting 
off Azerbaijani settlements in Nagorno-Karabakh. In early 1992, the 
Armenians advanced offensive efforts, capturing Azerbaijani villages 
and expelling their inhabitants as they progressed. The massacre of 
over 613 people at Khojaly and similar events quickly terrorized the 
Azerbaijani civilian population. Shusha, the Azerbaijani cultural centre 
and strategic hub, fell to Armenian forces in May 1992.35 Azerbaijan 
attempted to defend its territorial integrity but a Russian bolstering of 
Armenia with military assistance helped restore Armenian ascendency 
in Karabakh.36

The War lasted for another two years. The Armenians were victorious 
because they were able to preserve stability in their state at all costs. 
The government in Yerevan insisted that all resources be harnessed 
to take hold of Karabakh. Internal discord was repressed and Ter-
Petrosyan, the Armenian leader, remained in total command of the 
state.37 In a catastrophic situation where Soviet state structures had 
collapsed and with everything reduced to fundamentals, a simple and 
coherent strategy proved greatly effective against the chaotic political 
and military situation in Azerbaijan.

During the first war Azerbaijan was not a functional state. It went 
through a number of phases during the conflict whose transitions caused 
massive instability. The state had great difficulty in the transition from 
the Soviet system to an independent government. This challenge made 
it prone to disruptive factionalism.38 Constant political and military 
coups, the presence of warlords with private armies, and prominence 
of regionalism all contributed to a general incoherence and lack of 
organisation.39 The state was finally stabilised by Heydar Aliyev’s 
ascendancy to the Presidency at the end of 1993. However, by this time, 
the war was lost.40

The Armenians achieved an extravagant victory in 1994, capturing not 
only Nagorno-Karabakh but also seven adjoining, largely Azerbaijani-
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populated, districts. This meant that the area of Azerbaijan under 
Armenian control was 12,000 sq. km, approaching 20 per cent of 
the national territory. Around 800,000 Azerbaijanis were ethnically 
cleansed by Armenian forces from their homes in these territories and 
became internally displaced persons.41 

In 1993, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolutions 822, 
853, 874 and 884, which condemned the use of force against Azerbaijan 
and the occupation of its territories. The resolutions reaffirmed the 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of Azerbaijan and the inviolability of 
international borders. They also confirmed that Nagorno-Karabakh was 
part of Azerbaijan and demanded the immediate, full and unconditional 
withdrawal of the occupying forces from all the occupied territories.42

The Armenians, however, ignored the UN and international law and 
obstructed the various attempts at conflict resolution made by the 
Minsk Group and others. The most serious effort at an accommodation 
was made by Levon Ter-Petrosyan, the first Armenian President after 
independence.43 Ter-Petrosyan saw the problems that the effects of the 
war and occupation were causing for Armenia. As a result of being cut off 
from its neighbours and the lack of international investment, frightened 
off by the instability and illegality of Armenia’s position in Karabakh, 
Armenia was in serious decline, losing a quarter of its population.44 In 
contrast, under the purposeful and stable leadership of Heydar Aliev, 
Azerbaijan became, in the decades after 1994, not only a functional 
state but a very successful one. Ter-Petrosyan felt that it was essential 
Armenia came to an accommodation with Azerbaijan over Karabakh 
while there was still time.45 In 1998 Ter-Petrosyan reasoned that this 
was the moment when the best deal could be struck from an Armenian 
point of view. From that point onwards, things were going to get worse, 
as Azerbaijan’s power increased relative to Armenia’s. However, Ter-
Petrosyan was ousted by the Karabakh hardliners. In October 1999, 
a deadly shooting in the Yerevan parliament, which killed the Prime 
Minister, Speaker and several other prominent politicians, shook 
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Armenia and signalled that those who considered a peaceful resolution 
to the Karabakh dispute would pay with their lives. Following this 
incident, Armenians demanded nothing short of full independence for 
Karabakh, a demand to which they knew the Azerbaijan government 
could never concede.46

Following the war, the pseudo-state of ‘The Republic of Artsakh’ 
was consolidated by the Armenian separatists, although it remained 
unrecognised by virtually every government in the world (including 
even Armenia, for fear of diplomatic repercussions). Initially, it 
seemed that Yerevan was willing to trade the territories of Azerbaijan 
it had occupied outside of Nagorno-Karabakh for a peace settlement. 
However, by 2006 “The Republic of Nagorno-Karabagh” had adopted 
a new constitution that formerly annexed the seven occupied territories 
outside the former NKAO.47 Infrastructure projects were initiated, 
indicating this was a permanent occupation. New settlements were 
promoted by Armenian leaders as an instrument to consolidate control 
over the occupied region and this policy was officially adopted as a 
priority for 2017–20 by Bako Sahakyan.48 Settlers were brought in to 
colonise the lands on which Azerbaijanis had lived and were displaced 
from. This policy, funded by the diaspora, constituted a war crime under 
the Geneva Convention.49

One of the striking things about the Karabakh conflict was the failure 
of the international community to solve the issue, despite attempting 
for nearly three decades to bring about a diplomatic solution. The 
three powerful actors that occupied the co-chairs of the OSCE Minsk 
Group - Russia, France and the United States - all had various degrees 
of Armenian influence within their societies that made them unlikely 
to engage in meaningful action against the Armenian occupation, 
despite international law supporting the Azerbaijani position. They 
therefore went through the motions of peace making for two and a 
half decades and tolerated the Armenian prevarications and refusal 
to engage in negotiation toward a settlement. This strategy mitigated 
against purposeful action from the start and deterred the application of 
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stronger influence or other forms of persuasion to shift Yerevan from its 
intransigence.

The period between 2006 and 2009 produced the best of the Minsk 
Group’s efforts. This period saw the roadmap to a settlement known 
as the Basic or Madrid Principles.50 The proposals involved moving 
toward a settlement by settling business on most aspects, involving 
an immediate Armenian withdrawal from at least five of the seven 
occupied territories, and leaving the final status of Nagorno-Karabakh 
in abeyance and inhabiting a position of “creative ambiguity.”51

While the President of Armenia, Serzh Sargsyan, seemed to accept the 
Madrid Principles, he could not bring himself, however, to publicly 
endorse the deal. Armenia continued to obstruct the negotiations, 
presumably because its leaders feared hard-line nationalist opposition 
would challenge any compromise and force anyone who signed a 
deal from power.52 Azerbaijan, therefore, found itself trapped in a 
process that Armenia was content to draw out, in perpetuity. When 
resolute action was not taken by the Minsk Group to force Armenia 
into a settlement, Baku’s frustration grew. The Minsk Group probably 
believed Azerbaijan would never risk a military operation to liberate its 
territories and it would be stopped in any case, and forced back to the 
conference table.53 That proved a mistaken assumption and resulted in a 
decline in faith in the Minsk group. It also emphasized the unfortunate 
fact that international law is impotent without the application of force. 
In the end, because the international community failed to deliver, a 
return to the battlefield was made inevitable.

The 2016 Four Day War was a warning that went unheeded. A limited 
Azerbaijani victory, involving minor territorial gains, was achieved by 
a new army utilizing modern technology. Russia, Armenia’s CSTO ally, 
refused military aid, causing great consternation in Yerevan. It set off 
a chain of events that led to a Colour Revolution in Armenia, bringing 
Nikol Pashinyan to power.54 
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Pashinyan, who took power on a populist anti-corruption platform, un-
balanced the Armenian political situation by attempting a reform of the 
state. Although he was a reformer with regard to the Armenian state, 
he felt a degree of inadequacy in being the first leader in Yerevan who 
did not originate from Karabakh. He compensated for this weakness by 
immediately visiting the occupied territories and issuing provocative 
statements. However, after winning a landslide victory in parliament, 
Pashinyan began to engage in a peace process with President Ilham 
Aliyev during early 2019. The fact that Pashinyan seemed to have bro-
ken the Karabakh Clan’s grip on power raised hopes of a new dawn in 
relations and there was talk of the necessity of “preparing populations 
for peace.” 55

However, Pashinyan could not square the circle Ter-Petrosyan had at-
tempted by resolving the Karabakh conflict in order to rejuvenate the 
failing Armenian state. When Pashinyan encountered inevitable oppo-
sition in Armenia and Karabakh he transformed into a hard-line provo-
cateur over Karabakh in order to preserve his position. By doing so, Pa-
shinyan fatally undermined the process with intransigent posturing.56 In 
March 2019, Pashinyan, attempted to change the long-standing nego-
tiation format and introduce the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh into 
the process. The move was immediately rejected by both Azerbaijan 
and the Minsk Group co-chairs as contrary to the founding principles of 
the negotiation laid out in March 1992.

One of the first manifestations of the belligerent attitude by the Pash-
inyan government occurred in March 2019 when David Tonoyan, Ar-
menia’s Defence Minister, announced a policy of “new war for new 
territories.” 57 This declaration was intended as a threat to Azerbaijan, 
warning that if it attempted to regain its territory it would face an ad-
vance that would expand the Armenian occupied zone farther. Such a 
thing would be catastrophic for any government in Baku. In August 
2019, Prime Minister Pashinyan, during a visit to the occupied territo-
ries, provocatively told a rapturous crowd in Stepanakert that “Artsakh 
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is Armenia” and led chants of “Miatsum! Miatsum! Miatsum! (Union! 
Union! Union!)” 58 This was, in effect, a declaration of the annexation 
of the territory of a neighbouring country in violation of the four res-
olutions of the UN Security Council. Previous Armenian leaders had 
studiously avoided making such an inflammatory statement.59 

In March 2020, the occupation forces in Karabakh held illegal elec-
tions.60 These elections were not recognised as legitimate by the world 
and were a further affront to international law. Two months later, it was 
announced that the capital of the secessionists was to be moved from 
Stepanakert to the historic Azerbaijani centre of Karabakh, Shusha. 
Shusha holds deep symbolic value for Azerbaijanis and represented a 
further calculated provocation to their sensitivities.61 

In July 2020, Armenian forces mounted a serious escalation of hostil-
ities at Tovuz on the Armenian-Azerbaijan border, in which a number 
of Azerbaijani servicemen and civilians were killed.62 It was significant 
that military engagements occurred along the actual border between the 
Republic of Armenia and Azerbaijan, 300km from the line of contact 
between Azerbaijan and Armenian-occupied Karabakh. Azerbaijan had 
no interest in fighting in this location and it would only have been to its 
disadvantage to engage in hostilities there.63 A direct conflict with Ar-
menia was also not in Azerbaijan’s interest. Armenia, being a member 
of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation, could call on Russian 
assistance if directly attacked on its sovereign territory.64

Azerbaijan, with no territorial claims against Armenia proper, and hav-
ing little to gain in military operations in such a location, was taken 
aback by the Armenian aggression. It had been the next stretch of terri-
tory that Baku was intent on demilitarizing. This calculation was part of 
the 2019 de-escalation plan the military was following as part of peace 
negotiations. It is also an important strategic region for Azerbaijan, with 
the gas and oil pipeline supply to Europe running in the hinterland, as 
the new link of the Southern Gas Corridor.65 This seemed to represent 
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the “new war for new territories” the Yerevan government had prom-
ised.66

Azerbaijan responded to the Armenian aggression with resolute defence 
but its decision not to go on the counter-offensive at Tovuz seemed 
to have given Pashinyan and the Armenians the belief that they could 
go further. Popular demonstrations in Baku accused President Aliyev’s 
government of inaction and called for a more robust response. The pres-
sure was from the Azerbaijani populace on the government, rather than 
the government in Baku manipulating popular passions.67 The Azerbai-
jan government was strategic in not responding with any military action 
in this area that might have brought Russia into the conflict. But Pash-
inyan did not seem to understand that any further provocations were 
going to be very problematic for the government in Baku and there 
would be a resolute response next time.

The Armenian aggression at Tovuz began the countdown to war. It is 
indisputable that the Pashinyan government sabotaged the peace pro-
cess that, whilst going largely nowhere, still held out hope of a peace-
ful settlement of the conflict. The Azerbaijani government, despite the 
occupation of its territory, was hesitant to plunge itself into a costly 
war without exhausting all possibilities of a peaceful resolution of the 
conflict on the principles of international law that were firmly on its 
side. The government in Baku knew that the Azerbaijani army had been 
developed into something that was unrecognisable from the forces that 
lost Karabakh in the 1990s. But it wished to give peace a chance, even if 
it was indeed a slim chance by that stage. However, in the end Azerbai-
jan was left with only two options: to accept the loss of territory, along 
with the escalating provocations, or to go the direct route in restoring 
its territorial integrity.

The war finally began on September 27, 2020, after further Armeni-
an shelling of Azerbaijani army positions. The counter-offensive was 
launched, which was called “Dəmir yumruq əməliyyatı” by the Azer-
baijan Command, or “Operation Iron Fist.” Within the day, the Armeni-
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ans realised this was a war of liberation they were facing. The Azerbai-
jani army performed well in the first 10 days of fighting. The Azerbaijan 
government may have imagined a limited victory, through capturing 
some territory in the South, like Fuzuli, and using it to gain the seven 
occupied provinces at the conference table. But the spectacular success 
of their army and breakthrough along the Iranian border raised ambi-
tions, particularly among the people.68 A number of attempts at humani-
tarian ceasefires quickly failed as the war gathered momentum.69

In response to their defeats, the Armenians targeted Azerbaijani cities 
away from the battlefield, such as Ganja, Barda and Tartar. On October 
11 and 17, the Armenians struck Ganja, causing great devastation as 
housing blocks were demolished by missiles and families were killed.70 
The tactic was the same: missiles were launched in the early hours of 
the morning, as civilians slept soundly in their beds, to register high 
casualties. 27 were killed in a total of 4 missile attacks on Ganja.71 Mat-
thew Bryza, the former U.S. interlocutor in the Minsk group, suggest-
ed that the increasingly reckless actions of Yerevan were evidence of 
Armenian desperation, intended to draw Baku into attacking Armenia 
proper and provoking a possible Russian rescue of Armenia.72 A total 
of 60 Azerbaijani civilians were killed and 270 injured during these 
attacks on population centres.73

On October 19, Russian President Vladimir Putin intervened in an at-
tempt to stop the war. At this point, Azerbaijani forces had liberated 
significant territory along the southern flatlands and held the region-
al centres of Fuzuli and Jabrayil, but had still not penetrated the mas-
sif central of Karabakh’s interior. The Russian President attempted to 
convince President Aliyev and Prime Minister Pashinyan to end the war 
in accordance with the Madrid Principles. According to Putin, Aliyev 
was willing to cease hostilities on this basis, with Azerbaijan’s forces 
remaining mostly outside Nagorno-Karabakh itself, as long as the inter-
nally displaced Azerbaijanis could return to their former homes inside 
the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh, especially to the town of Shusha.74 
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Putin was surprised when Pashinyan said he viewed any return of the 
Azerbaijanis as a threat and that Armenia would struggle and fight to 
the end to prevent it.75 Pashinyan’s refusal to accept this deal proved to 
be extremely costly and he was forced into accepting a far worse agree-
ment a couple of weeks later.76

The first reason for the battlefield success of the Azerbaijanis was the 
use of advanced battlefield technology. The development of a sound 
strategy, based on the purchase of effective weaponry to execute it, is 
every bit as important as the subsequent fighting that takes place on a 
battlefield. It determines the mode of battle and shapes the outcome to 
a large degree. So, the Commander in Chief, President Aliyev, had a 
vital part to play in military affairs and success in warfare. Azerbaijan 
used its income from oil and gas exports wisely to modernise its mil-
itary equipment, and invested in an expanding fleet of Unmanned Air 
Vehicles (UAVs), mainly from Turkey and Israel, as well as precision 
tactical missiles. Armenia, due to its CTSO membership, was only able 
to get Russian-made weaponry, with over 90 percent of its arsenal being 
from that one country. In contrast, Azerbaijan managed to diversify its 
arsenal by importing weapons from Turkey and from Israel.  This meant 
that independent Azerbaijan was unconstrained in its purchases on the 
military markets (aside from US sanctions) and chose and bought well 
from military powers with well-developed native arms industries.77

In the first phase, Azerbaijan concentrated its drones against Armenia’s 
air defences. Once the Armenian air defences were neutralized, the 
UAVs were increasingly deployed against Armenian tanks, armoured 
vehicles, artillery, and troop carriers. The Azerbaijan MoD videos 
showed scores of tanks, artillery, and trucks being hit by both Bayrak-
tar-launched glide bombs and suicide HAROPs.78 

However, the 44-day war was not all about drones and military technol-
ogy. There was much fighting of a traditional kind and the well-trained 
and equipped Armenians put up stiff resistance in many places.79 In the 
North and North-East of Karabakh, the Armenian defence was heavily 
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fortified, and many of the best units were located there. On this front, 
the Azerbaijani forces fought for strategic positions and gave every ap-
pearance of seeking to advance into the highlands of Karabakh. There 
were few significant moves along the middle portion of the frontline in 
the East, which crosses the occupied district of Aghdam. Both sides ex-
changed nearly continuous artillery fire along this front. The main blow 
against the Armenians was inflicted in the South, in the steppe zone and 
along the border with Iran. This could have been countered if forces had 
got there in sufficient numbers but the well thought out and executed 
Azerbaijani strategy prevented Armenian reinforcements from moving 
in sufficient numbers by holding them on the other fronts and depleting 
their military ordinance from the air.80

When Azerbaijani forces pivoted North from the Iranian border, the Ar-
menians were unsure about what their primary objective was. It could 
have been the Lachin corridor, whose capture would cut the Karabakh 
Armenians off from Armenia and the main military supply route, sev-
ering the main line of retreat from Stepanakert and the North, and trap-
ping Armenian forces. Lachin and the surrounding terrain, therefore, 
had to be defended at all costs by the Armenians.81 However, the main 
objective was actually Shusha, the great Azerbaijani cultural centre and 
most strategic point of Karabakh, holding the key to dominance of the 
whole territory.82

Shusha was taken by Azerbaijani forces after the formidable heights 
were scaled by commandos and special forces. Azerbaijani units en-
tered the city and drove the Armenian forces out of the centre in close 
combat, before expelling them from Shusha altogether. The Armenians 
abandoned the city and the myth of their fighting superiority was shat-
tered.83 On November 8 2020, Shusha was confirmed to have fallen 
to Azerbaijani forces. It was a historic day for Azerbaijan. Armenian 
forces had been decimated and their commanders saw their army in 
complete disarray.84 The fall of Shusha led to the immediate accepting 
of a Russian-brokered armistice by Yerevan. It was an offer from Pres-
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ident Putin that the Armenians, given the state of their forces, could not 
refuse.85 However, the Armenian populace was in great shock, particu-
larly as they were fed disinformation during the war.86

The 2020 War was won by Azerbaijan because it had developed an 
effective state, vibrant economy and professional army with innovative 
technology and a sound strategy. Unlike Armenia, which had declined 
to being a virtual dependency of Moscow, Azerbaijan had used its in-
dependence in a constructive manner and gained respect from Moscow 
based on good neighborliness, political stability and economic power.87 
On the political level, Aliyev’s leadership was able to successfully read 
Moscow’s intentions with regard to the conflict and negotiate a con-
trolled end to the war that minimized bloodshed and preserved precious 
resources for reconstruction and future settlement. 

The geopolitical picture was also transformed by Turkey’s moral and 
military support for Baku. President Erdogan provided full political 
backing and the Turkish and Azerbaijani armies conducted extensive 
pre-war joint military exercises.88 Advanced military technology and 
sophisticated robotic warfare systems, used effectively in Syria, were 
supplied to the Azerbaijani army by Ankara.89 The Turkish political 
and military assistance to Azerbaijan was crucial in the winning of the 
war.90 A negotiated, collaborative effort emerged between Baku, Anka-
ra and Moscow to manage the defeat of Armenia and an organised end 
to the occupation of Karabakh, which was evacuated within weeks by 
the defeated forces.91

Azerbaijan had succeeded in liberating the bulk of its territories and re-
stored its sovereignty over Karabakh. International law, which negotia-
tion and great power diplomacy had failed to impress on the Armenians, 
had been successfully implemented on the battlefield by Azerbaijan’s 
armed forces. The regeneration and repopulation of Karabakh, along 
with the search for a durable political settlement, could now begin.
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Legal Perspectives on the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Region: Use of Force, Self-Determination and 
Status under International Law 
Bernhard Knoll-Tudor and Daniel Müller

The future of the Nagorno-Karabakh region, and in particular the 
question of the legal status of this territory and its people, continues 
to be contested. While the Tripartite Statement signed by Azerbaijan, 
Armenia and the Russian Federation on 10 November 20201 brought an 
end to the 44-day war and contains some important elements that might 
shape the future legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh and, eventually, the 
self-proclaimed “Republic of Artsakh”,2 it remains to be seen if it seeds 
a definite settlement of the decade-long dispute on the status and legal 
regime of the Karabakh Armenians.

In the Tripartite Statement, Armenia agreed to accept the result of 
Azerbaijan’s 2020 military campaign and, in addition, to retrocede 
control over districts that remained occupied.3 The parties guaranteed a 
territorial link, the Lachin corridor, to ensure the connection between the 
territory of Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh.4 Armenia and Azerbaijan 
invited Russia to deploy, for an initial five-year period, “peacemaking 
forces” along the contact line and to ensure the security of the Lachin 
corridor.5 Armenia also agreed to ensure unimpeded transportation 
and communication between the Azerbaijani exclave Nakhchivan and 
Azerbaijan,6 with the latter obtaining a direct territorial link to Turkey. 
Further, refugees and displaced persons will be able to return to their 
homes under the supervision of the UNHCR.7 The new reality on the 
ground is very likely to influence any future status talks and negotiations, 
which are not directly addressed in the statement. 

Last year’s events in Nagorno-Karabakh brought to the surface a 
number of international legal questions. For example, can a state use 
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force against a secessionist movement? Can territory lost several 
decades ago be repossessed through military means? Are there limits 
concerning the use of force, the use of mercenaries, or the use of cluster 
munition? Some of these have been addressed already in different fora.8 
Whether, when and how those responsible for the most recent violence9 
as well as the atrocities committed during the ethnic cleansing that 
took place in the 1992-94 war or the Armenian occupation of Nagorno-
Karabakh will ever be held accountable, remains to be seen. Armenia 
and Azerbaijan have both reached out to the European Court of Human 
Rights, introducing several inter-state proceedings and requests for 
provisional measures,10 however, this is only the tip of the iceberg. 

In this contribution, we review the various claims that both countries 
have brought forward with regard to the status of Nagorno-Karabakh 
(and the adjacent districts) during the last three decades, and comment 
on issues concerning the use of force, self-determination, secession as 
well as on the chances that the enclave’s final status will be settled. 

The Question of the Use of Force

The Nagorno-Karabakh dispute was driven by the use of force, mainly 
during the 1992-94 Armenian military offensives, several clashes and 
incidents in between 1994 and 2000, several days of intensive fighting 
in April 2016, and lastly during the 6-week war in September and 
October 2020. It is commonly accepted that Article 2(4) of the UN 
Charter prohibits the threat or the use of force by a state against the 
territorial integrity or political independence of any other. The ICJ 
has confirmed that this prohibition is part of general international law 
today.11 Nevertheless, the principles of territorial integrity and of the 
prohibition of the use of force apply primarily – if not exclusively – 
between states only.12 A state, like Azerbaijan or Armenia, shall not use 
force against the territorial integrity of another state, like Armenia or 
Azerbaijan. International law does not contain explicit rules prohibiting 
states in an absolute manner from using force within their own territory, 
for instance during civil wars or against secessionist movements. In 
other words, positive international law “does not prevent insurgents 
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from starting a civil war, nor the government concerned from using 
armed force against them.”13 

This, however, does not give a state a carte blanche to use forceful 
action within its own territory and in its treatment of secessionist forces. 
Human rights instruments continue to apply subject to the operation of 
specific provisions contained therein in situations of armed conflict.14 
Rules of international humanitarian law kick in too, limiting the 
possibility and the manner of using force.15 War, be it a civil war within 
the territory of a state, is never a lawless undertaking. The fact that 
the conflict involves a non-state entity does not therefore necessitate 
the conclusion that the holder of a sovereign, territorial title may take 
enforcement into its own hands.

Resorting to force to resolve an international dispute in an attempt at 
self-help could, however, contravene the second part of Article 2(4) 
prohibiting the use of force “in any other manner inconsistent with 
the purposes of the United Nations.” A textual reading of Article 2(4) 
supports the broadening of the provision to include conflicts with a de 
facto regime fully assisted by a neighbouring state.16 

The Tripartite Statement of 10 November 2020 has, in any case, 
evidenced and confirmed - if this was still necessary17 - that the 
overall dispute and the recourse to force occurred between two states, 
Azerbaijan and Armenia, and not merely between state authorities 
and an insurrectional movement. Armenia controlled the “Nagorno-
Karabakh Republic” (NKR), it entered into a ceasefire agreement in 
respect of the dispute, and it recognised its defeat, accepting the loss of 
territories that it previously – illegally – occupied. Article 2(4) of the 
UN Charter is fully applicable, in particular between two states that are 
UN Member States and have pledged adherence to the principle and 
rules of the organisation. This is certainly true for Armenia’s military 
offensive at the beginning of the 1990s. Armenia did not have a title 
to the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh and even less to the barren lands 
between Ağdam, Füzuli, Lachin and Kalbajar. 
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Yet, Article 2(4) of the UN Charter might remain applicable in respect 
of Azerbaijan’s recourse to force too, irrespective of the fact that 
Armenia’s territorial integrity was – it seems – never put into question. 
The fact that the latest military activities in September and October 
2020 involved the fight for, or the re-conquest of, territory illegally 
occupied by another state – or even a non-state entity – does not lead 
necessarily to the conclusion that the rightful territorial sovereign may 
take enforcement – by military action – into its own hands. Any other 
result would challenge the overall architecture of peace preservation.18 
Azerbaijan’s conduct can also not be justified under a putative right 
to self-defence, as has been claimed somewhat tongue-in-cheek,19 
given problems of immediacy, proportionality and necessity. It remains 
doubtful whether a continued occupation resulting from the use of force 
can be equated with a “continued attack” permitting the recourse to 
self-defence in line with Article 51.20 

Likewise, Baku cannot justify its “war of liberation” with reference to 
the four Security Council resolutions of 1993. In these four resolutions 
concerning the conflict (of which further below), the Council had urged 
those involved to cease the armed activities, to effectively enforce the 
cease-fire agreements, and to continue to seek a “negotiated settlement 
of the conflict”.21 Of course, almost 30 years had lapsed without sensible 
progress having been made in terms of the settlement of the conflict, 
despite the work of the OSCE’s Minsk Group. However, this, in itself, 
should not – and could not – imply that Azerbaijan had a right to resort 
to self-help and impose its position by recourse to violence. A valid 
claim over the land does not justify the use of force.22 

The Question of the NKR’s 1992 Declaration of Independence 
(DoI)

Independently of the undisputed involvement of Armenia in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the November 2020 Trilateral Statement 
also confirms that the NKR did not and still does not constitute a state 
under international law able to manage and control its international 

https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-vii/index.html
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relations. Despite the 1992 DoI, the former autonomous oblast did not 
transform into a state. 

As a matter of principle, international law does not prohibit declarations 
of independence. They are neither sufficient nor necessary for the 
establishment of a new state. As Professor Crawford dryly remarked 
before the ICJ, “[a] declaration issued by persons within a state is a 
collection of words writ in water; it is the sound of one hand clapping”.23 
Endorsing this view, the Court noted in its 2010 Kosovo Advisory 
Opinion that “[s]ometimes a declaration resulted in the creation of a 
new state, at others it did not”, adding that “State practice (…) points 
clearly to the conclusion that international law contained no prohibition 
of declarations of independence”.24 For this reason alone, addressing 
the issue of legality or illegality of a declaration of independence is an 
exercise in futility. It certainly does not resolve the question of whether 
the NKR is or was a State.

Whether Stepanakert’s independence declaration was legal under Soviet 
law is a different and peripheral question. In a nutshell, aspirations of 
second- or third-level sub-units towards independence could not be 
grounded in the constitutional realities of the USSR. Minority groups 
trapped in a republic’s territory had no right to independence. Attempts 
to formally include the Karabakh province into the Armenian SSR under 
the then-existing Soviet law and constitution had been invalidated by 
the Azerbaijani as well as the USSR authorities.25 The standard lines 
in which self-determination was to be exercised as the Soviet Union 
dissolved at the end of 199126 was along pre-existing republican borders, 
in which case Azerbaijan, not Karabakh, was the relevant first-order 
sub-unit.27 Azerbaijan achieved independence within the boundaries of 
the former SSR and Armenia did the same within its SSR boundaries.

Disregarding the international law principle of uti possidetis juris, 
Armenia claimed that within the dissolving USSR, two states were 
established on the territory of the Azerbaijani SSR – the Republic of 
Azerbaijan and the “Republic of Nagorny Karabakh”.28 This claim 
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does not account for the findings of the Badinter Committee that are 
fully transposable to the question of the boundaries between former 
Soviet Republics.29 The Committee considered that “whatever the 
circumstances, the right to self-determination must not involve changes 
to existing frontiers [of existing republics within the Federation] at the 
time of independence (uti possidetis juris)”.30 At least in the relations 
between the newly independent Armenia and the newly independent 
Azerbaijan, there could not have been any uncertainty about their 
common international boundary and the extent of their respective 
territories.31 Both States confirmed this, for instance, in the 1991 Alma 
Ata Declaration.32 This does not, of course, resolve entirely the question 
of whether the Armenians in Karabakh had a right to self-determination 
in 1991 or 1992. 

The Question of the Right to Self-determination of Karabakh 
Armenians

The uti possidetis principle did not deny the Armenians in Karabakh 
an international legal entitlement to constitute themselves as a 
self-determination unit. In terms of substantive international legal 
entitlement, Karabakh’s Armenian population had, following 
Azerbaijan’s independence in 1991, a real claim towards self-
determination beyond and independently of the autonomy status 
anchored in the 1937 and 1978 Constitutions of the Azerbaijan SSR, 
the 1936 and 1977 Constitutions of the USSR, as well as its 1981 law 
on the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO).33 Yet, the 
entitlement to self-determination does not necessarily involve a right 
to independence. Self-determination can also be achieved through the 
recognition of “every right accorded to minorities under international 
convention as well as national and international guarantees consistent 
with the principles of international law”34 - in other words: internal self-
determination.

The most obvious solution would have been for Baku to grant Nagorno-
Karabakh meaningful autonomy within the newly independent 
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Azerbaijan. This would probably have met Karabakh Armenians’ 
entitlement to (internal) self-determination. Did Karabakh Armenians 
(around 75% per cent of the population at the time) have a realistic 
and fair shot at exercising their economic, cultural and social autonomy 
within the constitution of the new Azeri Republic? Or would they have 
faced unsurmountable patterns of discrimination at the time? Providing 
an answer to this question today involves a number of counterfactuals. 
Imagination, on both parts, was certainly lacking in the second semester 
of 1991. 

Azerbaijan, after its newly acquired independence, had no patience 
for considering the fate of minorities stranded on its sovereign shores, 
in particular in light of the unfolding armed conflict. Karabakh 
Armenians, on the other hand, quickly realised that “autonomy” was 
neither a suitable vehicle to enable them to govern their own affairs in 
line with self-determination standards, nor a territorial arrangement for 
the realisation of effective participation in the parent state. A credible 
offer of the “highest possible level of autonomy” did not come forward 
at the time. And this is how Stepanakert’s declaration of independence 
of January 1992 came to pass.35

Since then, Baku was unwilling to present concrete proposals that 
clarified the extent and depth of a potential autonomy regime for 
Nagorno-Karabakh. It remained a promise addressed to international 
audiences, raising strong doubts as to whether the regime would be able 
to put in place not only a legal framework but also a system of governance 
that would ensure that autonomy could be lived in all its dimensions. 
The problem, as one author observed, is that the nature of the political 
system in Azerbaijan never allowed for the conceptualisation of political 
autonomy. In a country where “elections are characterized by massive 
fraud, where the independent media suffers constant harassment, (…) 
the promise of a high level of autonomy sounds hollow, and is void 
of substance”.36 Yet the absence of democratic practice in Azerbaijan 
could not mend the DoI’s deficiency and ineffectiveness. To the chagrin 
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of proponents of “earned” sovereignty – an attempt at reconciling 
self-determination and humanitarian intervention with the principles 
of territorial integrity37 – the protection of sovereign privileges is not 
contingent upon the fulfilment of performance criteria in the domains 
of rule of law and human rights.

It remains doubtful whether a violation by Azerbaijan of the erga 
omnes38 – or even the ius cogens39 – entitlement of Karabakh Armenians 
to freely determine their collective future within Azerbaijan’s sovereign 
territory created a right to secede. Since the start of renewed hostilities 
in autumn 2020, the question has surfaced whether the saving clause 
contained in A/RES/2625 (XXV)40 could be repurposed to justify 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s quest for independence under the rubric of 
“remedial secession”. Following its independence, or so the claim went, 
Azerbaijan did not comport itself in compliance “with the principle of 
equal rights and self-determination” of Nagorno-Karabakh and was not 
“possessed of a government representing the whole people belonging to 
the territory without distinction as to race, creed or colour”.41

Whether or not remedial secession has emerged as a legal norm is an 
endless and ultimately futile discussion. As the ICJ noted a decade ago, 
states express “radically different views” on whether “international law 
confers upon a part of the population of an existing State a right to 
separate from that State”.42 In addition, the Court observed that “similar 
differences existed regarding whether international law provides for a 
‘remedial secession’ and, if so, in what circumstances.”43 Aficionados of 
the doctrine would not only have to provide evidence as to the robustness 
of this novel norm of customary law but would also have to demonstrate 
that the state of customary international law at the end of 1991 was 
capable of vesting in a self-determination unit a right to secede. The 
silence of states in respect of the aspirations and claims of the Karabakh 
Armenians seems to answer this question in the negative. A right to 
secession does not arise in each case of oppression or discrimination, as 
cynical as it may sound. The oppression must cross a certain threshold 

https://www.evnreport.com/politics/the-responsibility-to-protect-remedial-secession-and-nagorno-karabakh
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of unbearable persecution that threatens the survival of the group.44 
While one can hardly deny that Karabakh Armenians were subject to 
harassment, intimidation, and gruelling beatings until late 1991,45 it is 
unlikely that acts of oppression and violence had crossed this threshold.

For analytical purposes, the accelerating chain of events at the relevant 
time remains important. Azerbaijan declared its independence in August 
1991 and was internationally recognised as such in accordance with 
the uti possidetis principle. The enclave retorted by proclaiming the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Republic three days later, to which Baku responded 
by abolishing its constitutional autonomy in November. Stepanakert 
reacted by organising an independence referendum in December of 
that year and Azerbaijani authorities launched a blockade of the capital. 
Against this background, it remains rather questionable whether a claim 
for independence and statehood constituted the ultima ratio for securing 
the implementation and the respect of self-determination. 

The speed of events seems to have overtaken its actors. The NKR 
Supreme Soviet, the body that ratified the DoI, had not exhausted all 
effective and realistic remedies. No negotiations between the authorities 
in Stepanakert and Baku took place prior to the NKR’s DoI. In any case, 
the short-circuiting from putative self-determination unit via creating 
an ethnically homogenous protectorate through force to claiming 
sovereignty is not something the most fervent followers of the remedial 
secession doctrine could advocate. 

The Question of the De Facto Secession

Independent of questions concerning the legality of the 1992 DoI or 
a putative right to secede, the creation of new entities submitted to 
international law remains largely a question of fact.46 Even in the absence 
of a right to secession recognised under international law, secession is 
not prohibited. At best, international law remains disinterested in the 
phenomenon; it neither prohibits nor encourages it. Until autumn 2020, 
the NKR had, through its de facto secession in the early 1990s, emerged 
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as a reality grounded in fact. Following the cease-fire agreements in 
1994, the NKR enjoyed undeniable independence from Azerbaijan. But 
this does not necessarily imply that the NKR is, or has become at some 
point in time, a state.

Although the recognition, or the absence of recognition, by other states 
does not determine the legal status of an entity as a state, the reaction of 
members of the international community is a telling element that needs 
to be taken into account. The NKR, despite its decade-long existence, 
has not been recognised by any Member State of the United Nations – 
including Armenia.47 This is revealing. The reasons for non-recognition 
might be manifold yet there seem to be at least two elements that might 
explain the reluctance of other states vis-à-vis the NKR.

First, the factual situation surrounding the establishment of the NKR as 
a state is tainted by the use of force and the violation of the territorial in-
tegrity of Azerbaijan in breach of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter.48 The 
Security Council remained rather reluctant to formally recognise the 
involvement of the Republic of Armenia. The four resolutions adopted 
in 1993 certainly reaffirm the “sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
Azerbaijan”,49 but they refrain from naming Armenia, using the rather 
unclear formulation of “hostile army”.50 Nevertheless, it appears es-
tablished that Armenian forces actively participated in the hostilities.51 
Armenian officials have claimed over the years that only Karabakh 
Armenians have been waging a war of self-defence and that Armenia 
was nothing more than a concerned neighbour. This has always been 
a diversion manoeuvre as Armenia exercised significant and decisive 
influence over a subordinate entity. In the words of former Armenian 
Minster of Defence Manukian, “You can be sure that whatever we said 
politically, the Karabakh Armenians and Armenian army were united in 
military actions.”52

Second, it remains highly doubtful that the NKR had, at any stage, been 
properly independent – one of the key elements of statehood in modern 
international law.53 Following the 1994 cease-fire agreement, Karabakh 
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gradually morphed into a part of Armenia. Over the years, the NKR has 
received critical budget support from the Armenian Finance Ministry54 
and the Armenian Dram continued to be Karabakh´s legal tender. Its 
residents carry Armenian passports (albeit with a special stamp). Arme-
nian conscripts were drafted to defend the occupied buffer zone55 and 
Armenia furnished the military to the highest ranks in the Armenian 
armed forces. NKR has prospered as Armenia’s protectorate, siphoning 
off public goods such as gas and electricity supply, radio frequencies, 
citizenship, banking services as well as benefits associated with its in-
clusion in a common customs zone.56 Two presidents of the self-de-
clared “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic” have been appointed Prime Min-
ister (and later elected President) of the Republic of Armenia.57 Overall, 
the ECtHR concluded that Armenia exercised effective control over 
NKR through extensive financial, political and military involvement58 
and considered the territory as under Armenian occupation.

The dependency encountered in the NKR can, however, not be fully 
captured by subsuming it into a category “occupation regime” aimed 
at protecting an occupied population’s welfare vis-a-vis the occupying 
state.59 Karabakh Armenians did not wish to be protected against the oc-
cupying state; they embraced it and sought protection against the ousted 
sovereign. Armenia established a protectorate in outright violation of 
its obligations under the Geneva Convention (IV, Arts. 47, 49). At the 
end of the day, “belligerent occupation” best described the legal situ-
ation, whereas categories like “protectorate” or “de facto annexation”, 
as the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe termed it over 
a decade ago,60 highlighted the wrongfulness of the situation. As Pro-
fessor Brownlie stated, a state cannot avoid responsibility for military 
occupation “by setting up, or permitting the creation of, forms of local 
administration, however, these are designated.”61

Prohibition to Recognise

The strong – almost umbilical – relationship between Yerevan and 
Stepanakert raises doubts over the NKR’s autonomous capacity of gov-
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ernment. At best, the NKR constituted a protectorate created by the use 
of force in violation of Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity.62 Significantly, 
the Tripartite Statement of 10 November 2020, was entered into by Ar-
menia – and not the NKR – which confirms its dependency on, rather 
than its independence from, the Republic of Armenia. If there had been 
any ambiguity as to NKR’s deficient statehood, Armenia clarified it.

This also hints at the answer to the question of whether third states 
should be discouraged from, or encouraged to, recognise the meanwhile 
amputated ‘Republic of Artsakh’. As the ICJ opined a decade ago, the 
illegality of an independence declaration would stem from its connec-
tion with an unlawful use of force or another egregious violation of legal 
norms, “in particular those of a peremptory character (ius cogens)”.63 In 
so many words, the Court confirmed the general legal principle of ex 
injuria ius non oritur.64 Even effective international actors, such as de 
facto regimes, shall not be recognised if they were created in breach of 
peremptory norms of international law. 

This obligation to not recognize the factual situation created by Arme-
nia’s serious breaches of international law is firmly established in the 
2001 Articles on State Responsibility, and its Article 41.65 Commenting 
on the situations in which states are obliged not to recognise, the UN 
International Law Commission specifically referred to “territorial ac-
quisitions brought about by the use of force”.66 Moreover, the General 
Assembly expressly confirmed more than a decade ago “that no State 
shall recognize as lawful the situation resulting from the occupation of 
the territories of the Republic of Azerbaijan, nor render aid or assistance 
in maintaining this situation”.67

The active military intervention by Armenia in the conflict since its 
very beginning, which was certainly decisive in the establishment of 
the factual situation until the most recent Tripartite Statement, is one 
of these breaches. And of course, one cannot just ignore the large-scale 
expulsion of ethnic Azerbaijanis from the territories that were under 
Armenian occupation – itself a massive violation of, inter alia, Article 
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49 of Geneva (IV) which prohibits the forcible transfers of native civil-
ians.68 The prohibition to recognise thus ensures the legal continuity of 
the status quo ante.69 

Does Kosovo Serve as Precedent?

Comparing different factual situations across periods of time is difficult 
and dangerous. The fact remains that the creation and the existence of 
a great number of states are the result of more or less consensual seces-
sions.70 Nobody would equate the secession of the United States or of 
Bangladesh with the purported secession of the NKR. As such, any se-
cession is sui generis and necessarily upsets the established inter-state 
order. For this reason alone, it is not particularly rewarding to ask today 
whether the population of Kosovo had a right to establish a new state in 
2008, or any better right to accede to independence than the Karabakh 
Armenians had or still have. Incidentally, not even Serbia submitted 
this question to the scrutiny of the ICJ, although it sought to widen the 
scope of the question throughout the advisory proceedings in order to 
include the salient issue: whether the attempt at creating a new state was 
in accordance with applicable rules of international law.71 

The Republic of Kosovo is an established fact of international life. 
Kosovo was able to secure a large number of recognitions and has cer-
tainly joined the international community of states, albeit with diffi-
culties.72 It has been, since 2009, a Member State of the organisations 
of the World Bank, including ICSID, and performs its responsibilities 
by defending its position in investor-state arbitration proceedings.73 In 
2015, Kosovo joined the 1907 Hague Convention and became a mem-
ber of the Permanent Court of Arbitration. Moreover, in 2017, a panel 
of the Court of Arbitration for Sport took the position that Kosovo is a 
country recognized by the United Nations, i.e., by the member states of 
the United Nations, as an independent state.74
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The only legally relevant difference between the aspirations of Kosovars 
and those of Armenians in Karabakh is rather banal: Kosovo’s secession 
was successful and resulted in the creation of a new state that effective-
ly and peacefully exercises state functions and assumes responsibilities 
under international law. The effectiveness of the Kosovo secession is 
not commanded, encouraged or prohibited by international law; these 
developments are situated outside the realm of law. International law 
only recognises the effectiveness and the reality of the existence of a 
new member in the international community of states and draws con-
sequences from that fact. In stark contrast, the so-called NKR has cer-
tainly not achieved this effectiveness, independently of the questions of 
illegality surrounding the declaration of independence or the de facto 
secession.

The Open Question: Future Status

In one way, the situation in Kosovo in 1999 resembles that of Na-
gorno-Karabakh in 2021. In both cases, interim regimes were chosen 
that left the future of the respective territories in limbo. In Kosovo (and 
this is where the parallel ends), Serbian sovereignty was suspended and 
the territory submitted to the authority of multilateral institutions vest-
ed with administrative prerogatives. The drafters of S/RES/1244/1999 
refrained from making binding determinations with regard to Kosovo’s 
future status, with the “old sovereign” retaining a ius nudum, a “residu-
al” title.75 Similarly, the parties to the trilateral Statement in November 
2020 settled on an open-ended operation that shies away from project-
ing a final status.

The months since the Tripartite Statement have injected a new dynamic 
into regional conflict resolution efforts that also saw the OSCE Minsk 
Group – secretive and beset by atrophy – replaced by the Russian Fed-
eration as the host and driver of diplomatic activity. Triangulating a 
final status for Nagorno-Karabakh also has to account for the marginal-
isation of the Security Council, relegating multilateral diplomacy to the 
backbench. The Trilateral Statement has framed a new reality, quash-
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ing hopes for a final status in the near future. The division between 
Azeri-controlled areas, on the one hand, and the patch of territory that 
remains under the authority of the self-declared “Republic of Artsakh”, 
on the other, will be fossilised by Russian armed forces.

A future status will be conventionalised along a binary. The first option, 
clearly at the centre of the Azerbaijani charm effort in the years to come, 
involves the reintegration of the enclave into the parent state in keeping 
with the full array of internationally guaranteed minority and auton-
omy rights. This will involve an exercise in delineating the thin grey 
line between “more than autonomy, less than independence” through 
meaningful participation of Karabakh Armenians in Azerbaijan’s po-
litical institutions (including far-reaching veto rights). Negotiations on 
these first-level issues may focus on devising constitutional provisions 
that guarantee both the extent of Nagorno-Karabakh’s self-determina-
tion entitlements in an integral state and the continued functioning of 
the government in Stepanakert. Discussions about deep decentralisa-
tion are likely to gravitate around issues of education, public utilities, 
social policy, culture and – more controversially - justice and policing. 
A parallel track may focus on sharing mechanisms of central income 
tax revenue and beneficial treatment of financial subsidies from Yere-
van to increase municipal financial sustainability. A final track may be 
devoted to the preservation of cultural and religious heritage, minority 
rights and property issues should returns take place.

Full independence and statehood for the meanwhile truncated “Repub-
lic of Artsakh” through agreement is, an antithetical option, similarly 
unlikely to materialise unless Azerbaijan realises that the efforts of in-
cluding an irredentist population in the parent state outweigh the costs 
of relinquishing its territorial title. For Baku, the domestic price for such 
a solution would probably depend on a broader agreement on issues 
such as regional infrastructure, transport and trade that it could reach 
with the leadership in Yerevan. This does not mean that Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s quest for independence through a re-stated argument of remedial 
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secession can be discarded. Its strength will depend on Azerbaijan’s 
compliance with the ceasefire agreement and whether it will extend to 
Armenians under its jurisdiction the most basic fundamental rights and 
autonomy entitlements.

A third, worst-case scenario should not be entirely discarded. This in-
volves the resumption of violence following asymmetric warfare and 
attacks against Azerbaijani targets powered by Armenian discontent,76 
in which case a peace settlement will collapse with Azerbaijan most 
likely repossessing the enclave in the slipstream of a humanitarian ca-
tastrophe. 

Most likely, in the medium run, the status quo will be re-frozen under 
the tutelage of the Russian Federation. In the absence of an internation-
al mandate, Russia’s military presence builds upon Baku’s consent fol-
lowing the November 2020 tripartite armistice, and on Yerevan’s com-
pliance with Russia’s initiatives. Having replaced Armenia - partly77 - in 
the role that it has filled for 26 years, Russia has become the real pro-
tector-guarantor of rump-Karabakh’s security.78 Although the mandate 
of the Russian forces seems to be limited to the deployment “along the 
contact line in Nagorno-Karabakh and along the Lachin Corridor”, the 
peacekeeping forces seem to have assumed responsibility for the en-
tire territory of Nagorno-Karabakh and the Lachin Corridor, including 
ensuring the safe movement of citizens, the restoration of civilian in-
frastructure, and providing humanitarian assistance to the population.79 
The opening of the Joint Center for Monitoring the Ceasefire close to 
Ağdam which hosts up to 120 Russian and Turkish soldiers, was over-
shadowed by controversy between Moscow on the one hand, and Baku 
and Ankara on the other. 

This situation of limbo could be costly; over the years it will, like in 
Kosovo, hamper development, deter investment and fuel ethnic entre-
preneurship. The task of institution-building after a conflict is made 
more complex in an environment of lasting uncertainty, also, given 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s own severe problems in the sphere of democratic 



57

participation, the rule of law and economic governance.80 Getting from 
ceasefire to peace will require the restoration of trust following decades 
of hostility – the most difficult challenge to overcome before the status 
option can be considered.



58  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

Notes 
1   “Statement by President of Azerbaijan, Prime Minister of Armenia and 

President of Russia,” Official website of the President of Azerbaijan, November 
10, 2020. Accessed at: https://en.president.az/articles/45923

2   For a detailed account of the events leading to the declaration of 
independence (DoI) in 1992, see ECHR, Grand Chamber, Judgment, Chiragov 
and Others v. Armenia, Application No. 13216/05 (16 June 2015), §17.

3   Articles 2 and 6, supra note 1.
4    Id., Article 6. Within three years, the parties will re-route the corridor 

so as to avoid it leading through the town of Shusha, situated now in the 
Azerbaijan-controlled part of Nagorno-Karabakh.

5   Id., Articles 3 and 6. 
6   Id., Article 9.
7   Id., Article 7. Pre-empting UNHCR, Russian troops largely took over this 

process in Nagorno-Karabakh for Armenian refugees.
8   See, for instance, treatments by Aytekin Kaan Kurtul, “The Karabakh 

Armistice: Between the Principle of Territorial Integrity and Peoples’ Right 
to Self-Determination”, Cambridge International Law Journal, 17 December 
2020; Júlia Miklasová, “The Recent Ceasefire in Nagorno-Karabakh: Territorial 
Control, Peacekeepers and Question of Status”, EJIL: Talk!, 4 December 
2020; Melanie O’Brien, “Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: Shortage of Specifics 
Complicates Search for Solutions”; Just Security, 21 October 2020.

9   Following the tripartite armistice, evidence detailing war crimes 
committed by military formations of both parties to the conflict has come to 
the fore. See, e.g., Amnesty, “Decapitation and war crimes in gruesome videos 
must be urgently investigated“ (10 December 2020); “Scores of civilians 
killed by indiscriminate use of weapons in conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh” 
(14 January 2021); Human Rights Watch, “Armenia: Cluster Munitions Used 
in Multiple Attacks on Azerbaijan” (15 December 2020); “Unlawful Attacks 
on Medical Facilities and Personnel in Nagorno-Karabakh - New Research 
on Three Incidents from 2020 Conflict” (26 February 2021); “Azerbaijan: 
Armenian POWs Abused in Custody” (19 March 2021).

10   Armenia v. Azerbaijan, Application No. 42521/20; Azerbaijan v. Armenia, 
Application No. 47319/20. The ECHR has already indicated provisional 
measures in these proceedings. See ECHR, Press Release No. ECHR 086 
(2021), 16 March 2021.

11   Military and Paramilitary Activities in and against Nicaragua (Nicaragua 

https://www.justsecurity.org/73310/the-nagorno-karabakh-conflict-and-the-exercise-of-self-defense-to-recover-occupied-land/
https://www.justsecurity.org/73310/the-nagorno-karabakh-conflict-and-the-exercise-of-self-defense-to-recover-occupied-land/


59

v. United States of America), Merits, Judgment (ICJ Reports 1986), §§191-3; 
Armed Activities on the Territory of the Congo (Democratic Republic of the 
Congo v. Uganda), Judgment (ICJ Reports 2005), §148.

12   Accordance with International Law of the Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence in Respect of Kosovo, Advisory Opinion (ICJ Reports 2010), 
§80 (“the scope of the principle of territorial integrity is confined to the sphere 
of relations between States.”).

13   Oliver Dörr and Albrecht Randelzhofer, “Ch. I Purposes and Principles, 
Article 2(4)”, in Bruno Simma (ed.), The Charter of the United Nations: A 
Commentary I (3rd ed.), §32. See also Olivier Corten, The Law Against War. 
The Prohibition on the Use of Force in Contemporary International Law (Hart, 
2010): 127-129; Elizabeth Chadwick, “National Liberation in the Context 
of Post- and Non-Colonial Struggles for Self-Determination”, in The Oxford 
Handbook of the Use of Force in International Law (ed. by M. Weller, 2015): 
843.

14   Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, Advisory Opinion (ICJ Reports 2004), §§105-106; 
Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons, Advisory Opinion (ICJ 
Reports 1996), §§24-25.

15   Article 3 common to the Geneva Conventions provides for some rules 
concerning such armed conflicts. Additional Protocol II further sets out specific 
rules concerning the protection of victims in armed conflicts that take place “in 
the territory of a High Contracting Party between its armed forces and dissident 
armed forces or other organized armed groups which, under responsible 
command, exercise such control over a part of its territory as to enable them 
to carry out sustained and concerted military operations and to implement this 
Protocol.”

16   Cf. Olivier Dörr, supra note 13, §38 as well as Mikaela L. Ediger 
“International Law and the Use of Force against Contested States: The Case of 
Taiwan”, 93/6 NYU Law Review 1668-1706 (2018): 1693-95.

17   Cf. Chiragov, supra note 2, §§62, 66, 68, 72 and 178-9. See also below, 
Chapter 4. 

18   “[A]s soon as we qualify a de facto state as a (more or less consolidated) 
subject of international law, international law’s ambition of “peace through 
law” must bar any attempt to restore previous legal title by force.” (Stefan 
Oeter, “De Facto Regimes in International Law”, in Unrecognised Subject in 
International Law 59-78 (eds. W. Czapliński & A. Kleczkowska) (Scholar: 
Warsaw, 2019): 70).



60  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

19   See the letter from the Permanent Representative of Azerbaijan addressed 
to the U.N. Secretary-General, (A/75/379–S/2020/965), 1 October 2020.

20   With reference to Nagorno-Karabakh, see Tom Ruys and Felipe 
Rodriguez Silvestre, “The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict and the Exercise of 
“Self-Defense” to Recover Occupied Land”, Just Security, 10 November 
2020; and Dapo Akande and Antonios Tzanakopoulos, “Use of Force in Self-
Defence to Recover Occupied Territory: When Is It Permissible?”, EJIL: Talk!, 
18 November 2020.

21    See infra note 49.
22   For a similar position see the 2005 Partial Award of the Ethiopia-Eritrea 

Claims Commission on the ius ad bellum (at §10-11), Reports of International 
Arbitral Awards (vol. XXVI), pp. 457-469, 19 December 2005.

23   International Court of Justice, Verbatim Record, CR 2009/32, 10 
December 2009, p. 47, para. 6.

24   ICJ Kosovo AO, supra note 12, § 79.
25   H. Krüger, The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: A Legal Analysis (2010), 

pp. 28-39.
26   Agreement Establishing the Commonwealth of Independent States 

(Minsk), 31 ILM 143 (1992), 8 December 1991.
27   See Eugene Kontorovich, “The Necessary Non-Normativity and 

Temporal Indeterminacy of Occupation Law”, Opinio Iuris (Symposium on 
Occupation Law, August 2017).

28   See, e.g., Annex to the Letter from the Permanent Representative of 
Armenia to the U.N. Secretary-General (A/63/781–S/2009/156), 23 March 
2009, §§1, 43.

29   “Except where otherwise agreed, the former boundaries become frontiers 
protected by international law. This conclusion follows from the principle of 
respect for the territorial status quo and, in particular, from the principle of uti 
possidetis” (A. Pellet, “The Opinions of the Badinter Arbitration Committee: A 
Second Breath for the Self-Determination of Peoples”, 3 EJIL 178-185 (1992), 
Opinion No. 3, at 185). 

30   Ibid., Opinion No 2, 184.
31   Cf. ibid., Opinion No. 3, at p. 185: “It is a general principle, which is 

logically connected with the phenomenon of the obtaining of independence, 
wherever it occurs. Its obvious purpose is to prevent the independence and 
stability of new states being endangered by fratricidal struggles...”

32   Alma-Ata Declaration and Protocol 31 I.L.M. 147 (1992).

https://www.ejiltalk.org/use-of-force-in-self-defence-to-recover-occupied-territory-when-is-it-permissible/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/use-of-force-in-self-defence-to-recover-occupied-territory-when-is-it-permissible/
http://www.law.northwestern.edu/faculty/profiles/EugeneKontorovich/
http://www.law.northwestern.edu/faculty/profiles/EugeneKontorovich/
http://undocs.org/en/A/63/781


61

33   Cf. Otto Luchterhandt, “Das Recht Berg-Karabaghs auf staatliche 
Unabhängigkeit aus völkerrechtlicher Sicht“, 31:1 Archiv des Völkerrechts 30-
81 (1993): 67-68.

34   See note 29, Opinion No 2, at 184.
35  “Declaration of State Independence of the Nagorno Karabakh Republic” (UN.

Doc. E/CN.4/2005/G/23, 6 January 1992).
36   Vicken Cheterian, “Karabakh Conflict after Kosovo: No Way Out?”, 40:5 

Nationalities Papers 703-20 (2012): 714-15.
37   See, e.g., Paul R. Williams, “Earned Sovereignty: The Road to Resolve 

the Conflict over Kosovo’s Final Status”, 31:3 Denver Journal of International 
Law and Policy 387-425 (2003).

38   East Timor (Portugal v. Australia), Judgment (ICJ Reports 1995), § 29.
39   A. Pellet, supra note 29, Opinion No 1, at 182-3.
40   Declaration on Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly 

Relations and Co-operation among States (A/RES/25/2625, 24 October 1970), 
reflecting customary international law.

41   Id.
42   ICJ Kosovo AO, supra note 12, §82.
43   Id.
44   For the criteria associated with remedial secession, see, inter alia, Antonio 

Cassese, Self-Determination of Peoples. A Legal Reappraisal (Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), p. 119, as well as David Raič, Statehood & the Law of 
Self-Determination (M. Nijhoff, 2002), p. 323.

45   E.g., in spring 1991, Soviet Internal Security Forces with the assistance 
of Azeri OMON detachments planned and executed the encirclement 
of 23 Armenian Karabakh villages (Operation ‘Ring’). Also, expulsions 
accompanied by arrests and violence against the Armenian civilian population 
were committed by “government forces” on Azerbaijani territory at around the 
same time (Sargsyan v. Azerbaijan (no. 40167/06), Judgment (16 June 2015), 
§32).

46   “The Commission considers (…) that (…) the existence or disappearance 
of the State is a question of fact; that the effects of recognition by other States 
are purely declaratory” (Conference on Yugoslavia, Arbitration Commission, 
Opinion No. 1, 29 November 1991, 92 ILR 162, at pp. 164-5, §1(a); see also 
Opinion No. 8, ibid., p. 201, §2).

47  The NKR has been recognised only by entities whose legal status remains 
contested, including Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria. Reported 



62  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

recognitions by sub-state entities, for instance by some federal states of the 
United States, are not relevant for the international legal status of the NKR.

48   Cf. also above in Chapter 1.
49   S/RES/822 (30 April 1993), S/RES/853 (29 July 1993), S/RES/874 (14 

October 1993) and S/RES/884 (12 November 1993).
50   The Hague Convention (IV) Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on 

Land and its Annex: Regulations concerning the Laws and Customs of War on 
Land (18 October 1907), Art. 42.

51   Cf. Human Rights Watch, Azerbaijan - Seven Years of Conflict in 
Nagorno-Karabakh (December 1994). For a detailed account of the position 
taken by several international bodies and organisations, see the Report 
on the international legal responsibilities of Armenia as the belligerent 
occupier of Azerbaijani territory, Letter dated 23 January 2009 from the 
Permanent Representative of Azerbaijan to the U.N. Secretary-General, Doc. 
A/63/692–S/2009/51, Annex, §§17-33. 

52   Thomas de Waal, Black Garden – Armenia and Azerbaijan through 
Peace and War (NYU Press, 2003): 210.

53   See James Crawford, The Creation of States in International Law (OUP, 
2007): 62.

54   Estimates vary from between two-thirds in the late 1990s (Migdalovitz, 
infra note 56, p. 9) to 50%. The annual number of subsidies has in any case 
decreased from 2001 onwards (ICG report quoted in Chiragov, supra note 2, 
§183). Cf. also the Court’s observation in Chiragov that “the ‘NKR’ would not 
be able to subsist economically without the substantial support stemming from 
Armenia.” (§185). Sceptical with regard to the less than rigorous way in which 
the Chiragov Court established Armenia’s control over NKR: M. Milanovic, 
“The Nagorno-Karabakh Cases”, EJIL: Talk! (23 June 2015).

55   The 1994 military agreement between Armenia and the NKR provided 
that conscripts from one entity could serve in the other (Chiragov, supra note 
2, §§74, 176). Military authorities in Yerevan announced that conscripts from 
Armenia shall no longer be assigned to serve in Karabakh (Sputnik, News.am, 
9 February 2021).

56   Cf., e.g., “Armenia, Karabakh to Remain ‘Single Territory’”, Azatutyun.
am, 16 May 2014.

57   Ironically, it was Armenia’s very own Central Election Commission, 
which – in a heated dispute about the eligibility of a presidential candidate in 
1998 – certified Robert Kocharian, a native of Nagorno-Karabakh who had 

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=4D47F92DF3966A7EC12563CD002D6788
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=4D47F92DF3966A7EC12563CD002D6788
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=4D47F92DF3966A7EC12563CD002D6788
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=4D47F92DF3966A7EC12563CD002D6788


63

overseen its defence. It did so despite the fact that Armenia’s Constitution 
required a candidate to have permanently lived “in the Republic for ten years”. 
It thus ignored Karabakh’s 1992 DoI and instead implied that NKR was an 
integral part of Armenia within the meaning of the Constitution. See ‘Report 
on Armenia’s Presidential Elections’, U.S. Commission on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (Washington: 1998), p. 7.

58   Chiragov, supra note 2, §186.
59   It is instructive in this regard to note that the Court, finding in Chiragov, 

id., that Armenia controls the NKR in the same way that Turkey controls 
the TRNC and Russia controls the MRT, did not apply the lex specialis of 
belligerent occupation. 

60   PACE/RES/1416 (2005), “The conflict over the Nagorno-Karabakh 
region dealt with by the OSCE Minsk Conference” (25 January 2005), §2.

61   Ian Brownlie, “State Responsibility: The Problem of Delegation”, 
in Völkerrecht zwischen normativem Anspruch und politischer Realität – 
Festschrift K. Zemanek 299-306 (eds. K. Ginther et al., Duncker & Humblot: 
Berlin, 1994), at p. 301.

62   See Andriy Melnyk, “Nagorny-Karabakh”, Max Planck EPIL (OUP, 
2013), with reference to its quality of “a satellite ‘puppet-State’ or even a de 
facto Armenian province” (§10).

63   ICJ Kosovo AO, supra note 12, §81.
64   Also captured by A/RES/25/2625 (1970), supra note 40, Principle 1: “No 

territorial acquisition faulting from the threat or use of force shall be recognized 
as legal.” Similar wording is used in the subsequent A/RES/3314, “Definition 
of Aggression” (14 December 1974), Art. 5.

65   A/RES/56/83, “Responsibility of States for internationally wrongful 
acts” (12 December 2001), Annex, Article 41 (2): “No State shall recognize as 
lawful a situation created by a serious breach within the meaning of article 40, 
nor render aid or assistance in maintaining that situation.”

66   ILC Yearbook, 2001, vol. II (2), p. 114, para. 6 of the commentary to 
Article 41.

67   A/RES/62/243, “The Situation in the Occupied Territories of Azerbaijan” 
(14 March 2008), §5. It must, however, be added that this resolution was 
adopted with a rather weak majority of 39 votes against 7 and 146 Member 
States abstaining or not voting. 

68   The UNGA at the time noted with alarm “that the number of refugees 
and displaced persons in Azerbaijan has recently exceeded one million” (A/



64  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

RES/48/114, “Emergency international assistance to refugees and displaced 
persons in Azerbaijan”), 23 March 1994. For the direct link between hostilities 
and displacement see Commission on Human Rights, 55th Session Report of the 
Representative of SG submitted pursuant to CHR/RES/1998/50 (Addendum, 
Profiles in displacement: Azerbaijan, E/CN.4/1999/79/Add.1), 25 January 
1999, §§29-31.

69   Kevin Grimmeiß, Sezession und Reaktion: Zur völkerrechtlichen 
Regelung des Sezessionsvorgangs (Mohr Siebeck, 2019): 64.

70   John Dugard, “The Secession of States and their Recognition in the Wake 
of Kosovo”, Recueil des Cours, 357 (2013): 24.

71   Written Comments of Serbia (14 July 2009), §44. See also Daniel Müller, 
“The Question Question”, in The Law and Politics of the Kosovo Advisory 
Opinion (eds. M. Milanović & M. Wood, OUP, 2015): 120-1.

72   Although the Republic of Kosovo has successfully harvested 117 
recognitions to date, it has still not acceded to multilateral conventions 
deposited with the UN SG. Its applications for membership in UNESCO or 
INTERPOL were, so far, unsuccessful.

73   For an example, see ACP Axos Capital GmbH v. Republic of Kosovo, 
ICSID Case No. ARB/15/22, Award, 3 May 2018.

74   CAS 2016/A/4602 Football Association of Serbia v. Union des 
Associations Européennes de Football (UEFA), Award, 24 January 2017.

75   See Bernhard Knoll, Legal Status of Territories Subject to the 
Administration of International Organisations (Cambridge University Press, 
2008): 197-203.

76   See, for instance, Paul Goble, “Karabakh Conflict Far From Over and 
Could Explode Again”, Eurasia Daily Monitor (vol 18:39), 9 March 2021.

77   Some uncertainty remains in respect of the control by forces of or 
backed by Armenia in those areas of Nagorno-Karabakh which have not been 
transferred to Azerbaijan under the Trilateral Statement. See International 
Crisis Group, Improving Prospects for Peace after the Nagorno-Karabakh 
War, Briefing No. 91 (22 December 2020): 4. 

78   Vladimir Socor, “Russia’s Karabakh Protectorate Taking Clearer Shape 
(Part One)”, Eurasia Daily Monitor (vol 18:45), 18 March 2021.

79   See Russian Ministry of Defence fact sheet on the activities of the Russian 
peacekeeping contingent in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict zone (22 March 
2021).  

80   Cf. Freedom House, “Nagorno-Karabakh* (31/100)”, 2019.

https://jamestown.org/analyst/vladimir-socor/


65

The Long Road to Peace: A Theoretical Analysis 
of the Potential Pathways to the Resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict

Nazrin Gadimova

Introduction

The Second Karabakh war created a new reality in the region by 
transforming the diplomatic deadlock that lasted for almost thirty 
years. The declaration of 10 November 2020, settled a wide range of 
issues that had been on the negotiation table for decades, from the de-
occupation of seven Azerbaijani districts around Nagorno-Karabakh 
to the return of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and the opening 
of a corridor to connect mainland Azerbaijan with the autonomous 
region of Nakhchivan as well as Turkey. Four United Nations Security 
Council resolutions reaffirming the right of Azerbaijan to restore its 
territorial integrity have been implemented following the victory of 
the Azerbaijani army during the 44-day military operation. At the same 
time, the prospect of Armenian-Azerbaijani relations, the mechanism 
of reopening the borders between the two states as well as the future 
status of Nagorno-Karabakh remain unclear. In Armenia, the voices 
of revanchism tend to be popular, while the level of mutual trust 
between both societies is very low. In this regard, the current situation 
can be characterised as “negative peace”, or the absence of violence. 
However, while negative peace is acceptable in the short term, building 
positive peace should be chosen as a strategy for the long-term future of 
Armenian-Azerbaijani relations. According to Galtung, positive peace 
implies structural integration and achievement of peace by the prevention 
of future violence and solving the inter-conflict issues through peaceful 
means.1 It can also be explained through the concept of stable peace, 
in which the probability of war is so small that it does not really enter 
into the calculations of any of the parties involved.2 The establishment 
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of positive peace would imply the implementation of a series of 
measures aimed at the transformation of attitudes and reconstruction 
of trust between Armenian and Azerbaijani societies. After thirty years 
of isolation, there are very few channels for communication between 
the two peoples, while the representatives of the younger generation 
know very little about each other. In this regard, the prospect of post-
war relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan should be analysed in 
the context of building dialogue and restoring economic and social 
connections. 

In conflict studies, two main theories are argued on the dominant role 
of structural (political, justice and status-related) and psycho-cultural 
(misperception, fear and hostility-related) factors in the process of 
conflict resolution. While structural factors are traditionally perceived to 
be crucial in building strategies for interstate relations, psycho-cultural 
factors should not be ignored due to the importance of trust as a basic 
component of security in the future of post-conflict relations between 
nations. It can be restored through a series of measures that would 
require a holistic approach covering different aspects of the political 
and social life of both states. In this regard, this chapter will not discuss 
the issue of the future status of Nagorno-Karabakh, the geopolitical 
aspects of the conflict, or the role of Russian peacekeeping troops in the 
region. Instead, it will give a theoretical analysis of the steps that are 
necessary for the peaceful settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
by decreasing the level of hostility and preventing the rise of revanchist 
sentiments in Armenia. 

While there is significant potential in economic cooperation between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan once the borders are reopened, it still 
might not be enough to reconcile the two nations. Multiple tracks of 
engagement with the involvement of broader layers of society should 
be established to start the long process of a dialogue between the two 
societies. At the same time, public diplomacy and grassroots initiatives 
should be complemented by the transformation of the attitudes on both 
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sides, bolstered by relevant changes in state policy, including reforms 
in the education system. This transformation can be motivated by a 
strategic vision for cooperation and be implemented through different 
channels of trust-building between the two societies. All these steps can 
significantly contribute to the establishment of long-lasting peace and 
become a basis for future cooperation between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Trust-building through economic transactions

The importance of the economy in the process of reconciliation has 
been stressed in numerous works by the proponents of functionalism/
neo-functionalism and transactionalism.3 According to these theories, 
the complementarity of economies, trade and other types of economic 
cooperation can lead to the establishment of mutual interest of the 
involved states, bringing them to peaceful coexistence. These principles 
were put at the basis of the European Coal and Steel Community, the 
predecessor of the European Union in the early 1950s when the traditional 
antagonism between France and Germany could have been overcome 
by the understanding of mutual interests in economic cooperation 
and profit gained from the complementarity of two industries for the 
economies of both nations. This cooperation intensified communication 
between the two states, brought in other countries and, at a final stage, 
made the possibility of a future war between its members improbable. 

In the case of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, the post-war reality 
created a historical chance for the establishment of economic relations 
between the two states. According to Article 9 of the November 10, 
2020, Statement by the President of Azerbaijan, Prime Minister of 
Armenia and President of Russia “all economic and transport links in the 
region shall be unblocked”.4 The meeting of the presidents of Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Russia held in Moscow on January 11, 2021, reaffirmed 
the intentions of creating a working group aimed at the reconstruction of 
economic and transport communications in the region.5 If this condition 
is implemented, reopening regional infrastructure will bring significant 
benefits to the local economies. Notably, the economic incentive might 
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be a good start for the process of reconciliation, especially under the 
circumstances where  both states face the challenge of struggling 
with the impact of the pandemic on their respective economies. The 
negative consequences of the pandemic together with the decreasing 
prices for energy resources offer a potential a window of opportunity 
both for Azerbaijan and Armenia and raise their interest in economic 
cooperation. The Organisation of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation 
(BSEC), whose potential was never fully realised due to the closure 
of the Armenian-Turkish border in 1993 in response to the Armenian 
occupation of the Azerbaijani district of Kalbajar, can serve as an 
effective platform for these purposes. Today, rational choice should 
prevail for regional actors, and while Armenia might be reluctant to 
reopen its borders with Turkey and Azerbaijan, it is the main, if not the 
only way to restore and develop its devastated economy. This idea was 
welcomed by the Minister of Economy of Armenia Vahan Kerobyan 
when he noted the potential advantages of economic relations with 
Armenia’s western and eastern neighbours.6 At the same time, the 
Armenian government announced a six-month ban on Turkish imported 
goods in October 2020, a decision that strongly correlates with the 
prevalence of current anti-Azerbaijani and anti-Turkish sentiments in 
Armenian society.7

In addition to the reopening of the international borders between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, Nagorno-Karabakh has a major capacity 
to provide the surrounding territories of Azerbaijan with necessary 
water for irrigation (before the Karabakh conflict emerged in 1988, the 
Sarsang reservoir was the main source of water for the districts of Terter, 
Agdam, Barda, Goranboy, Yevlakh and Agdjabedi). This potential of 
agricultural cooperation should be considered for the future strategy 
on the restoration of economic links between the two communities. 
Additionally, the location of the three biggest hydroelectric power 
stations of Azerbaijan, namely Mingachevir, Sarsang and Khudaferin 
electric stations, creates the potential for linking them into a bridge of 
electric power and build a joint electric system of the region connecting 
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the electric systems of Russia, Azerbaijan, and Iran. In this regard, 
the interdependence of local electricity systems in the future could  
guarantee the peaceful coexistence of the Armenian and Azerbaijani 
communities of Nagorno-Karabakh. 

While such projects require involvement and decision-making at the 
level of the political leadership, other initiatives with the engagement 
of local communities in agriculture, trade and business can also 
substantially contribute to the peace process.8 In this regard, bottom-
up economic interactions are especially important in the areas at a 
high risk of tensions; trade and economic cooperation, fostered by 
the opening of the borders and common transport infrastructure can 
establish bonds between the people and lead to mutual interest in 
cooperating, which might foster the process of reconciliation between 
the societies. Creating special conditions for the region, such as the 
establishment of a free economic zone, can potentially attract foreign 
investments and create advantageous economic links and cooperation 
in the region. A lot can be learned from the experience of the market of 
Sadakhlo, a unique example of cooperation between Azerbaijani and 
Armenian farmers that used to function in Georgia from the 1990s to 
the mid-2000s.9 Located on the border with Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
the Sadakhlo market became a special zone where thousands of people 
from Azerbaijan and Armenia were buying and selling goods despite 
the unresolved status of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. The activity of 
the market could be explained due to the pragmatic economic interests 
and mutual advantages of trading between farmers representing the 
poorest segment of the population of both states. In 2006, this market 
was closed as a result of the policy of the Georgian government on 
combatting smuggling. Nevertheless, opening similar markets on the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani border by using the experience of Sadakhlo 
holds the potential to positively contribute to the reestablishment of 
communication between the two nations. In contrast, the lack of 
such initiatives could lead to another escalation of the conflict: for 
comparison, the closure of the Ergneti market in South Ossetia in 2006 
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significantly aggravated the situation and, as de Waal notes, affected the 
onset of the full-scale war in South Ossetia in August 2008.10 Although 
the villages on the territory of seven Azerbaijani districts are totally 
destroyed and it will take time for villagers and farmers to come back 
to their homes and  re-engage in agricultural activity,  the experience of 
Sadakhlo nevertheless can applied to Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as on 
the international Armenian-Azerbaijani border once the demarcation is 
complete.

Nevertheless, one should take into consideration that economic 
incentives alone are not sufficient for the transformation of interethnic 
hostility into a positive and long-lasting peace. Different authors on 
conflict resolution stress the importance of economy only as one of the 
factors that might facilitate the process of reconciliation. Ultimately, 
it will have to be backed by other initiatives both at a state and social 
level. In his analysis of twenty cases of rapprochement between hostile 
parties, Charles Kupchan accentuated the small effect of economic 
cooperation in the post-conflict relations between nations. While such 
initiatives can be helpful at an initial stage, they also need to be supported 
by other initiatives aimed at the reconstruction of trust between hostile 
nations. In the case of the European Coal and Steel Community, the 
first steps aimed at overcoming the historical antagonism between 
France and Germany were taken before the decision to establish 
economic cooperation. Additionally, economic exchange was one 
of the elements in the series of measures aimed at the process of 
reconciliation. In this regard, transactions in a broader understanding, 
including communication between people, the exchange of ideas 
and the establishment of common platforms for cooperation might 
be crucial in the process of transforming negative attitudes in local 
societies. Without social interaction, multitrack diplomacy and other 
steps aimed at the reconstruction of mutual trust, economic transactions 
would have little support in both societies, while the weakness or lack 
of communications between societies would continue to distance them 
from each other. 
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Trust-building through multitrack engagement and dialogue

Apart from economic cooperation, multitrack engagement and the 
establishment of inter-social communication can serve as an important 
tool to overcome negative perceptions about the other side and pave 
the way to long-lasting peace. Conflict resolution studies show the 
positive impact of the broad involvement of different layers of societies 
in the negotiation process.11 Indeed, peace achieved through public 
diplomacy and grassroots initiatives tends to be more powerful and 
long-lasting rather than peace achieved through negotiations held at the 
level of political elites only.12 The search for a peaceful resolution to the 
conflict implies that the population of both countries will be actively 
engaged in a dialogue with the involvement of the Armenian and 
Azerbaijani public, as well as the representatives from both Armenian 
and Azerbaijani communities of Nagorno-Karabakh. Multitrack 
engagement, with the involvement of non-state actors, known as Track 
II (public diplomacy) and Track III (grassroots initiatives) diplomacy 
can play a crucial role in the building of bridges and reconstruction of 
trust between the nations. In particular, the middle-range actors should 
not be neglected as they are positioned to be “connected to, and often 
have the trust of, both top-level and grassroots actors”.13 Also, bridging 
the civil society and governmental levels could provide the opportunity 
for non-governmental groups to share the common solutions they have 
identified over years of dialogue in order to help overcome possible 
obstacles at the negotiation table.14 Finally, steps arranged with the 
involvement of different groups of society, including women and youth 
may decrease the level of animosity and assist in the long process of the 
reconstruction of trust. Participation of these and other groups in the 
negotiation process might play an important role in bringing forward 
new ideas, expanding the vision on the criteria for conflict resolution, 
and assist in the reconciliation process.
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In this regard, participation of a wide range of actors can help in 
the exchange of knowledge about the “other” side, understand the 
grievances and aspirations, as well as find alternative mechanisms for 
solving the conflict.15 This type of initiative can help in challenging the 
forces of polarisation and changing the existing hostile attitude towards 
each other. It also provides the parties with greater insight regarding 
the motives and the ways in which conflict-driven interactions among 
the parties tend to escalate and perpetuate the conflict. People-to-
people diplomacy might involve joint projects aimed at developing 
common grounds of interests by changing their perception of the 
gains from peace and future cooperation. The experience of problem-
solving workshops (face-to-face meetings between experts, journalists, 
and other politically involved members of both societies) practised 
in the negotiation process in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict provide a 
potentially useful model.16 Notably, although small and informal efforts 
may not have immediate dramatic effects on the resolution process, they 
hold the potential to produce cumulative results over time.17 Moreover, 
in the case of unresolved ethnic conflicts, social transactions are vitally 
important for the exchange of visions on the resolution of conflicts and 
sustaining a basis for future peaceful coexistence between communities. 
The restoration of such initiatives has the potential to create bonds 
between the people and lead to a mutual interest to cooperate. 

In addition to immediate participation in negotiations, the establishment 
of different channels for dialogue with extensive cultural interactions 
and exchange of opinions could lead to the transformation of attitudes in 
both societies in the long-term.18 In the case of the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict, there has effectively been no communication between the 
societies for the last thirty years, with the young generation having very 
limited knowledge about each other. In these circumstances, the road 
to transforming attitudes might take years and even decades to bring 
any tangible results. The experience and lessons of the last thirty years 
should be taken into consideration in order to build a proper strategy in 
the reconstruction of a dialogue between the two societies. 
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The period between the first and second wars in Karabakh was 
characterised by ups and downs in the effort to build a dialogue between 
the conflicting sides. While the most active period of communication 
between the nations took place during the Soviet presence in the region 
from 1988-1991, initiatives of this kind continued after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, however, ensuing disappointments in the negotiation 
process led to the gradual decrease in the public initiatives of building 
communications with the other side. Nevertheless, many positive 
attempts of communication can be revived today in the new reality 
established after the second Karabakh war.  For example, one of the most 
marked examples was the 1998-2003 TV programme “Perekrestok” 
(Crossroads) organised by the joint efforts of Azerbaijani, Armenian and 
Georgian journalists, which “although held in the mode of ideological 
wrestling” created the opportunity for the Azerbaijani and Armenian 
public to learn about the lives of their neighbours.19 The programme was 
dedicated to the discussion of common problems and similarities in the 
respective societies with their post-Soviet contexts. Additionally, in the 
early 2000s, new efforts in public diplomacy were implemented, with 
the representatives of the intelligentsia of both nations visiting Yerevan, 
Baku and the territories occupied by the Armenian military forces. 
While this initiative had no significant effect on the negotiation process, 
today it might be worthwhile to consider reviving it in order to bring 
together the Armenian and Azerbaijani voices from the intelligentsia, 
including academics, artists and other public figures. 

In February 2019, the first visit in fifteen years of Azerbaijani journalist 
Shahin Hajiyev to Yerevan provided a new impetus to the revival of 
mutual interest in informal communication. In November 2019, the 
exchange of another group of Armenian and Azerbaijani journalists 
contributed to a new vision of the Nagorno-Karabakh problem and 
the understanding of the necessity for dialogue. On the other hand, the 
conclusions reached by the journalists showed that as long as they reflect 
the unyielding positions of their respective societies, these attempts at 
communication will not lead to a dialogue and will fail to bring about 
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change. This initiative showed that efforts to build bridges such as 
communications between journalists and economic cooperation cannot 
lead to positive results without comprehensive societal involvement.  
There is a need for a more comprehensive approach depending, to a large 
extent, on the steps to be committed by the government – otherwise, 
these initiatives will remain fruitless as happened in the 2000s. 

In this regard, as in the case of economic cooperation, public dialogue 
can serve as one of the important factors in contributing to the process 
of reconciliation and trust-building. However, without more profound 
societal changes, the unresolved issues of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict will continue to threaten security at the front line and will 
undermine the stability and effectiveness of any such initiatives. This 
is why political will and the resolution of the conflict should be in 
parallel with the gradual changes in state policy in order to guarantee 
the protection of the interests of both sides within the framework of 
international law. 

Trust-building in the long-term perspective

The process of Armenian-Azerbaijani reconciliation should be bolstered 
by the transformation of attitudes both at a political and social level 
in creating motivation to cooperate and build necessary conditions for 
reconstructing trust between the societies. According to the theory of 
conflict studies, positive changes in state policy might take place in 
response to the new conditions that unite both sides of the conflict. In 
most cases, they are characterised by the understanding of common 
interests or common threats. Efforts to achieve common goals shared by 
the conflicting sides of the so-called strategy of integration, facilitate the 
process of reconciliation and the establishment of a long-lasting peace 
through a win-win expectation.20 This strategy includes communicating 
one’s own goals and aspirations, listening to the other party, and 
developing shared goals, which as a result, lead to joint benefits and 
reassured interest to sustain cooperation and peace. Indeed, as Kelman 
notes, “trust between parties can develop only if each party is convinced 
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that the other has a genuine interest in making peace” when it promotes 
the other’s long-term interests and represents a strategic choice, rather 
than just a tactical manoeuvre.21 Kupchan describes several examples 
in world history where hostile nations chose the strategy of cooperation 
for the protection of their interests or in response to different types 
of threats.22 Another example can be observed today in the Western 
Balkans where the states of the former Yugoslavia that were involved 
in atrocious ethnic conflicts in the 1990s are today working together on 
the reconciliation process that could pave the way for greater regional 
integration with the European Union.

In the case of Armenian-Azerbaijani relations, mutual interest to develop 
local standards of living by investing more in non-military sectors of the 
economy, the prospects of strengthening their international positions as 
well as strategic vision and a general understanding of the advantages 
of cooperation could be crucial for the transformation of state policies 
in both countries. In addition, perception of a common threat can 
contribute to the development of cooperation and interconnection at 
the state level. Notably, the modern interpretation of security is not 
limited only to traditional state and military threats but is based on the 
broader understanding including other sources and risks to the security 
of individuals, such as economic and environmental threats, human 
trafficking, international terrorism and others. In this regard, a shift from 
the traditional vision of security to a broader understanding can bring 
a new impetus to the development of cooperation in the region.23 Non-
traditional threats to regional security, such as the Metsamor atomic 
station, which is located in a seismic zone, the current level of water 
supply and other types of potential environmental threats could trigger 
a reassessment of the security risks in the region and potentially bring 
about changes in the relations between the opposing sides of the conflicts. 
Finally, a common vision based on shared values and aspirations can 
create a common discourse on the possibility of a mutually beneficial 
solution.24 In other words, zero-sum thinking should be replaced with 
a positive-sum, or “win-win” calculation implying cooperation and 
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mutual gain that would contribute to regional development and pave 
the way for the long-lasting peace and the normalisation of relations 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan in general and two communities of 
Nagorno-Karabakh in particular. 

The goodwill of third parties could play an important role in the 
reconciliation process and create the necessary conditions for 
cooperation. While this chapter does not cover the role of regional 
and international powers in the future of the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
relations, this factor should not be neglected as any final resolution of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict would require “concomitant regional 
cooperation among the US and Russia and the regional powers of Turkey 
and Iran”.25 The abovementioned example of current developments 
in the Western Balkans is the outcome of the efforts held within the 
framework of the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe (1999–2008) 
including political stabilisation and economic reconstruction in the 
region. While today the prospect of EU accession seems unlikely for the 
South Caucasus, an alternative project of integration can be promoted 
at the local (between the three states of the region) and regional (with 
the involvement of neighbouring states) levels. For example, BSEC 
has an underestimated potential for bringing Azerbaijan and Armenia 
under one umbrella, and international support to such formats can be 
extremely helpful in the transformation of the region from a conflict-
prone area to a peaceful neighbourhood.26 The Caucasus Security and 
Cooperation Platform (CSCP), another project suggested by the Turkish 
leadership in 2008, implied the involvement of Russia and Turkey in the 
promotion of stability and peace in the region; today, when Russian and 
Turkish officials work jointly in the Monitoring Group in Karabakh, the 
initiative of the regional platform has a real basis to be implemented 
and bring tangible results for the promotion of dialogue and regional 
cooperation. 

When it comes to the real steps aimed at the establishment of a stable 
peace and trust-building in the long-term changes in policy should be 
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held cautiously and gradually, as they would require some risks and 
at the same time reciprocity from the opposite side. Nonetheless, as 
Babayev et al. note, these steps “cannot just be symbolic: in order for 
the other side to view them as serious and credible, they must signal the 
readiness to take risks”.27 Some immediate actions of goodwill, such as 
sharing the minefield maps for the de-occupied territory, as well as an 
exchange of other information related to the first and second Karabakh 
wars, implementation of transitional justice in the post-conflict period, 
the release of hostages and prisoners of war, can help in the process 
of trust-building and decrease the level of negative attitudes in both 
societies. At a later stage, an investigation into war crimes, including 
the Khojaly massacre and other tragedies committed in the early 1990s, 
and the punishment of the criminals can show the readiness of the states 
and societies to put an end to further escalation. Despite the catastrophic 
consequences of the first Karabakh war characterised by the intentional 
destruction of Azerbaijani architectural and cultural heritage of the 
region, as well as the facts of “urbicide”28 committed against Agdam, 
Fuzuli and other Azerbaijani towns in Karabakh, it should not serve 
as a basis for retaliation against the Armenian cultural heritage of the 
region. On the contrary, Armenian cultural sites in Karabakh should be 
protected on an equal basis jointly with Azerbaijani ones. 

Change in the rhetoric in both states at a state and social level can be 
seen as another important step in the process of reconciliation. Mutual 
recognition of the territorial integrity of both states and refusal from 
revanchist claims should lie at the basis of future relations between 
the parties of the conflict and should be expressed accordingly in 
the statements and messages delivered by the political elites to the 
public. An argument such as the one used by former president of 
Armenia Robert Kocharyan about the incompatibility of Armenians 
and Azerbaijanis is unacceptable and should be denounced. Instead, 
the focus should be on the examples of peaceful coexistence between 
Azerbaijanis and Armenians in a wider geography from Georgia to 
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Russia, as well as the restoration of the collective memory of the history 
of peaceful coexistence holds the potential to gradually transform 
negative and antagonistic attitudes and serve as a basis for trust-building 
and normalisation of relations between both societies. At a later stage, 
changes in the interpretation of history and in the education system 
including the rejection of ethno-nationalist and revisionist historical 
narratives would be extremely helpful in spreading positive attitudes 
and overcoming mutual fear and hostility. As Gahramanova notes, 
positive transformation towards reconciliation and generally effective 
peacebuilding presupposes the questioning of stereotypes created and 
being spread through education, art, mass media, and churches.29 

All of these measures jointly with the abovementioned initiatives of 
building economic cooperation and the establishment of channels of 
communication and dialogue can pave the way to the establishment of 
diplomatic and economic relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
reintegration of both communities in Nagorno-Karabakh and the 
building of long-lasting peace in the region. 

Conclusion

The second Karabakh war is over, however, the road to peace between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan remains long and winding. Today, the two 
nations have a historical opportunity to end their mutual isolation, 
establish communications, take real steps to reconstruct mutual trust and 
build a system of relations that will be profitable for both sides. While the 
restoration of economic links has significant potential for the process of 
reconciliation, it should be accompanied by particular measures aimed 
at the establishment of a dialogue between nations, reconstruction of 
trust and transformation of the negative image of the “other”, which 
was shaped during the past thirty years of conflict. Immediate steps in 
this direction should include the release of minefield maps, an exchange 
of prisoners of wars and punishment of war criminals from both the 
first and second Karabakh wars. In the long-term, public diplomacy,  
grassroots initiatives and other channels of communication between the 
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peoples, exchange of ideas and the establishment of common platforms 
for cooperation might pave the way for reconciliation. 

The months and years ahead will define the architecture of the relations 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. A lot will depend on political 
developments in Yerevan, as well as the position and messages sent 
from Baku, which might prevent future escalations and build positive 
dynamics for the establishment of diplomatic and economic relations 
between the two nations. Creating a “win-win” situation is the best 
way to avert the rise of militarism and revanchism in the upcoming 
years. In this regard, a strategic vision is needed to understand the 
future perspectives of conflict resolution and the advantages this peace 
might bring to the whole region. As Shafiyev notes, “only cooperative 
formulae aimed at interaction can ensure a durable peace, no matter how 
painfully this process may advance”.30 And while there is no shortcut 
to peace, the first step on the long road to reconciliation between the 
people of Armenia and Azerbaijan should be taken now for the sake 
of future generations and to build a prosporous and peaceful South 
Caucasus. 
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When the Truth Dies: Propaganda During the 
Karabakh Conflict 

Anar Valiyev and Nargiz Gafarova

Introduction

One of the most significant events of 2020 was the 44-day war between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia/Karabakh separatists. On September 27, 2020, 
the Azerbaijani ministry of defence reported that Armenian troops 
located in Karabakh shelled Azerbaijani villages. Following the reports 
of civilian deaths, Azerbaijan decided to launch a counter-offensive 
along the entire line of contact to suppress the combat activity of the 
armed forces of Armenia/Karabakh and ensure the safety of the civilian 
population. According to Azerbaijani sources, the war claimed the lives 
of around 3,000 people with several thousand wounded. Azerbaijan 
liberated all adjacent territories from occupation and reclaimed part of 
Karabakh.

The start of major hostilities at the initial stage of this war took many 
scholars of the South Caucasus by surprise. The question “why now?” 
was repeatedly asked. First, the war option has been voiced quite 
frequently by the Azerbaijani side for a couple of decades, particularly 
after every new round of peace talks failed. Second, Azerbaijani 
statehood has been significantly consolidated since the early 1990s and 
the Azerbaijani army was modernised and supplied with new weapons 
and equipment. Third, Baku lost trust in the international community 
due to the ineffectiveness of the Organisation for Security and Co-
operation in Europe’s (OSCE) Minsk Group (co-chaired by France, 
Russia and the United States) and the non-implementation of the UN 
Security Council’s decisions recognising the territorial integrity of 
Azerbaijan. Fourth, Turkey, Azerbaijan’s main ally and strategic partner, 
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decided in favour of more active involvement in the crisis following the 
Tovuz attack and declared that it would back Azerbaijan up with all 
possible resources1 2. Fifth, Russia seemed to hold back its support for 
Armenia, whose loyalty was questioned after Pashinyan’s pro-Western 
statements, and to guarantee its non-intervention in the actual fighting 
on the Armenian side. Finally, it also seems that there might have been 
a tacit agreement between Turkey and Russia, assuming that the first 
plays an active role as a game changer and the latter then implicitly 
approves and helps to fix and normalise the situation. On November 
10, 2020, the Presidents of Russia and Azerbaijan, and the Armenian 
prime minister, signed a joint statement3. According to the statement, all 
hostilities were to be stopped. The agreement also envisaged the phased 
withdrawal of Armenian forces from several occupied regions beyond 
Karabakh. In parts of Karabakh and along the critical Lachin corridor, 
Armenian forces were to be replaced by Russian peacekeepers made up 
of approximately 2,000 soldiers to be initially deployed for a five-year 
period. The agreement also made provisions concerning the return of 
refugees and internally displaced persons under the auspices of the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees and the unblocking of the transport 
and economic routes in the region. For Azerbaijan, the November 10 
deal was considered a victory, not in the least since the document did 
not mention a particular status of Karabakh, thus confirming support for 
Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity. 

During the three decades of conflict the international mass media took 
an ambivalent position. This time the conflict itself, violence, and 
attention it has got from the international media has been different, 
due to the scale of the conflict, sophisticated military weapons, such 
as drones and long-range rocket artillery, being a traditional zone of 
Russian influence, and Turkey’s unreserved support for Azerbaijan.

Even though Nagorno-Karabakh is an internationally recognised part 
of Azerbaijan, and there exists a range of international 4 5 6 7 resolutions 
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calling on Armenian forces to withdraw from occupied Azerbaijani 
territories, the conflict has received an entirely different media echo.

While Turkish and some Arab sources positively illustrated the struggle 
of Azerbaijan and showed real picture of casualties suffered by the  
Azerbaijani population, other newspapers, news outlets as well as 
social media has taken a decidedly anti-Azerbaijan/Turkish position, 
portraying the war as an Azerbaijan/Turkish aggression against 
Armenia. 

This chapter aims to describe and analyse how and why the narrative 
about the war was reported in a biased and one-sided manner by 
international mainstream media. The purpose is to show how systemic 
bias has led to a distorted narrative that threatens to ignore the facts on 
the ground.

Fake News: Mercenaries, War Crimes and Propaganda

Control over the dissemination of information is part of any violent 
conflict in the modern world, with parties directly or indirectly involved 
or having interest in a conflict or at war seeking to frame mainstream 
narratives on their own terms and engaging in propaganda that is not 
bound by the rules of truthful discourse. Thus, misinformation and 
disinformation8 in conflicts is not uncommon, while accessing accurate 
information can be difficult. The Second Nagorno-Karabakh War that 
raged for six weeks fuelled widespread false and misleading social 
media content, news headlines and media narratives mainly because 
very few journalists were able to gain access to the frontline. State 
media and footage from mobile phones were the primary source of 
information, as well as unverified rumours that quickly spread on social 
media platforms.

From the beginning of the escalation of the conflict in the Karabakh 
region of Azerbaijan, numerous accusations were aired in European and 
Russian media about the involvement of Middle Eastern militants and 
mercenaries in the fighting. Some of the articles accused Azerbaijan 
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and Turkey of deploying Syrian Karabakh. Other stories claimed that 
Yerevan had drawn in Lebanese-Armenian militants and even the 
(Russian) Wagner paramilitary group9. Both Armenia and Azerbaijan 
have demonised each other seeking to win support and sympathy 
regionally and globally. A brief analysis is provided here about the 
(non)possibility of mercenaries and militants from the Middle East in 
the conflict.

A great deal of speculation has grown around allegations of Syrian 
mercenaries that have reappeared on the BBC and other international 
media. Claims and allegations of the involvement of Syrian mercenaries 
on the Azerbaijani side appeared in Western and Russian mainstream 
mass media shortly after the resumption of hostilities. Most of the 
articles and reports accused Azerbaijan and Turkey of involving Syrian 
militant groups in Karabakh. BBC Arabic 10 and Russian11 news services, 
The Independent12, the Guardian13, and France2414 have all alleged the 
deployment and participation of Syrian mercenaries, namely members 
of the Syrian National Army, in Nagorno-Karabakh on the side of 
Azerbaijan. Stories and accusations were primarily based on unverified 
reports based on interviews conducted through messaging apps with 
supposed fighters and their friends or family members. Media outlets 
were divided over the claimed number of mercenaries involved to the 
conflict, giving numbers varying from 1,000 to 4,000 fighters.

On September 30, a BBC story alleged that several hundred mercenaries 
were transported to Karabakh before the outbreak of the war from 
Syrian territory controlled by Turkey15. The publication claims to be 
based on interviews via messenger with one of the mercenaries, whose 
name was purposefully changed in the piece. 

In another BBC story dated November 10, 2020, claims that 
mercenaries in Nagorno-Karabakh were further developed with video 
published by Elizabeth Tsurkov, a Syria analyst, who claimed that the 
video was filmed by a Syrian fighter named Mustafa Qanti showing 
himself on the frontline and under fire from Armenian artillery16, 17. 
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However, according to the Violations Documentation Center in Syria, 
a non-governmental, non-profit organisation that collects and reports 
information on medical records, victims and human rights violations in 
Syria, the fighter in question had died four years prior 18. 

An article in the Independent19, without any reliable evidence, claimed 
that Syrian fighter Mohammed Al-Shuhna and fifty other paid fighters 
were killed in Karabakh20. The Asia Times, Wall Street Journal, France 
24, and others (including Armenian and Russian outlets), also ran 
similar stories. A common angle was that the fighters were in Karabakh 
at the behest of Turkey. Officials in Ankara and Baku both deny reports 
that Turkey supplied Syrian fighters. The Armenian side claimed they 
captured several of them, but no evidence has been presented 21, 22. 

Besides accounts of foreign mercenaries and militants joining the 
battle being unreliable, there are number of clear reasons why these 
allegations are not realistic and ultimately contradictory. First, there is 
no agreement among accusers on the number of “Syrian troops” fighting 
in Karabakh. Numbers fluctuate between about 1,000 mercenaries 
and 4,000. Another factor is the language barrier and difficulties of 
communication and incorporation into the regular Azerbaijani army. 
Next, the Azerbaijani government and legislation against terrorism, 
terrorist networks and mercenaries has been proven successful at 
containing mercenary activities and includes a punishment of 25 years 
in jail or life imprisonment for participation in mercenary activities 
either inside or outside of country. Dozens of Azerbaijanis received 
such sentences for participating in the war in Syria. 

Accusations thrown at Baku from Yerevan of the involvement of 
deploying terrorists against Armenia are not new. In 2016, after the so-
called “April war” in Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenian and major Russian 
media outlets disseminated disinformation about the involvement of 
ISIS on the Azerbaijani side, however no credible evidence was 
presented 23.
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Keyboard Warriors: The Role of Social Media 

Advances in communication technology have evolved the nature of 
dissemination of information and today social media is a significant 
platform for political engagement, which also makes it easy to be 
used for propaganda purposes and hardens control over information 
flow. Propaganda through social media platforms and disinformation 
is a relatively new area of study that has not been yet sufficiently 
contextualised24. During the Second Karabakh War, social media 
also challenged the traditional media and governments’ control over 
disseminated information.

During the six weeks of conflict, social media played a significant role 
in the way that Armenians and Azerbaijanis experienced and perceived 
the war, built communication between each other, and reached out to 
wider communities. Social media enabled people from around the world 
to follow military movements, drone footage, respond to statements 
by authorities, discuss the events, losses, and wins on the battlefield 
through video evidence that appeared online from both official sources 
and combat footage recorded on smartphones by soldiers.

Social media is extensively used in both Armenia and Azerbaijan. Almost 
all ministries, semi-governmental and independent organisations, 
members of parliament and politicians have social media accounts. 
The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict became the latest example of 21st 
century online warfare 25. The dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan 
has long had an online information warfare component 26 which has 
experienced a burst of activity since the military clashes of July 2020 
27. As the clashes began in September and the conflict intensified, 
almost all official, semi-official, and even touristic accounts became 
avenues for the dissemination of information by the government. For 
example, the Azerbaijani Ministry of Defense began publishing video 
footage from drones on its YouTube and Twitter accounts28 starting 
from day one of the clashes. These kind posts in open access sources 
have been met with significant support of internet users in Azerbaijan 
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and carefully monitored by users in Armenia. As fighting intensified, 
both governments continued to disseminate near-real-time battlefield 
footage. It is noteworthy that Twitter has been increasingly used in 
a political capacity during the conflict by social media users in both 
Azerbaijan and Armenia as well in other countries where Turkish, 
Iranian, Pakistani and Indian accounts, among others, actively 
supporting one side or the other 29. Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev’s 
surprising and unexpected announcement of the liberation of range of 
villages on Twitter30 had the effect of drawing more Azerbaijani users 
to the platform.

The Australia-based International Cyber Policy Centre (ICPC) found a 
surge in the creation of Twitter accounts at the end of September associated 
with hashtags linked with the conflict 31. The most active conflict 
associated pro-Azerbaijani hashtags included: #ArmenianAggression 
#DontBelieveArmenia #KarabakhisAzerbaijan #ArmenianTerrorism 
and on the pro-Armenian side: #StopAzerbaijaniAggression 
#StopAliyev #ArtsakhStrong #KarabakhIsArmenia #ArmeniaStrong 
#StopArmenianAggression 32

Number of new accounts linked to hashtags relating to the 
Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict

Source: Australian Strategic Policy Institute
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Social media users, many of them youth, mobilised accounts previously 
devoted to range of topics to tweet or post war-related information. For 
young Azerbaijanis, the primary motivation for active participation in 
day-to-day information warfare during the conflict was the widespread 
sense in Azerbaijan that the international media is biased in Armenia’s 
favour and that stories of injustices suffered by Azerbaijani refugees 
were mostly ignored between the two Karabakh wars 33. Lacking a well-
established diaspora in the West with access to international media and 
celebrity power that has been mobilised in support of Armenia amid 
the conflict, including pledging millions to the Armenia Fund, as well 
as organising large demonstrations, Azerbaijanis all around the world 
were united in their vocal support for Azerbaijan across all major social 
media channels.

During the conflict, new social media platforms such as channels on 
Telegram also emerged. Telegram has offered more speedy information 
dissemination and less control, as well as more private channels for 
targeting domestic auditory. 

Online platforms have become information battlegrounds between 
Azerbaijanis and Armenians seeking to raise international awareness 
and support for their respective causes. Social media has enabled an 
ever-greater number of people to make their voices heard as well as 
information, disinformation, and misinformation to spread even more 
quickly. Information warfare has involved large-scale co-ordination 
online. Many Azerbaijani and Armenian social media users have been 
heavily sharing content while accusing each other of being bots and 
having inauthentic online behaviour34. While Azerbaijani social media 
users were mostly relying on user-driven coordinated campaigns and 
the heavy use of hashtags, Armenians enlisted support from high-profile 
members of its extensive diaspora, including reality television star Kim 
Kardashian35. 
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All this social media activity has both helped the Azerbaijani government 
to unite the spirit of population in wartime, affect public opinion and 
boosted the popularity of the government. The information war and 
social media warriors from all over the world have been an important 
part of the recent conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh. 

What is the Reason for Western Bias? 

The decades-long ethno-territorial conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan over Karabakh has been subject to biased perception in 
Western academia and media. For instance, although the outcome of 
the first Nagorno-Karabakh war in early 1990s has been acknowledged 
by the United Nations General Assembly 36 as resulting in an Armenian 
occupation of Azerbaijani territory over the course of the last three 
decades international media has used phrases such as “disputed region” 
or “contested region”, rather than occupation 37, 38. Another example 
of widespread narrative bias is the portrayal of the conflict as a fight 
for freedom of a Christian nation against Muslim Azerbaijan 39 40 41. 
Such misrepresentation has arguably been predetermined by a strong 
Orientalist bias, which in recent years has been reinforced by rising 
Islamophobia and Turkophobia in American and European media. 42

Media narratives built around the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War, 
especially those aired in Western and Russian mainstream media, failed 
to portray the situation objectively. Besides repeating talking points of 
what amounts to pro-Armenian propaganda, media content, stories and 
breaking news built around the latest wave of hostilities in Karabakh 
have also contained negative portrayals of Turkey’s role in the war.

Western media, which has long been consumed with opposition to 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 43 44 has reactivated its anti-
Turkey and anti-Erdogan stance within the framework of the Second 
Nagorno-Karabakh War 45. Analyses and opinion pieces published in 
Western and Russian media about the conflict were rife with numerous 
accusations against Turkey’s support of Azerbaijan during the war, 
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attempting to reinstate the Ottoman empire, and the alleged involvement 
of mercenaries associated with the Syrian National Army 46 47. 

There are numerous reasons for above mentioned anti-Turkey stance, 
including:

1) Religious affiliations and how Armenia pushed for the conflict to be 
viewed as Muslims vs Christians. 

2) The liberal approach by the Western politicians and how they 
perceived Armenia to be more democratic than Azerbaijan.

3) Historical suffering of Armenians. 

4) Anti-Turkish sentiment. Turkey openly siding with Azerbaijan 
ignited anti-Turkish sentiments in the Western media, leading to the 
biased coverage of the events. 

It has been observed that the close and strategic relationship between 
Azerbaijan and Turkey, very often described as ‘brotherly’48, was also 
reframed in an anti-Western framework. The “unconditional support” 
Turkey pledged to Azerbaijan after border clashes between Azerbaijan 
and Armenia in July 2020 49 have been upheld as evidence of direct 
Turkish involvement  in the conflict. At the same time, although 
appearing in local Azerbaijani and Turkish and some international 
outlets, news about involvement of fighters from Russian private 
military company Wagner did not made big headlines in international 
media 50. 

Azerbaijani experts also noted that media in France and Belgium 
was largely biased against Azerbaijan and Turkey. This bias was also 
reflected in rhetoric of their governments.  It is also important to note 
the sizeable Armenian influence within these countries.

A Russian-brokered ceasefire between Armenia and Azerbaijan that 
ended the hostilities in November is now being monitored through 
joint Turkish-Russian observation centre in Karabakh. 51 This role 
in ceasefire monitoring has also disturbed the Western media, which 
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has started raising concerns over the increased sphere of influence of 
Turkey and Russia relative to the US and the EU 52. 

Conclusion

The use of false, incomplete, and one-sided sources by journalists and 
organisations that claim impartiality regarding the most recent Armenia-
Azerbaijan conflict is one of the reasons for the prevalence of the pro-
Armenian bias observed in Western and Russian media. The most 
obvious examples include the numerous stories published in Western 
media outlets about alleged Turkish military and Syrian mercenaries’ 
involvement in Nagorno-Karabakh on the side of Azerbaijan.

Another reason involves Armenian lobbyists advancing a narrative 
premised on religious sentiment, presenting the respective religious 
identities of both communities as one of the primary factors generating 
tensions and portraying Azerbaijan as a threat to Christianity. This 
narrative was supported and enriched by Western media outlets that 
actively highlighted the religious identity of the Armenian population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh, calling them “Christian Armenians” and 
“indigenous Christian population of Nagorno-Karabakh” and publishing 
articles on the centrality of faith and Christian practises during the war 
53.

Analysis of numerous media pieces produced during the Second 
Nagorno-Karabakh War mentioning Turkey illustrates the extent that 
the country is under scrutiny by Western media, which consistently 
criticized its partnership with Azerbaijan. Some examples of media 
pieces with  strong anti-Turkey sentiments were ‘What did Turkey gain 
from the Armenia-Azerbaijan war?’54, ‘Turkey’s Overlooked Role in the 
Second Nagorno-Karabakh War’ 55, ‘The biggest winner of Azerbaijan-
Armenia war is Turkey’ 56, and ‘Mercenaries in Nagorno-Karabakh: 
what is Erdoğan up to?’ 57. Although the headlines themselves are 
neutral, the content of these articles show clear anti-Turkish sentiments. 
These and other articles portray Turkey as a country that threatens 
regional security. As seen in one of the pieces about the outcomes of 
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the war “Turkey wants to negotiate with Russia in the South Caucasus, 
preferably without Western actors” 58, Turkey is presented as attempting 
to reorganise and thus threaten the existing balance of power in the 
South Caucasus. 

Unfortunately, only a few voices were able to portray the real situation 
in the region, while most of the Western and some Arab media fall prey 
of anti-Turkish sentiments. 
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The Trigger for War: Energy in the 2020  
Armenia-Azerbaijan War   

Brenda Shaffer

Traditionally, militaries at war seek to meet their operational energy1 
needs, gain access to energy supplies, and deny energy supplies to their 
adversaries. However, in the 2020 Armenia—Azerbaijan War, energy 
played additional central roles.  More than any other single factor, 
threats to energy infrastructure served as the trigger to the reignition of 
hostilities. The 2020 Armenia—Azerbaijan War took place as the energy 
map of the South Caucasus, the greater Caspian region and Europe was 
undergoing significant change. The war broke out on the eve of the 
commencement of operations of the Southern Gas Corridor, bringing 
the first new natural gas volumes to Europe in decades. Moreover, 
energy infrastructure was also “weaponized” during the fighting, as 
has happened in warfare throughout history. This chapter will analyse 
the energy factor in the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War and discuss the 
implications for future warfare. In addition, the chapter will examine 
post-war regional energy supply changes and potential opportunities for 
new energy flows and cooperation in the wider South Caucasus region.

Energy—the trigger for war

The first phase of the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War began on July 12 
in the Azerbaijani region of Tovuz along the northern section of the 
international border between Armenia and Azerbaijan.  This region is 
located 300 kilometres north of what was the line of contact between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan’s forces in the occupied territories.  Armenia 
launched a surprise attack several weeks before Azerbaijan planned to 
open the commercial operations of the Southern Gas Corridor.2 This 
$33 billion mega-natural gas export project was slated to bring the first 
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new volumes of natural gas to Europe in decades. It was poised to turn 
Azerbaijan into a major supplier of energy to Europe and provide a new 
revenue stream, improving Azerbaijan’s strategic position. 

In the July 2020 attacks, Armenian troops attempted to gain control of 
the Qaraqaya Heights in Azerbaijan. The heights are perched above the 
energy and transit corridor that runs from the Caspian Sea to Europe 
and includes the Southern Gas Corridor. Armenian control of the 
heights would have enabled Yerevan to threaten the energy and transit 
corridor and thus the attacks posed a strategic threat to Azerbaijan. In 
the attacks, 12 Azerbaijani troops were killed, including an Azerbaijani 
general, Major General Polad Hashimov. Four Armenian troops were 
killed in the subsequent counterattack. In parallel with the attacks at 
Tovuz, Armenian troops shelled Nakhchivan, an Azerbaijani exclave.

Following the attacks, senior Armenian officials said that Armenia’s 
goal was to make it clear to the EU that “Armenia is the guarantor” of 
Europe’s energy security.3 In August 2020, Armenian representatives 
stated that in light of the July clashes, it had plans to coordinate with 
the EU’s Directorate General for Energy on the security of supplies 
to Europe, and that Yerevan planned to claim that the security of 
the corridor is now in Armenia’s hands.  Armenia sought to raise its 
importance in Brussels through its ability to disrupt gas supplies to 
Europe, and also threatened Azerbaijan’s extensive investment in the 
Southern Gas Corridor through adding an element of security risk. Amid 
such threats to the energy corridor, new investment in its expansion 
were unlikely. Thus, the July 2020 Armenian attacks risked devaluing 
the corridor. Yerevan also sought to undermine Azerbaijan receiving 
strategic benefits as a gas supplier to Europe.

Yerevan chose the timing and location of the attacks in an attempt to create 
the impression that Armenia has the capacity to disrupt this strategic 
energy and transit corridor. At the time of these attacks, Elshad Nasirov, 
Vice-President of SOCAR for Marketing and Investments, stated that 
“it is not by chance that Armenia launched a military operation against 
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Azerbaijan three months before the start of Azerbaijani gas supplies to 
Europe.”4 

The Armenian attempt in July 2020 to open new fronts was in line 
with Armenia’s Defence Minister’s David Tonoyan’s doctrine of “New 
Wars for New Territories.”5 Per Tonoyan’s doctrine, Armenia sought 
to expand the arenas of fighting between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 
order to deter Azerbaijan from retaking control of occupied Nagorno-
Karabakh and surrounding territories. In addition, Armenia’s attempt to 
gain control of the hills above the Southern Gas Corridor is consistent 
with its strategy that viewed Azerbaijan’s energy production and 
export infrastructure as prime military targets. Over the years of the 
three-decade old conflict, Armenian leaders had threatened to attack 
Azerbaijan’s oil and gas production and export pipelines and Armenian 
military exercises frequently simulated such attacks.6 

The fighting in Tovuz also aimed to expand the scope of the conflict 
in an effort to draw Russia into the fighting, given Yerevan’s defence 
pact with Moscow. Russian and CSTO defence obligations to Armenia 
only cover the territory of the Republic of Armenia and do not extend 
to the territories of Azerbaijan that Armenia had occupied. Accordingly, 
war in the occupied territories would not legally trigger Russia’s CTSO 
obligations, while fighting in Armenian territory could.  As stated 
by Azerbaijan’s foreign policy advisor to President Aliyev, Hikmet 
Hajiyev: 

It was not coincidental why Tovuz was chosen as a venue to carry out 
military provocation against Azerbaijan in July 12-16, 2020. Tovuz is 
situated on the international border between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
not along the Line of Contact, and hosts energy and infrastructure 
projects nearby. The Baku–Tbilisi–Supsa and BTC oil pipelines, and 
the Southern Caucasus pipeline, an important chain in the multimillion 
megaproject the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC), pass close by the Tovuz 
area. The intention of Armenia to engage third parties in the war against 
Azerbaijan and demolish the latter’s critical energy infrastructure was 
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also present in July.7

By opening a new front and attempting to neutralise Azerbaijan’s 
emerging role as an energy provider to Europe and deny new revenues 
to Baku, Armenia set the stage for the emergence of full-scale war in 
late September 2020. Through the attacks in Tovuz, Yerevan had created 
a casus belli, similar to Egypt’s closing of the Straits of Tiran to Israeli 
ships in 1967.8  The new strategic reality that emerged in July 2020 
with the opening of two additional fronts with Armenia and a threat 
overhanging the strategically important energy and transport corridor 
to the West was untenable.

Attacks on pipelines

In retrospect, the July 2020 Tovuz attacks were the first phase of the 
Second Armenia-Azerbaijan War. In the second phase of the war 
beginning September 27, 2020, Armenian threats to energy pipelines 
continued. In October 2020, Armenia fired missiles that landed within 
10 meters of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipeline, near the 
Azerbaijani city of Yevlax.9 Despite the attempts, the missile attacks 
did not disrupt the operations of the BTC of other nearby pipelines. 
The 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War was not the first time that Armenia 
threatened or attempted to attack Azerbaijan’s energy production and 
export infrastructure. Similar threats were made, for instance, during 
the April 2016 clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijan.10 Former 
Armenian president Serzh Sargsyan criticized Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan for not using the sophisticated Iskandar missiles in Armenia’s 
arsenal to attack the pipelines, saying “in the end, why did we buy these 
missiles? Not to use them at the right time? The Iskanders are ours, and 
we are the only ones to whom the ally [Russia] gave such weapons. And 
we didn’t use them.”11 While they were not used to attack the pipeline 
corridor, Armenia did fire the Iskandar missiles on Azerbaijani troops in 
Shusha toward the end of the fall 2020 war.12 
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The weaponization of energy infrastructure

The Second Armenia-Azerbaijan War featured several elements of 
hybrid warfare, including the intentional targeting of civilian populations 
(such as the Armenian missile attacks on the Azerbaijani cities of Barda 
and Ganja), and extensive media and disinformation campaigns. As 
part of this hybrid warfare, Armenia and Azerbaijan both threatened 
to “weaponize” energy infrastructure in each other’s state and unleash 
mass civilian casualties. For its part, Armenia attempted to make good 
on its threat with its targeting of the Mingachevir hydropower station. 
In weaponizing energy infrastructure, the goal is not just to disrupt 
energy supplies but to create significant damage and potentially loss of 
life through attacks on pipelines, power plants, grids and other energy 
infrastructure elements.  As part of this policy, Armenia threatened to 
attack the Mingachevir hydropower, which would have led to massive 
flooding in addition to crippling Azerbaijan’s electricity supplies. 
Baku, in turn, threatened that if the Mingachevir plant was attacked, it 
could respond by attacking Armenia’s Metsamor nuclear power plant, 
although a senior Azerbaijani official later walked back this threat. 

Armenia’s threats to the Mingachevir hydropower station

Historically, there have been several instances of armies using 
intentional flooding as a military tactic, including both the Allied and 
Axis powers during World War II.13 Chinese forces intentionally flooded 
the Yellow River in their war with Japan in 1938, leading to hundreds of 
thousands of deaths and the displacement of millions more. In the Iran-
Iraq War, each side used intentional flooding to deny access to battle 
zones. Concerns continue that ISIS and other terrorist groups could 
attack the Mosul Dam to flood areas in Iraq. For decades, Armenia has 
threatened to attack the Mingachevir hydropower station in Azerbaijan 
not only to disable Azerbaijan’s primary source of electricity, but also to 
cause massive flooding. A successful attack on the facility that released 
high volumes of water would result in significant casualties and make it 
impossible to live in vast areas of the country or cultivate large swathes 
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of farmland. It would also hinder operation of the east-west energy and 
transportation corridor that runs close to the Mingachevir region.

Following clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 2014, Armenian 
Defence Minister Seyran Oganyan threatened an attack on the 
Mingachevir Dam.  These threats were renewed in July 2020. Right 
after the beginning of the second phase of the war, a representative 
of Armenia’s Ministry of Defence threatened to use SU-30 fighter jets 
and Iskandar ballistic missiles to attack the dam.14 During the second 
stage of the 2020 war, Armenia made good on its threat and fired four 
“Tochka U” short-range missiles at Mingachevir according to Hikmet 
Hajiyev.15 The missiles missed the dam, but the shot made clear that  
Armenia was willing to attack the dam and potentially cause massive 
flooding in Azerbaijan. Accordingly, during the war the Azerbaijani 
government lowered the water level at Mingachevir and several other 
hydropower plants in Azerbaijan.

Azerbaijan’s threat to the Metsamor nuclear power plant

In July 2020, Azerbaijani Deputy Defence Ministry Spokesman Colonel 
Vagif Dargahli, said in response to the Armenian threat to attack the 
Mingachevir dam: 

This attack is impossible [on the Mingachevir Dam] due to the relief of 
the territory where this strategic facility is located, the fortifications, 
as well as the Azerbaijani Air Forces’ modern air defence systems[...]
Armenia must not forget that the latest missile systems in the arsenal of 
the Azerbaijani army can target and launch an attack on its Metsamor 
nuclear power plant, which may lead to a major disaster for Armenia.16

Armenia’s nuclear power plant is located only 35 kilometres from 
Yerevan, and 16 kilometres from the Turkish city Iğdır. An attack on 
Metsamor would not only expose the people of Armenia to danger, but 
also the wider region, including Turkey, Georgia and Azerbaijan itself.17 
Thus, this was not a credible threat. Hikmet Hajiyev, later walked back 
the threat to Metsamor, stating that the defence ministry spokesman had 
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made an unauthorised statement and that Azerbaijan had no intention 
of attacking the Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant or any other civilian 
infrastructure in Armenia: “During the latest provocations different 
misinformation was spread […] Azerbaijan does not have the policy 
to target any critical strategical facilities.”18 However, it was clear that 
in the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War that energy infrastructure was 
viewed not only as a potential target but also effectively as potential 
weapons that could be leveraged to deter the adversary. Azerbaijan drew 
lessons and has undertaken steps to strengthen defence of the country’s 
energy infrastructure, including the Mingachevir dam.

Energy trade post-war

The war’s outcome has affected energy flows in the wider Caspian 
region. First, the results of the war strengthened the security of 
Azerbaijan’s energy export pipelines. Armenia’s defeat removed the 
threat to Azerbaijan’s oil and natural gas pipelines and full operation of 
the Southern Gas Corridor began on schedule in December 2020, when 
Azerbaijani gas reached Europe for the first time. Most of the major 
players are striving for a post-war regional architecture that will enable 
new regional cooperation, including common roads and rail transit, the 
opening of borders, and potentially new energy flows.19 Russia, Turkey 
and Azerbaijan all support the establishment of regional transportation 
routes and Armenia seems to be moving toward accepting them for the 
benefits it would provide for the country. Russia has been especially 
active in promoting the establishment of new regional transportation 
routes in the greater South Caucasus region. Russia and Armenia - 
its major ally in the region - do not share a land border. Thus, Russia 
has had to transport supplies to Armenia and Russian troops stationed 
there through Georgia and Iran. By opening new routes, Russia aims to 
form new road and rail connections to Armenia and Iran and to weaken 
Georgia’s regional transportation near monopoly. 

Russia has shown that it is willing to use both carrots and sticks to 
convince Armenia to accept new regional transport links through 
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its territory. For example, Moscow appeared to threaten gas supply 
disruptions to Armenia in order to coerce Yerevan into joining the 
proposed regional transportation projects. Following the war, Prime 
Minister Pashinyan had not committed to joining the regional projects, 
especially in light of widespread domestic opposition to Armenia’s 
participation. However, on March 17, 2021, Gazprom announced that 
its gas supplies to Armenia would be halted for several weeks due to 
maintenance on a gas supply pipeline in Russia that supplies Armenia.20 
In its place, Gazprom reached an agreement with Azerbaijan’s state oil 
company, SOCAR, for a gas swap, in which Gazprom supplied gas to 
Azerbaijan, which in turn increased gas supplies to Georgia and Tbilisi 
supplied additional gas to Armenia. The Russian official press, including 
TASS, went out of the way to portray the swap as being “supplies from 
Azerbaijan”, with the likely goal of putting pressure on Armenia.21 
Two days after this announcement, Pashinyan suddenly announced a 
change of heart: he now saw the regional transport projects as being 
in Armenia’s interest and would support Armenian participation.22 The 
gas swap was conducted for a month until the resumption of Russian 
supplies to Armenia in late April.

In the past, Gazprom has halted gas supplies to Armenia for pipeline 
maintenance, however, most of these disruptions only lasted several 
days. Moreover, Moscow never previously announced that supplies 
from Azerbaijan would be substituted for Russian supplies. It thus 
seems likely that the moves were aimed at pressuring Armenia to 
accept Moscow’s regional transportation vision. It is unlikely that 
Armenia will want to import gas supplies from Azerbaijan or through 
Turkey in the initial post-war period, with emotions still running high. 
However, over time, Armenia may want to diversify its gas sources and 
join regional energy infrastructure projects. In the meantime, new road 
and rail interconnections would create new and diverse oil and coal 
supply options for Armenia, improving the country’s energy security. 
New regional road and rail transport links connecting Armenia to 
Azerbaijan and Turkey would enable Armenia to import more diverse 
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energy supplies, such as coal and oil, via Turkey. Coal and oil are easy 
to stockpile and thus can backup Armenia’s gas network. It is likely 
that Yerevan will seek to take advantage of these new transport options 
to diversify its oil imports. Yerevan could also use the new routes 
for importing coal if Armenia decides to establish coal fired power 
generation in place of its aging nuclear power plant. It could also use 
coal to back up natural gas generation in Armenia through dual-fuel 
power plants that can transfer from running on natural gas to oil or coal, 
if there is a supply disruption to natural gas flows. 

An end to the Metsamor nuclear plant threat?

The emerging regional post-war transportation interconnection would 
enable Armenia’s access to new energy sources that could allow 
Yerevan to close the Metsamor nuclear power plant and therefore 
remove the danger it poses to Armenia, its neighbours and southern 
Europe.23 One of the most substantial threats to safety and security in 
the South Caucasus is Armenia’s nuclear power plant at Metsamor. 
Metsamor is a Soviet era nuclear power plant and is one of five of the 
last operating reactors without a containment vessel, a requirement of all 
modern reactors. The remaining reactors without a containment vessel 
are located in Russia. Metsamor is located in a major seismic zone. 
The plant’s operating license was planned to end in 2016, however, 
it was subsequently extended to 2021.24 In November 2020, Yerevan 
announced its intention to extend operations of the nuclear power plant 
even longer. Since the late 1990s, the EU has repeatedly called upon 
Armenia to close Metsamor and even granted it funds to find alternative 
energy sources. In all of Armenia’s cooperation agreements signed with 
the EU, Yerevan has committed to close the Metsamor plant, however, 
has yet to take any concrete steps in this direction. In November 
2020, Armenia announced plans to close the plant for five months 
for repairs and upgrades that could extend its operation. However, 
Armenian officials have acknowledged that they have not identified a 
design concept for extension of the plant’s operation25 or funding for 
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the repairs. With new post-war options for additional trade routes to 
Armenia, conditions may have emerged that will enable Metsamor’s 
closure, a common interest of Europe, neighbouring states, such as 
Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia, and ultimately Armenians themselves. 

Energy in the liberated territories

Following demining and identification and removal of hazardous 
materials, Azerbaijan plans to establish regular energy supplies to the 
liberated territories. Conventional electricity and gas supply lines will 
be strengthened and re-established in the liberated territories. At the 
same time, President Ilham Aliyev has expressed his determination 
that green and renewable energy should play a prominent role in the 
new infrastructure of the region and has invited foreign governments 
to invest in green energy projects. Several hydroelectric power plants 
are operating in the liberated territories and some will be integrated into 
the new energy infrastructure systems. One of the most controversial26 
hydropower projects operating in the liberated territories is the 
Khudafarin and Qiz Qalasi power plant complex near the Iran-Azerbaijan 
border on the Araz River in close proximity to the Khudafarin Bridge 
in the region of Jebrayil. These were established and run jointly run by 
Iranian authorities and the Armenian occupation forces. Following the 
war and Azerbaijan’s regaining of control of the Jebrayil region, the 
project was transferred to joint management by Iran and Azerbaijan.27

Lessons Learned

Policy makers in the US and Europe often envision energy trade as a 
tool to build peace and cooperation between states, as was suggested 
following the natural gas discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean from 
2009 to 2011.28 However, in reality, energy trade does not lead to peace. 
In fact, the causal arrow points in the opposite direction: peace can 
create conditions for energy trade. Pipelines do not lead to peace, but 
peace can create the opportunity for pipelines. In fact, data shows that in 
places where there are significant volumes of oil and natural gas, there 
is a higher propensity for war. Thus, a strong argument can be made 
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that the trigger for war was the planned opening of the Southern Gas 
Corridor and Armenia’s desire to deprive Azerbaijan of the subsequent 
strategic benefits of natural gas exports to Europe. 

The Second Armenia-Azerbaijan War also provided valuable lessons 
to military planners and strategists. The war marked the first full-scale 
interstate war of the twenty-first century and demonstrated the use 
of new weapons, strategies, and tactics. Western (Turkey/NATO and 
Israeli) weapons systems squared off against Russian and the Western 
systems unquestionably prevailed. 

The conflict also witnessed the extensive use of hybrid warfare. The 
hybrid elements included: Armenia’s intentional targeting of civilian 
populations outside the war zone, and the active media campaigns of 
both sides, including Azerbaijan limiting domestic use of the internet 
in order to prevent Armenia’s disinformation campaigns from affecting 
the population and prevent leakage of classified information. 

The hybrid warfare also included several elements connected to energy. 
These include Armenia’s attempts to threaten Azerbaijan’s oil and 
natural gas export pipelines. Both sides also threatened to turn parts 
of their respective power generation systems against the other. While 
targeting power generation and intentional flooding are not new to 
warfare, threats and attacks on major energy infrastructure pieces – 
such as dams and nuclear power plants—are an indication that, from 
now on, the weaponization of energy infrastructure is likely to play 
a major role in contemporary hybrid warfare and should be studied 
further. Moreover, the threats and attacks on the Mingachevir Dam 
are a reminder to military planners and strategists that intentional 
flooding is still a threat and that, consequently, they need to continue 
to devise mechanisms to neutralise these threats. The case of the 
threats to Mingachevir Dam is thus likely to generate strong interest 
in development and deployment of air defence systems for dams and 
other critical energy infrastructure. Military planners need to continue 
to develop doctrine and means to protect major energy infrastructure, 
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which will serve as a target in future wars. Azerbaijan seems likely to 
acquire Iron-dome or comparable air defence systems for the protection 
of elements of its energy infrastructure. Deployment of systems of this 
type to protect energy infrastructure is likely to become more prevalent 
in combat zones around the globe. While Armenia launched physical 
attacks aimed at gaining control of or weaponizing energy infrastructure 
in Azerbaijan, in future warfare, this is just as likely to be done through 
cyber-attacks, as modern energy infrastructure is all managed by cyber 
systems. Thus, increased cyber-attacks on energy infrastructure is 
anticipated.

While energy trade does not bring peace to belligerent neighbours, 
peace can facilitate energy trade. As the South Caucasus transitions in 
the post-war period, new energy flows are likely to emerge, at least with 
regards to the transportation of oil and coal. Additional access to energy 
supplies could help Armenia find the confidence to close the Metsamor 
nuclear power plant. Closing this dangerous plant would not only 
contribute to regional trust and security with Armenia’s neighbours, but 
to the security of the people of Armenia as well. 
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Turkey and the Second Karabakh War Of 2020:  
The Policy of ‘One Nation, Two States’ in  
Full Swing

 

Hasan Ünal

When the news broke in July 2020 of the attack by Armenia on Tovuz, 
an Azerbaijani town well outside the line of contact in Karabakh, it 
produced a bombshell effect in Ankara1. Turkey was then engaged in 
a variety of political-military crises.2 In late 2019 it had undertaken 
a fully-fledged military operation, despite strong warnings from 
Washington,3against the PYD in Syria, an off-shoot of the PKK terrorist 
organisation. 

Ankara and Moscow were then on the brink of an armed conflict over 
Idlib for about two months. By the time the news of the Armenian 
attack on Tovuz arrived, Turkey had been deeply involved in a political-
military crisis in Libya, provoking Egypt with Turkish-backed Libyan 
forces reportedly together with some Turkish units fighting their way 
through against Haftar’s army.4 And just as the Caucasus front appeared 
to be to going back to normal after the Azerbaijani army successfully 
repelled the attacking Armenian forces in Tovuz,5 Turkey then took 
on Greece in August and September in another showdown involving 
the air and naval forces of both countries in the Eastern Mediterranean 
fortunately without either side pushing things to extremes.6

The Turkish public and the Turkish establishment seemed to have 
been taken aback by the Tovuz assault. Who could have been behind 
the attack, and what may have been the purpose? Russia came out as 
the usual suspect but closer scrutiny suggested otherwise. While true 
that Turkey and Russia had been at loggerheads over Idlib, the two 
countries had managed to settle their differences in early March 2020. 
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True, Russia appeared to be covertly supporting the Haftar side in the 
conflict in Libya, and therefore, it was easy to jump to the conclusion 
that Moscow was now opening a new front in the Caucasus against 
Ankara, reminding the latter of how terrible an overstretch it had to 
deal with. However, things on the ground suggested otherwise: Russia 
had been quite prudent in its Libya adventure, in fact, Moscow had 
indicated earlier that it would not seek to get involved militarily in 
Libya whatever the circumstances.7 

Some analysts suggested that it might be Macron who encouraged 
Pashinyan into that adventure as there had been a war of words between 
Erdogan and the French leader on a range of issues from France’s 
support for the PKK/PYD in Syria to Turkish involvement in Libya 
and further.8 And it looked as if, in the end, many political analysts 
concluded that Russia could not necessarily be the culprit from the 
Turkish point of view behind Armenia’s Tovuz adventure even if it 
had intelligence about the impending attack. Armenian Prime Minister 
Pashinyan was not necessarily a Russian favourite and his policies of 
intransigence coupled with further adventurism of ‘new wars for new 
territories’ would not serve Moscow’s policy of keeping Turkey on 
board at a time when Putin was endeavouring to drive a wedge between 
Washington and Ankara. This was largely borne out by Russia’s policy 
of not pushing Armenia into the conflict in order to restrain Turkey in 
Libya and elsewhere.

Presumably, it was an initiative undertaken by Pashinyan and his team 
because they had by that stage become quite desperate: he had come 
to power through street demonstrations, criticizing what he called 
Armenia’s over-reliance on Russia and promising to gravitate towards 
the West. Since his assumption of power, he had been walking a tightrope 
as he had to juggle Russia and the West in a strategically difficult part 
of the world where Armenia had been living in self-imposed isolation 
because of its occupation of Azerbaijani territories and its territorial 
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claims against Turkey. The country was virtually broke by the time he 
took over, and he knew that he had to say and/or do something new 
about the Azerbaijani territories under Armenia’s occupation.  

Mounting economic problems coupled with increasingly difficult 
strategic conditions appear to have made him desperate to take bold 
action. That’s when he came up with the policy option of new wars for 
new lands, rejecting all the proposals about a gradual return to Baku 
of five Azerbaijani regions that surround Karabakh while negotiating a 
high degree of autonomy for the then-contested province. Desperation 
led him to opt for the more adventurous but obviously dangerous 
option, given that Azerbaijan had by then proven to be a very powerful 
military rival to be reckoned with during a number of skirmishes. 
Indeed, some of these flare-ups had gone on for several days, ending 
each time with Azerbaijan demonstrating its military superiority. He 
seems to have acted on the assumption that Russia would give Armenia 
full-backing because Turkey and Russia had been sabre-rattling across 
Syria and the Eastern Mediterranean, and that Ankara’s engagement in 
conflictual situations across the region would prevent it from rushing  
to Azerbaijan’s rescue, and finally that the West would put considerable 
pressure on Turkey. All these assumptions were false and proven to be 
as such as demonstrated by how events unfolded.9

 As Azerbaijan proved itself fully capable of repelling the Armenian 
attack on Tovuz in June, it seemed to many observers in Turkey as if this 
flare-up in the Caucasus was almost over, and that the situation would 
return to the status quo ante. Hardly anyone predicted that Turkey and 
Azerbaijan were actually gearing up for a full-scale operation with the 
objective of liberating Nagorno-Karabakh and the adjacent regions 
under Armenian occupation since the early 1990s.10 The extensive 
military manoeuvre Turkish and Azerbaijani armed forces carried out 
in the days following the Tovuz attack was considered by many to be 
nothing more than a warning to Yerevan not to play with fire rather than 
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a prelude to the full-scale military operation Baku would undertake in 
late September when Pashinyan pushed his luck, once again, ordering 
a second attack in the early hours of September 27th, 2020 against 
Azerbaijan.11

From the first statement the Turkish Foreign Ministry issued soon after 
the Armenian aggression broke out it was possible to infer that Ankara 
and Baku had been in close consultation as to what to do, including 
considering a counter-offensive by Azerbaijan to be fully-backed up 
by Turkey with the aim of putting an end to Armenia’s occupation in 
Nagorno-Karabakh and the seven adjacent Azerbaijani provinces. The 
statement the Turkish Foreign Ministry issued was not just a green light 
to Baku but it was something like a carte blanche.

“We strongly condemn the Armenian attacks which constitute a clear 
violation of international law and caused civilian casualties. With these 
attacks, Armenia once again displayed that it is the biggest obstacle to 
peace and stability in the region. Azerbaijan will surely use its right of 
self-defence to protect its people and its territorial integrity. In this 
vein, Turkey fully supports Azerbaijan with unwavering solidarity. 
We will stand by Azerbaijan whichever way it prefers. We call on the 
international community also to stand by the righteous party”, said the 
statement.

Though not many grasped the true meaning of this statement at the 
time, it was a clear testament to the fact that the two countries had held 
extensive consultations about what action to take and to what extent to 
carry on with, for the statement was issued immediately after Azerbaijan 
began its counter-offensive.12 The fact that there was no call for an end 
to the fighting and to return to status quo ante in the statement but 
rather a clear expression of full-concurrence and full-backing of what 
Azerbaijan was now out to do showed that the rules of the game would 
be quite different this time around. 
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Ankara had, by that stage, seemed as frustrated with Yerevan’s 
intransigence and the elusive attitude of the international community 
as Baku. Turkey and Azerbaijan must have made their contingency 
planning putting the finishing touches to the details as President Aliyev 
of Azerbaijan revealed later during the course of the war that there 
were indeed Turkish F-16 fighters deployed in Azerbaijan, and that 
they would be in the skies protecting the latter in case a third country 
came into the fighting on the side of Armenia. That Aliyev could now 
speak even for Turkey revealing the deployment of Turkish warplanes 
to Azerbaijan and saying that they would be involved in the war in case 
a third party came into the fighting was a clear indication that this time 
around it would be a different kettle of fish.13

This was a clear departure on the part of Turkey in its posturing on 
the Azerbaijan-Armenia dispute. In the early 1990s when Armenian 
forces occupied Azerbaijani lands, carrying out massacres and ethnic 
cleansing on a massive scale, Ankara always remained unmoved and 
unprovoked as Turkey saw in the disintegration of the Soviet Union 
and former Yugoslavia coupled with the collapse of communism both 
in the Balkans and the South Caucasus great economic and trade 
opportunities. However, the bloody conflicts that erupted in the former 
Yugoslavia and the Azerbaijani-Armenian dispute over Karabakh took 
a sharp turn for the worse, dashing Turkey’s hopes for a stable political 
environment in which Ankara would act as a regional power.14 

Turkey had its hands full at the time. It was engaged in extensive 
diplomatic and military activities in the Balkans where it felt the need 
to extend a helping hand to the Bosnians who were being butchered by 
the Serbs in the early 1990s. It tried to get the Western world, and in 
particular NATO, to take action to stop the ethnic cleansing taking place 
and at the same time endeavoured to bring together Muslim countries 
to help out the Bosnians in some way.15 In the South Caucasus, the 
unexpected collapse of communism, as well as the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, led to some guesswork as to where Russia would now 
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stand and more importantly what attitude the West and NATO would 
take to fill the power vacuum the Soviet Union left behind. Nevertheless, 
Ankara was prepared, against all odds, to stand by Azerbaijan and do 
whatever it could to bolster Baku against Yerevan during the clashes 
that erupted in the early 1990s as Armenian forces attacked Azerbaijani 
towns and cities across Karabakh, including the surrounding provinces 
linking Karabakh to Armenia. 

However, there were qualifications: Ankara was quite concerned about 
the hawkish statements and moves by Russian policymakers and 
military leadership as to the position of Russia towards the Karabakh 
dispute. Turkey was relieved when the Soviet Union had disintegrated. 
For the first time in centuries, it now had no land borders with Russia.16 
However, the statements Russian policy-makers kept making were 
sometimes ambiguous and sometimes threatening: there were times at 
which Russian political and military leadership seemed to have indicated 
that they treated the dissolution of the Soviet Union as something of a 
temporary nature and that sooner rather than later they would try to 
reconstruct the Soviet Union in some form or another.17 

There was also ambiguity as to what attitude the Western world would 
take towards its relations with newly independent states of the former 
Soviet Union. Indeed, as the policy of the first Clinton administration 
became clear18 Turkey’s prudence was proven to be well-thought-out 
because Washington, in the first Clinton years between 1993 and 1997 
and even after, preferred to deal with the newly independent countries 
of the former Soviet Union through Moscow.19 All these factors, when 
translated into practical policies, meant that Turkey would try and find a 
modus vivendi with the Russian Federation in the form of a cease-fire to 
bring about some degree of normalcy, perhaps leading to a diplomatic 
breakthrough to find a resolution to the crisis.20 Moreover, by any 
measure, for Turkey to directly engage in the fighting was legally out 
of the question, except perhaps in the case of Nakhichevan, a piece 
of Azerbaijani land, enclaved between Iran and Armenia that borders 
Turkish territory.21
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There was also concern about the internal stability of Azerbaijan 
among Turkish decision-makers. The question about the ability 
of the Azerbaijani political leadership to pull through the difficult 
circumstances they were now confronted with was an important 
one.22 Whether Baku could play a balancing act between Turkey and 
Russia on the one hand, and between Armenia and Russia on the other 
was always a difficult question for Turkish policy-makers to answer. 
Regional geopolitics suggested that Russia was largely on the side of 
Armenia in part to drive a wedge between Turkey and Azerbaijan, but 
more importantly, to ensure that Azerbaijan would have to exclusively 
rely on Russia for its oil imports.23 Regional geopolitics also suggested 
that Iran was quite supportive of Armenia for a variety of reasons.24 
Under the circumstances, Ankara knew from day one that it was pitted 
against a colossal task: it could be done but both Ankara and Baku 
would have to act with determination while simultaneously exerting  
extreme caution. 

Turkey would also have to take into account international circumstances. 
At the time, the West in general and the US in particular, were 
mollycoddling Russia under the Yeltsin administration, but it was under 
Yeltsin that Russia increased its military commitments to Armenia.25 
Turkey, a NATO member, would have to weigh various factors in its 
policy formulation: it felt the need to bolster Azerbaijan militarily 
by offering training to Baku’s fledgeling armed forces, and by also 
supplying weapons and equipment. The Turkish armed forces were 
quite experienced in that job as Turkey had trained the military forces 
of a number of countries throughout the previous decades. However, 
to set up an Azerbaijani army able to hold their own on the battlefield 
against Armenia and gradually to even roll back Armenian gains on the 
ground was certainly a formidable task. 

Ankara also knew that this would require a politically and economically 
stable Azerbaijan. The coming to power of Haidar Aliyev in 1993 
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seems to have addressed some of the concerns of Turkey’s political 
leadership. Aliyev knew how to handle Russia, and how to navigate 
through uncharted waters without increasing tension between Ankara 
and Moscow. The amiable friendship between President Demirel 
and Aliyev that apparently went back to the Soviet era when Turkey 
cultivated good ties with the Soviet Union, particularly in trade and 
economy, including heavy industry,26 boosted Baku-Ankara relations.27 

The flourishing ties led to the construction of the Baku-Ceyhan pipeline 
through which Azerbaijani oil would flow into a terminal on the Turkish 
Mediterranean coast, following a route through Georgia and Turkey. The 
construction of this project despite years of wrangling and machinations 
on the part of Russia to forestall it by manipulating the conflict between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia was a big victory for Demirel and Aliyev’s 
diplomatic engagement. Indeed, they walked a very fine line without 
provoking Moscow, and in fact succeeded in keeping Russia on board. 
In the end, as Russia’s internal turmoil slid into chaos under Yeltsin, 
particularly in the second half of the 1990s, Moscow’s leadership 
realized that they could not stop the construction of the pipeline. It 
was at that stage that they gradually came on board, partnering with 
the proposed scheme.28 This was possible largely thanks to the careful 
political and diplomatic efforts of Demirel and Aliyev. The construction 
of the pipeline turned out to be a game-changer: with the considerably 
increasing revenues at its disposal, Baku could now re-set the rules of 
the game in Southern Caucasus by intensifying its efforts to build a 
strong army with unrelenting support from Turkey.

Meanwhile, the Turkey-Azerbaijani brotherhood went through some 
serious tests as Ankara adopted an EU-oriented foreign policy in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s. The verve and enthusiasm with which 
Ankara pressed ahead with its EU-oriented policy in the early years 
of the Justice and Development Party led to severe criticism by 
Baku as Ankara finalized a protocol with Yerevan in 2009, which, if 
implemented, could have led to the normalisation of relations between 
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the two countries.29 This, however, turned out to be too risky and even 
dangerous on the part of the Turkish government as the ensuing uproar 
in Baku indicated that Ankara could not keep Azerbaijan on board while 
normalising relations with Armenia. 

In addition, there was also strong opposition on a good part of the 
Turkish public to the protocol. These factors combined forced the 
Turkish prime minister to reassure Azerbaijan that Turkey’s stance 
towards Armenia remained unchanged and that Ankara would not 
make any openings to Yerevan until and unless the latter pulled out of 
Azerbaijan’s territories.30 Fortunately, from Ankara’s point of view, it 
was Armenia who in the end wrecked that process for rapprochement 
and reconciliation with Turkey, something sober-minded Armenian 
policy-makers and/or opinion leaders must have regretted in the wake 
of the Second Karabakh War of 2020.

As Ilham Aliyev took over in Baku, following the death of his father  
Haidar Aliyev, with his vow to liberate the occupied territories either 
through peace or war and with Ankara’s policy returning to its usual 
phase after the Armenian rejection of the proposed agreement and as 
a result of deterioration of Turkey’s relations with the EU, the Ankara-
Baku bond strengthened.31 Turkish-Azerbaijani relations were always 
based on the concept of one nation, two states32 and after 2016, bilateral 
relations were being gradually re-set on a strategic foundation.33 As 
Turkey-Russia relations improved following the failed coup in 2016 
coupled with Ankara’s decision to buy S-400 missiles from Moscow, 
regional geopolitics went through some considerable changes.

First of all, Turkey and Russia had suddenly become very closely 
cooperating partners. The tense days after Turkey shot down a Russian 
fighter jet over Turkey-Syria air space in late 2015 were long gone.34 
Suspicions in some circles in Ankara that the failed coup plotters 
worked hand in glove with the US35 coupled with the Kremlin’s friendly 
attitude brought the two countries closer than ever. 
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Turkey managed to cultivate good ties with Moscow even during 
the Cold War for a couple of decades (1964-1984) resulting in huge 
investments by the Soviet Union into Turkey, particularly in the form of 
heavy industry.36 Moreover, the trade and economic relations between 
Turkey and Russia after the dissolution of the Soviet Union grew by 
leaps and bounds but the close rapprochement after 2016 between the 
two countries certainly assumed something of a special dimension. 
Turkey and Russia together with Iran set up what they called the Astana 
Platform to bring peace to Syria. Though their differences brought them 
to the brink on more than one occasion in Syria and Libya, they adroitly 
managed to keep the bilateral relations on a friendly path. Moreover, 
with Ankara’s purchase of S-400 missiles, relations had for the first 
time assumed a military dimension.37

More importantly, all this was happening at a time of major changes 
in global geopolitics as the world was fast evolving into multipolarity. 
Indeed, it had been Putin’s strategy to push the world towards 
multipolarity since he made relentless efforts to confront what he called 
“American hegemony” through NATO’s expansion in Eastern Europe 
and beyond. He outlined his opposition to NATO’s expansion in 2007 
at the Munich Security Conference, indicating that Russia would not 
hesitate to use its military power to counter NATO should it continue 
to enlarge by admitting Georgia and Ukraine. In 2008, he took the 
bold move to militarily counter Georgia, causing the pro-American 
government in Tbilisi to lose face. He then carried on with his policy, 
culminating in the Russian takeover of Crimea and the destabilisation 
of Ukraine in 2013 and 2014.38 When translated into policy terms, 
particularly in the case of Turkish-Russian relations, this meant that 
Turkey, a member of NATO, had now become an indispensable partner 
for Moscow.

While Turkey’s relations with Moscow were on an upward swing, 
Yerevan had become somewhat of a burden on Russia. While military 
relations between the two capitals continued unabated within the 
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framework of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation, Russia’s need 
for Armenia had lessened considerably compared to the early 1990s when 
policy planners in Moscow used Armenia and the Karabakh conflict to 
forestall the construction of the Baku-Ceyhan pipeline. Moreover, the 
new relationship Ankara was forging with Moscow altered the rules 
of the game considerably and created a completely novel situation as 
opposed to the early 1990s when Armenia was strategically important to 
Moscow. It was under these fast-changing circumstances in the bilateral 
relations between Turkey and Russia that Pashinyan came to power in 
Yerevan in 2018 through street demonstrations. His pro-Western and, by 
implication, anti-Russian utterances added a further important element 
into the changing dynamics of the Azerbaijan-Armenia standoff.

By the time Pashinyan made that mortal mistake of ordering the Tovuz 
attack in July 2020, Turkey knew quite well that Armenia’s continual 
occupation of Azerbaijani territories was something to be dealt with at 
some point between Ankara and Moscow. Azerbaijan was now militarily 
prepared to do the job, however, to keep Russia on board would require 
Turkey’s weight as well as astute handling of Moscow. The fact that 
Azerbaijan had been cultivating its ties to Russia since the time of 
Heydar Aliyev was certainly helpful from Ankara’s point of view. Iran, 
the other important regional power, could be managed through skilful 
diplomacy too, should Russia remain somewhat impartial. 

Presumably, following the first Tovuz attack by Armenia in July 2020, 
Ankara and Baku put the finishing touches on the military planning, 
including the deployment of sophisticated armed drones, TB2 or 
Bayraktar-2,39 whose introduction into the battlefield together with 
Israeli drones made a significant impact. It is safe to say that Ankara’s 
policy towards the Karabakh war was among the most important 
achievements of the ruling Justice and Development Party in its almost 
two-decades in power. In the Second Karabakh War, right from the 
beginning everything was taken into account quite carefully, risks 



126  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

assessed professionally and policy conducted adroitly, and Turkey’s full 
weight put behind Azerbaijan’s successful military campaign.40 

The Second Karabakh War healed Azerbaijan’s deeply injured and 
aggrieved national psychology and offered Baku the chance to present 
itself as mini-super power. It also showed Ankara that if it concentrated 
its power and strength on a clearly defined foreign policy goal it could 
indeed get things done in the way it desired. For instance, Turkey had 
been engaged in a number of disputes with the Turkish military flexing 
its muscles in Syria, the Eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean but 
nowhere else did it act by pinpointing its recourses onto a clearly defined 
policy goal as it did in the Second Karabakh War. The fact that Baku 
handled its foreign relations very professionally and pragmatically on 
the basis of national interest by keeping Russia on board while attacking 
Armenian forces in the occupied territories and by never losing touch 
with Teheran while having Israel firmly onto its side seems to have 
given Turkey clues as to how and why it should review its own foreign 
policy. Hence, Ankara’s moves to mend its broken ties with Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia and even Israel in the months following the Second Karabakh 
War. It is noteworthy that it was President Aliyev who offered to act 
as a go-between to help bring about normalization in Turkey-Israeli 
bilateral relations.41

The Second Karabakh War demonstrated that the concept of one nation, 
two states was not just empty words and that by leaning on Turkey, 
Azerbaijan could liberate its territories against considerable odds. The 
ever-increasing cooperation in the defence sector between Ankara 
and Baku as manifested by the signing of the Shusha Declaration in 
June 2021, which placed the two countries on a completely different 
footing in terms of bilateral military relations,42 will certainly boost the 
Azerbaijani psyche and presumably impact the wider region. 
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The Azerbaijani victory has put the flesh into the bones of the concept 
of one nation, two states. The brotherhood epitomised in that slogan 
had earlier delivered the construction of the pipeline from Baku through 
Tbilisi down to the Turkish port of Ceyhan, which enabled Azerbaijan 
to stand on its own feet. Moreover, in 2001 Turkey sent several air 
force’s squadrons to fly over Baku for hours as a clear warning to Iran, 
whose air power had been intimidating Azerbaijan in the previous days 
to deter the latter from drilling in the Caspian Sea.43 

All that may have filled the hearts and minds of the Azerbaijani people 
with some sense of security that in case they came under attack they 
could count on Turkey, however, there was also the big question about 
the occupied territories of Azerbaijan. Liberation of those territories, 
which appeared to be an almost impossible task in the 1990s and even 
2000s, cemented this concept. Indeed, after a visit to Baku and to a 
certain part of the liberated territories, the Aghdam region, in mid-April 
2021, it was clear for the present author to see how the friendship and 
the brotherhood had now assumed a new dimension and that the concept 
of one nation, two states had acquired strategic significance. It remains 
to be seen how the effects of this will gradually impact the wider region. 

It is likely that Turkey-Azerbaijani bonds will continue to contribute to 
the shaping of the political and strategic landscape in the region in the 
post-conflict era. The cooperation scheme, outlined by Aliyev and fully 
backed by Erdogan,44 that would bring together six countries, Turkey, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Armenia, Iran and Russia, could pave the way for 
Yerevan to think outside the box and participate in future economic and 
trading schemes. However, given the enormous trauma Armenia seems 
to be going through following the crushing and unexpected defeat, 
it looks as if it will be an uphill climb for Armenia to reconcile with 
Azerbaijan. This trauma should not be overplayed, however, to expect 
Azerbaijan to make unnecessary concessions. After all, no concession 
that Azerbaijan would make would be likely to get Armenia to pull 
itself through a trauma of its own making. 
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Nevertheless, Turkey could play an important role in bringing Armenia 
into economic and trading cooperation schemes, of course, in full 
agreement and consultation with Azerbaijan, by opening its borders 
to Armenia, which would certainly make life much easier for the 
latter. Such a rapprochement between Ankara and Yerevan could also 
gradually lessen the poisonous effects the diaspora lobbies have had 
on the people of Armenia. Pashinyan’s unexpected victory in elections 
held in June 2021 over hard-liners, who had nothing to offer to the 
electorate other than to preach hard-luck stories about Turkey and 
Azerbaijan, may herald the beginning of a new era. After all, of all the 
leaders of Armenia, it was only Pashinyan, who, despite the Second 
Karabakh War, has talked about the need to normalise relations with 
both Azerbaijan and Turkey.45

Just as Greece came around to normalise its relations with Turkey in 
1929 after the heavy defeat it had sustained at the hands of Turkish forces 
in 1922, Armenia could also come around to normalise its relations 
with Azerbaijan and, by implication, with Turkey. In any such process, 
Azerbaijan standing firmly on its own feet thanks to the strong backing 
Turkey provides could provide openings to Armenia. This should not, 
however, give rise to hopes that Azerbaijan is or will be prepared to 
make concessions to Armenia. After all, Turkey and Azerbaijan need 
Armenia’s cooperation much less than the latter needs the former two. 
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Russia and the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: 
Developments Before and After the Second 
Karabakh War

Stanislav Pritchin

Introduction

The second Karabakh war, as did the Four-Day War in April 2016 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the disputed territory of Nagorno-
Karabakh, put Russia in a difficult position as both Azerbaijan and 
Armenia are important partners for it in the South Caucasus. Armenia 
is member of the Russian-led Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO) and Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU). Russia also has a large 
military base in the country. The trade turnover in 2020 amounted to $2.3 
billion.1 While Azerbaijan is not a member of either regional grouping, 
it is a key economic partner for Russia in the region. Trade between the 
two countries amounted to $2.8 billion in 2020.2 Together with Iran, 
they participate in the triangle partnership format that is developing 
the ambitious ‘North-South’ transport corridor in the Caspian Sea 
region, which will connect Russia’s transport infrastructure with Iran 
and the Indian Ocean.3 The fact that Russia has had almost no official 
relations with Georgia, the third state in the South Caucasus, since the 
war between them in 2008 adds special significance to its relations with 
the other two.4 

This importance of relations with both countries is the reason why 
Russia has played a leading role in attempts to resolve the conflict 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh since the 
1990s. With the active participation of Russia, the negotiation process 
on the settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict took place in a 
more or less regular mode, starting in May 1994, when the Bishkek 
Protocol on a ceasefire was signed. This brought an end to the fighting 
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between Azerbaijan and Armenia that began almost immediately after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. It was obvious to everyone that this 
agreement was only an intermediate stage in the settlement of the 
conflict, but did not contribute to its final resolution.

For instance, Russia had no choice but to try to play the leading role 
in bringing an end to the Four-Day War in April 2016. The Russian 
leadership tried to use personal direct contacts to end the fighting. Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov and Minister of Defence Sergey Shoigu held 
emergency talks with their Armenian and Azerbaijani counterparts.5 
Russia also facilitated negotiations between its Armenian, Azerbaijani, 
American and Kazakh interlocutors.6 

The Four-Day War of 2016 showed that the existing mechanisms for 
resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict were not sufficient to prevent 
an escalation. It also demonstrated the limited effectiveness of Russia’s 
influence on Armenia and Azerbaijan, especially with regard to the 
conflict. 

In general, if we analyse the course and development of the conflict at the 
present stage, as well as the almost 30-year history of the development 
of the confrontation, we can say that the existing international 
peacekeeping institutions, primarily the OSCE Minsk Group, as well 
as other external players did not have the political will or a sufficient 
set of mechanisms to prevent the hot phase of the conflict. As a rule, a 
settlement and the beginning of negotiations on a truce is possible when 
either the tactical goals of the parties at this particular stage have been 
achieved, or the parties have exhausted the resources to continue the 
military confrontation.

In the case of the Second Karabakh War, the result of the mediation 
mission was achieved as a result of the third scenario. The breakthrough 
in the negotiations occurred only when the situation on the battlefield 
began to develop catastrophically for one of the parties, namely 
Armenia. With the loss of the strategically important city of Shusha, 
the final defeat of the defenders of Nagorno-Karabakh remained a 
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matter of days/weeks. Further continuation of the confrontation could 
lead to even greater casualties on both sides. Moreover, the fall of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s capital Stepanakert (Khankendi – officially in 
Azerbaijan) could have been a serious humanitarian issue, since despite 
the evacuation, there were still civilians which would be forced to flee 
the region or to fight to the end. Both scenarios would give grounds to 
accuse Azerbaijan of ethnic cleansing. In such critical circumstances, 
Moscow, as a mediator, managed to get the parties to agree to a truce. 
Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan was forced to agree to the 
conditions set by Azerbaijan: to return the Aghdam, Kalbajar, and 
Lachin regions (with the exception of the 5-km-wide Lachin corridor, 
which remained under the protection of Russian peacekeepers), to 
recognise Azerbaijan’s control over the city of Shusha and part of the 
Hadrut district. The agreed document provided for the dispatch of 
1,960 Russian peacekeepers and 380 units of automotive and special 
equipment to the conflict zone as guarantors of peace and the fulfilment 
of the parties’ obligations under the agreement.

The Place of Nagorno-Karabakh in Russian Foreign Policy

Since 2014, the confrontation with the West has largely determined 
Russia’s behaviour in the international arena. It is trying to strengthen 
its influence in key regions such as the Middle East and the Asia-Pacific 
to gain a stronger position in its dispute with the West. At the same time, 
official foreign policy doctrines and strategies claim that the former 
Soviet republics are the main priority for Russian diplomacy and form 
a strategically important neighbourhood.7 In general, because of inertia 
in the political thinking of the Russian leadership and of geographic 
proximity, they are regarded as a traditional zone of influence. It was 
precisely this approach that in many ways led to the loss Georgia and 
Ukraine. In reality, while these countries and the conflicts in the region 
are relatively important, they are not priorities when compared to Syria, 
Afghanistan and North Korea. 
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In this context, the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan over 
Nagorno-Karabakh is far from being a priority for Russia. Since 1994, 
when the Russian-brokered Bishkek Protocol for a provisional ceasefire 
was signed, it – with rare exceptions – has paid attention to the conflict 
only in periods of aggravation. Russia’s diplomacy operates through 
two main formats to mediate in the conflict: the OSCE’s Minsk Group, 
which it has co-chaired with France and the United States since 1992, 
and a trilateral dialogue with Armenia and Azerbaijan. It prefers the 
latter for more important initiatives as this has proved to be more 
effective in maintaining dialogue between the parties to the conflict. 
The trilateral format also helps Russia maintain its political influence in 
Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

The closeness between Russian politicians and diplomats and those 
of Armenia and Azerbaijan has helped Russia to use the trilateral 
format effectively. Combined with the absence of a language barrier 
or psychological differences, this contributes in important ways to the 
effectiveness of Russian mediation. For example, Vladimir Kazimirov 
– the plenipotentiary representative of Russia’s president on Nagorno-
Karabakh and co-chair of the OSCE Minsk Group in the 1990s – had 
previously met with President Heydar Aliyev of Azerbaijan during the 
Soviet era. According to Kazimirov, their earlier constructive working 
relationship allowed them later to handle the most difficult issues in 
negotiations.8 Similarly, Minister of Foreign Affairs Lavrov previously 
worked alongside his Azerbaijani counterpart, Elmar Mammadyarov, 
for several years at the UN headquarters in New York. Speaking 
in 2010, Mammadyarov said that he had learned a lot as a diplomat 
and negotiator from Lavrov as a result of the experience, and that he 
continued to maintain warm personal relations with him9. 

The OSCE Minsk Group format is also a very important for Russia 
as it allows it to maintain international legitimacy as a mediator in 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. At the same time, working with the 
United States and France as co-chairs is an important channel for 
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communication and cooperation with the West at a time when relations 
are at a low point. Nagorno-Karabakh is unique among the post-Soviet 
conflicts because Russia and the West have relatively similar interests 
there. In the conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine, the West supports these 
states while Russia is on the side of separatist entities. There is no such 
obvious division in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh and thus no reason 
for direct confrontation between Russia and the West. They have a 
common interest in a balanced approach to resolving the conflict.

Nonetheless, there was a popular view in Western political and expert 
circles, as well as in Azerbaijan and Armenia, that Russia’s policy 
towards Nagorno-Karabakh aimed to keep the South Caucasus countries 
within its sphere of influence.10 In this reading, brokering a ceasefire 
and playing a leading role in negotiations have been the most effective 
way for Russia to retain leverage in Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Any escalation between the two countries would disadvantage Russia 
and it has been seeking to prevent this and to ease tensions between 
them. However, its ability to bring a resolution to the conflict is limited. 
Russia does not have sufficient resources and influence nor the necessary 
mechanisms to achieve a final settlement in Nagorno-Karabakh. There 
is also a lack of political will in Moscow to invest significant political 
resources into the peace process. A resolution to the conflict would also 
raise questions regarding what Russia’s subsequent strategy would 
be. Without the status of main peace broker, it would lose some of its 
influence in the South Caucasus. A resolution to the conflict would also 
not bring it any global benefits. 

Thomas de Waal has described Russia’s approach to the conflict, as 
well as that of the United States and France, as ‘Project Minimum’.11 
According to this view, neither Russia nor the United States and France 
do not want to take responsibility for the conflict.

Russian Military Cooperation with Azerbaijan and Armenia

Russia has traditionally used its position as the dominant supplier of 
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weapons to Armenia and Azerbaijan to maintain its influence over 
both countries. According to expert estimates, around 80 per cent of 
Azerbaijan’s arms purchases had been from Russia before the Four-Day 
War. Armenia’s dependence on Russian military exports is even higher, 
largely because membership of the CSTO enables it to get them at a 
discount.12 

The supply of Russian weapons to Armenia and Azerbaijan has often 
been instrumentalised in the informational and ideological dimension 
of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Both have publicised the supply 
of new weapons from Russia as much as possible. Azerbaijan’s 
government does so to demonstrate it has support from Russia and to 
flex its muscles, showing off the new types of weapons in its arsenal 
to Armenia as well as its domestic audience. It also uses this to try 
to fuel anti-Russian sentiment in Armenian society and thus to create 
problems in Armenian-Russian relations.13 For Armenia, the display 
of its modern Russian weapons represents an attempt at presenting a 
psychological deterrent to Azerbaijan and a signal of readiness for a 
proportional response to any aggression on its part. This was why, for 
example, the Armenian army showcased its Iskander missile systems 
at a military parade in Yerevan in September 2016, not long after the 
Four-Day War.14 

Arms sales and military cooperation after April 2016

Russia’s diplomatic moves did help to stabilise the situation after the 
2016 Four-Day War; however, negotiations did not create any new 
mechanisms to prevent future escalation. The aggravation of the conflict 
also showed that Russia has no real working leverage to prevent clashes 
or stabilise the conflict, despite having direct persona-level contact with 
both sides. 

One of the main changes in Russian policy has been its attempt to 
maintain a balance of military power between the two countries. The 
need for this arose from the fact that Azerbaijan – through the active 
acquisition of modern weapons, including from Russia – had significantly 
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increased its military capacity in comparison with Armenia. In order to 
maintain a military balance between the two countries, Russia stepped 
up its military cooperation with Armenia. A few days after the Four-Day 
War, the two countries confirmed the implementation of an agreement 
that would provide a loan of approximately $200 million from Russia’s 
state-owned Vneshtorgbank to Armenia for the purpose of purchasing 
Russian weapons.15 The agreement had been signed in 2015.16 During 
the preparations for a military parade to mark the 25th anniversary of 
Armenia’s independence on 21 September 2016, Iskander-E mobile 
short-range ballistic-missile launchers were seen on the streets of 
Yerevan.17 Armenia had received this system from Russia four years 
earlier, but the government decided to display it only after the Four-
Day War.18 Minister of Defence Vigen Sargsyan described a situation 
whereby the missiles could be deployed and said they were “primarily 
a weapon of deterrence”.19

On 14 November 2016, Russia and Armenia signed an agreement on the 
creation of a joint group of forces.20 The group, set up in 2000, comprises 
troops from the Russian military base in Armenia and the Armenian 
army’s Fifth Corps. They hold exercises on an annual basis simulating 
a joint military operation against an invading enemy.21 In August 2018, 
the joint exercise took place in Armenia against the background of the 
large-scale Worthy Partner 2018 NATO exercise in Georgia. 22 Russian 
experts consider the decision to create the joint group of forces mainly 
as a gesture of Russian political support to Armenia after the Four-Day 
War since both countries already had a whole range of agreements on 
cooperation through both bilateral and CSTO framework.23 However, all 
these steps did not help to make up for Azerbaijan’s military advances, 
nor did they create measures to prevent future escalation.

The impact of the changes in Russian military cooperation

Armenia has increased its military capacity after receiving its latest 
Russian weaponry. This has just partially restored the military balance 
with Azerbaijan, but this balance was neither stable nor enough to 



141

prevent a new escalation on the Line of Control or between the two 
countries in general. 

Azerbaijan’s key security partner today is Turkey. They hold regular 
dialogue and drills and implement common military industrial 
projects.24 Azerbaijan has also begun to build relations in the military 
sphere with China.25 Considering China’s ambition to be one of the 
leading suppliers of weaponry in the world, Azerbaijan has potentially 
found in it a replacement for Russian weapons. It has also developed 
its military cooperation with Belarus, which is one of its key suppliers 
of weapons. Despite Belarus’s membership in the CSTO, Azerbaijan 
is an important and profitable consumer for its military industry. 
In 2016, Azerbaijan purchased $170 million’s worth of arms from 
Belarus. Particularly dangerous for regional stability was the supply 
of a Belarusian-Polonaise rocket-launcher system, which could be 
considered the equivalent of the Russian Iskander-M missile system 
that Armenia received from Russia in 2016.26 

Azerbaijan’s receipt of these weapons is another sign that the parties in 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict are continuing their arms race and do 
not consider the negotiation process a mechanism for resolving it. In 
summary, the suspension of military cooperation with Azerbaijan and 
the supply of new weapons to Armenia only partially helped Russia to 
restore the military balance between the two countries. However, these 
measures didn’t seriously strengthen Armenia’s capabilities to defend 
Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Armenia’s ‘Velvet Revolution’ and changes in Russian policy 
towards Armenia and Azerbaijan

The revolutionary change of power in Armenia in April 2018 
significantly influenced Russian approaches to Yerevan. Instead of the 
systemic politicians Serzh Sargsyan and Robert Kocharyan, familiar 
and familiar to Moscow, Armenia was headed by former journalist 
Nikol Pashinyan. At first, the Russian leadership was wary of the new 
leader, especially considering his experience of close cooperation with 
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the American billionaire George Soros. 

The government of Nikol Pashinyan did not directly question the 
strategic alliance between Yerevan and Moscow. However, some steps 
in domestic policy (the arrest of former President Robert Kocharyan, 
the persecution of General Secretary of the CSTO General Yuri 
Khachaturov, the electoral anti-corruption campaign, searches in the 
subsidiary company Russian Railways South Caucasus) created a 
complex emotional background around Armenia. Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov has already stated that Moscow is ‘concerned’ 
about the internal situation in the country27.

As an answer to this, Russia has chosen a relatively tough line against 
Armenia in order to put pressure on the Armenian government. Thus, 
a Russian-Azerbaijani rapprochement became the most significant 
breakthrough for Moscow’s foreign policy in summer 2018. 

Russian-Azeri negotiations at the highest level, which took place at the 
Russian President’s summer residence in Sochi, were very productive. 
The parties signed 16 documents, the most important of which related 
to a cooperation programme covering the period until 2024. Moreover, 
in accordance with the results of negotiations in Sochi, Vladimir Putin 
visited Azerbaijan at the end of September. The leaders confirmed all 
agreements approved during Aliyev’s official visit to Russia in early 
September. According to the official agenda, the Russian president 
came to Baku to participate in the Russian-Azerbaijani inter-regional 
forum and visit the final stage of the world judo championship. 

Through cooperation with Russia, Azerbaijan strengthens its negotiating 
position in its dispute with Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh. In turn, 
by stepping up cooperation with Azerbaijan, Russia has sent a clear 
message to the new leadership of Armenia that it will take a more 
balanced position on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 

Additionally, Moscow has taken several steps that can be considered as 
putting serious pressure on the government of Armenia. Thus, despite 
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the fact of arrest in the case of the suppression of protests by the former 
Armenian President Robert Kocharyan in 2008, Vladimir Putin publicly 
sent him a telegram expressing political support, and implicitly sent a 
signal to the Armenian authorities28. Moreover, Russia’s Gazprom, the 
monopoly supplier of gas to Armenia, decided to raise prices in 2019. 
Another unpleasant surprise for Nikol Pashinyan happened during 
a visit to Moscow in January 201929. It turned out that in the tight 
schedule of Vladimir Putin there was no window for a meeting with the 
Armenian leader, in the end he had to be content to meet with Russian 
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev.

In sum, the difficulties in relations between Moscow and Yerevan after 
Nikol Pashinyan came to power in Armenia ultimately influenced 
the approach of the Russian government to the problem of Nagorno-
Karabakh. The lack of mutual understanding at the level of heads 
of state created a situation in which Russia became a truly neutral 
mediator in the negotiations, which ultimately allowed her to succeed 
in the negotiations. 

Conclusion

The escalation between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Nagorno-
Karabakh in September 2020 placed Russia in a difficult situation. 
Both countries are important partners for Russia in the South Caucasus. 
A passive Russian position could have seriously damaged Russia’s 
relations with both sides of the conflict, as well as called its status as a 
key mediator into question. Therefore, Russia played a key role in de-
escalating the 44-day second Karabakh war. On the night of November 
9-10, the Presidents of Russia, Azerbaijan and Armenia signed a 
trilateral truce statement, which put an end to the military confrontation 
and outlined the contours of a future post-conflict settlement. The key 
guarantor of peace were Russian peacekeepers, who were to be based 
along the line of contact.

The statement agreed upon by the heads of the conflicting parties with 
the mediation of Russia was the first document for many years that 
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contains not only issues of stopping the hot phase of the conflict, but 
also includes systemic issues related to settlement, as well as a primary 
plan for normalising relations between the conflicting parties.

The main stake in the issue of post-conflict normalisation of relations 
was placed on the restoration of economic activity in the region through 
the regeneration of transport and communications between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan and the opening of borders. Azerbaijan has already 
launched a large-scale programme to restore the returned territories and 
develop the transport infrastructure around Nagorno-Karabakh.

Despite the observable stability of the peace and guarantees from the 
Russian peacekeepers, there are risks of non-implementation of the 
agreements reached within the framework of the truce. The potential 
failure of the agreements or their incomplete implementation is due to 
the unstable political situation in Armenia, the persistence of aggressive 
rhetoric in relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and the lack of 
readiness of the political elites and business communities to restore 
relations.

Baku has already started active work on the restoration of transport and 
social infrastructure in the liberated territories, which will later restore 
the economic isolation of Nagorno-Karabakh.

The implementation of the trilateral agreement in the framework of the 
statement of November 9, 2020 and the statement of January 11, 2021 
give Azerbaijan and Armenia a chance to open a new page of post-
conflict development for the first time in 30 years of independence. The 
restoration of political and economic ties between the neighbours has 
the potential to lead to positive tectonic changes in the South Caucasus. 
The elimination of the threat of military conflict, the restoration of 
transport links, and economic relations at the local and regional levels 
will bring a new impetus to regional development.
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The most important outcome of the Truce Statement, in addition to 
stopping the hot phase of the conflict, was the launch of a trilateral format 
of permanent dialogue between Azerbaijan and Armenia, mediated 
by Russia, which allowed practical work on forming the basis for the 
future peaceful development of relations between the two countries to 
begin. Thus, on January 11, 2021, two months after the armistice was 
signed, the heads of Azerbaijan and Armenia met at a trilateral meeting 
in Moscow, which for the first time in the history of independence of the 
two countries was aimed at resolving peaceful issues of post-conflict 
development in the South Caucasus. The main outcome of the meeting 
was the signing of a statement that included elements of the “road map” 
for the restoration of contacts between Yerevan and Baku through the 
creation of a special government trilateral working group that will deal 
with the restoration of transport and economic ties in the region.

Three weeks later, on January 30, Deputy Prime Minister of Armenia 
Mher Grigoryan, Deputy Prime Minister of Azerbaijan Shahin 
Mustafayev and Deputy Prime Minister of the Russian Federation 
Alexey Overchuk met in Moscow. As a result of the negotiations, it was 
possible to agree on the formation of expert subgroups on rail, road and 
combined transport; on issues of ensuring transport, including security, 
border, customs, sanitary, veterinary and other types of control.

The launch of practical work on the implementation of the points of 
the plan made it possible to create a trilateral working group at the 
level of deputy prime ministers. In the absence of a legal framework in 
the relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan, the work of the group 
made it possible to begin to fill this legal vacuum with coordinated legal 
and practical mechanisms of interaction. It is assumed that systematic 
joint work on the formation of practical rules for border crossings and 
solving border and investment issues, with the mediation of Moscow, 
will allow for the establishment of effective bilateral relations between 
the neighbours and to form the primary regulatory framework for the 
implementation of the points of the statement. 
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For Russia, the settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and the 
gradual restoration of relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan opens 
up new opportunities. First, the complex configuration of relations is 
a thing of the past, when it was necessary to maintain a balance of 
relations with both important partners in the region, so as not to spoil 
relations. Secondly, in practical terms, it opens up opportunities for a 
stable land route between Russia and Armenia through the territory of 
Azerbaijan, as well as removes political restrictions on the development 
of even closer contacts with Baku. Third, in general, conditions are 
being created for a more pragmatic regional dialogue without dividing 
lines and closed borders in the format of the Caucasus Platform, where 
the three independent states of the South Caucasus, along with Russia, 
Turkey and Iran, will be able to promote development and peace in the 
region. 
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The Second Karabakh War and Georgia’s Evolving 
Geopolitical Position 

Emil Avdaliani

The Second Karabakh War of 2020 tested the tested the geopolitical 
positions of neighbouring states. In comparison with the escalations 
since the 1994 ceasefire, the intensity of the 2020 conflict defied all 
expectations. It quickly became a conflict where outside powers were 
inextricably linked to developments on the ground. Turkey notably 
increased its support for Azerbaijan. Iran’s close contacts with Armenia, 
which caused concern among Azerbaijani leadership, were also tested, 
while Russia, as per tradition, aspired to strike a balance between the 
two sides. 

An interesting case study, however, was Georgia. It was perhaps the most 
vulnerable neighbouring state to the effects of the Armenia-Azerbaijan 
clashes1. The reasons for this range from the purely geographic to the  
potentially combustible Armenia-Azerbaijani ethnic rivalry within 
Georgian borders. As a neighbour to both states, extensive military 
clashes could have had a spill-over effect on Georgian territories. 
Moreover, Georgia also serves as a geographical bridge for Armenia 
and Azerbaijan to receive armaments from abroad (primarily from 
Russia and Turkey, respectively). This reality has put Tbilisi in an 
uncomfortable position since the break-up of the Soviet Union.

Tbilisi’s “loyalties” were regularly tested and criticized at times by 
both Armenia and Azerbaijan. For instance, in July 2020, right after 
the battles in Azerbaijan’s Tovuz region, Azerbaijani media accused 
Georgia of letting shipments of weapons sent to Armenia from Serbia 
pass through its territory. According to the allegations, this included 
rocket launchers and trucks, which were reportedly used by Armenia 
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in Tovuz2. On September 19, Azerbaijan’s president Ilham Aliyev 
downplayed the claims in an interview stating that “Georgia acted like a 
very reliable partner” by “not allowing the transportation of weapons to 
Armenia through its territory”3. Nevertheless, Georgia’s uncomfortable 
position in the context of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict was once 
again underlined.

Although it did not officially protest, Armenia was unhappy about long 
routes the shipment of weapons from Russia through Iran had to take.  
Though the reason was related to Georgia’s decision to close air-traffic 
to Russian military planes because of complicated Georgian-Russian 
relations, it nevertheless caused occasional frictions in Armenia-
Georgia ties. 

When the most recent war in Karabakh erupted, this geographic 
dilemma underlined Georgia’s geopolitical vulnerabilities and increased 
the chance of undermining bilateral relations with either Armenia and 
Azerbaijan or both simultaneously.

Beyond geography, another aspect of concern was the large Armenian 
and Azerbaijani communities living in Georgia. Though both ethnic 
groups have lived comfortably together, the Second Karabakh War 
heightened tensions inside the country. A small protest or demonstration 
by either group could have led to inter-communal fighting. 

A series of small protests took place, which could have aggravated 
an already tense political environment. For instance, on October 1, 
three hundred protesters from the ethnic Armenian community held 
a rally outside Georgia’s pro-opposition Mtavari Arkhi TV office, 
protesting against the channel’s presumably “pro-Azerbaijani” coverage 
of the ongoing Azerbaijani-Armenian clashes4.

In another instance of potential spill over in the mostly Armenian-
populated southern region of Georgia, Samtskhe-Javakheti, the locals 
began assembling goods and enlisting to go fight in Karabakh, while 
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others even managed to temporarily block Georgia’s border with 
Turkey. This caused fears and concerns among Georgian politicians and 
the society at large.

Moreover, in several instances, Georgian politicians of Armenian and 
Azerbaijani background openly voiced support for either of the warring 
parties of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. For instance, Ruslan Gadjiev, 
MP in the Georgian Parliament from the Georgian Dream (GD) party 
voiced his support for the Azerbaijani government in the ongoing 
military confrontation. A candidate of Armenian background from the 
UNM, Melik Raisyan, said that:

“The entire Armenian people, including us, the Javakh people, will stand 
up for the freedom and rights of Armenia and Artsakh, as before, both 
at the moment and in the future. In Armenia and Artsakh, they must be 
sure that we are ready to help not only with words and materials, but if 
there is a need to pick up arms and fight against human-hating tribes.”5

Enzel Mkoyan, an ethnic Armenian MP who at the time was 
running independently for the 2020 parliamentary elections from the 
Ninotsminda-Akhalkalaki constituency, toned down the sentiments by 
responding to the desire of ethnic Armenian youth living in Javakheti 
to volunteer in Nagorno-Karabakh, urging them: “Do not take certain 
steps and do not interfere with the Armenian army in carrying out its 
sacred mission.”6

Those statements nevertheless emboldened ethnic Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis to get actively involved either through volunteering to fight 
or financing. Rumours also swirled that Vahagan Chakhalyan, famous 
for his separatist activities in the region for which he was imprisoned 
in 2008, could have been among those who joined the Armenian army. 
In a Facebook post, Azer Suleymanov, an MP from the UNM, also 
indirectly called on the Azerbaijani population living in Georgia to get 
involved in the conflict: 
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“You can be sure that our compatriots in Georgia, as they voluntarily 
participated in the Karabakh and Abkhazia wars in the 1990s, are now 
ready for any challenge to the territorial integrity of our National State, 
Azerbaijan, and our Great Motherland, Georgia.”7 

Another activity undertaken by the Armenian and Azeri communities in 
Georgia was dispatching products to those in need in the conflict zone. 
For instance, the Armenian population in Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda 
began collecting tires, food and medicine in order to help Armenian 
soldiers, though, some media reports indicated that the Georgian border 
guards refused to allow the trucks to pass. The allegation on the border 
closure was later refuted by the Armenian embassy in Georgia8. The 
channel TV9 reported that approximately 1,000 protesters demanded that 
the Ninotsminda-Bavra crossing point between Georgia and Armenia 
be fully operational for humanitarian aid to be sent to Armenia. TV9 
also reported that in Ninotsminda and Akhalkalaki, youth registration 
for volunteering in the war had been taking place9.

The heightened sentiments even posed direct threat to trans-regional 
infrastructure. On September 29, 2020, underground fibre-optic cables 
that provided Armenia with internet were damaged10. Moreover, 
the road near the Georgia-Turkey border was blocked allegedly by 
ethnic Armenian, preventing the arrival of trucks from Turkey. Ethnic 
Azerbaijani youth living in Georgia rallied in support of Azerbaijan in 
central Tbilisi with banners that read “Karabakh is Azerbaijan”. Some 
even claimed that they were ready to join the army and go to war.

The war also posed a challenge to the way Georgian politicians had to 
address the issue. The conflict re-invigorated nationalist rhetoric among 
certain marginal political parties. The Alliance of Patriots, an openly 
pro-Kremlin party, which was represented in the Georgian parliament 
from 2016-2020, exploited the escalation to amplify its anti-Turkish 
and anti-Azerbaijani campaign. This meant shifting the focus from 
the Russian occupation of Georgia’s two regions, Abkhazia and South 
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Ossetia, to the existing problems Georgia has with Azerbaijan and 
Turkey, both of whom are strategic partners for Tbilisi, by underlining 
historic grievances Georgian nationalists hold over territories, which 
centuries ago were parts of Georgia, but now are sovereign lands of 
Azerbaijan and Turkey. This shift in rhetoric came amid a sensitive 
unresolved territorial issue Georgia still has with Azerbaijan, namely, the 
orthodox David Gareja monastery complex that straddles hte Georgia-
Azerbaijan border. Thus, it came as no surprise that Samvel Petrosyan, 
the then Majoritarian candidate of the Alliance of Patriots, stated that 
the primary threat to Georgia is Azerbaijan “since it is Azerbaijan today 
that occupied the Georgian territory where the Georgian historical 
monument David Gareji is located.”11

Exploitation of religious sentiments amid the ongoing Karabakh war 
was a clever tactic to gain political points among nationalistically-
charged population groups. The rhetoric spurred a series of comments 
by politicians, experts, as well as various articles in newspapers on 
the need to tackle the problem of potentially intentionally damaging 
political rhetoric. 

Other actors tried to use the ongoing Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict 
to complicate Tbilisi’s relations with Baku as well. The “Georgian 
March”, ultra-nationalist party, held a rally near the Azerbaijani border 
and even handed an ultimatum to the authorities in Baku to hand back 
the David Gareja monastery12. 

Both these parties enjoy meagre support among the Georgian public, but 
they nevertheless receive large media coverage. The latter was spurred 
by the fact that the Georgian authorities launched, at that time, a full-
scale investigation into an allegedly purposeful hand-over of Georgian 
territory to the Azerbaijani side, reportedly in exchange for money13. 
While it is difficult to argue whether there was a calculated pro-Russian 
narrative behind the anti-Turkish and anti-Azerbaijani rhetoric, it 
nevertheless could potentially have complicated Tbilisi’s ties with both  
Ankara and Baku. The geopolitical axis of Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan 
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is indeed a backbone of the South Caucasus corridor – the very project 
that represents an obstruction for Russia and therefore is targeted by 
Moscow.

Political reactions from members of Georgia’s ruling party and 
opposition forces were in line with the country’s geopolitical interests, 
namely the strict observance of neutrality. The then MP Irakli Sesiashvili 
from GD stated: 

“Our Foreign Ministry is constantly in touch with its counterparts… 
urging for peace and ceasefire. If the [Armenian and Azerbaijani] sides 
wish Georgia to participate in peace talks, we are fully ready […] but 
unfortunately today we cannot see the signs of it. The international 
community is involved [in the process] and we could also get involved 
if needed. We are ready in any direction, [including] humanitarian, to 
assist both parties […]”14

There were mixed reactions to the former Georgian president Mikheil 
Saakashvili’s statement that, de-jure, Nagorno-Karabakh was a part of 
Azerbaijan: “My position is unequivocal and is based on the principle of 
territorial integrity, which implies that Nagorno-Karabakh is a sovereign 
territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan[…]”15 The statement alienated 
large parts of the ethnic Armenian population from Saakashvili and his 
party, UNM, while ethnic Azerbaijanis seemed jubilant.

The Second Karabakh War also showcased Georgia’s vulnerabilities in 
the realm of propaganda as well as deficiencies in expertise regarding 
the conflict. The latter included the occasional use of incorrect terms as 
well as mistranslations. For instance, a mistake by an opposition channel, 
Formula TV, which misinterpreted the Roman Catholic Pope Francis’s 
statement regarding the status of NK16. Later, following a public outcry 
on social media, the channel acknowledged the mistake and corrected 
the report. This led to allegations that, since the channel is connected to 
the UNM, its content and rhetoric could have been orchestrated from 
above, especially in the light of Saakashvili’s statement.
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The vulnerability of Georgia to malign propaganda was further 
underlined when numerous fake accounts with Armenian surnames on 
Facebook and other social networks inundated the internet, propagating 
hatred towards Georgians. Local NGOs helped to dissipate the danger 
and the Armenian embassy in Tbilisi even released a special statement 
regarding the matter. Allegations were made regarding those accounts’ 
foreign provenance.

Tbilisi’s policy towards the conflict has been quite straightforward: 
avoiding being pulled into the Armenia-Azerbaijan clashes and 
acrimonious diplomatic exchanges and holding direct diplomatic 
contact with both Baku and Yerevan with the aim of minimizing the 
effects of the fighting and its potential threat to the internal stability 
of Georgia. Thence come rare efforts by the Georgian government to 
mediate the conflict.

Opportune Moment for Mediation

As a neighbour to both states and traditionally having the least 
geopolitical stake in the conflict, Georgia aimed at playing a positive 
role in alleviating the mutual distrust between Baku and Yerevan and 
limiting geopolitical threats to the regional security, namely transit 
routes. This served as a background to the September 30 announcement 
by then Georgian Prime Minister, Giorgi Gakharia, regarding the 
initiative to host potential bilateral Armenia-Azerbaijani talks in Tbilisi, 
thereby facilitating the peace process17. Later on, the National Security 
Council of Georgia released a statement reiterating the support for 
peace and stability in the region.18

The timing for presenting the initiative could not have been more 
propitious. While world leaders were actively calling for a ceasefire 
between Baku and Yerevan, no diplomatic activity around the renewed 
clashes in Nagorno-Karabakh was taking place. Even Russia, the 
largest external player in South Caucasus and active supplier of military 
hardware to both parties, was noticeably absent from from the diplomatic 
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scene. Indeed, if during 2016 clashes, Moscow intervened after the 
fourth day of fighting, in the autumn of 2020, Russia abstained from 
actively engaging in the conflict beyond simple diplomatic formulas on 
the need to stop fighting.

Moreover, other players were at disadvantageous position as well.  
Turkey was supporting Azerbaijan, which excluded the possibility of 
Ankara playing a mediating role because of Yerevan’s active resistance. 
Iran’s close ties with Armenia caused concerns in Baku, limiting 
Tehran’s mediating potential. Further afield from the region, Western 
leaders seemed mostly pre-occupied with internal issues (whether it 
was the US elections, pandemic-related troubles in the EU, ongoing 
protests in Belarus etc.).

Thus, there was a certain diplomatic vacuum Georgia tried to fill. But in 
cases such as this, geopolitical power matters. Georgia’s weight is not 
as significant as is usually necessary for a country to pursue a strong 
mediating role. Even the experience of larger states proves how futile 
it was at times to bring both Armenia and Azerbaijan to the negotiating 
table. For instance, Iran was unable to pursue successful mediation 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan in the 1990s. Even Russia was often 
unable to strike a balance between the two sides (which often causes 
criticism in Baku and Yerevan). In the 2020 war, the Russian mediating 
role publicly failed at least once, as did the West’s half-hearted 
attempts. Additionally, mutual distrust between Baku and Yerevan was 
the biggest obstacle in bringing both parties to Tbilisi. These realities 
limited Tbilisi’s chances for a successful mediation.

Georgia had several geopolitical aims where it could have contributed 
to alleviate the tensions. When fighting broke out in July 2020 in Tovuz, 
located on Georgia’s south-east border, there were concerns in Tbilisi 
over the potential spill-over effects. The fact that the region contains 
important infrastructure (pipelines, railways, roads) that connects 
Caspian Sea to the Black Sea  region only added to concerns that 
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the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict, traditionally thought to be focused 
around Nagorno-Karabakh, could play out elsewhere.  Moreover, since 
Georgia had benefited financially as a transit state, more expansive 
military operations could have directly hit the country’s transit potential 
and finances.

Altered Geopolitical Balance of Power

After the Second Karabakh War, Russia increased its military presence 
in the South Caucasus. By deploying nearly 2,000 peacekeepers to 
Karabakh, Russia now possesses an unchallengeable position in the 
region, buttressing its already existing military bases in Armenia and 
in Georgia’s occupied regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali. This allows 
Russia to establish control over the South Caucasus corridor, which 
includes critical pipeline and rail-road infrastructure spanning from the 
Caspian to the Black Sea via Georgian territory. For Tbilisi, this means 
that Russian troops are now effectively closing in on Georgia from all 
sides and could easily disrupt regional connectivity – the backbone of 
Georgia’s geopolitical importance both to China and the West.

Georgia’s political elites view the Russian peacekeeping force in 
Karabakh with much suspicion because of the country’s own experience 
of hosting Russian troops in early 1990s. One of the conclusions is 
that Russian peacekeeping forces are a good tool for solidifying 
Moscow’s geopolitical position along its borders. Considering Russia’s 
unwillingness to leave Abkhazia and South Ossetia, for Tbilisi, the 
Russian presence in Karabakh is more of a long-term than short-term 
concern.

Tbilisi also understands that Russia will likely play the long game where,  
in order to persuade Azerbaijan to allow the Russian peacekeeping 
mission to remain on its soil beyond 2025, it could use various tools 
such as incidents on contact line in Karabakh, or revanchist calls from 
whatever government is in power in Armenia at the time If this fails, a 
more concrete plan could be to provide extensive supplies of military 
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hardware to Armenia, to be used to build a battle-ready military capable 
of offensive operations – a useful tool for the Kremlin to secure its 
continued presence in the conflict zone.

Context is important however. Similar developments were taking place 
in Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the 1990s and early 2000s. Instability 
provided Russia with the perfect justification to interfere, playing a 
subtle game by increasing distrust between Tbilisi on the one hand and 
Sokhumi and Tskhinvali on the other.

Russia’s policies towards these two Georgian regions represented a 
building bloc in Russia’s emerging grand strategy since early 1990s – 
namely the use of conflict zones across the post-Soviet space to keep  
Moldova, Ukraine, and the South Caucasus at a distance from NATO 
and the EU, often through deliberate stoking of separatist conflicts. This 
policy has been successful so far, as the EU and NATO have refrained 
from extending membership to Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine19. In the 
Karabakh case, the West is largely absent, however, Turkish influence 
has been on the rise. Thus, Russia has had to step in to keep Ankara at 
bay, and to prevent Baku from re-gaining control over its entire territory 
as this would free Azerbaijan from the constraints presented by the 
existing geopolitical shackles.

Seen from this perspective, the Russian move to deploy peacekeepers to  
Karabakh fits into the overall strategy of the keeping its neighbourhood 
free from the interference of third countries. So far, all signs indicate 
the Russian troops in Karabakh are likely to seek a near-permanent 
presence. 

Another important post-Karabakh war development for Georgia has 
been the issue of the re-opening Soviet-era railways. The restoration 
of the old routes follows Soviet patterns. For instance, there were 
two corridors from Azerbaijan to Armenia and both guaranteed the 
connection to Turkey via the Nakhichevan exclave. One route was 
from Ijevan, a town and urban municipal community in Armenia, and 
Yerevan, and the second – southern – one through Zangilan. 
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The two corridors were fully operational in the Soviet period, but have 
been closed since the early 1990s as a result of the Karabakh conflict. 
The closing of these routes constrained Russia’s and Turkey’s ability to 
penetrate the South Caucasus.

Various Economic and military conditions apply as to which side 
prefers the opening of one of the corridors. Armenia is more willing 
to open up the northern route, while Azerbaijan would support the 
southern alternative. From Baku’s perspective, the latter corridor would 
go through the newly re-claimed territories, and only a narrow swath of 
Armenian land, which would make it easier to control security-wise.

For Yerevan the restoration of the northern railway would be more 
profitable as most of the route is already in working condition. The line 
runs through from Yeraskh, a village in Armenia’s Ararat province, into 
Nakhichevan, then enters into southern Armenia, then into Azerbaijan 
proper and then heads north into Russia.

Over the past three decades, Georgia has served as a major lifeline for 
Armenia as it connected the country to Russia. Trains from Armenia 
head north to Tbilisi and trade with Russia is made via the Georgian 
Military Highway. However, the road is largely unreliable and is often 
closed by snow and landslides. Though the Armenian leadership has 
been searching for alternative routes to the Georgian one, for the 
moment Yerevan seems to be more interested in the railway openings 
rather than road routes. After all, an alternative to the Georgian road 
route would have to go through Azerbaijan or travel some 900 km 
more, which would be less economically profitable for Armenian and 
Russian businesses.

In Georgia’s case, the potential gains are not as clear cut. The country 
benefits from being the only connection route between Armenia and 
Russia and alternatives could naturally bite into transit revenues. To 
hold the initiative, Georgia might play the Abkhazia Railway card. 
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Long-supported by Armenia and Russia, the opening of this Soviet-
era connection would have to go through Georgia’s Russia-occupied 
Abkhazia. This raises numerous questions as to which stamps – 
Georgian or separatist (Abkhazian) – would have to be on official 
documentation. Georgia has always wanted this issue to be linked 
to the withdrawal of Russian troops from Georgian territory, and to 
the return of the displaced ethnic Georgian population of Abkhazia, 
who constituted a majority of the pre-conflict Abkhazian population. 
Furthermore, the potential economic benefits from the project are far 
from clear as gains of using the railway for Armenia-Russia trade might 
not suffice to cover the restoration and operation of the route. Still, the 
Russians have been consistent in their efforts to bring the connection 
back to life. Various reports from previous years have hinted at parts of 
the Abkhaz section being cleared and near-ready for operation.

If previously the opening of the Abkhaz section would have brought  
about a deterioration of Georgia’s relations with Azerbaijan and Turkey 
because of the probility of Russian military equipment being supplied  
to Gyumri, today, following the Karabakh war, Tbilisi is unencumbered. 
In the new geopolitical context, when Azerbaijan itself plans to allow 
Russian transit to Armenia, this may become a less sensitive issue for 
Azerbaijan. This context serves as a potential for the Abkhaz railway 
re-opening. The connection will be important to Armenia, serving as an 
alternative for securing the link to Russia through a friendly Georgia as 
opposed to the planned railway line which would go via Azerbaijan – 
always a precarious route considering the unresolved issue of Karabakh.

Still, Georgian pre-conditions for opening the railway are unlikely 
to change significantly. There is also a potential blowback from the 
Georgian opposition forces – the issue is politically charged and holds 
the potential to galvanize large sections of the population to stage street 
protests. At a time when the ruling GD continues to see significant  
public discontent with its rule, engaging the talks on the Abkhaz railway 
re-opening could be especially damaging. There is also a wider issue 
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at stake: the US, a key Georgia ally, will be strongly against the re-
establishment of the railway through Abkhazia as it would re-connect 
Russia with Iran, Washington’s geopolitical nemesis.

Furthermore, how far the Russians would go in pushing for the 
restoration of Abkhaz railway is also unknown. Economically, its 
benefits are questionable. Moscow is also afraid that the link would 
boost economic ties between Sokhumi and Tbilisi and could potentially 
lead to some sort of rapprochement – any such scenarios would bite at 
Russia’s geopolitical standing.

Another potentially significant development following the November 
2020 tripartite agreement between Armenia, Azerbaijan and Russia is the 
emerging Nakhichevan corridor20. Turkey is set to gain a land corridor 
from Azerbaijan’s exclave of Nakhichevan to the rest of Azerbaijan via 
Armenia. The stipulation in the document reads: “Armenia guarantees 
the security of transport links … [for] unimpeded movement of citizens, 
vehicles, and cargo in both directions”. Moreover, “Transport control 
is exercised by the Border Service of the Federal Security Service of 
Russia. By agreement of the parties, the construction of new transport 
communications connecting the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic 
and Azerbaijan’s western regions will be provided21.”

This would allow Turkey to anchor its influence in Azerbaijan, on the 
Caspian shore and perhaps, in the longer term, look even further towards 
the wider Central Asian region. Ankara has had this vision since the 
establishment of the Turkish Republic, when measures were taken to 
obtain a direct land corridor to Nakhichevan. A special relationship 
was cultivated with Iran in the 1930s to guarantee security of Turkish 
interests in Nakhichevan.

As mentioned above, Ankara has long been looking at using the 
Nakhichevan corridor for geopolitical purposes. In 2020, the Turkish 
government announced the plans to build a railway22 to Nakhichevan 
following the earlier announcement of a gas pipeline23 construction to 



163

the exclave. Usually, this high level of connectivity would be a boon 
for other landlocked regions. But in the South Caucasus it could also 
be a cause of geopolitical separation and even isolation as larger states 
pursue their respective geopolitical agendas. For example, Armenia has 
been cut off for decades from regional pipelines, roads and a major 
railway connecting the Caspian and Black Sea and Turkey.

As the stipulation on the Nakhichevan corridor was announced, many 
began wondering whether Georgia’s transit capabilities would be 
challenged. In the short and medium term, major reshuffling in the 
region’s connectivity patterns is hard to fathom as Baku and Ankara 
already have well-functioning railway and pipeline infrastructure 
that runs through Georgia. This is also buttressed by Georgia being 
engaged in official trilateral partnership with Turkey and Azerbaijan 
since its inaugural meeting in 2012. The endurance of the format has 
been proved by changes of governments and region-wide geopolitical 
transformations over the last decade and despite Russian military 
pressure over the Georgian transit.

In order to become operational, major unresolved issues around 
the Nakhichevan corridor should first be addressed. One important 
outstanding question is whether or not the road will be open only to 
Turks and Azerbaijanis. It is for the moment unlikely that Azerbaijan 
and Turkey will be willing to commit large financial resources to rebuild 
links through Armenian territory. Moreover, will control over route 
through the Armenian territory fall under the tripartite administrative 
regime or solely under Russian observation? One could also imagine 
constant incidents along the corridor as Armenia will remain unhappy 
with the stipulation, even though transit fees could soften Yerevan’s 
position. There is also a wider geopolitical question of why should Russia 
be interested in the operation of the Nakhichevan corridor? Restoration 
of Soviet-era links discussed above fit neatly into the Russian attempts 
of further integrating the South Caucasus into its connectivity patterns, 
namely north-south vector of rail-roads and pipelines.
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A modest forecast on the effectiveness of the Nakhichevan corridor 
would be that the link will be operating first perhaps only for local 
connections – limited trade from Azerbaijan proper with the exclave 
to avoid using the Iran connection. The emergence of a major corridor 
through Nakhichevan is likely to happen if at least a meaningful 
improvement in Turkey-Armenia relations takes place. Even in the 
case of the corridor becoming fully operational with Chinese transit 
passing through it, as Turkish officials argued, both the Georgian 
and Nakhichevan routes might not be in fact openly rival routes. In 
fact, an opposite scenario might develop where the two routes will be 
complementary in nature.

Yet another dimension of importance for Georgia’s evolving geopolitical 
position has been numerous calls by the Turkish side for the six-party 
union between the three South Caucasus countries plus Iran, Russia, 
and Turkey. Presented by the Turkish side, it follows earlier similar 
initiatives such as the Pact for Stability and Cooperation in the South 
Caucasus in the 1990s. Similar initiatives usually gain support from 
Russia, Turkey, and Iran. All three states feel pressured by the West, 
which make them opt for measures that could limit or even undermine 
Western influence in the South Caucasus. Georgia thus finds itself at 
odds with regional initiatives mainly because of its Western aspirations, 
but also because of Russian pressure. It would be hard to fathom that 
Tbilisi cooperates with a state that has troops deployed on its soil and 
has two embassies, one in Sokhumi, another in Tskhinvali. Moreover, 
it is unlikely that Russia would allow the restoration of Georgia’s 
territorial integrity by withdrawing its troops. Hence Tbilisi’s suspicion 
of these initiatives24. 
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Conclusion

Georgia’s political elites view the foreign peacekeeping force in 
Karabakh with suspicion largely because  of the country’s own experience 
of hosting Russian troops in early 1990s. One of the conclusions is that 
Russian peacekeeping forces are a good tool for solidifying Moscow’s 
geopolitical position along its borders. Considering its unwillingness to 
leave Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the Russian presence in Karabakh is 
likely more of long-term than short-term prospect.

Though a neighbour to Armenia and Azerbaijan, Georgia has traditionally 
expressed the least geopolitical interest in being involved in the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict. The 2020 war between Baku and Yerevan however, 
changed the way Georgia views the conflict. Challenges ranged from 
internal to external. The Armenian and Azerbaijani ethnic minorities 
in Georgia were engaged in various activities to provide direct support 
for the warring sides. Another novelty in the Georgian approach was an 
active diplomacy stressing Tbilisi’s potential to play a positive role in 
alleviating the mutual distrust between Baku and Yerevan and limiting 
geopolitical threats to regional security. The war also thrust into the 
open Georgia’s geographic dilemma: serving as the quickest way for 
Armenia and Azerbaijan to receive armaments from abroad, it tested 
the country’s relations with both neighbours and required high-level 
diplomatic manoeuvring. More importantly for Georgia, there are 
larger, regional-level consequences of the Second Karabakh War. The 
emerging Nakhichevan corridor brought about multiple discussions on 
Georgia’s transit role. Though not directly threatening the country’s 
regional hub position, the development nevertheless showed the 
need for further development of the road and railway infrastructure. 
The Second Karabakh War tested Georgia internally, accentuated the 
country’s unfavourable position and propelled the military and political 
establishment to adjust to the changing dynamics in the South Caucasus.
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Tbilisi will continue abstaining from joining or supporting any of the 
conflicting sides. Even internally, Georgia’s major political parties 
avoid making radical statements, limited to general statements about the 
necessity of upholding peace in the South Caucasus. Nevertheless, a two-
pronged threat to Georgia will continue to exist: first, a potential internal 
spill-over effect on local Armenian and Azerbaijani communities; and a 
potential threat to Georgia’s southern border, pipelines and other major 
transit infrastructure. Over time new challenges will emerge as the 
region slowy enters an era of renewed great power competition.
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Dithering and Disengagement: The U.S. and the 
Second Karabakh War 

Luke Coffey

Among American policymakers there is a lack of understanding of 
the geo-political importance of the South Caucasus to U.S. national 
interests. This lack of understanding of the region often results in 
surprise or shock when major events occur there. The Russian invasion 
of Georgia in 2008 is a great example. However, a more recent 
example is the Second Karabakh War. For years, U.S. policymakers 
were in a state of denial that major fighting would breakout between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia and that Baku would try liberating its territory 
using military force. When fighting broke out along the Azerbaijani-
Armenian border in early July 2020, few policymakers in the U.S. 
would have guessed that a full-scale war would commence just several 
weeks later. Consequently, when this occurred in September 2020, U.S. 
policymakers were caught unprepared to react in any meaningful way. 

To describe America as being distracted last summer would be an 
understatement.  The United States was in the middle of one of the most 
fraught and divisive presidential election campaigns in modern history. 
Meanwhile, the devastating economic impact and the large-scale loss of 
life due to the COVID-19 pandemic occupied the focus of your average 
American, the political class, and the mainstream media. 

For example, the top headline in The New York Times on July 13th, the 
day after the border skirmishes started between Azerbaijan and Armenia, 
read: “Florida Breaks U.S. Coronavirus Record for Most New Cases in 
a Day”. Other stories on the front page focused on former President 
Donald Trump’s controversial pardons, an article about fracking and 
climate change, and an article about Disneyland re-opening despite the 
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pandemic, among others. The Azerbaijani-Armenian skirmishes were 
not even covered.1  The U.S. reaction to the skirmishes from official 
channels was minimal. At the time, no statements came from the White 
House. The U.S. Department of State issued a pithy and predictably 
mundane 118-word long statement calling on both “sides to stop using 
force immediately.”2 Subsequently, the State Department did not release 
any other official statements on Nagorno-Karabakh until major fighting 
broke out on September 27th. 

Frankly speaking, at the time of the July 2020 Azerbaijani-Armenian 
border skirmishes and the outbreak of major fighting several weeks 
later in September, there was no desire among U.S. policymakers 
to focus on a new conflict in the South Caucasus. For the U.S., the 
story of the Second Karabakh War can be defined as one of reluctance, 
or even in impotence, to get involved in any meaningful way. This 
lack of engagement by the United States has its consequences.  For 
example, the geopolitical vacuum created by the U.S. at least partly led 
to a resurgence of a rivalry between Russia and Turkey in the South 
Caucasus on a scale that has not been seen for more than a century.  

This chapter will explore the attitudes and opinions of U.S. elites and 
policymakers regarding the fighting in July 2020 and during the Second 
Karabakh War from September 27th to November 10th. This chapter is 
divided into three main sections. The first section outlines U.S. interests 
in the South Caucasus, especially as they pertain to the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict. Without an understanding of what does, or at least 
should, drive American policy in the region it is not possible to assess 
the impact of the U.S. disengagement from the South Caucasus.

The second section will focus on the immediate lead up to the Second 
Karabakh War. This includes the Azerbaijani-Armenian border 
skirmishes of July 2020. Also, the lacklustre U.S. and OSCE response 
and the subsequent geopolitical vacuum created in the region will be 
examined—with a particular focus on Russian and Turkish influence. 

Finally, the third section of the chapter will focus on the duration of the 
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Second Karabakh War and offer a glimpse of what U.S. involvement 
in the region should be in the future. The focus of this chapter is not to 
re-examine the history of the conflict. Since the early 1990s, hundreds 
of books, thousands of pages, and millions of words have been written 
on this topic by all sides. Instead, this chapter will humbly offer a 
snapshot of how the U.S. responded, or did not respond, to the events 
of Summer-Winter 2020 and offer a few modest suggestions for U.S. 
policy in the future.  

U.S. National Interests

The South Caucasus sits on a crucial geographical and cultural 
crossroads. This is a crossroads linking Europe and Asia and one that 
has proven strategic for military and economic reasons for centuries. 
The South Caucasus is an important, if often-overlooked, region for 
the United States. Many of the challenges the U.S. faces around the 
world, such as a resurgent Russia, an emboldened Iran, and a growing 
China, converge in the region. All these challenges are outlined in both 
the 2017 National Security Strategy3 and the 2018 National Defense 
Strategy4 from the previous Trump Administration and in the Interim 
National Security Strategic Guidance from the Biden Administration.5 

After some short-lived enthusiasm at the end of the Cold War in the 
early 1990s, U.S. engagement in the South Caucasus waned. In the 
1990s, the focus of the United States in the region was on new energy 
infrastructure projects connecting the Caspian’s rich energy resources to 
the outside world. During this time, the administration of President Bill 
Clinton supported regional projects such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline and the Baku-Supsa pipeline, among others.

After the terrorist attack against the United States on September 11, 
2001, American policymakers reengaged with the region to seek 
cooperation against international terrorism and to secure transit rights 
in the Caucasus for combat operations in Afghanistan. In particular, 
Georgia and Azerbaijan were an important focus for the U.S. during 
this time. 
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For example, the Georgia Train and Equip Program (GTEP) that started 
after 9/11 saw the U.S. increasing its counterterrorism cooperation in 
Georgia.6 Azerbaijan was also the recipient of U.S. counterterrorism 
support. This counterterrorism support took place even though the U.S. 
congress, at the behest of the influential Armenian-American lobby, 
passed Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act. Section 907 prevented 
the U.S. from providing military aid to Azerbaijan. However, after 
9/11 and starting with the Bush (41) Administration,  each American 
president annually waived Article 907. In addition, there were efforts 
made immediately after the 9/11 terrorist attacks to improve Azerbaijan’s 
maritime capabilities on the Caspian Sea. The U.S. has tried to help 
Azerbaijan gain the ability to secure its maritime borders, protect vital 
energy infrastructure, stop the flow of terrorists, prevent terror attacks, 
ensure the free flow of commerce in the region, and prevent the transfer 
of illegal weapons and drugs. Between 2000 and 2003, the U.S. Coast 
Guard gave three cutters to Azerbaijan.7 In addition, the U.S. supplied 
Azerbaijan’s naval vessels with radar and communication equipment to 
help improve command and control. One of the biggest capability gaps 
of Azerbaijan in the Caspian is maritime domain awareness, so the U.S. 
has also provided several coastal radar stations, which, according to the 
U.S. State Department, are used “by the Navy, Coast Guard, and State 
Border Service to conduct maritime surveillance and detect smuggling 
threats.”8 

Other than with the U.S.-Georgia bilateral relationship, in the past 15 
years there have been no new initiatives of note to boost U.S. engagement 
in the South Caucasus. Much of the enthusiasm for energy cooperation 
in the 1990s is gone today. Many of the initiatives post-9/11 on counter 
terrorism cooperation and security issues have ended. There has not 
been a cabinet-level visit to Baku or Yerevan since Hillary Clinton 
visited as U.S. Secretary of State in 2012.9  Ambassador John Bolton, 
who served as President Trump’s National Security Adviser from April 
2018- September 2019, visited the capitals of all three South Caucasus 
countries in October 2018.10 However, the focus for this visit was about 
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Iran and not about any meaningful progress on the frozen conflicts in 
the region.

The South Caucasus in general, and the region surrounding Nagorno-
Karabakh specifically, is important when concerning many of the 
challenges the U.S. faces around the world. There are three factors for 
American policymakers to consider when developing the U.S. approach 
to the region. 

Firstly, energy security for the Transatlantic community is an important 
consideration. The Transatlantic community benefits whenever Europe 
reduces its dependence on Russian oil and gas. Azerbaijan offers an 
important alternative to Russian oil and gas. Now that the Southern 
Gas Corridor is operational, Azerbaijan’s energy importance to the 
Transatlantic community has increased. If the Trans-Caspian Pipeline 
linking Turkmenistan to Azerbaijan is ever realized, Europe will enjoy 
access to vast amounts of Central Asian natural gas. This is particularly 
important at a time when pressure is mounting on Germany to end its 
Nord Stream 2 natural gas pipeline project with Russia.11

The second reason is the geostrategic location of the Ganja Gap 
in the context of great power competition.  At one point on the vast 
Eurasian landmass, all trade and transit have to pass through one of 
three countries: Russia, Azerbaijan, or Iran. The breakdown in relations 
between the West and Moscow and Tehran means that Russia and Iran 
are not viable options for the east-west free flow of trade and energy.  
This trade chokepoint is the “Ganja Gap”—named after Azerbaijan’s 
second largest city Ganja, which sits in the middle of this narrow 
passage.12 

Finally, the South Caucasus in general, and Azerbaijan specifically, are 
important for implementing the existing U.S. Central Asia Strategy. 
The Trump Administration launched its Central Asia strategy in 
February 2020.13 So far, the Biden Administration has not changed or 
altered the strategy. For economic, cultural, trade, historical, and transit 
reasons Azerbaijan, while not a Central Asian country, is the gateway 
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to the region for the Transatlantic community. This is particularly true 
considering the importance of the Ganja Gap. Baku also maintains 
close relations with many of the Central Asian republics, especially 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan—both of which could be very important 
to Europe’s energy needs. Without a good relationship with Azerbaijan, 
the United States will not be able to engage as easily with Central Asia. 

A Geopolitical Vacuum is Created 

Since the ceasefire came into force in 1994 there were only minor 
skirmishes between Armenia and Azerbaijan. However, this changed 
when intense fighting flared up between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
during a period of four days in April 2016, leaving 200 dead on each 
side.14 During this time, a small amount of territory was liberated by 
Azerbaijani forces.15

Furthermore, in early summer 2018, Azerbaijani forces successfully 
launched an operation to re-take territory around Günnüt, a small 
village strategically located in the mountainous region of Azerbaijan’s 
Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic.16 Until this current round of 
fighting, the 2016 and 2018 incidents marked the only changes in 
territory since 1994.

On July 12, 2020, the Azerbaijani village of Aghdam17 in the Tovuz 
district, nestled along the border with Armenia, was shelled by Armenian 
forces. This specific incident led to the deaths of four Azerbaijani 
soldiers. In the subsequent days, several skirmishes between Azerbaijani 
and Armenian forces killed dozens of civilians and soldiers on each 
side. As a result, at least 12 Azerbaijani soldiers – including a major 
general and a colonel – were killed, and another four soldiers wounded. 
On the Armenian side, five soldiers were killed and 35 were wounded 
in the fighting. 

As previously mentioned, the U.S. response to the skirmishes was 
minimal, and amounted to a single and short statement from the U.S. 
State Department. This lack of an official U.S. response translated into 
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a lack of U.S. leadership in international organizations on the matter. In 
international fora such as the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), or even the Organisation 
for Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), all of which the U.S. could 
lead on particular issues, few official statements were made, and no 
meaningful action was taken. 

For example, throughout the duration of the skirmishes between July 
12-16, NATO did not release any statement. The UNSC was also 
silent. On July 13th, a statement attributed to the Secretary General 
of the United Nations was released that was even shorter and blander 
than the U.S. State Department’s statement.18 The Co-Chairs of the 
OSCE Minsk Group released only two statements calling on all “sides 
to resume substantive negotiations as soon as possible”.19 However, 
since the fighting took place along the state border between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, and not in occupied Nagorno-Karabakh or the seven 
surrounding districts, the skirmishes were technically outside the remit 
of the OSCE Minsk Group.    

The lack of US response and engagement during the four-day skirmish, 
in part, led to a geopolitical vacuum. It did not take long for Russia and 
Turkey to fill this vacuum. In the first instance, Russian and Turkish 
willingness to get more involved in the conflict between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan manifested itself in snap military exercises that soon 
followed the July fighting. 

On July 17, 2020, just one day after the skirmishes ended, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin called for snap military exercises with 
Armenia lasting until July 21. The drills involved approximately 
150,000 troops, nearly 27,000 military vehicles, 414 aircraft, and 106 
ships. The Russian Defence Ministry denied any connection between 
the exercises and the rising tensions in Nagorno-Karabakh,20 stating 
that they were “intended to train the troops for fending off ‘terrorist 
threats’” in southwest Russia,21 however, experts suggest the two were 
most likely linked.22
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From July 29-August 10, Azerbaijan and Turkey launched large-scale, 
joint military exercises. Ground and air forces from both countries were 
involved. Ground forces conducted exercises from August 1-5 near 
Baku and in Nakhchivan.23 The two air forces conducted exercises from 
July 29-August 10 in Baku, Nakhchivan, Ganja, Kurdamir, and Yevlakh 
with helicopters and warplanes. 

In addition, Russia held one of its largest military exercises of the 
year, Kavkaz-2020, from September 21-26. This drill involved 80,000 
Russian servicemen, as well as 1,000 foreign troops, 250 tanks, up to 
450 mechanized infantry fighting vehicles, and 200 artillery systems 
and multiple-launch rocket systems (MLRS).24 Although this exercise 
was pre-planned, there were two aspects of it that alarmed Azerbaijan 
when placed in the context of the geopolitical situation in the region 
following the July border skirmishes. 

Firstly, part of the exercise itself took take place outside Russia’s 
borders — in Armenia and with the participation of Armenian troops. 
About 1,500 Russian and Armenian troops exercised together not far 
from the border with Azerbaijan. Coming on the heels of the fighting 
over the summer, a military drill like this was a concern in Azerbaijan.

Another aspect of the exercise that concerned Azerbaijan was the focus 
on the Caspian Sea. Russian Marines rehearsed an amphibious assault 
on the shores of the Caspian just north of the border with Azerbaijan. 
After Russia was caught resupplying Armenia with weapons in July25, 
Azerbaijan was invited to participate in Kavkaz-2020 but declined.

Major fighting breaks out - U.S. is missing  

After several tense weeks following the July skirmishes, major fighting 
broke out along the front lines of the decades-old Nagorno–Karabakh 
conflict on September 27, 2020. The fighting was a direct result of the 
culmination of three different events. Firstly, there was a complete 
failure and total breakdown by the international community to resolve 
the almost three decades old conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh through 
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diplomacy. Secondly, in the year preceding the fighting there was a 
series of events that took place that signalled that Armenia was less 
interested in a negotiated settlement, to wit: Pashinyan’s questioning 
of the Madrid Principles26; the plan to move the so-called “Republic 
of Artsakh” parliament to Shusha—a city of great historical and 
cultural importance to Azerbaijan; the Armenian defence minister’s 
2019 speech in New York when he said that his country should be 
prepared for “new war for new territories”;27  the decision by Armenia 
to construct a third major road connecting it to Nagorno–Karabakh;  
and Armenia’s resettlement of thousands of Armenian refugees from 
Syria to Nagorno–Karabakh.28

However, the spark that lit the flame occurred when the United States and 
other international organisations failed to intervene in any meaningful 
way to stop the fighting in July. This paved the way for Russia and 
Turkey to fill a vacuum, conduct large scale snap military exercises, and 
prepare both of their respective partners for war. Both sides accuse the 
other of starting the fighting on September 27. Determining who “shot 
first” may never be known and after almost three decades of occupation 
is not particularly important. After all, Armenia—and not Azerbaijan—
was the occupying force.  

During the fighting in July, the OSCE Minsk Group did not become 
involved in any substantive way. It quickly became clear that the three 
Co-Chairs of the Minsk Group (the U.S., France and Russia) lacked the 
political will to coordinate a unified attempt to bring the fighting to a 
meaningful end. The U.S. was particularly distracted. By this time, the 
U.S. was heading into the homestretch of its contentious presidential 
campaign. Unusually for a U.S. Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, was 
more involved in the election campaign than his predecessors were.29 
Also, with COVID-19 cases and deaths increasing in the US, there was 
little interest by the American public and media on a conflict in the 
South Caucasus. 
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For the first part of the war there was no attempt by the U.S. to play 
a mediating role. President Trump never even called his Armenian or 
Azerbaijani counterparts. On October 23rd, 26 days after the fighting 
started and after two failed attempts by Moscow, Secretary Pompeo 
separately met with the foreign ministers of Azerbaijan and Armenia 
in Washington DC in order to promote a ceasefire agreement. While 
such an attempt at a ceasefire was the bare minimum the U.S. could 
do, it came as no surprise that is ultimately failed. For reasons already 
outlined in this chapter, in recent years the United States had disengaged 
from region and therefore had little leverage to use.  

Complicating matters was the fact that Secretary Pompeo made 
statements leading up to the October 23rd talks that showed a certain 
bias, if not sympathy, to Armenia in the conflict. For example, speaking 
to a local radio station in Atlanta, Georgia, he said “We’re hopeful that 
the Armenians will be able to defend against what the Azerbaijanis 
are doing.” During the same interview Pompeo also criticized Turkey 
saying, “We now have the Turks, who have stepped in and provided 
resources to Azerbaijan, increasing the risk, increasing the firepower 
that’s taking place in this historic fight over this place called Nagorno-
Karabakh.”30 

What remains unclear is if Pompeo’s comments were motivated by a 
genuine desire to support Armenia as part of an attempt to win over 
the Armenian-American and evangelical voters for President Trump in 
November,31 or if he genuinely did not understand the dynamics of the 
conflict. After all, the comments he made during the radio interview 
went against dozens of previous official U.S. statements regarding the 
conflict.  Either way, it does not reflect well on the office of the U.S. 
Secretary of State.  

Both President Trump and the Biden-Harris Campaign campaigns used 
the fighting to reach out to the Armenian-American community just 
weeks for ballot day in November. Speaking to the media on October 
23rd, President Trump emphasized U.S. relations with Armenia. 
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Without referring to Azerbaijan at all, President Trump told journalists 
“We have very good relations with Armenia. Very nice people live 
there. They are so dedicated, very purposeful, incredible people. We’ll 
see what happens”. He went on to add “We have a lot of people living 
in this country from Armenia. They’re great people and we’re going to 
help them.”32 (Emphasis added)

The Biden-Harris Campaign released a statement on October 13th 
saying that “The Trump Administration must tell Azerbaijan that it will 
not tolerate its efforts to impose a military solution to this conflict” and 
that “Turkey’s provision of arms to Azerbaijan and bellicose rhetoric 
encouraging a military solution are irresponsible.”33 Two days later, 
the Biden-Harris Campaign issued a detailed position paper titled “Joe 
Biden’s Support for the Armenian People” in which he pledged, among 
several other things,  to “review our security assistance to Azerbaijan 
to ensure it is not being repurposed for offensive means” if he becomes 
president.34 On October 28th, the Biden-Harris Campaign went a step 
further and called on President Trump to “fully implement and not 
waive requirements under section 90735 of the Freedom Support Act to 
stop the flow of military equipment to Azerbaijan.”36

Clearly, the meagre interventions by both President Trump and the 
Biden-Harris Campaign, were designed first and foremost to curry 
favour with the Armenian-American community. The desire to bring a 
U.S.-led lasting peace to the fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh was not a 
major factor in either’s action - if even a factor at all. However, at this 
point in the war the U.S. position was almost irrelevant. On November 
9th, Russia brokered a ceasefire agreement between the two sides to 
begin the following day. This resulted in the presence of a small Russian 
peacekeeping force in Nagorno-Karabakh operating alongside several 
hundred Turkish monitors. The United States was nowhere to be seen in 
the final agreement and had no say whatsoever. Neither did the Minsk 
Group. 
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The future of U.S. involvement 

There are three areas of focus and interest for U.S. policymakers now 
that the Second Karabakh War is over. First, the U.S. needs improve 
relations with Azerbaijan in order to increase its engagement in Central 
Asia. Secondly, the importance of the region for Europe’s energy 
security, which is important to the U.S. due to NATO treaty obligations, 
cannot be ignored. Finally, the South Caucasus is increasingly becoming 
a zone of great power competition. The U.S. must factor this into its 
future policy making. 

If the U.S. is to be serious about dealing with great-power competition, 
then the outcome of Second Karabakh War cannot be ignored. The U.S. 
must monitor the situation closely, keep an eye on Russia’s and Iran’s 
influence in the region, and seek guarantees that international trade and 
transit routes passing through Azerbaijan will remain secure.

It is important that more U.S. cabinet level officials, followed by other 
senior level officials across the whole of the government, regularly visit 
the South Caucasus. There is no better way to engage and gain the trust 
of those in the region then by being on the ground.

Another important thing the United States should do is breathe new life, 
purpose, and mission into the Minsk Group. As part of the November 
10th ceasefire agreement brokered by the Kremlin, Russia has deployed 
a peacekeeping force to parts of Nagorno-Karabakh. The mandate is 
for an initial five years, with the possibility of renewal for another 
five. While this force will be relatively small (around 2,000 troops), 
a military presence in Karabakh is something the Kremlin has wanted 
since the early 1990s. 

Russia considers the South Caucasus to be within its natural sphere of 
influence. The way Moscow views the situation in the region is that 
every soldier with boots on the ground enhances Russian influence in 
the region. With Russia’s presence in Nagorno-Karabakh, Moscow now 
has troops, either by invitation or by occupation, in all three countries of 
the South Caucasus for the first time since 2012. 
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Baku had little choice but to accept the Russian presence if it wanted 
to end the fighting and restore its international borders. However, it 
should be made clear that the ultimate result was to increase Moscow’s 
influence in the region and the U.S. should be concerned. Therefore, 
Azerbaijan needs to do everything it can now to ensure that once the first 
five-year mandate expires in 2025, Russian troops are replaced with an 
unarmed civilian monitoring mission. The process of transitioning the 
Russian peacekeeping force into a civilian monitoring mission could 
also become the new focus of the OCSE’s Minsk Group and the U.S. 
should lead this effort.

This will not be easy, and perhaps it could prove to be impossible, but 
the U.S. must try.  Such a monitoring mission could be based off the 
existing European Union Monitoring Mission (EUMM) in Georgia, but 
the mission itself does not need to come from the EU. The EUMM 
was established soon after the 2008 Russo-Georgian war to monitor the 
cease-fire agreement. It is a one-sided affair. 

Russia does not allow EUMM monitors into the occupied regions of 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Even so, the Georgians are happy to host 
the EUMM on the territory it controls to prove to the world that it is 
not the aggressor. The exact details of such a hypothetical monitoring 
mission that could someday replace the peacekeeping force is best 
reserved for future discussions. However, some general proposals and 
ideas can be considered now to spark a debate. 

For example, when Russian peacekeepers withdraw, a monitoring 
mission could move from the heartland of Nagorno-Karabakh and 
instead monitor the state border between Armenia and Azerbaijan.  
This would likely involve some sort of demilitarised buffer zone along 
the border. In a perfect world, the buffer zone would operate on both 
sides of the state border between Azerbaijan and Armenia. If Armenia 
refuses to support a monitoring mission, then Azerbaijan should agree 
to host it unilaterally. This will accomplish three things. Firstly, it will 
show transparency to the international community. Secondly, it will 
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serve as a strong sign to the international community that Baku really 
wants peace. Thirdly, it shows that Azerbaijan does not have designs on 
Armenia. As already mentioned, Georgia is a good example of how a 
unilateral monitoring mission can be advantageous. 

Such a monitoring mission could also utilise advanced weapons 
locating radar systems along the state border for both artillery/mortars 
and small arms to identify the source of armed aggression. In areas of 
Nagorno-Karabakh with a sizeable Armenian population, detachments 
of international observers can be placed to monitor the situation on the 
ground. 

While it is never ideal to have any sort of monitoring or peacekeeping 
mission inside one’s borders, a civilian monitoring mission under these 
circumstances is much preferable to a Russian force located in the heart 
of Karabakh. 

The year 2025 might seem a long way away, but Azerbaijan can start 
preparing now. First, it should consult with Georgia on their experiences 
dealing with the EUMM. What lessons did they learn and can share with 
Azerbaijan if a similar monitoring mission is established? Azerbaijan 
should also start consulting with the OSCE, EU, and key national capitals 
of their member states to start a discussion about the possibility of a 
monitoring mission. Inside Europe, Azerbaijan must find a “champion” 
for this cause. Most likely it will be from Eastern Europe. The U.S. 
should help facilitate these discussions whenever possible. Baku must 
also be clear and upfront with Russia that it expects its troops to leave 
Azerbaijan when the circumstances permit—they cannot stay there 
forever. Luckily, Azerbaijan has experience negotiating with Russia 
regarding the removal of troops from his territory. For example, in 2012 
the last of 1,000 Russian troops left the Gabala Radar Station after no 
agreement was found between Baku and Moscow on extending the 
Russian presence there.
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In the meantime, Baku must demonstrate over the next five years, 
through actions as well as words, that the ethnic Armenians residing 
inside Azerbaijan can live safely and in peace and have their culture and 
religion protected. Doing so will help pave the way for the exit of the 
Russian peacekeepers. The U.S. should help them by pushing this idea 
inside the Minsk Group. 

Another opportunity for the U.S. in the region should be focused on 
increasing foreign investment and improving the economic situation 
in the South Caucasus. Thankfully, due to the November 9th ceasefire 
agreement between Azerbaijan, Armenia and Russia this important 
trade corridor is secure and stable—at least for the time being.

It is impossible to calculate how many billions of dollars in foreign 
direct investments the almost 30-year-old frozen conflict between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia has cost the region. Now that there is some 
degree of peace and stability, the U.S. should consult with regional 
countries on possibilities for new regional energy and infrastructure 
projects. This could help boost the economic prospects of the region 
and help build an enduring peace between Azerbaijan and Armenia.

Thinking boldly and creatively, if there is genuine peace someday, 
and if the idea of a Trans-Caspian Pipeline is realised, there could be 
a Turkmenistan-Azerbaijan-Armenia-Nakhchivan-Turkey gas pipeline 
(TAANaT). The idea would not be to compete with the Southern Gas 
Corridor. Instead, such an ambitious project could help the region better 
integrate, build trust among old adversaries, and support Armenia with 
its own energy issues. While the region is probably years away from 
diplomatic conditions allowing for such a project, the U.S. should start 
a debate and discussion now on what is possible.

Conclusion 

Far from being just a localised conflict watched with curiosity by 
many on social media, the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan was a 
tangled web of competing geopolitical interests from across the region, 
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including Russia, Iran, and Turkey. While the South Caucasus are far 
away, American policymakers should keep in mind that events in the 
region can have a direct impact on U.S. interests, as well as on the 
security of America’s partners and allies.

Even though the United States played no meaningful role during the 
Second Karabakh War, or in the development of the ceasefire agreement 
that was brokered by Moscow, it is never too late to pursue a more 
active U.S. policy in the South Caucasus. The rationale behind doing 
so has been outlined in this chapter. U.S. policymakers need to be bold. 
The U.S. should be leading the efforts inside NATO to get Georgia 
into the alliance. Washington DC should be working more closely with 
Baku on issues of common concern such as energy security for Europe 
and economic relations with Central Asia.  Moreover, the U.S. should 
provide military and security assistance to all deserving allies in the 
region. The U.S. government’s decision to provide military assistance 
to another country should be based on American security interests and 
not certain pressure groups lobbying Congress. Section 907 of the 
Freedom Support Act is an unfair impediment to acting in the interest 
of U.S. security. 

The U.S. should be leading inside the Minsk group to find a new role 
in mission in the new geopolitical environment in Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Finally, the United States should engage where possible with Armenia. 
This will require patience among policymakers, especially as Armenia 
becomes closer to Russia and continues its cosy relationship with Iran. 
But the door for further relations with the U.S. needs to always be open 
to Armenia. 

The U.S. must ultimately behave like a power in the South Caucasus. 
If the U.S. is to have a grand strategy for dealing with great power 
competition it ignores the region at its peril. 
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Israel’s role in the Second Armenia-Azerbaijan 
War 

Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer

The Republic of Azerbaijan and the State of Israel have enjoyed 
extensive ties and cooperation since the restoration of Azerbaijan’s 
independence in 1991 and strategic cooperation since the mid-1990s. 
This partnership played a role in Azerbaijan’s success in the 2020 
Second Armenia-Azerbaijan War. 

This chapter will discuss Israel’s role in the 2020 war and the resulting 
strategic implications. The cooperation between Israel and Azerbaijan 
in the military sphere extends beyond arms sales. Rather, Israeli security 
and military cooperation has played a significant role in the building of 
Azerbaijan’s military capabilities and the establishment in Azerbaijan of 
a home-grown defence industry. Israeli specialists have also engaged in 
the training of Azerbaijani military experts on the operation of various 
armaments, the development of organisational methods and formulation 
of military doctrine. In the 2020 war, Azerbaijan demonstrated an 
innovative use of Israeli arms and the integration of Turkish and Israeli 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) as well as a novel use of UAVs, 
which included carrying out multiple tasks and their integration with 
other armaments in the battlefield. Military planners and strategists 
worldwide continue to study this integration as well as the war in 
general, which has been viewed as an important case study in modern 
warfare. In addition, the success of the Turkish and Israeli armaments 
and their battlefield integration in the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War 
has led to increased commercial interest globally in both the Turkish 
and Israeli defence industries. The war also set the stage for important 
political developments, including a potential return to friendlier 



191

political relations between Turkey and Israel, given the two countries 
support of Azerbaijan. Moreover, Israel’s cooperation with Azerbaijan 
has endowed it with “soft power” among ethnic Azerbaijanis in Iran, 
who form a third of the Islamic Republic’s population. Many ethnic 
Azerbaijanis in Iran expressed support for Azerbaijan during the war 
and thus appreciated Israel’s contribution to Azerbaijan’s war effort. 

Major milestones in Azerbaijan-Israel relations 

The State of Israel was one of the first countries to recognize (December 
25, 1991) Azerbaijan’s independence. Diplomatic relations were 
established between Israel and the Republic of Azerbaijan on April 7, 
1992, and Israel established a permanent embassy in Baku on August 
29, 1993. Azerbaijan has not reciprocated by opening an embassy in 
Israel, out of concern of losing support from the Arab and Muslim 
bloc in UN resolutions related to the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict. 
However, in the wake of the 2020 war it is likely that Azerbaijan will 
open a full embassy in Israel. The restoration of Azerbaijani control 
over its territories in the 2020 war has rendered Baku less dependent 
on the Arab bloc at the United Nations. In addition, the establishment 
of diplomatic relations between Israel and several Arab and Muslim-
majority states during 2020-21 as part of the Abraham Accord process 
and their subsequent opening of embassies has clearly lowered the 
potential ramifications for Baku in opening an embassy in Israel. In 
July 2021, Azerbaijan opened tourism and trade missions in Israel. The 
Azerbaijani representatives at these missions have diplomatic status. 
Further diplomatic openings between Azerbaijan and Israel are likely.1

In the mid-1990s, cooperation between Israel and the Republic of 
Azerbaijan deepened. Azerbaijan and Israel forged deep strategic ties 
and maintained open high-level contacts. Former Azerbaijani President 
Heydar Aliyev met with several Israeli Prime Ministers including 
Yitzhak Rabin, Benjamin Netanyahu (including a short working visit to 
Baku in August 1997), and Ehud Barak. Current President Ilham Aliyev 
has held frequent meetings with Israeli leaders, including hosting 
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President Shimon Peres for a State visit and hosting Prime Minister 
Netanyahu in December 2016. Israeli Defence Minister Moshe Yaalon 
made an open visit to Azerbaijan in 2014,2 and in September 2017, the 
Minister of Defence Zakir Hasanov of Azerbaijan openly reciprocated.3 
Further indications of the closeness of relations between Azerbaijan and 
Israel include the Israel-Azerbaijan Inter-Ministerial Commission’s first 
meeting in Jerusalem on May 14, 2018, the day that the United States 
opened its embassy in Jerusalem.  Despite pressure from many Muslim-
majority countries for Azerbaijan to cancel the meeting in Jerusalem in 
light of the U.S. decision, the Azerbaijani delegation held the meeting 
as planned. The Commission held its second meeting in April 2021.4 

In the economic sphere, Israel has been among Azerbaijan’s top 
five trade partners for most of the post-Soviet period. Azerbaijan is 
Israel’s top oil supplier, delivering both crude and refined products, 
and providing around 30-40 percent of Israel’s annual consumption, 
depending on the year.  Israeli imports represent approximately 10 
percent of Azerbaijan’s oil exports. The oil trade between Azerbaijan 
and Israel takes place via direct sales from SOCAR to Israeli refineries 
and via European oil traders. As a result, bilateral trade data does not 
fully reflect the volume of oil trade between Azerbaijan and Israel. 
Azerbaijan supplies oil to Israel via the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline 
and by regular tanker sailings from the Turkish port at Ceyhan to the 
refineries in Haifa and Ashdod. These oil supplies have never been 
disrupted, including in periods of very rocky relations between Israel 
and Turkey. In 2012-13, A SOCAR subsidiary, Caspian Drilling 
Company, undertook oil and natural gas exploration in Israel’s offshore 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEC) near the Israeli city of Ashdod. This 
was SOCAR’s first exploration project outside of the Caspian Sea basin. 
The exploration activity ultimately yielded small oil discoveries, which 
were not commercially relevant. 

In addition, Azerbaijan’s national airline AZAL has had regular flights 
to Tel Aviv since 1993. When most foreign carriers stopped flights to 
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Israel during the 2014 Operation Protective Edge, AZAL was one of the 
few carriers that continued to fly to Israel. 

Azerbaijan has been home to a Jewish community for over 2,500 years. 
Today, most of the members of this community live in Baku and the 
northern region of Quba. This community numbers approximately 
30,000,5 which makes the Jewish community in Azerbaijan the largest 
in the Muslim world today. The Jewish community of Azerbaijan is 
comprised of several groups, including Mountain Jews (this group 
of Jews hails mainly from Azerbaijan and Russia’s north Caucasus), 
Georgian Jews, and Ashkenazi Jews. There has been no history of 
anti-Semitism in Azerbaijan. In addition, Jews that escaped the Nazi 
conquests of other parts of the USSR found refuge in Azerbaijan during 
the Holocaust. Azerbaijani Jews enjoy safety and freedom of worship 
and culture. As part of the general state policy toward minorities 
that allows all groups to operate schools in their native languages in 
Azerbaijan, Jews can operate schools that teach Jewish culture and 
Hebrew.  President Aliyev visits Jewish community institutions in 
Quba annually and issues regular greetings on Jewish holidays and an 
annual solidarity statement on Holocaust Remembrance Day. Emigres 
from Azerbaijan to Israel play an important role in the commercial 
and cultural exchanges between Israel and Azerbaijan. Every summer, 
during the Jewish holiday of Tisha B’Av, the community of Mountain 
Jews in Azerbaijan and its diaspora (mostly from Israel, Russia and the 
United States) gather together in the Jewish town of Qirmizi Qesebe 
in the Quba region of northern Azerbaijan to rekindle communal ties 
and celebrate their culture. The event is used to encourage marriages 
between Mountain Jews and thus continuity of the community and its 
unique culture. Furthermore, Azerbaijani state universities and schools 
study the history of the Holocaust as part of their regular curricula. The 
Azerbaijan State University of Foreign Languages has a department 
of Israel Studies and gives degrees that include study of the Hebrew 
language. 
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Since the restoration of Azerbaijan’s independence in 1991, leading 
American Jewish organisations have enthusiastically embraced relations 
with the Republic of Azerbaijan and many of the groups express support 
for strong   relations between Washington and Baku, as well as triangular 
cooperation with Israel. The Republic of Azerbaijan’s policies have 
made it easy for American Jewish organisations to embrace the cause 
of Azerbaijan. Moreover, the fact that Azerbaijan is a Muslim-majority 
state with no history of anti-Semitism that celebrates the existence 
of its Jewish and Christian communities, its geographic location and 
shared ethnic Azerbaijani population with Iran, its consequent strategic 
importance for Middle East security, and Baku’s friendly policies 
toward Israel have all facilitated US Jewish support for Azerbaijan. 

Iran’s reaction to Azerbaijan-Israel ties

Some analysts have explained Iran’s hostility toward the Republic of 
Azerbaijan as a response to Baku’s close ties with Israel, depicting 
Iran as being on the defensive in light of the cooperation between 
Israel and Azerbaijan. The timeline of this claim is simply not correct. 
Strategic cooperation between Azerbaijan and Israel commenced in 
1995/1996. In contrast, Tehran has acted against Azerbaijan from the 
reestablishment of independence in 1991, long before Baku formed 
close links with Israel. Tehran’s strategic disposition toward Azerbaijan 
is primarily rooted in its concern that a strong and prosperous 
Republic of Azerbaijan could rouse ethno-nationalism among Iran’s 
own Azerbaijani community, which comprises close to a third of the 
population of Iran.6 Thus, it is unsurprising that Tehran lent support 
to Armenia in its conflict with Azerbaijan in hopes of keeping Baku 
tied down. Iran served as the main conduit of arms and supplies to 
Armenia during both the first Armenia-Azerbaijan War in 1992-94 and 
the Second Armenia-Azerbaijan War in 2020.7 Tehran views Jewish 
and Israeli institutions located in Azerbaijan as potential targets during 
periods when it looks to conduct violent operations against Israel. In 
2012, for instance, Tehran and its proxies in Azerbaijan were accused 
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of plotting to assassinate the Israeli Ambassador in Baku (along with 
the US Ambassador to Azerbaijan Matthew Bryza).8 Throughout the 
2010s, Iran planned several attacks on Jewish communal institutions in 
Azerbaijan.9 The Azerbaijani security services successfully foiled these 
attempts, likely in cooperation with US and Israeli intelligence services.

Armenia attempts to undermine Azerbaijan-Israel relations

Due to the significance of the strategic component in the relations 
with Azerbaijan, the Republic of Armenia and Armenian diaspora 
groups have targeted Israel in campaigns aimed at undermining the 
cooperation between Israel and the Republic of Azerbaijan. Yerevan 
intensified its effort to drive a wedge in Israel’s relations with Azerbaijan 
following its strategic setback in the 2016 April “Four-Day War.” This 
fighting marked the first time since the 1994 ceasefire that Azerbaijan 
succeeded in reclaiming some of its territory that had been occupied by 
Armenia. The Armenian diaspora community in Israel has been active 
in campaigns against Israel’s cooperation with Azerbaijan, including 
holding demonstrations at Israel’s Knesset (parliament). Approximately 
four thousand Armenians reside in Israel, half of whom live in the 
Armenian Quarter of Jerusalem’s old city. During the 2020 war, pro-
Armenia activists in Israel submitted a petition to Israel’s High Court of 
Justice to ban Israel’s arms sales to Azerbaijan, claiming that Azerbaijan 
was using the weapons to commit war crimes. The Israel High Court of 
Justice rejected the petition citing a lack of evidence.10

Decades after the establishment of diplomatic relations, in September 
2020 Armenia opened an embassy in Israel and dispatched an 
ambassador.11 When the second stage of the war emerged in late 
September and it became clear that Yerevan’s expectations from 
Israel that this act would prevent Israel’s cooperation with Azerbaijan 
did not materialize, Yerevan withdrew its ambassador from Israel in 
October 2020. Armenia has not returned an ambassador to Israel as of 
October 2021.  Yerevan had calculated that with the establishment of an 
embassy in Tel Aviv and warmer rhetoric, it could dissuade Israel from 
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cooperating with Azerbaijan. An example of this Armenian assessment 
is found in August 2020, in between the two stages of the war, when 
an Armenian official remarked that through its planned opening of an 
embassy and other steps, Yerevan had succeeded in pivoting Israel 
toward Armenia and away from Azerbaijan, dramatically changing the 
strategic situation in the South Caucasus.

Armenia’s overtures did not succeed in creating any concrete change in 
the strategic cooperation between Israel and Azerbaijan. Support for the 
cooperation between Azerbaijan and Israel runs high among the Israeli 
security leadership and across most of the Israeli political spectrum. 

Moreover, Armenia’s deep security ties with Iran preclude Israel 
from forging security ties with Armenia. During the 2020 Armenia-
Azerbaijan war, Iran served as the main conduit of Russian arms and 
other supplies to Armenia. Russian ships arrived at Iran’s Caspian port 
of Anzali and brought Russian arms and other supplies by truck into 
Armenia and into the battle zone. Russian supply flights to Armenia 
also transited Iran’s airspace. Iran even directly intervened militarily in 
the battlefield during the 2020 War in attempt to prevent or at least slow 
down Baku’s advance. When Azerbaijan’s forces reached the province 
of Zangilan,  which borders Iran, and were engaged in serious battles 
with Armenia, Iranian forces crossed the border  into Azerbaijan on 
October 17, 2020 and placed large concrete blocks on the road in a 
section in Jabrayil region, close to Zangilan, cutting the Azerbaijani 
forces in Zangilan from supplies and reinforcements.12 Iranian forces 
stayed in the Azerbaijani territory for three days, claiming they were 
protecting the Khudafarin hydropower plant, which they had built 
in cooperation with the Armenian occupation forces. Azerbaijani 
commanders attempted to convince the Iranian forces to leave and 
they refused. The Azerbaijani government brought the Iranian military 
attaché in from Baku to the border area to the Iranian troops there to 
discuss their withdrawal. Only when Baku threatened to publish the 
Iranian intervention in the battlefield did the Iranian forces agree to 
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leave and allow the removal of the concrete blocks. Likely, the Iranian 
forces feared publication of their intervention, since this knowledge 
would further incite ethnic Azerbaijanis against the regime. This 
roadblock succeeded to cut the Azerbaijani forces from each other and 
to delay arrival of reinforcements and supplies to the forces in battle in 
Zangilan. Accordingly, six Azerbaijani soldiers were killed due to the 
Iranian intervention. Azerbaijani forces used a different, longer way to 
join their troops in Zangilan. The delay in the arrival of the Azerbaijani 
forces to Zangilan also allowed the Armenians to regroup and resupply 
and thus indirectly led to additional Azerbaijani casualties. Iranian 
forces also crossed several times during the war into Nakhchivan, 
Azerbaijan’s exclave that borders Iran.13 Iran also provided to Armenia 
information on Azerbaijani troop movements in the provinces that 
border Iran, which they could observe and also pickup communications 
of the Azerbaijani troops.14

Iran was likely also involved in the development of Armenia’s tunnel 
warfare capacity. In 2018, Armenia adopted a new strategic doctrine 
of “new wars for new territories,” under which Armenia would open 
new fronts with Azerbaijan in order to deter Baku from attempting 
to retake its occupied territories, newly perceived as vulnerable. The 
new doctrine also involved adopting a more dynamic military strategy: 
using offensive actions as part of its defence, and not remaining in 
static positions, such as trenches, but moving troops and conducting 
surprise attacks on Azerbaijani forces. As part of the new Armenian 
doctrine, Yerevan employed tunnel warfare, like Hamas and Hizballah, 
and built tunnels in the occupied territories, including in Zangilan at the 
border with Iran, and in border areas with Azerbaijan, such as Tovuz. 
There are indications that Armenia gained tunnel expertise from Iran’s 
IRGC. Tunnel warfare is used extensively by Iranian proxies Hizballah 
and Hamas. The tunnels in the Tovuz region contributed greatly to 
Armenia’s ability to launch a surprise attack on Azerbaijan on July 12, 
2020.
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Russian response to Israeli-Azerbaijan cooperation 

Russia could have posed a threat to the security cooperation between 
Azerbaijan and Israel, as it did to the cooperation between Georgia and 
Israel in advance of the 2008 Georgia—Russia War. Moscow essentially 
forced Israel to halt arms sales and remove military advisors in Georgia 
in the run-up to its 2008 war with Tbilisi. In contrast to the Georgian 
case, however, Israeli weapons were not acquired for use against Russia, 
perhaps explaining Moscow’ tolerance of these sales to Baku. However, 
Israeli supplies gave Azerbaijan a strategic edge over Armenia, Russia’s 
ally in the region, and the fighting could have widened and escalated to 
the point that Russia could have directly intervened.  Thus, Russia could 
have attempted to limit Israel’s arms sales to Azerbaijan, and use levers, 
such as it has available in Syria, to coerce Israel into cooperating. 

Azerbaijan’s triumph was also a knockout victory for Western arms 
technology in the clash between Russian produced systems and those of 
NATO member Turkey and US ally Israel. Clearly, this is not positive 
for Russia and hurts its ability to market its armaments.

Details of Azerbaijan- Israel strategic and military cooperation

The defence relationship between Azerbaijan and Israel goes far 
beyond arms sales and technology transfer. The strong government-to-
government component enables the successful integration of strategy, 
threat assessment, intelligence cooperation, and military management. 
Azerbaijan and Israel are strategic partners, not mere commercial 
partners. The relationship is viewed by the two countries as part of a 
wider strategic partnership based on shared interests and policy views. 
Some commentators assume that the arms trade is based solely on 
commercial factors, often crudely represented as “arms for oil” trade. 
However, this is inaccurate. For two and a half decades, Israel and 
Azerbaijan have maintained deep strategic cooperation that touches 
on national security issues of the highest importance to both sides. 
This cooperation comprises intelligence, anti-terrorism cooperation, 
and non-military cooperation in the fields of education, science and 
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economy. Among the major milestones in defence cooperation between 
the two countries was in February 2012, when the two countries signed 
an arms-supply agreement valued at $1.6 billion, which included Israeli 
UAVs, anti-aircraft and missile air defence systems.15 Another major 
landmark came during then-Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu’s visit 
to Azerbaijan in December 2016. During Netanyahu’s visit, President 
Aliyev announced that the two countries has signed a new major arms 
agreement worth approximately $5 billion. 

The contribution of Israeli arms and technology to Azerbaijan’s 
military prowess was evident already during the April 2016 Four-Day 
War. During this short clash between Armenia and Azerbaijan, Israeli 
weapons, for the first time, played an important role in a battle zone in 
the Caucasus. These weapons included Harop “suicide” drones. One of 
the most important outcomes Israel-Azerbaijan cooperation has been 
the development of an indigenous defence industry in Azerbaijan. The 
local defence industry helped Azerbaijani forces gain expertise in the 
use of these weapon systems and the indigenous production capacity 
means that Azerbaijan is not dependent on imports for resupplies of 
some of its equipment during wartime. Among the domestic defence 
industries established in Azerbaijan in cooperation with Israel has been 
the manufacture of UAVs, with Azerbaijan’s Azad Systems producing 
UAVs based on technology first developed by Israel’s Aeronautics 
Company.

Defence cooperation during the 2020 war

The 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War had two stages. Stage one began on 
July 12 with Armenian attacks in the border area of Tovuz that sought 
to disrupt the security of the East-West energy and transit corridor that 
passes through the Tovuz region. Israeli arms, especially the Harop 
drones, played an important role at this stage in repulsing the Armenian 
incursions.16 During the next stage of the war, beginning September 
27, Israeli arms along with Azerbaijani products produced with Israeli 
technology played a key role in the fighting. Azerbaijan’s Minister of 
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Foreign Affairs Jeyhun Bayramov remarked: “The skillful use of high-
tech and high-precision weapons, including those made in Israel, in 
particular, unmanned aerial vehicles, by the Azerbaijani Armed Forces 
played an exceptional role in Azerbaijan’s victory.” 17

One of the major factors behind Azerbaijan’s battlefield success was the 
integration of Israeli and Turkish weapons systems. For instance, rather 
than using drones for single missions such as intelligence gathering or 
single target strikes, a common tactic, Azerbaijani forces used UAVs 
to perform multiple missions during a single flight. Moreover, the 
UAVs were integrated into the larger battle plan.18  A major factor in 
Azerbaijan’s success was its ability to integrate its various weapons 
systems. For example, through sophisticated and innovative use of UAV 
technology, Azerbaijan was able to incapacitate Armenia’s Russian-
supplied S-300 air defence system. Some of the cases of innovative 
weapon and technology uses illustrate that extensive    Azerbaijani pre-
planning took place, and this was likely in cooperation and    study with 
Turkish and Israeli military experts.

Israel not only provided arms and technology to Azerbaijan prior to 
the war, but there is also evidence that supply dispatches took place 
during the war. As the battles were raging, Azerbaijan’s cargo airline, 
Silk Way, undertook several flights from Israel to Azerbaijan, indicating 
that Israel likely was sending new hardware and supplies to Azerbaijan 
as the war progressed. 

One of the most significant uses of Israeli weapons systems during the 
war occurred during its final days. As Armenia’s losses were mounting, 
Armenia launched Iskandar M missiles at targets in Azerbaijan outside 
the battle zone, including targeting Baku. Prior to this, Armenia had 
fired Iskandar E missiles, which have a shorter range, and known to 
be part of Armenia’s arsenal, at both military and civilian targets in 
Azerbaijan. It was not known that Moscow had supplied the M version, 
which, due to its longer range, represents a violation of the Missile 
Technology Control Regime (MTCR) arms control pact, of which 
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Russia is a party. The Iskandar M missiles fired at Baku were intercepted 
by the Israeli made Barak-8 air defence system.19 Deployment of the 
air defence system is indicative of the high level of Israeli-Azerbaijani 
cooperation and would have required extensive cooperation in training 
the Azerbaijani military to use the system.

Political results of the Azerbaijan-Israel cooperation in the war

Israeli-Azerbaijani cooperation in the course of the 2020 Armenia-
Azerbaijan War has had several political impacts, including expanding 
public support for Israel among Azerbaijani society, creating popular 
support for Israel among Iran’s ethnic Azerbaijani minority, and 
generating conditions for the potential reestablishment of constructive 
relations between Israel and Turkey.

Popular support for Israel in Azerbaijan

Israel has generally enjoyed a positive position among the Azerbaijani 
public. The full integration of Azerbaijan’s Jewish community in public 
life in the country as well as the ties between emigres to Israel and 
their former neighbours and friends in Azerbaijan, have contributed to 
this popular attitude in Azerbaijan. Moreover, the strategic cooperation 
between Azerbaijan and Israel exhibited in the 2020 war has only 
increased Israel’s popularity among Azerbaijanis. During the war and 
in the public celebrations following the end of the war, numerous public 
displays of Israeli flags were observed, often together with Turkish, 
Pakistani and Azerbaijani flags. Positive public sentiments toward 
Israel were boosted by visits following the war by delegations of Israeli 
ophthalmological surgeons to treat wounded Azerbaijani soldiers.20  
In several procedures, Israeli doctors transplanted eyes from Israeli 
organ donors and restored sight to several injured Azerbaijani soldiers, 
generating widespread public appreciation. Azerbaijani soldiers also 
underwent medical procedures in Israel. 
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Israel’s soft power in Iran

Israel’s cooperation with and support of Azerbaijan in the war also 
generated significant goodwill toward Israel among ethnic Azerbaijanis 
in Iran. Ethnic Azerbaijanis form approximately a third of the 
population of multi-ethnic Iran.21 Most of Iran’s ethnic Azerbaijanis 
live in provinces that border the Republic of Azerbaijan, including the 
newly liberated territories. Many went to the border area and witnessed 
the war in real time, cheering on Azerbaijan’s troops. During the war, 
some Azerbaijanis in Iran held demonstrations against Tehran’s support 
for Armenia, resulting in dozens of arrests. Many of the Azerbaijanis in 
Iran who identified with their co-ethnics in the Republic of Azerbaijan 
subsequently formed positive attitudes toward Israel because of its 
support for the Republic of Azerbaijan during the war. Despite the ruling 
Iranian regime’s fervent anti-Israel policies, many ethnic Azerbaijanis 
were not afraid to publicly express their positive attitudes toward 
Israel and gratitude for Israel’s support of Azerbaijan in the war and 
subsequent medical treatment for injured soldiers. For example, dozens 
of ethnic Azerbaijanis called into the Chicago based Gunaz TV shows 
in the Azerbaijani language, and expressed their gratitude to Israel for 
its support for the Republic of Azerbaijan and openly condemned Iran’s 
anti-Israel and pro-Armenia policies.22

The Israel-Azerbaijan-Turkey triangle

Azerbaijan has long aspired for the return of cooperative relations 
between two of its closest allies - Turkey and Israel. Following 
the 2020 war, in which Turkey and Israel both played a critical role 
in Azerbaijan’s success, Baku intensified its push to seek the re-
establishment of constructive ties between the two countries. As part 
of these efforts, in April 2021 President Ilham Aliyev offered to host 
a summit between Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and then-
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.23 Azerbaijan’s successful 
battlefield integration of Turkish and Israeli UAVs during the war likely 
entailed direct communication between Turkish and Israeli specialists. 
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Moreover, Turkey allowed Israel to fly supplies through its airspace 
to Azerbaijan during the war. Common interests between Turkey, 
Israel and Azerbaijan are likely to generate calls for increased trilateral 
cooperation between the three countries. A new attempt to promote the 
establishment of Israeli natural gas exports to Turkey or via Turkey to 
Europe (either through direct connection to TANAP or through swaps) 
is also likely to emerge. Furthermore, Israel is likely to play a role in 
the post-war economic and infrastructure development of Azerbaijan’s 
liberated territories, providing Israel with opportunities for further 
cooperation and interaction with regional powers, including Turkey.

Conclusions

Academics and policy makers often describe Azerbaijan’s relationship 
with Israel as being “surprisingly close” in light of Azerbaijan being a 
Muslim-majority state and even a Shia majority state. However, this is 
only surprising if the supposition is that strategic alliances are based on 
common culture or religion. There is no evidence that common culture 
or religion is a factor in forging alliances.24 In the greater Caucasus 
region, the opposite is true: Shia Iran is an ally of Christian Armenia,25 
despite Armenia’s expulsion of close to a million Azerbaijani Shia 
Muslims from their homes; Russia and Georgia are in conflict, despite 
sharing an Orthodox Christian faith. Israel and Azerbaijan have built 
an alliance based on common interests, facing common threats and 
common approaches to many critical issues. This alliance concerns 
each state’s core national interests and is buttressed by three decades 
of cooperation following the restoration of Azerbaijan’s independence. 
This cooperation had a significant impact on the outcome of the Second 
Armenia-Azerbaijan War and is expected to grow in its wake.

Azerbaijan’s close ties with Israel have helped pave the way for other 
Muslim-majority countries to forge open relations with Israel. Azerbaijan 
and Israel forged diplomatic ties and open cooperation decades before 
the signing of the Abraham Accords saw relations between Israel 
and several of its Arab neighbours normalised with strong support 
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of the United States. Over three decades, the ties between Israel and 
Azerbaijan demonstrated that a Muslim-majority state can have warm 
relations with Israel, with no significant public or regional backlash. 

An often-repeated misconception related to Israel—Azerbaijan 
relations is that Iran’s adverse approach to Azerbaijan was formed 
in response to Baku’s close ties with Israel. This is simply incorrect. 
As pointed out, Tehran was hostile to Azerbaijan from day one of its 
independence and consequently supported Armenia in its first war 
with Azerbaijan in 1992-1994. Azerbaijan and Israel forged close 
cooperation beginning in 1995/96. It is important to understand the 
timeline here in order to correctly understand the motivations of 
Tehran’s policies toward Azerbaijan. Iranian officials were open and 
explicit in the early 1990s that Tehran’s adversarial policy toward Baku 
was based on domestic security considerations due to concerns that an 
independent and prosperous Azerbaijan could be a source of attraction 
and ethnic awakening of Iran’s own ethnic Azerbaijanis.  Mahmoud 
Va’ezi, who served as Deputy Foreign Minister of Iran responsible for 
the former Soviet region in the early 1990s stated Iran’s approach the 
Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict clearly: “Iran was in the neighbourhood 
of the environment of the conflict. Karabakh is situated only 40 km 
distance from its borders. At that time, this possibility raised that the 
boundaries of conflict extended to beyond Karabakh. Since them (n), 
Iran’s consideration was based on security perceptions… Iran could 
not be indifferent to the developments occurring along its borders, 
security changes of the borders and their impact on Iran’s internal 
developments”.26

In the future, Israel and Azerbaijan are likely to increase their 
cooperation in the field of air defence. During the Second Armenia-
Azerbaijan War, several of Armenia’s attacks and attempted attacks 
illustrated that Azerbaijan could benefit from more extensive air 
defence systems. During the war, Armenia launched several missile 
attacks on civilian targets, including against the civilian populations 
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in the cities of Ganja and Barda. In addition, Armenia launched attacks 
on energy infrastructure and attempted to “weaponize” infrastructure 
such as the Mingachevir hydropower dam. Successful attacks on this 
dam could neutralize Azerbaijan’s main source of electricity and also 
cause massive destruction across large swaths of territory and extensive 
loss of life. Aware of the threats from missiles and rockets, Baku is 
likely to look to expand its air defence capacity. Israel is likely to be the 
supplier or partner in building improved air defence in Azerbaijan. As 
demonstrated in recent years, Israel has a proven capacity to provide 
effective air defence against some of the most complex threats. This 
increases in importance when it is understood that air launched threats 
are likely to increase and be a major feature of future wars in the South 
Caucasus and beyond.
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Active but Inefficient? Iran’s Strategy Towards 
the Conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh 

Zaur Gasimov

Introduction

Caused by steady ‘close-to-war’, extremely constrained U.S.-Iranian 
relations, there is a certain aura around the Islamic Republic of Iran 
in international news coverage. Partly because of some Shia clerics’ 
bellicose rhetoric and missionary activities, Tehran’s ‘invisible hand’ 
is expected to efficiently instigate several hotspots by its proxies across 
the Middle East and challenge the U.S. security mosaic. Has the clerical 
regime already penetrated into the entire region of the Greater Middle 
East or does Iranian diplomacy interact in its borderland region of the 
South Caucasus within a certain framework strongly shaped by other 
international and regional players? This chapter sheds light on the 
Iranian reactions to the Second Karabakh War. Analysing Iranian public 
and official discourses, mirrored in the Persian-language reports of the 
Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA), Tasnim News, Hawza News, 
as well as the daily “Ettelaat”, the chapter examines the evolution of 
the standpoint of the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) during the war. The 
final subchapter will examine Iran’s attempts to come up with fiasco of 
its diplomatic and mediation efforts between Armenia and Azerbaijan 
and its initiatives of economic penetration by infrastructural recovery 
projects in Karabakh and surrounding territories after the ceasefire 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan was reached by Russian efforts. In 
order to better understand Iran’s views on the Karabakh conflict, it is 
important to keep in mind Iran’s multi-ethnic population, its troubled 
relationship with the U.S. and the Islamic Republic’s adversarial 
attitude towards Israel, as well as its regional policy. I argue that Iran 
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was interested in the pre-war status quo, and therefore in the continuity 
of Karabakh conflict as unsolved and wishes the borders between 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Turkey to remain closed. Seeking to diminish 
the Western presence in the region, Iran observes with concern Baku’s 
ties to Turkey and Israel. However, Iran’s real potential to influence the 
dynamics in the region of the Caucasus remains limited. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran has common borders with Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. Culturally and historically bonded both with Armenians 
and Azeris, Tehran has been an attentive observer of Armenian-
Azerbaijani relations for decades. Nagorno-Karabakh is only about 40 
km from Iran’s border, thus the outbreak of the large-scale warfare on 27 
September 2020 took place close to Iranian territory. Partly due to still 
weakly developed expertise on the Caucasus, the government in Tehran 
was heavily challenged by the dynamics of the regional rivalry between 
Yerevan and Baku, and by the changes in regional and international 
politics with regard to the Armenian-Azerbaijani confrontation. These 
clashes had a potential to impact Tehran’s domestic politics as well as its 
troubled international standing and lead to “Tehran’s worst nightmare”1, 
as U.S. analyst Alex Vatanka described it on October 14, 2020. 

Since the outbreak of Armenian-Azeri hostilities in 1988 and the first 
Karabakh War in 1992-94, Iran maintained close cooperation with 
Yerevan while its relations with Baku remained distanced. The fact 
that the majority of Azerbaijanis (60 to 70%) are Shia Muslims, and 
Armenians are predominantly Christian did not entail the support of 
the Islamic Republic for Azerbaijan. Shaped by supra-confessional 
pragmatism and geopolitical interests,2 the Iranian leadership and 
foreign policy strategists looked for closer cooperation with the 
Russian Federation and the pro-Russian orientation of Armenia 
additionally forged Iranian-Armenian cooperation. Having signed the 
OSCE-brokered cease-fire in May 1994, Baku lost control not only 
over Nagorno-Karabakh but also over several districts, including a long 
strip of the former (Soviet-)Azerbaijani-Iranian border. The northern 
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provinces of Iran, the entities of West-Azerbaijan (ostane Azerbaijane 
garbi) and East-Azerbaijan (ostane Azerbaijane shargi), remain an 
area settled mostly by Iranian-Azerbaijanis linguistically and culturally 
bonded with the population of the Republic of Azerbaijan. They make up 
the absolute majority of Iran’s Turkic population, around 15-20 million 
people living in the borderlands and in the capital Tehran. Azerbaijani 
ethnic separatism in Iran pre-dates The Cold War period. From 1941-
46, the northern provinces of Iran were occupied by Soviet troops, and 
were de-facto under the control of Moscow and Baku.3 In 1992-93, the 
Popular Front party was in office in post-Soviet Azerbaijan and the 
anti-Iranian rhetoric of the leadership of the Popular Front, especially 
that of the President Abulfaz Elçibey, aggravated Azerbaijani-Iranian 
relations. Throughout the 1990s, mutual distrust dominated the bilateral 
interaction between Baku and Tehran.4  Signing the so called “Contract 
of the Century” in 1995, Azerbaijan attracted Western oil companies to 
exploit its energy resources and deliver them to the European market, 
and set up diplomatic relations with the State of Israel. Post-Soviet 
Azerbaijan inherited secularist policies and persecuted Islamist activists 
who maintained close contacts with Iranian clergy; those who gained 
training in Iran’s religious centre, Qom, and other Iranian theology 
schools were often put under surveillance.5  At the same time, Azerbaijan 
boosted cooperation with Ankara and Tel Aviv, Iran’s two rivals – 
besides Saudi Arabia – in the Middle East, in education, security and in 
the telecommunication fields. Throughout the 2000s, Baku’s contacts 
with Iran’s rivals in the region, first of all with Israel, were deepened 
and comprised the military field as well. Despite protests from Iran and 
local Islamists,6 Baku organised the Eurovision Song Contest 2012,7 
and the Azeri authorities repeatedly persecuted local Shia clerics, like 
Taleh Baghirzade in 2015, who were trained in Iran and criticized the 
secularist orientation of the Azerbaijani authorities. These steps illicited 
strong critique from Iran.8

Armenia’s borders both in the west and in the east, with Turkey and 
Azerbaijan, have been closed since the nation regained independence 



212  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

in 1991. That is why for Armenia, the partnership with Iran is of 
paramount importance. Iran became Armenia’s most significant 
doorway for overcoming the country’s isolation, particularly given 
Armenia’s land-locked status and the conflictual Armenian-Georgian 
relations. Tbilisi looks at Armenia with distrust due to Yerevan’s pro-
Russian political orientation, the existence of Russian military base 
in the Armenian town of Giumri, and from the separatist potential of 
Georgia’s Armenian population along the Georgian-Armenian border 
in the province of Dzhavakheti. Additionally, Georgia is closely 
interconnected with Armenia’s rivals Turkey and Azerbaijan through 
several oil and gas pipelines, as well as railway and communication 
projects. In 2004, Armenia and Iran agreed on the construction of a 
140km long gas pipeline, and three years later, in 2007, its first section 
was officially launched. Tehran has positioned itself as an important 
energy supplier to Armenia and backs Yerevan through several 
infrastructure and construction projects with the aim of easing the flow 
of goods and people between the two countries. During the last decade, 
the number of Iranian tourists visiting Armenia grew remarkably and 
resulted in the mutual abolishment of the visa regime for Iranian and 
Armenian citizens in 2016.9 It is worth mentioning that Baku still insists 
on one-side visa regime for Iranian citizens and continues to boost its 
interaction both with Ankara and Tel Aviv. 

The Second Karabakh War and Iran10

The outbreak of war on the Armenian-Azerbaijani frontline on 27 
September 2020 challenged the Iranian leadership. It is likely that 
Tehran was convinced that the conflict would be over within a couple 
of days, as was the case in 2016 and repeatedly in July 2020. Tehran 
addressed both sides, pushed for a ceasefire and offered itself as an 
intermediary at the end of September 2020. Both Yerevan and Baku 
appreciated Iran’s engagement, however, nothing changed and the 
fighting continued. The extensive use of unmanned aerial vehicles 
and drones was the primary reason for the Azerbaijani military’s 
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advantage during the initial phase of the war in the first weeks of 
October. Moreover, and contrary to the first Karabakh war of 1992-94, 
Ankara backed Azerbaijan politically and diplomatically, mobilizing 
state resources for the cause. The military successes of the Azerbaijani 
army that had undergone radical reformation and efficient training by 
Turkish experts during the last decades were responded to by solidarity 
rallies among Iran’s Azerbaijani population in rural areas close to the 
border and in the urban spaces of Tabriz and Ardabil. The protesters 
even managed to hinder a Russian military convoy on a routine journey 
through Iranian territory towards Armenia. 

On 1 October, four high-ranking clerics from Iran’s north provinces, 
Seyed Hasan Ameli, the Mahammad Ali Ale-Hashem, Ali Khatami 
and the Friday Prayer from Urmia, Seyed Mehdi Qoreishi, signed a 
manifesto recognizing Azerbaijan’s claims to Karabakh.11 It is worth 
mentioning that the English service of Radio Farda (Radio Free Europe) 
reported on the manifesto, incorrectly mentioning Hassan Alemi.12 
Hassan Alemi ran in the 2016 Iranian Assembly of Experts election 
from Khorasan province. However, it was Hasan Ameli (sometimes as 
Amuli) who signed the document. The Ardabil-based theologian Ameli 
positioned himself already after the Four-day-war between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan in April 2016 as an advocate of Iran’s support for the 
Azeri side, and during his interview for the Azerbaijani News Agency 
APA in July 2017 promoted the slogan “one nation, two states” with 
regards to Iran and Azerbaijan.13 The standpoint of Hasan Ameli echoed 
in Azerbaijan itself14. However, this slogan is usually used in relation to 
Azerbaijan and Turkey and the deep cooperation of the culturally and 
linguistically bonded countries.15 It remains unknown who orchestrated 
the emergence of this manifesto. Was it a local initiative of the afore-
mentioned clerics active in the provinces with ethnic Azeri Turkic 
majorities, or Tehran’s semi-official message for Azerbaijan’s pious Shia 
population? Tehran addressed its own internal ethnic Azeri community 
seemingly in an effort to reduce its discontent with Tehran’s decade-
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long official stance of neutrality and close cooperation with Armenia. 
At the same time, it should be mentioned that the manifesto was only 
signed by the regional clergy. Officially, neither the office of Ayatollah 
Khamanei nor the Shia authorities of the Hawza in Qom authored it. 
Being confronted with a critique from Yerevan, Tehran could explain 
the manifesto as a regional initiative of Iran’s Azeri community and not 
as the official point of view despite the fact that the signatories were all  
official representatives of the Spiritual Leader of Islamic Revolution 
in northern Iran. It should be mentioned that the Iran’s Azerbaijani 
clerics heavily criticized Azerbaijani authorities after the prominent 
Shia theologian Taleh Bagirzade was arrested in Baku in 2017 and 
following the anti-police riot in Baku’s conservative Shia Naradaran 
neighbourhood was put down. Since then, the Shia clergy in Azerbaijan 
organize annual mourning ceremonies devoted to the “Martyrdom of 
the Oppressed of Nardaran”.16

Additionally, the new dynamics in Armenian-Azerbaijani confrontation 
and particularly the aforementioned protests among Iranian-
Azerbaijanis made Tehran not re-think, but rather re-articulate, its 
position towards the Karabakh issue. Iran’s economy suffers from 
sanctions, and the national currency has been facing devaluation. 
Additionally, severely struck by the pandemic, the authorities sought 
to omit any situation that could instigate new wave of anti-government 
rallies. In early October 2020, Tehran announced that its diplomats had 
been working on a peaceful settlement of the Karabakh conflict, and 
lambasted the previous activity of the Minsk Group, particularly the 
role of the countries who are geographically remote from the region. 
While reflecting on the decades-long negotiations on Karabakh and the 
failure of the Minsk Group, on October 14, influential news agency 
Tasnim News even rhetorically asked whether the Minsk Group could 
not overcome difficulties searching for a resolution or if it was reluctant 
to find one.17 Obviously, Iran’s critique focused on the U.S. and France. 
And in this respect, there was a certain consensus between Iran’s view on 
the OSCE’s role as well as that of Azerbaijan and Turkey. High-ranking 
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Iranian officials criticized the West for not having advanced a solution 
to the conflict over the years, and even for allegedly contributing to its 
prolongation.18 

Iran’s proposed a peace plan postulated repeatedly the principle of 
territorial integrity and stressed the importance of respectful treatment 
of internationally recognised state borders. Taking into consideration 
Iran’s multi-ethnic and multicultural composition, Tehran’s insistence 
on territorial integrity is understandable. Iran offered to serve as an 
intermediary again19 and proposed to conduct peace talks in Tehran. 
Iranian diplomats proposed a 3+3 format that would include Armenia, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia - three South Caucasian republics - as well as 
Turkey, Russia and Iran.  

The central element of the Iranian approach was regionalism. 
According to this logic, the countries of the region should solve their 
problems within the region without any interference from the outside. 
Iran’s then-Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Seyyid Abbas Araghchi 
travelled to Baku, Moscow, Yerevan and Ankara on 29 October. He 
met his counterparts at the deputy ministerial level in Russia and 
Turkey. In Azerbaijan and Armenia, Aragchi was received at the highest 
level.20 Elucidating Aragchi’s tour of the region, the English-language 
Iranian pro-governmental newspaper Tehran Times described Iran as 
“undeniable peace partner”21. Aragchi told the press that the reaction of 
Azerbaijan towards the Iranian peace plan was positive.22

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei touched on the topic of Karabakh in his speech 
on 3 November as a source of danger for regional security. Announcing 
Iran’s readiness to mediate between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
Khamenei stressed the importance of territorial integrity of the states 
in general, declared his recognition of Azerbaijan’s claim to Karabakh, 
and, at the same time stressed the importance of security guarantees 
for the Armenian minority living in Karabakh.23 Some international 
observers, as well as representatives of the Shia clergy in Azerbaijan 
and Iran perceived Khamenei’s speech as siding with Azerbaijan. 



216  The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future

According to a Russian expert on Iran, Vladimir Sazhin, however, 
the Iranian support for Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity articulated by 
officials caused a mistaken perception that Iran took Azerbaijan’s side. 
Tehran called for  for the four relevant resolutions of the UN Security 
Council to be implemented much earlier than the war in the autumn 
2020.24 Both Armenia and Azerbaijan as well as Turkish and Russian 
officials appreciated Iran’s activity, however, it ultimately remained on 
diplomatic level only. 

Iran shares Russia’s view that the Western presence in the Caucasus 
should be diminished. Tehran effectively suggested the ‘Syrian model’ 
for the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict over Karabakh and to exclude 
Western powers from any significant role in any post-war settlement.  
Just as the main vehicle for negotiations in the Syrian conflict had 
shifted from Geneva format to the Russian-dominated Astana format, 
Iran hoped to sideline the OSCE’s Minsk Group and replace with an 
Iranian-Turkish-Russian troika. 

On 10 November 2020, Russia brokered the cease-fire agreement that 
was signed by Russian President Putin, his Azerbaijani counterpart 
Aliyev and the Armenian Prime Minister Pashinyan. The fighting 
subsequently stopped and Baku and Yerevan accepted the deployment 
of 2,000 Russian peacekeepers in the Karabakh zone as a guarantee 
of the cease-fire. Indeed, as a resulf of how the conflict played out, 
the credibility and effectiveness of the Minks Group was called into 
question and while the grouping will technically continue to exist, the 
fact that Russia ultimately acted on its own means that the function of the 
grouping has been significantly altered. Tehran welcomed the Russian 
initiative and repeatedly offered to play the role of intermediary for 
peace talks. After the cease-fire agreement between Yerevan and Baku 
was brokered by Russia, the Iranian side pointed to articles 3 and 4 of the 
agreement that outlined the details relating to the Russian peacekeepers. 
Wishing to be present on the ground, Iran repeatedly offered to provide 
its own peacekeeping forces, and while this initiative was acknowleged 
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both in Moscow and Ankara, it was ultimately ignored.  

Tehran looks at the Turkish engagement in the Caucasus with distrust. 
Iran was sceptical of the idea of the Russian-Turkish Monitoring Centre 
when it was proposed in November. The fact that Baku was in favour 
of it, only increased Iranian scepticism. On 11 November, the pro-
government conservative daily “Ettelaat” criticized Baku for staying 
ignorant towards the “Palestinians’ cause.” Iran is also concerned over 
Turkish-Russian bilateral cooperation and the expansion of Turkish 
influence in the region. 

Post-war

After the cease-fire was established under Russian auspices and 
Russian peacekeepers were deployed to Karabakh, Tehran sought to 
adjust its approach in accordance with the newly emerging regional 
dynamic.  Satisfied with the reduction of U.S. influence in the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, Iran began to push for its participation 
in the reconstruction efforts in Susha and Aghdam - among other 
locales - appealing to regional and even civilizational bonds to 
strengthen its appeal. For example, on 17 December, Ettelaat promoted 
the conference on “Karabakh in Persian Cultural and Civilizational 
History” organised by Iran’s National Organisation of Archival and 
Documentary Research.25 On 19 December 2020, IRNA, the Islamic 
Republic News Agency, 26  and two days later Ettelaat27 reported on  
Ilham Aliyev’s intention to involve “Azerbaijan’s friendly partner 
countries” in reconstruction and restoration efforts. Iran perceived this 
as an opportunity to position its industries, particularly its construction 
companies, in a good position with Azerbaijan. Observing the situation 
around the post-cease-fire regulations in Karabakh and the Russian 
asymmetrical presence as military power in the region, Iran is eager to 
increase its economic activity in the region in general, and in Karabakh 
in partucular. Being both unable and reluctant to compete with Russia, 
Tehran has focused its concern on Turkish military and economic 
assets in post-war Azerbaijan. The Turkish-Azerbaijani military 
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parade following the end of the war was perceived by Iranian elites 
and conservative intellectuals as a threat to Iran’s long-term strategy 
in the region. Lambasting President Erdogan’s verse recitation during 
the parade in Baku, the Iranian establishment articulated its displeasure 
over Turkish-Azerbaijani rapprochement and tried to pressure Baku 
to grant Iranian companies access to restoration works in Karabakh. 
Iranian daily newspapers such as Ettelaat published stories that were 
highly critical of Turkey vis-a-vis its position towards the Palestian 
issue, particularly its cooperation with Israel in both security and non-
security related fields.28. 

However, there are aspects in which both Russia, Turkey and Iran find 
consensus. The principle of territorial integrity is one of Iran’s most 
important concerns as Seyed Abbas Aragchi stressed again on March 1, 
2021. The International Shia News Association, Shafaqna, quoted him 
as having said: “We oppose any kind of border change and menaces of 
regime change in our region”29. Aragchi also criticized the “inactivity of 
the Minsk Group” however, his proper concern was not the inefficiency 
of OSCE’s engagement in the resolution of the Karabakh conflict per 
se, but rather a more general critique of Western policy towards the 
Middle East and the alleged Western backing of the so-called Arab 
Spring in particular.

Iran declared its wish to contribute to the economic recovery of 
Karabakh on all levels and activated bilateral and regional contacts 
with both Armenia and Azerbaijan as well as with Turkey and Russia 
in January. Russian analyst Fyodor Lukianov explained this activity 
of Iranian diplomacy as Tehran’s effort “not to miss the regional 
train”30. Despite the pandemic, Iran insisted on hosting the fourteenth 
meeting of the Iranian-Azerbaijani Commission on Economic, Trade 
and Humanitarian Cooperation in Tehran on the 18th of January and 
achieved several bilateral agreements related to water supplies in the 
borderlands. Iran’s Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time, Mahammad 
Javad Zarif, travelled to Baku and met President Ilham Aliyev on 26 
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January 2021 on his way to Moscow and Yerevan. Iran’s assistance to 
Azerbaijan in the field of technical aid, engineering, energy, and other 
realms was discussed during the meeting.31 However, Baku remains 
cautious with regard to rapprochement with Tehran. Iran’s ambassador 
to Baku Seyyed Abbas Musavi said in an interview for Azerbaijani 
news agency Trend on 2 March that Tehran has been waiting for Azeri 
proposals.32 Any concrete agreement with Iranian construction or 
engineering companies has not been arranged by Baku thus far. 

Conclusion

Despite heavy sanctions, Iran has sought to benefit from U.S. political 
and partial military withdrawal from the Middle East over the last 
decade. Taking advantage of the dynamics in the troubled region, Iran 
has been able to strengthen its position from Lebanon and Yemen, to 
Syria and Iraq. Tehran has demonstrated an unusual activity from the 
very beginning of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, but neither the 
plan of Iran’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mahammad Javad Zarif, nor 
the mission of the Deputy Minister Abbas Aragchi bore fruit. Zarif’s 
plan was based on a regional solution of the conflict involving the entire 
South Caucasus and three regional powers of Russia, Turkey, and Iran. 
By the promotion of this plan and advocating for ‘regionalism’, Iran 
was seeking to exclude Western countries from the negotiation process, 
and by doing so, Iran aimed to diminish the Western presence in its 
neighbourhood. Ultimately, a ceasefire was reached but without Iranian 
efforts. Russia deployed peacekeepers, brokered the agreement with 
Baku and Yerevan, and succeeded in establishing the Monitoring Centre 
with Ankara. Erdogan’s proposal of a regional cooperation grouping 
composed of six countries outlined during his visit to Baku in December 
2020, corresponds with Zarif’s vision. Iran, however, is not integrated 
into any kind of negotiations related to the post-conflict situation in the 
Caucasus. Baku signed contracts with Turkish construction enterprises 
for reconstruction works in the parts of Karabakh and other territories 
it regained control of. Turkey sent also personnel and equipment 
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for demining. Iranian authorities realize that Ankara will remain as 
Azerbaijan’s key partner and Baku will continue to purchase military 
equipment from Ankara. Moreover, Baku will continue to cooperate 
with Israel in a number of fields including technological development.

Iran finds itself somehow out of the post-conflict settlement.  Additionally, 
Iran’s de-facto border with its key ally in the region, Armenia, was 
literally shortened after Baku retook control of the districts south of 
Karabakh, close to the Khudaferin (Khoda-afarin) bridge. Iran was 
seeking, but ultimately failed, to engage in the Azerbaijani-Armenian 
war over Karabakh as it did in Syria. Contrary to the situation in Syria 
or Yemen however, Tehran has no proxies on the ground in the region. 
Baku pursued a severe policy towards Islamist groups connected with 
Iranian clergy. 

The critique by Iranian officials on the Turkish President’s verse 
recitation in early 2021 had several messages. Erdogan quoted in his 
speech the late Soviet Azerbaijani poet Bakhtiyar Vahabzade (1925-
2009) who authored the poem “Gülüstan” back in the Soviet period, 
and is perceived by Iranian elites as one of the key advocates of ethnic 
Azerbaijani separatism in Iran. By voicing strong displeasure with 
Erdogan’s recitation, Zarif and other officials aimed to signal to both  
Baku and Ankara that Iran views the increasingly strong Turkish-
Azerbaijani cooperation with concern.

Iran is apparently displeased that Turkey has started to play more active 
role both in the Caucasus and in Central Asia. And Tehran witnessed the 
aggravation of relations both with Turkmenistan and with Uzbekistan 
and even linguistically and culturally linked to it, Tajikistan. Tehran 
raised transit fees for Turkish transportation vehicles via Iranian territory 
last year. A significant portion of good transported between Turkey and 
Central Asia go via Iranian territory, however, Ankara is interested in 
diversification of the routes to the Central Asian market. Ankara has 
improved its relations with Uzbekistan, and was in negotiations with 
Baku and Central Asia to develop the transport route via the Caucasus 
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and Caspian Sea in order to avoid Iran. Following the end of the Second 
Karabakh War, Baku has obtained the possible use of a transportation 
corridor to the Azerbaijani exclave of Nakhchevan, which also shares a 
border with Turkey. Theoretically, if the Russian-Turkish cooperation 
in the Caucasus continues, Turkey can use the corridor as an additional 
transport route to Central Asia.

Iran is challenged dramatically both economically but also diplomatically. 
Its activity around the Karabakh war was largely ignored, the prospects 
at reviving the nuclear deal, and therefore have sanctions removed, 
remains dim, and several Arab states have established diplomatic 
relations with Israel during the last two years. Russia is also opposed to 
Iran’s ability to enrich uranium largely because Moscow is reluctant to 
accept the emergence of new members in the ‘nuclear club’. Iran will 
continue to react to Turkish political activity in the region, however,  
Tehran will remain cautious to taking any steps that could endanger 
Turkish-Iranian relations.  

Left aside in the political and military framework around Karabakh 
issue, Tehran continues to struggle for acceptance as an investor in 
Karabakh and is eager to play down the image of it being “a loser of the 
Karabakh war”33. Tehran is interested in status quo,34 and any long-term 
reconciliation between Armenia and Azerbaijan as well as between 
Armenia and Turkey does not correspond with its geopolitical interests. 
Even if the two corridors between Turkey, Armenia and Azerbaijan 
would function under the supervision of Russian peacekeepers, the 
regional role of Iran as a transit country between Azerbaijan and its 
exclave Nakhichevan would diminish. Trilateral cooperation between 
Ankara, Yerevan and Baku remains hypothetical, and it is Russia, Iran’s 
close ally, that now has a military presence in all three South Caucasian 
Republics, and, since November 2020, on Azerbaijani territory in 
Karabakh. Pointing out that the cease-fire between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia was signed under Russian auspices, the pro-government 
Ettelaat wrote with satisfaction on the “decline of American leadership 
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and the rise of the multipolar order”35. Observing the dynamics in 
international politics and on the regional scene, Tehran will continue its 
efforts to participate economically in the reconstruction of Karabakh. 
From other opportunities, Iran seems to be excluded.
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Armenia’s Imperative: Adapting to a New Reality 

Richard Giragosian

Introduction

Since an impressive non-violent victory of “people power” in what 
became known as Armenia’s “Velvet Revolution” in 2018, the Armenian 
government of Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan has struggled to sustain 
the momentum of democratisation. Although bolstered by a significant 
degree of legitimacy from a sweeping victory in a rare free and fair 
parliamentary election in December 2018, the Armenian government 
has floundered more recently, however, with a series of serious political 
missteps and policy mistakes. The country now faces a starkly new 
political reality, as the unexpected 44-day war for Nagorno-Karabakh 
that erupted in September 2020 abruptly ended the euphoria and 
jubilation of “post-revolution” Armenia. 

Unprecedented Post-War Vulnerability 

In an unprecedented period of vulnerability, the post-war reality has left 
Armenia stranded in unchartered territory. After the forced acceptance 
of a difficult decision, Armenian Prime Minister Pashinyan acceded 
on 10 November to a Russian-crafted and Russian-imposed agreement 
that effectively ended the six-week war for Karabakh and triggered 
the immediate deployment of some 2,000 Russian peacekeepers to the 
disputed region for an initial five-year mission. Although the agreement 
consolidated significant territorial gains by Azerbaijan and introduced 
a cessation of fighting, it only affirmed Armenia’s stunning defeat. 
And while the acceptance of the agreement saved lives and salvaged 
Armenian control over the remaining territory of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
the conflict remains unresolved with several outstanding questions, 
ranging from the status of Karabakh to the terms of the withdrawal 
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and possible demobilisation of the Karabakh armed forces, making 
further diplomatic negotiations essential to ensuring lasting security 
and stability. Given the lack of preparation of Armenian society for 
the scale of the losses from the war, the Pashinyan government faced 
an immediate and emotional series of protests, leading to calls for the 
prime minister to resign and demands for accountability.

Some observers see the 45-day war for Nagorno-Karabakh as a victory 
for Turkey as much as for Azerbaijan. This view stems largely from the 
unprecedented military support and unexpectedly direct engagement 
by the Turkish military in waging the war for Karabakh alongside 
Azerbaijani forces. Although this joint military effort between Turkey 
and Azerbaijan succeeded in seizing large areas of territory and in 
capturing parts of Nagorno-Karabakh, several factors could potentially 
limit Turkey’s gains. In other words, Turkey’s gains may not, in the end, 
be as significant as some argued they would be. In particular, Turkey 
risks becoming over-extended both military and diplomatically. 

This potential rests mostly on Russia’s relative advantage following its 
belated but nevertheless decisive engagement in the conflict. Following 
an unprecedented degree of Turkish military support for Azerbaijan, 
it was Russia that ultimately emerged with the clear upper-hand from 
the post-War situation, securing its first-ever military presence in the 
territory with the deployment of a 2,000-strong peacekeeping force. For 
its part, Turkey has had to settle for an observer role to the Russian 
mission, having also been excluded from the Russian-led working 
group on trade and transport. There is also some controversy regarding 
Turkey’s role in the peacekeeping mission itself, particularly as Moscow 
has been dragging its feet on facilitating a more direct role for Turkish 
peacekeepers. The risk, for both Turkey and Azerbaijan, is that Russian 
forces could be left with the dominant role in the region given its newly 
acquired military foothold. 

At the same time, Turkey did regain its lost role as the primary military 
“patron state” for Azerbaijan, replacing Russia as the leading arms 
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provider and source of weapons. This is also matched by a “power 
exchange” defined by a deeper trend of a shifting balance of power, with 
a resurgent Turkey empowering an arguably over-confident Azerbaijan 
after the successful military campaign in Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Armenia’s Lingering Political Crisis

The Armenian government remains challenged by a lingering domestic 
political crisis. Driven by the shock of the unexpected military defeat in 
the war for Karabakh that ended in November 2020, the political crisis 
reached a deadlock, with a stalemate between a largely unpopular and 
discredited opposition and a government with no credible alternative or 
viable aspirant. Reversing his initial reluctance, Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan accepted the need for early elections, based on the prudent 
recognition that early elections, held on 20 June 2021, were the only 
feasible way to diffuse the domestic deadlock.

Given the limited challenge from protests, the domestic political 
challenge to the government, with calls for Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan to resign, was both less and more than it seems, however. On 
the one hand, the political vulnerability of the Pashinyan government 
was neither as serious nor as significant as recent developments 
suggest, for two reasons. First, despite the initial shock of the Prime 
Minister’s acceptance of a Russian-imposed agreement to halt the war 
over Karabakh, demonstrations against the government were largely 
ineffective. The demonstrations, which turned out significantly fewer 
participants than expected, failed to galvanize widespread sustained 
support. That lack of momentum stemmed from the fact that much 
of the opposition leading the protests were seriously unpopular 
and significantly discredited, tainted by ties to the former corrupt 
government and lacking any real policy alternative.

Moreover, a second reason that the political challenge was less 
significant lies in the absence of any credible rival or alternative to 
Pashinyan. In fact, Pashinyan had no choice and little alternative but 
to accept the Russian agreement. Although the Russian plan was both 
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imposed on Armenia and implemented unilaterally by Moscow, it 
was the only feasible way to save lives and salvage what remained of 
Armenian control over Nagorno-Karabakh and, in this context, the fall 
of Shushi, the second largest city in Karabakh, was the turning point, 
making any further fighting unsustainable and risking the complete loss 
of Karabakh.

The Broader Significance of Armenia’s Snap Election

The significance of this early election also consisted of two additional 
factors. First, the need for a fresh mandate was the only legal and 
constitutional avenue to resolve the deepening political stalemate and 
offered the incumbent Pashinyan government an attractive opportunity 
to seek a rare, renewed degree of legitimacy. A second related factor 
was the importance of holding a second “free and fair” election, 
standing out as an impressive “back-to-back” repeat of the free and 
fair election of December 2018. These objectives were met through a 
ballot that was endorsed and certified by the international observers 
comprising the joint mission from the OSCE Office for Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), the OSCE Parliamentary 
Assembly (OSCE PA), and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council 
of Europe (PACE) as “competitive and generally well-managed.”1 The 
observers also noted, however, that the election was characterized by 
intense polarization, marred by increasingly inflammatory language, 
and undermined by the fact that “women were sidelined throughout the 
campaign.”2

Nevertheless, with the return of former President Robert Kocharyan 
as the frontrunner of the opposition’s attempt to unseat Prime Minister 
Pashinyan, the election was very much defined by a contest of personalities 
rather than any real competition of policies. For the Armenian 
electorate, it was also a choice between an appeal to the authoritarian 
“strong man” leadership of the past, as embodied by Kocharyan and the 
opposition, versus continued confidence in the democratic reforms of 
the Pashinyan government. Despite expectations for an especially close 
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and competitive contest, most observers were surprised by the depth and 
degree of victory for the incumbent government, however. An additional 
surprise was seen in both the over-confidence of the opposition and the 
over-stated vulnerability of the government. However, such surprise was 
justified, as this was an early election not only conducted in a delicate 
and difficult period of post-war uncertainty and instability, but also as a 
contest in unchartered political territory.

The Election Results

In the wake of Armenia’s recent early parliamentary election, incumbent 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan is set to form a new government. 
Armed with a fresh mandate of nearly 54 percent of the vote in the snap 
election of 20 June, Pashinyan’s “Civil Contract” party will enter the 
new Armenian parliament with a decisive majority of 71 seats in the 
107-seat parliament.3 

Despite some expectations of a closer and more competitive contest, 
the opposition failed to pose a significant challenge to the incumbent 
government. Most notably, the opposition bloc led by former President 
Robert Kocharyan was the only other party or bloc to surpass the 
minimum threshold to earn seats in the new parliament. But even this 
“Armenia Alliance” bloc came in a distant second, garnering only 21.09 
percent of the vote, yet receiving 29 seats as result of the Armenian 
constitution’s reward for the second-place finisher. 

The “I Have Honor” (or “Patev Unem”) bloc of former President Serzh 
Sargsyan failed to pass the threshold, receiving only 5.22 percent of 
votes, although it too benefitted from the constitutional requirement of 
having a parliament consist of at least three parties and with a minimum 
one-third opposition representation. Under those conditions, this third 
opposition bloc was awarded 7 seats. Another major opposition party, 
the “Prosperous Armenia” party, which was the second largest party in 
the outgoing parliament, was unable to gain enough votes to enter the 
new parliament, thereby raising serious questions over both its future 
and its fate.



231

Maximizing the Electoral Math

The election win for Pashinyan was impressive for several reasons and 
was largely due to three distinct factors. First, the victory was driven by 
the electoral math, as Pashinyan and his Civil Contract party held a core 
base of support of between 25-30 percent of committed and consistent 
voters. This core support was further bolstered by the party’s successful 
appeal to the significant bloc of some 30 percent of independent 
and non-committed voters. It is important to note, however, that the 
crucial support from these undecided voters was not based on support 
for Pashinyan and his party alone and derived more from fear of the 
opposition and the divisively polarizing figure of former President 
Kocharyan. Nevertheless, it was this impressive combination of support 
from a core constituency with added turnout from the large “swing 
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vote” of undecided voters that helped drive Pashinyan’s party to garner 
nearly 54 percent of the vote total. The inflated expectations and inferior 
performance of Kocharyan and his opposition bloc, despite garnering 
more than 21 percent of the vote, only revealed the opposition’s lack of 
appeal. 

Maintaining the Electoral Map

In addition to the electoral math underlying this election victory, a 
second significant factor in explaining the Pashinyan win was the 
electoral map (see chart below), marked by an impressive scale and 
depth of support among the rural areas of the country. And as important 
as the swing votes from undecided voters were for the outcome, the 
momentum of votes from the regions swept the incumbent government 
past the post. This support was largely due to the fact that after years 
of neglect, the Pashinyan government was the first to invest in the rural 
areas and regions. 

More specifically, Pashinyan’s Civil Contract Party was able to sweep 
all ten regions plus the capital Yerevan. The breakdown was particularly 
impressive, as Pashinyan’s party secured over 60 percent of the votes in 
8 of the 10 regions of Armenia, while garnering over 50 percent in the 
remaining two and still receiving over 40 percent in Yerevan, assumed 
to be more of an opposition stronghold. For his part, former President 
Kocharyan was only able to gain more than 20 percent in 2 of the 10 
regions, and an underwhelming 27.9 percent in Yerevan. 
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An Extraordinary Election in Many Ways

This early election was extraordinary for several reasons well beyond 
its timing. First, this contest represented a desperate attempt at a 
political comeback by the “old guard” of Armenian politics. Since the 
ascendence of Pashinyan to power as the leader of a rare victory of non-
violent “people power” in the country’s “Velvet Revolution” of 2018, 
a large and disparate segment of former officials and ousted political 
leaders coalesced around their opposition to an embattled Pashinyan 
government. 

But in a combination of political arrogance and personal argument, 
the opposition camp was dangerously divided into four competing 
parties and factions, with three former Armenian presidents competing 
against each other as much as challenging the government. In fact, this 
personality-driven fragmentation of the opposition only diluted and 
divided the anti-government electorate. And with former presidents 
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Levon Ter Petrosian, Serzh Sarsgyan and Kocharian failing to unite or 
even cooperate, the opposition only magnified its own weak appeal and 
discredited standing. Overall, the election was an example of renewed 
legitimacy, the election was further able to demonstrate that political 
stability and democratic resiliency was able to overcome post-war 
insecurity in Armenia. In this context, the re-election of Pashinyan and 
his party was more than simply a fresh mandate for the incumbent, but 
also a vindication and victory of Armenia’s institutional democracy.

Pre-Existing Challenges to Armenian Democracy

Hindered by a lingering political crisis exacerbated by pronounced 
polarisation, even with the resounding re-election of the Pashinyan 
government in June 2021, Armenia continues to be challenged to adapt 
to this new post-war reality, and to adjust to the unprecedented military 
loss to prevent outright defeat. Yet Armenian democracy faced several 
serious challenges well before the war, encompassing four specific 
pre-existing conditions. First, Armenia was already on a war footing. 
As early as March 2020, well before the late September 2020 military 
offensive by Azerbaijan, Armenia was fighting against the coronavirus. 
As much more than a public health emergency, however, the challenge 
to contain the COVID-19 pandemic strained both state capacity and 
credibility. The imposition of martial law was matched by initial 
attempts to impose measures to dangerously restrict and restrain civil 
liberties. Although later eased and modified, these initial measures to 
monitor and muzzle media coverage were dangerous moves to curtail 
freedom under the pretext of national security. 

A second pre-war challenge stems from the weakness and deficiencies 
in the structure of democracy in Armenia. Faced with a legacy 
of authoritarian rule and entrenched corruption, the 2018 Velvet 
Revolution failed to properly invest in the institutions of democracy, 
with a misplaced over-reliance on empowering individuals. 
Structurally, democratisation in post-revolution Armenia is undermined 
by a weak and subordinate legislature unable to exercise oversight or 
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exert legislative initiative, an especially significant shortcoming for a 
country with an evolving parliamentary form of government. This was 
matched by a judiciary that was both a legacy of the old government 
and a political target for the Pashinyan government. This absence of 
checks and balances has only distorted the development of institutional 
democracy and given rise to a more informal system of governance 
based on an over-centralisation of power in the office of the prime 
minister. In this context, the public policy process was also flawed by 
the prime minister’s failure to delegate sufficient authority to either the 
cabinet or the parliament, thereby undermining accountability.  

A third pre-existing weakness stems from the lack of strategic vision. 
More specifically, as one of the more surprising shortcomings from 
the honeymoon period of Armenia’s “Velvet Revolution,” the lack of 
any clear or coherent strategic vision to guide governance and reform 
remains a clear problem. Despite the innovation and inspiration inherent 
from the victory of the notably non-violent Velvet Revolution, once 
in power, the Armenian government has demonstrated a disturbing 
deficit of strategy and vision. As a dynamic, and not static process, 
democratisation and reform require both vision and strategy to sustain 
the momentum necessary for their effective implementation. 

The lack of strategic vision only continues, however, and with a 
related lack of direction, is now most evident across several policy 
areas, most recently including the failure to formulate a new post-war 
diplomatic strategy with clear “end state” objectives, a fallacious and 
stubborn commitment to retain an outdated and ineffective approach 
to security and defence reform, and a faulty implementation of a 
questionable economic reform programme marred by a demonstrable 
suspension of efforts to systemically combat corruption, protect the 
investment climate and pursue economic and social measures including 
job creation and poverty reduction. These policy shortcomings have 
been matched by other setbacks, where the lack of strategic vision 
and absence of direction have led to a series of rather sudden policy 
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priorities that quickly falter with little follow-through, as evident in the 
areas of security sector reform, the modernization of education, and the 
incomplete investment and inadequate prioritization of innovation and 
entrepreneurship, among other examples. 

The Diplomatic Divide

From the very beginning, one of the more fundamental challenges of 
the diplomatic negotiations over the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict was 
the stark contrast and opposing views of the Armenian and Azerbaijani 
sides. The difference was demonstrated in the duelling emphasis by each 
side on contradictory principles of international law, with the Armenian 
side favouring the right of self-determination and the Azerbaijani side 
stressing the principle of territorial integrity. More recently, the two 
sides even view the 2020 war for Karabakh from very different and 
opposing perspectives. For the Armenian side, the war was driven 
by a focus on the security of Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, with 
a secondary but related emphasis on status. For the Azerbaijani side, 
however, the war was waged for territory, not population, seeking the 
restoration of territorial integrity.

Against that backdrop of difficult contradictory views, even the post-
war situation remains divided by two very different viewpoints. For the 
Armenians, the Russian imposed ceasefire agreement is far from a final 
peace deal and is seen as deferring status and security issues to a later 
but essential period of resumed diplomatic negotiations. For Azerbaijan, 
however, the war is over and as victor, there is no acceptance of the rights 
or demands of the vanquished. But for any realistic hope for a lasting 
and durable peace, the imperative is to find a consensus, with a return 
to diplomacy as the only avenue to forge a negotiated resolution to this 
otherwise implacable contradiction. Thus, Western engagement, and 
American encouragement, will be key to helping bridge this diplomatic 
divide over Nagorno-Karabakh.



237

The Heavy Price for an Imposed Peace

After forty days and forty nights of often intense fighting, the latest 
war for Nagorno-Karabakh halted with an abrupt midnight posting 
early on 10 November 2020 on Facebook. Couched in a confession 
of an “unspeakably painful” acceptance, Armenian Prime Minister 
Nikol Pashinyan announced his acceptance of a new agreement that 
effectively ceded territory to Azerbaijan. The agreement to halt the war 
for Karabakh, which salvaged the remaining remnants of Armenian 
control over Nagorno-Karabakh and arguably saved the Karabakh 
Armenian population from advancing Azerbaijani forces, raises only 
more questions about the status and security of the Karabakh enclave. 
The Russian-crafted plan, signed by Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Armenian Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan, consists of several elements.

According to the specific terms of the agreement, a roughly 2,000-strong 
Russian peacekeeping force was immediately deployed to Karabakh, 
establishing a perimeter to protect and defend the vital “Lachin 
Corridor,” a lifeline connecting Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia. 
Armenia was then required to withdraw its forces from the districts 
of Azerbaijan beyond the borders of Nagorno-Karabakh. In a staged 
withdrawal, this initial disengagement was followed by the return of 
the two districts of Kelbajar and Aghdam on 20 November 2020, with a 
further Armenian pullback from the Lachin district in December 2020. 
Since that time, Russian peacekeepers have been positioned to ensure 
the Armenian use and control of a five-kilometre-wide corridor through 
Lachin connecting Karabakh and Armenia. 

In a seeming attempt at parity, a similar, but much vaguer “corridor”, was 
also stipulated to connect Azerbaijan to its exclave Nakhichevan. This 
last point of the agreement is one of the most potentially significant, as 
the nature of such an Azerbaijani connection through Armenian territory 
remains dangerously unclear and undefined, raising questions over 
sovereignty, legal standing and policing, among other notable issues. 
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An additional concern stems from what is not stipulated or stressed 
in the agreement. For example, there is no clarity for the “status” of 
the remaining parts of Nagorno Karabakh, with a disregard for earlier 
negotiations. And with a number of other implications and issues, there 
is an obvious need for direct negotiations and further agreements. 

Although all sides seem to have only accepted this agreement under 
differing degrees of duress or with distaste, for the democratically-
elected leaders of Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh, there was little 
choice and no alternative. The Azerbaijani capture of the strategic city 
of Shushi, the second-largest in Karabakh, was a pivotal tipping point. 
As the Karabakh Armenians lost the city, the magnitude of the disaster 
became clear. Retreating to the Karabakh capital Stepanakert, leaders 
in both Karabakh and Armenia came to the painful realisation that in 
order to salvage what remained of Karabakh, there was little alternative 
to accepting the terms of the agreement imposed and demanded by 
Moscow. 

A War of Unprecedented and Unexpected Intensity

Most armed conflicts and nearly every war eventually follow their own 
tempo, falling into a cycle of sustained force and suspended fighting. And 
like a wildfire, such clashes dictate their own intensity and determine their 
own pace before eventually burning themselves out. The six-week war 
for Nagorno-Karabakh was no different. Since the launch of a massive 
military offensive by Azerbaijan on 27 September 2020, the conflict 
over Nagorno-Karabakh erupted into a sudden and kinetic war. With 
daily combat driven by a sweeping advance by attacking Azerbaijani 
forces, Karabakh Armenian defenders were largely overwhelmed by the 
sheer scale of the onslaught. Empowered with direct Turkish military 
assistance and operational support, the Azerbaijani offensive quickly 
expanded into all-out war, with substantial gains in territory. 

Militarily, this war was significantly different than earlier clashes and 
was decisive in several ways. First, Turkey’s military support and 
direct engagement served to empower and embolden the Azerbaijani 
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offensive, helping it to seize a vast swath of territory to the south and a 
lesser area to the north and east of Nagorno-Karabakh. At the same time, 
Karabakh Armenian forces suffered staggering losses of equipment, 
mainly as a result of precise targeting by Turkish military drones or 
UAVs that simply overwhelmed an outdated air defence network. 
Beyond the unexpected pressure from Turkish engagement, a second 
equally significant factor making this war for Nagorno-Karabakh so 
decisive was the Russian response. 

Russia Reasserts Dominance

After the rather embarrassing public failure by Russia to conclude a basic 
and temporary cessation of hostilities well short of a full ceasefire, the 
sudden announcement of a Russian-backed “peace deal” for Nagorno-
Karabakh represented a real win for Moscow, for several reasons.

First, the terms of this new agreement grant Russia the most important 
of Moscow’s objectives: a dominant military presence on the ground. 
The prior lack of any direct Russian military presence in Nagorno-
Karabakh was one of the most distinctive aspects of the Karabakh 
conflict, standing in stark contrast to every other such conflict within 
the former Soviet space. That absence was a long-standing irritant for 
Moscow, reflecting the limits of Russia’s capacity for effective power 
projection and influence. But with this elusive goal now met, Russian 
peacekeepers are now central to the credibility and sustainability of the 
new peace deal, thereby granting Moscow an even more decisive role 
in the region.

A second dividend for Russia stems from its enhanced leverage over 
the Armenian government. Despite an uncharacteristically passive and 
pensive response to Armenia’s “Velvet Revolution” in 2018, Moscow 
seems to have bided its time and now has seized a major opportunity 
to maximize pressure on Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan 
and his government. This enhanced Russian leverage will not only 
keep Armenia well within the Russian orbit but will only further limit 
Armenia’s options and orientation in seeking closer relations with the 
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West. In this context, Moscow may proceed to pursue an ever deeper 
Armenian dependence, whereby Armenia is in danger of further 
mortgaging its independence and ceding much of its sovereignty to 
Russia.

Third, this was very much an individual Russian initiative, no longer 
pursued through the framework or the cover of the OSCE Minsk Group. 
This suggests that the Minsk Group format and structure is now itself 
imperilled by these latest developments. Thus, it seems clear that 
although the military phase of the Karabakh conflict has ended, the 
diplomatic contest is only just beginning.

A Prelude to Diplomacy

Armenia remains dangerously ill-prepared for the restart of diplomatic 
negotiations over Nagorno-Karabakh. Any chance to seize diplomatic 
opportunities to salvage what remains of Armenian Karabakh may be 
lost, as neither Armenia nor Karabakh have a diplomatic strategy. There 
is also a related absence of any “end state” objective for Karabakh. 
With no diplomatic strategy or even any clear end state goal, Armenia 
and Karabakh are going into diplomatic battle unarmed and unaware. 
And as several other important post-war considerations are not 
included in the agreement, the imperative for diplomatic negotiations 
between Armenia, Karabakh and Azerbaijan will be essential. This 
only demonstrates the temporary and limited nature of the agreement, 
which is more than an agreement for the cessation of hostilities but is 
substantially less than a comprehensive peace deal. 

The OSCE Minsk Group Under Threat

This diplomatic battle also pits the OSCE Minsk Group mediators 
against Azerbaijan and Turkey. As military victors, both Azerbaijan 
and Turkey are eager to minimize or even marginalize the Minsk 
Group. Faced with new questions over the mission and mandate of the 
OSCE Minsk Group in this new post-war reality, the very future of 
the mediating body as a diplomatic entity is under threat. Ironically, 
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it may be Russia that saves the Minsk Group and rescues its French 
and American co-chairs. Such a move would serve two distinct Russian 
objectives. First, by restoring the OSCE Minsk Group, Russian would 
consolidate its role as the diplomatic driver and holder of the initiative 
while garnering diplomatic dividends from the West, as the French and 
American co-chairs would be forced to follow Moscow’s lead. 

Second, such a Russian invitation for the Americans and French to re-
join the diplomatic process over post-war Karabakh would legitimise 
Russia’s unilateral deployment of peacekeepers to the region. Such 
legitimacy for the Russian military presence may help overcome the 
cost of past Russian actions in annexing Crimea. This would also offer 
Moscow the utility of “burden sharing,” where the resurrection of the 
OSCE Minsk Group would further pave the way for the EU, the UN and 
a larger OSCE donors’ conference to pay the cost of post-war stability 
and reconstruction. 

A Strategic Opportunity

Although Russia has emerged from the war for Nagorno-Karabakh 
as a clear winner, seizing an opportunity for power projection that 
resulted in a unilateral military deployment, the post-war challenge 
offers a strategic opportunity for the United States. More specifically, 
the Karabakh conflict has been one of the few issues and rare example 
where Russia has worked with, and not against the West, within the 
OSCE Minsk Group. And there is a somewhat surprising convergence 
of interests between Russia and the West in terms of seeking post-
war security and stability. Although based on a Russian diplomatic 
initiative, mediation of the Karabakh conflict and a return to diplomacy 
may offer more of a “level playing field,” as the U.S. and the EU could 
re-engage in the region while balancing Russia in a constructive policy 
of coordination and collaboration but constrained by conditionality.
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Diminished Returns for Turkey? 

In the post-war context, several factors could potentially limit 
Turkey’s gains. In other words, Turkey’s gains may not, in the end, 
be as significant as some argued they would be. In particular, Turkey 
risks becoming over-extended both military and diplomatically. This 
potential rests mostly on Russia’s relative advantage following its 
belated but nevertheless decisive engagement in the conflict. Following 
an unprecedented degree of Turkish military support for Azerbaijan, 
it was Russia that ultimately emerged with the clear upper-hand from 
the post-War situation, securing its first-ever military presence in the 
territory with the deployment of a 2,000-strong peacekeeping force. For 
its part, Turkey has had to settle for an observer role to the Russian 
mission, having also been excluded from the Russian-led working 
group on trade and transport. There is also some controversy regarding 
Turkey’s role in the peacekeeping mission itself, particularly as Moscow 
has been dragging its feet on facilitating a more direct role for Turkish 
peacekeepers. The risk, for both Turkey and Azerbaijan, is that Russian 
forces could be left with the dominant role in the region given its newly 
acquired military foothold.

Dangerous Post-War Precedents

The outcome of the six-week war for Karabakh reveals two dangerous 
precedents:

“Might Makes Right” & Vindicating the Use of Force 

Firstly, the outcome of the war only tends to vindicate the use of force as 
an acceptable means of resolving essentially political conflicts. This risk 
of rewarding aggression and military force as credible options to settle 
diplomatic disputes raises serious concerns over the implications for 
other conflicts, ranging from Cyprus to Crimea. By failing to challenge 
this precedent, the danger is rooted in legitimising the concept that 
“might makes right” in international relations. 
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Endorsing a Victory of Authoritarian Aggression over Vulnerable 
Democracies 

A second dangerous trend is rooted in a related precedent involving 
the apparent acceptance of the military victory of the much larger, 
more powerful authoritarian state of Azerbaijan over a much smaller, 
struggling democracy in Armenia. And in the case of any consolidation 
of the victory of this authoritarian state, the international community 
must be cautious in allowing such a precedent to stand, especially as the 
demonstrable wave of authoritarian repression will only be encouraged 
or endorsed, to the detriment of struggling democracies like Armenia. 

The Outlook for Stability: A Longer-Term Paradox 

In the case of Armenia and Azerbaijan, the aftermath of the war for 
Karabakh reveals a political paradox of the exact inverse of such a 
calculation, whereby Armenia weathered a serious crisis from the war 
in the short-term, while Azerbaijan faces a looming threat of instability 
over the longer term. Moreover, in the immediate aftermath of the 
war, it is Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev that has succeeded in 
“riding the tiger” of war and mastered nationalist discourse. Despite 
the limitations of entrenched corruption and authoritarian rule, there is 
no challenge to the Aliyev government. Instead, it is Armenian Prime 
Minister Nikol Pashinyan who is under pressure, facing the most serious 
challenge to his leadership to date. His inherent political advantages of 
a demonstrable legitimacy, an overwhelming parliamentary majority 
resulting from a free election, and rare success in leading a non-
violent change of government, are little consolation and arguably not 
particularly effective in resisting the pressure he is now under. However, 
over the longer-term, Armenia benefits from a strategic advantage of an 
emerging degree of resilience from institutional democracy rooted in 
two consecutive free and fair elections and a deepening of democratic 
governance, which will exert a stabilising impact on the country. For 
Azerbaijan, the outlook for the Aliyev dynasty is less assured and more 
tenuous once the emotional victory of the war for Karabakh fades. After 
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ruling Azerbaijan after 27 years, the Aliyev government is ill-equipped 
to meet rising expectations for more victories and greater achievements. 
Thus, in terms of regional stability, the only certainty is a prolonged 
period of political change to come. 

Conclusion

Given the combination of these pre-existing challenges and the impact 
of a dramatically new post-war environment, democracy in Armenia 
is now under assault. The dramatic gains Armenia garnered from its 
peaceful revolution of 2018, which was driven by an activist population 
no longer defined by apathy but committed to defending democracy, 
were widely embraced as a welcome exception. However, stability and 
security in Armenia are now imperilled. While much of the burden of 
adapting and adopting Armenian national interests to meet this new 
post-war reality lies with the government, the international community 
also has a responsibility to recommit to democratisation and reinvest 
in reform in Armenia. The risk of regress and retreat from reform and 
democracy not only stands out is as a danger for Armenia, but also 
stands apart as a threat to the international community. For the future 
of Armenia, democracy protection is now as important as democracy 
promotion. 

More broadly, the new post-war geopolitical reality raises concerns 
over the future of regional security and stability, in light of Russia’s 
unilateral deployment of peacekeepers and the return of Turkey as 
Azerbaijan’s primary military patron state. Azerbaijan will also be 
challenged to maintain its precarious balancing between Turkey and 
Russia, while the inherent rivalry between Ankara and Moscow may 
only resurface, with the South Caucasus serving as the arena for a fresh 
competition and possible conflict between the two regional powers, with 
the possibility of triggering a response from Iran. This is particularly 
important as a driver for instability, as the historical rivalry between 
Russia and Turkey may only resurface in the coming years, further 
exacerbated by a possibly re-engaged Iran as well. Thus, despite the 
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Azerbaijani military victory, the lingering threat of resumed hostilities 
and the danger of renewed warfare only define the South Caucasus as 
a “region at risk.”
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or nearly three decades, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
represented a regional powder keg and a clear demonstration 
of the lack of will and ability of the international community 
to effectively push ‘frozen’ conflicts towards viable solutions. 
A decisive Azerbaijani victory following six weeks of intense 

fighting in the fall of 2020 has seen the South Caucasus transition to a new 
era. With all the hopes and trepidation that accompanies it, the reclaiming 
of Nagorno-Karabakh by Azerbaijan represents a watershed moment for 
the region with international implications. It is in this context that TRT 
World Research Centre has compiled contributions from a diverse array of 
respected authors on the most poignant aspects of the war, its aftermath, 
and implications for the strategic landscape of the South Caucasus and 
beyond. The scope of the present volume, entitled The Karabakh Gambit: 
Responsibility for the Future, includes insights into a wide range of topics 
from the international legal perspective on the conflict, potential pathways 
to a sustainable peace, Armenia’s post-conflict imperatives, the role of 
regional and international players and more. The expert evaluations on offer 
from a dozen authors from diverse scholarly and professional backgrounds 
will go a long way in helping to untangle the complex and sometimes 
opaque dynamics that emerged as the Second Karabakh War unfolded in 
the autumn of 2020. The present volume is thus an important primer for 
both policymakers and scholars seeking to get a better grasp of the contours 
of the conflict and the implications for the region’s future.
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