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The return of Vladimir Putin to 
the Kremlin, in his third term at 

president has been accompanied by 
an international debate over Russia’s 
foreign policy, and acted as a cata-
lyst for discussion about the future of 
Eurasia, namely whether under Mos-
cow’s leadership there will be an at-
tempt to re-integrating the former So-
viet republics. 

It is unlikely that the short term holds 
the possibility for total revisionism of 
the geopolitical map of Eurasia, and 
it is perhaps for this reason that the 
rhetoric of political dreaming is of-
ten historicized. This is true at least 
among the older generation, who of-
ten speak fondly of living standards 
they enjoyed in the good old days, un-
der Soviet rule. 

It is true that a decade ago in Russia, 
no one spoke about the good times – 
and if they did, they were referring to 
the Soviet era. When Putin first be-
came president twelve years ago, the 
Russian economy collapsed, foreign 
policy failed and Western economic 
assistance provided a much-needed 
lifeline. At the beginning of this new 
term, the situation is reversed: the Eu-
rozone is in crisis, and the EU is riven 
by internal political struggles regard-
ing its future development, while the 
U.S. is preoccupied by domestic is-
sues.

Those familiar with Russia’s recent 
past can assess the evolution of its 
foreign policy from the beginning 

of the new millennium to the Russia 
of today’s rapidly changing world. 
When Vladimir Putin, as prime min-
ister, published his first policy article 
in December of 1999 (“Russia at the 
Turn of the Century”), he stated blunt-
ly and accurately that “Russia is go-
ing through one of the most difficult 
periods of its centuries-old history; 
it is in real danger of finding itself in 
the second or even third echelon of 
world states.” Just a few days later, he 
found himself being presented as the 
presidential candidate by Boris Yelt-
sin. The weak Russia of the new mil-
lennium became under Putin a pow-
erful state with a stable and growing 
economy. 

However, Putin has declared his for-
eign policy priorities before taking on 
the presidency, just as he predicted 
that during this new term Russia will 
struggle in a “changing world.” Putin, 
before retaking the presidency, pub-
lished several articles. In one from 
February 27, 2012, called “Russia 
and the Changing World,” he consid-
ers the country’s future international 
relations, revealing some elements of 
the Kremlin’s foreign policy. As Putin 
describes it, Russia’s foreign policy 
is strategic rather than opportunistic, 
indicating that the main course of 
development is in strengthening the 
“privileged area,” i.e., the post-Soviet 
space. Hence, Putin declared the geo-
political importance of this area as a 
potential “Eurasian Union”, and in-
deed, some progress has been made 
toward this vision. Notably, on Janu-
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ary 1, 2012, the Common Economic 
Space was officially launched by 
Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. In 
the Kremlin, the Eurasian Union now 
looks like a purely economic venture, 
but the long-term goal is to mimic the 
trajectory of the EU’s development 
along the lines of a “political union 
through economic integration,” the 
original motto coined in Brussels.

From Putin’s perspective, the Eur-
asian Union is “a model of a pow-
erful supranational union that can 
become one of the poles of today’s 
world while being an efficient con-
necting link between Europe and the 
dynamic Asia-Pacific Region,” as he 
wrote in Izvestia (“A New Integration 
Project for Eurasia -- The Future is 
Born Today,” October 4, 2011). True 
enough, this is not necessarily seek-
ing a revival of the Soviet Union; for 
starters, it would be impossible to rec-
reate the USSR as it was. It seems, for 
the most part, a copy of the European 
Union model, but with one key dif-
ference. As Eurasian Movement head 
Alexander Dugin has stated, “A Eur-
asian Union will differ from the EU 
in that it will be based on Eurasian 
values, not European ones.” It is also 
undeniable that a Eurasianist strategy 
fits nicely with Russian historical and 
geographical personality, and political 
activity in this area might be projected 
for ‘revenge’- as Russia dreams since 
the millennium to being equal partner 
of West, and struggling ‘multipolar 
world’ on his terms.  But a closed ge-
ography – Eurasia in particular featur-

ing a crisis of room in this century- it 
will not be easy for anyone to build-
ing political union on the Cold War 
specialties. 

But the question remains: what ex-
actly are these ‘Eurasian values’? And 
will the proposed Union take on polit-
icized values, and defend itself from 
criticism regarding basic freedoms, 
human rights and democratization? In 
this context, we should bear in mind 
that the new generation of thinkers in 
the post-Soviet space is increasingly 
westernized in terms of its cultural 
and educational affiliations, and this 
could be the “long goodbye” in terms 
of Russia’s influence in the region. 

Moreover, if this initiative is to have 
any success, the values question 
needs to be resolved, especially given 
that few inhabitants of the geogra-
phy in question self-identify as ‘Eur-
asian’. If the concept is to move be-
yond strategy papers shared between 
Russian policy-makers, they need to 
make it clear that the Eurasian Union 
is more than a reconceived opportu-
nity for Russian dominance in the 
region. This will be no easy task, for 
the people of Eurasia, especially in 
the Caucasus region, are increasingly 
moving away from a Bismarckian ap-
proach to relations with Russia, under 
which the saying was that the secret 
of politics lay in making a good treaty 
with Russia.
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At this juncture, it seems that the 
countries in favor of the Eurasian 
Union seem to do so mainly because 
the current political and economic 
deadlock gives them no other choice. 
Other countries have challenged this 
integrative strategy not because of 
Moscow’s lack of legitimate capacity 
to generate an integrationist dynamic, 
but rather because there are questions 
over its ability to do so.

Beyond Moscow’s strategizing, an-
other key development in the region 
was the Georgian Parliamentary elec-
tion on 1 October 2012, in which 
the Georgian Dream coalition (GD) 
ousted Saakashvili’s ruling party, the 
United National Movement (UNM).  
This election was something of a po-
litical milestone in the post-Soviet 
space: with the exception of the Bal-
tic states, Georgia’s October election 
marked the first time since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union that po-
litical power changed hands through 
a fair, democratic election. Several 
months prior to the election, President 
Saakashvili referred to the Georgian 
Dream coalition as ‘dreamers’: but 
dreamers, it seems, is what the people 
wanted. However, the ‘dream’ period 
in Georgian politics ended after the 
elections, and now begins the realism 
period. Over the upcoming months, 
there will be high expectations for the 
GD, in terms of how they will man-
age foreign relations and a construc-
tive dialogue with the UNM. More 
importantly, time will tell whether the 
GD can handle the demands of reality. 

Thus the Eurasian Union territory is 
host to a turbulent mix of political 
visions, setting a very complicated 
agenda for the region’s trajectory. 
The current issue of Caucasus Inter-
national seeks to develop and deepen 
the debates around Eurasia. This issue 
is enriched by our interview with Pro-
fessor John J. Mearsheimer, who has 
contributed significantly to interna-
tional relations theory throughout his 
career. In this interview, Mearsheimer 
provides food for thought in various 
issues, including the aftermath of the 
Arab Spring, ‘strategic lying’ in in-
ternational relations, and especially 
the developments in the Middle East 
from the viewpoint of Turkey. 

Similarly, it is a great honor to share 
an interview with Donald Rumsfeld, 
the youngest Secretary of Defense 
in U.S. history and now the founder 
of the Rumsfeld Foundation, which 
includes in its work a program to 
strengthen mutual understanding be-
tween the Caucasus-Central Asia, 
Mongolia and Afghanistan with the 
U.S. Under this program, the Foun-
dation brings young leaders from the 
region to the U.S. twice a year.

Further to the ongoing debates in and 
around the Eurasian region, Richard 
Weitz, Senior Fellow and Director 
of the Center for Political-Military 
Analysis at Hudson Institute in U.S., 
assesses Russian-Turkish relations 
on the Syrian issue, in the context of 
historical and economic part bilateral 
relations. Dr. Weitz believes that the 
Syrian conflict is unlikely to inflict 
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enduring damage to the bilateral re-
lationship; objectively, Turkey is eco-
nomically and strategically more im-
portant to Russia than Syria. He also 
suggests that Turkey will continue to 
look eastward, to Russia and to part-
nerships in the Far East as long as the 
EU continues to treat Turkey as a non-
European state.

Energy and energy security issues 
continue to attract particular interest 
in Eurasia. Robert M. Cutler, Senior 
Research Fellow, Institute of Euro-
pean, Russia and Eurasian Studies at 
Carleton University, reviews regional 
security issue in the Turco-Caspian 
and Caucasus region, and assess the 
threats and opportunities in play.  
Dr. Cutler perceives a threat to energy 
security via Iranian efforts to promote 
conflicts in Caucasus that threaten the 
legitimacy and stability of existing 
governments, and suggests that An-
kara reconsider its relationship with 
Tehran in this light. 

For a better understanding of develop-
ments in the Caucasus region from a 
Russian point of view, Sergey Marke-
donov’s article makes for interesting 
reading. Dr. Markedonov, a visiting 
fellow in the Russia and Eurasia Pro-
gram of the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS) in Wash-
ington DC, emphasizes the new status 
quo that is now shaping regional dy-
namics after the August War of 2008, 
and its impact on the geopolitical vec-
tors that are engaged in the Caucasus 
puzzle.    

Continuing on the theme of Russian 
foreign policy, Stanislav Secrieru (Af-
filiated Expert, Romanian Center for 
European Policies) analyzes the de-
velopment of Moscow’s soft power 
resources and the general framework 
of their deployment in the context 
of identity entrepreneurship at Post-
Soviet space. In addition to explor-
ing the general framework of Russian 
soft power, he looks at the origins of 
Moscow’s soft power in Moldova, 
showing how Russia employs cultur-
al influence and human resources to 
deepen identity division in Moldova 
and to stonewall the country’s Euro-
pean integration.

One of the central issues in the Eur-
asian region is border control, and 
problems caused by border coopera-
tion. To this end, Sergey Golunov, 
a Research Fellow of the Centre for 
EU-Russian Studies, University of 
Tartu in Estonia, considers in detail 
the security cooperation dilemma 
in Post-Soviet border policies while 
giving theoretical background and 
expressing the respective costs and 
benefits of different methods. He 
suggests that as a matter of urgency, 
post-Soviet states should make more 
effort towards the development of in-
tensive and efficient cross-border law 
enforcement cooperation, supporting 
a unilateral and joint struggle against 
border related corruption.

To follow this compelling and for-
ward-looking analysis, Özgür Tüfekçi, 
founder and Director-General of Cen-
tre for Strategic Research & Analysis, 
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a London based think-tank, analyzes 
the foreign policy strategy pursued by 
Turkish foreign minister, Professor 
Ahmet Davutoglu, an internationally 
respected intellectual and politician. 
Tüfekçi argues that Davutoğlu’s for-
eign policy has a whiff of Eurasian-
ism, even if Davutoğlu’s interpreta-
tion emphasizes a different aspect of 
Eurasianism, with different policy 
implications.

In the EU-Russia common neighbor-
hood, the trajectory of the competition 
for influence and struggle is important 
now and for the future. In this strug-
gle, Russia-Germany relations have 
gained a special status, sometimes 
confusing leaders in the EU. Andrey 
Makarychev, Guest Professor at the 
Institute for East European Studies 
of the Free University of Berlin, ana-
lyzes the Russian ‘near abroad’ and 
Germany’s ‘Ostpolitik’.  

As ever, it is impossible to analyze the 
Eurasian dynamic without consider-
ing developments in Central Asia, and 
also the role of the U.S. in this region. 
In this regard, Shairbek Juraev, Depu-
ty Director of the OSCE Academy in 
Bishkek, compares the Moscow-pro-
moted Eurasian Union and Washing-
ton-promoted New Silk Road as two 
examples of visions of regional inte-
gration that assume the participation 
of post-Soviet Central Asian states. In 
his article, Juraev compares these two 
different models for integration, in 
addition to suggesting why regional 
integration is lacking in Central Asia. 

With a continued commitment to 
providing a global outlook on impor-
tant regional developments, we were 
very happy receive an analysis of the 
Ukrainian election by Anna Borsh-
chevskaya, Assistant Director at the 
Dinu Patriciu Eurasia Center at the 
Atlantic Council in Washington DC.  
Borshchevskaya analyzes Ukraine’s 
October 2012 Parliamentary election 
within the context of earlier develop-
ments in Ukraine and explains how 
they affected the pre-election period 
and the conduct of the election, in 
addition to reviewing how the ruling 
Party attempted to gain advantages 
by revising electoral law and the elec-
toral system.

Also as part of our global outlook, this 
issue includes a piece on economic, 
environmental, and cultural sustain-
ability in Afghanistan. Co-authors Dr. 
Cheryl Benard, President of the Alli-
ance for the Restoration of Cultural 
Heritage (ARCH) and Eli Sugarman, 
who sits on the Board of ARCH and 
is a Truman National Security Fellow, 
discuss the challenge of balancing the 
competing interests of environmental 
safety, heritage preservation and min-
ing, with the aim of ensuring that Af-
ghanistan maximizes its benefits from 
the Aynak copper mine.

In recent years, especially in the con-
text of ongoing debates about Eu-
ropean energy security, analysis of 
Azerbaijan’s energy policy remains 
essential. The contribution by Sevinj  
Mammadova, a PhD candidate in at 
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the Free University of Berlin, provides 
an important assessment of Azerbai-
jan’s natural gas supply policy, focus-
ing on specific factors affecting cur-
rent pipeline politics, along with the 
shifting security dynamics within the 
Southern Corridor. 

Iranian foreign policy continues to be 
a controversial issue. In this regard, 
Alex Vatanka, a scholar at the Middle 
East Institute in Washington DC, ex-
plores Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei’s role in Iran and his for-
eign policy. He argues that Khame-
nei’s outlook toward the outside 
world appears unequivocal: the best 
path to foreign policy success is to be 
on the offense against adversaries and 
to act boldly and later author explains 
that possibility can international pres-
sure will force Khamenei to change 
course.

Every issue of Caucasus Internation-
al features a ‘Caucasus under Review’ 
section, which compiles a list of new-
ly released books on the Caucasus and 
former Soviet territories, providing 
academic insights on compelling and 
disputed issues relating to the region, 
such as oil politics, regional coopera-
tion, social and political history, and 
nuclear tension. Another of our regu-
lar features is a book review. As this 
issue is focused on Eurasia, Robert 
Kaplan’s new book ‘The Revenge of 
Geography: What the Map Tells Us 
About Coming Conflicts and the Bat-
tle Against Fate’ is reviewed. 

Finally, following the conference 
organized jointly by the Center for 
Strategic Studies (SAM) and Turkish 
Policy Quarterly (TPQ) on “Forging 
the Future of the Caucasus: Past 20 
Years and its Lessons”, we published 
a post-conference report with the help 
of Celia Davies, Hüsrev Tabak, and 
Nigar Goksel. You will find execu-
tive summary of report and link to the 
full report in this issue. Please contact 
us if you would like to receive a hard 
copy. 

At this juncture, I would like to give 
an update on recent developments at 
Caucasus International. First of all, 
we are delighted to welcome Ambas-
sador Zalmay Khalizad to our Advi-
sory Board. In addition, we are very 
happy to announce that Caucasus 
International has been added to the 
EBSCO Publishing and International 
Bibliography of the Social Sciences 
(IBSS) databases. 

I would also like to add that my 
two months in the U.S. as a visiting 
scholar at Johns Hopkins University, 
and as a Rumsfeld Fellow have been 
enormously valuable in compiling 
the current issue. I would like to say 
a big thanks to the Rumsfeld Foun-
dation founders and family, to Johns 
Hopkins University, and at a person-
al level to Frederic Starr and Svante 
Cornell. I would also like to thank 
David Soumbadze, general coordina-
tor of the Rumsfeld Fellows, for his 
support, and Elin Suleymanov, Azer-
baijan’s Ambassador in Washington. 
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The current issue is the product of the 
hard work of our team members: Ce-
lia Davies, Associate Editor, whose 
efforts and critiques are invaluable 
to the final product; Hüsrev Tabak, 
Senior Editor of CI who comes to us 
with new ideas and new initiatives for 
every issue, and as always Mahir Zey-
nalov, Gunel Ismayilzade and Lamiya 
Adilgizi, all of whom helped to man-
age the overall process.  

We also would like to thank our part-
ners, and readers, from whom we have 
received several letters, critiques and 
suggestions. We do not expect readers 
to endorse all of the ideas and argu-
ments contained within this issue, but 
we hold high our belief that Caucasus 
International is an important platform 
that has the capacity to inspire intel-
lectual debate within the region and 
beyond.

I would also like to mention that you 
can reach me personally at zaur.shiri-
yev@cijournal.org; for general in-
quiries contact editor@cijournal.org. 
Please also visit our websites: www.
cijournal.org, www.caucasusinterna-
tional.com, where all articles are now 
freely available. 

We always welcome your feedback, 
suggestions and constructive criti-
cism, and encourage proposals for in-
ternational academic cooperation. We 
are also interested in receiving feed-
back on the format of this quarterly 
edition. While many people have been 
involved in this issue of CI, I take per-
sonal responsibility for any errors.

I would very much like to receive 
more letters suggesting new ideas and 
new perspectives. I feel strongly that 
this type of exchange will help foster 
development in the region via open 
discussion and debate. 

As a final note, we are still seek-
ing representatives and partners of 
Caucasus International in Armenia, 
Georgia, Iran and Russia. Interested 
persons can reach me personally at 
the address above.

Finally, on behalf of the CI team, 
we hope this issue provides food for 
thought and for discussion!

Zaur Shiriyev,
Editor-in-Chief,
Istanbul, Turkey 

mailto:zaur.shiriyev@cijournal.org
mailto:zaur.shiriyev@cijournal.org
mailto:editor@cijournal.org
http://www.cijournal.org
http://www.cijournal.org
http://www.caucasusinternational.com
http://www.caucasusinternational.com
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*John J. Mearsheimer is the R. Wendell Harrison Distinguished Service Professor of Political Science and the co-
director of the Program on International Security Policy at the University of Chicago, where he has taught since 
1982. He is the leading proponent of offensive realism. His latest book, Why Leaders Lie: The Truth about Lying in 
International Politics was published in 2011, and has been translated into ten different languages.

John J. 
Mearsheimer*

The domino theory, 
strategic lying, & 

Turkey’s	regional	influence
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CI: Dr.	Mearsheimer,	 I	 will	 first	 of	
all ask you to brief us on the current 
dynamics of power politics. You titled 
your most famous book ‘The Tragedy 
of Great Power Politics’. Looking to 
recent years, what is the ‘tragedy’ in 
global affairs? You said in your book 
that the essence of the tragedy of in-
ternational politics is the security di-
lemma. Do you still believe this?

Mearsheimer: Well, my argument is 
based on the notion that countries can 
never be sure of one another’s inten-
tions. They have to assume the worst 
case scenario; this means that you can 
have countries that are the status-quo 
powers, but are not interested in using 
force to change the status-quo. Deep 
down, they have benign intentions. 
But because no one can figure out 
what the other side’s intentions are, 
states assume the worst, and there-
fore they engage in security compe-
titions, sometimes even in wars. The 
root of the problem is that it is impos-
sible to know the intentions of other 
states, and that is the great tragedy of 
power politics. States have no choice 
but to compete with other states, sim-
ply because they cannot know their 
intentions. It may be the case that you 
have a state with benign intentions, 
but the system of international poli-
tics is designed for competition. 

CI: With regard to Eisenhower’s 
“domino theory”, many in the expert 
community believed that the theory 
acquired new meaning with the Arab 
Spring. But this year’s events sug-

gest something different, more like 
an “anti-domino” effect, where the 
great hope for democratization seems 
unachievable in the post-revolution 
Arab countries. What is your opinion 
on this, from a realist’s perspective? 
Do you agree with the argument that 
the Arab Spring has been unsuccess-
ful? 

Mearsheimer: The Arab Spring has 
been successful in some cases, and 
unsuccessful in another cases. Cir-
cumstances vary greatly from coun-
try to country. It was obviously very 
successful in Tunisia, and I think it 
has also been successful in Egypt. It 
has been a bumpy process there, but 
I think ultimately it has been suc-
cessful. Bahrain is a case where the 
revolution was unsuccessful, and that 
was because the Saudi government 
with the U.S. quietly supporting them 
worked to suppress the protesters in 
Bahrain, and so there the movement 
failed. In Syria, it looked initially as if 
you were going to see a situation that 
duplicated what happened in Egypt - 
it looked like Assad was going to be 
overthrown much the way Mubarak 
was, and that you would end up with 
an ultimately stable democracy in 
Syria, which would make the region 
more peaceful. But events did not un-
fold like that, because it has been dif-
ficult to topple Assad, who in some 
important ways cannot be compared 
with Mubarak. So my byline would 
be that there is no question that the 
Arab Spring spread all over the Mid-
dle East in domino-like fashion. But 
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in terms of how it played itself out 
in each country? That varied greatly, 
and that is hardly surprising. I would 
also note that it is not over with yet, 
and it is very hard to tell what the end 
result will be in Egypt – and the same 
with Libya. You had an Arab Spring 
uprising in Libya and the Europeans 
and Americans came to the aid of 
the rebels and helped overthrow the 
Gaddafi government. Now the ques-
tion is, will Libya become a moder-
ate democracy or not? Or will civil 
war eventually break out? It is hard 
to answer that question at this point 
in time. 

CI: Henry A. Kissinger warned1 in 
his op-ed that the Arab Spring devel-
opments represent a pre-Westphalian 
notion of sovereignty, and as such 
could fundamentally change the no-
tion of the nation state. Do you agree?

Mearsheimer: I don’t think the Arab 
Spring is going to have any effect on 
the nation state. I believe that nation-
alism is the most powerful ideology 
on the planet, and as a result the na-
tion state is here to stay. I don’t see 
the Arab Spring challenging the na-
tion state or undermining nationalism 
in any way. I think the Arab Spring all 
1 Henry Kissinger,  “Meshing realism and idealism in Middle 
East”, 2 August 2012, Washington Post

about is bringing more democracy to 
the Middle East, and what that means 
is that those nation states are not go-
ing go away. They are either going to 
become more democratic as we have 
seen in Egypt, or not, as in Bahrain. 
But the basic nation state form is not 
going to change at all as a result of 
the Arab Spring. 

CI: In your latest book ‘Why leaders 
lie: the truth about lying in interna-
tional politics’, you argue that “stra-
tegic lying is a useful tool of state-
craft”. I would like to ask about the 
act of lying in the peace negotiation 
process; we have seen several such 
cases in the Caucasus. In the negoti-
ations,	conflicting	parties	sometimes	
accuse one other of opposing peace 
settlements and lying to their own 
people. The question is: when there 
does	not	appear	to	be	any	real	benefit	
as a result of the lie, does this count 
as ‘strategic lying’?

Mearsheimer: Leaders can lie to oth-
er leaders, to foreign audiences, and to 
their own people. It is obvious that if 
you are lying to another country, you 

are doing it for strategic purposes. But 
you can also lie to your own people 
for strategic purposes - my favorite 
example of that is John F. Kennedy 

There is no question that the 
Arab Spring spread all over 
the Middle East in domino-like 
fashion.

I don’t see the Arab Spring chal-
lenging the nation state or un-
dermining nationalism in any 
way. 
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during the Cuban Missile Crisis. As 
you know, Kennedy was desperate to 
end the Cuban Missile Crisis, because 
it was the closest the United States 
and the Soviet Union ever came to 
nuclear war. Kennedy knew that this 
crisis was extremely dangerous, and 
he was fighting to reach a deal with 
the Soviets when at the last moment 
Khrushchev said that if the Soviets 
were to take the very medium range 
ballistic missiles out of Cuba, then the 
Americans had to take the U.S.-built 
Jupiter missiles out of Turkey. Ken-
nedy understood that he could not tell 
the Europeans, and certainly not the 
American public, that he was cutting 
this deal, for it was politically unac-
ceptable in the United States, within 
the NATO alliances, and especially 
Turkey. So, Kennedy told Khrushchev 
that he was going to lie, and would 
deny that the deal had been cut. But 

Khrushchev should understand that 
the deal had been cut and Kennedy 
was not back-tracking. Thus Kenne-
dy was lying to the American people, 
not for selfish purposes, not because 
he was evil, but because he thought it 
was imperative to end the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis. And the only way he could 
do that was to hide the terms of his 
deal with the Soviets: it was a strate-
gic lie. In my book, I have included 
stories about how the Bush adminis-

tration lied in the run-up to the 2003 
Iraq war. The reasons they did so is 
that they believed that it was essential 
for the United States to go to war with 
Iraq and to topple Saddam Hussein. 
But at the same time, they fully recog-
nized that the American people were 
not enthusiastic at all about fight-
ing at another war, because we had 
just finished a war in Afghanistan.  
So in order to get the American peo-
ple motivated for a fight against Iraq, 
they had to exaggerate the threat. 
They had to make the case that Sad-
dam Hussein had weapons of mass 
destruction that he was building up to 
support Osama bin Laden. In the end 
they told a handful of lies, but not for 
selfish reasons. George Bush did not 
lie to the American public because he 
wanted to make money for himself or 
anything like that. He did it because 
he thought it was in American nation-
al interest; it was a strategic lie. It was 
a blunder of the first order. Don’t mis-
understand me, but it was a blunder 
of first order. But it was not done for 
selfish purposes. So, what happens in 
lots of countries is that you get leaders 
who take over and come to the con-
clusion that the public does not know 
what is best for the country, but they 
as the leader do know – and in such 
cases, the leader believes it is neces-
sary to engage in a engage in a decep-
tion campaign to gain public support 

It is obvious that if you are lying 
to another country, you are do-
ing it for strategic purposes. 

George Bush did not lie to the 
American public because he 
wanted to make money for him-
self or anything like that. 



 V
ol

.2
 • 

N
o.

3 
• A

ut
um

n 
 2

01
2

23 

for potentially controversial policies. 

CI: Looking to the case of Turkey, 
most local and international com-
mentators are hopeful that Turkey is 
the region’s rising star and will be-
come a regional leader, able to man-
age the situation in the Middle East. 
At this point, what do you feel that 
Turkey is lacking if it wants to be-
come a ‘regional power’? 

Mearsheimer: Well, I think Tur-
key is a regional power. The ques-
tion is how much power Turkey has, 
and how a big leadership role it will 
play in the region. Five years ago it 
looked like Turkey was on its way to 
becoming one of the most influen-
tial, if not the most influential, coun-
tries in the Middle East. Turkey had 
very good relations with Israel, very 
good relations Iran, Iraq, Syria, and 
it looked like Turkish foreign policy 
was working like magic. But we have 
seen a series of events beyond Tur-
key’s control, and have put Turkey 
in a position where its relations with 
Iran, Israel, Iraq and Syria have dete-
riorated. Turkey no longer wields as 
much influence in the region as it did 
five years ago. Again, that is largely 
due to forces outside of its control, 
and I do not see any change in that 
situation in the near future. I think 
that Turkey, like the United States, is 
facing serious and very complicated 
problems in this region, problems 
that have no simple solution. If we 
look at Syria, is there a simple way to 
solve the crisis or to end the civil war 

in Syria? I think the answer is no, and 
I think this is going to cause Turkey 
problems in the years ahead as well. 
We already see that happening with 
all the refugees that have left Syria 
and come to Turkey, and we see the 
resurrection of the Kurdish problem. 
Thus Turkey is facing a whole host of 
problems today that were not in play 
five years ago. 

Colloquy conducted by Lamiya  
Adilgizi, Co-Editor of CI, September 
2012, Istanbul, Turkey

The question is how much pow-
er Turkey has, and how a big 
leadership role it will play in the 
region. 



24 



 V
ol

.2
 • 

N
o.

3 
• A

ut
um

n 
 2

01
2

25 

Colloguy

*Donald Henry Rumsfeld served as the 13th Secretary of Defense from 1975 to 1977 under President Gerald Ford, 
and as the 21st Secretary of Defense from 2001 to 2006 under President George W. Bush Jr. He is also the founder of 
the Rumsfeld Foundation (2007), which has granted over hundred fellowships for U.S. graduate students and young 
leaders from Caucasus, Central Asia, Afghanistan and Mongolia. Mr. Rumsfeld published his autobiography Known 
and Unknown: A Memoir, in 2012.
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CI: Secretary Rumsfeld, thank you 
for accepting our interview request. 
It is a real honor for us and for our 
readership.	Our	first	 question	 is	 the	
about U.S. presidential election. Now 
that it is over, the public is turning its 
attention to the plans of the Obama 
administration for the next four 
years. Can you give us your assess-
ment of the election results?

Rumsfeld: As you say, the elections 
are over. The Democrats and Presi-
dent Obama ended up with some-
thing like 51% or 52% of the vote, 
while the Republicans and Governor 
Romney ended up with 49% - so it 
was a close one. As the result of the 
election, the Republicans held the 
House of Representatives and Demo-
crats made gains in the Senate. So, 
what have is a government where the 
President and House of Representa-
tive are going to negotiate and work 
out what happens, because the House 
of Representative can block what he, 
the President, wants - and he has the 
ability to veto anything the House 
wants, so, they going to have to agree 
or disagree. What is not clear to me 
is Obama’s statement after the elec-
tion, where he repeatedly mentioned 
his electoral victory and set the tone 
by warning Republicans in Congress 
that he had earned political capital. 
It sounded to me as if they believe 
that they have some sort of mandate 
– probably to try to raise taxes and 
resist significant cuts to the budget. 
In my view that’s probably not good 
thing for country, the result will be a 

less competitive economic environ-
ment. That’s not the way to create 
more jobs, reduce unemployment, 
and get the economy going again. In 
my view, that is not the way to reduce 
the deficit, which has been accruing at 

a rate of over a trillion dollars a year 
for the past several years. The way 
to reduce the deficit is to have your 
economy grow and have revenues 
grow as a result of that. If they can 
come up with a reasonable combina-
tion, involving reasonable cuts and 
without increasing tax rates, then I 
think they can probably put the coun-
try on a path of economic growth. If 
they don’t, however, then it is likely 
we will see a double dip recession.  

CI: Secretary Rumsfeld, following 
your insights, I would like to ask 
about one of the key debates in the 
U.S. at the moment -- the cutting of 
military expenditure. Especially af-
ter the tragic loss of U.S. diplomats 
in Bengazi, what’s your take on these 
cuts?

Rumsfeld: Setting Bengazi aside 
and talking just about the so-called 
sequestration, they are talking about 

What is not clear to me is 
Obama’s statement after the 
election, where he repeatedly 
mentioned his electoral victo-
ry and set the tone by warning  
Republicans in Congress that he 
had earned political capital. 
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adding an additional 400 - 500 bil-
lion dollar cut to the defense budget 
in addition to the 415 - 500 billion 
dollars already cut. That is to a tril-
lion over the next decade. We cur-

rently are spending less than 4% of 
GDP on Defense. Back in the Eisen-
hower, Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations, that figure was 10%. The 
deficit we facing are not the result 
of defense spending; it is the result 
of entitlement spending. I don’t be-
lieve that additional cuts to the de-
fense budget will solve our deficit 
problem. There are some Republi-
cans who oppose the President on 
the tax increases, and their thought is 
that if he insists on raising tax rates, 
let’s reject that as a proposal, but al-
low the sequestration in its place. 
Indeed, government spending is not 
a bad thing, but the question is how 
that will happen in the Department of 
Defense. If they cut costs by reducing 
civilian employees in the Department 
of Defense, it would probably not be 
hurt too badly. If they did it by modi-
fying some of the entitlements that 
have occurred over the years with re-
spect to Department of Defense per-
sonal, that will hardly hurt at all. But 
if they do it by reducing the capac-
ity of the Navy and other things like, 
then going forward the U.S. Armed 

Forces and our capabilities will be 
weakened. That would mean cutting 
our valuable middle care capabili-
ties to contribute to a more peaceful 
world. That will hurt, because to the 
world, that sends the message that the 
U.S. will not be as strong or capable 
over the decade ahead, which creates 
a huge power vacuum. The nature of 
such a vacuum is that somebody will 
rush to fill it – and who is that going 
to be? The standpoint of America is 
whoever fills that vacuum, they are 
probably less likely to carry out our 
values or our interests – and as a re-
sult, the world will be a more danger-
ous place.

CI: Sir, you are one of the support-
ers of a strong U.S. presence in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia, but since 
2008, the region feels that U.S. en-
gagement has weakened. The region-
al countries, however, are keen to see 
U.S. political presence, especially, in 
the context of Iran’s nuclear enrich-
ment program, which poses a threat 
to neighboring countries. What are 
your thoughts?

Rumsfeld: I looked out at the world 
from a geostrategic standpoint, and 
it seems to me that the Caucasus, 
Central Asia and Mongolia are geo-
graphically situated at an intersec-
tion of competing and very different 
regional powers. These are important 
countries, with important histories. 
While we don’t have a lot of immi-
grants from this part of the world, and 
therefore these countries don’t influ-

We currently are spending less 
than 4% of GDP on Defense. 
Back in the Eisenhower, Ken-
nedy and Johnson administra-
tions, that figure was 10%. 
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ence our voting population to such an 
extent, and it seems to me that it is 
nevertheless in U.S interests to pur-
sue engagement in the area.  That is 
one of the reasons my wife and I de-
cided to open this foundation [Rums-
feld Foundation]. I think it is in our 
interests, U.S. interests, to have a lo-
cal presence - I don’t mean military, 

I mean a political presence, and to be 
perceived by those countries as na-
tion that is interested in them. I think 
to put myself in your shoes, the peo-
ple in the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
Mongolia and Afghanistan probably 
by benefit by having U.S. interests 
engaged. The political involvement 
is probably helpful from an economic 
standpoint; having people sufficiently 
familiar with those countries makes 
them more likely to invest there. It is 
a good thing for those countries to see 
that the U.S. is investing in them. So, 
my thought was that by connecting 
people from ten nations, all of whom 
are active in their respective fields, 
whether that is business, academia, 
government or journalism, by having 
them come here and meet people, they 
would gain a more accurate sense of 
who they are and what they think I 
thought it was a positive thing to do.

CI: Secretary Rumsfeld, the cur-
rent administration is planning to 
gradually withdraw U.S. forces from 
Afghanistan; on the other hand the 
short to medium term possibilities for 
a stable of Afghanistan are question-
able. What is your opinion on this; 
what problems and challenges do you 
see in the Afghanistan strategy?

Rumsfeld: I think it’s unknown - 
I look out and I see fog and mist, I 
don’t see clarity. I do not believe that 
the U.S. or any other country can go 
into a neighboring country or even 
a distant country and nation build. I 
think what can you do is you can be 
helpful, you can encourage, you can 
provide examples, you can provide 
military assistance and training, and 
you can provide unique systems, you 

can encourage other countries- politi-
cal encouragement to be cooperative 
to those countries. And all of those 
things are good. The final point of the 
analysis is that those countries must 
build themselves, and you can look at 
enormous successes of Japan, South 
Korea and Germany. They came out 
of wars, devastated, having been 
ruled by dictators, and they managed 
to create free democratic systems; 
not Damocles and arms, but with 
proper representation, and fair eco-
nomic systems that provide econom-

I think to put myself in your 
shoes, the people in the Cauca-
sus and Central Asia, Mongolia 
and Afghanistan probably by 
benefit by having U.S. interests 
engaged.

I do not believe that the U.S. or 
any other country can go into a 
neighboring country or even a 
distant country and nation build. 
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ic opportunities to the people. Think 
about it - look at Japan, Germany 
- how did they do that? Did we do 
it? No. We helped, encouraged them 
in developing free political and eco-
nomic systems not because we be-
lieve that those are the only models. 
They could have chosen another path 
of development. It was their choice. 
But in the end, they speak different 
languages, have different neighbors, 
different cultures, different histories, 
and they have to build it themselves. 
The Afghan people have enormous 
resources. The country is landlocked 
but they have a wealth of mineral re-
sources, a big population, and sure 
they have tough neighbors, but they 
will have all kinds of opportunities 
with the return of the large educated 
population that left the country when 
civil war broke out. There is a chance 
that this will help the prosperous de-
velopment of Afghanistan. And now 
the Afghans who left their country 
before have to grab the opportunity 
to make this system work.

CI: Looking to Georgia, in the wake 
of its recent parliamentary elections, 
there are concerns about NATO’s 
commitment to Tbilisi regarding its 
clear membership aspirations.  Do 
you see the next NATO Summit as an 
enlargement summit, as U.S. leader-
ship declared at the Chicago Sum-
mit? What implications might this 
have for Georgia’s aspirant status?

Rumsfeld: I think it would be a 
good thing for Georgia, and good for 

NATO. How it will work out, I don’t 
know. I don’t know the new leader-
ship. When they start working with 
Parliament we will see what direc-
tion they will take. I know some of 
the early statements from the new 
government were positive in respect 
to NATO and U.S., and I certainly 
hope that U.S. will be very support-
ive if Georgia makes specific moves 
to continue the process towards join-
ing NATO.

CI: Secretary Rumsfeld,looking to 
Syria, Bassar-Al-Assad is killing his 
people, which he has the power to 
do, bolstered by the certainty that the 
West will not interfere. One the other 
hand, the West and NATO have the 
power, but not the certainty - neither 
political nor legal - for intervention. 
What’s your perspective? Why is 
there this uncertainty?

Rumsfeld: The Assad regime, over 
time, has been a brutal one. His father 
killed, I would estimate, ten thousand 
innocent people decades ago and now 
his son is estimated to have had thirty 
thousand people killed by the Syrian 
armed forces. He [Bashar Al’Assad] 
is the closest ally of Iran, and both 
countries support terrorist organiza-
tions. The world would be a prosper-
ous place without Assad regime. The 
question is, what is required to suc-
cessfully remove Assad from power. 
The answer to that is that it’s un-
known. Given that the U.S. does not 
have the same level of influence in 
Syria as we have in other Middle East 
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countries, what we do is with the help 
of Turkey and neighboring countries, 
with the exception of Iran, the full-
time supporter of Assad. The key el-
ement is finding rational opposition 
forces – a group that thinks and acts 
rationally rather than in the extremist 
Islamists way, as a private takeover. 
Whatever group there is there that 
can reasonably be supported in build-
ing a post-Assad regime in Syria 
would create better nation in that part 
of the world - a better nation from the 
point of view of Israel, and from the 
point of view the other neighbors, in-
cluding Turkey. Working with other 
countries to provide support to for 
positive developments  may or may 
not be helpful in replacing Assad. 
That seems to me the right position 
for the U.S. to take. There are a few 
key principles that provide the foun-
dation for good bilateral relations: 
that the country does not support ter-
rorist organizations, that is does not 
attempt to impose its will on their 
neighbors, and to the extent that it is 
possible, it governs inclusively and 
is respectful of the diverse elements 
of society.  Looking to the history of 

the Middle East, we see examples 
of religious violence, including at-
tacks by marginal groups on Chris-
tians in Egypt, or ethnic cleansing as 
between Christians, Shi’as, Sunnis, 
Kurds or others. Those are  harmful 
things that cause human lives to be 
lost, which in turn threatens peace 
and stability in the Middle East. And 
therefore, we would like to see lead-
ership that repudiates ethnic violence 
and such harmful activity. And that’s 
what I think about Syria. Moreover, I 
don’t think that my country has done 
a good job; the idea that the U.S. 
can lead from behind in the case of 
Syria is misguided, and this behav-

ior makes it looks like that we are 
declining, withdrawing, or unwilling 
to participate in filling the vacuum, 
a vacuum that risks being filled by 
someone else, very likely by coun-
tries, elements, entities, or factions 
that have interests quite different 
from us. I don’t mean that they must 
be like us; they don’t even need to be 
a democracy. They can choose what 
they want to be. We are not here im-
pose our values on others, but that 
doesn’t mean that they don’t need to 

The Assad regime, over time, 
has been a brutal one. His fa-
ther killed, I would estimate, ten 
thousand innocent people de-
cades ago and now his son is es-
timated to have had thirty thou-
sand people killed by the Syrian 
armed forces. 

Given that the U.S. does not 
have the same level of influence 
in Syria as we have in other 
Middle East countries, what we 
do is with the help of Turkey and 
neighboring countries, with the 
exception of Iran, the fulltime 
supporter of Assad. 
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respect their fellow human beings. 
The world cannot be free until ev-
ery man and woman feels himself or 
herself free. We saw repression under 
the Communist systems; they killed 
enough people and jailed enough 
people to maintain power. In free so-
cieties, the biggest difference is that 
they think differently about maintain-
ing power. The obvious example is 
the Korean Peninsula: they have the 
same people and the same resources 
in South and North. But if you look 
at a satellite photo1 taken at night, 
you can see South Korea, the de-mil-
itarized zone, full of energy, activity, 
freedom, a free political system, and 
a free economic system. And you can 
see North Korea, where the capital 
Pyongyang is as dark as the whole 
country.

CI: Secretary Rumsfeld, my further 
question is about your fellowship 
program for young leaders in the 
Caucasus-Central Asia. This pro-
gram has engaged with a large num-
ber of youth leaders from the region. 
What was your original idea; what 
do you see happening now, and what 
is your vision for the future?

Rumsfeld: We now have a total of 
around eighty-two young leaders 
who have come to the U.S. under this 
program over the last five years, from 
the Caucasus, Central Asia, Mongo-
lia and Afghanistan. The original idea 
was based on the thought that the U.S. 

1 Editor’s Note: You can view this image at, http://bigthink.
com/strange-maps/218-koreas-dark-half 

has a good relationship with Eastern 
Europe, we have a lot of immigrants 
from Poland and former Czechoslo-
vakia, but when the Warsaw Pact 
countries gained independence, these 
countries already had a lot of connec-
tions with the U.S.; they had relatives 
and friends living there. For this rea-
son, Americans reached out to them 
quickly, and we understood that it 
was a difficult path from the Com-
munist system to the free economic 
system. But we didn’t have this kind 
of relationship with the Caucasus and 
Central Asia. I spent so much time 
in this region during my time in of-
fice, and I thought it would be helpful 
to reach to out younger leaders and 
bring them to the U.S., to give them a 
chance to meet people who could be 
helpful, to develop relationships with 
those people, and to show the U.S. as 
it is, how the political system works, 
how people live. That was the orig-
inal theory that my wife and I had, 
and the past five years of the program 
shows that these young leaders have 
maintained ties with people in U.S., 
exchanging views and e-mails. This 
legacy shows that the Fellows left the 
U.S. with a different impression than 
when arrived. The program provides 
them with a unique opportunity to 
meet the people they read about, and 
to understand better how this place 
[DC] works, how Congress works, 
etc. Something I didn’t anticipate was 
that the people here who met with the 
Fellows would become interested in 
thinking about and learning about 
the Caucasus and Central Asia more 

http://bigthink.com/strange-maps/218-koreas-dark-half
http://bigthink.com/strange-maps/218-koreas-dark-half
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than they did before. A lot of influ-
ential people in U.S., in politics, in 
business, in academia, in journalism 
all have to sit down and think about 
their questions for the Fellows in ad-
vance of their meetings, and these 
exchange have proved enormously 
valuable.. My other observation is 
that these Fellows, from ten neigh-
boring countries, have rarely visited 
one another’s countries, but now 
they share a common experience and 
common interests, which are created 
by anticipating an evolved network. 
This could lead to business relation-
ships, maybe to linkages at the gov-
ernmental level. 

Colloquy conducted by Zaur  
Shiriyev, Editor-in-Chief of CI,  
November 2012, Washington DC, 
U.S.
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Richard 
Weitz* 

Russia-Turkey 
Relations 

Confronts Syrian Strains

Russia-Turkey relations are probably the best they have 
ever been. The two countries have developed extensive 
economic exchanges based on a robust energy trade 
and strong harmony in their security interests regarding 

Afghanistan, the Balkans, the Middle East, and the Black Sea regions. Turkey 
is one of Russia’s largest economic partners with expanding reciprocal trade 
and investment based on an energy partnership that continues to grow. Rus-
sian analysts identify Turkey as a rising power with a dynamic economy and 
newly	flexible	foreign	policy	that	shares	with	Russia	the	experience	of	being	
physically part of Europe but practically treated as a peripheral country not 
suitable for membership in core European clubs. Russia and Turkey are able 
to “compartmentalize” their differences over Syria in order to preserve the 
overall stability of their relationship. Notwithstanding the strain over Syria 
and Turkey’s support for NATO’s missile defense programs, Ankara recently 
agreed to allow construction of the South Stream pipeline. Moscow’s support 
for Turkey becoming a formal dialogue partner of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization	this	summer	reflects	the	Russian	view	that	increasing	Ankara’s	
role	in	Central	Asia	could	yield	positive	benefits	in	terms	of	helping	stabilize	
the region as NATO military forces withdraw from Afghanistan.
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Russia-Turkey relations are proba-
bly the best they have ever been. 

The two countries have developed 
extensive economic exchanges based 
on a robust energy trade, along with 
a strong harmony in security interests 
regarding Afghanistan, the Balkans, 
the Middle East, and the Black Sea 
regions.  Russia and Turkey are able 
to “compartmentalize” their differ-
ences over Syria in order to preserve 
the overall stability of their rela-
tionship. Notwithstanding the strain 
over Syria and Turkey’s support for 
NATO’s missile defense programs, 
Ankara recently agreed to allow con-
struction of the South Stream pipe-
line, which would enable Gazprom 
to bypass Ukraine via the Black Sea 
to deliver gas to Europe. Moscow’s 
support for Turkey becoming a for-
mal dialogue partner of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization this sum-
mer reflects the Russian view that 
increasing Ankara’s role in Central 
Asia could yield positive benefits in 
terms of helping stabilize the region 
as NATO military forces withdraw 
from Afghanistan. 

Some History

The currently close ties between 
Turkey and Russia represent a ma-
jor shift from their generally antago-
nistic history. During the Cold War, 
relations between Turkey and the 
Soviet Union were strained due to 
Ankara’s decision to ally itself firmly 
with the United States and its NATO 
allies. The pro-Western elite that 

dominated the country’s foreign and 
defense policies viewed Turkey’s af-
filiation with NATO as defining and 
ensuring its status as a core member 
of the Western camp. NATO simul-
taneously defended Turkey against 
the Warsaw Pact and benefited from 
Ankara’s efforts to deter Soviet ad-
venturism. Though confrontations 
occurred between Turkey and fellow 
alliance member Greece over Cyprus 
and other issues, these conflicts actu-
ally highlighted NATO’s additional 
value in moderating differences be-
tween Athens and Ankara. 

Even during the first few years fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War and 
the demise of Soviet Union, Russian-
Turkish ties remained troubled. The 
leaders of the new Russian Federa-
tion feared a strengthening of pan-
Turkism among the Turkish peoples 
of Central Asia, with a correspond-
ing decrease in Moscow’s influence 
in the region. From the Turkish per-
spective, the Russian government’s 
initial reluctance to label the Kurd-
istan Workers Party (PKK) as a ter-
rorist organization, despite its attacks 
against civilian targets in Turkey, and 
Russia’s support for the Greek Cypri-
ots in their conflict with the Turkish-
dominated state of northern Cyprus, 
which still hosts Turkish troops, pre-
sented major stumbling blocks to bet-
ter bilateral ties between Ankara and 
Moscow.1

1 Hasan Kanbolat, “Turkish-Russian Relations After Gul’s 
Moscow Visit,” Journal of Turkish Weekly, 15 February 2009, 
http://www.turkishweekly.net/news/64590/turkish-russian-
relations-after-gul-39-s-moscow-visit.html.
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Relations between Turkey and Russia 
began to improve toward the end of 
the decade. One of the consequences 
of the 1998 Russian economic col-
lapse following the Asian financial 
crisis was to force a softening of 
Moscow’s approach toward Ankara. 
By then, Russian leaders had recog-
nized that Turkey lacked the resourc-
es to establish a sphere of influence in 
Central Asia or the Black Sea region 
or to take other measures that would 
weaken Russian primacy in the for-
mer Soviet space. As part of their 
economic recovery efforts, Russian 
officials sought to expand economic 
relations with Turkey. They adopted 
corresponding political and security 
policies to improve the prospects of 
Russian-Turkish reconciliation. For 
example, the Russian government 
refused to give rebel PKK leader 
Abdullah Öcalan asylum in Rus-
sia. In addition, Moscow redirected 
S-300 air defense missile systems 
planned for the Greek government of 
Cyprus, which confronted the Turk-
ish-supported, “Turkish Republic of 
Northern Cyprus,” to the Greek is-
land of Crete instead.2

Within Turkey, newly empowered 
societal actors such as ethnic lobbies, 
business associations, influential 
politicians, and a resurgent religious 
establishment began to push for 
changes in long-established foreign 
2 Robert O. Freedman, “Russian Policy toward the Middle 
East under Putin: The Impact of 9/11 and the War in Iraq,” 
Alternatives: Turkish Journal of International Relations, vol. 
2, no. 2 (Summer 2003), http://www.alternativesjournal.net/
volume2/number2/putin.htm.

and defense policies. The Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) that has 
been in charge of the Turkish govern-
ment since 2002, has pursued better 
Russian-Turkish relations while still 
seeking to cultivate new partnerships 
in the Middle East and sustain good 
ties with Turkey’s traditional NATO 
allies and the former Soviet republics 
of Central Asia. Despite some unease 
in Turkey with Moscow’s repressive 
counterinsurgency policies in the 
South Caucasus, Russian security 
ties with Armenia, and growing Rus-
sian military power in regions near 
Turkey, many Turkish leaders no 
longer perceive an imminent military 
threat from Russia. 

Meanwhile, Turkey’s ties with various 
Western countries have deteriorated 
since the Cold War. Disputes with Eu-
ropean countries over a number of is-
sues and a general lack of enthusiasm 
among Europeans for Turkish mem-
bership of the EU have caused Turkish 
leaders to lose hope that Ankara will 
soon enter the EU as a full member, 
despite the enormous changes Turk-
ish governments have made to realign 
Turkish policies with those of the EU. 
Meanwhile, Turkey-U.S. relations have 

One of the consequences of the 
1998 Russian economic collapse 
following the Asian financial 
crisis was to force a softening of 
Moscow’s approach toward An-
kara. 
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only recently recovered from a decade 
of strained ties. The 2003-2011 U.S. 
war in Iraq resulted in a precipitous 
collapse in Turks’ previously favorable 
opinion of the United States. 

In contrast, Ankara’s ties with Mos-
cow have noticeably strengthened 
in recent years. Since Vladimir Pu-
tin became Russian President at the 
end of 1999, Russian leaders have 
cultivated relations with Turkey, ex-
ploiting its alienation from the West.3 
The foreign ministers of Russia and 
Turkey signed the Action Plan for 
Cooperation in Eurasia on November 
16, 2001. Determined to carry their 
relations to a level of enhanced con-
structive partnership, the plan estab-

lished a Russian-Turkish High-Level 
Joint Working Group and a Caucasus 
Task Force to bring together senior 
officials from the Russian and Turk-
ish foreign ministries.4 When Putin 
visited Ankara in December 2004, he 
and Turkish President Ahmet Necdet 
3	Ömer	Taspınar	and	Fionna	Hill,	“Turkey	and	Russia:	Axis	
of the Excluded?,” Survival, Vol. 48 No. 1 (Spring 2006), pp. 
81-92.

4 Dr. Burcu Gültekin Punsmann, “Thinking about the 
Caucasus as a Land Bridge between Turkey and Russia,” 
Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey, Ankara, 
January 2009, p. 3.

Sezer signed six cooperation agree-
ments in the areas of energy, finance, 
and security. The two governments 
also signed a “Joint Declaration on 

the Intensification of Friendship 
and Multidimensional Partnership,” 
which established a formal frame-
work that recognized past and con-
tributed to the subsequent expansion 
of bilateral relations.5 

In subsequent years, the leaders of 
both countries have exchanged fre-
quent visits. These reciprocal ex-
changes culminated in February 
2009, with the first state visit by a 
Turkish president to Russia. In Mos-
cow, President Abdullah Gül and his 
entourage met with Russian political 
and business leaders. Former Russian 
president, Dmitry Medvedev, charac-
terized ties between Russia and Tur-
key as “multifaceted cooperation and 
multidimensional partnership.”6 Gül 
then became the first modern Turkish 
president to visit Kazan, the capital of 
Tatarstan, the largest of the Russian 
5 “Russia, Turkey Declare New Era with ‘Strategic’ 
Document,” Today’s Zaman, 15 February 2009, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-web/detaylar.
do?load=detay&link=166883.

6 “Press Statements Following the Russian-Turkish Talks,” 
Kremlin website, 13 February, 2009, http://www.kremlin.ru/
eng/speeches/2009/02/13/2131_type82914type82915_212893.
shtml.

Since Vladimir Putin became 
Russian President at the end of 
1999, Russian leaders have cul-
tivated relations with Turkey, 
exploiting its alienation from 
the West.

Former Russian president, Dmi-
try Medvedev, characterized ties 
between Russia and Turkey as 
“multifaceted cooperation and 
multidimensional partnership.”
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Federation’s autonomous republics 
and home to many of Russia’s Tatar 
Turk population. While Gül used the 
opportunity to promote business ties 
between Tatarstan and Turkey, the 
visit was more important as a sym-
bol that Moscow is no longer worried 
about ties between Russian Muslims 
and Turkey.7

Economics and Energy

Turkey is one of Russia’s largest eco-
nomic partners with expanding re-
ciprocal trade and investment based 
on an energy partnership that contin-
ues to grow. Russia provides nearly 
two-thirds of Turkey’s gas supplies 
and will build Turkey’s first nuclear 
power plant. Russia became Turkey’s 
largest trading partner in 2008 and 
Turkey is now Russia’s fifth-largest 
trading partner.8 Thanks to Turkey’s 
growing consumption of imported 
Russian energy, mutual trade between 
two countries almost reached $32 bil-
lion in 2011.9 That year, Russia’s gas 
supplies sales to Turkey reached 26 
billion cubic meters, making Turkey 
the second largest purchaser of Rus-
7 F. William Engdahl, “Turkey Hops Aboard Russia’s Ride,” 
Asia Times Online, 4 March, 2009, http://www.atimes.com/
atimes/Middle_East/KC04Ak02.html

8	“Турция	–	в	пятерке	крупнейших	торговых	партнеров	
России”	[“Turkey	is	in	the	Top	Five	of	Russia’s	Largest	Trade	
Partners”], 11 November  2012, http://www.delovayaturtsia.
ru/Content/Details/2053-Турция+–+в+пятерке+крупнейших
+торговых+партнеров+России	

9	“Россия	и	Турция:	экономическое	партнёрство	и	
политическое	недоверие”	[“Russia	and	Turkey:	Economic	
Partnership	and	Poitical	Mistrust”]	Flot	XXI	Vek	[21st Century 
Fleet], 29 September 2012,
http://blackseafleet-21.com/news/27-09-2012_rossija-i-turtsija-
ekonomicheskoe-partnjorstvo-i-politicheskoe-nedoverie.

sian gas after Germany.10 According 
to TurkStat, Turkey’s Statistics au-
thority, Russia exported $19.5 billion 
worth of goods while importing $4.9 
billion in first six months of 2012.11 
The two governments have set the tar-
get of raising bilateral trade to $100 
billion during the next five years.12 
One way they hope to do so is by us-
ing one another’s national currencies 
in bilateral commercial transactions 
rather than relying on U.S. dollars or 
other foreign currencies.13 A signifi-
cant amount of gas supplies has been 
conveyed through the “Blue Stream” 
pipeline that compliments the gas 
delivery line running from Russia to 
Turkey via Ukraine, Moldova, Roma-
nia, and Bulgaria. This will soon be 
supplemented by the “South Stream” 
gas pipeline.14 In return, Russia is 
10 “Gazprom Export,” 2012, www.gazpromexport.ru/content/
file/broshure/ge_en_2011.pdf,	p.	6.

11 Ministry of customs and trade website, Turkey, Foreign 
trade statistics, October 31, 2012 http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/
PreHaberBultenleri.do?id=10926.

12	“Заявления	для	прессы	и	ответы	на	вопросы	
журналистов	по	итогам	встречи	с	Премьер-министром	
Турции	Реджепом	Тайипом	Эрдоганом”	[“Statement	for	
the Press and Answers to Journalists’ Questions Regarding 
the Results of the Meeting with Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan”],	Kremlin	website,	18	June		2012,	http://news.
kremlin.ru/transcripts/16014/print.

13 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan Address a News Conference on the 
Outcome of their Negotiations,” Kremlin website, 13 January 
2010, http://www.premier.gov.ru/eng/events/news/8965/.

14	“Путин	проведет	встречу	с	премьером	Турции”	[“Putin	
Conducts Meeting with the Turkish Premier”] Vzglyad, 18 July 

Russia provides nearly two-
thirds of Turkey’s gas supplies 
and will build Turkey’s first nu-
clear power plant. 

http://www.delovayaturtsia.ru/Content/Details/2053-<0422><0443><0440><0446><0438><044F>+�+<0432>+<043F><044F><0442><0435><0440><043A><0435>+<043A><0440><0443><043F><043D><0435><0439><0448><0438><0445>+<0442><043E><0440><0433><043E><0432><044B><0445>+<043F><0430><0440><0442><043D><0435><0440><043E><0432>+<0420><043E><0441><0441><0438><0438>
http://www.delovayaturtsia.ru/Content/Details/2053-<0422><0443><0440><0446><0438><044F>+�+<0432>+<043F><044F><0442><0435><0440><043A><0435>+<043A><0440><0443><043F><043D><0435><0439><0448><0438><0445>+<0442><043E><0440><0433><043E><0432><044B><0445>+<043F><0430><0440><0442><043D><0435><0440><043E><0432>+<0420><043E><0441><0441><0438><0438>
http://www.delovayaturtsia.ru/Content/Details/2053-<0422><0443><0440><0446><0438><044F>+�+<0432>+<043F><044F><0442><0435><0440><043A><0435>+<043A><0440><0443><043F><043D><0435><0439><0448><0438><0445>+<0442><043E><0440><0433><043E><0432><044B><0445>+<043F><0430><0440><0442><043D><0435><0440><043E><0432>+<0420><043E><0441><0441><0438><0438>
http://www.gazpromexport.ru/content/file/broshure/ge_en_2011.pdf
http://www.gazpromexport.ru/content/file/broshure/ge_en_2011.pdf
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supporting the Turkish-backed Sam-
sun-Ceyhan pipeline.15

In addition to Russia’s role as Tur-
key’s dominant energy supplier, bi-
lateral commerce and investment 
have also grown considerably in re-
cent years due to the millions of Rus-
sian tourists who visit Turkey, and 
the extensive role of Turkish contrac-
tors in several sectors of the Russian 
economy, especially construction. 
According Turkish newspaper “Mil-
liyet,” about 3,000 Turkish com-
panies operate in Russia, of which 
some 500 have capital of more than 
$5 million.16 RIA Novosti commen-
tator Andrei Fedyashin estimates that 
Russia accounts for one-quarter of 
all Turkish-built projects in foreign 
countries.17 According to Aydin Sez-
gin, Turkey’s ambassador to Russia, 
mutual investment now reaches some 
$10 billion.18 In 2011 alone Russian 
businesses invested more than $1 bil-
lion in the Turkish economy.19

2012, http://vz.ru/news/2012/7/18/589015.html.

15	A	Barysheva	and	P.	Chernitza,	“Экономика	с	
акцентом	на	энергетику”	[Economics	with	an	Energy	
Emphasis”] Voice of Russia, 18 July 2012. http://rus.ruvr.
ru/2012_07_18/81936995/.

16	“Бизнесмены	не	дадут	поссориться	России	и	Турции”	
[“Busnessmen	with	not	Incite	a	Russia-Turkey	Quarrel”]	
InoTV, 29 October  2012, http://inotv.rt.com/2012-10-29/
Biznesmeni-ne-dadut-possoritsya-Rossii

17 Andrei Fedyashin, “Russia-Turkey: Blue Stream is not 
Enough,” RIA Novosti, 7 January 2008, http://en.rian.ru/
analysis/20080701/112739778.html.

18	 “Айдын	 Аднан	 Сезгин:	 “Сближение	 Турции	 и	 России	
особенно	полезно	для	регион,”	[“Turkey-Russia	Reconciliation	
Especially Useful for the Region”] Vestnikavkaza, 13 November 
2012, http://www.vestikavkaza.ru/interview/Aydyn-Adnan-
Sezgin-Sblizhenie-Turtsii-i-Rossii-osobenno-polezno-dlya-
regiona.html.

19	“Путин	проведет	встречу	с	премьером	Турции”	[“Putin	

Turkey’s overwhelming reliance on 
Russian oil and gas concerns many 
Turkish officials. Currently, Russia’s 
state energy giant Gazprom supplies 
48 million cubic meters of gas per 
day.20 Diversification of energy part-
ners would make Turkey less vulner-
able to disruptions in Russian energy 
deliveries. Turkey has been trying to 
import gas from alternative suppliers 
to prevent Gazprom from demand-
ing excessively high prices for its gas 
shipments. Turkey is also planning 
to develop its civilian nuclear power 
sector. Recently Russia and Turkey 
have reached an agreement on the 
construction of Turkey’s first nuclear 
power plant “Akkuyu”. It will bring 
Russia $4 billion in annual profits.21 

Regional Security Issue

The same mixture of overt friendship 
but subtle competition that character-
izes Russia-Turkey energy relations 
is also present in their regional secu-
rity relationship. Russia and Turkey 
see one another as both a potential 

Conducts a Meeting with the Turkish Premire”], Vzglyad, 18 
July  2012, http://vz.ru/news/2012/7/18/589015.html.

20	Pauline	Stroganoff	and	Christina	Justus,	“Турция	в	
полтора	раза	увеличила	импорт	российского	газа”	
[“Turkey	Has	Increased	the	Importation	of	Russia	Gas	By	One	
and a Half Times”], RBK Daily, 22 October 2012, http://www.
rbcdaily.ru/2012/10/22/tek/562949984975737.

21	“Газ	и	атом	скрепят	союз	России	и	Турции”	[“Gas	and	
Atom Strengthen Russia-Turkish Union”], Pravda, 7 September 
2012, http://www.pravda.ru/world/asia/middleeast/07-09-
2012/1127423-russia_turkey-0/ 

In 2011 alone Russian business-
es invested more than $1 billion 
in the Turkish economy.

http://inotv.rt.com/2012-10-29/Biznesmeni-ne-dadut-possoritsya-Rossii
http://inotv.rt.com/2012-10-29/Biznesmeni-ne-dadut-possoritsya-Rossii
http://www.pravda.ru/world/asia/middleeast/07-09-2012/1127423-russia_turkey-0/
http://www.pravda.ru/world/asia/middleeast/07-09-2012/1127423-russia_turkey-0/
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threat and a hoped-for contributor to 
achieving mutual regional security 
objectives. The positions of Russia 
and Turkey regarding many security 
issues--such as Afghanistan, the Bal-
kans, the Middle East, and the Black 
Sea regions—has become more har-
monious in recent years. Turkey and 
Russia have adopted similar formal 
positions regarding Iran’s nuclear 
program. Neither government wants 
the Islamic Republic to obtain nucle-
ar weapons, but neither Ankara nor 
Moscow objects to Iran’s pursuit of 
limited nuclear activities under ap-
propriate international monitoring. 
In addition, Turkey and Russia want 
to prevent other countries from em-
ploying force against Iran to attack 
its nuclear facilities. Turkish diplo-
mats have expressed increasing dis-
appointment that Russia has refused 
to reduce its support for the Syrian 
government of Bashar Assad. They 
continue to encourage the Russian 
government to reduce its support for 
Assad in the Security Council and 
elsewhere, but are unwilling to break 
with Moscow over the issue.

The 9/11 terrorist attacks, the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, the tensions 
over Iraq, and other mutual security 
concerns in their overlapping neigh-

borhoods of Central Asia, the Cauca-
sus, the Balkans, and the Middle East 
during the past decade have driven 
Ankara and Moscow to collaborate 
in order to address these problems. 
Policy makers in both countries share 
the belief that other NATO countries, 
particularly the United States, have 
paid insufficient attention to their 
concerns in these regions, which are 

critical to national security. In Cen-
tral Asia, Turkish and Russian inter-
ests since the mid-2000s have con-
verged more than they have differed. 
Both countries have sought to reduce 
terrorism (especially by sharing intel-
ligence), increase oil and gas produc-
tion, and curb human and narcotics 
trafficking. Unlike some more distant 
governments, Turkey and Russia also 
desire to limit disruptive political 
upheavals in Central Asia and neigh-
boring regions given the risks of such 
chaos spilling across their borders. 
The independent policies Ankara 
pursued towards regional security is-
sues presumably lessened Moscow’s 
concerns about Turkey serving as an 
anti-Russian stalking-horse for West-
ern interests in the region. 

To minimize any potential threat 
from Russia, Turkish policy makers 
have sought to maintain “geopoliti-
cal pluralism” in post-Soviet Eurasia 
in general and in the South Caucasus 

Turkey has been trying to import 
gas from alternative suppliers to 
prevent Gazprom from demand-
ing excessively high prices for 
its gas shipments. 

Turkey and Russia have adopted 
similar formal positions regard-
ing Iran’s nuclear program. 
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in particular. Preserving this pluralism 
involves strengthening the political 
sovereignty of these countries, coun-
tering the growth of Russian influence 
in the Caucasus (though in a covert 
rather than overt way), and promot-
ing closer ties between these countries 
and Euro-Atlantic organizations such 
as NATO.22 Russia’s decision to use 
overwhelming force to defeat Georgia 
in its August 2008 war, and the result-
ing disintegration in East-West rela-
tions, resulted in a major change in 
Turkey’s regional policies. Moscow’s 
decisive response shocked Turkish 
policy makers into realizing that their 
margin for maneuver in Russia’s back-
yard might be smaller than anticipated 
due to Moscow’s new assertiveness.23 
To prevent further regional disorders, 
Ankara sought to advance a multilat-
eral regional security framework that 
would both constrain Russia’s asser-
tive impulses as well as revitalize ef-
forts to solve the regional conflicts 
that might lead to new flair-ups and 
further destabilization.24 

22 Igor Torbakov, “The Georgia Crisis and Russia-Turkey 
Relations,” Jamestown Foundation, Washington DC: 
Jamestown (2008. p. 9, http://www.jamestown.org/uploads/
media/GeorgiaCrisisTorbakov.pdf.

23 Ibid., p. 5. 

24 Ibid. p. 30.

Turkey and Russia have adopted 
similar formal positions regarding 
Iran. Nether government wants the 
Islamic Republic to obtain nuclear 
weapons, but neither Ankara nor 
Moscow objects to Iran’s pursuit of 
limited nuclear activities under ap-
propriate international monitoring. 
In addition, Turkey and Russia want 
to prevent other countries from us-
ing force against Iran to attack its 
nuclear facilities. Both Russian and 
more recently Turkish leaders have 
proposed that they could help medi-
ate the nuclear dispute between Teh-
ran and Washington.25 The Turkish 
government has played such a role in 
the case of Syria and Israel as well as 
between Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
but Iranian officials have denied the 
need for intermediaries, pushing for 
a direct U.S.-Iranian government dia-
logue instead. A joint Turkish-Brazil-
ian effort to mediate a resolution of 
a dispute over whether Iran can en-
rich uranium for its research reactor 
in Tehran, which requires uranium 
fuel enriched to higher than normal 
levels, failed to secure Washington’s 
approval. To bolster its regional and 
energy security, the AKP government 
has sought to improve ties with Iran. 
Russian and Turkish officials have 
generally resisted U.S.-led efforts to 
impose additional economic and en-
ergy sanctions on Iran. But If Iran 
25	“Erdoğan	Offers	Turkish	Mediation	between	
U.S. and Iran,” Today’s Zaman, 13 November, 
2008, http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-web/detaylar.
do?load=detay&link=158588; see also Karen Kaya, “In 
Search of New Role, Turkey Offers to Mediate U.S.-Iran 
Dispute,” WMD Insights, February 2009, http://www.
wmdinsights.org/I30/I30_ME2_TurkeyOffers.htm.

To minimize any potential threat 
from Russia, Turkish policy 
makers have sought to maintain 
“geopolitical pluralism” in post-
Soviet Eurasia. 

http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-web/detaylar.do?load=detay&link=158588
http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-web/detaylar.do?load=detay&link=158588
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and the West were ever reconciled, 
then Turkish and Russian policies 
regarding Iran could significantly di-
verge. Turkey would presumably be 
open to having Iranian gas flow into 
Nabucco or through a more direct 
Persian Pipeline, whereas Moscow 
would not welcome direct competi-
tion with the country holding the sec-
ond largest gas reserves in the world 
after Russia.

The dispute over the status of Nago-
rno-Karabakh still remains a source 
of tension in Russian-Turkish rela-
tions. Turkish diplomats have hoped 
that Russia, which is an historic ally 
of Armenia as well as member of the 
OSCE Minsk Group, would help pro-
mote a reconciliation between Tur-
key and Armenia. When he met with 
Putin in January 2010, Prime Minis-
ter Recep Tayyip Erdoğan called on 
Moscow to play a more active role 
in resolving the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict.26 Yet, Putin declined to com-
mit to exerting any pressure on Ar-
menia to make concessions regarding 
Nagorno-Karabakh in order to secure 
Turkish parliamentary ratification of 
the recently signed peace protocols 
26 E. Tariverdiyeva, “Russia-Turkey Cooperation Will 
Contribute	to	Nagorno-Karabakh	Conflict	Resolution,	but	in	
the Long Term: Experts,” Trend News Agency, January 14, 
2010, http://en.trend.az/news/karabakh/1618377.html.

between Turkey and Armenia. When 
asked about the issue at their joint 
news conference on January 13, Pu-
tin argued that linking the Turkish-
Armenian reconciliation with the 
Nagorno-Karabakh dispute would 
simply delay progress on both.27 Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
made similar remarks the following 
day when he visited Yerevan.28 Skep-
tics might suspect that Russian offi-
cials are not eager to see a reconcili-
ation between Turkey and Armenia 
since, while offering the possibility of 
drawing Azerbaijan and Turkey clos-

er to Russia, the protocols’ adoption 
could reduce Moscow’s influence in 
Armenia and promote the develop-
ment of new East-West energy and 
commercial routes through Turkey 
that circumvent Russian territory. 

Syria and Beyond

Despite vigorous efforts by Russian 
and Turkish policy makers, differenc-
es over Syria continue to challenge 
27 “Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan Address a News Conference on the 
Outcome of their Negotiations,” Prime Minister of Russia 
website, 13 January, 2010, http://www.premier.gov.ru/eng/
events/news/8965/.

28 “Russian FM Urges Progress on Turkey, Armenia 
Rapprochment,” RFE/RL, 14 January, 2010, http://www.
rferl.org/content/Russian_FM_Urges_Progress_On_Turkey_
Armenia_Rapprochment/1929902.html.

Russian and Turkish officials 
have generally resisted U.S.-led 
efforts to impose additional eco-
nomic and energy sanctions on 
Iran. 

The dispute over the status  
of Nagorno-Karabakh still re-
mains a source of tension in 
Russian-Turkish relations. 



42 

this harmonious relationship. Lead-
ers in Ankara are calling for Syrian 
President Bashar al-Assad’s immedi-
ate departure, while Moscow contin-
ues to support his regime if not Assad 
personally (though in practice these 
have become indistinguishable). Tur-
key’s leading role in organizing the 
anti-Assad resistance, Syria’s cross-
border attacks against Turkish terri-
tory, and Ankara’s October 11, 2012 
decision to force a Syrian passenger 
plane from Russia to land in Turkey 
threaten to worsen ties. Russia has 
repeatedly joined with Moscow and 
Beijing to block UN resolutions and 
other measures that would try to force 
Assad’s removal from office. Russia 
has been supplying arms to Syria that 
have on occasion been used to shoot 
down a Turkish plane or fire across 
the border into Turkey. The Turk-
ish leaders’ newfound commitment 
to popular democracy, sometimes 
backed by foreign military interven-
tion to depose recalcitrant Arab dic-
tators, has clashed with the contin-
ued primacy Russian officials place 
on national sovereignty and non-
intervention in the internal affairs of 
other countries. These strains might 
explain why, even before the October 
11 plane incident, President Vladimir 
Putin postponed his planned High 
Level Cooperation Council meeting 
in Turkey, from October 15 to De-
cember 3. Turkish analysts continue 
to debate how Putin’s return to the 
presidency might affect bilateral re-
lations, which some expecting him 
to pursue a harder line toward An-

kara than his predecessor, Dmitry 
Medvedev.29 Meanwhile, the Turkish 
government is becoming irritated by 
the burdens the protracted conflict in 
Syria is inflicting on their country, 
which is now hosting around 100,000 
refugees, seeing a rise of anti-Turkish 
terrorism linked to the rise of Kurdish 
militarism in Syria, and finding itself 
unwilling to end the crisis by sending 
its own troops to Damascus.30 None-
theless, the Syrian conflict is unlikely 
to inflict an enduring blow on the bi-
lateral relationship. By all objective 
economic and strategic measures, 
Turkey is more important to Russia 
than is Syria.

The Syrian crisis is a good test of 
the strength of the Russia-Turkish 
detente. Thus far, neither govern-
ment has considered the Syrian issue 

so important as to warrant breaking 
ties with the other party. Although 
Erdoğan and Putin are prone to un-
helpful rhetorical gestures, two fac-
tors have helped minimize the dam-
age. First, no other major problems 
divide Turkey and Russia. Second, 

29 Alakbar Raufoglu, Turkey, Russia at odds over Middle East, 
Caucasus, 3 June, 2012 
http://www.foreignpolicyjournal.com/2012/06/03/turkey-
russia-at-odds-over-middle-east-caucasus/

30 Steven Heydemann,” Turkey’s Mounting Syria Problem,” 
Council on Foreign Relations, 17 October 2012 http://www.cfr.
org/turkey/turkeys-mounting-syria-problem/p29293

By all objective economic and 
strategic measures, Turkey is 
more important to Russia than 
is Syria.
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Turkey and Russia see net benefits 
in compartmentalizing their differ-
ences over Syria so that they can 
continue other dimensions of their 
improving relationship. Despite ten-
sions over Syria and other issues, the 
Turkish government is clearly eager 
to deepen relations with Moscow on 
security as well as energy and eco-
nomic issues. Russia has taken care 
to cultivate key business sectors in 
Turkey through enticing offers of 
energy and commercial partnership. 
Perhaps more important, however, 
have been the negative variables that 
have been driving Turkey away from 
the West, especially a sense that the 
European Union is not serious about 
admitting Turkey into its ranks. Rus-
sian analysts identify Turkey as a ris-
ing power with a dynamic economy 
and newly flexible foreign policy that 
shares with Russia the experience of 
being geographically part of Europe 
but practically treated as a peripheral 
country not suitable for membership 
in core European clubs such as the 
European Union.31 Turkey will con-
tinue to look eastward as long as the 
EU continues to treat Turkey as a 
non-European state.

31 Fedor Lukyanov Russian-Turkish Gambit,* Rossiyskaya 
Gazeta 17 October 2012.



Turco-Caspian 
Energy Security &

the Caucasus: 
Threats & Opportunities

Fall 2012 Issue 
Available at D&R, 

Pandora, and 
Remzi Bookstores.

Seeking Security in an Age of “Awakening”
Interview with Anders Fogh Rasmussen 

Interview with Taner Yıldız

France and Turkey: New Horizons
Laurent Fabius

Transforming the U.S.-Turkey Alliance
John McCain

Comprehensive Security in Turkey 
Aykan Erdemir

NATO and Energy Security
Michael Rühle & Julijus Grubliauskas

European Defense in the Age of Austerity
Iulian Chifu  

The Zero Problem Doctrine: What Went Wrong?
Mustafa Kibaroğlu

Sino-U.S. Rivalry in Southeast Asia
Raja Muhammad Khan

Track II in the Karabakh Peace Process  
Gulshan Pashayeva 

A “Kurdish Reset”: Erdoğan’s Last Chance?
Gabriel Mitchell

Turkey’s Syria Problem 
Zenonas Tziarras

Is Turkey’s Axis Shifting? 
Laura Batalla Adam

Explaining the Stability of Azerbaijan 
Andrea Filetti

An Alliance between Greece, Turkey, and Israel?
Marios P. Efthymiopoulos

TPQ Roundtable: The New Game of Energy

“Yapıkredi, is the corporate sponsor of this issue of  TPQ”

QUARTERLY
TURKISH POLICY

TPQ

This publication is sponsored by 
NATO Public Diplomacy Division



45 

Robert 
M. Cutler* 

Turco-Caspian 
Energy Security &

the Caucasus: 
Threats & Opportunities

The evolution of the situation in Azerbaijan, Georgia, 
and Turkey reveals that the decisions made in the early 
1990s by former Soviet republics in the Caspian Sea 
littoral to develop their energy assets and to monetize 

them for export to Western markets were correct. They reached out to one 
another	and	beyond	 for	 economic	and	political	 cooperation.	The	first	 and	
perhaps most spectacular realization of such cooperation on the ground was 
the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil export pipeline. This project has created the 
backbone for South Caucasus regional integration in the former Soviet area, 
also involving the participation of Turkey. However, threats against energy 
security	in	the	region	have	evolved	since	then.	Conflict	situations	involving	
occupation by foreign forces both in Georgia and in Azerbaijan have embed-
ded themselves in the region. The eventual dangers here are arguably worse 
than they were eight years ago. At issue are not only the contested territories 
of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh. Also, as documented in 
the	article,	Iran	has	increased	and	intensified	its	provocations	against	Azer-
baijan. This is ominous since the last eight years mark Azerbaijan’s emer-
gence as a key actor in Turco-Caspian regional security, in both economic 
and	political	 terms.	When	Iran	promotes	regional	conflict	 in	 the	Caucasus	
by threatening the territorial integrity, legitimacy and stability of the existing 
government, it threatens the energy security of the broader region, with the 
participation of Turkey. The strategy and practice of Turkey’s foreign political 
and economic policy should recognize this fact and take it into account.

This	article	is	based	upon	a	keynote	speech	given	at	the	conference	“Energy	Security	and	Regional	Conflicts	in	the	
Caucasus,”	Uludağ	University,	Bursa	(Turkey),	9-10	May	2012.	The	text	was	therefore	prepared	before	the	most	
recent exacerbation of the civil war in Syria and consequent reorientation of Turkish foreign policy away from its 
previous “zero problems” doctrine. * Dr. Robert M. Cutler  is Senior Research Fellow, Institute of European, Russia 
and Eurasian Studies, Carleton University, Canada
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The years 2003-2004 represent a 
turning point in the geo-econom-

ic evolution of the Caucasus and the 
Turco-Caspian region. Consequently, 
this article begins by reviewing the 
threats against and opportunities for 
energy security in the region at that 
time. The next part of the article 
presents an analysis of the evolution 
of the situation since then, looking at 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey. On 
that basis, the third part of the article 
compares the situation today with 
the situation eight years ago. Since 
Azerbaijan emerges as a key player 
in regional security, both economi-
cally and politically, it is given fur-
ther attention in the fourth section. A 
conclusion then follows.

Potential sources of crisis in the 
Caucasus

Eight years ago, I was asked to ana-
lyze the sources and regions of crisis 
in the Caucasus and their impact upon 
the security of Turkey. In particular, I 
was asked to consider and evaluate 
six potential sources of crisis in the 
Caucasus. These included two iden-
tity issues, which were ethnic conflict 
and religious fundamentalism; two 
socio-economic issues, which were 
organized crime and migration due to 
economic problems; and two energy 
issues, which were oil and power-line 
security.1

1 “The Sources and Regions of Crisis in the Caucasus,” in N. 
Resat Ödün (ed.), Examination of the Regions of Crisis from 
the Perspectives of Turkey, NATO and the European Union, 
and Their Impacts on the Security of Turkey (Ankara: Turkish 
General	Staff	Printing	House,	2004),	pp.	105–126;	Turkish	
translation,	“Kafkasya’daki	Kriz	Kaynakları	ve	Bölgeleri,”	

The best way to begin to address 
Turco-Caspian energy security and to 
Caucasus is, by way of introduction, 
to review briefly the conclusions 
from eight years ago, concerning oil 
and power-line security as a source 
of crisis in the Caucasus and its im-
pact upon the security of Turkey. 
Eight and more years ago, oil was not 
a direct source of crisis in the Cau-
casus itself, because it was mostly 
controlled by national governments. 
Questions about oil seemed to lead to 
crisis only where the state apparatus 
was not firmly embedded, and did not 
wield a monopoly of coercive force.

The best example of such a situation 
is Chechnya in 1993. There, even lo-
cal authority broke down as conflicts 
between clans concerning the physi-
cal control of land made it increas-
ingly difficult for oil to flow through 
the established pipeline between 
Baku and Novorossiysk.2 During the 
Soviet era, Grozny and its surround-
ing areas produced a high proportion 
of specialized petroleum products 
used, for example, in Soviet aviation. 
By the early 1990s, however, there 
was no obstacle to any individual 
blowing a hole in a pipeline, collect-
ing what came out of it, and selling it 
by the roadside, sometimes distilled 
in homemade apparatus.
in	N.	Resat	Ödün	(ed.),	Türkiye,	Nato	ve	Avrupa	Birliği	
Perspektifinden	Kriz	Bölgelerinin	İncelenmesi	ve	Türkiye’nin	
Güvenliğine	Etkileri	(Ankara:	Genelkurmay	Basim	Evi,	2004),	
pp.	105–126.	The	present	text	draws	upon	the	2004	chapter	as	
appropriate.

2 The Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline runs for 1,330 kilometres 
(km) from Azerbaijan’s Sangachal Terminal to the Russian 
Black Sea port of Novorossiysk.



 V
ol

.2
 • 

N
o.

3 
• A

ut
um

n 
 2

01
2

47 

The case of Ajaria in Georgia pro-
vides the best contrast to the chaos 
in Chechnya. Even before Aslan 
Abashidze’s 3downfall in 2004, oil 
from Kazakhstan was reaching Baku 
by barge across the Caspian Sea and, 
from there, was being loaded into 
railroad transport and taken across 
Georgia to Batumi for sale and trans-
shipment. Oil from Baku also went to 
Supsa a few miles away, as well as 
to Novorossiysk after a railroad de-
tour around Grozny was constructed 
through Dagestan.

The contrast between Chechnya and 
Ajaria motivated the conclusion that 
even where there was a separatist or 
autonomous movement in the Cau-
casus, oil did not have to be a cata-
lyst to crisis if there exited a regional 
authority capable of enforcing order, 
reaching working agreements with 
the central authority, and implement-
ing them.

The leading causes of the crisis in 
the Caucasus in 2004 were clearly 
domestic and transnational issues of 
identity, specifically, ethnic conflict 
and religious fundamentalism. State-
level socio-economic issues of or-
ganized crime and migration due to 
ethnic problems were secondary. The 
crises in Abkhazia and Chechnya in 
the 1990s typified how the already-
hot identity issues (later combined in 
the case of Chechnya with fundamen-
talism) could be kindled by socio-
3 Aslan Abashidze was the leader of the Ajarian Autonomous 
Republic in western Georgia from 1991 to May 5, 2004.

economic issues (organized crime in 
particular) and then set alight by en-
ergy issues (especially oil).

International-level issues of oil and 
power-line security were in general 
only of tertiary significance in ex-
plaining the crisis for the people in 
the region, as important as they were 
to many external powers. Neverthe-
less, these international issues, and 
oil in particular, did play some role. 
There was even sometimes a direct 
influence, explaining the persistence 
of the crisis, since actors from out-
side became involved and all levels 
of conflict were simultaneously in 
play inside the region itself.

The Evolution of the Situation un-
til the Present

The Example of Azerbaijan

Azerbaijan has been built with mas-
sive foreign investment flows into the 
energy sector from early in the last de-
cade. Even though the 1994 “contract 
of the century” for the Azeri-Chirag-
Guneshli (ACG) fields brought Azer-
baijan the largest foreign investment 
in the former Soviet states (US$8 
billion in 1994 dollars), Azerbaijan’s 

The leading causes of the crisis 
in the Caucasus in 2004 were 
clearly domestic and transna-
tional issues of identity, specifi-
cally, ethnic conflict and reli-
gious fundamentalism. 
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success is exceptional nevertheless. 
The country has recorded impressive 
15 per cent real growth rates through 
most of the last decade, leading to a 
massive decline in poverty from over 
50 percent to less than 10 per cent by 
World Bank standards.4

The key to Azerbaijan’s success was 
that its leadership understood the 
need for predictability in the business 
environment. That is why every pro-
duction-sharing agreement (PSA) be-

came the law of the land through rati-
fication by the national parliament. 
Indeed, this way of proceeding did 
more than create predictability of the 
business environment; it also ensured 
the sanctity of contract. Because of it, 
no one in Azerbaijan has ever men-
tioned the possibility of revising the 
ACG contract, although as it stands, 
it is very disadvantageous to Azerbai-
jan; no contract since has contained 
such disadvantageous provisions.

The question now is: How can Azer-
baijan transform this natural re-
source wealth into ambitious targets 
for economic development? From 
2005 through 2008, public spending 
4	World	Bank	Group,	“Azerbaijan	–	Country	Program	
Snapshot,” <http://tinyurl.com/9ztq3z2>. All URLs given in 
the	notes	are	verified	as	of	24	August	2012	unless	otherwise	
stated.

roughly doubled each year. Much-
needed, this was and was devoted 
to high priority infrastructure, but it 
has also meant that growth so far has 
been built squarely on oil and on oil 
revenues.5

The public spending leading to the 
construction boom in the non-oil sec-
tor is impressive. It grew 20 per cent 
on average per year over the last 10 
years, compared to 3 per cent growth 
in agriculture and 6 per cent growth 
in industry from a very small base. 
Current discussions of the country’s 
economic development increasingly 
concern how private investment can 
start to substitute for some of the 
state spending, including a renewed 
focus on economic diversification.6

The number of Azerbaijan firms en-
gaged in export in the non-oil sector 
has been declining for a decade for a 
number of reasons, not least the ef-
fects of the Dutch disease. The oil 
revenue fuelling public spending has 
led to some real exchange rate depre-
ciation, damaging the competitive-
ness of agricultural manufacturing 
and tradable services.7

5 Maria Albino-War and Asghar Shahmoradi, “Republic of 
Azerbaijan: Selected Issues,” IMF Country Report No. 12/6 
(Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund, January 
2012), <http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2012/cr1206.
pdf>, p. 15.

6	World	Bank	Group,	“[Country	Partnership	Strategy	
(CPS) for Azerbaijan:] Country Context,” <http://tinyurl.
com/98ve236>, p. 1.

7 Albino-War and Shahmoradi, “Republic of Azerbaijan: 
Selected Issues,” pp. 8-14, which also discusses some of the 
points that follow here.

The key to Azerbaijan’s success 
was that its leadership under-
stood the need for predictability 
in the business environment. 
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Although Azerbaijan has made im-
portant strides in reducing poverty, 
the question now is how to sustain 
and consolidate them. Job creation 
is very important, but it is unlikely 
that oil construction will provide the 
options that the young and growing 
population needs. Consequently, to-
day at issue is how to give the emerg-
ing and growing and young middle 
class a way to satisfy their aspira-
tions. The objective of a new growth 
model would thus be a more diver-
sified economic structure, including 
the creation of a business environ-
ment that enables innovation, facili-
tates investment, and fosters entre-
preneurship.

Azerbaijan has started to strengthen 
its market institutions, but the chal-
lenge is to build the right institutions 
for the country and to do so quickly. 
Another important aspect of econom-
ic diversification is human capital, 
which requires a highly educated and 
skilled workforce, and thus a modern 
education system, in order to help 
the country compete in global mar-
kets. Azerbaijan has already demon-
strated a potentially valuable model 
for social development, combining 

its post-Soviet legacy with a secular 
Muslim identity to produce a con-
structive foreign policy orientation.

It will take a generation or more for 
history’s verdict on those processes 
currently underway in Azerbaijan 
to become clear. Today’s favorable 

signs signal only a potential that is in 
the process of being born. The situa-
tion in Georgia reminds an observer 
how fluid, delicate, and vulnerable 
these things are.

A Few Words on Georgia

Georgia emerged from the Soviet era 
as a Western-oriented country, but 
eight or ten years ago it was still suf-
fering under extremely heavy burdens 
from its Soviet legacy, and had few 
friends in the West. Georgia’s politi-
cal evolution manifests two cycles of 
development. The first ended in state 
failure, and the second began with the 
Rose Revolution. Independent Geor-
gia was reborn without any expertise 
in fiscal or economic policies. It also 
lacked a foreign policy. Not Georgian 
but rather Russian elites emerged as 
the leaders of the domestic economy. 

The number of Azerbaijan firms 
engaged in export in the non-oil 
sector has been declining for a 
decade for a number of reasons, 
not least the effects of the Dutch 
disease. 

Azerbaijan has already demon-
strated a potentially valuable 
model for social development, 
combining its post-Soviet legacy 
with a secular Muslim identity 
to produce a constructive for-
eign policy orientation.
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The country suffered three civil wars 
and their devastating consequences. 
Indeed, the case could be made that 
Georgia’s only recognized asset was 
its aspiration towards Western in-
stitutions and its commitment to a 
Western model of society and its in-
ternational institutions.

A window of opportunity opened 
when people began to see that Geor-
gia had value as a transit country for 
energy routes running from East to 
West. Based upon the development of 
Azerbaijan’s offshore resources and 
cooperation with Turkey, Georgia de-
veloped a niche as a transit country 
with the construction and operation 
of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) 
pipeline. Yet it could build little upon 
that foundation, and almost became 
a failed state towards the end of the 
Shevardnadze regime.

At the time of the Rose Revolution, 
Georgia faced an empty treasury and 
an overwhelming level of foreign 
debt. However, it had enormous lead-
ership potential, significant popular 
support for a Western-oriented poli-
cy, and strong and important friends. 
Today, the World Bank judges Geor-
gia to be the most successful reform-
er in the post-Soviet sphere, with the 
most liberal tax codes and an excel-
lent business environment.8

This progress has occurred under 
difficult circumstances. The coun-
8	World	Bank	Group,	“Ranking	of	Economies	–	Doing	
Business,” <http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings>.

try’s territorial integrity remains un-
der constant threat. However, none 
of these opportunities would exist if 
not for the cooperation with Azerbai-
jan and Turkey on energy develop-
ment and transit. Indeed, Azerbaijan 
agreed several years ago to supply all 
of Georgia’s gas needs, an extraordi-
nary achievement following the Rus-
sian invasion in 2008, helping the 
country both from the standpoint of 
political stability and from that of en-
ergy diversity.9

Western powers do not always tend 
to see the details very well, but the 
unresolved status of the potentially 
explosive situation in Georgia clearly 
threatens not only the successful do-
mestic reforms but the very existence 
of the state itself. This is a reality to 
which Western powers, not just in 
Europe but also the United States, 
too easily shut their eyes. The threat 
posed by this unresolved conflict can-
not be ignored, and it reminds the ob-
server of the possible consequences 
of renewed hostilities between Azer-
baijan and Armenia as well. 

9 Robert M. Cutler, “Euro-Caspian energy plans inch 
forward,” Asia Times Online (27 November 2008), <http://
www.atimes.com/atimes/Central_Asia/JK27Ag01.html>.

Georgia’s political evolution 
manifests two cycles of devel-
opment. The first ended in state 
failure, and the second began 
with the Rose Revolution. 
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The Transformation of Turkey

In 1980, the estimated gross domes-
tic product of Turkey was $70 billion; 
now it is $700 billion. Exports during 
the same period grew from $3 billion 
to $300 billion. The Turkish economy 
leapt from the 25th largest to the 16th 
largest in the world. According to the 
World Bank, Turkey’s recent growth 
rate is second only to China, as is the 
urbanization rate. Such traditional 
population centers as Ankara and Is-
tanbul have grown rapidly, but also in 
Anatolia many industrial centers are 
growing in size and influence. This is 
a remarkable transformation.10

All these developments have influ-
enced the country’s large current ac-
count deficit, to which the financial 
press gives much attention. The share 
of energy in the current account defi-
cit as well as in the trade deficit has 
10 International Monetary Fund, “Report for Selected 
Countries and Subjects”, <http://tinyurl.com/brw6nw6>; 
World Bank Group, “Prospects for the Global Economy 
- Table 1. The global outlook in summary, 2010-2014”, 
<http://go.worldbank.org/JGD8ZACBC0>; United Nations 
Economic	and	Social	Commission	for	Asia	and	the	Pacific,	
“Urbanization	-	Statistical	Yearbook	for	Asia	and	the	Pacific	
2011”, <http://www.unescap.org/stat/data/syb2011/I-People/
Urbanization.asp>.

recently declined, but oil and gas still 
represent about 20 per cent of all im-
ports and 50 per cent of the current-
account deficit.11

For Turkey, there is a close relation-
ship between growth and the sustain-
ability of energy supply. In particular, 
it bears noting that Turkey is a rela-
tively energy-intensive economy. Ev-
ery $1000 of GDP requires 0.26 tons 
of oil equivalent, compared to the 
OECD the average of 0.18. Energy 
demand and electricity demand may 
grow as much as 7 per cent per year, 
if recent trends continue.12

Today, gas from the first stage of the 
Shah Deniz offshore development 
(“Shah Deniz One”) goes to Geor-
gia and Turkey. That gas provides a 
substantial supply for Turkey’s grow-
ing demand and additional supply as 
from 2017, not to mention the export, 
for the first time, of natural gas from 
the Caspian Sea region into Euro-
pean markets. Shah Deniz Two will 
provide six billion cubic meters per 
11 Katy Barnato, “Europe’s Fastest-Growing Economy Needs 
More	Oil”	(CNBC,	21	August	2012),	<http://finance.yahoo.
com/news/europes-fastest-growing-economy-needs-182744342.
html>.

12 Ulrich Zachau (World Bank Group), “Turkey’s Energy 
Agenda	–	Some	Possible	Directions”,	presentation	at	
Conference Game Changing Energy Dynamics in the World 
and in Turkey, STEAM (Strategic Technical Economic 
Research Center) 13th Energy Arena, 8-9 September 2011, 
Istanbul, <http://tinyurl.com/cebmcmc>, p. 1.

Western powers do not always 
tend to see the details very well, 
but the unresolved status of the 
potentially explosive situation 
in Georgia clearly threatens not 
only the successful domestic re-
forms but the very existence of 
the state itself.

In 1980, the estimated gross do-
mestic product of Turkey was 
$70 billion; now it is $700 bil-
lion. 
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year of additional gas for Turkey’s 
growing demand, helping to diver-
sify import markets and to reduce de-
pendency on other sources.

Turkey and Azerbaijan have signed 
an intergovernmental agreement for 
Azerbaijan’s gas to transit through 
Turkey to European markets. This 
is itself a new development for Tur-
key. It marks the first time Turkey 
has committed politically and com-
prehensively to fulfill the role of a 
transit country; Turkey imports gas 
from Russia, Iran, and Algeria, but all 
of that gas stays in Turkey. Gas from 
Azerbaijan’s offshore in the Caspian 
Sea, however, will move through 
Turkey for sale in European markets.

Such a fundamental change in favor 
of this economic and political co-
operation is driven by energy proj-
ects. Oil provides the liquidity for a 
transport system, while gas provides 
for industrial development, diversi-
fication, heat, electricity, and other 
residential uses of energy. Azerbaijan 
remains at the forefront of tackling 
enormous political challenges, with 
its political commitment to develop 
offshore natural gas for export to the 
West.

Azerbaijan is today the largest tax-
payer in Georgia through SOCAR, 
and the development of energy in the 
Caspian has contributed enormously 
to the development of Georgia. With 
the Trans-Anatolian Gas Pipeline and 
other, related industrial projects total-
ing $17 billion, Azerbaijan is set in 
the relatively near future to become 
the largest investor in the Turkish 
economy.

A Recent Historical Perspective on 
the Current Situation 

In the twenty years since the South 
Caucasus countries gained indepen-
dence, with the legitimate excep-
tion of Georgia, observers have gone 
from worrying about their survival 
to worrying about their choice of de-
velopment model. No one today calls 
into question the decisions made in 
the early 1990s by such countries as 
Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan to develop 
their energy assets and to monetize 
them for export to Western markets. 
At the same time, these countries 
reached out to other newly indepen-
dent states in the former Soviet area 
for economic and political coopera-
tion for mutual benefit. 

Turkey and Azerbaijan have 
signed an intergovernmental 
agreement for Azerbaijan’s gas 
to transit through Turkey to Eu-
ropean markets. This is itself a 
new development for Turkey. 

Azerbaijan is today the largest 
taxpayer in Georgia through 
SOCAR, and the development of 
energy in the Caspian has con-
tributed enormously to the de-
velopment of Georgia. 
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Such cooperation must be tangibly 
and effectively realized on the ground 
for it to have roots and take hold, and 
in this region, that has been the BTC 
oil export pipeline. The BTC energy 
project has done nothing less than to 
lay the backbone for South Cauca-
sus regional integration in the former 
Soviet area, with the participation of 
Turkey. It has promoted voluntary 
and mutually beneficial cooperation 
based upon an understanding of com-
mon benefits for populations of these 
countries.

Comparing the current dynamic with 
the situation eight years ago along 
the lines of the six analytical issues 
identified at the beginning of this ar-
ticle, one finds an evolutionary pro-
cess that conserves some aspects of 
what sent before but also introduces 
new aspects. Identity issues have re-
mained relatively dormant but con-
tinue ominously to fester. Socio-eco-
nomic issues have been in large part 
and sometimes impressively over-
come, while the energy issues as well 
as other international aspects of the 
situation have only grown in delicacy 
with the increasing self-insertion of 
external powers into the region.

Problems concerning organized 
crime and migration due to economic 
problems remain a source of crisis but 
they have improved in both general 
and specific instances. Both Azerbai-
jan and Georgia have addressed their 
domestic economic and institutional 
problems with definite success, on 
the basis of the positive develop-
ment of oil and now also natural gas 
resources. It is unfortunate that the 
territorial bases for those economic 
problems have not been resolved.

In the absence of resolution of the 
occupation by foreign forces of na-
tional territory in both Georgia and in 
Azerbaijan, conflict situations have 
embedded themselves in the region. 
This remains a heavy shadow that 
too many outside the region fail to 
notice, because they have simply 
had too much time to get used to it, 
or even because they willingly blind 
themselves through identification 
with the interests of larger countries 
rather than the smaller ones.

Those conflict situations draw the 
observer’s attention to the other two 
sources of crisis outlined above, i.e. 
ethnic and religious issues. Arguably, 
the situation here is worse, or at least 
more dangerous, than it was eight 
years ago. Russia threatens the ter-
ritorial integrity of Georgia not only 
in word but in deed, and those deeds 
only underline the long-term prob-
lems of failure to resolve such issues. 
The situation in Nagorno-Karabakh 
remains unchanged, and also Iran has 

In the absence of resolution of 
the occupation by foreign forc-
es of national territory in both 
Georgia and in Azerbaijan, con-
flict situations have embedded 
themselves in the region. 
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increased its provocations against 
Azerbaijan, including on the territory 
of Azerbaijan itself.

Iran and Azerbaijan

There is thus another conflict in the 
Caucasus that affects Turco-Caspian 
energy security on the territory of the 
Caucasus and, like the threats against 
Georgia’s territorial integrity, it in-
volves a non-South Caucasus coun-
try: Iran.13 Iran is endangering Azer-
baijan’s position as a post-Soviet 
state with a secular Muslim identity 
and constructive foreign policy ori-
entation. 

Iran has been threatening Azerbai-
jan for over a decade. In the energy 
sphere, the best-known incident of 
aggression occurred in the summer 
of 2001, when the deployment of Ira-
nian military force in the Caspian Sea 
- and the threat of action - compelled 
a BP-led exploration mission includ-
ing an Azerbaijani vessel to cease its 
work on the offshore Alov hydrocar-
bon deposit in the Azerbaijani sector.

As far back as 1999, referring to the 
Russian-leased Gabala radar station 
in Azerbaijan, the chairman of the 
joint chiefs of staff of the Iranian 
armed forces threatened the Baku 
government by pointing to the pres-
ence of “Shiite Azeris with Iranian 
13 For source documentation of the facts set out below, 
see the references in Robert M. Cutler, “Iran muscles in on 
Azerbaijan,” Asia Times Online  (7 March 2012), <http://
www.atimes.com/atimes/Central_Asia/NC07Ag01.html>, upon 
which the present text also draws.

blood in their veins” in the region of 
the station. He never apologized for 
these provocative remarks, and re-
mains in office. In August 2011, he 
personally threatened Azerbaijan’s 
president Ilham Aliyev with a “dark 
future” if the latter did not “pay heed” 
to his words. 

In 2007, fifteen Iranians and Azerbai-
janis were convicted in Azerbaijan 
of spying on U.S. and other Western 
interests, including state oil facili-
ties, and conspiring to overthrow the 
government. In 2008, Azerbaijani au-
thorities exposed and thwarted a plot 
by Hezbollah operatives with Iranian 
assistance to blow up the Israeli Em-
bassy in Baku. Towards the end of 
last year, the Azerbaijani journalist 
Rafig Tagi was murdered in a knife 
attack in Baku soon after publishing 
an article critical of Iran’s president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad for “dis-
crediting Islam.” The subject of a 
death-penalty fatwa from Grand Aya-
tollah Fazel Lankarani since 2006, 
Tagi stated one day before his death 
his belief his killing could have been 
retaliation for that article.14 At the be-
14 Frances Harrison, “Iran issues fatwa on Azeri writer,” 
BBC News (29 November 2006), <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
middle_east/6158195.stm>;	Ilgar	Rasul,	“Rafik	Tagi	rasskazal	o	
pokrushenii”	[Rafik	Tagi	Talked	about	the	Attack],	Radio	Liberty	
(22 November 2011), <http://www.radioazadlyg.org/content/
article/24398750.html>.

Iran is endangering Azerbai-
jan’s position as a post-Soviet 
state with a secular Muslim 
identity and constructive foreign 
policy orientation. 

http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Central_Asia/NC07Ag01.html
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Central_Asia/NC07Ag01.html
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ginning of March this year, members 
of a terrorist cell created by the Ira-
nian Revolutionary Guards together 
with the Lebanese Hezbollah were 
arrested in Azerbaijan.

Is there any justification for these 
words and deeds? Azerbaijan has 
supported Iran’s right to a peaceful 
nuclear program. In January 2011, it 
signed a five-year agreement to sup-
ply at least one billion cubic meters 
of natural gas annually to Iran. In ad-
dition, most notably, it has pledged 
that its territory would not be used for 
military purposes against Iran.

It would seem odd that Iran has fa-
vored “Christian” Armenia over 
“Muslim” Azerbaijan from the start 
of the conflict between the two South 
Caucasus countries. However, this tilt 
only reveals that the Tehran regime’s 
advocacy of Islamic unity is but a 
thin tissue that barely covers over the 
assertion and pursuit of Persian na-
tional interests as conceived by the 
ruling elite of multinational Iran.

Just a few recent examples of Iran’s 
undeviating support for Armenia in-
clude: its opening, in 2007, of a cru-
cial gas pipeline to Armenia, provid-
ing an energy lifeline; its construc-
tion of two hydroelectric plants on 
the Araks River, which marks their 
common border; and its building of 
highway and railroad links between 
the two countries. Indeed, in March 
2011 Armenia’s president Serzh Sarg-
syan accepted the invitation of Iran’s 

president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to 
celebrate Novruz in Tehran, where as 
a guest he publicly underlined that 
the Iranian government “has placed 
no limits on the development of co-
operation with Yerevan”.

The secularism of the Azerbaijani 
model of development gives the lie 
to the millenarian pretensions of the 
Tehran elite, who see Azerbaijan as 
all the more dangerous to themselves 
because it is a state with a majority 
Shiite population that has chosen sec-
ularism.

Conclusion: Iran, A Threat to Tur-
key and the Caucasus

When Iran promotes such a regional 
conflict in the Caucasus, it threatens 
the energy security of the broader re-
gion including Turkey. As an active 
threat to Turkey and its economic 
prosperity, Iran threatens the coun-
try’s political well-being. The forego-
ing glance at the energy dependence 
of the Turkish economy makes this 
clear. How should Turkey consider 
this problem and respond?

Azerbaijan has supported Iran’s 
right to a peaceful nuclear pro-
gram. In January 2011, it signed 
a five-year agreement to supply 
at least one billion cubic meters 
of natural gas annually to Iran.
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Turkey has undertaken successful 
economic reforms, not because the 
European Union has said this must 
be done, but because this has been 
in Turkey’s national interest. Turkey 
has also applied UN sanctions against 
Iran. Turkey chose earlier this year to 
reject further sanctions against Iran, 
such as those advocated by the U.S. It 
preferred to increase trade with Iran 
for private short-term economic gain. 
Yet Iran refuses to allow Turkey to 
have “zero problems”.

Long-term Turkish national interests 
would be best served by increased 
economic sanctions against Iran, not 
increased economic trade. That is not 
because the U.S. or some other coun-
try wishes it to be so, but because it is 
in accordance with the Turkey’s stra-
tegic interests: just as Turkey under-
takes, for its own reasons, economic 
reforms that happen to be encouraged 
by the EU.

It is alarming to imagine the behavior 
of the regime in Tehran towards Azer-
baijan, should it succeed in develop-
ing nuclear weapons. It is frighten-
ing to consider the consequences of 
that development, not least including 
the pursuit of nuclear armaments by 
other countries in the broader region. 

It is moreover depressing to consid-
er the effects of such developments 
upon the economic well being of Tur-
key. That is because Turkey’s success 
in becoming an energy center for the 
region is based mainly on the hydro-
carbon resources of the Caspian Sea 
basin, and Azerbaijan in particular.

There are increasing levels of inter-
dependence between Turkey and its 
South Caucasus partners for its own 
economic well being, especially but 
not exclusively in the energy sector. 
Since before the end of the last cen-
tury, Iran has posed a daily threat to 
the Turkish state and society, through 
its unceasing hostile acts against the 
secular state Republic of Azerbaijan, 
with its majority Shiite Muslim pop-
ulation. As such, it is a threat to the 
South Caucasus, to Turkey, and to the 
populations of the region.

Long-term Turkish national in-
terests would be best served by 
increased economic sanctions 
against Iran, not increased eco-
nomic trade. 
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The Caucasus 
Region: 

From the Geopolitical 
Periphery to an Arena of 

Competitive Interests

The Caucasus region is receiving increasing attention 
among scholars and decision-makers due to its geopo-
litical fragility and unpredictability. The paper focuses 
on the transformation of the Caucasus to one of the fo-

cal points of the Eurasian, European and Transatlantic security. The author 
examines the basic reasons behind the increased interest in the Caucasus 
since the dissolution of the USSR, looking at different states (Russia, U.S., 
Turkey and Iran), in addition to the European Union. The author will provide 
a brief overview of the geopolitical development of the region, arguing that 
the region was strategically important for the dominant international and 
regional powers of the past, though in the Soviet era it was not engaged in 
international politics. The article pays special attention to Russia’s position 
and its desire to maintain an exclusive role in the Caucasus. It examines the 
contradictory relationships of Moscow with Washington and Brussels, and 
explains American and European engagement in regional security issues. It 
also	focuses	on	the	similarities	and	specifics	of	the	U.S.	and	EU	policies	on	
the region. On the Turkish and Iranian role, the author stresses the contro-
versial connection of historical problems with the acute challenges of today. 
The article further considers the changing dynamics in regional and inter-
national actors’ approaches, revealing their lack of consistency. The paper 
emphasizes the new status quo that is now shaping regional dynamics after 
the August War of 2008, and its impact on the geopolitical vectors engaged 
in the Caucasus puzzle.    
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The dissolution of the Soviet 
Union brought new challenges to 

the Caucasus. The former republics 
of Soviet Transcaucasia immediate-
ly became international actors who 
identified their own national interests 
and foreign policy priorities. The for-
mation of independent states in the 
South Caucasus has been accompa-
nied by a search for new mechanisms 
to ensure regional security and en-
shrine the new formats of interna-
tional cooperation. All of these de-
velopments have led to what can be 
called the return of the Caucasus to 
the “Major League” of international 
politics. While the countries of the 
region have passed through their sec-
ond decade as independent states, the 
general situation in this region is nei-
ther stable nor predictable. Six of the 
eight ethno-political conflicts in the 
former Soviet Union (FSU) have tak-
en place in the Caucasus and three of 
the four de facto entities in the FSU 
are found in this region. These turbu-
lent conditions provoke the interest 
and engagement of both regional and 
global actors. The geopolitical situa-
tion in the Caucasus is well studied; 
at the same time, however, it has been 
considered primarily through the 
prism of the U.S.-Russia rivalry. This 
approach is constrained by perspec-
tives rooted in the Cold War period. 
In reality the geopolitics of the Cau-
casus boast much more complicated 
parameters, and greater attention 
must be paid to the role of the closest 

neighbors of Georgia, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, namely Turkey and Iran. 
Furthermore, the role of the Euro-
pean Union, especially after pursuing 
enlargement in the Black Sea direc-
tion, should not be overlooked. This 
study represents an attempt to reen-
ergize the strategic dimensions of the 
geopolitics of the whole region and 
to redefine its meaning for both the 
Eurasia region as well as the interna-
tional security agenda.  

Controversial historical legacy

As it is an integral geopolitical and 
socio-economic region, the Big Cau-
casus has traditionally found itself of 
the object of special attention from 
both regional and world actors, each 
of which has promoted its own inter-
ests and vision for the Caucasus. For 
centuries, the balance of power peri-
odically changed, and, as a rule, the 
dominant role in the region belonged 
to one or two powers. During the 16th- 
through 18th-centuries we can discuss 
the Persian-Ottoman domination of 
the Caucasus, while from the first 
quarter of the 19th century through the 
early 20th century, we can talk about 
Russian domination. After the col-
lapse of the Russian empire its role 
was challenged by the late Ottoman 
Empire (and later the Turkish Repub-
lic that arose from its ashes), Germa-
ny and the Entente countries (primar-
ily the United Kingdom). However 
the failure of the nation-state proj-
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ects as well as the further Sovietiza-
tion of the three Caucasus republics 
led to the practical abandonment of 
the region from the perspective of 
the international political agenda. 
Throughout the Soviet period, as the 
American historian Charles King has 
rightly observed, the Caucasus expe-
rienced a time of relative peace and 
isolation. The Western diplomats and 
journalists who visited the region 
during the time of the “iron curtain” 
created records full of romantic im-
pressions of the region, reminiscent 
in style of the writings of 18th century 
travelers.1 A visit to Tbilisi, the capi-
tal city of Georgia, was usually in-
cluded in the standard “tourist pack-
age” for foreigners, especially for 
the distinguished writers and artists. 
In this respect the view expressed by 
John Steinbeck, the Nobel Laureate 
in Literature who visited Tbilisi in   in 
the late 1940s, was rather indicative: 
“Georgia, what is a magical place 
becoming a dream where you are 
leaving it.”2 Although this seemingly 
stable period the region witnessed 
the process of complex political and 
socio-economic transformation, they 
remained largely unknown to out-
siders. Events in the Caucasus were 
examined only through the prism of 
the domestic and geopolitical dy-
namics of the USSR. For example, in 
1 Charles King, “The ghost of freedom. A History of the 
Caucasus”	–	Oxford:Oxford	univ.press,	2008.	P.	199.

2	John	Steinbeck,	“A	Russian	journal”.	–	N.Y.:	Viking,	1948.	
P.195

1978 a group of U.S. Congressmen 
proposed that the famous dissidents 
Zviad Gamsakhurdia and Merab 
Kostava be considered for the Nobel 
Peace Prize. However, their initia-
tive was dictated not by any possible 
sympathy for the Georgian national 
independence movement (in the U.S. 
this was not seriously considered) 
but rather by a desire to improve the 
general state of human and political 
rights in the USSR.

In 1991 the situation changed rapidly. 
Three independent states (Georgia, 
Azerbaijan and Armenia) and three 
unrecognized entities in breakaway 
regions (Nagorno-Karabakh, South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia) appeared. 
From that time through to the pres-
ent day, the Caucasus region has re-
mained one of the most unstable ar-
eas in the former Soviet Union. To 
date, all of the ethnic conflicts in the 
Caucasus remain unresolved. The 
Caucasus has also become one of the 
most militarized regions not only in 
the former Soviet Union but, in fact, 
in the whole world, as the indepen-
dent states of the South Caucasus 
possess military capabilities compa-
rable to those of an ordinary Europe-
an state. Those confrontations (with 
the active involvement of Russia, the 
largest post-Soviet successor state) 

“Georgia, what is a magical 
place becoming a dream where 
you are leaving it.”
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as well as rich natural resources and 
advantageous geographical location 
have made the Caucasus region an 
important subject of the world poli-
tics. Today we may well consider the 
problems of the Caucasus in the con-
text of European and even transatlan-
tic security.

In August 2008, the Caucasus region 
became the focal point of interna-
tional relations. This is true, even if it 
seems like an overstatement. Follow-
ing the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union in December 1991, borders 
between the former USSR republics 
were recognized as interstate ones. In 
2008 the principles of the Belovezh’e 
Agreement on the dissolution of the 
USSR were violated.3 Thus, a prec-
edent on the revision of borders be-
tween the former USSR republics 
was established in the South Cauca-
sus. As a result, for the first time in 
Eurasia, and particularly in the Cau-
casus region, “partially recognized” 
states emerged: Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. Their independence is de-
nied by the UN but is recognized by 
the Russian Federation, a permanent 
member of the UN Security Coun-
3 The Article 5 of the Belovezh’e Agreement proclaimed 
recognition of the territorial integrity and inviolability of the 
borders of newly independent states (former USSR republics).   

cil. After the “five day war” in Au-
gust 2008 Moscow demonstrated its 
willingness to play the role of a re-
visionist state for the first time since 
1991. Before 2008, Russia’s foreign 
policy was motivated primarily by 
the country’s top priority: the main-
tenance and defense of the exist-
ing regional status quo. Moscow’s 
attempt in 2008 to change this ap-
proach prompted changes in its rela-
tions with the West, namely the U.S. 
and the EU. The events of that year 
led to the suspension of NATO ex-
pansion to the East, that is, into the 
post-Soviet space. Although in con-
trast to the discourse popular in Rus-
sian media, the prospect of Georgian 
integration into NATO has not been 
struck off the NATO agenda, even as 
the process itself has become very 
slow. Georgia was listed as an aspi-
rant state at NATO Chicago Summit 
of 2012. However no concrete dates 
of obtaining higher status were de-
fined. Despite the fact that the rela-
tionship between Russia and the West 
has gradually improved following 
the “hot August,” the disputed status 
of South Ossetia and Abkhazia still 
stands as a major area of contention 
between Moscow and Washington/
Brussels. The White House’s U.S.-
Russia Relations “Reset” Fact Sheet 
states: “The Obama Administration 
continues to have serious disagree-
ments with the Russian government 
over Georgia.  We continue to call for 
Russia to end its occupation of the 

In 2008 the principles of the 
Belovezh’e Agreement on the 
dissolution of the USSR were 
violated.
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Georgian territories of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, and in parallel have 
worked with the Russian govern-
ment to prevent further military esca-
lations in the region.”4  On July 29, 
2011 the U.S. Senate passed a resolu-
tion in support of territorial integrity 
of Georgia, which included the re-
quirement for Russia to end the oc-
cupation (Senator Lindsey Graham, 
Republican and Senator Jeanne Sha-
heen, Democrat were co-authors of 
the resolution). In 2010-2011 some 
European countries (Lithuania, Ro-
mania) and the European Parliament 
as well as the NATO Parliamentary 
Assembly also chose to recognize the 
fact of the Russian “occupation” of 
Georgian territory.

Thus, the main purpose of this paper is 
to analyze the transformation of these 
peripheral regions to arenas of com-
petitive interests. This transition has 
been a distinctly non-linear process. 
As such, the perception of the region 
as a primary competitive geopolitical 
area was formed not in 1991 but much 
later. In 1996, a prominent American 
diplomat David Mark (who served 
from 1994-1995 in Tbilisi both as a 
member and later as a deputy chief of 
the OSCE Mission in Georgia) wrote 
that it was necessary to “implement 
policies that would strengthen the 
stability in the Caucasus not disput-
ing the obvious dominance of Rus-
4 U.S.-Russia Relations: “Reset” Fact Sheet // http://www.
whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/us-russia-relations-reset-fact-
sheet

sia and not taking serious political 
commitments.”5 Similarly, Georgia’s 
present Euro-Atlantic orientation was 
not proclaimed immediately follow-
ing its independence. The policies of 
the U.S., EU, Russia, Turkey and Iran 
in the Caucasus region have not been 
constant in the post-Soviet period. 
Their various policies have not fol-
lowed “one line” so to speak; rather, 
they have been very changeable, ad-
justing in response to a variety of fac-
tors.  Despite the plethora of publica-
tions concerning the various aspects 
of the American, Russian, Turkish or 
European approaches to the Cauca-
sus, these issues are rarely covered 
together within one study. As a result, 
there is a dearth of understanding of 
the regional and international security 
dynamics of the Caucasus. As for the 
practical value of this study, it must be 
noted that the problems of the region 
have been “privatized” by journalists 
who actively reproduce clichés and 
stereotypes that are divorced from 
the complicated and controversial 
dynamics that prevail in the Cauca-
sus. This paper is a modest attempt to 
systematize the most important trends 
and stages in the development of the 
Caucasus policies of key stakeholders 
in the region (Russia, the U.S., the Eu-
ropean Union, Turkey and Iran).  
5 David Mark, “Eurasia letter: Russia and the New 
Transcaucasus”	//	Foreign	policy.	–	Wash.,	D.C.,	1996/1997.	–	
N	105.	–	P.	141–159.	It	is	necessary	to	pay	a	special	attention	
to the term “Transcaucasus” used by this author. Thus he was 
ready to share the Soviet and Imperial terminology that would 
not be used later by the American experts and diplomats. 
Instead of it they will speak about the South Caucasus.  
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Russia: Foreign Policy as the Con-
tinuation of the Domestic Security 
Agenda 

Many Western experts are perplexed 
by Moscow’s persistence in preserv-
ing its domination in this part of the 
post-Soviet space. Indeed, in the ear-
ly 1990s, Russia readily abandoned 
territorial claims to Ukraine and Ka-
zakhstan, although with respect to 
ethno-cultural ties, northern and east-
ern Kazakhstan and the Crimea and 
Donbass in Ukraine remain consider-
ably closer to Russia than to Georgia. 
The Kremlin’s Baltic policy seemed 
far more passive than its policy in the 
Caucasus, even though Latvia and 
Estonia have large ethnic Russian 
communities. Moscow is involved 
in Central Asian political processes 
to a much lesser degree than it is in 
the South Caucasus. In 2001, Rus-
sia gave the go-ahead for America’s 
penetration into the region, and today 
the decision makers in the Krem-
lin do not particularly object to the 
“development” of the region by the 
Chinese. Although Russian-Moldo-
van relations also leave much to be 
desired, Moscow, at least according 
to its rhetoric, is ready to cooperate 
with the West on the resolution of 
the Transnistrian conflict. The South 
Caucasus stands as an utterly differ-
ent case. Since the first days follow-
ing the dissolution of the USSR, Rus-
sia pointed to the importance of the 
South Caucasus as an area crucial for 

its central strategic interests. The Rus-
sian Federation has claimed a special 
role in the geopolitics of the Caucasus 
not just – and at the same time not so 
much – in its capacity as the succes-
sor of the USSR. Despite the absence 
of any relevant official policy formu-
lations on the South Caucasus, Rus-
sia’s policy clearly suggests a desire 
to assert regional leadership. It has 
demonstrated its readiness to amend 
borders (in the cases of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia), prevent outside 
penetration in the region (in the case 
of its opposition to NATO and the 
U.S.) and to maintain a central role 
in managing the resolution of the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict. In this way, 
Moscow follows a policy of “selec-
tive revisionism.” While it has recog-
nized the independence of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, the Kremlin has 
chosen not to support the aspirations 
of the so-called ‘Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic’ and even blames any elec-
toral campaigns provided there by 
the de facto authorities.6 Strengthen-
ing its position as a regional leader, 
6 RF recognized its support territorial integrity of 
Azerbaijan	[RF	podtverdila	podderzhku	territorial’noi	
tselostnosti Azerbaijana]  http://www.rian.ru/
politics/20100524/237860555.html  2010, May, 24

The Kremlin’s Baltic policy 
seemed far more passive than 
its policy in the Caucasus, even 
though Latvia and Estonia have 
large ethnic Russian communi-
ties.
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Russia actively cooperates with the 
West within the framework of the 
OSCE Minsk group. Unlike Georgia, 
the positions of Moscow and Wash-
ington on this issue have seen much 
more common ground. As American 
expert Jeffrey Mankoff rightly notes, 
“Russia’s mediating role undertaken 
in the context of the Minsk group, 
is strongly backed by the United 
States and France, the group’s other 
co-chairs and it is an example of the 
U.S.-Russian cooperation in the post-
Soviet region.”7 Although Armenia 
remains a strategic partner of Russia 
(due to its CSTO membership and 
Russia’s engagement with its military 
and border-guard), Russia is inter-
ested in the constructive relationship 
with Azerbaijan. In September 2010 
Russia became the first neighboring 
country of independent Azerbaijan to 
successfully agree upon the delimita-
tion and demarcation of their inter-
state border.  

However, Russia’s geopolitical am-
bitions in the South Caucasus are not 
intended to produce an “imperial re-
surgence.” Ensuring stability in the 
former Soviet Republics of Trans-
caucasia is a prerequisite for Russia’s 
peaceful domestic development and 
for the preservation of its territorial 
7 Jeffrey Mankoff,, “The Big Caucasus between fragmentation 
and integration” //Center for International and Strategic 
Studies Report. March, 2012. P. 10-11. 

integrity. Although this may sound 
exaggerated, Russia is a Caucasian 
state. Seven constituencies of the Rus-
sian Federation (Adygeya, Ingush-
etia, Dagestan, Kabardino-Balkaria, 
Karachay-Cherkessia, North Osse-
tia and Chechnya) are immediately 
situated on the territory of the North 
Caucasus and four other subjects (the 
Krasnodar and Stavropol territories, 
the Rostov region and Kalmykia) are 
situated in the steppe foothills of the 
Caucasus. Additionally, the Black 
Sea shore of the Krasnodar terri-
tory and the region of the Caucasian 
Mineral Waters of the Stavropol ter-
ritory are also part of the Caucasus 
region. The territory of the Russian 
North Caucasus is bigger than the 
three South Caucasus independent 
states put together. Furthermore, as 
a practical matter, the ethno-political 
tensions that have arisen in Russia’s 
regions have been closely connected 
with conflicts under way in the South 
Caucasus. The dynamics of the Geor-
gian-Ossetian conflict have had a se-
rious impact on the Ossetian-Ingush 
conflict in Russia’s North Ossetia 
and the Georgian-Abkhaz situation 
has exacted influence on the devel-
opment of the Circassian population 
within Russia.8 The security environ-
8 On May, 2011 Georgia formally acknowledged the alleged 
“Circassian Genocide” that took place under the Russian 
Empire and as a result the issue quickly turned into an 
international incident. There are several arguments that suggest 
this approach could potentially complicate relations between 
Circassians and the Abkhaz people, with whom they share blood 
ties and whom they supported for the Georgian-Abkhaz clash 
of 1992-1993.

Moscow follows a policy of “se-
lective revisionism.”
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ment in Chechnya and Dagestan has 
also been connected with the devel-
opments in Georgia’s Pankisi Gorge. 
As they share a common border, Rus-
sia and Azerbaijan have faced the is-
sue of divided ethnic groups (Lezgins 
and Avars). It is important to under-
stand that it is in Russia’s interests to 
have positive relationship on Baku 
regardless of its strategic military 
partnership with Armenia. Thus, en-
suring stability in the Russian Cau-
casus is indivisible from the achieve-
ment of stability in Georgia, Armenia 
and Azerbaijan. It is for this reason 
that, since 1991, the Russian Federa-
tion has taken the burden of geopolit-
ical leadership in the South Caucasus 
upon itself. However, despite its sig-
nificant advantage in the region over 
the U.S., the EU, Turkey, and Iran (as 
a result of the language factor, the 
Soviet past, long-standing social and 
economic ties, and personal contacts 
between representatives of the politi-
cal) Russia has been unable to offer 
any attractive modernization project 
to the South Caucasian states and has 

thus been forced to confine itself to a 
“stabilizing” role. In the “hot spots,” 
such a role could have been justified; 
however, Moscow made a serious 
strategic mistake by concentrating 
only on seeking the “freezing” of 
these conflicts and leaving the socio-
economic and socio-cultural spheres, 
as well as the problems of modern-
ization, unaddressed. In reality, the 
Kremlin’s policy focused entirely 
on the consolidation of the political 
regime through support for the rul-
ing powers in the South Caucasus.  
As a result, the South Caucasus has, 
since the late 1990s, ceased to be the 
Russian Federation’s exclusive geo-
political “property.” Both regional 
and extra-regional actors (although 
for different reasons) have stopped 
considering Russia as a source of le-
gitimacy for the newly independent 
South Caucasian states, as an exclu-
sive peace-maker or as the lone po-
litical center of gravity for Armenia, 
Georgia and Azerbaijan. The South 
Caucasus has been intensively inter-
nationalized, and it should be noted 
that this process was not only in the 
interests of the U.S., the EU, Iran 
and Turkey, but also in the interests 
of the South Caucasus states. In re-
cent years, Moscow has managed to 
minimize challenges to its regional 
dominance. Plans for further NATO 
expansion in the region remain fro-
zen and Russia has only strengthened 
its role as a power broker in the Na-
gorno-Karabakh process. However 

Moscow made a serious stra-
tegic mistake by concentrating 
only on seeking the “freezing” 
of these conflicts and leaving 
the socio-economic and socio-
cultural spheres, as well as the 
problems of modernization, un-
addressed. 
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the fact that Moscow has recognized 
the independence of the breakaway 
regions has created an ethno-political 
precedent in the region. Importantly, 
there are no guarantees that this very 
precedent could be used against the 
creator itself in the future, though 
right now the chances of such an out-
come appear rather minimal. Thus, 
the cost of geopolitical success looks 
rather high due to the unpredictable 
and unforeseeable consequences that 
have followed, and that seem likely 
to continue over time. 

U.S. Policy in the Caucasus: From 
Observation to Active Participa-
tion

Currently, U.S. interests in the South 
Caucasus are of great concern to 
Russian diplomats and policy-mak-
ers. Over the last decade, American 
involvement in the region has inten-
sified through the development of 
a strategic cooperation framework 
(the U.S.-Georgia Strategic Part-
nership Charter of 2009, as well as 
the America’s active promotion of 
Tbilisi’s NATO aspirations), contri-
butions to regional conflict resolution 
(specifically as regards the Nagorno-
Karabakh peacemaking process and 
Armenian-Turkish rapprochement) 
and involvement in energy projects 
(support of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
pipeline and a number of other East-
West pipeline projects originating in 
the Caspian Sea). Following the col-

lapse of the USSR, Washington has 
supported the principle of territorial 
integrity for all of the newly indepen-
dent state of the Caucasus and it has 
rejected the recognition of de facto 
states as sovereign countries.9         

During the first half of 1990s, U.S. 
interest in the region was fairly mini-
mal. Washington reacted calmly and 
positively to Moscow’s pursuit of a 
continued dominant role in the region, 
supported its peacemaking activity 
(Abkhazia, South Ossetia) and even 
chose not to reject the deployment 
of Russian military bases in Georgia 
(even outside the two conflict zones). 
However active U.S. economic en-
gagement (Azerbaijan’s “Contract 
of the Century” with the Western oil 
Consortium signed in 1994)10, peace-
making activity under the auspices of 
the OSCE Minsk group (the format 
of three co-chairs with U.S. participa-
tion was established in 1997) and the 
Caucasus independent states’ inter-
ests furthered U.S. penetration in the 
9There is only minor exclusion from this general rule. Due to 
the Armenian lobby activity since 1998 USAID and other U.S. 
agencies have been providing funds for humanitarian and 
other assistance programs in the so-called Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic.

10 The U.S. oil companies “Amoco”, “Pennzoil”, “Unocal” 
and “McDermott International” became Consortium members, 
dividing	20%	of	profits	between	themselves	(80%	was	retained	
by the Azerbaijani government). 

U.S. interests in the South Cau-
casus are of great concern to 
Russian diplomats and policy-
makers. 
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region. Each country, however, has 
had its own motivations for increas-
ing its engagement with the United 
States. Both Georgia and Azerbai-
jan lost conflicts with their separat-
ist provinces, calling their territorial 
viability into question. As a result 
of these national security questions, 
there was interest from both states 
in promoting the United States as a 
geopolitical counterweight to Russia. 
Those aspirations became especially 
strong in Georgia following the Rose 
Revolution of 2003. Armenia has not 
wanted to lose the initiative and give 
Azerbaijan a chance to monopolize 
the issue of Euro-Atlantic integration 
in their favor. As a result, Armenia 
pursues cooperation with Washington 
and participation in NATO projects in 
an effort to ensure that the USA does 
not make the alleged “final choice” 
between the two Caucasian repub-
lics involved in the conflict over Na-
gorno-Karabakh. Other factors have 
also fueled interest in the Caucasus, 
foremost among them the numerous 
unresolved ethno-political conflicts 
and the region’s proximity to three 
major and ambitious Eurasian states: 
Russia, Turkey and Iran, as well as 
its crucial new role as a transport and 
energy corridor. The tragedy of Sep-
tember 11th and the subsequent mili-
tary operations in Afghanistan and 
Iraq (2001-2003) increased the geo-
political importance of the Caucasus 
for American foreign policy. 

While the geopolitics of the Cau-
casus are seen as central from the 
perspective of the various Eurasian 
stakeholders, Caucasus issues are 
considered to be much more remote 
problems for the United States. In 
this sense, U.S. policy towards the 
Caucasus has another primary mo-
tivation that is tied to the fact that, 
from the U.S. perspective, the region 
is not valuable in isolation. Rather, it 
is essential as a forum through which 
the United States can work on a num-
ber of broader security and foreign 
policy conundrums. Georgia, for ex-
ample, is seen by U.S. policy makers 
as the weak link among the former 
Soviet states that Moscow could use 
as a tool to establish its dominance 
in Eurasia. Meanwhile, Russia’s 
dominance in the post-Soviet area is 
seen to be part of a larger project of 
reintegration, a sort of “USSR-lite”. 
The increasingly strategic activity 
of Moscow in its “near abroad” is 
often identified with the strengthen-
ing of authoritarian tendencies in 
Russia itself. Whether such activity 
constitutes a challenge to the United 
States—and perhaps symbolic re-
turn to the geopolitics of the Cold 

Georgia, for example, is seen by 
U.S. policy makers as the weak 
link among the former Soviet 
states that Moscow could use as 
a tool to establish its dominance 
in Eurasia.
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War—is disputable.  Regardless of 
the validity of this notion, it is a part 
of the American political discourse 
and is often echoed by experts and 
academics. Thus, there remains the 
perception that Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia are neither the results of the 
ethno-political self-determination of 
small nations from the former Geor-
gian Soviet Socialist Republic nor a 
precedent for the total revision of the 
borders established between the for-
mer Soviet republics prior to 1991—
which would later become the official 
interstate borders after the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union. As such, the 
United States has actively supported 
Georgia in the international arena (at 
the UN and in NATO and the OSCE) 
and cooperated with Georgia on mili-
tary and security issues. At the same 
time Georgia, amongst all the non-
NATO countries, provided one of 
the largest troop contingents for par-

ticipation in the war in Afghanistan.
Traditional diplomatic rhetoric aside, 
one could say that Armenia and Azer-
baijan play an important role in the 
broader context of U.S. Middle East 
policy. Boasting an extremely low 
(if not negative) rating in the Islamic 

world, Washington remains interest-
ed in strengthening ties with the sec-
ular regime in Azerbaijan. It certainly 
will not replace Turkey (which in re-
cent years has become distant from 
the United States on many issues) but 
it could be considered as a geopoliti-
cal counterweight to Iran. The post-
Soviet nation-building experience of 
Azerbaijan also stands as an example 
of an ideological and political model 
that could be applied to other Muslim 
republics. The very particular rheto-
ric utilized in statements made by 
the White House and State Depart-
ment towards Baku is notable given 
that human-rights issues, though 
mentioned, have ultimately over-
shadowed by two issues of higher 
priority: energy and military-techni-
cal partnerships. While the issue of 
democratization is addressed, it has 
been relegated to the periphery of bi-
lateral relations with Azerbaijan, es-
pecially when compared to the tenor 
of U.S. relations with other Eurasian 
states. Armenia occupies a different 
position of importance. It is consid-
ered an instrument of pressure on An-
kara, which in recent years has turned 
away from the general foreign policy 
course of the U.S. and Israel. In this 
regard, Secretary of State Clinton’s 
visit to the Armenian Genocide Me-
morial in Yerevan during her 2010 
tour can hardly be considered ran-
dom or innocuous. Then there is the 
issue of the long-standing Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict between Baku and 

The post-Soviet nation-build-
ing experience of Azerbaijan 
also stands as an example of an 
ideological and political model 
that could be applied to other                       
Muslim republics.
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Yerevan. Unlike in Georgia, Wash-
ington sees this conflict as a potential 
opening for broad cooperation with 
Moscow, which is considered to be 
beneficial for other policy goals—
such as Afghanistan and Iran—for 
which Russia’s support is very impor-
tant. In fact, Russian policy vis-à-vis 
the Nagorno-Karabakh peace process 
has been focused on mediation, in 
stark contrast to its one-sided support 
for the breakaway republics in Geor-
gia. Not seeing in this situation any 
threat of future neo-Soviet reintegra-
tion, Washington is prepared to share 
the responsibilities of assisting in the 
resolution of the Armenian-Azer-
baijani confrontation with Moscow. 
The same approach has been utilized 
in the context of Armenian-Turkish 
rapprochement, as Washington and 
Moscow continue to jointly support 
the normalization of the bilateral re-
lationship.

The European Union: Spreading 
the Positive Political Experience

Since the dissolution of the USSR, 
the European Community (after 
1993 the European Union) has also 
intensified its participation in the po-
litical and economic development of 
the Caucasus political and econom-
ic development, though even with 
such an increase there is still only a 
minimal level of EU engagement on 
the whole. The EU has worked in 
parallel with the United States and 

NATO in a number of areas. Like 
Washington, Europe has kept a low 
profile in the South Caucasus. As the 
French scholar Laure Delcour noted, 
“this area remained terra incognita to 
many EU stakeholders.”11 The focal 
point issue for Brussels during that 
period was the situation in Balkans 
that was provoked by the collapse of 
Yugoslavia. Among the EU member-
ship only a few states (France, the 
UK, Germany, Greece and the Neth-
erlands) opened embassies in all the 
newly independent countries of the 
region. The same held true in the case 
of the European Commission delega-
tion opened in Tbilisi, as it alone was 
responsible for the whole South Cau-
casus. 

Nevertheless, Europe collectively 
recognized the independence of the 
states of the South Caucasus in De-
cember 1991. In 1994 the Parlia-
mentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe (a kind of preparatory lab for 
the European integration project) in-
cluded in its agenda the issue of co-
operation with Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia. In 1995 the Council of 
Europe adopted a project on a com-
mon approach to the South Cauca-
sus. Then, following a few waves of 
enlargement, the EU became much 
more attentive to the post-Soviet 
space, including the Caucasus coun-
11 Laure Delcour, “The European Union’s Policy in the 
South Caucasus: in Search of a Strategy” in  Annie Jafalian 
(ed.) “Reassessing Security in the South Caucasus. Regional 
conflicts	and	transformations”.	Ashgate,	2011,	P.	179.
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tries.  In 2004 Armenia, Georgia and 
Azerbaijan were included in the Eu-
ropean Neighborhood Policy (ENP) 
project. The adoption of the ENP Ac-
tion Plans by the South Caucasian 
states on November 14, 2006 marked 
the beginning of a new stage of “Eu-
ropeanization” in the region. From 
then on, European policy towards 
the Caucasus has become much more 
coordinated and “integrated.” Since 
January 2007, the Black Sea region 
has become a border region of the EU 
with the inclusion of Bulgaria and Ro-
mania; as a result; as Turkish analyst 
Mustafa Aydin noted, the EU, unlike 
the US, has become a regional actor 
both in the Black Sea and the South 
Caucasus.12 In 2008 the EU initiated 
the Eastern Partnership project for the 
six post-Soviet republics including 
the South Caucasus states, which was 
launched in 2009. The most recent of 
the aforementioned initiatives was a 
Swedish-Polish initiative which came 
about as a result of the growing influ-
ence of newcomers to the EU (spe-
cifically the former Communist bloc 
countries). However, the global finan-
cial crisis, a dearth of truly effective 
mechanisms for wholesale effective 
integration and the inability of the 
Caucasus countries to fully meet EU 
requirements has seriously hampered 
the realization of the Eastern Partner-
ship concept.
12 Mustafa Aydin, “Europe’s new region: The Black Sea in 
the Wider European Neighborhood” // Journal of Southeast 
European	and	Black	Sea	studies.	–	L.:	Routledge,	2005.	–	Vol.	
5,	N	2.	–	P.	257–283.

Despite their strong integration with-
in the joint American and Euro-At-
lantic policy for the region, the EU’s 
policy on the Caucasus is unlike the 
U.S. approach in the sense that it 
places greater emphasis on the social 
and economic spheres than on mili-
tary and political issues. The primary 
second-order priorities for the EU are 
stability in the region and regional 
compliance with European standards 
for the protection of human rights 
and democratic freedoms. As Ameri-
can expert Jeffrey Mankoff stressed, 
“given Europe’s own unique experi-
ence in using economic and political 
integration as a tool for overcoming 
deep-seated political conflicts (such 
as between France and Germany), 
the EU is uniquely placed to encour-
age regional cooperation with the 
politically fragmented Caucasus. It 
has developed a variety of tools for 
promoting both intraregional cooper-
ation and integration with the wider 
European community.”13 In 2008 Eu-
rope pretended to play a role of the 
honest broker with the “Medvedev-
Sarkozy Agreement” and the engage-
ment of then-French President (pre-
siding over the EU those times) on 
the cease-fire in Georgia, which was 
a crucial step in stopping the “five-
day war” of 2008.14. Since October 
2008 the EU monitoring mission in 
Georgia has remained the only in-
13 Jeffrey Mankoff, Ibid. P. 18.

14 http://www.kremlin.ru/appears/2008/08/12/2004_
type63374type63377type63380type82634_205199.shtml
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ternational organization observing 
the situation around these conflict 
zones.15 Unlike the United States, the 
European Union is more flexible in 
its approaches to the de facto states 
(Abkhazia and South Ossetia), stress-
ing the necessity of engagement with 
them without full political and legal 
recognition. At the same time, the EU 
has remained distinctly passive on 
the issue of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict. Its involvement has been 
limited to the role of France as one of 
the OSCE Minsk group Co-Chairs. 
In this case, as well as on a number 
of other issues, many of the EU’s 
traditional advantages have become 
disadvantages. The most glaring de-
ficiency is the EU’s lack of hard se-
curity resources, despite the fact that 
the EU has focused its energies on 
soft-power approaches. This deficit 
makes the regional position of Eu-
rope rather vulnerable and dependent 
on the policy courses of the U.S. and 
NATO. 

15 This Mission due to the Moscow’s position has had no 
access to the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

Turkey:  
Rediscovery of the Caucasus          

The August War of 2008 increased 
Turkey’s role in the Caucasus on the 
whole. Ankara emerged from it as a 
possible arbitrator and mediator for 
the settlement of the conflicts in the 
region. The “Caucasus Platform for 
Stability and Cooperation” initiated 
by Turkish Prime Minister Recep Er-
dogan became one of the first reac-
tions to the uncertainty provoked by 
the Russo-Georgian confrontation. 
Almost at the same time, the historic 
visit of Turkish President Abdullah 
Gül to Yerevan in September 2008 
(known as “the football diplomacy”) 
marked the beginning of an Armenia-
Turkey interstate dialogue. Although 
this impressive and promising start 
was replaced by stagnation and fro-
zen negotiations, the fact that such 
rapprochement was even proposed 
promoted perceptions of a Turk-
ish “return” to the geopolitics of the 
Caucasus.

But unlike the U.S. or the EU mem-
ber states, Turkey is not a “freshman” 
in the “big game” taking place in the 
Caucasus. Between the 16th and 18th 
centuries, the Ottoman Empire, the 
predecessor of the Turkish Repub-
lic, fought for domination over the 
Caucasus, first against Persia and 
later with the Russian Empire. Large 
swathes of the South Caucasus used 
to belong to the Ottoman Empire or 

Since October 2008 the EU 
monitoring mission in Georgia 
has remained the only interna-
tional organization observing 
the situation around these con-
flict zones.
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were within its military or political 
orbit during some period in the past. 
The Ottoman Empire became a sec-
ond home to many immigrants from 
the Caucasus who left their homeland 
as a result of the numerous military 
campaigns and ethnic transfers of 
that period. Nowadays it is estimated 
that as many as 3-5 million people 
from the North Caucasus, 3 million 
Azerbaijanis and 2-3 million Geor-
gians can be found in the territory of 
present day Turkey. One of the most 
topical issues for the contemporary 
Turkish republic is the “Armenian is-
sue” and the on-going debates around 
the events of 1915.  According to the 
data of the Turkish experts Mustafa 
Aydin, Mitat Celikpala and Fuat 
Dundar, Turkey currently hosts ap-
proximately 70,000 Armenians.16 

However, for many decades after the 
establishment of the Turkish Repub-
lic, its elite ignored the Caucasus. In-
spired by the ideas of Kemal Ataturk 
that Islam perpetuates underdevel-
opment and hinders modernization, 
16 Mustafa Aydin, “Changing Dynamics of Turkish Foreign 
and Security Policies in the Caucasus”  in Annie Jafalian (ed.) 
“Reassessing	Security	in	the	South	Caucasus.	Regional	conflicts	
and transformations”. Ashgate, 2011, P. 118.; Mitat Celikpala, 
“Caucasuan Diaspora in Turkey and Its Effects on Turkish 
Foreign Policy” in  Mustafa Aydin (ed). “Turkey’s Eurasian 
Adventure, 1989-2006. Ankara. 2008. P. 35-37.;   Fuat Dundar, 
“Minorities in Population Censuses in Turkey. Istanbul. 2000.

Turkish ambitions were directed to-
wards Europe (and after 1945 to the 
United States), assuming that the 
Caucasian direction along with the 
Middle East and the Balkans were 
closely associated with the legacy of 
the Ottoman Empire. As a result, the 
issues of the Caucasus were pushed 
to the back of Turkish foreign policy. 
During the Cold War, Turkey stood 
as a NATO outpost along the south-
ern part of the Soviet Union, the en-
emy of the West.

After the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion in 1991, Turkey began to recon-
sider its previous policy approach to 
the Caucasus. This was facilitated by 
several factors. First, the formation 
of an independent Turkic state - the 
Republic of Azerbaijan – whose in-
dependence Turkey recognized on 
December 9, 1991, the day after the 
dissolution of the USSR. Second, 
the ethno-national self-determination 
that began in the North Caucasus ex-
acted a heavy influence on Turkish 
policy. Third, a number of regional 
conflicts emerged on the state bor-
ders of Turkey. Fourth, Armenian 
independence revitalized a topical is-
sue for Ankara, transforming it from 
the State-Diaspora to the interstate 
format. As such, it is better to speak 
about the Turkish rediscovery of the 
region. Nowadays, Turkey stands as 
one of the twenty largest economies 
in the world and it remains one of the 
most economically advanced coun-

But unlike the U.S. or the EU 
member states, Turkey is not a 
“freshman” in the “big game” 
taking place in the Caucasus. 
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tries in the Islamic world. Those con-
ditions facilitate its involvement in 
regional politics and increase its abil-
ity to effectively promote its national 
interests in the Caucasus.

As was the case in 1918-1920, Azer-
baijan has once again become Tur-
key’s primary strategic partner in the 
South Caucasus. The two countries 
have realized a number of common 
projects in the energy, military and 
security spheres. The Georgian di-
rection is also important for Ankara, 
although Turkish policy towards 
Georgia is full of paradoxes. On the 
one hand, Turkey has continued to 
support the territorial integrity of 
Georgia, ensuring huge investments 
in and military cooperation with this 
country. On the other hand, Ankara 
has kept the “Abkhaz window” open, 
as it has not interfered with either 
economic or humanitarian ties with 
this de facto state. The Abkhaz Dias-
pora has been very active promoting 
this cooperation. In 2009 Unal Ce-
vikoz, the Deputy Undersecretary for 
Political Affairs in the Turkish For-
eign Ministry (who is of Circassian 
descent), even visited Sukhumi, rais-
ing great hopes among the Abkhaz 
people on the issue of recognition.17 
The particular concern for Ankara in 
the Caucasus is Armenia.  In the two 
decades since the collapse of the So-
17 Emrullah Uslu, “Turkey Considers the Status of 
Abkhazia”http://dev.jamestown.org /118/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_
news%5D=35581&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=485&no_
cache=1

viet Union, Ankara and Yerevan have 
repeatedly put the issue of normaliza-
tion on the agenda. Back in the early 
1990s (before the sharp deterioration 
of the military situation in Nagorno-
Karabakh), Armenia and Turkey 
tried to find some common ground 
to overcome their tragic political leg-
acy. However neither then, nor dur-
ing the period of 2008-2012, has a 
breakthrough been achieved. Neither 
the hopes of the Armenian side that 
the “divorce” of Turkish goals and 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict were 
not justified nor Turkey’s aspirations 
that the issue of 1915 would be sac-
rificed in the name of pragmatism 
have been realized. The two parties 
have reached the high point of their 
political relations, as protocols on 
normalization and the establishment 
of diplomatic relations were signed, 
but not ratified, by the national par-
liaments while the negotiations pro-
cess remains frozen.18

However the developments around 
the Middle East (known as the “Arab 
Spring”) have become the focus of 
Turkish foreign policy in 2011 and 
2012, pushing the Caucasus to the 
18 See more detailed observation: Sergey Markedonov, “A 
Nonlinear Reconciliation” http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/
A-Nonlinear-Reconciliation-15148

As was the case in 1918-1920, 
Azerbaijan has once again be-
come Turkey’s primary strategic 
partner in the South Caucasus. 
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background especially following the 
beginning of the civil war in Turkey’s 
neighbour Syria. The involvement of 
Turkey in the Syrian crisis and its 
over-active and even obsessive at-
tempts to play the role of mediator 
in the multilateral negotiations over 
Iran’s nuclear program have demon-
strated the limits of its diplomatic, 
military and political resources. De-
spite the support of the West, Turkey 
in its policy towards Syria, especially 
after the open involvement of Iran and 
Russia to save the Assad regime, has 
been in a very difficult position. It is 
not interested in increasing tensions 
with Russia over Syria, as Moscow 
has become one of Ankara’s largest 
trading partners. At the same time, 
however, ever-increasing destabiliza-
tion in its fragile neighbour and the 
prospect of a messy political trans-
formation, what some have called a 
potential “second Afghanistan,” does 
not provide Ankara with any chance 
to back off. All of these factors re-
duce the importance and relevance of 
the Caucasus region for Turkish for-
eign policy today.  

Iran: Rhetoric and Reason

The Iranian issue stands out as a 
major problem on the international 
agenda. Although today Iran demon-
strates a desire to play a role in the 
international geopolitical game, it 
remains primarily a regional power 
with a significant presence in the 

Middle East, Central Asia and the 
South Caucasus. 

The Caucasus vector in Iranian for-
eign policy is of particular interest 
because it exhibits a contradictory 
combination of pragmatic Realpoli-
tik policies and strictly ideological 
approaches. More so than in other 
regions, the “realist” elements of 
Iranian policy are much more no-
ticeable and influential, despite the 
religious nature of the Islamic Re-
public of Iran. The significance of 
the Caucasus region has traditionally 
been very high for Iran and it remains 
so today. Even now, the loss of the 
territories that once belonged to the 
Persian Empire (including Northern 
Azerbaijan, Eastern Armenia, and 
Southern Dagestan) still resounds 
tragically for many Iranians. Many 
Iranian experts consider the prereq-
uisites of the current instability in 
the Caucasus to have developed as 
a direct result of the historical defeat 
of Persia in the 16th to 18th centuries. 
Currently Tehran remains extremely 
sensitive about the appearance or 
influence of any non-regional ac-
tors in the neighborhood, due to the 
fact that they consider the affairs of 
the Caucasus to be the legitimate do-
main of the countries of the region 
(Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia) 
as well as the three primary regional 
stakeholders (Iran, Turkey and Rus-
sia). This deeply held position helps 
to explain the Iranian position in the 
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discussion of the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Iran has 
developed a number of proposals that 
might be considered as an alternative 
to the “Updated Madrid principles,” 
though they have not yet been pub-
lished, though Tehran treats them as 
an integral part of its foreign policy 
discourse. Iran is not interested in 
seeing a resolution of the conflict 
that would involve the placement of 
international peacekeeping forces in 
the region, no matter under which 
flag they might be deployed. Tehran 
is especially aggrieved by the grow-
ing penetration of the Caucasus by 
Israel. As a result, we have observed 
some attempts by Iran to transfer the 
Middle East disagreements and ten-
sions between Tehran and Tel Aviv 
onto the Caucasus stage.  

Despite its loud and sometimes mili-
tant rhetoric, Tehran clearly favors the 
preservation of the status quo in the 
South Caucasus. In stark contrast to 
its hostile attitude toward the various 
non-regional actors, in particular the 
various Western actors, Iran can be 
considered an opponent of Moscow 
in its approaches to the ethno-politi-
cal conflicts in Georgia. The Islamic 
Republic is not prepared to recognize 
the independence of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia due to the fact that Iran 
is a multi-ethnic country that is home 
to millions of Azeris amongst others. 
As a result, Tehran is not interested in 
creating a precedent on the issue of 

ethnic self-determination that could 
have negative effects on a domestic 
level. In building its bilateral efforts 
with the Caucasus states, Iran pre-
fers to rely more on national egoism 
than on the appeal religious dogma. 
It is necessary to note that nominally 
Shia Muslims make up the major-
ity of the population of Azerbaijan. 
However, the issue of religious soli-
darity has not been a dominant factor 
in Iranian-Azeri bilateral relations. 
In fact, government officials in Baku 
have regularly criticized Iran for sup-
porting radical Islamist forces inside 
Azerbaijan. The Iranian clergy (the 
key political element within the Is-
lamic Republic) claims for itself the 
role of supranational spiritual lead-
ership over all Shia Muslims. The 
question of Southern (Iranian) Azer-
baijan is the other sore point of the 
bilateral relationship. Another im-
portant problem is the status of the 
Caspian Sea, where Baku and Tehran 
hold very different views about how 
territory should be divided amongst 
the littoral states. Nevertheless, for 
the whole period since the collapse 
of the USSR, Iranian-Azerbaijani re-
lations have not only survived crises 

Many Iranian experts consider 
the prerequisites of the current 
instability in the Caucasus to 
have developed as a direct result 
of the historical defeat of Persia 
in the 16th to 18th centuries. 
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and challenges but also experienced 
periods of “thaw.” Armenian-Iranian 
relations in the post-Soviet period 
have been much more cooperative. 
In this case the religious factor has 
not played a deterministic role and 
it could be said that this direction of 
Iranian foreign policy can be regard-
ed as the most purely pragmatic. The 
Christian communities in Armenia 
have been important partners for an 
Islamic Republic of Iran that is inter-
ested in counterbalancing the growth 
of Turkish power in the region. While 
the two protocols on the normaliza-
tion of relations signed by Ankara 
and Yerevan in Zurich did not lead 
to real results, Iran has continued to 
work towards the consummation of a 
number of energy and transportation 
projects in an effort to minimize Ar-
menia’s geopolitical isolation.

Even Georgia, despite its actively 
pro-NATO foreign policy remains in-
terested in maintaining positive rela-
tions with Tehran, even in spite of the 
virulent anti-Americanism espoused 
in Tehran. Since 2010, bilateral re-
lations between Tbilisi and Tehran 
have become more intensive. The 
two countries have mutually abol-
ished their visa regimes, an Iranian 
Consulate was opened in Batumi and 
direct flights between Tehran and 
Tbilisi have resumed. Most impor-
tantly, however, the Georgian politi-
cal class has reached almost univer-
sal understanding on the necessity of 

establishing meaningful relations and 
a strong partnership with Iran. Hence 
in the case of Iranian foreign policy 
in the Caucasus, revolutionary rheto-
ric and a realist foreign policy are not 
fully in sync, though they do coexist. 
On the one hand, when considering 
Tehran, we are reminded of their anti-
Semitic and anti-American rhetoric, 
as well as the populist appeals to stop 
the penetration of the Caucasus and 
the Caspian Basin by Israel and the 
United States; but at the same time 
the Iranians have repeatedly proven 
their ability to pursue a pragmatic 
policy in the region, and to effective-
ly play the geopolitical game.

Conclusion 

Since 1991, the Caucasus region has 
undergone many complex transfor-
mations. First, this region has experi-
enced the largest number of incidents 
and conflicts related to ethno-political 
self-determination, many of which 
have spread out to include both sides 
of the Caucasus. Second, within the 
past two decades, the Caucasus has 
undergone a transformation; once a 
distinctly peripheral region, it is now 
one of the major problems areas and 
focal points of international politics. 
It is worth noting that on the first day 
of the “five day war” in 2008, the sit-
uation in the Caucasus was discussed 
three times in the UN Security Coun-
cil and the quarrels between the Rus-
sian and U.S. diplomats during that 
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period were reminiscent of the par-
tially forgotten duels of the Cold War.  
Third, since the dissolution of the 
USSR, both the political elites of the 
Caucasus countries and a whole host 
of international actors have failed to 
stabilize this volatile region. Some 
armed conflicts, many of which had 
appeared “frozen” in the mid-1990s, 
have resumed. Today the Caucasus is 
experiencing a reshuffle of the status 
quo, as the region is in the midst of 
a serious regrouping of force. The 
original post-Soviet Caucasus shaped 
by the conflicts of the early 1990s has 
changed dramatically. The old rules 
of the game and the international 
missions in the region (the UN or the 
OSCE in Georgia) are either inef-
fective or unsuited to addressing the 
current situation. The first precedent 
on the issue of Eurasian interstate 
borders was created in the Caucasus. 
The process of internationalization 
has only intensified, both through the 
involvement “veterans” regional pol-
itics (Turkey and Iran) and the “new-
comers” (the United States and the 
European Union). Russia continues 
to retain its exclusive role but, for the 
sake of its national interest, Moscow 
is ready to cooperate with other ac-
tors on a number of issues. Of course, 
such readiness does not in and of it-
self constitute strategic partnership, 
as the lack of meaningful compro-
mises remains a strong determinant 
of the regional agenda. It is just in 
these competitive conditions that the 

goal of the pacification of this turbu-
lent region will be realized. In any 
case, this task can only be achieved 
through multi-dimensional approach-
es to regional peace and security that 
take into account both regional and 
international security interests, the 
salience of the region’s history lega-
cy and the importance of both tradi-
tion and contemporary realities.  
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‘Soft Power’ Reinvigorated

Just a few years ago the concept 
of ‘soft power’ was almost absent 

from Russian foreign policy dis-
course. The surrounding debate was 
largely confined to academic circles, 
though also involving experts work-
ing with the presidential administra-
tion who were pushing for a greater 
focus on Russia’s international image 
in the aftermath of the color revolu-
tions, and on its use of cultural re-
sources in the post-Soviet region. 
As a consequence, the Kremlin has 
slowly started to build structures to 
sustain and operationalize its ‘soft 
power’ tools. Despite investments 
made in relevant institutions, ‘soft 
power’ as such has not become the 
Kremlin’s priority. Recently, howev-
er, ‘soft power’ has emerged as one 
of the main themes in major foreign 
policy speeches, reflecting a growing 
understanding of the limits of ‘hard 
power’ and the need to develop more 
sophisticated instruments to advance 
the country’s interests in the inter-
national system. The deployment of 
‘soft power’ has moved beyond the 
discursive level. Russian authorities 
have renewed their efforts to multi-
ply institutional ‘soft power’ capaci-
ties and have tested several of them 
in the post-Soviet region. 

According to Russian officials, ef-
forts to consolidate and systemically 
employ ‘soft power’ resources are 
still in the early stages.1 Nevertheless, 
1 Konstantin Kosachev, “Russia’s Reputation Abroad is 

reinvigorated ambitions to boost its 
‘soft power’ demand detailed analy-
sis, in particular with regard to the 
implications for post-Soviet states as 
the primary targets of these new in-
struments in Russia’s foreign policy 
toolbox. Thus, the article will first 
look at how a ‘soft power’ discourse 
fits into Russia’s realist paradigm, 
which provides a matrix for interpret-
ing the international environment and 
offers guidelines for how to achieve 
its national objectives. Secondly, it 
will explore the development of Rus-
sia’s ‘soft power’ resources and the 
general framework of their deploy-
ment in the context of identity entre-
preneurship in the ‘shared neighbor-
hood’. The final section of the article 
will focus on Russia’s ‘soft power’ 
usage in Moldova, which has recently 
been striving to get closer to an alter-
native regional structure in Russia’s 
vicinity, namely the European Union.     

‘Realism with a Human Face’

Traditionally, Russian foreign policy 
has been viewed through realist or 
neo-realist lenses.2 But despite a deep-
Clearly Worse Than Warranted”, Kommersant, 9 April 2012, 
http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/en/publications/interview/
interview0080.html

2 Andrey Makarychev, Russia, EU and International Society. 
Conceptual Models and Policy Strategies, Lambert Academic 

According to Russian officials, 
efforts to consolidate and sys-
temically employ ‘soft power’ 
resources are still in the early 
stages.

http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/en/publications/interview/interview0080.html
http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/en/publications/interview/interview0080.html
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ly engrained realist outlook, Russia 
has adopted recently a “multidimen-
sional view of power”.3 For instance, 
Russia’s classic realist perspective 
has been diluted by a distinction be-
tween hard and soft power resources, 
but also between hard and soft power 
behavior. In an article, former minis-
ter of foreign affairs Igor Ivanov, fol-
lowing the ‘smart power’ narratives,4 
has advocated for a ‘smart economy’ 
and ‘smart foreign policy’ as prereq-
uisites to accomplishing Russia’s in-
ternational ambitions.5 The ‘soft pow-
er’ theme was picked up by Vladimir 
Putin during his presidential cam-
paign in 2012. In his long electoral 
manifesto on Russia’s foreign policy, 
he made reference to the application 
of ‘soft power’ by state actors and 
called for the use of Russia’s cultural 
heritage to facilitate the promotion of 
national interests.6 Similarly, Prime 
Minister Dmitry Medvedev made a 
link between the state’s influence in 
the international arena and its abil-
ity to export its cultural values and 
language.7 Thus, both leaders sub-
Publishing, Saarbrucken, 2011, pp.14-15. 

3 Olga Oliker, Keith, Crane, Lowell, Schwartz, Catherine, 
Yusupov, Russian Foreign Policy: Sources and Implications, 
Rand Corporation, Santa Monica, 2009, p.88.

4 Joseph Nye, The Future of Power, Public Affairs, New York, 
2011, pp.207-234.

5 Igor Ivanov, I., „What Diplomacy Does Russia Need in the 
21st Century?”, Russia in Global Affairs, 4/2011.

6	Vladimir	Putin,	„Rossya	i	Meniaushisya	Mir	[Russia	and	
the Changing World], Moskovskie Novosti, 27 February 2012, 
http://mn.ru/politics/20120227/312306749.html

7 Dmitry Medvedev, Speech at Meeting with Representatives 
of Rossotrudnichestvo Abroad, Moscow, 4 September 2012, 
http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/ru/publications/articles/
article0940.html

scribe to a utilitarian meaning of ‘soft 
power’ which implies tight manage-
ment of ‘soft power’ resources by the 
state in the promotion of its foreign 
policy agenda. At an annual meeting 
with Russian ambassadors, President 
Putin explicitly called for combin-
ing traditional methods of diplomacy 
with ‘soft power’ technologies.8 At 
the same time, Prime Minister Med-
vedev declared that ‘Rossotrudnich-
estvo [Federal Agency for the CIS, 
compatriots living abroad and inter-
national humanitarian cooperation] 
shall become one of the key instru-
ments of so-called soft power’.9 

This renewed focus on ‘soft power’ 
does not mean that the Kremlin is 
paying less attention to ‘hard power’ 
resources. Russia’s military reform, 
launched in late 2008, and its at-
tempts to maintain an arms acquisi-
tion program at pre-crisis levels de-
spite lingering prospects of an eco-
nomic slowdown, offer vivid proof 
of the Kremlin’s concern with shape 
and combat readiness of military 
forces. Thus, Russia’s current inter-
est in non-material factors of national 
strength does not represent a depar-
ture from its realist philosophy. It 
8 Vladimir Putin, Speech at Annual Meeting with Russian 
Ambassadors, Moscow, 9 July 2012, http://www.kremlin.ru/
transcripts/15902

9 Medvedev, op.cit

The ‘soft power’ theme was 
picked up by Vladimir Putin 
during his presidential cam-
paign in 2012.

http://mn.ru/politics/20120227/312306749.html
http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/ru/publications/articles/article0940.html
http://www.russkiymir.ru/russkiymir/ru/publications/articles/article0940.html
http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/15902
http://www.kremlin.ru/transcripts/15902
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has to be seen, rather, as an attempt 
to foster ‘realism with a human face’, 
which envisions equilibrium and a 
greater synergy between hard and 
soft power resources.

Attempts to give ‘old realism’ a face-
lift are easily discernible in Russia’s 
policy in the ‘shared neighborhood’ 
with the EU. The Russian leadership 
is increasingly looking for ways to 
render a socially acceptable projec-
tion of its power in the neighborhood. 
Regional integration, which should 
deliver immediate benefits and speak 
directly to the people, is seen as one 
way to promote Russia’s ‘soft pow-
er’ behavior under an ‘integration 
without incorporation’ formula.10 The 
imitation of neo-functionalism and 
institutionalism in the post-Soviet 
area is part of this agenda, confirm-
ing Russia’s intentions to upgrade its 
traditional realist approach. By inter-
nalizing the EU’s integration lexicon 
and even its bureaucratic design (e.g. 
the Eurasian Commission) into its re-
gional multilateralism, Russia seeks 
to legitimize its claims to the post-
Soviet region, as well as to streamline 
its ‘soft power’. By portraying inte-
gration initiatives as ‘win-win’ situ-
ations for all participants, Moscow 
seeks to distance itself rhetorically 
from the ‘zero-sum logic’ of which it 
has often been accused. Officials are 
keen to underscore publicly the vol-
untary and mutually beneficial char-
10	Konstantin	Koshachev,	“Ne	Rybu,	a	Udochiku”	[Fishing	
Rode, not Fish], Russia in Global Affairs, No.4, July/August 
2012, http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-
udochku-15642

acter of integration. It is worth men-
tioning that integration on the Rus-
sian agenda has caused scuffles with 
partners over regulations, standards 
and tariffs, which sound familiar in 
the EU political realm, but represent 
new challenges for Russian econom-
ic diplomacy and bureaucracy. 

Last but not least, ‘Russia’s incor-
poration of the normative arguments 
in its foreign policy arsenal does not 
mean the ultimate refusal of more 
traditional geopolitical approaches.’11 
Thus, Russia’s drive for ‘soft power’ 
is not a deviation from realpolitik, 
but rather an effort to attune it to new 
realities, in particular intense norma-
tive competition. Russia increasingly 
perceives global dynamics through 
values-system competition,12 in par-
ticular in the ‘shared neighborhood’.  
‘Attempts to revise perspectives on 
Russia’s history, its role and place 
in world history’13 are perceived as 
a threat to national security, because 
they target some of the normative 
11 Andrey Makarychev, op.cit., p.25.

12 The Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, 
12 July 2008, http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/
docs/2008/07/204750.shtml

13 Russia’s National Security Strategy to 2020, 12 May 2009, 
http://rustrans.wikidot.com/russia-s-national-security-strategy-
to-2020

By portraying integration initia-
tives as ‘win-win’ situations for 
all participants, Moscow seeks to 
distance itself rhetorically from 
the ‘zero-sum logic’ of which it 
has often been accused. 

http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-udochku-15642
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-udochku-15642
http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/docs/2008/07/204750.shtml
http://archive.kremlin.ru/eng/text/docs/2008/07/204750.shtml
http://rustrans.wikidot.com/russia-s-national-security-strategy-to-2020
http://rustrans.wikidot.com/russia-s-national-security-strategy-to-2020
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narratives Russia is promoting in 
the post-Soviet space. This percep-
tion in turn triggers pro-active de-
fense of historical events regarded as 
constitutive of Russia’s great power 
status.  Russia’s integration initia-
tives should also be interpreted in 
competitive terms. Russia senses the 
influence of the EU’s ‘soft power’ 
fading away, thus providing a win-
dow of opportunity to lay down ini-
tiatives and push them through. The 
speed with which Russia promoted 
the transformation of the Customs 
Union (CU) into a Common Eco-
nomic Space while setting a target 
to reach the Eurasian Union by 2015 
speaks volumes. Active engagement 
in a ‘soft power’ competition with re-
gional players and regional building 
is rooted in Russia’s self-perception 
as a great power. Thus, Russia aspires 
to preserve its strong position in the 
‘shared neighborhood’ to uphold its 
self-esteem and its great power sta-
tus.

Soft Power Resources and Identity 
Entrepreneurship

Despite the fact that Russia’s cultural 
clout in the “shared neighborhood” 
has been overshadowed by other re-
gional actors, the Kremlin still holds 

several strong cards and has recent-
ly invested substantial resources to 
boost its ‘soft power’. Russia and its 
politicians perform well in opinion 
polls in several states in the ‘shared 
neighborhood’, sometimes even out-
performing local leaders. In Ukraine, 
for instance, in one opinion poll al-
most 45% declared themselves as 
sympathetic towards Vladimir Pu-
tin.14 At the same time, only 10% of 
citizens fully support the Ukrainian 
president.15 In Moldova, Putin enjoys 
a 76% approval rating, far above 
Western leaders like Barack Obama 
(34%) or Angela Merkel (31%).16 On 
a public level in the post-Soviet re-
gion Putin is often viewed as a politi-
cian who gets thing done without too 

much talk or futile debates, unlike lo-
cal politicians. In addition, important 
segments of these societies (between 
40% and 90%) see Russia as an ally 
(Armenia), a strategic partner (Mol-
dova) or an attractive economic inte-
grator via the Customs Union or the 
14 Mikhail Ryabov, Na Ukraine Upala Populyarnosti Putina 
i Medvedeva, a Takzhe Chislo Tekh Kto Schitaet Ee Bratskoi 
Stranoi, „Noviy Reghion”, 15 February 2011, http://www.nr2.
ru/kiev/320606.html

15	Public	opinion	polls	–	Do	You	Support	Activity	of	Viktor	
Yanukovych?, “Razumkov Center”, 2011, http://www.
razumkov.org.ua/eng/poll.php?poll_id=90

16 Barometrul Opiniei Publice-Moldova, “Institutul de Politici 
Publice”,	Aprilie-Mai	2012,	http://www.ipp.md/public/files/
Barometru/Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf

Russia’s drive for ‘soft power’ is 
not a deviation from realpolitik, 
but rather an effort to attune it 
to new realities, in particular in-
tense normative competition. 

In Moldova, Putin enjoys a 76% 
approval rating, far above West-
ern leaders like Barack Obama 
(34%) or Angela Merkel (31%).

http://www.nr2.ru/kiev/320606.html
http://www.nr2.ru/kiev/320606.html
http://www.razumkov.org.ua/eng/poll.php?poll_id=90
http://www.razumkov.org.ua/eng/poll.php?poll_id=90
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf
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so-called Eurasian Union (Belarus).17 
Even in Georgia after the 2008 war, 
the overwhelming majority of citi-
zens who regarded Russia as a threat 
to national security supported dia-
logue with Russia and the normaliza-
tion of relations.18 

Russia’s high scores in the neighbor-
hood rest on Russian language and 
pop culture, religion, mass media, 
the Russian-speaking population, 
scholarships for students, nostalgia 
for Soviet-era social welfare among 
the older population, immigrants 
who work in Russia, and socializa-
tion via Russian social networks, 
like V Kontakte – ‘In Contact’ or Od-
noklassniki – ‘Classmates’. Looking 
to increase its penetration into the 
neighborhood states, the Mail.Ru 
Group has unveiled plans to launch 
local platforms of Odnoklassniki in 
Armenian, Georgian, Romanian and 
Uzbek languages by the end of 2012. 
To amplify their advantages and con-
vert cultural potential in the neigh-
borhood into political or economic 
dividends, the Kremlin has relied on 
renewed partnerships with existent 
institutions (the Russian Orthodox 
Church), and developed new institu-
17 Armenia National Study, “International Republican 
Institute”, January 2008, http://www.asa.am/downloads/
IRI/2008%20Janury%20Armenia-poll.pdf; Barometrul Opiniei 
Publice-Moldova, “Institutul de Politici Publice”, Noiembrie 
2011,	 http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/2011/
BOP_11.2011-nou.pdf; Results of the Nation Opinion Poll-
Belarus, “Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political 
Studies”, 2-12 June 2012,  http://www.iiseps.org/edata1.html

18 Georgian National Study, International Republican 
Institute, October/November 2011, http://www.iri.org/sites/
default/files/2012%20January%205%20Survey%20of%20
Georgian%20Public%20Opinion%2C%20October%20
27-November%2011%2C%202011.pdf

tions (e.g. Rossotrudnichestvo – Fed-
eral Agency for the CIS, compatriots 
living abroad and international hu-
manitarian cooperation; Department 
of Socio-Economic Cooperation 
with CIS Countries, Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia within the presidential 
administration; Special Presidential 
Representative for Cooperation with 
Compatriots Organizations Abroad, 
Special Presidential Representatives 
for Abkhazia, South Ossetia and 
Transnistria) as well as state spon-
sored NGOs and movements (Russ-
kiy Mir – ‘Russian World’ and its cen-
ters; Gorchiakov’s Public Diplomacy 
Support Fund; ‘Fatherland-Eurasian 
Union’). Until recently, the Kremlin 
was mulling over plans for a Russian 
Aid Agency modeled after USAID. 
In order to increase its visibility as 
an international donor, Russia seeks 
to channel aid via bilateral programs 
to increase its impact and exposure in 
recipient countries. However, instead 
of establishing a new structure, the 
Kremlin opted to develop an addi-
tional branch within Rossotrudnich-
estvo to attain the objectives with 
which the hypothetical ‘RUSAID’ 
would have been entrusted. 

Besides organizing work with com-
patriots and promoting Russian cul-
ture, this institutional infrastructure 
has been put to use in promoting 
Russian-friendly historical narra-
tives, diminishing social support 
for the EU, propagating the idea of 
a Eurasian Union and forestalling 
some reforms by invoking incom-

http://www.asa.am/downloads/IRI/2008 Janury Armenia-poll.pdf
http://www.asa.am/downloads/IRI/2008 Janury Armenia-poll.pdf
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/2011/BOP_11.2011-nou.pdf
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/2011/BOP_11.2011-nou.pdf
http://www.iiseps.org/edata1.html
http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/2012 January 5 Survey of Georgian Public Opinion%2C October 27-November 11%2C 2011.pdf
http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/2012 January 5 Survey of Georgian Public Opinion%2C October 27-November 11%2C 2011.pdf
http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/2012 January 5 Survey of Georgian Public Opinion%2C October 27-November 11%2C 2011.pdf
http://www.iri.org/sites/default/files/2012 January 5 Survey of Georgian Public Opinion%2C October 27-November 11%2C 2011.pdf
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patibility with religious and moral 
values. All of these are part of iden-
tity entrepreneurship on the part of 
Russia. As societies in the neighbor-
hood remain divided about how to 
interpret the past and what their do-
mestic and foreign policy priorities 
should be, Russia is deploying its 
‘soft power’ to feed a “mixed-identi-
ty ‘swamp’, [where] populations lack 
clear identity markers or the confi-
dence of a stable traditional cognitive 
environment.”19 In turn, identity am-
biguities in neighborhood states have 
wide ramifications for economics, 
politics and neighbors’ foreign orien-
tation. This facilitates Russia’s pre- 
and post-electoral entrepreneurship 
(putting pressure on or supporting 
local politicians via Russian mass-
media), provides an environment for 
non-transparent economic deals, and 
feeds into ‘multi-vector’ foreign poli-
cies, which keep states in limbo rath-
er than placing them under regimes 
and structures with certain norms of 
behavior and security guarantees.    

Russia’s ‘soft power’ seduces not 
only the general public, but inspires 
19 Andrew Wilson, Virtual Politics. Faking Democracy in the 
Post-Soviet World, Yale University Press, New Heaven/London, 
2005, p.42-43.

elites as well. Russia provides a 
model of “authoritarian capacity 
building”,20 which ensures the resil-
ience of political regimes against bot-
tom up democratization efforts.21 In 
some cases, it also offers examples of 
foreign policy behavior. For instance, 
the pronounced authoritarian trends 
in Ukraine after the presidential elec-
tions in 2010 were described as a 
“Putinization” of the political system. 
The decision to install video-cameras 
in polling stations in the run up to 
parliamentary elections in Ukraine in 

2012 resembles the approach adopted 
by Russian authorities in an effort to 
fake transparency before presidential 
elections.22 Ukraine’s attempts to get 
away with a democratic backslide 
and at the same time get what it wants 
from the EU are regarded as an imi-
tation of the Russian approach23; “the 
20 Jessica Allina-Pisano, “Social Contracts and Authoritarian 
Projects in Post-Soviet Space: the Use of Administrative 
Resource”, Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 43:4, 
2010, pp.373-382.

21 Author’s interview with former high-ranking EU diplomat, 
Brussels, March 2012.

22 Aleksandr Sviridenko, Artem, Skoropadski, „Vybory 
Provedut	na	Glazah	u	Vseh	[Elections	will	be	Organized	
Openly]”, Kommersant-Ukraina, 3 July 2012, http://www.
kommersant.ua/doc/1972383

23 Andrew Wilson, „Ukraine after the Tymoshenko Verdict”, 
ECFR Policy Memo, 2011, http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/
UkraineMemo.pdf

In order to increase its visibility 
as an international donor, Rus-
sia seeks to channel aid via bi-
lateral programs to increase its 
impact and exposure in recipi-
ent countries. 

For instance, the pronounced 
authoritarian trends in Ukraine 
after the presidential elections in 
2010 were described as a “Puti-
nization” of the political system. 

http://www.kommersant.ua/doc/1972383
http://www.kommersant.ua/doc/1972383
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/UkraineMemo.pdf
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/UkraineMemo.pdf
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tactic which precludes Ukraine from 
moving closer to the EU and advanc-
ing its interests inside the EU.”24

How does it work in Moldova?

In Moldova, the ‘soft power’ devel-
oped by Russia has impacted elites as 
well as the general public. The out-
going leader Vladimir Voronin tried 
in 2009 to reproduce an authoritarian 
scheme of power (non-) transfer. By 
moving into the position of Speaker 
of the Parliament and naming the 
successor to the presidential seat, Vo-
ronin tried to emulate a Putin-style 
power transition rather than follow 
the example set by Central Asian 
dictators of eliminating limits for 
presidential terms (e.g. Kazakhstan). 
Thus, he aimed to respect constitu-
tional provisions formally in order 
to remain in the political sphere and 
consolidate his position in the power 
pyramid. As this soft authoritarian-
ism scenario failed and Moldova 
formed a European-oriented coali-
tion government instead, Russia ac-
tively employed ‘soft power’ instru-
ments to shape the information space 
and public opinion. In the aftermath 
of post-election violence, Russia re-
vived the rhetoric of the Romanian 
threat to Moldovan statehood. Later 
the Russian foundation ‘Recognition’ 
switched focus from Ukraine to Mol-
dova. It organized a series of public 
debates questioning the feasibility of 
Moldova’s European choice, criti-
cizing the deployment of U.S. mis-
24	Author’s	interview	with	EU	official,	Brussels,	March	2012.

sile shield elements in Romania and 
attacking those who tried to ‘falsify 
history’, the term often applied to in-
terpretations of history which diverge 
from the Russian version. 

In 2011 Russia supported Communist 
Party candidate Igor Dodon for the 
position of mayor of Moldova’s capi-
tal. Russian TV ‘Channel One’ (51% 
of shares owned by government) 
aired critical reports about the mayor 
of Chisinau, and after the first round 
of voting, the Russian government 
gave a critical assessment of the local 
elections in Moldova, in particular in 
the capital city where the Communist 
candidate ultimately suffered defeat.25 
However, the Kremlin was more 
successful in ousting Transnistrian 
leader Igor Smirnov after 20 years of 
uninterrupted rule in the separatist re-
gion. Besides applying political and 
economic levers, Russia extensively 
exploited its predominance in Trans-
nistrian information space to under-
mine Igor Smirnov in the popular 
standings. Russian TV-channel NTV 
aired reports about Smirnov’s family 
shadow businesses and illegal enrich-
ment, which in the end had electoral 
effects. Elections in Transnistria also 
exposed the limits of ‘soft power’ 
tools. Despite a strong information 
campaign, Kremlin-friendly candi-
date Anatol Kaminski lost in the sec-
ond round to independent contender 
Evgheni Shevchuk.        
25 Comment regarding Preliminary Results of Local Elections 
in Moldova Held on 5th June, Russian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 8 June 2011, http://www.chile.mid.ru/rus/mre/r11_566.
html

http://www.chile.mid.ru/rus/mre/r11_566.html
http://www.chile.mid.ru/rus/mre/r11_566.html
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Russian officials have selectively 
adopted a ‘soft power’ discourse in 
relation to Moldova. For instance, 
former representative of Russia in 
the bilateral inter-governmental eco-
nomic commission Andrei Fursenko 
declared that “Russia never regarded 
Moldova as a wine republic only. 
You had in the past a strong school 
of physicians and mathematicians”.26 
To provide a new impetus for coop-
eration in the humanitarian sphere, 
he promised to increase the number 
of scholarships for Moldovan stu-
dents in Russian universities from 
160 (2009) to 500. In 2009 Russia 
opened the Center of Science and 
Culture in Chisinau, while ‘Russian 
World’ launched its regional center 
in Transnistria. In just three years 
the Russian Cultural Center substan-
tially increased its visibility not only 
in Chisinau, but across the country. It 
has organized concerts, film screen-
ings, lectures and book distributions 
(the ‘shiny bus’ project), and history 
debates across Moldova’s regions, 

26		Fursenko	–	Russia	Will	Provide	Moldova	in	2010	at	least	
500 Scholarships for Students and PhDs, Novosti-Moldova, 
5 February 2010, http://www.allmoldova.com/ro/moldova-
news/1249047255.html

particularly in those which are home 
to Russian-speaking minorities. No-
tably, many of the Center’s initiatives 
target young audiences, confirming 
the future-oriented character of Rus-
sia’s ‘soft power’ behavior in Moldo-
va. The importance Russia attached 
to its ‘soft power’ in Moldova was 
confirmed by Konstantin Kosachev, 
the head of Rossotrudnichestvo, who 
visited Chisianu shortly after he as-
sumed the office to discuss the inten-
sification of humanitarian coopera-
tion with Moldova.    

Russia’s ‘soft power’ instruments 
were put to work in Moldova in order 
to blur national identity formation, 
to influence foreign policy priori-
ties and to hinder European integra-
tion. Russian-sponsored NGOs, even 
if unable to organize mass public 
events, are usually very vocal in the 
public space. They protest against 
pro-unionist demonstrations, show 
support for Russian military inter-
vention in Georgia (2008), demand 
the renaming of streets (by reintro-
ducing old names), distribute Rus-
sian symbols (e.g. St. George rib-
bons) and organize celebrations of 
Russian national holidays (e.g. Unity 
Day on November 4th). These actions 
are often perceived as provocative 
or insulting by the population, fuel-
ing an atmosphere that divides rather 
than unites society. Occasionally, 
Russian top officials get involved 
in identity entrepreneurship. For in-
stance, during a meeting with the 
Moldovan Prime Minister, the Rus-

Elections in Transnistria also 
exposed the limits of ‘soft power’ 
tools. Despite a strong informa-
tion campaign, Kremlin-friend-
ly candidate Anatol Kaminski 
lost in the second round to in-
dependent contender Evgheni 
Shevchuk.

http://www.allmoldova.com/ro/moldova-news/1249047255.html
http://www.allmoldova.com/ro/moldova-news/1249047255.html
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sian President described the 1812 
Peace of Bucharest, under the terms 
of which most of present-day Moldo-
va (known at that time as Bessarabia) 
was annexed by the Russian Empire, 
as ‘the first foundations for Moldovan 
statehood’.27 Similar, Russian Deputy 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Grigori 
Karasin qualified Moldova’s parlia-
ment decision to ban the use of com-
munist symbols for political purpos-
es as ‘sacrilegious if not mocking’.28 
Both declarations serve to support 
certain versions of the identity dis-
course, feeding normative competi-
tion in Moldova.   

The launch of the Eurasian Union 
initiative in Moscow had immediate 
spill over effects in Moldova. The 
Russian Center of Science and Cul-
ture in Chisinau organized a debate 
on the benefits Moldova could obtain 
by joining the CU. Russia tried to dif-
ferentiate the immediate advantages 
of joining the CU from the promised 
and uncertain long-term benefits of 
27  Meeting with Prime Minister of the Republic of Moldova 
Vladimir Filat, Sochi, 12 September 2012, http://eng.kremlin.
ru/news/4404

28 Grigori Karasin, Interview, “Kommersant.Md”, 30 July 
2012, http://kommersant.md/node/9350

European integration. The Russian 
ambassador to Chisinau hinted that 
by joining the CU Moldova could 
get up to a 30% discount for oil and 
gas, as export duties are not applied 
to Russian energy resources export-
ed within the CU. He also pointed 
out that Moldovan migrant workers 
would benefit from better conditions 
if Moldova joined the CU.29 

Russia supported the creation of the 
Eurasia-Inform Center, which aims 
to provide information about Mol-
dova’s integration into the Eurasian 
Union. The Center, with the support 
of Rossotrudnichestvo and the Center 
of Social-Conservative Politics affili-
ated with the ‘United Russia’ Party, 
organized a conference on Moldova’s 
prospects in the Eurasian Union. To 
provide further support for the Eur-
asian Union theme, the Eurasia News 
Agency started to operate in Moldo-
va in July 2012. At the same time, un-
der the banner ‘Fatherland-Eurasian 
Union’ Russian MPs from the ‘Unit-
ed Russia’ Party launched an initia-
tive to unite all pro-Russian organi-
zations in Moldova and streamline 
their activities, a process not confined 
to Moldova.30 Often CU-sympathizers 
in Moldova draw links between the 
CU, along with the creation of new 
jobs, investments and resolution of 
the Transnistria conflict, to Moldo-
va’s integration into Europe.31 This 
29 Russia Proposes Moldova Discount Prices for Gas, Noi.Md, 
7 February 2012, http://www.noi.md/md/news_id/9915

30  Izvestia, op.cit.

31  Moldova Voidiot v Sostav Edinoi Evropy, Buduchi Chiastiu 

Russian Deputy Minister for 
Foreign Affairs Grigori Kara-
sin qualified Moldova’s parlia-
ment decision to ban the use of 
communist symbols for political 
purposes as ‘sacrilegious if not 
mocking’.

http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/4404
http://eng.kremlin.ru/news/4404
http://kommersant.md/node/9350
http://www.noi.md/md/news_id/9915
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fits perfectly into Russia’s vision of a 
Wider Europe from Lisbon to Vladi-
vostok and the solution provided by 
the Kremlin to post-Soviet states, en-
capsulated by the formula ‘together 
with Russia in Europe’.   

Last but not least, in addition to be-
sides being involved in electoral 
entrepreneurship in Moldova, the 
Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) 
has been used to obstruct Moldova’s 
European integration. Given the pub-
lic trust enjoyed by the Church in 
Moldova (81% according to opinion 
polls32) the political use of the ROC’s 
influence is not accidental. In an un-
precedented move, the ROC publicly 
opposed the drafting of an equal op-
portunities law and later condemned 
its adoption, denouncing ‘sexual ori-
entation’ formulation.33 As the law 
was part of a road map for a visa-free 
regime with the European Union, 
the ROC, working closely with the 
Kremlin, hindered Moldova’s Euro-
pean agenda by publicly supporting 
constituencies that were effectively 
militating against the law. The ROC’s 
message was that prosperity should 
not be traded for moral and spiritual 

Tamozhenogo Soiyza, i Mozhet Stati Liderom Etogo Protsessa, 
„Moldnews”, 12 September 2012, http://www.moldnews.md/
rus/news/51585

32 Institutul de Politici Publice (IPP), Barometrul Opiniei 
Publice	 Republica	 of	Moldova	 –	Aprilie/Mai	 2012,	Chisinau,	
April-May	 2012,	 http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/
Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf

33 Declaration of Russian Orthodox Church on adoption of 
„Law on Equality of Chances” in Republic of Moldova, ROC, 
7 June 2012, http://www.patriarchia.ru/md/db/text/2270821.
html

decadence,34 allegedly promoted by 
the EU in Moldova.

Conclusions

Russia has come a long way in the 
development and consolidation of 
its ‘soft power’ capacities. It has also 
strived to combine ‘hard power’ and 
‘soft power’ resources in foreign pol-
icy activities. However, Russia is far 
from coming up with a viable formu-
la for the complementary use of these 
two types of instruments. Too often, 
‘soft power’ rhetoric aimed to cover 
up use of ‘hard power’ levers was 
undermined by resuscitation of tra-
ditional geopolitical discourse. This 
was seen in the ‘humanitarian inter-
vention’ rhetoric which accompanied 
the Russian military campaign in 
Georgia (2008) and President’s Med-
vedev later declarations in tune with 
realpolitik in 2011 concerning the 
utility of armed intervention in 2008 
to prevent NATO’s expansion to the 
East. Alternatively, ‘soft power’ re-
sources are instrumental in spoiling 
tactics, which fuel suspicion towards 
Russia, as opposed to improving its 
image in the ‘shared neighborhood’. 
For instance in Moldova, the Krem-
lin’s spoiling tactics hardened rather 
than weakened central authorities’ 
stance on European integration and 
compelled them to pursue closer rela-
tions with EU and its member states. 
Traditional realist thinking shapes 

34 Moscow Patriarchate Calls on Moldova not to Pass 
Law Recognizing Homosexuality as Normal, Interfax-
Religion, 14 March 2012, http://www.interfax-religion.
com/?act=news&div=9150

http://www.moldnews.md/rus/news/51585
http://www.moldnews.md/rus/news/51585
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf
http://www.ipp.md/public/files/Barometru/Brosura_BOP_05.2012.pdf
http://www.patriarchia.ru/md/db/text/2270821.html
http://www.patriarchia.ru/md/db/text/2270821.html
http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=9150
http://www.interfax-religion.com/?act=news&div=9150
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Russia’s conception of ‘soft power’, 
which often differs from that of the 
West. The state’s primacy in the de-
velopment and management of ‘soft 
power’ resources confirms particu-
larly utilitarian approach. Ultimately, 
Russia locates its problems in the 
packaging, rather than in the con-
tent, of its policies. As long as Russia 
sticks to this interpretation, the divi-
dends from investments in ‘soft pow-
er’ resources in the ‘shared neighbor-
hood’ will be below the Kremlin’s 
expectations.
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Dilemma 
in Post-Soviet Border Policies 

The paper categorizes the ways in which post-Soviet 
states try to solve the dilemma of maintaining border 
security but also promoting cross-border communica-
tion in their border policies. For the purpose of such 

categorization,	 the	author	uses	several	classifications	that	address	a	range	
of border policies from strict and unilateral to liberal and cooperative. The 
paper argues that in the vast majority of cases, unstable and complicated 
relations along with low levels of trust in the integrity of a neighboring coun-
try’s border, immigration, and customs control preclude an integrated border 
policy among post-Soviet states. The author also suggests that post-Soviet 
states should make much more effort towards the development of intensive 
and	efficient	cross-border	law	enforcement	cooperation,	supporting	a	unilat-
eral	and	joint	struggle	against	border	related	corruption.	Specifically,	these	
countries should provide far more opportunities to law-abiding border cross-
ers to be heard and to defend their interests. 
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After the collapse of the USSR, 
the post-Soviet states had to de-

velop new models of border policy 
taking into account the resources 
available to them. The pre-iron cur-
tain model seemed both unaccept-
able and unachievable at least due 
to the following reasons: aspiration 
to maintain closer relations with the 
external world, lack of financial re-
sources, and emergence of new tech-
nologies that made the use of high 
levels of manpower for border pro-
tection outdated. 

The key dilemma that has arisen 
before countries searching for new 
models of border policy is that be-
tween prioritizing border protec-
tion or cross-border communication. 
Prioritizing the former enables the 
state to more reliably thwart cross-
border flows of illicit drugs, illegal 
immigrants, militants and terrorists, 
smuggled consumer goods etc. At 
the same time, tightening of border 
control typically slows down cross-
border flows of law-abiding travelers 
and permitted goods. Extended and 
arbitrary powers of border protection 
services create fertile ground for cor-
ruption, extortion, and other kinds of 
misconduct that seriously damages 
legal trans-border communications. 
Border guards and customs officials 
worldwide stick to their traditional 
mantra, stating that a border is al-
legedly impenetrable for trespassers, 
but not an obstacle for law-obedient 
people. However, in most cases state-
ments like this are little more than 

good wishes, and the reality may be 
quite the opposite.

What types of strategies do post-Sovi-
et countries use to address this dilem-
ma? What are the typical advantages 
and disadvantages of such strategies? 
What recommendations can be made 
based on this diagnosis? This paper is 
divided into three main parts accord-
ing to these three questions. First, I 
will examine some existing border 
policies in the light of the “security-
cooperation dilemma” and introduce 
my own classifications, which can 
be useful in this respect. Then, using 
these classifications, I will attempt to 
categorize border policies adopted 
by post-Soviet states based on their 
strengths and weaknesses. Finally, I 
will offer some general recommenda-
tions for improving post-Soviet bor-
der policies will be made.

Conceptualizing international ex-
perience of border policy 

There are many ways to categorize 
border policy approaches according 
to various criteria. The problem of al-
most any of such formal categoriza-
tion is that real border policies do not 
completely fit within strict schemes. 
Thus it is sensible to consider cat-
egorized types of border policies as 
ideal models to be used as a reference 
points, facilitating better understand-
ing of real border policies which of-
ten combine elements of two or more 
ideal models.
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Many Border Studies researchers see 
borders as not more than the projec-
tion of the respective states and their 
institutions1, and as such border poli-
cies can be conceptualized according 
to these states’ external relations: au-
tarkic, protectionist, free-trade, inte-
grationist and so on. At the same time 
it is much more difficult to conceptu-
alize border policies according to in-
ternal political regimes. Specifically, 
the division between democratic and 
authoritarian regimes is not of much 
help in this case, as not all democrat-
ic regimes encourage free trade and 
especially immigration, while not 
all authoritarian regimes are protec-
tionist and restrictive of cross-border 
communication.  

One of the most prominent academic 
classifications of borders, according 
to the criterion of their openness to 
cooperation, has been offered by Os-
car Martinez, who distinguishes be-
tween alienation, co-existence, inter-
dependence, and integration borders. 
The typical features of the first type 
1 Prescott, J.R.V. (1965) The Geography of Frontiers and 
Boundaries, London: Hutchinson and Co: 76-77.

are closedness of a border, strained 
relations between neighboring coun-
tries, and, as a consequence, degrada-
tion of neighboring borderland areas. 
In the second case, cross-border co-
operation develops only to a limited 
extent while there is still an element 
of alienation in bilateral relations be-
tween adjacent countries. Interdepen-
dence borders regulate distribution 
of asymmetric resources between 
asymmetrically developing neighbor 
countries which have better mutual 
relations and are generally interested 
in cross-border cooperation. Finally, 
integration borders are open and there 
are no any serious restrictions on the 
cross-border movement of goods and 
people.2 It seems that an important 
problem with Martinez’s classifica-
tion is that it is not always easy to 
draw a clear distinction between co-
existence and interdependence bor-
ders, given that their characteristics 
are not mutually inconsistent and that 
relations between neighboring coun-
tries may fluctuate. 

The author of this paper has offered 
two classifications of border policy 
patterns. As mentioned above, these 
patterns do not exactly fit the real bor-
der policies of the majority of coun-
tries (including post-Soviet states). 
However, they can be used as ref-
erence points of a scale measuring 
toughness/liberalism or unilateral/co-
operative character of border policies.
2 Martinez, O. (1994) Border people: life and society in the 
U.S.-Mexico borderlands, Tuscon : University of Arizona Press: 
7.

Interdependence borders regu-
late distribution of asymmetric 
resources between asymmetri-
cally developing neighbor coun-
tries which have better mutual 
relations and are generally in-
terested in cross-border coop-
eration. 
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The first of my classifications3 in-
cludes several models. According 
to the first one, a border is a rigid 
barrier while allowing cross-border 
contact to a small extent (it hap-
pens, for instance, when a country 
is at loggerheads with its neighbor 
or fenced off by the “iron curtain” 
from the outer world). According to 
the second model, a border, is a weak 
barrier but cross-border communica-
tion is also weak (examples are those 
Asian and African countries that have 
no sufficient power to control their 
borders passing through remote and 
hardly accessible areas). The third 
model has a border as a weak barrier 
that allows intensive communication 
across it (for example, the EU’s inter-
nal borders). Finally, the fourth type 
is a strong barrier that also allows in-
tensive cross-border communication 
(the most prominent example is the 
U.S.-Mexico border which is strictly 
protected, but at the same time serves 
as gateway for high volume legal 
cross-border flows4). 

Leaving aside the marginal model of 
weak border control together with 
weak cross-border communication, 
it should be noted that every model 
has its advantages and disadvantag-
3 See also: Golunov, S.V. (2008) The Factor of Security in 
Russian and Kazakhstan’s Border Policies towards these 
Countries’	 Common	 Border	 [dissertation	 for	 the	 degree	 of	
Doctor of Political Sciences], Nizhny Novgorod: Nizhny 
Novgorod State University. pp. 177-179.

4 In 2011 this border was crossed 157,3 million times by 
people and 66,3 million times by vehicles. See: Bureau of 
Transportation Statistics (2012) ‘Border Crossing/Entry Data: 
Query Detailed Statistics’, http://www.bts.gov/programs/
international/transborder/TBDR_BC/TBDR_BCQ.html

es. A strong border barrier allowing 
only weak cross-border communica-
tion enables the control of dangerous 
trans-border flows, but deprives the 
country of trade, tourism and other 
kinds of cross-border communication 
with a neighbor state. Relaxed border 
control together with intensive cross-
border communication, vice versa, 
increases chances to gain profit 
from cross-border activities but also 
puts the state at greater risk to drug 
smuggling, undesirable immigration, 
trans-border criminal networks, or 
by other harmful illicit trans-border 
flows. In theory, a strongly protected 
border that allows intensive cross-
border communication looks like the 
best option, but it is not easy to im-
plement this model. Indeed, firstly, it 
may appear to be quite expensive for 
it demands costly modern technolo-
gies to protect the “green border” 
as well to secure rapid movement 
of huge flows of travelers and cargo 
through checkpoints. Secondly, even 
if such technologies are used, it could 
be very difficult to maintain the bal-
ance between high quality control 
and high flow capacity when viola-

A strong border barrier allowing 
only weak cross-border commu-
nication enables the control of 
dangerous trans-border flows, 
but deprives the country of 
trade, tourism and other kinds 
of cross-border communication 
with a neighbor state. 
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tors constantly try to find new ways 
to exploit vulnerabilities of border 
and customs controls. If the system 
supporting strong border protection 
and simultaneously intensive cross-
border cooperation is created by 
combined efforts of the neighbors (as 
it is in case of the U.S.-Canada coop-
eration5) there is a risk of its destabi-
lization if bilateral relations between 
the neighbor countries deteriorate.

The second classification that I pro-
pose6 focuses not just on analyzing 
all possible variants of border poli-
cies, but dealing with the most dis-
tinctive patterns. The first pattern, 
which can be called unilateral fenc-
ing, focuses on unilateral measures 
without serious cooperation with an 
adjacent state. Countries practicing 
this kind of border policy are usually 
in conflict with their neighbors or do 
not rely on the effectiveness of border 
protection and other law enforcement 
measures taken by them. Some of 
these countries (e.g. India, Israel, and 
the U.S.) fence off their borders with 
spectacular barriers supported by sur-
veillance technologies. In some cases 
rigid border protection barriers are 
erected because of an initiator coun-
try’s inability to protect its territory 
from militants’ intrusions by other 
means (as it has been in the case of 
Israel), in other cases by the pressure 
5 See: Golunov, S.V. 2009. “U.S.-Canada Border Security 
Agenda:	 before	 and	 after	 September	 11.”	 SshA-Kanada	 –	
ekonomika, politika, kultura, 4: 45-62 (in Russian).

6 Golunov, S. (2012) EU-Russian Border Security: Challenges, 
(Mis)perceptions, and Responses, London: Routledge. pp. 
28-33.

of public opinion7. Yet even a tough 
border protection system supported 
by fences and other barriers has its 
vulnerabilities, for its violators can 
enter a country or bring prohibited 
goods by legal channels via check-
points, climb over a fence or dig tun-
nels under it, throw an item over the 
wall, etc. Thus, such border protec-
tion systems are more efficient for 
alienation borders (according to Mar-
tinez) and far more efficient against 
militants (when the use of mines and 
other hostile deterrents attracts less 
criticism from the international com-
munity) than against irregular migra-
tion and especially against drug traf-
ficking, which can enter a protected 
country via checkpoints8. The second 
pattern – maintaining border security 
by joint efforts (that can be illustrated 
by the example of the U.S.-Canada 
border) – is based on systematic and 
complementary actions by adjacent 
countries’ border protection agencies. 
This requires a high level of mutual 
trust and confidence that in the future 
this system will not become a casu-
alty of worsening bilateral relations. 
Finally, the third pattern assumes the 
abolition of control at a political or 
7 This factor probably played the key role in Indira Gandhi’s 
decision to initiate erection of fence at Indian border 
with Bangladesh in 1980s. See: Bhagwati, J. (1986) ‘U.S. 
Immigration Policy: What Next’, in S. Pozo (ed.), Essays on 
Legal and Illegal Immigration, Kalamazoo: W.E. Upjohn 
Institute for Employment Research: 124.

8 For example, in the middle of 2000s only 1,5-3% of cocaine 
transported to the USA via its land borders were intercepted 
at the stage of border crossing. See: McCaul, M. (2007) ‘Line 
in the Sand: Confronting the Threat at the Southwest Border’, 
U.S. Representative Michael McCaul. Online. Available HTTP: 
<http://www.house.gov/sites/members/tx10_mccaul/pdf/
Investigaions-Border-Report.pdf>
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economic union’s internal borders, 
to be compensated by strengthen-
ing this union’s external borders, as 
has occurred with the EU. This pat-
tern implies removing a barrier for 
cross-border movement of people 
and goods to diminish the transac-
tion costs of such movement. At the 
same time, this option creates its own 
problems, including the lack of trust 
in the quality of border protection by 
some participants of a political union 
as well as breaking ties between the 
Union’s external borderlands and 
adjacent territories outside the com-
mon border as a result of the latter’s 
increased protection.

The above classifications can be used 
to analyze ways of managing the 
“security-cooperation” dilemma both 
separately and together. I will attempt 
to pursue the second way, using these 
classifications to analyze the border 
policies of Soviet successor states.

Categorizing post-Soviet states’ 
border policies in the light of ‘secu-
rity-cooperation dilemma’

 The collapse of the USSR and fur-
ther developments in the post-Soviet 
Eurasia gave rise to the configuration 
of numerous national borders and 
temporary demarcation lines, man-
agement of which was influenced 
by various landscape, political, eco-
nomic, and other conditions. Some 
of these borders and demarcation 
lines (especially in the Caucasus) 
have become frontlines of smolder-

ing military conflicts, other borders 
(e.g. a large part of Russian and EU’s 
post-Soviet ones) are increasingly 
hi-tech barriers protected by means 
of sensors and other electronic sur-
veillance technologies. In the case of 
the Belarus-Russia border, customs 
controls were abolished and moved 
to these countries’ boundaries with 
third countries. 

According to the above-mentioned 
classifications of Oscar Martinez, 
some internationally recognized and 
de-facto temporary borders between 
countries and non-recognized, sepa-
ratist  actors involved in Abkhazian, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, and South Os-
setian conflicts can be considered as 
alienation borders. Additionally, the 
boundaries between Armenia and 
Turkey, Turkmen and Uzbek bound-
ary with Afghanistan and Uzbek 
boundary with Turkmenistan largely 
fit the same category. In the majority 
of these cases, limited cross-border 
communication exists but it is heav-
ily controlled and restricted. Such 
alienation is caused either by ongo-
ing military and political conflicts, 
by autarkic policies of at least one of 
the neighboring countries (especial-
ly Turkmenistan) or through fear of 
cross-border penetration of militants, 
as in the case of Uzbekistan, which 
has constructed a mined and electri-
fied barbed wire fence at its border 
with Afghanistan. It should be noted, 
however, that even very strict bor-
der barriers do not always represent 
an insurmountable obstacle against 
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shadow cross-border activities such 
as drug trafficking and smuggling of 
consumer goods.9

Most other Central Asian and Cau-
casian borders (with the likely ex-
ception of the border between Ka-
zakhstan and Kyrgyzstan10) can be 
categorized as co-existence ones. In 
such cases, relations between the ad-
jacent countries are better than in the 
previous case, and these countries are 
more open to cross-border communi-
cation. Still, cross-border communi-
cation is controlled fairly strictly and 
generally via one-sided efforts (coop-
eration between neighboring coun-
tries’ border protection agencies is 

not intensive), and a large proportion 
of cross-border travelers and vehicles 
are thoroughly inspected. Moreover, 
this communication is unstable and 
can easily be interrupted due to bi-
lateral conflicts or a deteriorating 
political or economic situation in one 
of the countries (for instance, Uzbek 
9 12news.uz (2012) ‘52 kg of Drugs Were Seized from a 
Smuggler Killed at Uzbek-Afghan Border’,(in Russian); 
Barsegyan, A. (2009) ‘The Border Will Be Protected by Contract 
Serviceman’, Mail.ru, 27 May, http://my.mail.ru/community/
armenia/41C8B2D8497C0DC0.html (in Russian); 

10 This border is more open in terms of cross-border 
communication and rather can be categorized as an 
interdependence border.

borders are periodically closed be-
cause of this kind of reasons). The 
‘green border’ in such cases is often 
fortified by physical barriers: fences 
against smugglers and illegal mi-
grants exist at Uzbek borders with 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan11, while 
the Uzbek-Tajik border is mined. Yet, 
barriers and restrictions for the most 
part do not succeed in stopping either 
intensive cross-border informal con-
tact, or shadow activities. The latter 
are flourishing, since border protec-
tion and customs services of Central 
Asian states are heavily corrupt and 
their representatives are often ready 
to turn a blind eye to smuggling and 
illegal border crossings.

The external and internal borders 
of post-Soviet states not mentioned 
above (except Belarus-Russia and 
Kazakhstan-Russia) can be catego-
rized as interdependence borders 
having some features of coexistence 
borders. In such cases, cross-border 
communication is usually intensive, 
and caused by asymmetric economic 
potential between the countries in 
question (differences in prices for 
consumer goods, raw materials, and 
labor, for instance) and by selec-
tive control over trans-border flows. 
Cross-border cooperation initiatives 
are often encouraged at an official 
level, but are never materially real-
ized. 
11 It should be mentioned that in the case of Kazakhstan-
Uzbekistan border fencing was initiated mainly by Kazakhstan 
while in the other considered cases by Uzbekistan.

Most other Central Asian and 
Caucasian borders (with the 
likely exception of the border 
between Kazakhstan and Kyr-
gyzstan ) can be categorized as 
co-existence ones. 
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However, border and customs barri-
ers still seriously slow down cross-
border flows. The vast majority of 
people travelling between the EU or 
China and the adjacent post-Soviet 
countries need visas, application for 
which is generally both time-con-
suming and costly process. Those 
who live far from consulates are at 
a particular disadvantage, as they 
must go there at least once, probably 
twice, and pay for their travel. Border 
and customs control can also be time-
consuming: low capacity of check-
points and cumbersome inspection 
procedures sometimes cause huge 
queues in which vehicles sometimes 
have to wait more than a week, for 
instance at EU-CIS borders. A further 
problem even is that border guard and 
customs officers typically have large 
discretional powers, and are entitled 
to decide what percent of people and 
vehicles to inspect, the duration of 
the inspection, how to treat minor vi-
olations of customs and immigration 
rules, and so on. This creates fertile 
ground for large-scale corruption and 
extortion (to which carriers of perish-
able products are especially vulner-
able), forcing crossers to pay bribes 
for acceleration of inspections.

Post-Soviet co-existence and inter-
dependence borders are typically not 
very efficient barriers against smug-
gling and illegal migration. One 
should not underestimate the deter-
rence effect that impressive-looking 
border protection systems have on 
the less bold or skillful would-be 

violators. On the other hand, skillful 
violators have a wide range of so-
phisticated techniques and practices 
at their disposal. Drug traffickers 
can conceal narcotics in their bodies, 
clothes, cars, within shipments of oth-
er goods, etc. It is especially difficult 
to find something in trucks transport-
ing fruits or vegetables or in trains 
that only stop briefly at border and 
customs control. According to my es-
timation, only around one percent of 

opiates is seized at Russian borders, 
and even less at the border of other 
post-Soviet countries.12 Co-existence 
and interdependence borders are also 
fairly permeable with regard to ir-
regular immigration, since the clear 
majority of such immigrants enter a 
destination country quite legally13, 
12 Golunov (2012), p. 112.

13 It is important that visa-free regimes exist between the vast 
majority of post-Soviet states.

The vast majority of people trav-
elling between the EU or China 
and the adjacent post-Soviet 
countries need visas, applica-
tion for which is generally both 
time-consuming and costly pro-
cess.

Post-Soviet co-existence and in-
terdependence borders are typi-
cally not very efficient barriers 
against smuggling and illegal 
migration. 
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and only later violate nation immi-
gration rules (i.e. by overstaying the 
terms of the entry visa). The efficien-
cy of post-Soviet borders as barriers 
against smuggling consumer goods is 
hindered both by the fact that smug-
glers use various and sophisticated 
means for concealing these goods and 
that many corrupt post-Soviet border 
guard and customs officers are com-
plicit in smuggling, sometimes with 
the support of top officials14. Further-
more, it is not always easy to sepa-
rate smuggling from so-called «ant 
trade» of small amounts of restricted 
items, commonly practiced both by 
inhabitants of borderland areas (who 
often have no other sources to earn 
significant income) and by larger en-
trepreneurs hiring “ants” in order to 
avoid responsibility for smuggling. 
Though authorities from time to time 
try to penalize cross-border shuttle 
trade, this meets with little success, 
as shuttle traders usually manage to 
invent new tactics to keep their busi-
ness both legal and profitable.15

Intensive cooperation between ad-
jacent countries’ could increase ef-
ficiency of border and customs 
controls and contribute to reducing 
the damage that this causes to law-
abiding border crossers. Yet such co-
operation with participation of post-
Soviet countries is generally not very 
stable and intensive.
14 See for example: Wikipedia (n.d.) ‘Three Whales Corruption 
Scandal”, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Whales_
Corruption_Scandal . 

15 See for example: Golunov (2012).

Actors on both sides of the border 
often have to receive the approval of 
central authorities for cross-border 
meetings and bilateral operations, 
while unilateral actions (e.g. altera-
tions in customs regimes) that dam-
age bilateral relations or cross-border 
communication are not unusual be-
tween post-Soviet borders. Yet bilat-
eral cooperation between border pro-
tection agencies in some cases is very 
close. Specifically, the Russian-Finn-
ish experience (based on numerous 
meetings and consultations, stable in-
formation exchange, work of liaison 
officers, and joint actions initiated at 
a local level) is considered to be an 
ideal model for managing the EU’s 
external border protection. In terms 
of models for close bilateral coop-
eration between border protection 
agencies, one can also look to joint 
checkpoints that abolished double 
immigration and customs controls in 
2000s: e.g. Russia, Kazakhstan, and 
Ukraine. Still, even in those cases 
cooperation, is far less close than 
between the USA and Canada for 
example, where interaction is based 
on a high level of mutual trust and 
sharing of duties to avoid doubling of 
checks when possible16.

Belarus-Russia and to some extent 
Kazakhstan-Russia borders can be 
considered integration borders. The 
first one is virtually transparent, and 
travelers or vehicles are not usually 
inspected. It is compensated by im-
migration and customs controls at 
16 See: Golunov (2009).
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other Russian and Belarusian bor-
ders. Since July 2011 there has been 
no customs control at the Russia-Ka-
zakhstan border. The process is now 
carried out at the external borders of 
the trilateral Customs Union between 
Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Russia. 
Nonetheless, border control between 
Russia and Kazakhstan remains in 
place and trains must wait at Russian 
border stations for up to two hours.

The integration of national immi-
gration and customs spaces between 
Belarus, Russia, and Kazakhstan has 
clear positive consequences: the ac-
celeration of cross-border exchange 
and reduced costs of border cross-
ings, thereby stimulating trade and 
tourism. However, as mentioned 
before, integration borders are po-
tentially vulnerable to worsening bi-
lateral relations or mutual mistrust. 
Belarus-Russia relations are not un-
problematic and conflicts concerning 
energy supplies or debts arise peri-
odically. During such conflicts, Rus-
sian officials sometimes threaten to 
restore border and customs controls, 
claiming that Belarus inadequately 
controls the movement of potentially 
dangerous immigrants from its terri-
tory to Russia17 or that it turns a blind 
17 Plugataryov, Igor (2007) ‘The Border Guard Service Has 
Discovered a New Breach That Can Be Used by Terrorists’, 
Nezavisimoye voyennoye obozreniye, 2 February, http://nvo.

eye to smuggling of some consumer 
goods from the EU. Periodically, 
Russia even establishes non-station-
ary control points at the border, but 
this has not become permanent de-
spite continuing bilateral conflicts.

It should be noted that cross-border 
cooperation is not very efficient even 
when border control is weak. The 
problem is that most post-Soviet 
countries are highly centralized and 
local authorities have no power to 
take routinely important decisions 
on international cooperation without 
waiting for approval from central au-
thorities. Though some cross-border 
regions consisting of post-Soviet 
countries’ and current EU member 
states’ provinces, or of two or more 
post-Soviet countries’ provinces did 
appear during the 1990s and 2000s, 
cooperation is generally far less in-
tensive than similar cooperation 
within the EU. Thus, an international 
border is significant not only as a 
physical barrier but also as a separa-
tion line between two cumbersome 
national bureaucratic systems that 
struggle to interact.

Thus among post-Soviet national bor-
der policies one can find almost every 
option for resolving the “security-co-
operation dilemma”: from fencing off 
a neighboring state to removing im-
migration and customs barriers and 
moving control to a union’s external 
borders. The latter option seems to be 
the optimum one, but it requires high 
ng.ru/wars/2007-02-02/1_sluzhba.html (in Russian).

Belarus-Russia and to some ex-
tent Kazakhstan-Russia borders 
can be considered integration 
borders. 
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level of mutual trust between border 
protection agencies and preferably 
stable relations between participat-
ing countries. Meanwhile, relations 
between the majority of post-Soviet 
countries are fairly unstable, and their 
border protection services are highly 
corrupt. Thus, the most realistic op-
tion seems to be interdependence 
borders protected mainly by unilat-
eral measures with medium-intensity 
cooperation on common issues (such 
as combating cross-border crime and 
synchronizing border and customs 
control regimes).

Conclusion

The choice between prioritizing bor-
der security or cross-border com-
munication is the key border policy 
dilemma. It can be solved through 
various means, each of which has its 
strengths and weaknesses depending 
on the particular problems and con-
ditions to be dealt with by the adja-
cent countries. Post-Soviet countries 
address the “security-cooperation” 
dilemma by various means, starting 
with unilateral fencing off, and fin-
ishing with integration of immigra-
tion and customs spaces and the abo-
lition of border inspections.

It is however the middle way that 
prevails: moderately and selectively 
strict immigration and customs con-
trols that are combined with diversi-
fied but not very stable and intensive 
cross-border cooperation in law en-
forcement and other domains. The 
efficiency of such cooperation is re-
duced by instability of bilateral rela-
tions, bureaucratic constraints, weak 
levels of mutual trust, and the perva-
sive corruption that affects most post-
Soviet border protection services.

Notwithstanding these constraints, it 
seems that many post-Soviet coun-
tries could take some measures to 
improve their border policies without 
damaging their national interests. 

First, law enforcement services 
should in general have sufficient-
ly wide powers to take immediate 
cross-border joint actions against 
transnational criminals without the 
approval of the respective central 
governments. This would signifi-
cantly weaken transnational criminal 
groups operating in the post-Soviet 
space; law enforcement bodies would 
be empowered to react quickly to 
changing circumstances, without 
having to interact with slowly-mov-
ing bureaucratic structures.

Second, greater efforts could be made 
to combat the corruption that both 
undermines the reliability of bor-
der protection systems and damages 
cross-border trade and tourism. The 
simplification of control procedures, 

Thus among post-Soviet nation-
al border policies one can find 
almost every option for resolv-
ing the “security-cooperation 
dilemma.”
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introduction of efficient queue man-
agement (the Estonian experience 
of “electronic queues” applied at the 
country’s border with Russia can be 
used in this case), periodical rota-
tions of border guard and customs 
officers, special operations (includ-
ing provocations of bribery) and the 
application of other internationally 
recognized anti-corruption practices 
with further monitoring of their effi-
ciency (e.g. through independent sur-
veys) could resolving the problems. 

Finally, the common problem of 
border and immigration policies 
worldwide is that the voices of bor-
der crossers are generally not heard. 
Some standard measures are taken to 
improve the situation include: intro-
ducing trust lines and other feedback 
collecting options, meetings with 
the participation of customs officers 
and cross-border entrepreneurs, etc. 
However, there are counter-practic-
es aimed at silencing complainants. 
Trust lines often do not work, com-
plaints are forwarded to their targets, 
and during joint meetings entrepre-
neurs are afraid of criticizing cus-
toms officers who can later retaliate 
by subjecting their vehicles to scru-
pulous inspection. Encouraging addi-
tional mechanisms will allow border 

crossers to be heard (e.g. via mass-
media, forums, international consult-
ing bodies with both governmental 
and non-governmental participation, 
independent field research on border-
related corruption perceptions) could 
provide valuable feedback for adja-
cent countries and border protection 
agencies. A multi-stakeholder ap-
proach to this issue could make poli-
cies more flexible, sensitive to chang-
es, and ultimately more efficient.

Finally, the common problem 
of border and immigration poli-
cies worldwide is that the voices 
of border crossers are generally 
not heard. 
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Another Last 
Eurasianist:

Davutoğlu’s	Eurasianist	Rhetoric	

This article examines the concept of Eurasianism in 
relation to Turkey’s Foreign Policy during the Ahmet 
Davutoğlu	 era.	 It	 argues	 that	 in	 the	 post-2005	 era,	
Turkey has pursued a proactive foreign policy course 

under	Davutoğlu’s	leadership,	and	that	this	foreign	policy	has	a	whiff	of	Eur-
asianism,	 even	 if	 Davutoğlu’s	 interpretation	 emphasizes	 a	 different	 aspect	
of Eurasianism with different policy implications. However, both interpreta-
tions have similar instrumentalist nature. While Classical/Neo-Eurasianists 
attempt	to	justify	Russia’s	Great	Power	status,	Davutoğlu	undertakes	to	put	
forward Turkey’s actual potential and strategic importance for the rest of the 
continent.
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Turkey is a rapidly developing 
country and the largest econo-

my in Central and Eastern Europe.1 
Thanks to its $772 billion GDP, it is 
the sixteenth biggest economy among 
the 30 OECD countries2. Much of the 
credit for this progress goes to Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and 
his government, who have gradually 
liberalized the economy since com-
ing to power in 2003. In addition to 
its economic success, Turkey has also 
come into prominence as a bridge be-
tween Europe and the Middle East, 
a strategy developed and pursued by 
Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu 
in recent years. However, it would be 
naïve to think that the ambitions of 
Davutoğlu’s Turkey are restricted to 
becoming a bridge. Given its a unique 
potential, Turkey would like to be-
come a middle power; even a region-
al power. Once an underdeveloped 
country without a significant role in 
world politics, it is now an enthusias-
tic and prominent actor in the interna-
tional arena. Turkey’s economic and 
diplomatic success over the past de-
cade has yielded impressive results.

During this time, Turkey has been 
repeatedly accused of changing its 
axis. In this sense, Davutoğlu has 
been charged with being a Neo-Ot-
tomanist and even a Eurasianist. This 
paper, following a short introduction 
to the Eurasianist school of think-
ing, will analyze the ways in which 
1 http://www.tradingeconomics.com/turkey/gdp-growth 

2 http://www.hazine.org.tr/en/index.php/turkish-economy/
output-growth 

Davutoğlu’s rhetoric overlaps with 
Eurasianist discourses.

Eurasianist School of Thought: 
Since the Beginning of the 20th Cen-
tury

Eurasianism is a political concept 
which first emerged in the 1920s 
among Russian émigrés in various 
European countries such as Poland, 
France, Bulgaria, Germany, etc. The 
main aim was to make Russia’s domi-
nation of Eurasia possible and enable 
its imperial ambitions. It would be 
logical to say that Eurasianism has 
inherited the notions of benevolent 
imperialism and Orthodox messianic 
features, and that and a ‘third way’ 
of economic development between 
capitalism and communism is pos-
sible.3 Three of the minds behind the 
school were Prince N. S. Trubetskoy, 
P. N. Savitsky, and P. P. Sucvhinsky. 
The principal fathers presented four 
principles of Eurasianism in order to 
explicitly articulate what is Eurasian-
ism. According to them, first principle 
was Anti-Westernism. At that time, 
the West was perceived, aside from 
United States of America, as Western 
Europe. In this context, the creators of 
Eurasianism eschewed Western civi-
lization and sympathized with non-
European cultures.4 The second prin-
ciple was the uniqueness of Russia 
and Russian culture. The third princi-
ple was that Eurasianism promised a 
3 http://www.eurasianet.org/departments/insight/articles/
eav080205a.shtml

4 M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism... p. 26;

http://www.tradingeconomics.com/turkey/gdp-growth
http://www.hazine.org.tr/en/index.php/turkish-economy/output-growth
http://www.hazine.org.tr/en/index.php/turkish-economy/output-growth
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third way, between capitalism and so-
cialism, liberalism and dictatorship.5 
The fourth and final principle was the 
anti-monarchist vision of Eurasian-
ism.

The Eurasianist philosophy faded with 
the death of the founding fathers, un-
til the 1990s when Lev Gumilev took 
the lead and dubbed himself as “the 
Last Eurasianist”. Gumilev provided 
a link between Classical Eurasianism 
and Neo-Eurasianism. However, un-
like Trubetskoy or Savitsky, Gumilev 
did not focus on Eurasianism or share 
Eurasianists thoughts. In fact, he criti-
cized them harshly and claimed that 
the founding fathers lacked knowl-
edge of the theory of ethnogenesis.6 
With regard to his way of handling 
the concept of Eurasian and Russian 

identity, it is undisputable that he is 
a supporter of Eurasianism. Accord-
ing to Gumilev, Eurasia is the Great 
Steppe between the Yellow river and 
the Arctic Ocean7. And like the found-
ing fathers, he took into account that 
5 D. V. Shlapentokh, ‘Russia’s Foreign Policy and Eurasianism’, 
1995,	www.eurasianet.org	[Accessed,	03	January	2009].	

6 M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism: An Ideology of Empire, 
(Washington: Woodrow Wilson Centre Press, 2008) p. 58;

7 Quoted in M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism..., p. 70.

Eurasia overlaps with the territory of 
the former Soviet Union.8

On the history of Russia, Gumilev’s 
thinking overlapped with Classi-
cal Eurasianism. He believed that 
the Mongols had had a special im-
pact on Russian statehood. Genghis 
Khan’s principles were embraced in 
the construction of a successful state 
structure. What distinguishes Gumi-
lev from the founding fathers is reli-
gion. He thought that the Orthodoxy 
was one of the determining factors in 
shaping Russian identity. Thus when 
the Golden Horde adopted Islam, the 
Mongols lost their influence.

Gumilev’s Neo-Eurasianism was 
embraced by Alexandr Dugin and 
Alexandr Panarin following the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. Henceforth 
it has been perceived as one of the 
restorationist movements of Russia. 
This slightly differentiated version of 
Classical Eurasianism assumes that 
Russia is culturally closer to Asia than 
to the West.

Contrary to Gumilev and Dugin, Pan-
arin was a more liberal and centrist 
Eurasianist. In this context, he has 
greater respect for democracy and 
8 M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism..., p. 70.

The Eurasianist philosophy fad-
ed with the death of the found-
ing fathers, until the 1990s 
when Lev Gumilev took the lead 
and dubbed himself as “the Last 
Eurasianist”. 

Gumilev’s Neo-Eurasianism 
was embraced by Alexandr Dugin 
and Alexandr Panarin following 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

http://www.eurasianet.org
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human rights.9 Furthermore, Laruelle 
alleges that many Russian scholars 
consider Panarin intellectually supe-
rior to Dugin,10 though Dugin is one 
of the most prolific Eurasianists. His 
most popular book is The Founda-
tions of Geopolitics: Russia’s Geo-
political Future (1997). In this book 
it is clear that Dugin, who perceives 
himself as a geo-politician, has been 
influenced by the great geopoliticians 
such as Friedrcih Ratzel (1844-1904), 
Karl Haushofer (1869-1946), Fried-
rich Naumann (1860-1919), and Sir 
Halford Mackinder (1861-1947).11 

In his book, Dugin divides the world 
into four civilizational zones/poles: 
the Anglo-American zone, the Euro-
African zone, the Pan-Eurasian zone, 
and the Pacific-Far East zone. Ac-
cording to Dugin, these zones coun-
terbalance each other. The reason 
Dugin proposes these divisions is to 
counter-balance and indeed halt the 
globalization process and spread of 
American hegemony: he believes 
that the most important enemy of all 
nation-states is the United States of 
9 A. P. Tsygankov, ‘Hard-Line Eurasianism and Russia’s 
Contending Geopolitical Perspectives’, East European 
Quarterly, 32 (1998), 315-334 (p. 331). 

10 M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism..., p. 86.

11 V. Yasmann, ‘Red Religion: An Ideology of Neo-Messianic 
Russian Fundamentalism’, Demokratizatsiya, 1 (1993), 20-38, 
(p. 22)..

America. Opposition to the West or 
the United States can also be found in 
Gumilev and Panarin.

Gumilev declares that:

“The Turks and the Mongols 
can be genuine friends, but 
the English, the French and 
the Germans, I am convinced, 
can only be cunning exploit-
ers... Let me tell you a secret: If 
Russia will be saved, then only 
as a Eurasian power, and only 
through Eurasianism”, because 
“harm has always come to us 
from the West”.12

According to Panarin, the West was 
the exploiter of human rights and 
source of oppression. Panarin be-
lieved that the US poses a risk not 
only to Russia but also to the rest of 
the world. The development of a uni-
polar world, therefore, must be pre-
vented. 

Eurasianist school of thought was 
introduced to Turkey’s intelligentsia 
during the post-Cold War era. As 
some argues that Eurasianism is a 
left-wing conception of national fas-
cism, this school has been welcomed 
by several groups from left-wing and 
right-wing in Turkey. That is why; 
Turkey’s intellectual circles have by 
and large named Eurasianists in Tur-
key as Ulusalcı.	

12 Quoted in M. Laruelle, Russian Eurasianism..., p. 73.

Eurasianist school of thought 
was introduced to Turkey’s in-
telligentsia during the post-Cold 
War era. 
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Davutoğlu’s Way of Thinking:                     
A Hint of Eurasianism

Following the November 2002 elec-
tions, Davutoğlu was appointed as 
Chief Adviser to the Prime Minister 
and Ambassador at large by the 58th 
Government of the Republic of Tur-
key. He continued to serve in the 59th 
and 60th Governments. On May 1, 
2009 he was appointed as the Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs of the 60th Gov-
ernment of the Republic of Turkey.13

Professor Ahmet Davutoğlu owes 
his reputation to his book “Strategic 
Depth: Turkey’s International Posi-
tion”. Davutoğlu’s masterpiece is 
one of the works that has inspired the 
masses and influenced small but pow-
erful elites, and changed the world by 
causing shifts in mind-sets and para-
digms.14 In his book Davutoğlu claims 
that the consolidation of political and 
economic stability would enable Tur-
key to play a peace-promoting role 
in neighboring regions. His strategic 
depth concept in order to help Turkey 
transition from being a peripheral ac-
tor in world politics to a central one 
features two elements: geopolitical 
and historical-cultural inheritance. 
These are the main components that 
differentiate Turkey from its neigh-
bors.15

13 http://www.mfa.gov.tr/ahmet-davutoglu.en.mfa

14 http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-EdContributors/Article.
aspx?id=283825

15	B.	Aras,	“Davutoğlu	Era	in	Turkish	Foreign	Policy”,	SETA	
Policy Brief, No. 32, May 2009; J. W. Walker, “Introduction: 
The	Sources	of	Turkish	Grand	Strategy	–	‘Strategic	Depth’	and	
‘Zero-Problems’ in Context”, http://www2.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/

Davutoğlu conceptualizes his stra-
tegic depth doctrine through four 
principles: “A secure neighborhood 
based on a common understanding of 
security, pro-active, high-level politi-
cal dialogue with all neighbors, fos-
tering regional economic interdepen-
dence and finally, promoting “multi-
cultural, multi-sectarian peace and 
harmony.”16

Under the light of this way of think-
ing, Davutoğlu has been repeatedly 
criticized as being Neo-Ottomanist 
or Eurasianist, even if he has rejected 
the claims at every turn. Yet the whiff 
of Eurasianism can be identified in 
his discourses and actions. In order 
to prove this claim, five indicators are 
presented below:

Indicator 1

On 24th November 2009, Davutoğlu 
said that 

“Former U.S. President Bill 
Clinton asked me why Turkey 
is actively dealing with the re-
gional problems; I answered, 
‘Draw a circle with a diame-
ter of 1000 km around Turkey 
and 20 states will fall into it. 
Then draw one with a diam-
eter of 3000 km and 70 states 
will fall within. If we draw a 

publications/reports/pdf/SR007/introduction.pdf,	 [Accessed	 on	
04/04/2012].

16	A.	Davutoğlu,	Keynote	Speech,	Turkey’s	Foreign	Policy	 in	
a Changing World: Old Alignments and New Neighbourhoods,  
International	Conference,	Oxford	University,	30	April	–	02	May	
2010, p. 9.

http://www2.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/publications/reports/pdf/SR007/introduction.pdf
http://www2.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/publications/reports/pdf/SR007/introduction.pdf
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similar circle around the US, 
how many states would fall 
into that? In this sense, of 
course Turkey will continue 
dealing with the problems of 
our neighbors.”17

This discourse explicitly reflects Eur-
asianist thinking. From Panarin’s per-
spective, ethnic nationalism should 
be condemned, as it is a product of 
Europe’s pagan sentiment. In this 
regard, states in Eurasia should deal 
with each other’s problems regardless 
of religion, race, color, creed, nation-
ality, social status, etc. At first glance, 
Davutoğlu’s and Panarin’s approach-
es overlap, but this is insufficient evi-
dence for the claim that Davutoğlu 
pursues a Eurasianist foreign policy 
understanding. 

Indicator 2

Yet, there are other factors that indi-
cate that Davutoğlu has embraced an 
element of Eurasianist thinking. For 
instance, Davutoğlu alleges that Tur-
key is a “central country with multi-
ple regional identities that cannot be 
reduced to one unified character.”18 
That is why “in terms of its area of 
influence, Turkey is a Middle Eastern, 
Balkan, Caucasian, Central Asian, 
Caspian, Mediterranean, Gulf, and 
Black Sea country”.19

17 http://www.haber7.com/haber/20091124/Ahmet-Davutoglu-
Evet-yeni-Osmanliyiz.php

18	 A.	 Davutoğlu,	 ‘Turkey’s	 Foreign	 Policy	 Vision:	 An	
Assessment of 2007’ Insight Turkey, 10 (2008), 77-96 (p. 78).

19	A.	Davutoğlu,	‘Turkey’s	Foreign	Policy	Vision:…”,	p.	79.

In this regard, Turkey is relatively 
economically and politically stable, 
making it a viable international actor 
in the regions. In this context, while 
the incumbent Government wants to 
exert political, economic, and cultural 
influence within the formerly Otto-
man lands, it also strives to open up 
a new horizon by improving its rela-
tions with the states from the Yellow 
Sea to Latin America.

These kinds of aims and policies 
seem like a small-scale Eurasianist vi-
sion, especially building relationships 
with both the Western and the East-
ern World. In addition, even it may 
be alleged that AKP’s foreign policy 
stance in the post-2005 era represents 

the transition from Western-oriented 
to Eastern-oriented, or as Ziya Öniş’s 
calls it, “soft Euro-Asianism”.20 Hav-
20	Z.	Öniş	and	S.	Yılmaz,	‘Between	Europeanization	and	Euro-
Asianism: Foreign Policy Activism in Turkey during the AKP 
Era’, Turkish Studies, 10 (2009), 7-24 (p. 13).

Davutoğlu alleges that Turkey is 
a “central country with multiple 
regional identities that cannot 
be reduced to one unified char-
acter.”

AKP’s foreign policy stance in 
the post-2005 era represents the 
transition from Western-orient-
ed to Eastern-oriented, or as 
Ziya Öniş’s calls it, “soft Euro-
Asianism”.  
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ing said that, Öniş defines his soft 
Euro-Asianism approach as “foreign 
policy activism is pursued with re-
spect to all neighboring regions but 
with no firm EU axis as was previ-
ously the case.”21

Indicator 3

While Eurasianists attribute impor-
tance to the geopolitical location of 
Russia, Davutoğlu also puts forward 
the uniqueness of Turkey and its posi-
tion. According to N. S. Trubetskoy, 
“The territory of Russia ... constitutes 
a separate continent ... which in con-
trast to Europe and Asia can be called 
Eurasia ... Eurasia represents an inte-
gral whole, both geographically and 
anthropologically”.22 And, this sepa-
rate continent was a self-contained 
geographical entity whose boundaries 
coincided roughly with those of the 
Russian Empire in 1914.23

Similarly, by alleging that Turkey 
cannot be “explained” geographically 
or culturally by associating it with a 
single region, Davutoğlu seeks to em-
phasize the geographical significance 
of Turkey:

Turkey’s geography gives it a 
specific central country status, 
which differs from other cen-

21	Z.	Öniş	and	S.	Yılmaz,	‘Between	Europeanization	and	Euro-
Asianism:…”,	p.	13.

22 Quoted in S. Wiederkehr, ‘Forging a Concept: ‘Eurasia’ in 
Classical Eurasianism’, Annual Soyuz Symposium at Princeton 
University, (2007a), p.1.

23 C. J. Halperin, ‘George Vernadsky, Eurasianism, the 
Mongols, and Russia’, Slavic Review, 41 (1982), 477-493, (p. 
481).

tral countries. For example, 
Germany is a central country 
in Central Europe, which is far 
from Asia and Africa. Russia 
is another central country in 
the lands of Europe and Asia, 
which is far from Africa. Iran 
is a central country in Asia, 
which is far from Europe 
and Africa. Taking a broader, 
global view, Turkey holds an 
optimal place in the sense that 
it is both an Asian and Euro-
pean country and is also close 
to Africa through the East-
ern Mediterranean. A central 
country with such an optimal 
geographic location cannot 
define itself in a defensive 
manner. It should be seen nei-
ther as a bridge country which 
only connects two points, nor 
a frontier country, nor indeed 
as an ordinary country, which 
sits at the edge of the Muslim 
world or the West.24

Obviously, this is a Turkish interpre-
tation of Eurasianism, with a clear 
emphasis on Turkey’s centrality.

Indicator 4

In a speech on February 4th, 2010, 
Davutoğlu proclaimed:

“Eurasia is passing a very 
critical threshold and a new 
vision is necessary in evaluat-
ing the region. The first [step] 

24	A.	Davutoğlu,	‘Turkey’s	Foreign	Policy	Vision:…”,	p.	78.
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is that uncertainties should 
be removed and political dia-
logue should be heightened. 
Secondly, Eurasia is the re-
gion where international eco-
nomic politics takes shape; 
if it is neglected, the EU, 
Chinese or Indian economic 
bases cannot interact with 
one another… Ankara favors 
activating dialogue channels 
on the highest level and es-
tablishing permanent mecha-
nisms as exemplified by re-
cent Turkish-Russian plans to 
establish a high-level strate-
gic council… We would like 
to see more political dialogue 
and more political coopera-
tion. No country can live iso-
lated. There is a need for more 
integration and more dialogue 
when there is a problem. We 
want to spread our policy of 
zero problems and maximum 
cooperation with neighbors 
to Eurasia… We need to re-
move the barriers between us. 
People should move freely. 
Currently Turkey and Russia 
are working on lifting visa 
requirements for each other’s 
citizens… We want such an 
approach in Eurasia based 
on self-confidence, political 
dialogue and economic inter-
action. We see the fate of this 
region as our fate and as the 
fate of humanity.”25

25 http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/default.
aspx?pageid=438&n=fm-calls-for-more-political-dialogue-in-

This is the basis of what the Classical 
Eurasianists wanted to establish via a 
Eurasian Union. According to them, 
Eurasianism provided a theoretical 
structure to prevent the collapse of 
the Russian Empire. In the event of 
its collapse, the theory sought to build 
a new nation encompassing the whole 
Eurasian people under a single Eur-
asian state. This state would have a 
unique culture reflecting the charac-
teristics of whole Turanian races (The 
‘Turanian’ nations include, according 
to the Eurasians, the Finno-Ugric na-
tions, Samoyeds, Turks – including 
Ottoman Turks, various Tatars, Bash-
kirs, Turkmen, Kirgiz, Yakuts, Chu-
vash, a few extinct peoples such as 
Khazars, Bulgars, Polovtsy, Ugurians 
and, finally, Mongols and Manchuri-
ans), instead of the Russian element. 
In this vein, as Davutoğlu points out, 
an increase in political dialogue, eco-
nomic interdependence and cultural 
interaction would constitute the pri-
mary phase of founding the Union.

Indicator 5

On the other hand, Davutoğlu’s call 
for a Eurasian Union is an unques-
tionable indication of the element 
of Eurasianism in his thinking. This 
call has been a touchstone in terms of 
evaluating the dynamics of Turkish 
foreign policy. On February 5th, 2010 
Davutoğlu stated: 

“There is a need to embark on a 
new vision in order to have the 

eurasia-2010-02-04



 V
ol

.2
 • 

N
o.

3 
• A

ut
um

n 
 2

01
2

109 

Eurasia region regain its histor-
ical importance… If peace and 
welfare do not reign in Eurasia, 
it is not possible to make peace 
and welfare reign in the world, 
either. This region can export 
peace and welfare to the rest of 
the world… The western and 
eastern ends of Eurasia should 
be reconnected…”26

Conclusion

This article has argued that 
Davutoğlu’s interpretation of Eur-
asianism has been instrumental: how 
to reap the maximum benefits by uti-
lizing Turkey’s unique properties, 
located in a unique geopolitical posi-
tion, and with deep historical connec-
tions with Eurasian countries. His way 
of thinking should not be understood 
merely in terms of a factual statement 
regarding its location in Europe and 
Asia or of an axis shifting from West 
to East. It should be understood as a 
justification of Turkey’s claim to in-
ternational status with a commensura-
ble role in global and regional affairs.

Despite claims that Davutoğlu’s way 
of thinking represents Neo-Ottoman-
ism or a shifting axis for Turkey, it is 
safe to say that Davutoğlu shares a 
number of perspectives with the Eur-
asianists. Even if he cannot be dubbed 
“Another ‘Last’ Eurasianist”, his ap-
proach is closer to the Eurasianism 
than Neo-Ottomanism.

26 http://www.todayszaman.com/tz-web/news-200653-102-
davutoglu-calls-for-eurasian-union.html
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Germany’s 
Ostpolitik & 

Russia’s Near 
Abroad Policy: 

Values, Interests & Beyond 

The paper analyzes the Ostpolitik of Germany and the 
near abroad policy of Russia, both of which are the key 
countries	in	shaping	developments	within	the	EU–Rus-
sia common neighborhood.  The author argues that a 

number of German initiatives have acted as a spur for projects aimed at en-
gaging Russia in pan-European affairs, citing the example of former Russian 
President Dmitry Medvedev’s plea for a European Security Treaty, following 
which Germany proposed the Meseberg Initiative, which created a Russian 
–	EU	security	dialogue	towards	the	joint	resolution	of	the	conflict	in	Trans-
niestria. 

The author then draws a comparison between the policies of the two coun-
tries,	concluding	that	the	German	foreign	policy	machinery	–	unlike	the	Rus-
sian	-	contains	a	number	of	semi-official	institutions	that	are	widely	used	for	
formulating policy changes and delivering new messages to other countries. 
Berlin has undertaken the rather serious challenge posed by the Russian-led 
projects aimed at reintegrating the largest post-Soviet states, and appears to 
be willing to act more pro-actively and take maximum advantage of the key 
Russian weakness, namely the complete lack of a normative appeal in its poli-
cies toward its neighbors.

Andrey 
Makarychev*
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Explanations of disconnections 
and miscommunications between 

Russia and the key EU member 
states in the post-Soviet region vary 
and depend upon actors’ pre-existing 
(dis)positions. As seen from the Eu-
ropean perspective, the key problem 
is the politicized and even ideolo-
gized grand project that Moscow is 
pursuing in the area it has dubbed 
its “near abroad”, and the bargain-
ing for spheres-of-influence. Yet in 
Moscow’s eyes, the situation is ex-
actly the opposite: it is the EU that 
is imposing its ideological vision on 
Russia’s neighbors, while Russia it-
self is driven by the pursuance of mu-
tual gains based on the compatibility 
of material interests with its closest 
Eurasian partners.

Both explications seem to oversim-
plify the situation. The question of 
why Russia and the EU (member 
states) have so far failed to develop 
joint approaches to their common 
neighborhood is very much related to 
another question, namely how con-
sistent and coherent the policies of 
Russia and the EU (member states) 
are. It is within this context that I will 
compare Russia’s near abroad policy 
and Germany’s Ostpolitik. This com-
parison is justified by Berlin’s crucial 
role in shaping the policies of the en-
tire EU towards its Eurasian neigh-
bors.

I will argue first that Germany’s 
eastern policy is split between two 
major platforms – one is normative 

(value-based), and the other is inter-
est-based. The first platform is much 
more homogenous due to the struc-
ture of the value discourse, which 
relies on a set of norms more or less 
uniformly accepted by its proponents 
(democracy, human rights, freedom 
of speech, free election, independent 
judiciary, etc.) This is not the case of 
the interest-based discourse, which, 
as always happens as soon as real-
ist interpretations encounter specific 
policy prescriptions, is split between 
two factions. One argues that it is in 
Germany’s best interests to prioritize 
its relations with Russia (even at the 
expense of attention to its neighbors’ 
problems), while the other faction 
claims that priority must be given to 
the opposite strategy, that is, halting 
the construction of Germany’s Ost-
politik through the prism of the “Rus-
sia first” approach.   

Secondly, a similar split between 
“pragmatics” and “ideologues” is 
to some extent part of Russia’s dis-
course on the near abroad. Yet Rus-
sia’s version of a value-based policy 
– mostly exemplified by different 
versions of civilizational discourse - 
only serves to alienate it from both 
Europe and most of its neighbors. As 
far as the proponents of an interest-
based vision of Russia’s policy are 

Germany’s eastern policy is split 
between two major platforms – 
one is normative (value-based), 
and the other is interest-based. 
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concerned, their alleged realism is 
vulnerable in two senses: it seems 
unable to properly conceptualize and 
operationalize Russian interests in 
the neighboring areas, and underes-
timates the potential for conflict be-
tween interest-based policies pursued 
by competing actors.

Germany, Russia and the EU-Rus-
sia Common Neighborhood

Germany and Russia are the key 
countries whose policies shape de-
velopments within the EU–Russia 
common neighborhood. A number 
of German initiatives have acted as 
a spur for projects aimed at engag-
ing Russia in pan-European affairs. 
In response to Dmitry Medvedev’s 
plea for a European Security Treaty, 
Berlin came up with the Meseberg 
Initiative, which sought to link the 
Russian–EU security dialogue to-
ward the joint resolution of the con-
flict in Transniestria. It was Berlin’s 
idea to launch a program known as 
the EU–Russia Partnership for Mod-
ernization. Berlin also is the driving 
force behind the development of the 
concept of the “trialogue” – a (still 
unrealized) policy forum for govern-
ments and public policy groups from 
Germany, Poland and Russia. Should 
these concepts and ideas be imple-
mented, they would without a doubt 
drastically improve the political cli-
mate in the EU–Russia common 
neighborhood.

Yet unfortunately this is not the 
case. The return of Vladimir Putin 
to his third presidency has increased 
alienation in bilateral relations and 
sparked disillusionment and reduced 
interest in fostering cooperation from 
the German side.1 What Russia and 
Germany share is unfulfilled (or 
perhaps simply unrealistic) expecta-
tions. Indeed, intensive discourse on 
Russia’s European vocation has not 
been fruitful in the way that many in 
Berlin (or Brussels) expected. Trade 
and economic interdependence, es-
pecially in the energy sector, does 
not automatically translate to po-
litical cooperation, as anticipated by 
the Kremlin. Berlin’s understanding 
of Russia’s possible contribution to 
the stabilization of some regions in 
Eurasia does not extend to accept-
ing Russia’s spheres of interests. This 
may sound quite pessimistic, but 
skepticism is exactly the feeling that 
dominates the current German debate 
on Russia. Germany has lost confi-
dence in Russian leadership, which 
has emptied the “strategic partner-
ship” of meaning. 
1	Stefan	Meister.	An	Alienated	Partnership.	German	–	Russian	
Relations after Putin’s Return. Helsinki: the Finnish 
Institute	of	International	Affairs,	FIIA	Briefing	Paper	105,	May	
2012. p.2.

Berlin’s understanding of Rus-
sia’s possible contribution to the 
stabilization of some regions in 
Eurasia does not extend to ac-
cepting Russia’s spheres of in-
terests. 
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Many German experts believe that 
Moscow is losing Berlin as its key 
advocate in Europe. The German po-
litical class is frustrated by the lack of 
positive news from Moscow. Russia 
is not a personal priority for Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel or President 
Joachim Gauk, who are reluctant to 
engage in talks with the Kremlin. For 
most German companies, Gazprom 
as a business partner is viewed as in-
flexible as the Kremlin is for diplo-
mats. Many areas declared as compo-
nents of bilateral relations are in real-
ity simulacra – this is the case with 
the “legal dialogue” between Russia 
and Germany, as well as with the “di-
alogue between civil societies”, nei-
ther of which make any sense unless 
Russia wants to learn from European 
experiences. Wishful thinking does 
not work, and this has to be recog-
nized by all parties. Perhaps, instead 
of a strategic partnership, Russia 
and Germany should take a strategic 
pause in their relations.

Germany: Divergent Approaches 
to the East

In Germany there is a split between 
value-based and interest-based com-
munities; the challenge for the fed-
eral government is to find a balance 
between them.

The value-based camp posits that 
Germany’s priorities lie in the politi-
cal domain, and Berlin must more be 
more robust in raising the issues of 
democracy and human rights when 
talking to the Kremlin. The resilience 
of such an approach is explained by 
the eagerness of the German diplo-
macy after the reunification “to break 
from a realpolitik conception of for-
eign policy as a pursuit of national in-
terest based on power, and to embrace 
instead ideals built on multilateral 
cooperation and institution-building” 
which gave Germany a “post-sov-
ereign identity”2.  Adhering to a set 
of European values was for decades 
the key priority of Germany’s foreign 
policy, while the concept of national 
interest was marginalized as having 
unwelcome connotations with Ger-
many’s Sonderweg. 

Proponents of interest-driven Ost-
politik, on the contrary, claim that an 
interest-based framework is the most 
instrumental for understanding both 
developments within the post-Soviet 
area and the policies of other major 
powers (China, Russia, Turkey, Iran, 
the United States) across Eurasia. 
However, the Realpolitik camp does 
not speak with a single voice. Within 
the interest-based group of experts 
there is a split between supporters of 
a “Russia first” policy, and their op-
ponents who deem that it is in Ger-
many’s national interests to foster 
cooperation with other post-Soviet 
2 Scott Erb. German Foreign Policy. Navigating a New Era. 
Boulder & London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003. p.3.

The German political class is 
frustrated by the lack of positive 
news from Moscow. 
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countries. These are two different 
manifestations of German national 
interests.  

Advocates of the “Russia first” poli-
cy are certain that Germany benefits 
a great deal from Russia’s energy 
supplies, and that the only problem in 
bilateral relations is unfortunate but 
salvageable miscommunication. This 
group – represented for example, by 
Alexander Rahr, are reluctant to pub-
licly discuss the most problematic 
issues of governance in Russia (cor-
ruption, lack of state – civil society 
dialogue, etc.), and prefer to focus on 
pragmatic issues (trade, investments, 
and security).   

Those preferring to focus on Russia’s 
neighbors challenge these assump-
tions. As Stefan Meister, one of the 

key proponents of this approach in 
Germany, put it, the German goal in 
Eurasia is to transport energy resourc-
es from the Caspian Sea to Europe, 
skipping Russia’s brinkmanship. The 
South Caucasus plays the key role in 
implementing this project. Yet Ger-
many, in Meister’s view, keeps a low 
profile in South Caucasus, and Ger-

man actions here are too focused on 
Russia, which prevents Berlin from 
developing a policy of its own aimed, 
among other priorities, at emancipat-
ing the common neighborhood states 
from Russian domination. In Meis-
ter’s opinion, Germany is capable 
of playing a much-needed role of a 
speaker and a lobbyist for the Cauca-
sian countries at the EU level – per-
haps the same way as France plays 
the role of an advocate of Mediterra-

nean states in Brussels. 

The realist logic entails an inevitable 
differentiation between the countries 
of the South Caucasus. Armenia is 
viewed as isolated and too dependent 
upon Russia both economically and 
militarily, and lacks a strong and vi-
able economic appeal. Georgia has 
discredited itself in the West and 
cannot be considered as an effective 
security partner. In Meister’s view, 
the most important Caucasian coun-
try is Azerbaijan, possessing vast re-
sources in the Caspian Sea and open 
to constructively engage with Eu-
rope.3 Azerbaijan deserves a special 
3 Stefan Meister. Mehr Verantwortung, bitte. Warum die EU 

Advocates of the “Russia first” 
policy are certain that Germany 
benefits a great deal from Rus-
sia’s energy supplies, and that 
the only problem in bilateral 
relations is unfortunate but sal-
vageable miscommunication. 

The realist logic entails an in-
evitable differentiation between 
the countries of the South Cau-
casus. Armenia is viewed as iso-
lated and too dependent upon 
Russia both economically and 
militarily, and lacks a strong 
and viable economic appeal. 
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partnership with the EU, since it is 
the key to Europe’s access to Central 
Asian energy resources and to the 
success of South Energy Corridor.4

For realists, humanitarian or ethical 
issues are important only if they do 
not impede cooperation in the most 
lucrative economic spheres. In their 
view, the EU must “export security, 
stability and economic prosperity 
rather than democracy to its Southern 
and Eastern neighbors”.5 Thus, there 
was too much focus by the EU on 
the Yulia Timoshenko affair, which 
ultimately brought EU policies to-
ward Ukraine to a dead end. In fact, 
German realists reduce the norma-
tive and political issues to economic 
calculations – pretty much the same 
way as their Russian colleagues do, 
looking at the EU mostly through the 
prism of financial interests. 

Yet a Russia committed to the corpo-
rate logic of profit-making does not 
become closer to Germany – quite 
the contrary. The key complaint 
many German experts address to 
Moscow is that it “does not see the 
post-Soviet conflicts as a threat to its 
security, but as a means to maintain 
its influence”.6 Indeed, it is Moscow 
eine kohaerente Sudkaukasus-Strategie braucht, Internationale 
Politik,	November	–	Dezember	2010.	pp.	97-101.

4 Stefan Meister. Recalibrating Germany’s and EU’s Policy in 
the South Caucasus. Berlin: DGAPanalyse, N 2, July 2010. 
p.7.

5 Tanja Borzel and Vera Hullen. Good Governance and Bad 
Neighbors? The Limits of the Transformative Power of Europe. 
Berlin: Free University, KFG Working Paper N 35, December 
2011. p.17.

6	Stefan	Meister.	A	New	Start	for	Russian	–	EU	Security	Policy?	

that supports the two break-away 
Georgian territories, Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, hinders negotiations 
on Transniesrtia by insisting to keep 
its troops there until a final solution 
to the conflict can be found, and sup-
plies Armenia with weaponry that 
undermines international mediation 
efforts in the conflict on Nagorno-
Karabakh. 

These hot points reveal the degree 
of politicization and securitization 
inherent in the German realist dis-
course. Its proponents openly state 
that there are political motives be-
hind energy transportation projects 
skipping Russia and Iran7. Meister 
suggests that Berlin ought to be ready 
for a clash with Russia in conflicts 
like Transniestria. 

Opponents of the “Russia first” ap-
proach seem to offer a rather cohe-
sive version of alternative to the cur-
rent German diplomacy in Eurasia. 
Yet one of the key problems for this 
type of discourse is its eagerness to 
combine the model of Germany as 
a trade state with substantial norma-
Berlin: Stiftung Genshagen, Genshagener Papiere, N 7, July 
2011. p.17.

7 Meister and Vietor. Op.cit. p.346. 

The key complaint many Ger-
man experts address to Mos-
cow is that it “does not see the 
post-Soviet conflicts as a threat 
to its security, but as a means to 
maintain its influence”.
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tive orientation as exemplified, for 
example, in appeals to foster Ukrai-
nian reforms.8 German realist experts 
call the EU to commit itself more 
strongly in the Caucasus “beyond the 
development of energy relations”9 
and thus get involved in transfer-
ring good governance practices and 
fostering communication with non-
governmental organizations. Yet this 
normativity is of a very limited, se-
lective and utilitarian sort: it applies 
on a country-specific basis and resists 
excessive generalizations. 

Another problem is that the realist 
logic seems to indirectly justify pre-
cisely the policies of Russia which it 
lambasts: in Meister’s opinion, the 
hypothetical resolution of post-So-
viet conflicts would lead to a loss of 
Russia’s power in the entire region10. 
This is exactly how Russian adher-
ents of Realpolitik think, and this is 
exactly what hinders the win-win so-
lutions in the common neighborhood 
area. 

8 Stefan Meister. Nach der Wahl ist vor der Wahl: Die Ukraine 
vor der Parlamentswahl. Deutsche Beratergruppe Newsletter, 
Ausgabe 50, Oktober 2012.

9 Stefan Meister and Marcel Vietor. Southern Gas Corridor 
and	South	Caucasus…	p.351.

10	Stefan	Meister.	A	New	Start…	p.17.

Russia: Self-ascribed Values, Un-
certain Interests

Though Russian discourse is also 
split along the values vs. interests 
lines, the content of key arguments 
looks drastically different.

Value-based approaches - The West-
ern normativity is often portrayed as 
inimical to Russia. As Vadim Tsym-
bursky argued11, “the stronger the 
economic self-sufficiency of Russia 
grows, the more likely it will be an 
object of destructive force projec-
tion under the guise of human rights, 
minority rights, or Central Asian 
drug-dealers right”.  This quotation, 
which deliberately mocks the Euro-
pean normative signifiers, is illustra-
tive of Russia’s anticipated margin-
alization in the Western normative 
order, its unalienable otherness and 
consequent loss of its subjectivity in 
a world dominated by “the wealthy 
West”.

Yet Russia not only displays its ir-
ritation as to the European liberal 
discourse, but is eager to articulate 
its own value-based approaches that 
are more ideological than normative. 
Thus, Eurasianism is dubbed an “ide-
ology” which presupposes Russia’s 
turning towards its Asian neighbors 
on the basis of allegedly common 
worldviews. This is a good example 
of such a narrative: “China won’t pre-
fer Russian railways to sea transpor-
11 Vadim Tsymbursky. Eto tvoi posledniy geokulturniy vybor, 
Rossiya? “Polis” journal portal, available at http://www.
politstudies.ru/universum/esse/7zmb.htm#14

Opponents of the “Russia first” 
approach seem to offer a rather 
cohesive version of alternative 
to the current German diploma-
cy in Eurasia. 
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tation routes only because it is faster 
and cheaper; Chechens won’t stop 
jihad only because it is more lucra-
tive to do business in Russia; Islamic 
investments won’t go to Russia only 
because of the chance to make profit. 
Russia has to make its own – inde-
pendent from Europe and the United 
States - civilizational choice to shape 
its policies for decades to come”.12

Unlike European normativity, the 
Russian mix of civilizational and ide-
ological discourses does not entail in-
stitutional effects and thus essentially 
remains in the sphere of rhetorical 
exercises. Russian value discourse is 
a set of self-perceptions rather than 
an agenda to be shared by – or within 
- a certain community of states. This 
discourse is not only Russia-focused, 
but also overtly exclusive (as op-
posed to European normative inclu-
siveness). Thus, the head of the Rus-
sian Institute for Strategic Studies – 
funded by the government – claims 
that the Russians are only those who 
share Orthodox ideals of clemency 
and integrity. Russia’s tsarist regime 
was, in his interpretation, au authen-
tic form of democracy worth of resto-
ration. He obviously favors “Russian 
nationalism’s mission to keep the 
light of Jesus in the soul and bring it 
to others”, and dubs Russia’s “loss” 
of Kiev, Sebastopol and Chernigov as 
“absurd” 13. It is obvious what kind 
12 Yaroslava Zabello et al. Tsivilizatsionniy vybor Rossii, 
Otechestvennie Zapiski, N 5, 2003. Available at http://www.
strana-oz.ru/2003/5/civilizacionnyy-vybor-rossii 

13 Piotr Mutatuli and Leonid Reshetnikov. Rossiya, vstan’ i 
vozvyshaisia! Problemy natsionalnoi strategii, N 2 (11), 2012. 

of repercussions in Russia’s “near 
abroad” countries these revisionist 
and retrograde statements may en-
tail. One can’t but agree with Sergey 
Karaganov’s regrets about Russia’s 
inability and unwillingness to live as 
all others and, therefore, to become a 
normal country.14

What complicates the situation is that 
some of seemingly ideological depar-
tures practiced by the Kremlin rep-
resent what might be deemed “fake 
discourses” since they often lack au-
thenticity and intellectual rigor. Thus, 
Vladimir Yakunin, the head of Rus-
sian Railways and a sharp challenger 
of the Western hegemony, has recently 
welcomed opening Russian transpor-
tation infrastructure to NATO cargo. 
This U-turn clearly illustrates the fact 
that post-political pragmatism always 
trumps ideological or pseudo-ideolo-
gized schemes as soon as the elite’s 
material interests are concerned.

      
Pp.	 12-26.	 Available	 at	 http://www.riss.ru/upload/tfi/138/05_
Мультатули,%20Решетников.pdf

14 Sergey Karaganov. Sila ot bessilia. «Russia in Global 
Politics» portal, October 14, 2012, available at http://www.
globalaffairs.ru/pubcol/Sila-ot-bessiliya-15666

Unlike European normativity, 
the Russian mix of civilizational 
and ideological discourses does 
not entail institutional effects 
and thus essentially remains in 
the sphere of rhetorical exer-
cises. 
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Interest-based approaches- It is typ-
ical to assume that Russia’s foreign 
policy approach has a realist back-
ground. While the EU stresses that 
the development of common values 
is essential as a basis for success-
ful cooperation, Russia puts a great 
deal of emphasis on the importance 
of interests and spheres of influence. 
The concept of multipolarity, the core 
element of Russian foreign policy 
philosophy, is of realist pedigree. 
Other realist concepts, like balance-
of-power, or “concert of great pow-
ers” are not acknowledged publicly, 
but do play their roles in the Russian 
diplomatic and expert circles.

Arguably, Russia relies on a defen-
sive version of realism, with survival 
– rather than power maximization 
– at its core. In the Kremlin’s world 
outlook, there is always a place for 
Self – Other distinctions, including 
the artificially constructed enemies 
as incarnations of radical alterity. The 
Kremlin views unipolarity not as a 
purely structural phenomenon, but as 
a direct effect of the U.S. force-based 
policies.

Yet the key problem with the Russian 
realism is that the concept of national 
interests remains vague and fuzzy. 
National interest is one of the most 
politicized concepts in international 

relations vocabulary, for two reasons. 
First, the conceptualization of nation-
al interests is a discursive process that 
involves many “floating signifiers” 
open to dissimilar interpretations, 
and thus necessarily involves debates 
between different political platforms. 
Secondly, the content of national in-
terest can’t be derived from objective 
factors lying beyond political debate 
(such as geography, for example) 
and thus is directly linked to – if 
not defined by – the deeply politi-
cal (though changeable) distinctions 
between friends and enemies. Think-
ing in terms of national interests thus 
usually implies political choices be-
tween different alternatives. 

On each of the two accounts Russia’s 
understanding of national interest 
looks deficient. The hegemonic dis-
course of the Kremlin tries to depolit-
icize the concept of national interests 
by deriving them from geographical, 
cultural, historical or civilizational 
matters, which in the Kremlin-spon-
sored discourse feature as “evident” 
and requiring no debate. In the mean-
time, the Kremlin’s technocratic 
mentality prevents it from develop-
ing normative relations of friend-
ship – especially with neighboring 
countries. Russia, in fact, has never 
displayed a sense of deep respect for 

Yet the key problem with the 
Russian realism is that the con-
cept of national interests re-
mains vague and fuzzy. 

It is typical to assume that Rus-
sia’s foreign policy approach 
has a realist background.
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its neighbors, despite political rheto-
ric. Pro-Kremlin experts see Russia’s 
neighborhood as consisting of states 
overloaded by historical and even 
psychological complexes15, lacking 
political subjectivity and sovereign 
qualities, economically unviable and 
prone to anti-Russian nationalism.16 
This makes them, as the head of the 
CIS Study Section of the Russian 
Diplomatic Academy has declared, 
objects of malign influence and pres-
sure from Europe, which Russia has 
to block off.17

Such thinking reveals a further diffi-
culty with the Kremlin’s realist dis-
course. National interest can be justi-
fiably viewed as “a set of objectives 
designed to enhance the material util-
ity and ideational values of the pol-
ity18. It is the lack of a value-based in-
gredient in Russian interest discourse 
that makes it incomplete, superficial 
and under-conceptualized. Many 
experts suggest that Russia’s adher-
ence to Realpolitik entails the under-
estimation of non-material (“soft”) 
instruments of power. This incapaci-
15 Sergey Bukharin, Nikolai Rakitianskiy. Psykhologo-
politologicheskiy	 analiz	 fenomena	 limitrofizatsii	 Polshi,	
Problemy natsionalnoi strategii, N 1, 2010, available at http://
www.riss.ru/upload/tfi/108/Buharin,%20Rakityanskij_2010_1.
pdf 

16 Alexander Sytin. Aktualnye problemy novoi arkhitektury 
bezopasnosti na post-Sovetskom prostranstve, Problemy 
natsionalnoi strategii, N 1, 2009, available at http://www.riss.
ru/upload/tfi/107/Sytin_1_2009.pdf

17 Sergey Zhiltsov. Politicheskie protsessy na Ukraine: itogi 
i vyzovy dlia Rossii, Problemy natsional’noi strategii, N 4 
(9),	2011,	available	at	http://www.riss.ru/upload/tfi/133/07_
Россия-Украина%20(подборка).pdf

18 Stephen Krasner. Power, the State, and Sovereignty. Essays 
on international relations. London & New York: Routledge, 
2009. p.6.

tates Russian diplomacy as soon as it 
faces situations shaped by the issues 
of values and identities – thus, Mos-
cow interprets normative sympathies 
to Europe in many post-Soviet states 
as the effects of hegemonic imposi-
tion of Western geo-cultural instru-
ments of domination.

What is interesting for this analysis 
is not the predominance of realist 
thinking in Russia’s foreign policy 
making, but the discontinuity, inter-
ruptions and ruptures within the re-
alist logic. The chief problem, there-
fore, is not that the Kremlin adheres 
to a Realpolitik type of thinking, but 
that it does so inconclusively and 
ineffectively. Moscow pursues real-
ist agenda without comprehensive 
debate, and deep conceptualization 
of national interests that are always 
politically constructed and involve 
hard political choices. This is some-
thing that does not fit into a largely 
technocratic and depoliticized world 
outlook of the ruling regime. Should 
Russia be genuinely concerned about 
building its foreign policy upon solid 
foundation of national interests, it 
would most likely come to the con-
clusion that cooperative relations 
with Chisinau – and, concomitantly, 
with Bucharest and Berlin – will 

Many experts suggest that Rus-
sia’s adherence to Realpolitik 
entails the underestimation of 
non-material (“soft”) instru-
ments of power. 
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open much better prospects for Rus-
sia in Europe than politically and ec-
onomically sponsoring Transniestia, 
a break-away and unrecognized Mol-
dovan territory with energy debts. 
Perhaps, deeper debate would make 
clear that Russia’s national interests 
would be better served by friendly re-
lations with Georgia than by support-
ing its separatist regions. Equally, 
it would be completely in line with 
the realist logic to rethink Russian 
policies in South Caucasus and put 
greater emphasis on economically 
beneficial cooperation with oil-rich 
Azerbaijan, as opposed to investing 
Russian resources in providing secu-
rity for Armenia.

The Russian version of interest-based 
international politics illuminates one 
more problem: the Kremlin seems to 
idealize interest-based foreign policy 
as a means for avoiding conflicts be-
tween states.  Yet the pursuance of in-
terests (“possession goals”) – as op-
posed to norms (“milieu goals”, to re-
fer to the distinction made by Arnold 
Wolfers) – contains deep conflictual 
potential. The case of Ukraine appears 
to be very illustrative in this respect: 
the EU adherence to an explicitly 
normative policy toward President 
Viktor Yanukovich (i.e. discontinu-
ation of association process due to 
Yulia Timoshenko’s imprisonment) 
was beneficial for Moscow’s policy 
of pressurizing Ukraine and pushing 
it to the Eurasian Union. And, on the 
contrary, the possible strengthening 
of realistic – i.e. business interest-

based – attitudes to Ukraine in Ger-
many and the EU in general would 
pave the way for intensifying compe-
tition between the EU and Russia for 
this country’s future orientation.

By the same token, even void of nor-
mative content, the EU–Russia inter-
est-based relations can be extremely 
troublesome. “Russia is irritated by 
Europe’s backing for “selective proj-
ects” (above all, the Nabucco and 
Trans-Caspian pipelines); the Euro-
pean Commission’s unclear position 
on long-term contracts; the marked 
opposition in some political circles 
to export pipelines under construc-
tion by Gazprom… and, most im-
portant, by EU’s efforts to diversify 
its gas supplies”19. What the Kremlin 
misses in this debate is that norma-
tive consensus – either negated or un-
derestimated by Moscow - can serve 
as an effective means to reduce trans-
actional costs by enhancing mutual 
trust and avoiding detrimental com-
petition between partners.
19 Tatiana Mitrova. New Approaches in Russian Foreign 
Energy	 Policy	 –	 East	 and	West,	 in	 Kristin	 Linke	 and	Marcel	
Vietor (eds.) Prospects of a Triangular Relationship? Energy 
Relations between the EU, Russia and Turkey. Berlin: Friedrich 
Ebert Stiftung & DGAP, April 2010. p.20.

The Russian version of interest-
based international politics il-
luminates one more problem: 
the Kremlin seems to idealize 
interest-based foreign policy as 
a means for avoiding conflicts 
between states.  
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Yet does Russia have its own inter-
est-based “grand project” at all? As 
Konstantin Kosachev, the head of 
“Rossotrudnichestvo” (a Foreign 
Ministry-subordinated agency for hu-
manitarian cooperation) admits, for 
Russia’s reintegrationist policy the 
key stimulus was not domestic (with 
the exception of a “moral obliga-
tion” toward its “compatriots” living 
abroad) but external, namely the es-
calating activity of other major play-
ers in the post-Soviet region aimed to 
integrate it in military and political 
alliances”20. What this high-ranking 
Russian foreign policy maker frankly 
admitted is the lack of authenticity of 
Moscow’s interests in the CIS, and an 
ostensibly reactive character of Rus-
sia’s policies in neighboring coun-
tries.

Another pro-Kremlin speaker, Fy-
odor Lukianov, echoed this logic, 
characterizing Putin’s foreign policy 
motivation as “fending off external 
pressure”. Putin, in this assessment, 
does not believe in strategies and 
prefers a reactionary type of action, 
which leads to avoiding or procrasti-
nating with hard political decisions. 
20  Konstantin Kosachiov. Ne rybu, a udochku. “Russia in 
Global Politics” portal, October 4, 2012, available at http://
www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-udochku-15642

Thus, Putin’s successes are only pos-
sible as failures of his opponents.21 
This policy style hardly corresponds 
to the principles of foreign policy re-
alism.

Conclusions

In this paper I have examined norma-
tive and interest-based gaps between 
Russia and Germany in their ap-
proaches to the common EU–Russia 
neighborhood, as well as demonstrat-
ing the deficiency of the Russian ver-
sions of both realist and ideological 
narratives. Challenged by mass-scale 
protest movements from inside and 
the growing criticism from outside, 
the Kremlin has drastically simplified 
its key arguments, reducing them to 
a “black-and-white” worldview. Rus-
sian officialdom much more openly 
than before has declared its unwill-
ingness to take into due account Eu-
ropean normative arguments and to 
use normative justifications for ex-
plaining its policies for European au-
diences. The Kremlin and its speak-
ers, in fact, are gradually detaching 
themselves from the European dis-
cursive contexts. Arguably, the rise 
of German voices challenging the 
Russia-biased foreign policy of Ber-
lin is a reaction to Russia’s self-isola-
tion from the European normative or-
der and concomitant communicative 
ruptures in bilateral relations. 
21 Fiodor Lukianov. Otets dostroiki. “Russia in Global Politics” 
portal, October 1, 2012, available at http://www.globalaffairs.
ru/redcol/Otetc-dostroiki-15672 

Putin’s successes are only possi-
ble as failures of his opponents. 
This policy style hardly corre-
sponds to the principles of for-
eign policy realism.

http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-udochku-15642
http://www.globalaffairs.ru/number/Ne-rybu-a-udochku-15642
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But the repercussions of this increas-
ingly one-dimensional discourse 
stretch beyond Russia’s relations 
with Europe. The Kremlin’s es-
trangement and alienation from Eu-
rope is in sharp contrast with much 
more variegated and multi-faced dis-
courses developed by those Russian 
neighbors that feel attached – in one 
way or another – to Western institu-
tions, either due to security reasons 
(Azerbaijan, Georgia), commercial 
interests (Kazakhstan) or because of 
their pro-European identity dynam-
ics (Moldova, Ukraine).  These coun-
tries’ discourses look more nuanced 
and rich in content than the Russian 
dominant discourse which reflects 
Russia’s dissatisfaction with institu-
tions that it considers alien (NATO 
and the EU), as well as those of 
which it is a part (OCSE, Council of 
Europe, and even UN). This is to a 
large extent due to Russia’s assertion 
of its own specificity and even excep-
tionality, allegedly irreducible to the 
experiences of other countries.

Some Russian foreign policy experts, 
having borrowed constructivist ideas 
of discursive identity-making, have 
reached a false conclusion that it is 
feasible to change perceptions with-
out altering the substance of its poli-
cy. Such a simplistic attitude is heav-
ily influenced by the wide spread of 
domestic PR technologies. This is 
exactly what characterizes Russia’s 
policies in its “near abroad”. But the 
key problems of Russian foreign pol-
icy are grounded not in its poor im-

age and misperceptions in the West 
or elsewhere, but with the content 
of the policy itself. Russian foreign 
policy so far has failed to find its 
niche in world politics. Unlike Eu-
ropean versions of realism, its Rus-
sian counter-parts ignore the impact 
of domestic factors on foreign policy 
– the key factor that became a matter 
of sharp concern all across Europe in 
the aftermath of mass-scale protest 
movements in Russia against Putin’s 
presidency. The Kremlin’s version of 
Realpolitik seems not only impracti-
cal, but also inconsistent: Russia is 
reluctant to accept a junior position 
vis-à-vis its principal counter-parts 
from Europe, but is fully conscious 
of their economic and financial su-
periority. Nor does Russia’s regular 
recourse to the idea of equality match 
Realpolitik premises. 

As far as Germany’s policy in the 
common neighborhood is concerned, 
it is gradually becoming more inter-
est-oriented, and the focus of these in-
terests shift away from Russia, which 
opens new opportunities for com-
mon neighborhood countries. In par-

The Kremlin’s version of Real-
politik seems not only impracti-
cal, but also inconsistent: Rus-
sia is reluctant to accept a junior 
position vis-à-vis its principal 
counter-parts from Europe, but 
is fully conscious of their eco-
nomic and financial superiority. 
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ticular, parliamentary elections held 
in Georgia and Ukraine in October 
2012 gave Germany a perfect chance 
to reconsider its policies toward these 
countries and more robustly engage 
them in cooperation with the EU. 
Yet the new German pragmatism is 
country-specific and does not extend 
to countries like Belarus that remain 
marked as dictatorial regimes and are 
thus politically isolated.

In spite of the debt crisis within the 
EU, Germany is maintaining a high 
level of engagement with its Ostpo-
litik partners. German foreign policy 
machinery – unlike the Russian one 
- contains a number of semi-official 
institutions that are widely used for 
formulating policy changes and de-
livering new messages to other coun-
tries (the EU–Moldova Forum held 
at DGAP in October 2012, a series 
of panel discussions hosted by ma-
jor German think tanks, a number of 
public policy events sponsored by 
the German–Russian Exchange, and 
so on). Germany took seriously the 
challenge posed by the Russian-led 
projects of reintegrating the largest 
post-Soviet states, and appears to be 
willing to act more pro-actively and 
take maximum advantage of the key 
Russian weakness: the complete lack 
of a normative appeal in its policies 
toward its neighbors.
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Roads, 
Pipes & 
Rivers: 

Different Faces of 
Eurasian Central Asia

The Moscow-promoted Eurasian Union and Washing-
ton-promoted New Silk Road are two examples of vi-
sions of regional integration that assume the partici-
pation of post-Soviet Central Asian states. The former 

suggests the creation of a new supranational body in the CIS area, taking 
advantage of the legacy of the common Soviet infrastructure. The latter envi-
sions restoration of the web of economic and transit routes that once con-
nected Central Asia and South Asia, stretching from Astana to Mumbai. While 
the end goals of both concepts are laudable, a big question from Central Asia 
is whether these projects will help cooperation within the region. This article 
provides an overview of both concepts in the context of developments in Cen-
tral Asia and concludes that there is little evidence that these grand projects 
will contribute to intra-regional cooperation in Central Asia, and in fact, 
there are clear risks to current cooperation. 

Shairbek 
Juraev *
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Will the post-Soviet Central 
Asian states join the new 

Eurasian Union, proposed and 
promoted by the current Russian 
leadership? Or will the region 
become an essential part of the New 
Silk Road connected to the South 
Asia, a concept recently revived by 
U.S. academics and politicians? Will 
Central Asian states overcome the 
internal conflict on water resources 
and find a mutually agreeable 
solution, or will the confrontation 
persist and grow? These questions 
seem to point to divergent, though 
not necessarily mutually exclusive, 
views on the present and the future 
for the Central Asia part of Eurasia. 

Twenty years into independence, 
the five post-Soviet states of Central 
Asia have undergone political and 
economic development of varying 
scale and nature. However, little has 
been achieved in terms of developing 
cooperative relations among the 
states, to suggest that Central Asia is 
not merely a geographical area but 
a collection of states and societies 
with common history and common 
perspectives on the future. The 
movement of people and goods 
within Central Asia remains severely 
limited, while high-level political 
relations are rich in declarations and 
poor in actual cooperative actions

In this context, how do the internal 
dynamics of the region relate to the 
existence and active promotion of 
various, often externally initiated, 

visions that proposes linking Central 
Asia to other adjacent regions in 
various directions? Can these grand 
visions for the region help the Central 
Asian states overcome serious internal 
conflicts and move toward a higher 
level of internal cooperation? How do 
Central Asian actors perceive these 
new concepts? This article aims to 
address these questions by reviewing 
the Moscow-originated Eurasian 
Union concept and the Washington-
sponsored New Silk Road vision in 
the context of political developments 
within Central Asia. 

Back to the (Eurasian) Union?

In October 2011, Russia’s then Prime 
Minister Vladimir Putin, already 
confirmed as a presidential candidate 
for 2012, wrote an article for 
Izvestiya, in which for the first time 
he officially shared the grand plans of 
creating a Eurasian Union, primarily 
designed to encompass Russia and 
willing post-Soviet states.1 The 
Union was expected to finalize the 
evolution of integration within CIS, 
building on the EurasEC, the recently 
formalized Customs Union and 
Common Economic Area (involving 
Belarus, Kazakhstan and Russia).2 

Though Putin rushed to reject the 
anticipated accusations that Russia 
was attempting in any way to restore 
1 Vladimir Putin, “Novyi integratsionnyi proekt dlya Evrazii 
–	buduschee,	kotoroe	rozhdaetsya	segodnya”,	Izvestiya,	3	
October 2011, accessed 22 October 2012 at http://izvestia.ru/
news/502761.

2 Ibid.

http://izvestia.ru/news/502761
http://izvestia.ru/news/502761
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the Soviet Union, he still made a 
direct reference to the common Soviet 
legacy in the form of infrastructure 
and cultural legacies as the basis 
for this new “supranational union”. 
This term, which appears twice in 
his article, indicate the degree of the 
project’s ambition, but it remains 
unclear whether it should be treated 
as an incentive or threat by potential 
subscribers to the idea. 

The news about the Eurasian Union 
is an important one for Central Asia. 
Since the early 1990s, the Central 
Asian states have made several efforts 
to create formal regional institutions 
to facilitate regional integration. 
Ultimately, however, none of them 
succeeded, giving way to Moscow-
dominated alternatives, such as 
the EurAsEc, the foundation of the 
proposed Eurasian Union.3 In this 
context, a major question is whether 
the Eurasian Union could help 
the Central Asian states overcome 
the curse of borders and improve 
the regional cooperation within 
the region? A brief examination 
3  Central Asian Union established in 1994, transformed 
into Central Asian Economic Community in 1998 and further 
transformed into Central Asian Cooperation Organization in 
2002, and with inclusion of Russia merged with EurAsEC in 
2005. 

review suggests this is an unlikely 
outcome, as the active and seemingly 
aggressive promotion of the Eurasian 
Union coupled with the latest round 
of bilateral engagements of Moscow 
with Central Asian states has already 
divided the region instead of building 
the basis for a harmonious Union. 

The reception of the Eurasian Union4 
divided the region along expected 
lines. Kazakhstan, the region’s 
biggest economy, but also the 
Central Asian state with the longest 
border with Russia and greatest 
Russian minority, has been the 
founding member of the Belorussia-
Russia-Kazakhstan Customs Union. 
President Nazarbayev not only 
supported the proposed Eurasian 
Union, but has consistently claimed 
ownership for the idea. According to 
the Kazakh president, this, alongside 
its strategic location, makes Astana 
best placed to host the headquarters 
of the Eurasian Union.5 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, two of the 
smaller and poorer states in Central 
4 For the purposes of the paper, the Eurasian Union here 
can be easily replaced by the Single Economic Area and the 
Customs Union

5 Nursultan Nazarbaev, “Evraziiskii Soyuz: ot idei k istorii 
buduschego”, Izvestiya, 25 October 2012, accessed 22 October 
2012 at http://izvestia.ru/news/504908.

Since the early 1990s, the Cen-
tral Asian states have made sev-
eral efforts to create formal re-
gional institutions to facilitate 
regional integration.

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, two 
of the smaller and poorer states 
in Central Asia are next in the 
line to join the Customs Union, 
and thus, in the future, the Eur-
asian Union.

http://izvestia.ru/news/504908
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Asia are next in the line to join the 
Customs Union, and thus, in the 
future, the Eurasian Union. This has 
been on the cards at least since 20096, 
but with little progress to date. The 
obstacles have apparently included 
the turbulence in Kyrgyzstan’s 
domestic politics in recent years as 
well as its WTO membership, while 
Tajikistan cannot join the Customs 
Union before Kyrgyzstan, due to its 
lack of common borders with the 
Customs Union area. Kyrgyzstan 
formally applied to join the Customs 
Union in 2011, and the Foreign 
Minister Abdyldaev reiterated 
Bishkek’s aim to join the Customs 
Union in October 2012.7 

Two other Central Asian states are 
already unlikely members of the 
Customs Union and whatever other 
entity it spawns. Turkmenistan, with 
a solid record of preferring bilateral 
deals over multilateral, has offered 
no comment at all on Customs and/
or Eurasian Union. More articulate 
was the Uzbek President Islam 
Karimov, who spoke in December 
2011 warning that the integration 
processes risk turning from economic 
to political, and dismissing “some 
forces in the post-Soviet space” that 
had been cultivating nostalgia for 
the Soviet era, perhaps forgetting 
6 IA Novosti, “V Minske podpisany dokumenty o 
sozdanii tamozhennogo soyuza”, 27 November 2009, 
accessed 22 October 2012 at http://www.ria.ru/
economy/20091127/195861890.html

7 Zarema Sultanbekova, “Kyrgyzstan ‘odnoznachno nameren 
vstupit’ v Tamozhennyi soyuz”, Kloop, 9 October 2012, 
accessed 22 October 2012 at http://kloop.kg/blog/2012/10/09/
ky-rgy-zstan-nameren-vstupit-v-tamozhenny-j-soyuz-video/

the “totalitarian nature of the Soviet 
empire.”8 Similar rejections of the 
Eurasian Union, based on various 
rationales, have been offered by 
Azerbaijan and Georgia.9 

Uzbekistan, the most centrally 
located state in the region, bordering 
all other Central Asian states, has a 
record of U-turns on such issues. 
However, similarly consistent has 
been Tashkent’s unwillingness to 
commit to any agreements that could 
potentially limit its domestic decision-
making authority. Some recent moves 
include its outright rejection of the 
proposal to create a Rapid Reaction 
Force under the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO), its ban 
on hosting foreign military bases 
on its territory, and its refusal to 
participate in international military 
and political blocs.10 

Russia’s most recent engagements 
with Central Asian states suggest 
that Moscow has no plans to draw 
Tashkent into the Union - unless via 
pressure. Uzbekistan’s withdrawal 
from the CSTO was announced weeks 
after the quick visit of the newly re-
elected President Putin to Tashkent 
8 www.fergananews.com/news.php?id=17790

9 “Azerbaidjan ne planiruet stanovitsya chlenom Evraziiskogo 
tamozhennogo soyuza”, 16 July 2012, accessed 23 October 
2012 at http://geopolitika.kz/obzoru/Azerbaydzhan-ne-
planiruet-stanovitsya-chlenom-Evraziyskogo-tamozhennogo-
soyuza Regnum, “Saakashvili nazval Lukashenka i Nazarbaeva 
‘nostalgicheskimi liderami’”, 8 December 2011, accessed 23 
October 2012 at www.regnum.ru/news/polit/1477179.html

10 Joanna Lillis, “Uzbekistan: Tashkent Says No to Foreign 
Military Bases and Blocs”, Eurasianet, 3 August 2012, 
accessed 13 November 2012 at http://www.eurasianet.org/
node/65749. 

http://kloop.kg/blog/2012/10/09/ky-rgy-zstan-nameren-vstupit-v-tamozhenny-j-soyuz-video/
http://kloop.kg/blog/2012/10/09/ky-rgy-zstan-nameren-vstupit-v-tamozhenny-j-soyuz-video/
http://geopolitika.kz/obzoru/Azerbaydzhan-ne-planiruet-stanovitsya-chlenom-Evraziyskogo-tamozhennogo-soyuza
http://geopolitika.kz/obzoru/Azerbaydzhan-ne-planiruet-stanovitsya-chlenom-Evraziyskogo-tamozhennogo-soyuza
http://geopolitika.kz/obzoru/Azerbaydzhan-ne-planiruet-stanovitsya-chlenom-Evraziyskogo-tamozhennogo-soyuza
http://www.xn--c1adwdmv.xn--p1ai/news/polit/1477179.html
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/65749
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/65749
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in June 2012, suggesting the talks 
yielded no results.11 Shortly after, 
in September 2012, Vladimir Putin 
paid a relatively unexpected visit to 
Bishkek, agreeing to write off nearly 
half a million USD of Kyrgyzstan’s 
bilateral debt and committing funds 
to build several hydropower plants, 
including Kambarata 1. In exchange, 
Russia received Kyrgyzstan’s 
agreement to host Russian military 
units until 2032 and also 50% of 
the hydropower plants business.12 
In November 2012 the Russian 
Kommersant newspaper leaked 
information about Russia’s decision 
to allocate over 1 billion USD to the 
Kyrgyz and Tajik armed forces.13

At exactly the same time as Russia 
was courting Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan, Islam Karimov paid flying 
visits to Kazakhstan (7 September) 
and Turkmenistan (3 October), 
emphasizing the common concerns 
of Central Asia’s downstream 
countries over the planned dam 
constructions in upstream neighbors 
and even referring to possible 
military solutions over water issues.14 
11 Vitalii Volkov, “K chemu privedet vykhod Uzbekistana 
iz ODKB”, DW, 7 July 2012, accessed 23 October 2012 at 
http://www.dw.de/к-чему-приведет-выход-узбекистана-из-
одкб/a-16078155

12 Aizatbek Beshov, “Vizit Putina v Kirgiziyu: 
geopoliticheskoe proschenie”, BBC, 21 September 2012, 
accessed 23 October 2012 at http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/
international/2012/09/120921_kyrgyzstan_putin_visit.shtml

13 Kabai Karabekov and others, “Kirgiziyu i Tadjikistan 
vooruzhat rossiiskimi dengami”, Kommersant, 6 November 
2012, accessed 6 November 2012 at http://www.kommersant.
ru/doc/2060903

14	Viktoriya	Panfilova,	“Vodyanoe	protivostoyanie”,	
Nezavisimiaya Gazeta, 3 October 2012, accessed 24 October 

The news of the Pentagon’s plans to 
leave excess military equipment to 
Uzbekistan after the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan15 and speculations about 
possible establishment of the US 
new military base (“Rapid Reaction 
Center”) in Uzbekistan16 has only 
helped to deepen the widening rift in 
the region. 

Thus, as of November 2012, it 
appears that the Moscow-sponsored 
Eurasian Union initiative, coupled 
with Russia’s bilateral arrangements 
across the region, has been polarizing 
the states in Central Asia rather than 
improving better regional integration. 

From the Greater Central Asia to 
the New Silk Road 

Several months before Vladimir 
Putin’s Eurasian Union proposal 
came out, U.S. Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton put forward her 
2012 at http://www.ng.ru/cis/2012-10-03/7_water.html, Nur.
KZ, “Nazarbaev: vse s oblegcheniem vzdokhnut, uslyshav 
o resultatah vstrechi liderov Kazakhstana i Uzbekistana”, 7 
September 2012, accessed 24 October 2012 at http://news.nur.
kz/230444.html 

15 Deydre Tynan, “Uzbekistan: Pentagon Mulls Giving 
Military Equipment to Tashkent”, Eurasianet, 15 December 
2011, accessed 29 October 2012 at http://www.eurasianet.org/
node/64707

16 China.Org.Cn, “A New US Military Base in Uzbekistan?”, 
30 August 2012, accessed 24 October 2012 at http://www.
china.org.cn/world/2012-08/30/content_26379248.htm 

Russia’s most recent engage-
ments with Central Asian states 
suggest that Moscow has no 
plans to draw Tashkent into the 
Union - unless via pressure. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/international/2012/09/120921_kyrgyzstan_putin_visit.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/russian/international/2012/09/120921_kyrgyzstan_putin_visit.shtml
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2060903
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2060903
http://www.ng.ru/cis/2012-10-03/7_water.html
http://news.nur.kz/230444.html
http://news.nur.kz/230444.html
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/64707
http://www.eurasianet.org/node/64707
http://www.china.org.cn/world/2012-08/30/content_26379248.htm
http://www.china.org.cn/world/2012-08/30/content_26379248.htm
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vision for how Central Asia and 
South Asia can re-discover each 
other, calling this a New Silk Road 
vision. In the following months, the 
State Department machine moved 
fast to transform, at least rhetorically, 
this vision into a U.S. strategy.17 

Coming very much as part of U.S. 
exit strategies for Afghanistan, the 
concept assumes Afghanistan’s 
development will be rooted in 
reviving its potential as a trade and 
transit hub in the region and thus 
transforming its current status of 
being an “economic dead-end from 
any direction.”18 

Similar to the Eurasian Union, the 
new Silk Road idea is not centered 
on Central Asia per se, but assumes 
its participation. Indeed, Frederick 
Starr, who is credited for re-inventing 
the “Silk Road” concept as now 
promoted by the State Department, 

19 had actually built this view on his 
earlier work that primarily aimed at 
reimagining the post-Soviet Central 
Asia as a part of what he called 
Greater Central Asia, including 
Afghanistan and Xinjiang.20 In this 
17  Robert D. Hormats, “The United States’ “New Silk Road” 
Strategy: What is it? Where is it Headed?”, Address to the 
SAIS Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and CSIS Forum, 29 
September 2011, accessed 22 October at http://www.state.
gov/e/rls/rmk/2011/174800.htm

18  Ibid.

19  S. Frederick Starr and Andrew C. Kuchins, “The Key to 
Success in Afghanistan: A Modern Silk Road Strategy,” Silk 
Road Paper, Central Asia - Caucasus Institute, May 2010, 
accessed 20 October at http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/
docs/silkroadpapers/1005Afghan.pdf

20  S. Frederick Starr, “A Partnership for Central Asia.” 
Foreign Affairs, vol. 84, no. 4

region from Astana to Mumbai, 
Central Asia is seen to play important 
role as a source of energy and as a 
bridge to other parts of the world. 
One often comes across references 
to the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Pakistan-India (TAPI) project, which 
supplies Turkmen gas to South Asia 
via Afghanistan, and the CASA 1000 
project, aimed at supplying electricity 
from Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to 
South Asia via Afghanistan.21 

In certain ways the New Silk 
Road concept is very pragmatic, 
requiring neither high-level political 
discussions/commitments nor any 
fundamental changes to the policies of 
the involved states. The development 
of trade and transit relations focuses 
on concrete and limited aspects, such 
as natural gas and energy trade, and 
construction of transport corridors. 
Moreover, given the degree to which 
Central Asian states are limited by 
their northbound trade and transit 
routes, the idea of diversifying the 
economic relations is very appealing. 

However, the ultimate goal of 
developing a functioning web of 
economic relations across this vast 
region “from Astana to Mumbai” 
appears problematic. The first 
(July/Aug. 2005):, pp.164-178. 

21  Marat Gurt, “Turkmenistan to woo investors for TAPI gas 
project”, Reuters, 28 July 2012, accessed 28 October 2012 
at http://in.reuters.com/article/2012/07/28/turkmenistan-gas-
idINL6E8IS0KG20120728, Zeeshan Javaid, “1,000MW project 
of Pakistan via Central Asian states” Daily Times, 18 May 
2012, accessed 28 October 2012 at http://www.dailytimes.
com.pk/default.asp?page=2012%5C05%5C18%5Csto
ry_18-5-2012_pg5_8

http://www.state.gov/e/rls/rmk/2011/174800.htm
http://www.state.gov/e/rls/rmk/2011/174800.htm
http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/docs/silkroadpapers/1005Afghan.pdf
http://www.silkroadstudies.org/new/docs/silkroadpapers/1005Afghan.pdf
http://in.reuters.com/article/2012/07/28/turkmenistan-gas-idINL6E8IS0KG20120728
http://in.reuters.com/article/2012/07/28/turkmenistan-gas-idINL6E8IS0KG20120728
http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2012%5C05%5C18%5Cstory_18-5-2012_pg5_8
http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2012%5C05%5C18%5Cstory_18-5-2012_pg5_8
http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2012%5C05%5C18%5Cstory_18-5-2012_pg5_8
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issue is the feasibility. As Joshua 
Foust put its, this idea depends on 
several assumptions, including that 
“Afghanistan actually is well suited 
as a commercial hub, [and] that any 
other country in Central Asia really 
wants to trade with any other country 
in Central Asia…”22 Given the degree 
to which the southern direction is 
dead as a trade route for Central Asian 
goods, and the degree to which the 
person-to-person interaction between 
Central Asian states with Afghanistan 
is limited, it requires serious effort to 
imagine the Silk Road turn become 
more than several thoroughfares 
as envisioned by U.S. Secretary of 
State Clinton.23 TAPI gas pipeline, 
expected to become operational by 
2018, will depend very much on 
both actual funding of the project 
as well as security developments 
in the region. India, one of the key 
members of the project, highlighted 
this in 2010, suggesting the “security 
concerns particularly in Afghanistan 
as well as in Pakistan will have to 
22  Joshua Foust, “The Brilliant, Unworkable Idea of the 
New Silk Road”, Registan, 10 October 2011, accessed 28 
October 2012 at http://registan.net/2011/10/10/the-brilliant-
unworkable-idea-of-the-new-silk-road/

23  Clinton envisaged the New Silk Road as not “a single 
thoroughfare like its namesake, but an international web and 
network of economic and transit connections.” See Muhammad 
Tahir, “Washington’s Silk Road Dream”, RFERL, 1 August 
2011, accessed 21 December 2012 at http://www.rferl.org/
content/washington_silk_road_dream/24283461.html

be addressed satisfactorily” for the 
project to operate.24 CASA 1000 is lot 
more problematic, since it assumes 
the construction of several major 
HPPs in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, 
while the question of when and who 
would construct those remains very 
much uncertain. 

Secondly, the efforts to give life to 
the New Silk Road appear unrelated 
to developing the web of relations 

within Central Asia. While some 
trade statistics may be growing 
between individual Central Asian 
states and Afghanistan, similar trends 
are not necessarily present within the 
region. Thus, Uzbekistan’s export 
to Afghanistan is reported to grow 
from 167 million USD in 2007/8 
to 876 million USD in 2009/1025 
while the total trade volume between 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan went 
from 300 million USD in 2007 to 80 
million USD in 2010.26 Uzbekistan’s 
24  “India inks framework pact for TAPI gas pipeline”, The 
Economic Times, 20 September 2010, accessed 28 October 
2012 at http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-
09-20/news/27595207_1_gas-pipeline-framework-agreement-
iran-pakistan-india-pipeline-project

25  Nicklas Norling, “Afghanistan’s Trade with Central Asia 
Revives”, CACI Analyst, 27 April 2011, accessed 2 November 
2012 at http://www.cacianalyst.org/?q=node/5544

26  Asian Development Bank, “Key Indicators for Asia and 
the	Pacific	2012”,	August	2012,	accessed	3	November	2012	

Similar to the Eurasian Union, 
the new Silk Road idea is not 
centered on Central Asia per se, 
but assumes its participation.

However, the ultimate goal of 
developing a functioning web 
of economic relations across 
this vast region “from Astana to 
Mumbai” appears problematic. 

http://registan.net/2011/10/10/the-brilliant-unworkable-idea-of-the-new-silk-road/
http://registan.net/2011/10/10/the-brilliant-unworkable-idea-of-the-new-silk-road/
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-09-20/news/27595207_1_gas-pipeline-framework-agreement-iran-pakistan-india-pipeline-project
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-09-20/news/27595207_1_gas-pipeline-framework-agreement-iran-pakistan-india-pipeline-project
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-09-20/news/27595207_1_gas-pipeline-framework-agreement-iran-pakistan-india-pipeline-project
http://www.cacianalyst.org/?q=node/5544
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rails today play a critical role in the 
Northern Distribution Network, 
accounting for nearly 90 per cent of 
the traffic.27 However, the railways 
connecting Uzbekistan and Tajikistan 
have been deconstructed, despite 
outcry from the Tajik government.28 

Thus, while the idea of promoting 
the diversification of trade and transit 
routes across Central and South 
Asia is a laudable one, the New Silk 
Road does not seem to offer the 
development of similar routes within 
Central Asia, thus assigning this 
region rather an instrumental role.

Regional Agenda: Water Dams

While some theoretically compelling 
concepts involving Central Asia 
are developed in Moscow and 
Washington and elsewhere, the actual 
relations among Central Asian states 
at http://www.adb.org/publications/key-indicators-asia-and-
pacific-2012	See	table	for	Tajikistan.

27  Graham Lee, “The New Silk Road and the Northern 
Distribution Network: A Golden Road to Central Asian Trade 
Reform?”, Central Eurasia Project, Occasional Paper Series 
No. 8, October 2012, p.15.

28  Nosirdzhon Mamurzoda, “Tadzhikistan: Uzbekistan 
demontiroval puti bez preduprezhdeniya”, Radio Ozodi, 30 
March 2012, accessed 21 December 2012 at http://rus.ozodi.
org/content/tajikistan_concern_over_dismantling_of_railway_
uzbek/24532616.html

remain rich in declarations and poor 
in content. Despite the non-existence 
of the current borders a century ago 
and high degree of inter-penetration 
of communities in the recent past, 
today the relations among Central 
Asian states abound with unilateral 
discriminatory actions, constant wars 
of words, and unwillingness among 
the respective leaderships to trust 
one another and sit down to discuss 
matters of common concern. A vivid 
illustration of this is the dispute over 
the use of shared water resources 
among Central Asian states.  

The two main rivers of the region, 
Amudarya and Syrdarya, provide 
over 100 cubic kilometers of water 
per year. To increase the utility of 
the rivers for irrigation purposes, 
the Soviet Union constructed several 
large dams with hydro power plants 
in upstream sites, in Tajikistan and 
Kyrgyzstan. The disintegration 
of the USSR forced each Central 
Asian state take care of own affairs, 
including on energy security and 
agriculture. Energy poor Kyrgyzstan 
and Tajikistan ended up heavily 
relying on hydro-energy, especially 
during cold winter periods, thus 
upsetting downstream states that need 
water collected in dams this time and 
released during the summer.29 Despite 
numerous multilateral and bilateral 
efforts to coordinate actions, the 
29  For background on the issue, please see Erika Weinthal, 
“Water	Conflict	and	Cooperation	in	Central
Asia”,	Human	Development	Report	Office	OCCASIONAL	
PAPER 2006, accessed 3 November 2012 at http://hdr.undp.
org/en/reports/global/hdr2006/papers/weinthal%20erika.pdf

While some trade statistics may 
be growing between individual 
Central Asian states and Af-
ghanistan, similar trends are 
not necessarily present within 
the region. 

http://www.adb.org/publications/key-indicators-asia-and-pacific-2012
http://www.adb.org/publications/key-indicators-asia-and-pacific-2012
http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2006/papers/weinthal erika.pdf
http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2006/papers/weinthal erika.pdf
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Central Asian states have effectively 
failed to come to common terms on 
these issues. 

The current state of relations 
between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan 
is very much a reflection of how 
far the disagreements may go. 
Since the early 2000s, Tajikistan 
has been aggressively pushing 
for the construction of large scale 
hydropower plants, mostly planned 
but not completed during the Soviet 
period. Among the grandest is the 
project of Rogun hydropower plant, 
which would have a 300+ meter-high 
dam and store over 14 billion cubic 
meters of water. 

For Tajikistan, the new generating 
capacities appear the best solution 
to both meet the domestic demand, 
already suffering a serious deficit, 
and provide electricity for export. 
Tajik President Emomali Rakhmon, 
while urging the population to buy 
shares in the Rogun construction 
company, claims that the construction 
of this power plant is a matter of “life 
and death for the Tajik statehood.”30 
However, Uzbekistan has been loudly 
criticizing the project, with President 
Karimov going as far as to claim that 
water-related conflicts may end up 
leading to wars, as cited earlier.31

30		Behruz	Sultonov,	“Stroitelstvo	Rogunskoi	GES	–	eto	vopros	
jizni I smerti tadzhikskoi gosudarstvennosti”, 25 December 
2009, accessed 3 November 2012 at http://tajmigrant.com/
stroitelstvo-rogunskoj-ges-eto-vopros-zhizni-ili-smerti-
tadzhikskoj-gosudarstvennosti.html

31  For some background on this, see Shairbek Juraev, 
“Central Asia’s Cold War? Water and Politics in Uzbek-
Tajik Relations”, PONARS Eurasia Policy Memo No. 217, 

The war of words on Rogun has 
been accompanied by a whole 
set of counter-measures between 
Tashkent and Dushanbe, including 
Uzbekistan’s blocking of rail cars 
bound for Tajikistan (including 
the deconstruction of some rails), 
occasional natural gas cuts, rejection 
of cooperation within a common 
electricity network, maintaining an 
iron grip on border control, and so on. 

Similarly cool relations exist between 
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan on the 
project of Kambarata-1 hydropower 
plant, which, together with Rogun, 
would become a key source of energy 
for CASA 1000 project. Moreover, 
as Russia decided to get involved 
by helping Kyrgyzstan construct the 
dam, thereby forcing Islam Karimov 
seek allies among downstream states 
of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the 
divide could widen. This, together 
with un-resolved border delimitation, 
harsh control over cross-border trade 
and communication, occasional 
unilateral import/export restrictions, 
creates a vision of a region populated 
by uncooperative autocratic political 
leaders who have little chance of 
reconciling their views and working 
together for the benefit of the region. 

Conclusion 

This brief overview of the Eurasian 
Union and the New Silk Road 
concepts has sought to highlight 
different perspectives on the means 
September 2012

http://tajmigrant.com/stroitelstvo-rogunskoj-ges-eto-vopros-zhizni-ili-smerti-tadzhikskoj-gosudarstvennosti.html
http://tajmigrant.com/stroitelstvo-rogunskoj-ges-eto-vopros-zhizni-ili-smerti-tadzhikskoj-gosudarstvennosti.html
http://tajmigrant.com/stroitelstvo-rogunskoj-ges-eto-vopros-zhizni-ili-smerti-tadzhikskoj-gosudarstvennosti.html


134 

of engaging Central Asia with other 
parts of the world, with different 
priorities, agendas and methods. The 
common features of these plans are 
their reliance on the cooperation of 
the Central Asian states, and the fact 
that both concepts come from outside 
Central Asia. These two projects were 
selected for the purposes of the current 
discussion purposes; one can identify 
various other alternative views by 
widening the circle, to include China 
and Turkey, for instance. 

While these external perspectives 
remain an important part of the 
discussion, in current or modified 
versions, the importance of a closer 
look at the internal dynamics 
within Central Asia should not be 
overlooked. The actors in the region 
are young states with political elites 
still trying to find their own place 
within the new cultural and political 
context. To this day, the Central Asian 
states have managed to establish 
and maintain inter-state peace in 
a basic sense of the word, but have 
failed to develop forward-looking 
cooperative relations. One may talk 
about Central Asia being a part of a 
larger cooperation network when the 
Central Asian states start cooperating 
with each other. It may well be 
true that the Central Asian internal 
cooperation can be determined by 
how the wider cooperation schemes 
are designed and implemented, but 
as yet there is little evidence for 
this. The construction of pipes and 
roads bound north or southwards is 

certainly important, but they should 
never overshadow the importance of 
rivers in the region. 
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expressed here are her own.

Ukraine’s 
democratic 

backslide 
& its implications 

for relations 
with Russia & the West

The paper provides a brief overview and analysis of 
Ukraine’s October 2012 Parliamentary (Verkhovna 
Rada) election, within the context of earlier politi-
cal developments in Ukraine. The author describes 

Ukraine’s slide towards authoritarianism in recent years, which has included 
increased corruption and a crackdown on civil society, free media, the oppo-
sition, and the judiciary. The paper explains how this affected the pre-election 
period and the conduct of the election, and also discusses how President Vic-
tor Yanukovych’s ruling Party of Regions (PRU) attempted to gain advan-
tages through revising electoral law and the electoral system. The author also 
describes how Yanukovych moved Ukraine closer to Russia despite his stated 
“multi-vector” approach to foreign policy. 

She argues that the Rada election pushed Ukraine further down the authori-
tarian path. This is a dangerous trend and it is now more important than ever 
that the West maintains its involvement with Ukraine and uses its leverage to 
push for democratic reforms. The West should not be afraid that criticism will 
push Ukraine further into the Russian sphere because ultimately, that is not 
what Ukrainian leadership wants. Ukraine remains important for the West. 
Doing nothing is a decision in and of itself. 

Anna 
Borshchevskaya*
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On October 28th, 2012 Ukraine 
held parliamentary elections— 

the country’s sixth since gaining in-
dependence in 1991.  The future of 
Ukraine’s democracy was at stake and 
over 3,700 foreign observers arrived 
to witness the elections. Few analysts 
expected the elections to be free and 
fair, but the contest still had the poten-
tial to put a check on President Victor 
Yanukovych’s power, as Ukraine still 
had a strong, albeit dispirited, political 
opposition and civil society, and also 
because Yanukovych had lost the sup-
port of many Ukrainian oligarchs. 

The results were by and large consis-
tent with analysts’ predictions. Among 
the main contestants for the Verkhov-
na Rada (Ukrainian Parliament) seats, 
Yanukovych’s ruling Party of Regions 
(PRU) received 30 percent of the vote. 
The united opposition Batkivshchyna 
(Fatherland) received 25.54 percent. 
Vitali Klitschko’s new UDAR1 party 
received 13.96 percent. 

Two surprises were the Communists, 
who received 13.18 percent, and the 
far-right nationalist Svoboda (Free-
dom) Party, with 10.44 percent—
larger gains than expected for both. 
For comparison, in the previous Rada 
election of 2007, the Communists 
received only 5.39 percent, while 
Svododa did not even make it past the-
then 3 percent threshold. 

In terms of seats, the votes translated 
1 UDAR stands for Ukrainian Democratic Alliance for Reform. 
Udar also means “punch” in both Ukrainian and Russian.

into 185 for PRU, 101 for Batkivsh-
chyna, 40 for UDAR, 37 for Svoboda 
and 32 for the Communists.  PRU will 
now have to form a coalition with one 
of the parties to secure a slim Rada 
majority.  The likely candidate for this 
is the Communists, PRU’s traditional 
allies.

Overall, voter turnout was 58 per-
cent—the lowest since 1994, perhaps 
reflecting the low spirits of Ukrainian 
citizens and lack of faith in elections 
and democratic institutions.2

Beneath the peaceful conduct on elec-
tion day itself, the pre-election and 
election period was characterized by 
fraud, bribery, corruption, abuse of 
power, changes in the electoral law to 
give PRU advantages over other par-
ties, and less obvious fraud through 
political technology.  Only Russia’s 
observers concluded that the election 
was free and fair. At the same time, 
Ukrainians showed that real opposi-
tion is still alive, and while perhaps 
dispirited and disillusioned, the coun-
try’s citizens are not willing to give up 
without a fight. 

Yanukovych seems to be bent on mo-
nopolizing power and enriching him-
2 Compare this, for instance, to the two previous elections. 
In 2007, voter turnout was 62 percent and in 2006, turnout 
was 68 percent. The average between 1994 and 2007 was 70 
percent. 

Only Russia’s observers con-
cluded that the election was free 
and fair.
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self at the expense of Ukraine’s free-
dom and growth. One troubling result 
of the election is the Constitutional 
reform that Yanukovych embarked on 
only weeks after the Rada election in 
an attempt to secure power. This has 
implications for Ukraine at a domestic 
level, and may also affect its relations 
with Russia and the West.  

The Rada election pushed Ukraine 
further down the authoritarian path, as 
many analysts feared. It is more im-
portant than ever that the West pres-
sure Ukraine to reverse this trend and 
encourage Western integration.  It 
would be a mistake to assume that Ya-
nukovych will move closer to Russia 
if faced with Western criticism.  

Previous elections and Ukraine’s 
government system

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
Ukraine struggled with its democratic 
transition and its government fell back 
on a centralized and corrupt Soviet-
style system until citizens protested 
in 2004 through massive and peace-

ful pro-democracy rallies that came to 
be known as the Orange Revolution. 
Many observers described it as a mo-
ment of elation.  Adrian Karatnycky, 
senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s 
Transatlantic Relations program and 
former Freedom House president, 
recalled in Foreign Affairs how the 
world watched as millions poured out 
into the streets, despite the bitter cold, 
after hundreds of thousands came out 
to Kyiv’s Independence Square on 
November 22, chanting “Razom nas 
bahato! Nas ne podolaty!” (“Togeth-
er, we are many! We cannot be de-
feated!”) in protest against fraudulent 
elections.

At the end of the Orange Revolu-
tion, Victor Yushchenko emerged as 
Ukraine’s president. He sought to in-
stitutionalize democracy and moved 
Ukraine closer to the West. But inter-
nal political struggles prevented many 
significant reforms from materializ-
ing, and the electorate became disillu-
sioned.  The last presidential elections 
of 2010 took place in this context. Ya-
nukovych was elected Ukraine’s head 
of state in that election, deemed free 
and fair by international observers. 

The Ukrainian government consists of 
the President, Prime minister, and the 
Parliament (Verkhovna Rada, or the 
Supreme Council).  The president is 
elected by an absolute majority vote 
in a two-round system. The president 
appoints the prime minister, with Par-
liament’s approval.

It would be a mistake to assume 
that Yanukovych will move clos-
er to Russia if faced with West-
ern criticism.  

Yanukovych seems to be bent 
on monopolizing power and en-
riching himself at the expense of 
Ukraine’s freedom and growth. 
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Parliamentary elections are held ev-
ery five years. The Rada is unicameral 
and consists of 450 members (MPs).  
Ukraine holds parliamentary elections 
every five years. The last was held in 
2007, in the still hopeful aftermath of 
the Orange Revolution.  In the latest 
election, after revisions to the elec-
toral law in 2011, MPs were elected 
through a mixed system – half through 
a closed list nationwide proportional 
representation system and half in 225 
single-member districts. 

Prior to the October 28th election, 
Ukraine held elections two years 
ago—the presidential election in Janu-
ary-February 2010, followed by local 
elections in October of the same year. 
The only elections held in Ukraine 
since Yanukovych became president 
were the 2010 local elections, which 
observers deemed highly problematic.

The last two years: slide towards 
authoritarianism 

Since coming into office, Yanu-
kovych’s administration has taken 
control of the judiciary, re-consolidat-
ed power within narrow ruling elite, 
cracked down on media and civil so-
ciety, selectively targeted its opposi-
tion, increased corruption, and moved 
away from Europe and NATO, to-
wards Russia. 

Corruption in Ukraine has a particular 
character. Freedom House described 
what they called the mafia-like 
“familization” of Ukraine—creating a 
“family”, a circle of Yanykovich’s ac-
tual family members and those closest 
to them within the ruling party, who 
have amassed an unbelievable for-
tune, and taken political and economic 
control. 

To give one example, the income of 
Yanukovych’s son, a dentist by train-
ing, has allegedly increased eighteen 
fold in the last year alone.  The energy 
sector is also rife with corruption, as 
are other areas of government over-
sight, from health to sports.  Recent 
allegations claim the embezzlement 
of some $ 4.2 billion in connection 
with the European soccer champion-
ship (Euro 2012). Transparency Inter-
national downgraded Ukraine in 2011 
from 134th to 152nd place in its Corrup-
tion Perception Index.  

The most prominent case of opposi-
tion targeting is the imprisonment of 
two-time prime minister Yulia Ty-
moshenko, who ran against Yanu-
kovych in the 2010 presidential elec-
tion.  Observers and analysts widely 
believe this is Yanukovych’s attempt 
to silence his most formidable adver-
sary. 

Tymoshenko is known for her populist 
policies and leadership in the Orange 
Revolution along with Yushchenko. 
A petite, tough woman with a trade-
mark crown of braids, she has been 

Corruption in Ukraine has a 
particular character. 
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described as the only man in Ukrai-
nian politics.  Tymoshenko was also 
one of the richest people in Ukraine in 
the mid to late 1990’s, and president 
of United Energy Systems, which be-
came Ukraine’s main importer of Rus-
sian natural gas. 

She was given a seven-year sentence 
after what was widely described as 
a show trial in October 2011 for al-
legedly signing a 2009 gas contract 
between Ukraine’s state-owned Naf-
togaz and Russia’s Gazprom without 
the approval of the Cabinet of Min-
isters’ approval. She was disqualified 
from participation in future elections 
and ordered to pay $190 million in 
compensation to the gas company.  
Tymoshenko claims she is innocent, 
and that she has been beaten and gen-
erally mistreated during her incarcera-
tion. While Tymoshenko’s policies are 
not above criticism, her trial and im-
prisonment are clearly motivated by 
politics.

Among other jailed opposition leaders 
is former interior minister Yuriy Lut-
senko, found guilty of embezzlement 
and abuse of power in a trial report-
edly even more bogus than Tymosh-
enko’s. The European Court of Hu-

man rights found his arrest violated 
his human rights. 

Aside from imprisonment, the govern-
ment has marginalized the opposition 
by applying economic and political 
pressure to join the government, and 
targeting those who refuse. Interna-
tional Republican Institute Eurasia 
Regional Director Stephen Nix con-
cluded there is a “clear trend of prose-
cuting political opposition leaders and 
activists” in Ukraine.

Yet the problem is larger than selec-
tive targeting of individual opponents. 
According to Andrew Wilson, Senior 
Policy Fellow at the European Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations, the entire 
judiciary system gives the state power 
to put anyone it wants in prison, with 
conviction rates over 99 percent, us-
ing the judiciary to silence opponents 
and legitimize “raidership or theft by 
oligarchs of each other’s businesses.”3

Media and civil society crackdown

The government also reversed 
Ukraine’s newly established respect 
for press freedom by pressuring the 
media to limit critical coverage of the 
government, whether directly or indi-
rectly, and engaged in intimidation of 
journalists. In addition, they passed 
restrictive media laws and gave con-
trol of the media to oligarchs close to 
Yanukovych. All this has led to high 
3 Andrew Wilson, Time for ‘tough love’ with Ukraine, 
Kyiv Post, November 25, 2012, http://www.kyivpost.com/
opinion/op-ed/time-for-tough-love-with-ukraine-316690.
html?flavour=mobile	

Aside from imprisonment, the 
government has marginalized 
the opposition by applying eco-
nomic and political pressure to 
join the government, and target-
ing those who refuse. 

http://www.kyivpost.com/opinion/op-ed/time-for-tough-love-with-ukraine-316690.html?flavour=mobile
http://www.kyivpost.com/opinion/op-ed/time-for-tough-love-with-ukraine-316690.html?flavour=mobile
http://www.kyivpost.com/opinion/op-ed/time-for-tough-love-with-ukraine-316690.html?flavour=mobile
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levels of self-censorship.  

As in Russia, the internet remains the 
one source of independent news, but 
its reach is small. Ukraine’s largest 
channels have abandoned their po-
litical programs and laid off promi-
nent journalists, according to Mustafa 
Naem, one of Ukraine’s well-known 
and respected journalists. 

A recent study by the Academy of 
Ukrainian Press and the National 
Academy of Sciences Institute of So-
ciology found that current affairs cov-
erage is poor, both in terms of qual-
ity and quantity. The National Demo-
cratic Institute stated prior to the Rada 
election that the media environment 
did not allow equal, fair coverage of 
all candidates. In the run-up to the 
Rada elections this year, six broad-
casters were forced to shut down ac-
cording to Hrant Kostanyan, a Fellow 
at the Centre for European Political 
Studies (CEPS). 

Here is one example of how PRU’s in-
tolerance of criticism: Mustafa Naem 
and another respected Ukrainian jour-
nalist, Sergei Leschenko, investigated 
Yanukovych’s reportedly illegal real-
estate acquisition. “You will not find 
this subject in Ukrainian media, poli-
ticians ignore the subject, while the 
journalists who want to speak about 
it are never invited in big TV chan-
nels,” said Naem on November 26th at 
a public meeting in Brussels on press 
freedom in Russia and Ukraine. He 
explained that the Ukrainian govern-

ment is only interested in media that 
can impact the electorate—large TV 
channels and print press. According 
to Naem, the first national TV channel 
is controlled by the Prime Minister, 
the second largest, Inter, is owned by 
Valeriy Khoroshkovskyi, current dep-
uty Prime Minister and former head of 
the Ukrainian Security Service. These 
two channels together cover 90 per-
cent of Ukraine’s audience. 

In addition, the government began to 
monitor and regulate the activities of 
civil society organizations more close-
ly, imposing legislation that makes it 
easier to deregister them. Recently, 
the National Security and Defense 
Council adopted a doctrine that de-
clares “any international or domestic 
organization which provides financial 
or moral support to political parties 
or non-governmental organizations 
whose goal it to “discredit” the Ukrai-
nian government” to be a national se-
curity threat.

Not surprisingly, a recent study con-
ducted jointly by the Academy of 
Ukrainian Press and National Acade-
my of Sciences Institute of Sociology, 
found that media coverage had been 
biased towards the PRU in the run-up 
to the Rada election. In October 2011, 

The National Democratic Insti-
tute stated prior to Rada election 
that the media environment did 
not allow equal, fair coverage of 
all candidates.
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PRU received 69 percent of television 
coverage, while the equivalent figure 
for the opposition was only 24 per-
cent.  PRU incumbents received 76 
percent of live TV appearances; the 
opposition received 18 percent, ac-
cording to the study.

The competing parties and electoral 
mood

Several post-2010 legal changes af-
fected the conduct of this year’s Rada 
elections, including a return to the 
1996 Constitution, a mixed system, 
and a new parliamentary election law.  

Polls in the run-up to the election 
showed that Ukrainians’ voting prefer-
ence was primarily for PRU, followed 
by Batkivshyna, UDAR, and the Com-
munists, in that order.  Yet the percent-
age of PRU supporters was still only 
around 20-25 percent, depending on 
the poll. Some of PRU’s policies, such 
as pension and tax reform, have made 
it unpopular, and Ukraine’s economic 
growth has slowed down since Yanu-
kovych won the presidency. 

Support for all the opposition parties 
combined was greater than support for 
the PRU on a national basis, according 
to the International Republican Insti-
tute, and if the election was contested 
solely on a proportional vote (without 
single-member districts), they would 
have won more seats than PRU.  

The polls also showed pessimism and 
indecision as the dominant mood, 

consistent with the low voter turnout. 
Some 58 percent were dissatisfied 
with life, according to one Interna-
tional Foundations for Electoral Sys-
tems (IFES) poll, and 30 percent were 
undecided on whom to vote for. The 
same poll found that voters were pes-
simistic about the election, with the 
majority believing it would not be free 
and fair.  Another poll found that only 
48 percent of Ukrainians understood 
the new election rules and realized 
that contests in single-mandate dis-
tricts would be the decisive factor. 

In terms of parties, Klitschko’s UDAR 
is among Ukraine’s newest parties 
with the fastest growing body of sup-
porters.  Klitschko’s supporters tend 
to be younger and are known as the 
“disappointed” –by both the ruling 
PRU and the opposition, and its ear-
lier Orange Revolution.  That the 
Communists and Svoboda received 
so many votes is potentially attribut-
able to similar reasoning—i.e. a vote 
against the PRU rather than for these 
parties.

Several post-2010 legal chang-
es affected the conduct of this 
year’s Rada elections, including 
a return to the 1996 Constitu-
tion, a mixed system, and a new 
parliamentary election law.  
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The Campaign: PRU vs. opposition 
and UDAR, and how the Commu-
nists matter 

Overall, the campaign events were 
relatively peaceful, although there 
were some incidents of violence and 
intimidation against candidates and 
campaign workers, according to the 
OSCE’s preliminary statement, issued 
following the election. Most parties 
promised low taxes, high wages, and 
to fight corruption at home.  The one 
issue of contention was  the language 
policy. The PRU, which is strong 
in Ukraine’s east and south – where 
historically, Russian sympathies run 
higher, backed a controversial law 
passed in July 2012 that gave Russian 
regional language status.  

In terms of campaign techniques and 
strategies, Opora4, Ukraine’s largest 
independent citizen monitoring group, 
noted that PRU and Batkivshchyna 
were leaders in outdoor political ad-
vertising. PRU focused on combin-
ing local and national slogans, such as 
“The Future of Crimea is in friendship 
with Russia,” (highlighting PRU’s 
pro-Russian stance), “we are opening 
7 new prenatal centers,” advertising 
its social initiatives. Batkivshchyna 
4  Opora means “pillar” or “reliance” in Russian and 
Ukrainian.  

expanded the campaign of contrasting 
with the opposition:  “Ukraine against 
Yanukovych,” and protested against 
the Russian language law.

Similar to Batkivshchyna, Klitcho’s 
party promised to fight corruption, 
to oppose the language policy, “to 
drive PRU out of power and to defend 
Ukrainian sovereignty.” He also add-
ed a social responsibility dimension, 
with a “Let’s clean up the country” 
campaign, arguably in an effort to dis-
tinguish the party from the rest of the 
opposition.

Batkivshchyna’s major disadvantage 
compared to PRU, according to Opora, 
was that it had no distinct dominance 
in any particular region.  Opora also 
noted that “all political parties are us-
ing similar instruments of work with 
voters… indicating a certain inertia in 
Ukrainian electoral technologies”. On 
a positive note, it found that the overall 
campaign increased direct interaction 
with the voters. However, the moni-
toring concluded that the government 
only gave open assistance to PRU. 
The Communists’ campaign was im-
portant to watch. The party’s tradition-
al support base is in eastern Ukraine, 
beginning with Lugansk. Ukrainians 
call this area the “red belt.” Many for-
mer PRU supporters are disappointed, 
primarily because PRU has failed to 
deliver the economic improvements 
they promised, according to Nataliya 
Jense, an independent Ukraine ana-
lyst. Ukrainians in these areas still live 
in poverty, and the older generation in 

In terms of parties, Klitschko’s 
UDAR is among Ukraine’s new-
est parties with the fastest grow-
ing body of supporters.  
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particular is swayed by the Commu-
nists’ promises. The party’s strategy 
was to offer itself as the best alterna-
tive to either PRU or the opposition, 
which they portrayed as equally bad, 
explained Jensen. 

Opora found that most common cam-
paign violations were abuse of admin-
istrative resources, followed by voter 
bribing.  Others included obstruction 
of political parties and candidates and 
illegal campaigning. Overall, PRU 
was responsible for  the lion’s share of 
campaign violations—188, followed 
by 47 violations by self-nominated 
candidates in single-mandate constitu-
encies, with the Communist party tak-
ing third place with 6 incidents.

Electoral law

After the widely criticized 2010 local 
elections, Yanukovych’s government 
announced its intent to conduct com-
prehensive electoral reform. Yet this 
included revising a law deemed “the 
least flawed of Ukraine’s four primary 
election laws” by Gavin Weise, IFES 
Deputy Regional Director for Europe 
and Asia.  The government quickly set 
up a working group, which revised the 
law to reinstate the mixed electoral 
system, prohibit electoral blocs, and 
establish a 5 percent threshold for par-
ties—an increase from three percent 
in 2007—all without consulting with 
the opposition or civil society and in-
deed prior to even the first meeting of 
the working group.  

The international outcry over this led 
the government to allow input from 
opposition and civil society represen-
tatives, and PRU reached a compro-
mise with the opposition—that the 
law would not be re-opened for fur-
ther changes before the parliamentary 
elections.  The OSCE Office for Dem-
ocratic Institutions and Human Rights 
(ODHIR) noted, however, that “due 
to a lack of trust,” opposition parties 
refused to allow discussions of the 
law to be re-opened, despite its many 
flaws and technical errors, “believing 
that the ruling party would attempt to 
amend other, fundamental provisions 
of the law.” 

As it stood on the eve of the Rada 
elections, the law offered a number 
of benefits for PRU. Parties could no 
longer form electoral blocs, a change 
designed to discourage opposition 
parties from running together, thereby 
reducing their chances of getting more 
votes.  

The Council of Europe’s Venice Com-
mission strongly criticized the elec-
tions law, including the return to the 
mixed election system.  The Venice 
Commission advocated for an open 
party list system and expressed con-

The Communists’ campaign 
was important to watch. The 
party’s traditional support base 
is in eastern Ukraine, beginning 
with Lugansk. Ukrainians call 
this area the “red belt.”
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cern about unclear criteria and dead-
lines for the designation of electoral 
districts. The Commission also ex-
pressed concern over the law’s ambi-
guity and lack of clarity on appealing 
election results, an absence of require-
ments for full disclosure on sources 
and sums of electoral campaign fund-
ing, and unclear criteria and deadlines 
for the designation of electoral dis-
tricts.

The return to the mixed system is 
significant. Ten years ago, exactly 
the same system was in place during 
Ukraine’s 2002 parliamentary elec-
tions, when President Leonid Kuch-
ma’s government was losing popular-
ity, but managed to retain control of 
the legislature using the mixed sys-
tem. In the elections, the pro-Kuchma 
ZaYedu (“For a Single Ukraine”) party 
received only slightly less than twelve 
percent of the vote nationwide, but 
managed to win 22.4 percent of the 
Rada seats because ZaYedu did very 
well in single-member districts. 

The new law also gave the Central 
Electoral Commission (CEC) free-
dom to create new district boundaries 
as it saw fit. IFES and the Committee 
of Voters of Ukraine noted problems 
where the CEC created districts “with 
non-contiguous boundaries without 
any explanation or justification.” Con-
tiguous districts typically represent 
a “community of interests” – an ele-
ment absent, it appears, in those dis-
tricts.  In other cases, the CEC made 
“no effort to keep geographically con-

centrated minorities together within a 
single election district,” and “had not 
attempted to involve stakeholders in 
consultations regarding boundary de-
limitation.”

Constitutional reform

The Rada election exposed increased 
public dissatisfaction with Yanu-
kovych and his party to an extent that 
even he and the party had not expect-
ed.  His response has been what ap-
pears to be a frantic attempt to hold 
onto power at any cost.

On November 27th, just barely a 
month after the Rada elections, he 
signed a law enabling constitutional 
changes through a referendum of at 
least 3 million Ukrainians from differ-
ent regions of the country.  This would 
allow Yanukovych to push for electing 
Ukraine’s President by a simple ma-
jority vote in the Rada, rather than the 
popular vote, which he understood he 
would lose. 

The return to the mixed system 
is significant. Ten years ago, 
exactly the same system was in 
place during Ukraine’s 2002 
parliamentary elections, when 
President Leonid Kuchma’s 
government was losing popular-
ity, but managed to retain con-
trol of the legislature using the 
mixed system. 
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Prior to November 27th, the Constitu-
tion could only be amended thorough 
a two-thirds majority in the Rada, 
which PRU was never able, nor will 
ever be able, to obtain.  

It is uncertain at this point whether the 
Ukrainian public would really sup-
port empowering the Rada to choose 
Ukraine’s head of state, but the new 
law creates such a possibility..

Another issue is the Russia-led Cus-
toms Union with Belarus and Kazakh-
stan.  Although the Kremlin has been 
pushing Ukraine to join5, the oligarchs 
who support Yanukovych are against 
closer ties with Russia.  Only a few 
oligarchs would benefit from joining 
the Customs Union, namely those as-
sociated with the gas lobby. 

The new law could, in theory, give Ya-
nukovich the power to approve join-
ing the Customs Union.  This could 
still be a bluff, however. Yanukovych 
understands that the Customs Union 
would “wipe out” Ukraine, says Na-
taliya Jensen.  His “family” would not 
benefit from joining it either, either—
their businesses are not connected to 
the gas sector.

Yanukovych’s earlier statements about 
the Customs have been ambivalent. In 
July 2012 he said at a meeting with 
Vladimir Putin, “We do not say no, 
5 Yanukovych had said earlier that Ukraine may increase 
cooperation with the Customs Union countries through what he 
called a “three plus one” framework. But Moscow rejected this 
proposal, demanding Ukraine’s full membership. 

we are now closely studying this pro-
cesses. We should decide on our future 
soon.”   But recent government state-
ments indicate an even lower level of 
interest. Ukrainian First Deputy Prime 
Minister Valeriy Khoroshkovsky said, 
“Ukraine’s accession to the Customs 
Union is outside the law.” 

Officially, Ukraine has not entirely 
turned away from the Union. “The 
Customs Union and Ukraine will 
consider removing mutual trade pro-
tection measures by April 2013, the 
Trade Minister of the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Commission (EEC) Andrei 
Slepnev told journalists in late No-
vember 2012, after the first “dialogue 
on trade issues” between the EEC 
and the Ukrainian government. But 
it seems unlikely that Union mem-
bership is what Yanukovych and his 
“family” really want. 

Implications for Relations with 
Russia and the West

Since coming into office, Yanukovych 
has tried to pursue what he perceived 
to be a multi-vector policy, to balance 
European and Russian interests in the 
Ukraine.  But in reality he has brought 
Ukraine closer to Russia in an effort 
to appease the Kremlin. The language 
policy was a contentious issue in this 
Rada election, but more broadly, PRU 
is known for its pro-Russian poli-
cies relative to the opposition, which 
stands for Western integration and 
Ukrainian sovereignty. 
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Yanukovych not only halted his prede-
cessor’s push for NATO membership, 
but also accepted the Russian position 
on Holodomor, the great 1933 fam-
ine, which many Ukrainians believe 
was deliberate genocide perpetrated 
against them by Josef Stalin. Yanu-
kovych supported South Ossetian and 
Abkhazian independence from Geor-
gia. In April 2012, he signed a new, 
25-year lease for a Russian naval base 
at Sevastopol, despite public outcry. 
Kyiv Post noted this summer that one 
look around the city shows that Russia 
“silently dominates”. 

In the end, none of these concessions 
have been enough for the Kremlin. 
As one senior Ukrainian official ex-
plained, according to Jamestown, “It 
is not we who are moving away from 
Russia, but Russi that is pushing us 
away.”

When push comes to shove, Rus-
sian leadership refuses to accept that 
Ukraine is a separate nation. In 2008, 
Vladimir Putin famously told Presi-
dent George W. Bush that Ukraine “is 
not even a state.” Of all the former So-
viet republics, Moscow sees Ukraine 
historically as closest to Russia-  but 
as a subject of its empire rather than a 
sovereign neighbor.

Putin is currently trying to revive Rus-
sia’s imperialist ambitions by creating 
a Eurasian Union— an attempt to con-
trol countries along Russia’s periph-
ery, which the Kremlin considers its 
traditional “sphere of influence.” Giv-

en the unique Ukraine-Russia connec-
tion, symbolically, including Ukraine 
is crucial to the Union’s success. 

Seventy percent of Ukraine’s gas 
comes from Russia, and the Kremlin 
has hinted that it will offer Ukraine 
better gas prices if Ukraine joins the 
Eurasian Union.  Perhaps in an ef-
fort to appease the Kremlin, in Au-
gust 2012 Yanukovych joined Russia 
and Belarus in signing a law ratifying 
Ukrainian participation in a free-trade 
zone with former-Soviet countries in 
the Commonwealth of Independent 
States.  During his August 2010 visit 
to Moscow, Yanukovych said Ukraine 
may change its position on Ukraine-

Russia gas talks and “slightly alter our 
positions in our relations with Russia”, 
and become observers of the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO).

Yanukovych not only halted his 
predecessor’s push for NATO 
membership, but also accepted 
the Russian position on Ho-
lodomor, the great 1933 famine, 
which many Ukrainians believe 
was deliberate genocide per-
petrated against them by Josef 
Stalin. 

“It is not we who are moving 
away from Russia, but Russi 
that is pushing us away.”
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Yet, Putin treats Yanukovych with 
disrespect and their relationship is 
characterized more by mistrust than 
friendly cooperation.  During the run-
up to the parliamentary elections, Ya-
nukovych made several visits to Rus-
sia. During his first visit, in July 2012, 
Putin made Yanukovych wait for four 
hours because he had to stop to talk 
some bikers, a fairly unambiguous at-
tempt to humiliate Yanukovych.

Furthermore, Ukraine’s relations with 
Russia appear to have taken a turn 
for the worse, as recently, Ukraine 
has been turning increasingly to other 
countries for its gas. Yanukovych an-
nounced in late November 2012 that 
the latest Moscow talks have failed to 
result in lower gas prices for Ukraine. 
In a press statement, he said that they 
will further reduce gas imports from 
Russia in response.

Ukraine began importing natural gas 
from Germany via Poland in early 
November 2012 through existing nat-
ural gas pipelines. Yanukovych even 
travelled to Qatar in late November 
in hopes of increasing gas coopera-
tion. Reportedly, Qatar is expected to 
become a major supplier of liquefied 
natural gas to Ukraine in three years. 

On November 26th, the Ukrainian gov-
ernment signed a deal with the Span-
ish firm Gas Natural Fenosa.  The 
government hailed this as a deal that 
would finally end Ukraine’s reliance 
on Russia’s gas, but the Spanish com-
pany denied ever having signed any 

contract and it is unclear who signed 
the contract on its behalf. Embarrass-
ing as this incident is, it shows how 
keen Ukraine is on ending its reliance 
on Russian gas.

At the same time, Yanukovych pur-
sued European integration through 
a deep and comprehensive free trade 
area (DCFTA). But given the anti-
democratic developments in Ukraine, 
Europe froze negotiations.  

Policy implications

The West should not ignore Ukraine. 
It should push Ukraine towards dem-
ocratic reforms.  For Europe, as An-

drew Wilson argued, signing the as-
sociation agreements prematurely 
would undermine Europe’s condition-
ality, but leaving them frozen isolates 
Ukraine and ultimately leaves Europe 
without leverage. Thus Europe should 
find a way to push for reform without 
compromising its values. The United 
States has less leverage but should 
be making public statements against 
Ukraine’s democratic backslide, rath-
er than being silent as it largely has 
been.  

Yanukovich does not enjoy majority 
popular support, and knows himself 

Ukraine began importing natu-
ral gas from Germany via Po-
land in early November 2012 
through existing natural gas 
pipelines. 
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that being too close to Russia is prob-
lematic for Ukraine. The West should 
use that, as well as Ukrainian leader-
ship’s desire to be independent from 
Russia. 

The West should also support civil so-
ciety and free media in Ukraine. This 
would show ordinary Ukrainians that 
the West cares about them, and free 
Ukrainian media outlets can explain 
to the public why being closer to the 
West is beneficial to them without 
fear of censorship. The EU could also 
press for Ukraine’s visa liberalization 
with Europe to strengthen the connec-
tion with Ukrainians. 

The EU can create a Ukrainian ver-
sion of the Magnistky list6 to sanction 
Ukraine’s human rights abusers and 
freeze their assets in Europe. The EU 

could do a better job explaining the 
benefits of the DCFTA to Ukrainians—
including Ukrainian oligarchs, and use 
it to press for reform, such as releas-
ing Tymoshenko, but also reforms that 
would impact ordinary Ukrainians. 

In 2013, Ukraine will assume OSCE 
presidency.  Lack of freedom and de-
mocracy in Ukraine will have impli-

6 A US law passed in December 2012 named after Sergei 
Magnitsky, a Russian human rights lawyer, who was murdered 
after uncovering a $230 million embezzlement scheme. The law  
sanctions Russia’s worst human rights abusers by denying them 
American visas and freezing their assets in US banks. 

cations for OSCE’s reputation in the 
international community.   The time 
to act is now, rather than waiting as 
Yanukovych continues to consolidate 
power and the Ukrainian public loses 
hope and feels forgotten by the West.

Conclusion

Ukraine remains an important coun-
try for the West, too important to lose. 
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
Ukraine has consistently demonstrat-
ed a commitment to peace, most no-
tably by eliminating its nuclear weap-
ons— the world’s third largest stock-
pile. Ukrainians have demonstrated a 
strong desire for democracy, including 
through the Orange revolution. It is 
because of Ukrainian strong civil so-
ciety and resilient opposition that the 
October ˆ elections mattered.  

Ukraine has also contributed to the 
international struggle against terror-
ism and continues to play an impor-
tant role in Europe’s energy sphere. A 
democratic Ukraine would advance 
Western interests.

Given Ukraine’s troubling trends, it 
is more important than ever that the 

The West should not ignore 
Ukraine. It should push Ukraine 
towards democratic reforms.  

In 2013, Ukraine will assume 
OSCE presidency.  Lack of free-
dom and democracy in Ukraine 
will have implications for 
OSCE’s reputation in the inter-
national community.   
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West remains committed to support-
ing democratic values on government 
and civil society levels, and publically 
voices its condemnation for the demo-
cratic backslide.Doing nothing is a 
decision in and of itself, and fear that 
criticism will push Ukraine further to-
wards Russia is unwarranted.  
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*	Dr.	Cheryl	Benard	 is	President	of	 the	Alliance	 for	 the	Restoration	of	Cultural	Heritage	 (ARCH),	a	non-profit	
organization dedicated to the protection of endangered cultural heritage sites. Eli Sugarman sits on the Board of 
ARCH and is a Truman National Security Fellow. ARCH recently convened a group of mining, archaeological, and 
environmental experts to study Aynak. Its report is available at: www.archinternational.org. 

Afghanistan’s 
Copper 

Conundrum
Behind the violence and chaos of Afghanistan’s revived 
insurgency and governmental corruption stands the 
uncertainty of a fragile economy. The vast majority of 
commerce	 in	Afghanistan	 –	 roughly	 95%	 of	 its	GDP	

according	to	World	Bank	figures	--	is	linked	to	the	international	military	pres-
ence. Sustainable economic growth is critical for the future of this belea-
guered country. 

Historically,	farming	and	transit	–	the	Silk	Road	–	have	been	two	of	the	long-
standing pillars of the Afghan economy. To this we can add mining and tour-
ism as two industries holding the promise of economic growth and revenue 
generation. Afghanistan possesses considerable mineral wealth that might, 
with good management and over time, contribute to the country’s develop-
ment.	Unfortunately,	in	the	rush	to	develop	the	country’s	first	and	largest	min-
ing project at Aynak, Afghanistan is jeopardizing not only its economic future 
but also its unique heritage. 

Moreover, no environmental impact assessment has been conducted regard-
ing the mine’s impact. Aynak sits on top of Afghanistan’s principal water sup-
ply, in one of its premier agricultural areas, and in close proximity to the 
capital. 
 
A prominent group of archeologists, mining engineers, and environmental 
experts has voluntarily studied the situation and put forward a plan. But in 
panicked, inexperienced Afghanistan, and among the international commu-
nity rushing for the exits, will anyone listen?

Cheryl 
Benard & 
Eli 
Sugarman*
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Behind the violence and chaos 
of Afghanistan’s revived insur-

gency and governmental corruption 
stands the uncertainty of a fragile 
economy. The vast majority of com-
merce in Afghanistan – roughly 95% 
of its GDP according to World Bank 
figures -- is linked to the international 
military presence. Many Afghans – 
ranging from truck drivers to security 
guards to bottled water factory work-
ers – are dependent on it for their 
jobs and now face a very uncertain 
future. At the July 2012 Tokyo Do-
nors’ Conference, $16 billion dollars 
was pledged in hopes of keeping the 
Afghan economy afloat. But this is at 
best a temporary fix. Sustainable eco-
nomic growth is critical for the future 
of this beleaguered country.

It sounds like a pipedream in a land-
scape of governmental waste and 
suicide bombs. But in fact, mining is 
an example of an industry that holds 
the promise of economic growth and 
revenue generation. Afghanistan pos-
sesses considerable mineral wealth 
that might, with good management 
and over time, contribute to the coun-
try’s development.  Estimates place 
the value of Afghanistan’s copper, 
iron, Rare Earth Elements, lithium, 
and other mineral deposits at more 
than $1 trillion dollars. 

But while the country has significant 
mineral deposits, it also has near-ze-
ro experience in mining. Because of 
the lack of infrastructure and trained 
professionals required to manage 

complex and large projects, it would 
have made sense for entrepreneurs 
to start with modest projects, gain 
experience, begin to generate an in-
come stream, train key personnel, 
and gradually expand.  Instead the 
first contract—a 30-year lease-- went 
to the Metallurgical Corporation of 
China (MCC) a Chinese mining con-
sortium, giving them the rights to 
one of the largest copper deposits in 
the world at Aynak, 25 miles south 
of Kabul in Logar Province. This $3 
billion project is the largest foreign 
investment and business venture in 
Afghanistan’s history and spearheads 
China’s ambitious effort to monopo-
lize Afghanistan’s natural resources.  

Mining in Afghanistan

Afghanistan has had mixed success 
developing its mineral resources to 
date. The Aynak copper mine and the 
Hagjikak iron deposit in Bamiyan 
Province are the country’s largest 
projects, won by Chinese and Indian 
companies, respectively. Several oth-
er smaller mining efforts, including 
a gold mining project backed by JP 
Morgan are also underway. Security 
concerns are paramount in investors’ 
minds, as are the lack of electric-

Many Afghans – ranging from 
truck drivers to security guards 
to bottled water factory workers 
– are dependent on it for their 
jobs and now face a very uncer-
tain future. 
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ity and key infrastructure (road, rail, 
etc.). 

The country has made some prog-
ress updating its mining laws, but in 
late July 2012, the Afghan Cabinet 
surprisingly rejected a new Miner-
als Law that would have promoted 
foreign investment and improved 
transparency and accountability in 
Afghanistan’s extractive industries. 
Afghanistan’s Minerals Law was en-
acted in 2005, but then significantly 
amended by the Ministry of Mines 
in 2009. Those amendments reduced 
investor interest and led the Ministry 
–under new leadership in 2011/2012 
– to draft a new law, in coordination 
with the Ministry of Justice and other 
relevant ministries. 

It is unclear how the new law would 
have impacted Aynak because the 
mining contract between the GOA 
and MCC has never been publically 
released, and nor has the proposed 
new draft law. This lack of trans-
parency pervades Aynak operations. 
MCC has begun some basic site 
preparation, but has since elected to 

halt its preparatory work. Over the 
years, various start dates have been 
mentioned, with mid- 2013 being the 
most recent. But press reports indi-
cate deteriorating security around the 
mine site, and the departure of most 
of the Chinese workers due to secu-
rity concerns. 

More importantly, mining is techni-
cally complex and MCC has not yet 
initiated let alone completed many 
of the necessary preparatory surveys 
and work at Aynak. Assuming a mine 
capacity of 200,000 tons, it will take 
at least until late 2015 and possibly 
until 2018 to begin mining, accord-
ing to experts. And the mine will not 
reach peak capacity until 2023. Aynak 
could well generate over $100 billion 
dollars in revenue over its lifespan – 
if planned and managed properly – 
but those funds will not start flowing 
for several years. 

China’s Role in Afghanistan

Chinese engagement with Afghani-
stan is focused almost exclusively on 
commercial relations. Since the fall 
of the Taliban in 2001, the Chinese 
government has contributed only 
$20 million dollars per year (roughly 
$230 million total) to Afghanistan’s 
reconstruction. This small sum is a 
clear indication of China’s desire to 
focus on commercial ties in contrast 
to the West’s larger scale security and 
development focused engagement.

Afghanistan has had mixed suc-
cess developing its mineral re-
sources to date. The Aynak cop-
per mine and the Hagjikak iron 
deposit in Bamiyan Province 
are the country’s largest proj-
ects, won by Chinese and Indian 
companies, respectively.
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To date, China has been the coun-
try most active in Afghanistan’s ex-
tractive industries. Not only does a 
Chinese consortium hold the Aynak 
contract, but the China National Pe-
troleum Corp. (CNPC), one of the 
largest state-owned Chinese compa-
nies, won Afghanistan’s first oil and 

gas tender in 2011 for the Amu Darya 
basin in northern Afghanistan. That 
tender was for a small resource ba-
sin that consists of five known fields 
that hold an estimated 80 million 
barrels of crude oil (roughly 11,000 
barrels per day over 20 years). How-
ever, China’s ambitions are big.  It 
is actively seeking control over Af-
ghanistan’s natural resources – just 
as it has done throughout neighbor-
ing Central Asian countries – to help 
meet its ever-growing demand for hy-
drocarbons and minerals. It routinely 
makes geopolitically-driven resource 
investments through state-owned 
companies and outbids its commer-
cially-driven Western competitors. 
But higher government revenue from 
more generous Chinese commercial 

terms often comes at the price of 
decreased transparency, importation 
of Chinese labor to the exclusion of 
local workers, and use of older, less 
environmentally friendly technology, 
among others.

In September 2012, China sent its 
highest ranking delegation in nearly 
fifty years to Afghanistan. It was led 
by Politburo Standing Committee 
member, Zhou Yongkang. The visit 
culminated in the signing of several 
security and economic agreements, 
including agreement by Beijing to 
fund the training of several hundred 
Afghan National Police officers. Un-
surprisingly, the visit also focused 
on China’s continuing interest in Af-
ghanistan’s extractive industries and 
promoted further opportunities for 
Chinese mining and oil and gas com-
panies in Afghanistan. 

Cultural Heritage and Tourism 

The stakes at Aynak are hard to over-
state. Atop the mine is Mes Aynak, 
a cultural heritage site of immense 
importance that includes an array 
of over twenty ruin sites, including 
several 4th to 8th century Buddhist 
monasteries, ancient fortifications, 
and rare Bronze Age remnants. The 
site also sits above two major aqui-
fers and abuts agricultural areas and 
population centers, most notably Af-
ghanistan’s capital and most popu-
lous city, Kabul. 

Since the fall of the Taliban in 
2001, the Chinese government 
has contributed only $20 million 
dollars per year (roughly $230 
million total) to Afghanistan’s 
reconstruction.

To date, China has been the 
country most active in Afghani-
stan’s extractive industries. 
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Several archeologists have described 
Mes Aynak as a potential Pompeii, if 
excavated and preserved. The site’s 
history spans from the Bronze Age 
through the Buddhist era, and up to 
the early Islamic period. It is of spe-
cial interest because it contains resi-
dential and commercial areas of a 
sprawling Buddhist era city, not just 
temples and monasteries. Early tech-
nology and society unfolded for over 
5,000 years at Mes Aynak and the 
site is known to contain coins, glass, 
wooden elements, tools, and many 
artifacts, including manuscripts that 
may date from the time of Alexan-
der the Great. Shockingly, all of this 
is scheduled for destruction, with 
the archeologists continually work-
ing in three or six month segments, 
told they are about to be evicted, then 
granted another brief stay. The cur-
rent deadline is mid -2013, with the 
January start date of mining once 
more pushed forward by six months.

Geographically, Afghanistan and 
Mes Aynak represent a central point 
along the ancient Silk Road, whose 
culture was shaped by three civiliza-
tions - China, India, and Iran.  This 
location provides great value in terms 
of art and architecture and the influ-
ences of these great cultures.  Dur-
ing antiquity, Mes Aynak and greater 
Afghanistan were already centers for 
both copper and silver mining. In ad-
dition to the precious coins, jewelry 
and metal works recoverable at Mes 
Aynak, this site also presents a sig-
nificant opportunity to learn about 

the development of ancient mining 
technologies.

Recent excavations inside one of the 
monasteries discovered walls cov-
ered in early paintings of ancient life, 
including styles of dress from which 
conclusions can be drawn about pat-

terns of migration and cultural influ-
ence. Many images and statues were 
found to be painted in gold, an indi-
cation of the wealth of the Mes Aynak 
area.  Additionally, a large number of 
stupas, the dome-shaped monuments 
usually containing Buddhist relics, 
were discovered.  Those on the sur-
face had been previously looted of 
the relics inside, but the archeolo-
gists believe that many more remain 
underground, still intact.

The current mining plan, however, 
allows only for only minimal salvage 
archeology and will destroy the site 
and everything still buried beneath it, 

Geographically,Afghanistan 
and Mes Aynak represent a cen-
tral point along the ancient Silk 
Road, whose culture was shaped 
by three civilizations - China, 
India, and Iran.  

Preserving Mes Aynak is not just 
an abstract scientific ideal – the 
site is also a source of potential 
economic development in the 
form of tourism.  
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either directly or as a consequence of 
vibrations from mining detonations. 
MCC has demanded that archeolo-
gists be given a short period of time 
to operate on site and then depart.

Preserving Mes Aynak is not just an 
abstract scientific ideal – the site is 
also a source of potential economic 
development in the form of tourism.  
In the 1960s and 70s, Afghanistan 
was a popular tourism destination. 
The Bamiyan Buddhas in particular 
attracted visitors until their destruc-
tion by the Taliban. Mes Aynak, with 
its proximity to the capital and easy 
accessibility by road, could be key in 
re-establishing tourism as a central 
sector of the economy if and when 
political stability is achieved.

Environmental Risks

It is difficult to fully describe the envi-
ronmental risks associated with Aynak 
because no Environmental Impact Plan 
for Aynak has yet been developed or 
published, in violation of World Bank 
rules, Afghan law and international best 
practice. Because Mes Aynak is located 
only 25 miles from the country’s dens-
est population center and above two of 
its largest aquifers, the environmental 
risk is immense.  

Copper mining is often conducted 
through the creation of a large open-
pit mine. The extensive blasting and 
use of large quantities of highly toxic 
industrial chemicals produce heavy 
metals that leach into the soil and 

water supply. It is also very water 
intensive because water is needed 
to cool machinery and ore. As a re-
sult, copper mines pose public health 
risks and are very difficult and costly 
to clean up. There is no indication at 
present that any mine closure plan 
is in place to account for disposal 
of the extremely large quantities of 
displaced earth and rock or the toxic 
sludge and soil that will stay behind, 
or that any emergency mitigation 
plan exists in the case of a bad result 
from the intended mining techniques. 

The massive quantities of water 
needed for copper mining can deplete 
groundwater, dry up rivers and wells, 
and harm irrigation and farming net-
works.  To mine one ton of copper, 
100 tons of soil need to be removed 
from the land. This will distort the 
meteorological balance of the area 
and increase the risk of landslides, 
reduce soil fertility, and expose to 
the air heavy minerals and naturally 
occurring radioactive metals. Heavy 
metals can leach into ground and sur-
face water, endanger nearby fisheries 
and make the water toxic for human 
consumption. Mining activities could 
also contaminate water, air, and food 
for nearby populations, including in 
Kabul.  The increase in heavy miner-
als and metals can lead to increases in 
asthma, lung disease, brain damage, 
and cancer as well as increased rates 
of mortality and morbidity, particu-
larly among children and the elderly.
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The risks facing Afghanistan are 
dramatized by the now-abandoned 
Berkeley copper mine in Butte, Mon-
tana, once the most valuable mine in 
the U.S.  It is now an enormous open 
pit filled with an estimated forty bil-
lion gallons of acidic, metal-contam-
inated water. Any visitor to the site 
must first complete a 40-hour training 
session on hazardous materials, and 
workers must enter the water in fiber-
glass boats because the water can dis-
solve aluminum. The mine was only 
closed after studies in the 1940s be-
gan to document how the mine was 
causing cancer, mental retardation, 
and birth defects in surrounding ar-
eas. Mitigating this environmental 
disaster was beyond the abilities of 
local government or industry, so the 
federal government was forced to 
establish a Superfund Trust, and has 
since spent billions of dollars clean-
ing up the mine.  

Afghanistan’s Environmental Protec-
tion Agency has even less capacity 
and resources than the Ministry of 
Mines, and is unable to evaluate let 
alone help mitigate these risks. It has 
not been given a voice in decision-
making and ensuring a comprehen-
sive Environmental Impact Assess-
ment for Aynak is completed. 

The Solution

The good news is that archeologists, 
mining engineers, and environmental 
experts believe it is possible to bal-
ance the competing interests of envi-

ronmental safety, heritage preserva-
tion and mining, and ensure Afghani-
stan maximizes its benefits from the 
Aynak copper mine. But to do so, the 
Afghan government, the MCC, and 
the World Bank must be transparent 
and the three stakeholder communi-
ties must work together, share infor-
mation, and be as open as possible 
towards each other and the public.  

Recently, MCC froze all work at 
Aynak, thereby providing the perfect 
opportunity to adjust course. Several 
steps are urgently needed at Aynak: 

First, salvage archeology on the site 
must stop immediately. Salvage ar-
cheology actually destroys a site by 
hastily removing anything that is 
transportable, including portions of 
frescoes, columns etc. – this is essen-
tial demolition archeology, appropri-
ate only when there is no alternative. 
This is the case, for example, when a 
construction project in the middle of 
a modern city unexpectedly happens 
upon ancient artifacts. That is not the 
case here. According to neutral ex-
perts who have studied the data, con-
ventional archeology can readily be 
conducted here without obstructing 
mining operations. Mining cannot 
begin for several years anyway, so 

The risks facing Afghanistan 
are dramatized by the now-aban-
doned Berkeley copper mine in 
Butte, Montana, once the most 
valuable mine in the U.S.  
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there is no rush. It is one thing to face 
an actual decision point, and to be 
obliged to make a painful choice be-
tween culture and commerce. There 
is no reason to make the decision to 
sacrifice cultural treasure without 
first checking the facts when the sac-
rifice is objectively not necessary. 

Second, an Environmental Impact 
Assessment must be conducted ur-
gently, by international experts and 
the Afghan government. The as-
sessment is acutely needed because 
the environmental risks are so high: 
Aynak sits on top of Afghanistan’s 
principal water supply, in one of its 
premier agricultural areas, and in 
close proximity to the capital. It is 
not only illegal, but also dangerous 
to open a copper mine, a particular-
ly pollution-prone form of mining, 
without first carefully studying its 
environmental impact. 

Third, the local community in areas 
surrounding the mine must engaged 
and given a voice in decision-mak-
ing. To date, civil society has been 
almost entirely excluded from the 
process and denied basic information 
about the mining plan. This mistake 
is already being felt in the form of 
deteriorating security and attacks on 
the site. The hasty relocation of some 
of the local populace and the failure 
of the Ministry or MCC to care for 
some local workers who were badly 
injured when they encountered un-
exploded ordinance, has further ex-
acerbated matters. A new high-level 

coordination mechanism between the 
Afghan government, MCC, World 
Bank, and the local community, with 
support from a neutral group of pro-
fessionals with specific subject mat-
ter expertise and experience, is badly 
needed. Such a mechanism would 
maximize the chances of a good out-
come, whereas the present secretive 
approach, violating laws and norms, 
carries the risk of yet more bad news 
from Afghanistan.  
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Natural 
Gas supply to 

Europe: 
Azerbaijan’s energy policy

Azerbaijan is one of the key countries in the Caspian 
region that exports crude oil to the global energy mar-
ket. However, the discovery of the huge natural gas 
reserves on its offshore territory, the start of negotia-

tions with Turkmenistan to establish a legal framework for constructing the 
Trans-Caspian Pipeline, and the recently signed gas agreements have also 
made Azerbaijan a major natural gas exporting country. Nowadays, supply-
ing natural gas to European markets through the Southern Corridor is the 
main focus of Azerbaijan’s energy policy. The Southern Corridor, a central 
part	of	the	country’s	energy	diversification	policy,	is	the	only	westward	route	
for exporting hydrocarbons from the Caspian. 

Supplying natural gas through pipelines creates a long-term linkage and 
increases interdependency between suppliers and consumers, which in turn 
makes the process more vulnerable from the political point of view. By pursu-
ing a multi-dimensional energy policy, Azerbaijan has taken a cautious and 
balanced approach, where political interests along with economic interests 
play	a	 key	 role	 in	defining	priorities	within	 the	 long-term	energy	projects.	
This paper analyzes Azerbaijan’s natural gas supply policy focusing on spe-
cific	factors	affecting	current	pipeline	politics,	along	with	the	shifting	security	
dynamics within the Southern Corridor.

Sevinj 
Mammadova*

* Sevinj Mammadova , PhD candidate in Political Sciences Berlin Center for Caspian Region Studies, Free Uni-
versity of Berlin
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Since hydrocarbon reserves close 
to traditional markets are being 

depleted, importing oil and natural 
gas from remote sources has become 
a way to meet Europe’s growing en-
ergy demand. Indeed, the supply of 
hydrocarbons from remote sources 
through pipelines has brought new 
players with different interests to the 
traditional energy markets, shifting 
the power balance between consum-
ers and suppliers. However, market 
mechanisms are not same for oil and 
gas.  In contrast to oil, natural gas 
markets are still regionally fragment-
ed and the market transformation 
process is incomplete. 

In order to meet the growing energy 
demand and diversify its supply op-
tions by reducing natural gas monop-
oly in European markets, the Europe-
an Union has launched the “southern 
gas corridor” initiative to enable the 
flow of natural gas to markets from 
the Caspian region. At its current 
stage the realization of the westward 
supply chain from the region has 
been slowed by certain impediments; 
however, by some positive develop-
ments have followed.

The major impediments can be char-
acterized as follows. First, the land-
locked nature of the Caspian region 
constrains supply options, and thus 
increases the dependency of the ener-
gy producing states on transportation 
systems in neighboring states. Since 
neither Azerbaijan nor Turkmenistan 
has direct access to the high seas, 

they need transit pipelines to gain ac-
cess to European energy markets. In 
fact, transit pipelines are more vul-
nerable to political and economical 
pressure along the supply chain. The 
lack of common regulations and gaps 
within the legal framework pose an-
other challenge. As there is no open 
market structure for natural gas, most 
of the decisions are determined not 
by market mechanisms and dynam-
ics but by long-term contracts. Fi-
nally, the geopolitical interests of 
Russia and Iran present problems 
for the materialization of the Trans 
Caspian Pipeline (TCP). In order to 
both preserve its energy monopoly in 
European gas markets and maintain 
control over gas transit routes from 
Central Asia, Russia is putting its ef-
forts into blocking the construction 
of this pipeline, which would bypass 
its territory. Without Turkmen gas it 
makes no sense to talk about a long-
term pipeline project with large ex-
port capacity. 

The boost of the investments in 
natural gas production and develop-
ment of new pipeline projects based 
mostly on Azerbaijani gas have sig-

The boost of the investments in 
natural gas production and de-
velopment of new pipeline proj-
ects based mostly on Azerbaijani 
gas have significantly increased 
Azerbaijan’s role as an energy 
country. 
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nificantly increased Azerbaijan’s role 
as an energy country. Nowadays, the 
natural gas supply to Southern and 
Eastern European markets through 
the southern gas corridor is the main 
focus of Azerbaijan’s energy strat-
egy. Moreover, the initial supply of 
natural gas via the southern gas corri-
dor is expected to flow from its Shah 
Deniz field, one of the world’s big-
gest gas fields. Four main pipeline 
projects, Nabucco, the Trans – Adri-
atic – Pipeline (TAP), Interconnector 
– Turkey – Greece – Italy (ITGI) and 
South-East Europe Pipeline (SEEP) 
have been competing for the rights to 
bring Shah Deniz gas to Europe. 

However, exporting natural gas from 
Azerbaijan faces challenges that fol-
low from factors such as geopolitics, 
the region’s landlocked geography, 
competing interests of key play-
ers, limits of transportation options, 
and the need for a transit pipeline 
to deliver natural gas to European 
markets. Consequently, the Azer-
baijani government has established 
the following guidelines: a) avoid or 
minimize transit risks by owning the 
major share in export/energy infra-
structure in transit states; b) diversify 
pipeline routes by developing mul-
tiple export options and; c) pursue a 
market-oriented policy.   

This paper focuses on the export of 
natural gas from Azerbaijan to Eu-
rope and examines challenges associ-
ated with the delivery of natural gas 
via pipelines from the region. The 

paper opens with an explanation of 
Azerbaijan’s energy policy, deter-
mined by natural gas demand from 
markets to the west. Then it identifies 
the impact of landlocked geography 
along with political and economic in-
terests on export options and pipeline 
dynamics. 

Switching from oil to natural gas 
supply  

In the two decades following the 
break up of the Soviet Union, the 
supply of hydrocarbon resources 
from Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan to world markets has 
become the center of energy policy 
debates. Within this constellation, 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan were 
generally seen as the main oil export-
ing countries, with Turkmenistan as 
a key natural gas supplier. Since the 
existing pipeline system from those 
countries was a part of the old So-
viet transportation network, there 
was strong support from Turkey and 
Western countries for the develop-
ment of new oil and gas pipelines in 
the east-west direction. Theoretically, 
that should help the energy-produc-
ing countries of the Caspian region 
to export their hydrocarbon resources 
independently to world markets with-
out using the Russian pipeline system 
or traversing its territory. 

The construction of new pipeline sys-
tem leading from the Caspian Sea to 
world markets became a priority in 
the energy policy agendas of Western 
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and Caspian states. Since Moscow 
had other plans and visions for how 
to export the region’s hydrocarbon 
resources, the outcome was mixed 
and they struggled to meet their ini-
tial objectives. From the beginning, 
Moscow blocked all pipeline projects 
crossing through the seabed, refer-
ring to environmental concerns and 
the unresolved legal status of the 
Caspian Sea. Hence, the initial at-
tempts to construct a Trans-Caspian 
Pipeline system to export Kazak oil 
and Turkmen gas failed at the end of 
the 1990s. The dependence of Central 
Asian countries on the Russian pipe-
line system has limited transportation 
options, moderately in Kazakhstan 
and overwhelmingly in Turkmeni-
stan.1 Russia was able to maintain its 
monopoly over the natural gas supply 
from Central Asia to European mar-
kets during the first phase of Caspian 
energy development. 

As soon as oil pipelines become op-
erational in Azerbaijan, it started to 
export its hydrocarbon resources to 
world markets. During the first phase 
of Caspian energy development, the 
1 Mert Bilgin, “New prospects in the political economy of inner-
Caspian hydrocarbons and western energy corridor through 
Turkey,”	Energy	Policy,	no.	37	(2007):	pp.	6383–6394.

production and export of crude oil 
constituted the core of Azerbaijan’s 
energy strategy and was the major 
base of its economy. Moreover, most 
foreign investments were directed to-
wards the exploitation and develop-
ment of oil fields. In contrast to oil, 
natural gas production has been de-
veloped as sideline, out of the lime-
light. 

The dynamic around Caspian energy 
changed in 1999, when the anticipat-
ed oil reserves in Azerbaijan’s Shah 
Deniz field failed to materialize, and 
instead, a giant deposit of natural 
gas and condensate was discovered.2 
Shah Deniz is one of the world’s larg-
est gas-condensate fields, with over 1 
trillion cubic meters (tcm) of gas.3 
This was a turning point not only in 
Azerbaijan’s domestic energy policy, 
but also the region’s, by significantly 
increasing Azerbaijan’s natural gas 
export potential along with its crude 
2 Elshad Nasirov, “Azerbaijan’s oil and natural gas industry 
- achievements and perspectives,” Azerbaijan Focus, Januarry 
2010: pp. 75-84. 

3 BP Caspian, Shah Deniz, http://www.bp.com/
sectiongenericarticle.do?categoryId=9006668&content
Id=7015092 (accessed June 13, 2012).

The construction of new pipe-
line system leading from the 
Caspian Sea to world markets 
became a priority in the energy 
policy agendas of Western and 
Caspian states. 

The dynamic around Caspian 
energy changed in 1999, when 
the anticipated oil reserves in 
Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz field 
failed to materialize, and in-
stead, a giant deposit of natural 
gas and condensate was discov-
ered.
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oil capacity. Azerbaijan has entered 
into a new phase of its energy policy, 
shaped by the export potential for 
natural gas. 

With the discovery of the Shah Deniz 
field, Azerbaijan became the main 
driving force behind the southern gas 
corridor, with Turkmenistan taking a 
backseat.4 Moreover, newly opened 
gas fields - Shafag, Asiman, Nakh-
chevan, Dan Ulduzu, Ashrafi, and 
Babek - have caused a tremendous 
shift in the country’s energy policy.  
In the near future, Azerbaijan will 
be able to produce and export more 
natural gas than oil.5 After the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian gas crisis in 2006, the 
European Union began to push more 
intensively for the implementation of 
the southern gas corridor initiative. 
The crisis acted as a catalyst for the 
reopening of negotiations6 over the 
southern gas corridor, putting energy 
demand in a new perspective. The 
push for the southern gas corridor 
has determined the second phase of 
the Caspian energy, which puts Azer-
baijan at the center of the natural gas 
supply strategy. 

4	Friedbert	Pflüger,	“The	Southern	Gas	Corridor:	Reaching	
the Home Stretch,” European Energy Review, January 12, 
2012, http://www.europeanenergyreview.eu/site/pagina.
php?id=3455&print=1 (accessed January 13, 2012).

5 Azerbaijan’s proven oil reserves are estimated at 2 billion tons.  

6	 The	 first	 round	 of	 negotiations	 to	 supply	 natural	 gas	 to	
European markets from the Caspian region started in 1998. US 
government proposed and supported construction of the Trans 
Caspian Pipeline. That time Turkmenistan was seen as only 
potential country able to supply natural gas to Europe. 

Supply challenges 

The landlocked nature of the Caspian 
region constrains supply options for 
the region’s hydrocarbon resources to 
world markets. In order to export hy-
drocarbon resources upstream, coun-
tries need transportation facilities in 
neighboring countries. This requires 
a reliable transit corridor that can ef-
ficiently serve the requirements not 
only of upstream countries, but also 
midstream and downstream coun-
tries. It will increase the dependency 
of landlocked energy exporters on 
transit states, due to a relative lack of 
flexibility in finding alternative trans-
portation routes.  Furthermore, under 
certain conditions transit pipelines 
might cause difficulties for natural 
gas supply from landlocked areas. 

The production and export of crude 
oil from landlocked areas is a quite 
different process than production 
and export of natural gas. Oil can be 
transported to world markets from 
Azerbaijan by pipelines, railway and 
then by sea tankers. In contrast to oil, 

Oil can be transported to world 
markets from Azerbaijan by 
pipelines, railway and then by 
sea tankers. In contrast to oil, 
transporting natural gas is far 
more expensive and there are 
only two options for its delivery: 
pipelines and Liquefied Natural 
Gas (LNG). 
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transporting natural gas is far more 
expensive and there are only two op-
tions for its delivery: pipelines and 
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG). How-
ever, there are two main constraints 
that limit the LNG option.  The first 
is the issue of relative cost. LNG is 
cost-competitive with pipelines only 
over distances in excess of 4000 km. 
In other words, if the gas is to be 
transported over a shorter distance, 
it is cheaper to use pipelines.7  The 
second constraint is geography. Giv-
en that the LNG tanker is an ocean-
faring vessel, access to the high seas 
is a key requirement. For these rea-
sons, pipelines are needed to deliver 
natural gas from Azerbaijan and the 
region. 

Nevertheless, once the pipeline is 
built, it will create a long-term link-
age between upstream, midstream 
and downstream countries. Any in-
terruption to the flow would risk de-
valuing the entire investment both 
upstream and downstream of the 
pipeline.8 By comparison, oil is a bit 
different. Since there exists a global 
oil market, the producer can sell the 
product to any buyer and the con-
sumer can easily shift from one seller 
to another. But the natural gas supply 
strategy requires a carefully designed 
accurate, market-oriented policy.   

7 Paul Stevens, Transit Troubles: Pipelines as a source of 
conflict,	Royal	Institute	of	International	Affairs	(London:	
Chatham House, 2009), p. 23.

8 ESMAP, “Cross-Border Oil and Gas Pipelines: Problems and 
Prospects,” Annual Report (2003). 

The transportation of natural gas by 
pipeline from Caspian upstream coun-
tries to European markets is the only 
relevant export option at the moment. 
However, there are a number of fac-
tors that pose challenges to the supply 
of natural gas via the trans-Caspian 
pipeline system from Turkmenistan 
to Azerbaijan. Since the TCP has to 
be constructed through the seabed, 
it is likely that Russia and Iran will 
object, based on their geopolitical 

interests, which they generally con-
ceal behind environmental concerns 
and the issue of the unresolved legal 
status of the Caspian Sea. Russia is 
interested in maintaining control over 
the transportation of Turkmen gas , 
while Iran will favor the new supply 
of Turkmen gas through its own ter-
ritory, which could also lead to the 
lifting or softening of economic sanc-
tions.  According to officials of both 
states, the construction of TCP will 
only be possible with the full agree-
ment of all the littoral states. Thus 

Nevertheless, once the pipeline 
is built, it will create a long-term 
linkage between upstream, mid-
stream and downstream coun-
tries. 

The transportation of natural 
gas by pipeline from Caspian 
upstream countries to European 
markets is the only relevant ex-
port option at the moment. 
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given the geopolitical situation in the 
region, Baku will avoid open con-
frontation with Moscow and instead 
prioritize the development of the 
production of its own reserves rather 
than actively supporting export proj-
ects from Turkmenistan. Moreover, 
aside from political support, there are 
no commercial players who are ready 
to finance TCP.9 

The most important fact about natu-
ral gas supply by pipelines is that the 
delivery must involve transit states. 
Transit lines are extremely vulner-
able to political manipulation and 
economic pressure, which will si-
phon off any profitability in what is 
a zero-sum game between the pipe-
line owner and the transit country.10 
Moreover, due to the high costs, the 
time it takes to mobilize investors 
and to build the pipelines, along with 
the geographical limitations, ener-
gy-importing and energy-exporting 
states are constrained in their supply 
venue options, and it takes years to 
establish alternative routes if a transit 
9	Friedbert	Pflüger,	“The	Southern	Gas	Corridor:	Reaching	
the Home Stretch,” European Energy Review, January 12, 
2012, http://www.europeanenergyreview.eu/site/pagina.
php?id=3455&print=1 (accessed January 13, 2012). 

10 Paul Stevens, “A History of Transit Pipelines in the Middle 
East: Lessons for the future,” in 4th International Conference 
of the International Boundaries Research (Dundee: Center for 
Petroleum and Mineral Law and Policy, 1996), 1-16.

state disrupts the supply flow.11

The current pipeline politics sur-
rounding the supply of natural gas 
to Europe presents a complicated 
picture. From the beginning, there 
have been several pipeline projects 
competing for the right to bring natu-
ral gas from the Shah Deniz field to 
European markets at the initial stage 
of the southern gas corridor. Four 
main projects were involved in this 
race: Nabucco, TAP, ITGI and SEEP. 
There are also two other pipeline 
projects - the Trans-Anatolian-Pipe-
line and the Trans-Caspian Pipeline 
- that comprise key components of 
the southern gas corridor. All of these 
projects have different motivations 
and constitute elements of various 
gaming strategies between players. 

Gas negotiations and TANAP

The recent transit gas agreements 
signed between Azerbaijan and Tur-
key and follow-up agreement on the 
construction of Trans-Anatolian-
Pipeline (TANAP) have brought the 
southern corridor close to its real-
ization, and at the same time, have 
shifted the dynamics within pipeline 
politics, making Azerbaijan the ma-
jor natural gas producing and export-
ing country.  

As history shows, there are specific 
challenges and success stories for 
transit pipelines. If the transit state 
11 Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer, “The Foreign Policy of 
Landlocked Post Soviet States,” Post Soviet Affairs (Bellwether 
Publishing) 27, no. 3 (2011): 241-268..

The current pipeline politics 
surrounding the supply of nat-
ural gas to Europe presents a 
complicated picture. 
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is dependent on foreign development 
investment and also is an off-taker 
from the line, as in the case of Geor-
gia, it will be less concerned about 
supply disruption. On the other hand, 
the dynamics of transit pipelines have 
made the obsolescing bargain model 
an important consideration in terms 
supply security risks. Essentially, 
the concept runs on the principle that 
time changes the bargaining rela-
tions between governments and for-
eign corporations.12 Once they have 
been built and have started to oper-
ate, transit pipelines are vulnerable 
to the obsolescing bargain, whereby 
the transit state achieves a more fa-
vorable position as a result of shift-
ing bargaining powers. As Vernon 
describes, “almost from the moment 
that signature dried on the document, 
powerful forces go to work that ren-
ders the agreement obsolete in the 
eyes of the host government”13. In the 
current case, obsolescing may take 
the form of renegotiations of transit 
terms and changes in payment proce-
dure. Negotiations between Turkey 
and Azerbaijan over the transit terms 
of Shah Deniz phase I provide a key 
example of this. 

Shortly after the discovery of the 
Shah Deniz field, Baku and Ankara 
signed a purchase and sale agreement 
for the delivery of 6.6. bcm of natural 
gas per year to Turkey via SCP start-
12 Barbara Jenkins, “Reexamining the “Obsolescing 
Bargain”: A Study of Canada’s National Energy Program,” 
International Organization (The MIT Press), 1986: 139-165.

13 Raymond Vernon, Sovereignity at Bay: The Multinational 
Spread of US Enterprises (New York, 1971).

ing from 2007. According to the gas 
agreement signed in 2001, Turkey 
paid relatively low price with respect 
to the high transit fee for the natural 
gas from the first phase of Shah Den-
iz production. In order to make this 
low price more acceptable for Baku, 
it was agreed that it would be renego-
tiated one year after the start of gas 
deliveries to Turkey14. For Baku, the 
prize to be won from renegotiating a 
transit agreement had three dimen-
sions: an acceptable transit fee, rela-
tively fair price for natural gas sold in 
Turkey, and access to other European 
markets through Turkey. 

Ankara had its own interests in this 
energy game, which cast a shadow 
on the gas agreement between Baku 
and Ankara.15 Renegotiations that 
began in 2008 reached a deadlock, 
since both sides had different posi-
tions concerning transit terms. Tur-
key was neither willing to pay more 
for the Azerbaijani gas, nor to reach 
14 Samuel Lussac, “A Deal at Last: A bright future for 
Azerbaijani gas in Europe?,” Central Asia and Caucasus 
Institut Analyst , 2010.

15 Stanislav Pritchin, “Azerbaijan’s New Gas Strategy,” 
Turkish Policy, 2010: 123-127.

For Baku, the prize to be won 
from renegotiating a transit 
agreement had three dimen-
sions: an acceptable transit fee, 
relatively fair price for natu-
ral gas sold in Turkey, and ac-
cess to other European markets 
through Turkey. 
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an agreement on a reduced transit 
fee. Moreover, Ankara expressed its 
intention to buy and resell gas from 
the Shah Deniz field in European 
markets. In the context of the grow-
ing international importance of the 
southern gas corridor, Turkey wanted 
to become an energy hub for the EU 
and aspired to be the owner of tran-
sit gas or to easily obtain 15 percent 
of fuel volume for transportation.16 It 
was an unacceptable deal either for

Baku or for the EU. Turkey is aware 
of its importance as a key transit state 
within the supply chain, which pro-
vides it with useful bargaining power 
and political leverage.   

If all parties feel they are benefit-
ing from the project, they will have 
an incentive to stick with it and to 
work out any conflicts or disputes 
that may arise.17 After two years of 
negotiations, both parties were able 
to agree on the new transit terms. 
Since the Turkish energy market is 
a major consumer of Azerbaijani gas 
and Azerbaijan is a key energy sup-
plying country within the southern 
corridor initiative, both parties need 
each other in order to implement their 
commercial interests and to achieve 
certain policy objectives. By agree-
ing on new transit terms, Azerbaijan 
and Turkey solved the problems re-
lated to the transit fee, gas price and 
volume of natural gas supplied from 
Shah Deniz phase I. 

16 bid.

17 ESMAP, “Cross-Border Oil and Gas Pipelines: Problems 
and Prospects,” Annual Report (2003).

However, the key step toward the re-
alization of natural gas supply route 
from Azerbaijan to European markets 
was another gas agreement between 
Turkey and Azerbaijan, on Shah 
Deniz phase II. It was believed that 
after signing this agreement, around 
Caspian energy dilemma could be 
easily resolved. The second round of 
negotiations was even tougher, and 
prolonged discussions over a new 
gas agreement led to growing uncer-
tainty around the implementation of 
the east-west supply chain. 

Bilateral negotiations over the terms 
of new gas contracts went on for 
more than year, with supply volume 
and transit terms as the particular ar-
eas of contention. Setting long-term 
fixed transit terms has always been 
a difficult and controversial issue. 
Since there is no ‘objective’ or ‘fair’ 
way to set transit fees, the outcome, 
in the form of the transit agreement, 
depends upon relative bargaining 
power and the skill with which that 
power deployed by either the transit 
government or the transit pipeline 
company.18 

18 Paul Stevens, Transit Troubles: Pipelines as a source of 
conflict,	 Royal	 Institute	 of	 International	 Affairs	 (London:	
Chatham House, 2009).

However, the key step toward 
the realization of natural gas 
supply route from Azerbaijan to 
European markets was another 
gas agreement between Turkey 
and Azerbaijan, on Shah Deniz 
phase II. 
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At the end of 2011, in Izmir, Azer-
baijan and Turkey signed new gas 
agreements over the price, volume 
and transit fee, establishing legal 
and commercial terms for gas transit 
from Azerbaijan to Turkey and to Eu-
rope through the territory of Turkey. 
The Izmir agreements also reshuffled 
the cards in the competitive tender, 
whereby the Shah Deniz producers’ 
consortium in Azerbaijan was choos-
ing a pipeline route to Europe from 
four options.19 The turning point, and  
indeed the unexpected outcome of 
the negotiations, was the Azerbaijani 
initiative to construct a new pipe-
line: the Trans-Anatolian-Pipeline 
from the eastern border of Turkey to 
its western boundary. Azerbaijan’s 
State Oil Company (SOCAR) will 
own 80%, and two Turkish national 
companies, Botas and Turkish Pe-
troleum will each have 10%. As the 
main owner in the pipeline project, 
Azerbaijan will control the allocation 
of transportation capacities and other 
key decisions. However, Shah Deniz 
consortium members20 can also join 
to the project as third parties, with 
relatively small shares. With Tukey 
as an active partner in the new proj-
ect, investing and undertaking risks, 
it has a real incentive to prevent dis-
19 Vladimir Socor, “Azerbaijan and Its Gas Consortium 
Partners Sign Agreements With Turkey,” Jamestown 
Foundation, November 1, 2011, http://www.jamestown.org/
single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=38603&tx_
ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=7&cHash=6bc581ad046414cd39c92
f5db174f9fc (accessed January 16, 2012).

20 Shareholders in the Shah Deniz consortium are: BP 
(25.5%), Statoil Hydro(25.5%), Total(10%), LukAgip(10%), 
SOCAR(10%), NICO (10%) and TPAO (9%). BP, Statoil and 
Total have expressed their interest to buy share in TANAP. 

ruption in supply flow. Every suc-
cessful pipeline project features a 
well-balanced and usually sophisti-
cated alignment of the interests of all 
stakeholders.21

TANAP is Azerbaijan’s direct road 
to Europe, which will run from the 
Georgia-Turkey border to the Tur-
key-Bulgaria border, where it will 
connect with the European supply 
network. The key advantage of the 
project is its scalability. The planned 
capacity of the pipeline is 16 bcm 
per year in the first stage, with an in-
crease to 24 bcm per year in the sec-
ond stage, when production of natu-
ral gas grows and Turkmen gas be-
comes available for export to Europe. 
Obviously, it is more prudent to build 
the pipeline with capacity, which will 
meet the initial throughput needs and 
later can be upgraded, when there 
will be more gas available for export. 

For Azerbaijan, the logic of TANAP 
derives from the concept that the best 
guarantee for a full pipeline operation 
lies in owning both the production 
and the line. TANAP was not only 
a crucial step toward the realization 
of the southern corridor, but has also 
determined the priorities of Azerbai-
jan’s energy policy. First, by owning 
transportation infrastructure in the 
transit country, Azerbaijan minimizes 
transit risks; it is important that the 
energy supplier has a good reputation 
and is able to promise supply secu-
21 ESMAP, “Cross-Border Oil and Gas Pipelines: Problems 
and Prospects,” Annual Report (2003).
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rity. Second, TANAP demonstrated 
that to maximize the profit from the 
supply chain, Azerbaijan would be 
more than just an energy producing 
country, by becoming involved in 
different parts of the southern gas 
corridor. Once Azerbaijan can sell 
its gas directly to European custom-
ers at the Turkish-Bulgarian border, 
it has become an active player in in-
ternational energy markets. Finally, 
TANAP enables Azerbaijan to use its 
own transportation infrastructure for 
the transit of natural gas from other 
producers. In other words, the spare 
pipeline capacity can be hired by oth-
er gas producers to supply natural gas 
to Europe. 

The projection of TANAP has influ-
enced pipeline dynamics across the 
whole supply chain. From a wider 
perspective, TANAP is a game-
changer, with multiple ramifications 
from Ashgabat and Baku to Vienna 
and Brussels.22 With the emergence 
of the new pipeline project in the 
southern gas corridor, the level of 
22  Vladimir Socor, “Trans-Anatolia Gas Pipeline: Wider 
Implications of Azerbaijan’s Project,” Jamestown Foundation, 
January 5, 2012, http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_
cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=38846&tx_ttnews%5
BbackPid%5D=7&cHash=dc04cb9a31540c9f38bd052aac6
cd360 (accessed January 12, 2012).

uncertainty around the Caspian gas 
politics has increased as well as shift-
ing the power relations between dif-
ferent players. TANAP has different 
implications for the initial southern 
gas corridor projects and the Trans-
Caspian Pipeline. 

The economics of transit pipelines 

For a long time, Nabucco “classic”23 
was the only strategic pipeline proj-
ect with the objective of transporting 
natural gas from the Caspian region 
to Europe. It gained strong political 
and financial support from the Euro-
pean Commission, due to its design 
capacity and market destinations, 
which also provided a rational solu-
tion for transporting Azerbaijani and 
Turkmen gas to South Eastern Eu-
rope. After several adverse develop-
ments, Nabucco lost momentum and 
credibility. Moreover, Nabucco an-
ticipated capacity of 31 bcm looked 
overly optimistic, given that Turk-
men gas has not yet crossed the Cas-
pian Sea to the South Caucasus.24               
A critical mass of throughput needs 
to be in place before the project war-
23  Nabucco “classic” refers to the initial design 
of the pipeline project. According to Nabucco’s initial design, 
the pipeline at 31 bcm annual capacity and 3300 km length 
would run from the Turkish-Georgian border to Baumgarten in 
Austria, transiting the territory of Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, 
Hungary and Austria. Moreover, the pipeline project overruns 
its initial costs estimated at 8 bn. euros.  

24 Vladimir Socor, ““Nabucco-West”: Abridged Pipeline 
Project	Officially	Submitted	to	Shah	Deniz	Consortium,”	
Jamestown Fondation, May 23, 2012, http://www.jamestown.
org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Bswords%5D=8fd58
93941d69d0be3f378576261ae3e&tx_ttnews%5Bany_of_the_
words%5D=Nabucco&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=39403&tx_
ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=7&cHash=14f7efa1e66ef7e25b71f9d
f7b13dfff (accessed May 28, 2012).

For Azerbaijan, the logic of 
TANAP derives from the con-
cept that the best guarantee for 
a full pipeline operation lies in 
owning both the production and 
the line. 
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rants serious consideration. An emp-
ty pipeline is very expensive.

Thus two factors are essential for the 
realization of a pipeline project: actu-
al capacity and reliable financing. In 
contrast to the classic Nabucco proj-
ect, the other three southern gas corri-
dor projects are lower capacity, equal 
to the currently available 10 bcm of 
natural gas planned to be exported 
to Europe from Shah Deniz II at the 
first stage. According to econom-
ics of scale, pipelines are extremely 
capital-intensive activity and full 
capacity operation is important for 
profitability. As capacity throughput 

falls, the average cost of throughput 
rises exponentially and consequently 
severely damages any profitability 
inherent in the line.25 Hence security 
of supply with respect to throughput 
is essential for profitable operations.  

With the development of TANAP, 
Nabucco partially lost its appeal. 
Moreover, TANAP is more strategi-
cally important for Azerbaijan than 
the EU-backed pipeline project. 
Consequently, the Shah Deniz con-
sortium will not support choosing 
Nabucco as a supply route for Azer-
baijani gas. Gas pipelines tend to be 
natural monopolies, which implies 

25 Paul Stevens, “A History of Transit Pipelines in the Middle 
East: Lessons for the future,” in 4th International Conference 
of the International Boundaries Research (Dundee: Center for 
Petroleum and Mineral Law and Policy, 1996), 1-16.

that between two points only one line 
is desirable.26 

When TANAP became a fundamen-
tal part of the southern gas corridor 
and entirely replaced the Turkish sec-
tion of the Nabucco project, Nabucco 
had to be radically modified. The 
new context has led to the develop-
ment of Nabucco-West at a fraction 
of the “old” Nabucco’s length and 
cost, and with scalable capacity to 
accommodate growing gas volumes 
over time.27 This enabled Nabucco’s 
re-invention as a continuation pipe-
line from TANAP into Central Eu-
rope. Shorter and cheaper, the new 
Nabucco-West project, starting at 
Turkish-Bulgarian border and cross-
ing through the territory of Bulgaria, 
Rumania, Hungry and Austria, is now 
more attractive as a possible supply 
route in the north direction. 

High costs or absence of secure fi-
nancing increase risks and threaten 
the viability of a pipeline project. 
This was the main problem faced 
by the ITGI pipeline project, which 
was in reality two projects in one: the 

26  Ibid.

27 Vladimir Socor “Nabucco-West”: Abridged Pipeline Project 
Officially	Submitted	to	Shah	Deniz	Consortium.	

An empty pipeline is very expen-
sive.

With the development of TANAP, 
Nabucco partially lost its appeal. 
Moreover, TANAP is more stra-
tegically important for Azerbai-
jan than the EU-backed pipeline 
project. 
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Greek onshore section and IGI-Pose-
idon, linking Greece and southern It-
aly across the Ionian Sea. The current 
financial crisis sapped the project’s 
credibility, making it unlikely that the 
pipeline infrastructure would have 
the required financing and be ready 
in time to deliver Shah Deniz gas to 
Southern European markets. This put 
ITGI in last place in the pipeline race. 

ITGI and TAP have been considered 
as similar projects. Compared to 
ITGI, TAP does not have problems 
with financing, since its shareholders, 
Statoil, EGL and E.on Ruhrgas, are 
not local energy companies and have 
credible financial support. By con-
necting the Turkish-Greek intercon-
nector with the Italian pipeline system 
across Albania, TAP can be consid-
ered a “missing link” within the South 
European supply chain. Furthermore, 
the project targets geographically 
vulnerable regions, namely the West-
ern Balkans and Southern Europe, 
which suffer from a certain level of 

energy poverty. But as a transit pipe-
line needs to cross both non-EU and 
EU member states, the fragmentation 
of jurisdiction becomes an obstacle. 
The lack of common regulations can 
create certain gaps within the legal 
framework. To avoid this and to en-
able supply security it is necessary 
to reach agreements with all transit 
states in advance of construction. 
Moreover, involving the transit states 
in the project on a joint venture basis 
may reduce potential conflicts in the 
future. 

To minimize the transit risks, TAP 
shareholders have invited Greek 
DESFA to enter into a joint venture. In 
addition, Albania has responded posi-
tively to the planning and construc-
tion of the pipeline through its terri-
tory. It sees the enormous opportunity 
entailed by integration into a transna-
tional energy project of this scale, and 
further recognizes the advantages of 
becoming an energy-hub for the Bal-
kans, as there are concrete ideas for 
building an interconnector from Alba-
nia to transport gas to its neighboring 
countries: the Ionian-Adriatic Pipe-
line. This would open up an entirely 
new market.28 In view of the fact that 
Azerbaijan is pursuing a multidimen-
sional energy supply policy and is tar-
geting different energy markets, TAP 
is top of the list for consideration as 
one of the potential routes, mainly in 
the southern direction. 
28		Friedbert	Pflüger,	“The	Southern	Gas	Corridor:	Reaching	
the Home Stretch,” European Energy Review, January 12, 
2012, http://www.europeanenergyreview.eu/site/pagina.
php?id=3455&print=1 (accessed January 13, 2012).

ITGI and TAP have been con-
sidered as similar projects.

In view of the fact that Azer-
baijan is pursuing a multidi-
mensional energy supply policy 
and is targeting different energy 
markets, TAP is top of the list 
for consideration as one of the 
potential routes, mainly in the 
southern direction. 
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Any assessment of the southern 
corridor projects must include the 
South-East Europe Pipeline as one of 
the competing pipeline projects in the 
northern direction. The basic concept 
of the project is a restructured and 
substituted version of the Nabucco-
West pipeline project, which plans to 
use existing nationally owned pipe-
lines and interconnectors in South 
East Europe. Similar to what the TAP 
project offers in terms of the possibil-
ity for transferring gas to other Bal-
kan states, SEEP could also deliver 
gas to additional countries along the 
route including Bulgaria, Romania, 
Hungary and potentially Croatia.29 
It does not look like a scalable proj-
ect and does not leave any space for 
transporting Turkmen gas to South-
ern-Eastern European markets. In 
fact, SEEP is at present a concept, as 
opposed to a well-developed project.  

Conclusion 

Analyzing current developments 
around the Caspian energy improves 
understanding of the new dimen-
sion of Azerbaijan’s energy policy.  
Focusing primarily on political and 
economic considerations, this paper 
illuminates a number of issues deter-
mined by energy export policy. Natu-
ral gas supply from the Caspian Sea 
to European markets is both expen-
sive and complicated, since the land-
locked nature of the region requires 
the involvement of transit states. At 
the same time, it is heavily influenced 
29  Ibid. 

by the geopolitical and commercial 
interests of the various actors. 

The rise of natural gas production on 
Azerbaijan’s offshore territory has 
completely changed the core driv-
ers behind the southern gas corridor 
by increasing Azerbaijan’s strategic 
significance in the east-west supply 
chain. Azerbaijan’s geopolitical iden-
tity has undergone a transformation, 
with its shift from an oil-exporting to 
natural gas-producing country. The 
constraints and challenges of existing 
transportation have influenced Ba-
ku’s energy policy decisions in three 
key directions, resulting in a strong 
tendency to a) avoid or minimize 
transit risks by owning the major 
share in export/energy infrastructure 
in transit states; b) diversify pipeline 
routes by developing multiple export 
options and; c) pursue a market-ori-
ented policy.  It is possible to observe 
all three concerns at the different 
stages in the pipeline politics of the 
southern gas corridor. 

The main step toward reducing tran-
sit vulnerability has been the decision 
to construct the TANAP pipeline. As 
a long-term project with decisive ad-
vantages over other pipeline projects, 
this initiative has also significantly 
impacted pipeline dynamics in the 
region and has shaped Azerbaijan’s 
future energy policy. Despite the fact 
that the TANAP replaces the Turkish 
section of Nabucco, it does not invali-
date project’s core aim. TANAP ends 
at the Turkish-Bulgarian border, and 
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thus necessitates the continuation of 
the pipeline into Southern and East-
ern European markets. In this case, 
Nabucco-West is a potential sup-
ply route to the north. On the other 
hand, given that Azerbaijan pursues 
a market-oriented policy and favors 
multiple export options, another 
supply route will be in the southern 
direction, which targets South Euro-
pean markets. In this case, TAP gains 
advantages over ITGI, because of its 
commercial viability and credibility. 

The supply of Turkmen gas to Euro-
pean markets is still constrained by 
the geopolitical interests of Russia 
and Iran. Both regional actors will 
attempt to block the TCP project, al-
legedly based on legal and environ-
mental grounds. As long as Turkmen 
gas does not cross the Caspian Sea, 
Azerbaijan will be the only country 
supplying natural gas to European 
markets through the southern corri-
dor. 

The main step toward reducing 
transit vulnerability has been 
the decision to construct the 
TANAP pipeline. 
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Khamenei 
and Iranian 

foreign policy
Since the country’s turbulent June 2009 presidential 
elections, Iran’s foreign policy has further hardened. 
At the center of this process has been one man in par-
ticular, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

The hawkish leader has pursued an uncompromising line toward the Unit-
ed States and in the (as yet) unyielding nuclear negotiations with the West. 
Moreover, Tehran’s regional policies have left behind an array of broken 
relations, from charges of interference in Bahrain and Azerbaijan to overt 
support for the brutal crackdown by the Syrian regime of Bashar Al Assad. 
Khamenei’s outlook toward the outside world appears unequivocal: the best 
path to foreign policy success is to be on the offense against adversaries and 
to act boldly. Needless to say, this modus operandi has many critics within 
the Iranian regime, but they are currently powerless to stop Khamenei and 
his faction from continuing the often adventurist policies in the region and be-
yond.	The	key	question	is	whether	Khamenei	can	remain	on	this	path	of	defi-
ance when the international sanctions are increasingly damaging the Iranian 
economy and further isolating the Iranian society from the world community. 
In recent weeks, there have been signs of new debate inside Iran about the 
need to reduce tensions with the rest of the world. Some leading personalities 
of the Islamic Republic have expressed sympathy for such lines of argument, 
but whether that pressure will force Khamenei to change course remains to 
be seen.     

Alex 
Vatanka*

* Alex Vatanka is a scholar at the Middle East Institute in Washington D.C.
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The controversial June 2009 Ira-
nian presidential elections and 

the domestic political chaos that en-
sued resulted in the escalation of a 
trend that was already in motion: a 
more forceful Iranian foreign policy 
across a range of issues and arenas. 
This trend has been primarily driven 
by two realities. 

First, that Tehran’s policies in the re-
gion reflect the ideological outlook of 
the hard-line faction currently in pos-
session of the levers of power in Iran. 
Second, Iranian foreign policy aims 
at obtaining the geo-political, securi-
ty and economic interests that would 
enable the regime to claim domestic 
legitimacy while at the same time 
preserving Iran’s economic strength 
(and thus social stability) by securing 
its place as a major regional energy 
actor and exporter. 

The pursuit of a more assertive for-
eign policy along these two tracks is 
likely to be underpinned by a strong 
domestic populist-nationalist mes-
sage propagated by the hard-line 
regime, which may in turn unsettle 
Iran’s neighbors and particularly the 
Arab states of the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council. In the short term, more 
pressure or defiance can be expected 
from Tehran over such issues as terri-
tory (islands dispute with the United 
Arab Emirates or the demarcation of 
the Caspian Sea) or natural resources 
(oil and gas fields, water dispute with 
Afghanistan, etc.).

The general regional unease about 
Iran’s rise as the paramount lo-
cal power can move in two differ-
ent directions: the containment or 
increased accommodation of Iran 
and its interests on a regional level. 
Meanwhile, the direction of future 
relations will then depend heavily on 
developments on two specific fronts: 
the intensity by which Western pow-
ers seek and therefore solicit regional 
support to contain Iran, and the abili-
ty of Tehran to persuade its neighbors 
not to fear its rising power.         

Less consensus: hardening policies

There are at least a handful of or-
gans in Iran that partake in the for-
mal and constitutionally-sanctioned 
foreign policy decision-making pro-
cess. Given the lack of institutional 
transparency and a culture of politi-
cal ambiguity, it is near impossible to 
determine the likely weight of each 
component in the process. However, 
a few things are clear.

First, the supreme leader, Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, continues to be the 
ultimate arbiter. This is despite the 
indisputable emergence of senior 

The general regional unease 
about Iran’s rise as the para-
mount local power can move 
in two different directions: the 
containment or increased ac-
commodation of Iran and its in-
terests on a regional level. 
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cadre from the Islamic Revolution 
Guards Corps (IRGC) in the poli-
cy-making process. In his capacity, 
Khamenei retains a strong preference 
to micro-manage processes dealing 
with sensitive issues including in the 
realm of foreign policy. These so-
called “red-lines” include manage-
ment of relations with the U.S. and 
nuclear negotiations with the IAEA 
and the West.1 Khamenei’s domina-
tion is also a reflection of his direct 
or indirect control of the most deci-
sive political organs, demonstrated 
by the fact that he appoints members 
of the chief political regulator of the 
regime, the 12-member Guardian 
Council, which can veto any policy 
as proposed either by the president or 
at the parliamentary level.2 Further-
more, Khamenei appoints the mem-
bers of the Expediency Council, the 
1 Ayatollah Khamenei has made it abundantly clear through 
numerous public statements that he will be the ultimate 
decision-maker when it comes to the issue of Iran’s future ties 
with the United States. Clearly, Khamenei sees the issue to 
be highly sensitive and directly linked to his political future 
–	above	all	 tied	 to	his	belief	 that	 the	ultimate	US	objective	 is	
either regime change in Iran, or a dilution of the powers of 
the	 supreme	 leader’s	 office.	 It	 is	 also	 evident	 that	 Khamenei,	
as Iran’s nuclear program has come under more international 
scrutiny and following the controversial June 2009 elections, 
has become far more of a central messenger of Tehran’s foreign 
policy goals, presumably to convey a sign that Iranian objective 
remain intact despite the domestic political crisis.    

2  Khamenei directly appoints the six clerical members of the 
Guardian Council. The six constitutional legal experts are 
appointed by the head of the judiciary, who in turn is directly 
appointed by supreme leader, Khamenei.

35-member organ that is ostensibly 
charged with the task of steering the 
regime forward where there are insti-
tutional deadlocks, specifically when 
there is disagreement between the 
Guardian Council and the parliament 
or president.            

However, upon closer examination, it 
is apparent that Khamenei’s appoint-
ments to these two bodies since he 
was elected in 1989 have shared one 
general characteristic: the inclusion 
of a relatively diverse set of voices 
from the broader ranks of the regime. 
It has in the main been a case of the 
“broad-umbrella” approach to main-
tain stability within the nezaam (Is-
lamic Republic). 

Khamenei’s appointments of the 
same personalities to multiple offices 
and the “broad-umbrella” approach 
appear to be rooted in two realities. 
One is that Khamenei, despite his 
impressive constitutional powers, 
has since 1989 generally opted to 
emphasize his role as the supreme 
religious leader even though he is in 
reality a political micro manager. His 
track record shows that he will act on 
the smallest political decisions made 
within the regime if he feels his inter-
ests are at stake. 

However, his appointments to office 
of opposing political personalities 
is also a reflection of the fact that 
Khamenei began his tenure as su-
preme leader as someone who faced 
considerable questions about his 

In his capacity, Khamenei re-
tains a strong preference to mi-
cro-manage processes dealing 
with sensitive issues including 
in the realm of foreign policy. 
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religious credentials. He therefore 
sought to reduce internal regime op-
position through political inclusive-
ness where possible. 

Such an approach would have also 
been justified from the viewpoint of 
prevention of conflict. From its early 
days, the Islamic Republic has ex-
perienced a shrinking of its political 
base, fall-out and defections at the 
top-tier regime level. In order to miti-
gate future walkouts, Khamenei’s ap-
pointments kept the regime tent big 
but the alternative would have been 
dissenting voices that could have 
caused the regime to fold altogether. 
The best example of this is the fate 
of Ayatollah Ali Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani. Rafsanjani barely dis-
guises his criticism of many of the 
Khamenei-backed policies of the re-
gime, and yet remains chairman of 
the Expediency Council, also despite 
the fact that two of his children have 
been charged with political sedi-
tion and aiding the Green opposition 
movement.   

However, Khamenei’s post-2009 
political modus operandi has either 
come close to an end or is at least 
experiencing unprecedented strain. 
In the realm of foreign policy-mak-
ing, the fact that reformist or centrist 
figures were part of the process (i.e. 
through the Guardian Council or the 
Expediency Council) would presum-
ably have meant a degree of consen-
sus and moderation of policy. The 
question is whether this can continue 
with so many of the reformist figures 
under pressure and threat of expul-
sion from the regime.  

If that happens, as hard-line officials 
continuously threaten, the world-
views and policy preferences of 
Khamenei and the and the IRGC fac-
tions are likely to become more vivid 
in Iranian foreign policy.

The Khamenei-Ahmadinejad-IR-
GC axis

Given the reduction of this consen-
sus-enabling aspect in the gover-
nance of the Islamic Republic, three 
specific interests emerge as the likely 
driving forces of foreign policy in the 
near term.  

The first relates to Khamenei. His 
distinguishing foreign policy trait 
remains an overriding suspicion of 
the West, particularly the U.S. In his 
view, the bottom-line objective of 
Washington is regime change in Iran, 
a notion that has only hardened since 
the June 2009 elections, with Khame-

Rafsanjani barely disguises his 
criticism of many of the Khame-
nei-backed policies of the re-
gime, and yet remains chairman 
of the Expediency Council, also 
despite the fact that two of his 
children have been charged with 
political sedition and aiding the 
Green opposition movement. 
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nei’s assertions that the election cri-
sis was engineered from abroad. This 
factor remains significance regard-
less of whether or not he genuinely 
believes that such foreign interfer-
ence took place. 

Not only is Khamenei’s now-less-
challenged anti-Americanism at 
home a major hurdle in enabling dip-
lomatic contact between Tehran and 
Washington, it is now shaping up to 
become a proclivity for stronger chal-
lenges to the U.S. and its interests 
across the Middle East. The slogan 
that the “extra-regional powers [the 
U.S.] should leave the Middle East” 
has always been part of Khamenei’s 
diplomatic message to the region, but 
now its intensity is increasing. 

Apart from his guiding principle of 
anti-Westernism, which also includes 
a defiant posture in relation to Iran’s 
nuclear program, Khamenei remain 
anti-Israeli and by extension support-
ive of Arab rejectionist groups such 
as Hezbollah, Hamas and Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad. This can also be seen 
in the context of his speeches, which 
often touch on the need to bridge the 
gap between Shia and Sunnis of the 
Middle East, and warnings of outsid-
ers “sowing discord” among Mus-

lims. These issues represent Khame-
nei’s the focus in the realm of foreign 
affairs, and he appears content not 
to be a key communicator about the 
regime’s foreign policy in relation to 
other issues. 

President Ahmadinjead, due to ideo-
logical affinity but likely also as a re-
sult of sheer necessity, shares much 
of Khamenei’s worldview. However, 
there is clear evidence that the two 
personalities often clash in terms of 
foreign policy priorities. For exam-
ple, Ahmadinejad appears more far 
inclined to explore ways to reduce 
tension with the U.S., which has 
tended to prompt Khamenei to pub-
licly respond by reminding everyone 
that he charges the course in relations 
with the U.S. After his September 
2012 visit to the UN in New York, 
Ahmadinejad came under intense 
criticism by Khamenei loyalists for 
having even raised the idea of renew-
al of diplomatic ties between Tehran 
and Washington.  Khamenei did not 
allow reformist Mohammad Khatami 
to set the agenda in U.S.-Iran rela-
tions during 1997-2005, and does not 
appear to want to act any differently 
with Ahmadinejad. 

Ahmadinejad seems to consider the 
reestablishing of ties with the U.S. on 
his watch – under acceptable circum-
stances – to represent a major politi-
cal victory for his administration that 
will be well received in the broader 
Iranian society and thus secure him 
popular praise. Furthermore, in the 

President Ahmadinjead, due to 
ideological affinity but likely 
also as a result of sheer neces-
sity, shares much of Khamenei’s 
worldview. 
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Iranian institutional-political setup, 
the one policy area where the presi-
dency has most authority and inde-
pendence to pursue its agenda is in 
economic decision-making. In this 
context, given Ahmadinejad’s popu-
list platform and need to cater to the 
needs of the poorer segment of so-
ciety, he is under greater pressure to 
take into account the economic costs 
of a policy of anti-Americanism, on 
both international and regional lev-
els. This is particularly true now that 
the international sanctions are begin-
ning to wreak havoc on the Iranian 
economy and are hurting living stan-
dards for Iranians. 

Finally, while the top cadre of the 
IRGC is presently allied with Aya-
tollah Khamenei, it is an entity that 
nonetheless has its own distinct at-
tributes and interests. Not only is the 
IRGC expected to fight attempts by 
the domestic opposition and others 
in the regime to push it back into the 
military garrisons, but it is also likely 
to position itself as the only viable 
defender of Iranian and regime inter-
ests at home and in the region. 

Meanwhile, the IRGC’s operational 
control of the nuclear and missile 
programs of Iran combined with its 
region-wide activities (Iraq, Leba-
non, Afghanistan, etc.) will also make 
it a primary target for external pres-
sure. If it becomes necessary, in order 
for the IRGC to maintain its political 
centrality, the force can be even ex-
pected to engineer the regime’s shift 

to more radical positions – at home 
and abroad - as a means of protecting 
its vested interests. 

Iran and its immediate neighbors 

The prospect of Iran’s regional re-
lations is heavily dependent on the 
evolution of the Iranian nuclear pro-
gram and the nature of international 
counter-measures should negotia-
tions on the diplomatic track fail to 
yield desired results. 

Two immediate but different scenar-
ios are possible at the moment. First, 
diplomacy at the IAEA and other UN 
levels fails to result in the minimum-
needed concessions from Tehran, 
paving the way for more stringent 
and multilateral sanctions and thus 
further isolation of Iran. The alterna-
tive is that Tehran provides the neces-
sary concessions to prevent multilat-
eral sanctions, but for the most part 
continues its nuclear activities.  

The former still seems improbable 
given Russian and Chinese positions 
at the UN Security Council. The lat-
ter is more likely at the moment and 
effectively represents the prolonging 
of the already decade-long nuclear 
stalemate. Meanwhile, the ongoing 

Finally, while the top cadre of 
the IRGC is presently allied with 
Ayatollah Khamenei, it is an en-
tity that nonetheless has its own 
distinct attributes and interests. 
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intra-regime political crisis is likely 
to sustain the second option as hard-
liners have firmly linked a defiant 
nuclear stance to their legitimacy on 
a domestic level. The reformist op-
position publicly echoes this defiant 
nuclear stance in fear of being other-
wise cast and prosecuted as collabo-
rators.   

In the absence of a workable contain-
ment strategy that is backed at the 
UN level, current official statements 
from the West suggest that attempts 
will be made to establish a U.S.-led 
regional alliance aimed at countering 
Iranian influence across the Middle 
East but specifically among the Arab 
states of the Persian Gulf. 

The first challenge for the West in 
this regard is the extent of the di-
vergent threat assessment that exists 
among Iran’s neighbors regarding the 
challenges posed to them by Tehran. 
Even within the Sunni-Arab GCC 
bloc, there is considerable disunity 
about relations with Iran as witnessed 
by Omani and Qatari pursuit of cor-
dial ties versus Saudi Arabia’s unmis-
takable hostility and blatant regional 
rivalry with Tehran. 

Much of the GCC disunity over Iran 
is a reflection of intra-GCC dynamics 
and broader friction in the grouping. 
As a rule, member states with less 
inclination to follow Riyadh’s leader-
ship have better ties with Iran. How-
ever, these internal divisions within 
the GCC can be mitigated to a degree 
if the West is able to convince more 

of the regional leaders that its inten-
tions to isolate Iran are determined 
and long-term. This would require 
intense and persistent pressure from 
the West. There remains a strong un-
derlying fear among the GCC states 
that both the U.S. and the EU states 
are effectively still in the midst of de-
liberating a sustainable approach to-
ward Tehran, but despite strong signs 
that the West is leaning toward pun-
ishment and containment of Iran due 
to its nuclear activities, the Gulf Arab 
states have yet to be convinced.   

Elsewhere, despite occasional inter-
ruptions, Tehran’s relations with its 
other immediate neighbors are cor-
dial but from its perspective far from 
fully developed, specifically in trade 
and economic cooperation. 

Armenia and Turkmenistan contin-
ue to look to Iran as a geo-political 
counter-weight to Turkey and Russia, 
as an important transit route for trade 
to the outside world and with an in-
digenous economic potential that can 
be important in shaping their futures. 

Relations with Azerbaijan are more 
complicated due to shared history, 
common Shia roots and the presence 
of some 20-25 million ethnic Azer-
baijanis in Iran. There is a fluctuating 
degree of suspicion in Baku and Teh-
ran, but assessed in the context of bi-
lateral relations dating back to 1991, 
Azerbaijani irredentism or Iranian 
chauvinism are presently marginal 
factors in deciding relations. 
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Turkey poses different challenges 
and opportunities but relations are 
overall still cordial, despite the mas-
sive complications created by dis-
agreement over the Syrian crisis. 
Since AKP came to power in Turkey 
in 2002, Tehran and Ankara have 
been able to put in place a fairly ef-
fective working mechanism that for 
example has resulted in joint opera-
tions against militant Kurds in the 
tri-border area, Turkish investment 
in Iran’s energy sector and, increas-
ingly, signs of support for Tehran’s 
nuclear posture and possibly a role 
for Ankara as a facilitator in solving 
the Iran-IAEA dispute.  

Pakistan is seen above all as a threat 
to Iranian security, for a variety of 
reasons. Besides Islamabad’s nuclear 
arsenal and historical Iranian-Paki-
stani rivalry in Afghanistan, Pakistan 
is perceived as a source of economic-
led migration and a lasting base for 
anti-Shia Sunni extremist groups. 
Still, Tehran’s policy appears to aim 
firstly to maintain a stable and pro-
ductive relationship rooted in security 
cooperation, and then secondly to en-
sure that Islamabad does not oppose 
Tehran’s trans-regional commercial 
objectives such as the much touted 
energy and infrastructure projects. 

In the cases of both Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, the basic interest of Teh-
ran is that neither state becomes a 
security threat, existential or other-
wise. In Iraq, Tehran is undoubtedly 
highly influential and has its prefer-
ences regarding the political future 
of Iraq. However, Iran’s sway in Iraq 
is at times exaggerated and the post-
Saddam Hussein environment poses 
a number of challenges. A key po-
litical objective for Tehran is likely 
to be that the senior Shia clergy in 
Najaf do not once again become the 
primary religious voices of the Shia 
in the Middle East. The issue of re-
ligious interpretation and the role of 
political Islam in Iraq have a direct 
correlation to the level of domestic 
legitimacy enjoyed by the Iranian Is-
lamist regime.

In Afghanistan, as with Iraq, Tehran’s 
key objective is to prevent the emer-
gence of a radical Sunni government 
as experienced under the Taliban. 
At a lower security level, two issues 
dominate: the flow of drugs and refu-
gees into Iran. While Tehran has said 
that it will not interfere in Afghani-

There is a fluctuating degree of 
suspicion in Baku and Tehran, 
but assessed in the context of bi-
lateral relations dating back to 
1991, Azerbaijani irredentism 
or Iranian chauvinism are pres-
ently marginal factors in decid-
ing relations.

Iran’s sway in Iraq is at times 
exaggerated and the post-Sad-
dam Hussein environment poses 
a number of challenges.
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stan’s internal affairs, it has sought 
to extend its influence, for example 
by sponsoring Dari and Pashtun ra-
dio stations and forging patronage 
relationships, especially among the 
Persian-speaking Tajik and the Shia 
Hazara populations. 

There is little doubt that in an era 
of political transition in the Middle 
East, the regime in Tehran faces op-
portunities – such as the fall of its 
nemesis Hosni Mubarak in Cairo 
and hopes for amity with the rising 
Muslim Brotherhood – but also many 
challenges, such as the potential loss 
of its Syrian ally Bashar Al Assad. 
There is no denying the fact that the 
Arab Spring has fully challenged 
Tehran’s self-promotion as the van-
guard of Muslim peoples. In Iran’s 
case, the gap between rhetoric and 
reality of actions is simply too blatant 
to be ignored.  

What is also true is that for the first 
time in the last decade, ordinary Ira-
nians are now feeling the pain of the 
international sanctions due to Iran’s 
disputed nuclear program. This in 
turn could become a key driver be-
hind momentum already in place in 
Tehran, that would call for an over-
haul of past policies and aim to lessen 

the internal and external political and 
economic pressures. 

This current wave is currently headed 
by Ayatollah Rafsanjani and a circle 
of bureaucrats associated with him. 
They do not challenge Khamenei di-
rectly but their criticism of existing 
policies is tantamount to questioning 
the supreme leader’s stewardship. 
They publicly call for a government 
of “national unity” that is devoid of 
any remnants from the Ahmadine-
jad administration, and by avoiding 
a direct challenge to Khamenei they 
are hopeful that the supreme leader 
might see a reason and an opportu-
nity now to change course by throw-
ing his weight behind the idea of a 
“national unity” government. De-
spite the focus on Ahmadinejad, it is 
Ayatollah Khamenei who has after 
all been the chief architect behind the 
hardening of Iranian foreign policy 
since 2009, and he is politically best 
placed to engineer a new approach to 
Iran’s neighbors and beyond.             

In Afghanistan, as with Iraq, 
Tehran’s key objective is to pre-
vent the emergence of a radical 
Sunni government as experi-
enced under the Taliban. 
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In this issue we feature six books, 
every one of which explores a dif-

ferent subject related to the broader 
Caucasus region. The first book in-
vestigates and addresses pipelines, 
oil politics, and geopolitics of oil 
transportation. In his book Pipelines: 
Flowing Oil and Crude Politics, Ra-
fael Kandiyoti asks how the delivery 
of oil and natural gas affects interna-
tional geopolitics in a world where 
oil and natural gas are central politi-
cal driving forces. Through this line 
of inquiry, he demonstrates the im-
portance of the delivery systems as 
well as the enjoyment of oil resources 
and their discovery. Thus he directs 
our attention to an entirely new field 
of inquiry and offers a novel way to 
view international politics of oil and 
natural gas. As Kandiyoti argues, 
once pipelines are built they create 
new diplomatic realities. These re-
alities involve the inclusion of some 
states and isolation of others, where-
by some states reap enormous eco-
nomic benefits, and others miss out. 
However, the real impact of these re-
alities becomes apparent in the con-
text of small states-great powers rela-
tions and great power rivalry, namely 
because the direction of the flow and 
the geography through which the oil 
passes do not always match the inter-
ests of the great powers. Therefore in 
any tensions involving Central Asia, 
the Middle East, Russia, China, and 
Europe, the pipelines must be borne 
in mind. 

Scholarly studies on the South Cau-
casus region predominantly embark 
on analyses with reference to struc-
tural determinants of peace and con-
flict within the region and geopoliti-
cal competition, rivalry, or tensions. 
The author of the second book fea-
tured in this issue, Dr Tracey German 
of King’s College London raises a 
concern of this kind and endeavours 
to offer explanations regarding the 
extent of regional cooperation in the 
South Caucasus. In her analysis, she 
emphasizes the reasons for the rela-
tive lack of regional cooperation: the 
initial query is about the intra-region-
al aspects of uneven relations, and the 
central inquiry targets the external 
drivers of cross-border relations. To 
this, as German argues, each South 
Caucasus state is allying itself with 
a different power, thus polarizing the 
region. At this point, to German, the 
security challenges put regional rela-
tions at stake and the divisions further 
deepen. Hereby, Dr. German ques-
tions “how true is the Caucasus prov-
erb `better a good neighbour than a 
distant relative”? Looking beyond re-
gional cooperation in the South Cau-
casus to its neighbour, another recent-
ly published book, Turkey: Thwarted 
Ambition, deals with Turkey’s self-
managed redefinition of itself through 
foreign policy. In his book, Simon V. 
Mayall identifies the problems of de-
fence and security, which have shaped 
post-Cold War Turkish foreign policy 
and its relations with the West. This 
book is a facsimile reprint of the first 
edition, published in 1997. 
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Two more recent publications on the 
South Caucasus deal with the history 
of the region. The first book is a micro-
history that aims to shed new light on 
the multicultural character of the Rus-
sian Empire, which shaped the lives 
of individuals’ and was in turn shaped 
by them. Given the on-going and 
multiple conflicts and tensions across 
the region, political history has been 
the main focus of researchers. Thus, 
Dr. Stephen Norris` Russia’s People 
of Empire: Life Stories from Eurasia, 
1500 to the Present is a rare and wel-
come study of the social and cultural 
history of the peoples of the Russian 
Empire and later the Soviet Union. It 
presents compelling and nuanced por-
traits of personalities that represent 
the varied practices of Russian/Soviet 
imperial multiculturalism. Dr. Norris 
narrates the enduring multicultural 
life stories of 31 individuals whose 
experiences represent the cross-cul-
tural exchanges from the late 1500s to 
post-Soviet Russia. An edited work, 
Georgian History (Caucasus Region: 
Political, Economic, and Security Is-
sues) complements this social history, 
offering political-historical accounts 
of regional politics, economy, and 
security in the South Caucasus. The 
collection gives particular emphasis 
to Georgia`s commitment to Western 
values and the growing relationship 
between Georgia and United States. 
Coinciding with Georgian History`s 
focus on Georgia’s relations with the 
United States, America’s Collision 
Course with the Caucasus: Is Military 
Intervention Inevitable? Addresses 

the Caucasus’ strategic relations with 
U.S. and assesses the possibilities for 
military intervention towards the Cau-
casus to end regional conflicts such 
as Nagorno-Karabakh and Osestia. 
Christopher Beckert in this reprinted 
manuscript presents three likely con-
tingencies that may require U.S. force 
intervention: peacekeeping in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh region, stabiliza-
tion of the Georgian or Azerbaijani 
governments, or prevention of ethnic 
cleansing. Although the circumstanc-
es that require intervention and the 
character of international intervention 
have largely changed since the book 
was first published in 2001, its repub-
lication is important as a reminder of 
the strategic position that the Cauca-
sus occupies in the international arena 
and in the eyes of the great powers. 

This issue’s final book for review is 
a personal story, a memoir, published 
by the Carnegie Endowment for In-
ternational Peace. In The Iranian 
Nuclear Crisis: A Memoir, Seyed 
Hossein Mousavian, the former head 
of the Foreign Relations Committee 
of Iran’s Supreme National Security 
Council and spokesman for Tehran’s 
nuclear negotiating team, provides 
the reader with a detailed account of 
the diplomatic struggle between Iran 
and the international community on 
the nuclear issue. The book provides 
a first-hand account of the Iranian nu-
clear crisis and reflects the way Iran 
understands the nuclear issue. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Christopher Beckert&search-alias=books-uk
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Seyed Hossein Mousavian&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Seyed Hossein Mousavian&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
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Pipelines:Flowing Oil and Crude 
Politics
By Rafael Kandiyoti
July 2012, 320 pp.

Oil and natural gas are now ac-
knowledged to be the driving 

forces of international politics. What 
has not yet been fully explored is how 
their delivery affects the geopolitics 
of the world. Pipelines, once built, 
create new diplomatic realities – some 
states are newly connected, others 
isolated. Some states benefit econom-
ically, others lose out. Often new en-
ergy supply routes fall across political 
fault-lines, as in the case of India and 
Pakistan. In the case of the former So-
viet Union, the existing pipeline net-
work reflects an old political reality, 
and causes tension between the newly 
independent states and their former 
Russian master. With energy de-
mand soaring in industrializing Asia, 
and the resurgence of great power 
rivalry, the politics and practicali-
ties of pipelines become central to a 
proper understanding of world affairs.  

Regional Cooperation 
in the South Caucasus: 
Good Neighbours or Distant 
Relatives? 
By Tracey German
Ashgate Pub Co, 
September 2012, 195 pp.

The South Caucasus region, com-
prising the former Soviet states 

of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
occupies a key strategic location, 
squeezed between the Black and Cas-
pian Seas, Iran, Russia and Turkey. 
Since the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, the region has become 
an arena of geopolitical confrontation 
with regional powers such as Russia, 
Turkey and Iran vying for influence in 
the face of growing Western involve-
ment. The Russian military interven-
tion in Georgia in 2008 not only raised 
questions about Moscow’s intentions 
towards its ‘Near Abroad’ and the fu-
ture direction of its foreign policy, it 
also demonstrated that ostensibly lo-
cal separatist disputes have serious 
ramifications for regional relations 
and the wider international commu-
nity. In this book, German explores 
the extent of regional cooperation in 
the South Caucasus, analyses the rea-
sons for the relative lack of regional 
cooperation and assesses the potential 
for deeper cooperation in the future.

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Rafael Kandiyoti&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Tracey German&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
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Turkey: Thwarted Ambition
By Simon V. Mayall
Create Space Independent 
Publishing Platform, 
July 2012, 126 pp.

This book gives an excellent (and 
concise) analysis of Turkish his-

tory and interests. Relevant to the 
student of Turkey or the broader re-
gion, this fine book belongs on every 
analyst’s reading list. Anyone try-
ing to make sense of the challenges 
in today’s Middle East needs first to 
understand the history of the region 
and Turkey’s struggles to define it-
self, “Turkey: Thwarted Ambition” 
provides a first-rate perspective on 
these timeless issues. Accordingly, it 
is the aim of this book to assess Tur-
key’s post-Cold War security policy 
to the present day, based on an exami-
nation of the foundations and exercise 
of both Turkey’s defense and foreign 
policies. From this, the paper will as-
sess how far Turkey’s security policy 
has changed since the end of the Cold 
War, and the implications for its rela-
tionship with the West.

Russia’s People of Empire: 
Life Stories from Eurasia, 
1500 to the Present
By Stephen M. Norris
Indiana University Press, 
July 2012, 384 pp.

A fundamental dimension of the 
Russian historical experience 

has been the diversity of its people 
and cultures, religions and languag-
es, landscapes and economies. For 
six centuries this diversity was con-
tained within the sprawling territo-
ries of the Russian Empire and the 
Soviet Union, and it persists today in 
the entwined states and societies of 
the former USSR. Russia’s People of 
Empire explores this enduring multi-
cultural world through life stories of 
31 individuals -famous and obscure, 
high born and low, men and women- 
that illuminate the cross-cultural ex-
changes at work from the late 1500s 
to post-Soviet Russia. Working on the 
scale of a single life, these micro-his-
tories shed new light on the multicul-
tural character of the Russian Empire, 
which both shaped individuals’ lives 
and in turn was shaped by them.

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Simon V Mayall&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
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Georgian History 
(Caucasus Region Political, 
Economic, and Security Issues) 
By David Muskhelishvili, 
Mikheil Samsonadze, and Alexander 
Daushvili (Eds)
Nova Science Pub Inc, 
September 2012, 573 pp.

In the scientific work on the basis 
of rich factual materials, modern 

specific literature and new archival 
documents, a new conception of the 
Georgian nation and Georgian states 
historic development are represented 
from ancient times until the 21st cen-
tury. Important stages of material and 
religious culture of Georgian people 
are reviewed and peculiarities of his-
toric development are elucidated. We 
must emphasize the devotion of Geor-
gian people towards the Western val-
ues (Christian religion, advantage of 
democratic system, respect towards 
personal rights of a man and etc.) and 
the struggle against totalitarian ideol-
ogy and antidemocratic system of rul-
ing. In this book, special attention is 
paid to the fact that the relationship 
of Georgia and America is building a 
new Georgia which has been of great 
importance.

America’s Collision Course 
with the Caucasus: Is Military 
Intervention Inevitable? 
By Christopher Beckert
Biblio Scholar,
September 2012, 60 pp.

The Caucasus is developing into a 
vital strategic region. It emerged 

from the Soviet Union’s shadow in 
1991 and spawned wild oil and gas 
speculation, and U.S. policy makers 
developed relationships with the re-
gion’s countries as it matured. How-
ever, ethnic tensions and separatist 
movements in the Caucasus still pose 
a significant threat to American inter-
ests. Will the U.S. military intervene 
to stabilize the Caucasus by 2010? 
This monograph explores this ques-
tion. It introduces the reader to the 
Caucasus’ complexity and presents 
factors affecting a military interven-
tion decision. It presents three likely 
contingencies that may require U.S. 
force intervention: peacekeeping in 
the Nagorno-Karabakh region, stabi-
lization of the Georgian or Azerbai-
jani governments, or prevention of 
ethnic cleansing. It also provides a 
summary of each contingency com-
pared to the 1999 National Security 
Strategy’s criteria for deploying U.S. 
forces to assess the probability of in-
tervention. The monograph is a pass-
port to the Caucasus, removing the 
mystery from it to assess its opera-
tional challenges.

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=David Muskhelishvili&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Mikheil Samsonadze&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Alexander Daushvili&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Alexander Daushvili&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Christopher Beckert&search-alias=books-uk
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The Iranian Nuclear Crisis: 
A Memoir 
By Seyed Hossein Mousavian
Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 
June 2012, 612 pp.

The first detailed Iranian account of 
the diplomatic struggle between 

Iran and the international community, 
The Iranian Nuclear Crisis: A Mem-
oir opens in 2002, as news of Iran’s 
clandestine uranium enrichment 
and plutonium production facilities 
emerge. Seyed Hossein Mousav-
ian, previously the head of the For-
eign Relations Committee of Iran’s 
Supreme National Security Council 
and spokesman for Tehran’s nuclear 
negotiating team, brings the reader 
into Tehran’s private deliberations as 
its leaders wrestle with internal and 
external adversaries. Mousavian pro-
vides readers with intimate knowl-
edge of Iran’s interactions with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency 
and global powers. His personal story 
comes alive as he vividly recounts his 
arrest and interrogations on charges 
of espionage. Dramatic episodes of 
diplomatic missions tell much about 
the author and the swirling dynamics 
of Iranian politics and diplomacy -un-
dercurrents that must be understood 
now more than ever. As intense debate 
continues over the direction of Iran’s 
nuclear program, Mousavian weighs 
the likely effects of military strikes, 
covert action, sanctions, and diplo-
matic engagement, considering their 
potential to resolve the nuclear crisis.

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?_encoding=UTF8&field-author=Seyed Hossein Mousavian&ie=UTF8&search-alias=books&sort=relevancerank
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* By Robert Kaplan, New York: Random House, September 2012. 432 pages
**  Book review prepared by Husrev Tabak, Senior Editor of Caucasus International

Hüsrev 
Tabak** 

Book Review
The Revenge of Geography: 

What the Map Tells Us About 
Coming	Conflicts	and	

the Battle Against Fate*
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Well-known strategist Robert 
Kaplan in his Foreign Policy 

article of May/June 2009, points to 
geography along with culture, tradi-
tion, and history as a “[force]	beyond	
our control that constrain human ac-
tion”. Thus, to him, any attempt to 
grapple with the innate drawbacks of 
geography’s, similar to the adversi-
ties of tradition and history, must en-
tail, has to hold “a modest acceptance 
of fate”. This fate - full of conflicts 
and instabilities - is predetermined 
and shaped by geography; hence it is 
geography that dictates the inevitable 
battles. Kaplan’s article forms the ba-
sis of his later book, “The Revenge 
of Geography – what the map tell us 
about coming conflicts and the battle 
against fate”, published in early Sep-
tember of this year. 

Robert Kaplan starts his book by 
challenging an assertion made fol-
lowing the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
that “all human divisions were sur-
mountable” (p. 3). To him this idea is 
simply a fallacy. This is because, he 
holds, “[l]egacies	of	geography,	his-
tory, and culture really do set limits 
on what can be accomplished in any 
given place” (p. 23). Put differently, 
“man’s actions are limited by the 
physical parameters imposed by ge-
ography” (p. 29). He resorts to geo-
graphical determinacy, along with 
historical and cultural factors. There-
fore, the surmountability of any divi-
sion is predetermined by exogenous 
and inherited factors. This state of 
determinacy, according to Kaplan, is 

strengthened by the innate and fully 
causal nature of human action: the 
world “is the result of forces inherent 
in human nature” (p. 24) and since 
“human	nature…	makes	 for	a	world	
of	incessant	conflict	and	coercion…	” 
(p. 25), “conflict	is	expected	and	can-
not be avoided” (p. 25). Accordingly, 
in order to achieve a better and more 
meaningful understanding of world 
politics, the emphasis must shift from 
the factors unifying humankind to 
those that divide them (p. 27). Oth-
erwise, the idealism of humanitarian 
globalization with its focus on the 
common values of humankind leads 
us to an illusion.

Among these illusions is, for instance, 
the declaration by proponents of hu-
manitarian globalization following 
military humanitarian interventions, 
that geography had been defeated 
“through air power and the triumph 
of humanitarian interventionism” in 
the Balkans and in Iraq (p. 28). How-
ever, as Robert Kaplan argues, this 
victory simply heralded the end of 
the first cycle of the revenge of ge-
ography in the Post-Cold War era. In 
this sense, shortly after the beginning 
of a new era, the world has “brought 
back to the lowering basics of hu-
man existence, where, rather than 
the steady improvement of the world 
that we had earlier envisioned, what 
we accepted was the next struggle for 
survival, and by association, the se-
vere restraints with which geography 
burdened us in places such as Meso-
potamia and Afghanistan” (p. 28-29). 
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Here, Kaplan resorts to the politics of 
cartography; it is particularly a real-
ist approach. To him, a map is basi-
cally “the spatial representation of 
humanity’s divisions” (p. 27) and “a 
state’s	position	on	the	map	is	the	first	
thing	that	defines	it” (p. 28) thus, its 
fate. Concurrently, a map conveys 
“at a glance a whole series of ge-
ography” (p. 28) and “remind[s]	 us	
of all the different environments of 
the earth that make men profoundly 
unequal and disunited in so many 
ways	[hence]	leading	to	conflict” (p. 
28). This explanation is what realists 
dwell upon exclusively. As “realism 
is crucial to a proper appreciation 
of the map” (p. 24) and “is about the 
recognition of the most blunt, uncom-
fortable, and deterministic of truths: 
those of geography” (p. 28); Robert 
Kaplan offers a tangible account of 
the realist politics of geography and 
maps. 

Subsequently, in his realist accounts, 
the importance of states, as much as 
their troubles, is contingent on their 
geographical locations. As a justifi-
cation, Kaplan claims that China is 
“ultimately more important than Bra-
zil”. This is because “China fronts 
the	 Western	 Pacific	 and	 has	 depth	
on land reaching to oil and natural-
gas-rich	Central	Asia	[while]	Brazil	
offers less of a comparative advan-
tage…	 it	 lies…	 geographically	 re-
moved from other landmasses” (p. 
31). Thus the importance driven by 
and derived from its “geographical 
location.” In a similar vein, he asks, 

“Why is Africa so poor?” To him, 
this is because “the Sahara desert 
hindered human contact from the 
north for too many centuries, so that 
Africa was little exposed to the great 
Mediterranean civilizations of an-
tiquity and afterward. There are the 
great, thick forests thrown up on ei-
ther	side	of	 the	equator…	under	 the	
influence	of	heavy	rains	and	 intense	
heat. These forests are no friends to 
civilization, nor are they conductive 
to	 natural	 borders…	 The	 natural	
world has given Africa much to la-
bor against in its path to modernity.  
(p. 31-2)”. “The world’s most feeble 
economies…	are	landlocked…	tropi-
cal	countries	are	generally	poor…	it	
is no accident that the world’s poor-
est regions tend to be where geogra-
phy…	supports	high	population	den-
sities” (p. 32). In tandem with this, 
it is necessary to reject the argument 
that “geography…	has	helped	sustain	
American prosperity” (p. 32). 

As above, this line of argument in the 
study of politics and international af-
fairs holds that “geography is the most 
fundamental factor in the foreign 
policy of states because it is the most 
permanent” (p. 29). Therefore, to the 
realist school, if someone is holding a 
relief map, s/he would not think that 
“the world irrevocably driven by eth-
nic and sectarian divides” (p. 34). It 
is rather the geography and other in-
herent determinants such as tradition 
and history that mold the divisions.  
Nonetheless, aware that this is dan-
gerous ground, Kaplan feels the need 
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to state that “geography, history, 
and	 ethnic	 characteristics	 influence	
but do not determine future events” 
(p. 36). Here, Kaplan searches for 
a way to defend geography’s deter-
minacy in a less deterministic (i.e. 
partially or hesitant ly deterministic) 
manner, and thus invokes the term 
“probabilistic determinism”, coined 
by Raymond Aron, which assumes 
that “human choice always operates 
within certain contours or restraints 
such as the inheritance of the past” 
(p. 37). But this effort is something of 
a smokescreen: although he renames 
his position, his approach does not 
change and he continues to acknowl-
edge the determinacy of geography 
and the innately conflictive nature of 
humankind. 

In this manner, Kaplan devotes his 
book to case-based approaches to 
the following question: How can we 
live with the determinacy of geogra-
phy, although it is probabilistically 
determinate? Or in Kaplan’s terms, 
how can we tackle “the battle against 
fate”? However, the mission with 
which he charges humanity does is 
consistent throughout the book: is to 
struggle against the innate and exog-
enous pitfalls of geography of drawn 
maps. We can resist only “by becom-
ing more expert at reading the map, 
[through	 which]	 we	 can…	 stretch	
some	 of	 the	 limits	 the	 map	 inflicts” 
(p. 29). 

At this juncture, Kaplan develops a 
framework for reading maps after re-

viewing the geopolitics literature of 
the last century, with particular em-
phasis on British geographer Halford 
Mackinder, former diplomat Rob-
ert Strauz-Hupé, German strategist 
Karl Haushofer, Dutch-American 
geo-strategist Nicholas J. Spykman, 
and American Navy captain Alfred 
Thayer Mahan. In his formulation 
of a framework for the analysis of 
the early 21st century map; the death 
of distance, disruptive technology, 
megacities, crowd psychology, and 
empowering nationalisms constitute 
the key themes under scrutiny and 
the primary lenses for reading maps. 

The spread of missiles and weapons 
of mass destruction, nuclear weap-
ons, and other disruptive technolo-
gies are changing the global balance 
of power (p. 118) by undermining 
and disturbing the status quo (p. 117). 
Hence it is this disruptive technolo-
gy, possessed by many of the states 
within greater Eurasia, that is chang-
ing the game. The prominent prolif-
eration of disruptive technology is 
amplified through the parallel rise 
in urban populations and the emer-
gence of mega cities throughout the 
world. “Crowded megacities, beset 
by poor living conditions, periodic 
rises in the price of commodities, wa-
ter shortages, and unresponsive mu-
nicipal services, will be fertile petri 
dishes for the spread of both democ-
racy and radicalism, even as regimes 
will be increasingly empowered by 
missiles and modern, outwardly fo-
cused militaries” (p. 120). Therefore, 
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“the megacity will be at the heart 
of	 twenty-first-century	 geography”                 
(p. 120) and “it is in the megacities 
…	principally	where	crowd	psychol-
ogy will have its greatest geopolitical 
impact” (p. 123). Both radical Islam 
- in his terms - and the democracy-
calling uprisings in the Arab world, 
for instance, were generated by this 
simple fact, yet in fact, the latter in 
particular was aided by urban con-
centrations, enraged crowds, and sen-
sational global media (p. 122). 

In sum, the map of the 21st century 
is “overloaded with nodes of contact 
and communications that never or 
barely	existed	before…	in	addition	to	
extended cities and overlapping mis-
sile ranges and ideologies that rever-
berate on account of mass media”, 
and thus the historical “concepts like 
`Heartland` and ̀ Rimland` and ̀ mar-
ginal` zones, which imply a horizon-
tal separating out into large compo-
nent parts, will in one sense be less 
relevant, but in another sense will be 
fraught with consequence because of 
the perpetual interactions between 
these areas” (p. 127-8). This map, to 
Robert Kaplan, is “subject to the law 
of entropy, meaning a state of equi-
librium will eventually set in, with 
each human habitation -not just the 
megacities- looking increasingly like 
one another, and be subject to similar 
passions” (p. 128). This will eventu-
ally result in “a	sort	of	global	ennui…	
[and]	with	a	disturbingly	large	dose	
of extremism and dogmatic postur-
ing by states`” (ibid). Consequently, 

to Kaplan, “the world will be both 
duller and more dangerous than ever 
before” (p.128).

In the rest of his book, Kaplan ex-
plores this interrelationship among 
map, global ennui, crowd psychol-
ogy, and empowering extremism 
with reference to early 21st century 
Europe, Russia, China, Iran, and the 
former Ottoman Empire territories, 
along with the United States` en-
gagement with Eurasian geopolitics: 
namely whether the U.S. will man-
age to balance the distorted balance 
of power in Eurasia. 

Kaplan’s book could be regarded as 
“a refreshing call to reconsider the 
pivotal role of geography in glob-
al strategy and how to understand 
American interests in it” as stated on 
the rear cover. However, academi-
cally speaking, his work is a re-eval-
uation of the classical geopolitics lit-
erature and a resistance to the critical 
geopolitics school’s gradual cascade. 
However, he completely disregards 
the alternative geopolitics queries.

Robert Kaplan’s 1993 book, Balkan 
Ghosts: A Journey through History, 
was similarly built on historical de-
terminism. The argument he put forth 
in his book has been highly criticized 
by the majority of the conflict analy-
sis literature; to him the ethnic con-
flict in the former Yugoslavia was 
due to the history-long mistrust, en-
mity, and hatred among the nationali-
ties of Yugoslavia. Accordingly, eth-
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nicities, the culture of violence, and 
even the identities have been histori-
cally survived without any change 
in character and quality thus came 
to be “a	natural	affinity” in Anthony 
Oberschall`s terms (2000). The con-
flict thus was inevitable and was “just 
below the surface”. 

Kaplan continues to present a static 
account of ethnicity, culture, identity, 
history, and now geography, main-
taining a realist determinist assump-
tion despite the decades-old critiques 
of his approach.  His approach does 
not implicate the real driving forces 
of human and state action but reduces 
them to `exogenously given` `nature` 
of human beings, spatial geography, 
and map thus merely gives excuse for 
violence and anarchy.1 
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On June 28th 2012, Caucasus In-
ternational (CI), the Baku-based 

Center for Strategic Studies (SAM), 
and Turkish Policy Quarterly (TPQ) 
held a conference entitled “Forging 
the future of the Caucasus - the past 
20 years and its lessons” in Baku with 
the participation of Dr. Alexander 
Rondeli (Georgian Foundation for 
Strategic and International Studies), 
Professor Gerard Libaridian (Michi-
gan University), and Azerbaijani MP 
Dr. Rasim Musabeyov. The panellists 
spoke initially about the historical, 
social, economic, and political inde-
pendence experiences of their respec-
tive countries: Alexander Rondeli 
on Georgia, Gerard Libaridian on 
Armenia, and Rasim Musabeyov on 
Azerbaijan. With reference to these 
experiences and the lessons learned, 
the speakers speculated on develop-
ment of both regional and domestic 
politics within the South Caucasus. 

The aim of conference was to exam-
ine the future of the region through 
the lens of the lessons of the past 20 
years, from the illustrative perspec-
tives of three experts. Each of these 
three individuals played important 
roles in their country’s respective 
struggles for sovereignty, and had 
much to offer in terms of reflections 
on national aims and strategies in 
terms of national identity, economic 
restructuring, and repositioning in the 
regional and global arena. The per-
sonal involvement of the panelists in 
the process of post-independence na-
tion building grounded the debate in 

an awareness of concrete challenges 
and practical detail. The discussion 
was enriched by their understanding 
of the political, economic, and social 
changes across governments and the 
population. Ultimately, Libaridian, 
Rondeli, and Musabeyov - the wise 
men of the region – focused on the 
available means to foster close mul-
tilateral relations across the region 
near future, pursuant to the lessons of 
recent history.

The panellists qualified their analyses 
with a statement of the difficulty of 
identifying true success stories from 
the region. In this sense, the first 
conclusion drawn was that “nothing 
has changed”. Alexander Rondeli 
lamented the enduring nature of the 
problems and the lack of hope-in-
spiring results. To him “the problems 
which Georgia encountered from the 
very	 first	 days	 of	 independence	 are	
still almost the same”. Professor Li-
baridian considered the “nothing has 
changed” argument from a different 
angle. For him, this stasis is repre-
sentative of the powerful illusion at 
play regarding the end of Cold War; 
the problems within the region have 
not been resolved because “it is very 
clear that the Cold War did not end 
in the Caucasus, that there is a mini 
Cold War still ongoing in terms of 
outside	influences	and	controls”. 

States and societies in the South 
Caucasus have endured the pains of 
the last 20 years under the banner 
of “change”; when change has not 



 V
ol

.2
 • 

N
o.

3 
• A

ut
um

n 
 2

01
2

201 

materialized, people have yielded to 
despair. This was experienced most 
profoundly when the astronomic 
expectations of the South Caucasus 
people following independence col-
lided with the grim realities entailed 
in early independence. Connected to 
this, the second conclusion reached 
by the speakers was that indepen-
dence was perceived by society as 
the signpost to prosperity, wealth, 
and integration with the rest of the 
world. But this required a success-
ful transition from a socialist state 
to a liberal democracy. The transi-
tion did not occur straightforwardly, 
and nor was transition alone enough 
to secure integration with the West. 
To Dr. Rondeli, “Georgians had fan-
tastically high expectations about 
the	future…	We	thought	that	billions	
of dollars would come immediately 
[with	independence]	because	we	are	
the hub of the world, we are the best”. 
However, the “realities turned out to 
be	much	more	difficult	and	tragic.” In 
a similar vein, Professor Gerard Li-
baridian agreed that “independence 
came and it was supposed to resolve 
all of our problems”, but the realities 
proved that “high expectations were 
problematic from the start; we real-
ized that independence doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that you can do what you 
want.” Dr. Musabeyov posited a third 
shared approach, that the third party 
involvements have severe threatened 
and damaged peaceful political rela-
tions and development in the Cauca-
sus. Thus in the view pf the panel-
lists, the process of transition – both 

the shaping of foreign policy and the 
mechanics of nation building - was 
from the very beginning subject to 
third party interference.

The third conclusion drawn by the 
panellists was that “the South Cau-
casus is a malfunctioning or non-
functioning region”. Over the course 
of time, the incapacity for integra-
tion with the West merged with the 
poor regional integration, hindering 
promising or hope-inspiring devel-
opments in the South Caucasus. The 
war, bloodshed, ethnic resentment, 
enmity, hatred, and lack of empathy 
overwhelmed hopes for peaceful co-
existence and harmony throughout 
the region. These experiences have 
generated the mutual distrust, sum-
moned by the panellists in support of 
the view that it is difficult to describe 
to the South Caucasus as the region. 
Indeed, the description of the South 
Caucasus as a geopolitical illusion 
and an intellectual fallacy marked 
the most notable consensus among 
the panellists. The argument was put 
forth by Dr. Gerard Libaridian but 
immediately endorsed by Dr. Rasim 
Musabeyov and Dr. Alexander Ron-
deli. 

The panellists also agreed that be-
ing a territorially small state makes 
states fragile and vulnerable to third 
party involvements, and leaves them 
open to manipulation. Although the 
panellists stressed the necessity of 
independence and the mistake of in-
viting big states to engage with lo-
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cal problems, foreign involvement is 
also perceived as not only inevitable 
but the rule of the game. In this game, 
small states cannot make mistakes or 
act freely. In this regard, integration 
and functionality as a region were put 
forth as remedies for the challenges 
of being a small state. 

The final topic for discussion was 
the state of neighborly relations in 
the South Caucasus, in the context 
of open conflicts. In the view of the 
panelists, the conflicts – exacerbated 
by independence – have severely in-
hibited the sustainable development 
of individual countries and the region 
as a whole. The areas that have suf-
fered in particular in terms of failure 
to develop include successful transi-
tion from a socialist state system to 
a well-functioning liberal democ-
racy, inclusive state/nation build-
ing for long-lasting ethnic cohesion, 
politically and economically biding 
cooperative bilateral relations, intra-
regional collaborations for security 
and confidence building, and finally 
integration with the world economy 
and politics as a regional bloc. The 
historical evolution of the conflicts 
demonstrates that there have been 
opportunities to end the quarrels and 
fighting between neighbors. Howev-
er, these problems (failures in devel-
opments) have in turn blocked suc-
cessful conflict resolution. The con-
flict blocked successful transitions 
and peace building; consequently 
these have further deepened the con-
flict and created an isolated region 

with seemingly intractable problems. 
Thus, in order to successful build a 
sustainable future, first and foremost 
the conflicts need to be resolved, 
which will increase regional integra-
tion. 

The formulae offered by the panelists 
for resolving regional are as follows:

Dr. Alexander Rondeli believes that 
the first task is to create a model for 
strong, viable statehood and to be-
come a modern inclusive democratic 
nation, with guarantees for minor-
ity rights. This will pave the way 
for the enhancement of closer rela-
tions with the Euro-Atlantic com-
munity: “Georgia’s decision to join 
the Euro-Atlantic family of nations 
was not just a fashionable idea that 
suddenly sprung to the minds of some 
crazy Georgians. Georgia is a multi-
ethnic and multi-confessional soci-
ety. If Georgia fails as a democratic 
society, it will disintegrate, especially 
with the help of some of our neigh-
bors. So the only way for Georgia to 
survive and to become a viable and 
modern, inclusive democratic na-
tion is to be part of the Euro-Atlantic 
community.”

Dr. Gerard Libaridian thinks that the 
Armenia-Azerbaijan Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict will continue if states 
continue to come to the table with 
maximum demands. For him, the 
demands for zero-sum solution will 
prevent the two countries from reach-
ing a positive conclusion. “What I 
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am arguing is that if we are looking 
for a solution we have to stop think-
ing in terms of formulae; we have to 
stop thinking in terms of creating a 
narrative that is good for us. If you 
do not know what really happened in 
the past and do not take responsibil-
ity for your mistakes, then there is 
no way out. I would also say that the 
reliance of one of side on the prin-
ciple of territorial integrity, coupled 
with the other side’s reliance on the 
principle of the right to self-determi-
nation, are blocking solutions. They 
do not resolve any problems. These 
are just words behind which we hide 
and refuse to make basic compromis-
es. What we need to do to solve these 
problems is to refrain from hiding be-
hind principles and secondly, to step 
out from behind maximum demands. 
Maximum demands are the easiest to 
formulate and present; maximum de-
mands can make me appear a super 
patriot. I want this, this and this. I 
want this kind of solution and we will 
not accept anything else. Negotia-
tions cannot succeed if you are going 
there with only maximum demands 
and without a clear understanding 
of your minimum demands and mini-
mum needs. Negotiations succeed 
when you focus on your needs rather 
than wants.”

Dr. Rasim Musabeyov first of all ad-
dressed Turkey’s increasing positive 
influence in the region, which he be-
lieves will enhance the independence 
of the three countries, and subse-
quently, their integration. In Musa-

beyov’s view, Russia needs to be bal-
anced, and Turkey shines out as the 
sole power in the region to take on 
such a role. Secondly, Musabeyov 
that although “it seems impossible to 
talk about the resolution of the Na-
gorno-Karabakh	conflict	 in	the	near	
future	[…]	if	we	can	ensure	positive	
changes towards the resolution and 
involve Armenia into the integration 
processes, I think the South Caucasus 
would	benefit	greatly	and	be	a	more	
secure area.” 

The full report is available at 
http://www.fileden.com/
files/2012/2/20/3267392/POST-
CONFERENCEEVALUATIONRE-
POR.pdf

http://www.fileden.com/files/2012/2/20/3267392/POSTCONFERENCEEVALUATIONREPOR.pdf
http://www.fileden.com/files/2012/2/20/3267392/POSTCONFERENCEEVALUATIONREPOR.pdf
http://www.fileden.com/files/2012/2/20/3267392/POSTCONFERENCEEVALUATIONREPOR.pdf
http://www.fileden.com/files/2012/2/20/3267392/POSTCONFERENCEEVALUATIONREPOR.pdf
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     Notes for Contributors

Caucasus International (CI) is a policy journal for academics and professionals  
that seeks to provide a global perspective on issues affecting the Caucasus 
neighborhood, looking at the role of the region in international contexts and 
policymaking in and on the area. CI encourages contributions from policymakers, 
area specialists, political activists, and diplomatic professionals along with 
academics from different countries and backgrounds.

CI embraces an editorial review and online submission systems. Authors should 
submit their manuscript online, to editor@cijournal.org. Authors are responsible 
for ensuring that their manuscripts conform to the journal style. Submissions 
must be in Microsoft Word or Word for Mac formats. The submissions must be 
in English and the spelling (American) should be consistent throughout. Articles 
should be between 3,000–5,000 words and include a 200-word abstract with 3-5 
keywords. The text must be double-spaced, with the full title and affiliation of the 
author. Please discuss with the Editor beforehand if you wish to extend beyond 
the suggested length or would like to submit a shorter contribution. Please avoid 
repetition. It is highly recommended that non-native English speakers have their 
articles proofread before submission. We do not include References or End Notes 
sections.

All notes should appear as footnotes and provide full citations. References should 
contain the full name of the author, title of the work, and publication date. If the 
cited work is an article in a journal or edited book, the page numbers should be 
included. Abbreviations and capitalizations should be consistent throughout the 
text. The use of full stops in lower case abbreviations is necessary (as in et al., 
ibid., ed.). However please avoid using this type of punctuation in capitalized 
abbreviations (as in UN or Washington, DC), with the exception of the abbreviation 
for the United States of America (U.S.). Foreign language words or terms should 
be italicized. Headings should be flush left, using upper case. The Editorial Team 
prefers dates within the article to be given as follows: 1 June 2010, 1990s, 21st 
century, mid-18th century, 1991–2001. Finally, please use single quotation marks 
for direct quotations and double quotation marks for quotations within direct 
quotations.

The author is responsible for guaranteeing that the manuscript is original work, 
and not under consideration by any other publication(s) at the time of submission. 
If the submission is accepted for publication, a Consent to Publish form will 
be sent to the author, whereby the author will transfer copyright to Caucasus 
International.

For permission to reprint or translate articles, please contact editor@cijournal.org
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Calls for Submission

Issue Title: 
The Near Borderland of the Caucasus: A New Middle East and the Frontiers of a 
New Geostrategic Imagination                                                                 

Deadline: 15 February 2012 
Subtopics:
• The end of the Arab Spring?
• Re-thinking Democratic Peace theory and the Arab Spring: Isn`t it time   
 for peace?
• Mass political awakening and the new regional politics in the broader   
 Near East
• The new security culture: civilian revolutions, nuclear weapons, and the   
 future of regional security in the broader Near East
• Caucasus neighborhood: is its “Near East” getting closer? 
• Debating the feasibility of the “Turkish Model” for the new Middle East
• The Middle East before and after the Revolutions: What has really    
    changed?
• Soft Powers of the U.S., EU and Russia in the Middle East
• New Orientalism and the image problem in the Middle East and the    
    Caucasus 
• NATO engagement with Arab elites: a critique of “the dangers of    
    stability”
Prospective authors should submit 3000-5000 word articles for consideration 
in Microsoft Word-compatible format. For the full details see the Notes for 
Contributors section or contact the editors. Submissions should be sent in 
electronic format to: zaur.shiriyev@cijournal.org 

The primary goal of Caucasus International is to foster stimulating dialogue and 
exchange of ideas on the Caucasus and beyond among practitioners, researchers 
and theorists from the region itself and abroad. The Publishers and Editors seek to 
provide a platform for a range of authors to share to different perspectives and to 
engage in intellectual debate. Manuscripts submitted to CI should be original and 
challenging, and should not be under consideration by another publication at the 
time of submission.
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