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Editors’ Note
The upcoming year will be a crucial one in Georgian history. 

Parliamentary elections are scheduled for October 2016. The 
Georgian Dream coalition is aiming to win its second election 
in a row, while the United National Movement poses an emerg-
ing challenge, with new forces entering the race as time passes. 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia remain occupied without any prom-
ise of a political or territorial settlement on the horizon, while 
despite ongoing efforts, NATO and EU still seem far-off targets. 
The country is trying to improve relations with Russia, which 
holds the key to the resolution of Georgia’s territorial integrity 
problems. On the other hand, the country remains staunchly 
committed to EU membership, which holds the key to the trans-
formation to a true and functional democracy and market econo-
my.  All these processes are taking place against the backdrop of 
the deteriorating economic situation, as well as reports of rising 
corruption levels in the country. 

Thus, the current issue of Caucasus International, titled ‘Geor-
gia’s Future: From Regional and Global Cooperation to Conflict 
Resolution’ is dedicated to Georgia, a strategically important 
country in the South Caucasus and at the center of Eurasia. The 
topics featured in the issue range from Georgia’s regional and 
international cooperation to domestic and minority issues, ter-
ritorial problems, and energy security. 

Authors from around the world with diverse backgrounds have 
contributed to the current issue of Caucasus International. Sarah 
Lain, a research fellow at the Royal United Services Institute of 
UK writes about Georgia’s EU integration following the Riga 
Summit. Javid Valiyev, the head of the Foreign Policy Analysis 
Department at the Center for Strategic Studies under the Presi-
dent of the Republic of Azerbaijan, examines trilateral coopera-
tion between Georgia, Azerbaijan and Turkey and its regional 
and global importance. Bartosz Mendyk, from Jan Kochanowski 
University of Poland, focuses on the perspectives and challenges 
of bringing Russian and Iranian gas to the Georgian market. Nana 
Gegelashvili, the head of the Center for Regional Studies at The 
Institute of US and Canadian Studies of the Russian Academy of 
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Sciences, sheds light on Georgia’s efforts towards restoring its 
territorial integrity. Brendan Cole, a London-based journalist and 
broadcaster talks about Georgia’s NATO membership perspec-
tives. Galina Yemelyanova, a senior lecturer at the Centre of Rus-
sian, European and Eurasian Studies, University of Birmingham, 
UK writes about the quest of the Meskhetian Turks to return to 
their homeland Georgia and the challenges they face despite the 
formal commitements undertaken by Tbilisi regarding their re-
patriation. Ilgar Gurbanov, another contributor from SAM, ex-
amines the importance of NATO’s engagement in critical energy 
infrastructure protection in the South Caucasus. Nika Chitadze, 
associate professor at the International Black Sea University of 
Georgia, discusses ethnic-confessional problems and integration 
challenges in Georgia’s Samtskhe-Javakheti region, presenting 
the area as potential flashpoint. Vasif Huseynov, a PhD Candi-
date at Georg-August-Universität Göttingen, Germany examines 
strategic idealism and the Russian challenge in the foreign policy 
of post-Soviet Georgia. 

The current issue also includes a detailed review of David Milne’s 
new book Worldmaking: The Art and Science of American Diplo-
macy. Last but not least, CI presents readers with reviews of re-
cently published books on the South Caucasus, Central Asia and 
other countries in the post-Soviet region. 

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

Sincerely, 
CI Staff 
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* Sarah Lain is a Research Fellow at the Royal United Services Institute, an independent think tank based in London. 

Sarah Lain*

Georgia’s Integration  
into the EU:  
After the Riga Summit?

Georgia has made significant progress in its move towards European integration. 
The EU has fully supported this decision, but the Ukraine crisis has served as a stark 
reminder of the security risks facing Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries in terms of 
their economic and political choices. The EU should be more nuanced in its approach 
to Georgia to ensure its own de-politicization of the issue and greater clarity around 
what it is, and is not, aiming to achieve through European integration initiatives. This 
paper suggests that this should not only be to combat Russian false messaging 
on the issue, but also to reassure the Georgian people of why they are committing 
to the EaP. As a corollary, the EaP strategy should also make a greater connection 
between economic stability and increased resilience against certain security threats. 
Georgia is now facing a somewhat uncertain political future domestically due to the 
parliamentary elections in 2016. Without an attempt at a more defined strategy, 
therefore, the EU could risk greater disillusionment within Georgia as to the benefits 
of the EaP. 



There are clearly 
security implications 

that the EaP does not, 
and cannot, address for 

Georgia, particularly 
in its relationship with 

Russia. However, a 
clearer message on how 

the aims and desired 
outcomes of the program 
could help secure at least 

greater economic strength 
would better serve the 
expectations of the EU 

within Georgia, as well as 
Georgia’s understanding of 
the potential consequences 

of its economic and 
political choices. 

Introduction

Georgia is generally seen as a success story in terms of its ef-
forts to reform a system historically plagued by corruption 

and inefficiency. In particular, Georgia has shown commitment 
and a degree of political will that is to date incomparable with 
other former Soviet states to implementing reforms and adjust-
ments for further European integration as part of its participa-
tion in the EU’s Eastern Partnership (EaP). A milestone in its 
relations with the EU was the signing of the Association Agree-
ment (AA), including the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Area (DCFTA), in June 2014. Economically, Georgia has shown 
visible progress in its efforts towards integration and is working 
towards a visa liberalization program. It has also coupled this 
with initiatives to improve the investment climate and attract for-
eign investment. Georgia still arguably has more work to do on 
the political front, as concerns remain over the politicization of 
decision-making and weaknesses in the judicial system. 

The Riga Summit of May 2015, an appraisal of the standing of 
the EaP, praised Georgia for its achievements within the Euro-
pean integration framework through economic and political 

reform. However, it was clear that this event was over-
shadowed by events in Ukraine, highlighting the secu-
rity risks facing EaP countries by a frequently politicized 
choice between the East and the West. This summit was 
an opportunity for the EU to strengthen its message as to 
the benefits of the EaP program; highlight its true aims; 
dispel Russian accusations where appropriate of it being 
a zero-sum choice; and provide reassurance as to why 
countries should commit to it. This appears to be a missed 
opportunity, however, as it instead concentrated on the 
typical broad statements about technical standards and 
‘reaffirmations’ of previously agreed upon commitments.

There are clearly security implications that the EaP does 
not, and cannot, address for Georgia, particularly in its 
relationship with Russia. However, a clearer message on 
how the aims and desired outcomes of the program could 
help secure at least greater economic strength would bet-
ter serve the expectations of the EU within Georgia, as 
well as Georgia’s understanding of the potential conse-

12

Caucasus International



quences of its economic and political choices. This would also 
serve to weaken some of the political arguments Russia is mak-
ing around the exclusivity of European integration it sees as so 
detrimental to its own interests.

This paper seeks to understand where Georgia has converted 
commitment into concrete results in its efforts towards economic 
integration with Europe, but it also highlights the areas where 
Georgia’s progress has been lacking. This mainly pertains to 
political reform, which has been a persistent challenge for the 
country. Most importantly, however, the paper examines the 
EU’s communication strategy and response to the challenges that 
Georgia faces in its efforts to integrate, both internally and from 
external forces. The Ukraine crisis has shown the vulnerabili-
ties that the EaP countries can face, and Europe needs to have 
a robust response to ensure a clear understanding of the facts, 
benefits and potential limitations of European integration. This 
would help debunk many of the criticisms of the EaP that Russia 
has made in the wake of Ukraine crises, aimed at reducing sup-
port for the EU’s initiative. This paper will thus set out how the 
EaP might address Russia’s criticisms in a more effective manner 
to combat potential growth in disillusionment within Georgia.   

Economic Integration Success

Georgia has made significant progress in implementing the 
economic adaptations required by these agreements for further 
integration with Europe. Georgia has centralized the customs 
authorities responsible for issuing certificates necessary for ap-
plying for AA/DCFTA-based duty-free access to the EU market. 
The Georgian government has amended its Food Safety, Veteri-
nary and Plant Protection Code to make it compliant with EU 
requirements. The government also adopted a law on competi-
tion broadly in line with EU competition legislation. Georgia has 
made particular progress in agriculture, which is one of the most 
promising sectors for foreign investment and boosting exports 
to the European market. The government launched the ‘Produce 
in Georgia Program’, which supports local agri-processing and 
industrial production by providing loans, infrastructure support 
and the consulting services. In October 2014 the government cre-
ated the Agriculture Cooperatives Development Agency, which 
conducts information campaigns on cooperatives among small 
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farmers.1 It is clear that Georgia is taking full advantage of the 
EU support provided to restructure aspects of the economy.

Georgia has already reaped some benefits from closer econom-
ic integration with Europe. Georgia has identified agriculture, 
beverages, machinery and chemicals as key areas of economic 
strength it should promote to Europe. Tariff-free access to the 
European market will greatly benefit these exports to the EU as 
part of the DCFTA. Georgia’s exports to the EU rose by 12% in 
the first six months of the free trade agreement, with exports of 
some products, such as hazelnuts and copper, doubling or even 
tripling in that time.2 Georgia’s GDP is expected to see 4.3% 
growth in the long run.3

Georgia has also been working to improve the coun-
try’s investment climate and making it more attractive to 
foreign investors. Georgia ranked 24th out of 189 in the 
World Bank’s ‘Ease of Doing Business’ survey, a posi-
tion it has maintained for two consecutive years.4 It ranks 
22nd out of 172 in the Heritage Foundation’s Index of 
Economic Freedom.5 In particular, the Georgian govern-
ment has worked towards creating a liberal tax regime 
under a unified system, with only six flat taxes, including 
a corporate profit tax of 15%.6 It has opened up dedicated 
organizations to support and encourage domestic and 

foreign business investment initiatives. These include Enterprise 
Georgia, which is housed under the Ministry of Economy and 
Sustainable Development and targeted at SMEs and export pro-
motion, and the Georgian National Investment Agency, which 
seeks to attract greater foreign direct investment and is run under 

1European Commission (2014) Implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy in Georgia: 
Progress in 2014 and recommendations for action. Brussels. Available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/
pdf/2015/georgia-enp-report-2015_en.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
2 European Commission (2015) EU-Georgia Trade: Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
(DCFTA). Available at: http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2015/may/tradoc_153435.pdf (Ac-
cessed: 2 December 2015).
3 European Parliament (2015) When choosing means losing: The Eastern partners, the EU and 
the Eurasian Economic Union. Available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/
STUD/2015/549026/EXPO_STUD(2015)549026_EN.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
4 World Bank Group (2015) Economy Rankings. Available at: http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings 
(Accessed: 2 December 2015).
5 2015 Index of Economic Freedom (2015) Country Risks. Available at: http://www.heritage.org/
index/ranking (Accessed: 2 December 2015).

6 Invest in Georgia (2015) Taxation. Available at: http://investingeorgia.org/en/georgia/
taxation (Accessed: 2 December 2015).

Georgia has also been 
working to improve the 

country’s investment 
climate and making it 

more attractive to foreign 
investors. Georgia ranked 

24th out of 189 in the 
World Bank’s ‘Ease of 

Doing Business’ survey, a 
position it has maintained 
for two consecutive years.  
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the Prime Minister’s office.

Georgia’s broader investment activities also show an increasing 
awareness of its economic potential. The recent listing of Georgia 
Healthcare, a Georgian medical insurance and hospital provider, 
demonstrates the country’s expanding ambitions to have an inter-
national footprint in the business world.7 Tbilisi recently hosted 
the Silk Road Forum, the first Chinese state-sponsored event on 
China’s Silk Road Economic Belt policy held outside of China. 
This demonstrated recognition of the opportunities presented by 
the offer of Chinese investment, and Georgia’s ability to publicly 
showcase investment potential to foreign investors. This is more 
than many Western European countries have done in terms of 
reaching out to China in its offering of investment. 

Not all of the economic adjustments required by the EU 
will necessarily be easy, and potential issues with fur-
ther economic integration have been raised. One concern 
has been that there would be an increase in imports from 
the EU to Georgia, putting added pressure on domestic 
Georgian producers. There is little evidence of this so far, 
as the EU noted that there has been “no sudden increase 
of EU exports to Georgia.”8 A second concern is that further Eu-
ropean integration also does not necessarily provide guarantees 
that its benefits will extend to all layers of society. Less afflu-
ent groups might arguably benefit less from the DCFTA. A study 
conducted in 2009 estimated that integration would result in a 
decrease of 1.2% in the disposable income of the population’s 
lowest quintile.9 This also highlights a continued challenge fac-
ing many foreign businesses operating in Georgia around skills 
gaps within the population and underdeveloped training pro-
grams. Moreover, the cost of raising norms and technical regula-
tion to European standards will be high, although the EU pledged 
410 million EUR for 2014-2017 to assist the reform process.10 

7 Agenda.ge (2015) Georgia Healthcare Group appears on London Stock Exchange. Available at: 
http://agenda.ge/news/46746/eng (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
8 European Commission (2015) EU-Georgia Trade: Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
(DCFTA). Available at:  http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2015/may/tradoc_153435.pdf (Ac-
cessed: 2 December 2015).
9 Acorys (2012) Trade Sustainability Impact Assessment in support of negotiation of a DCFTA be-
tween the EU and Georgia and the Republic of Moldova. Available at: http://trade.ec.europa.eu/
doclib/docs/2012/november/tradoc_150105.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
10 European Commission (2015) The Eastern Partnership – a policy that delivers. Available at: http://
europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-15-5019_en.htm (Accessed: 2 December 2015).

Not all of the economic 
adjustments required by 
the EU will necessarily be 
easy, and potential issues 
with further economic 
integration have been 
raised. 
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One criticism of the Association Agreement is that by placing 
such stringent technical norms on Georgian goods and services, 
it will exclude Georgia from trade with other partners. This is a 
particularly vocal argument emanating from Russia, which will 
be discussed below. 

As with any reform process, there is certainly progress still to be 
made. Georgia is still facing some key issues, mainly political 
in nature, that are negatively affecting its reputation both from a 
European integration and foreign investment perspective. 

More Work to be Done 

Based on its experience after the Rose Revolution in 2003, Geor-
gia is often cited as a country that can offer lessons to Ukraine 
in its struggle to overhaul a legacy of a kleptocratic officials and 
a corrupt political and economic system. Georgia has already 
provided Ukraine with some constructive assistance, namely in 
the shape of political advisors and templates for effective anti-
corruption approaches. Moreover, Georgia has worked through 
many of the issues Ukraine is currently facing. Georgia initiated 
constitutional reform to improve transparency and governance 
standards by creating the State Constitutional Commission; the 
power of the president has been reduced in favor of parliament 
to guard against an overly-dominant executive; there have been 
amendments to the Law on Common Courts aimed at ensuring 
greater independence for judges; the National Human Rights 
Strategy and Action Plan have been adopted; the media environ-
ment has been diversified; and an anti-discrimination law was 
adopted.11 Targeted efforts have been made on anti-corruption 
reform, particularly within the Ministry of Interior and the po-
lice, which were historically perceived to be highly corrupt insti-
tutions.12 This perception was in part why post-2003 the police 
force was a focus for immediate reform, in order to restore public 
confidence.13 Further reform in the judicial sector to prevent po-

11 European Commission (2014) Implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy in Georgia: 
Progress in 2014 and recommendations for action. Brussels. Available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/
pdf/2015/georgia-enp-report-2015_en.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
12 Transparency International (2014) Assessment of the Performance of the Ministry of Interior af-
ter November 2012. Available at: http://www.transparency.ge/en/node/4168 (Accessed: 2 December 
2015).
13 Kakachia, K. and O’Shea, L. (2012) ‘Why does police reform appear to have been more successful 
in Georgia than in Kyrgyzstan or Russia?’ The Journal of Power Institutions in Post-Soviet Societies, 
Issue 13. Available at: http://pipss.revues.org/3964 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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litical influence, however, is one of the key remaining areas to be 
addressed by the Georgian government as part of the European 
integration process.  

One of the key problem areas highlighted by the Eu-
ropean Commission in March 2015 was reform of the 
Prosecutor’s Office, which has also recently been high-
lighted as a major issue for Ukraine.14 The government 
has been quick to respond to this criticism, and it submit-
ted amendments on the Law on the Prosecutor’s Office to 
the Venice Commission in May 2015. Key changes were 
made regarding the selection process of the Chief Pros-
ecutor. Previously, the Chief Prosecutor was appointed 
and dismissed by the Prime Minister, at the request of the Min-
ister of Justice, which made the system vulnerable to politiciza-
tion. The new bill, which passed its first reading in July 2015 in 
Georgia’s parliament, aims to de-centralize this decision-making 
process. The Minister of Justice will nominate a candidate based 
on consultations with external specialists from the legal commu-
nity and civil society; the newly created Prosecutorial Council 
(composed of the Justice Minister as an ex-officio member, peer-
elected prosecutors, judges, MPs and civil society) assesses the 
candidate; a desirable candidate is submitted to Government, and 
if the Government consents then the Parliament makes a final de-
cision.15 The overarching aim is to increase the independence and 
autonomy of the Chief Prosecutor, which is also reflected in an 
amendment ensuring the non-renewable, six-year term of 
the Chief Prosecutor’s appointment.16 

Despite this positive step, the legislation still does not 
provide sufficient guarantees of de-politicization, which 
is an on-going concern in Georgia’s justice system. Even 
the latest bill, which was revised in light of certain Venice 
Commission recommendations, does not go far enough 

14 KyivPost (2015) Shokin, embattled prosecutor general, faces new accusations os scuttling Anti-
Corruption Bureau’s work. Available at: http://www.kyivpost.com/content/kyiv-post-plus/shokin-
embattled-prosecutor-general-accused-of-scuttling-anti-corruption-bureaus-work-396761.html (Ac-
cessed: 2 December 2015).l
15 Civil.ge (2015) Bill on Prosecutor’s Office Reform Passed with First Reading. Available at: http://
www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28464 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
16 Council of Europe, European Commission for Democracy through Law (2015) Preliminary Joint 
Opinion on the Draft Amendments to the Law on the Prosecutor’s Office of Georgia. Strasbourg, 
Warsaw. Available at: http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-
PI(2015)014-e (Accessed: 2 December 2015).

One of the key problem 
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of the Prosecutor’s Office, 
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on this issue. The selection criteria for Chief Prosecutor candi-
dates need to be clearer in legislation, providing for transparent, 
skills-based and meritocratic requirements. Professionalization 
of staff working within the Prosecutor’s Office is crucial. More-
over, the executive branch continues to play a stronger than rec-
ommended role in candidate selection. The Venice Commission 
stated that “the procedure for appointing the Chief Prosecutor 
as set out in the Draft Law involves too many decision-making 
bodies. In particular, it is unclear why the Government, which the 
Minister of Justice is part of, would need to accept a candidate 
who has already been nominated by the Minister and approved 
by the Prosecutorial Council. It is the opinion of the Venice Com-
mission…that the executive branch already exercises its influ-
ence sufficiently at the nomination stage through the Minister.”17 
The Coalition for Independent and Transparent Judiciary, which 
is a body of civil society representatives lobbying for judicial 
reform, has stated its concern that the Georgian government has 
‘not heeded’ recommendations to lessen political influence in ap-
pointing the Chief Prosecutor or better balance the role of the 
Minister of Justice in the selection process.18 

As Thomas Hammarberg has noted, politicization of justice is 
not a new accusation against the government of Georgia, and 
it has repeatedly been raised by civil society and international 
observers.19 Although legislation and constitutional amendments 
are the foundation of reform, and Georgia has made some sub-
stantial progress towards both, implementation of the changes 
and enforcement are the keys to combatting this issue. Striving 
to change attitudes within the political elites towards corruption 
is essential. Reformed legislation alone is not enough. This im-
pedes Georgia’s reform process.

In March 2015, parliament approved Nino Gvenetadze as the new 
Supreme Court Chairman. This sparked criticism, in part due to 
Gvenetadze’s former membership of the Republican Party - part 

17 Ibid.
18 Transparency International, (2015) Statement of the Coalition regarding the preliminary joint opin-
ion on the prosecution reform. Available at: http://www.transparency.ge/en/node/5391 (Accessed: 2 
December 2015).
19 Hammarberg, T. (2013) ‘Georgia in Transition: report on human rights dimension: background, 
steps and remaining challenges’ Available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/georgia/documents/
virtual_library/cooperation_sectors/georgia_in_transition-hammarberg.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 
2015).
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of the ruling Georgian Dream coalition - and the fact that she 
was a judge during Eduard Shevardnadze’s presidency.20 Recent 
accusations of politically motivated arrests amongst Ministry of 
Defense officials by the Prosecutor’s Office highlights an issue 
of balance that needs to be struck between the Chief Prosecu-
tor’s right to ‘independence’ from government interference and 
their ability to abuse their position. Former pro-Western Defense 
Minister Irakli Alasania was dismissed in November 2014 after 
claiming that a corruption investigation launched by the Prosecu-
tor’s Office into Ministry of Defense officials was “obviously 
politically motivated” and an “attack on Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic 
choice” by those opposed to Georgia’s integration with Western 
partners.21 Civil society criticized the Prosecutor’s Office for fail-
ing to disclose all evidence, claiming that some information was 
classified as a state secret.22 In turn, Prime Minister Irakli 
Garibashvili claimed that Alasania was ‘politicizing’ 
defense matters.23 Whether or not this decision by the 
Prosecutor’s Office was politically motivated is unclear, 
but this reflects how even the accusation of politiciza-
tion itself can be used as a tool against opponents. Recent 
accusations around political motivations behind a court 
decision to freeze a majority shareholder’s stake in the 
opposition-minded Rustavi 2 channel will be of concern 
to Western policymakers.24  

The European Commission and other analysts25 have highlighted 
that in addition to the judicial sector, further priority reforms are 
required for public administration and local government. Further 
reforms to tackle corruption, political party financing, nepotism 
in the civil service and the lack of accountability for abuses com-

20 Kurashvili, T. and Zasztowt (2015) ‘Georgia after the Riga Eastern Partnership Summit’, The Pol-
ish Institute of International Affairs: Policy Paper, PISM, May 2015, No 17 (119) Available at:  
http://www.pism.pl/files/?id_plik=19843 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
21 Agenda.ge (2014) Details of Defence Ministry’s procurement case declassified. Available at:  
http://agenda.ge/news/25159/eng (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
22 Transparency International (2014) CSOs respond to Ministry of Defense arrests. Available at: 
http://www.transparency.ge/en/node/4781 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
23 Reuters (2014) Georgia’s premier sacks pro-Western defence minister. Available at:  
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/11/04/uk-georgia-minister-sacking-idUKKBN0IO1YE20141104 
(Accessed: 2 December 2015).
24 Eurasia.org (2015) Georgia: Political Storm Brewing Over Future of National Broadcaster Rustavi. 
Available at:  http://www.eurasianet.org/node/75356 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
25 Kurashvili, T. and Zasztowt (2015) ‘Georgia after the Riga Eastern Partnership Summit’, The 
Polish Institute of International Affairs: Policy Paper, PISM, May 2015, No 17 (119) Available at:  
http://www.pism.pl/files/?id_plik=19843 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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mitted by law enforcement authorities were also cited by the Eu-
ropean Commission.26 These are certainly crucial areas for ensur-
ing transparency and fair governance, but the further reform and 
de-politicization of the judiciary should be prioritized. Without a 
strong judiciary, these other reforms are less likely to be effec-
tive. Moreover, apart from legislation and constitutional reform, 
mechanisms to ensure effective enforcement and checks and bal-
ances of the system itself are necessary. Without the real threat 
of legal repercussions for violations, there is less likelihood for 
success in other areas of reform.

The Message from Europe 

The EU has been clear on where Georgia has made improve-
ments within the EU integration framework and where it sees the 
need for more work. Some of this progress was highlighted at the 
EaP Riga Summit of 21-22 May 2015. Officials praised Geor-
gia’s engagement with the E5P (the Eastern Europe Energy Ef-
ficiency and Environment Partnership), and welcomed Georgia’s 
contribution to the EU Military Operation and its commitment to 
the EU Military Advisory Mission in Central African Republic. It 
recognized Georgia’s progress on implementing the Visa Libera-
tion Action Plans, and welcomed the next steps in implementing 
the program’s second phase. 

The event was understandably overshadowed by the dramatic 
events in Ukraine. The Maidan protests, which led to a change in 
government, the annexation of Crimea and the Russian-backed 
war in Eastern Ukraine, served as a stark reminder of some of 
the difficulties facing EaP countries when the choice to pursue 
European integration becomes politicized. Georgia is no stranger 
to this. In June 2014, prior to signing its own DCFTA with the 
EU, the speaker of the Georgian parliament David Usupashvili 
admitted that Georgia was expecting a ‘backlash’ from Russia 
over its plans to integrate further with the EU.27 It also acted as 
a reminder of the deficiencies of the EaP program, in terms of 
demonstrating an understanding of the specific cultural context 

26 European Commission (2014) Implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy in Georgia: 
Progress in 2014 and recommendations for action. Brussels. Available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/
pdf/2015/georgia-enp-report-2015_en.pdf (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
27 Financial Times (2014) Georgia ready for EU deal ‘complications’ from Russia. Available at: 
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/2596fc62-f302-11e3-a3f8-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3t6Ro9A00 (Accessed: 
2 December 2015).
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of each country, the potential security implications of an eco-
nomic choice, and providing clear information on its approach. 

The Riga Summit was somewhat disappointing in its 
lack of substantive reassurance for its partners in light 
of Ukraine. It served more as a confidence-building ex-
ercise, concentrating on ‘reaffirming’ the group’s com-
mitment to the partnership. This is illustrative of a nega-
tive trait of the EaP in a broader sense, with its tendency 
towards technocratic and otherwise general statements 
about its regional aim and methodology. There is certainly more 
that the EU could do further in clarifying its role in terms of the 
benefits that the EaP and associated reforms could provide the 
Georgian population, particularly for the benefit of countering 
Russian criticism.  

If the purpose and aims of the EaP are not made clear, the EU 
risks of losing support simply through disillusionment and a 
lack of understanding within the EaP countries themselves. As 
a former European Parliament member noted, “the people of the 
eastern partner countries need to see direct benefits, instead of 
bureaucratic exercise of imposing new requirements stemming 
from hundreds of EU laws.”28 This lack of detail and clarity is 
epitomized in the joint Declaration of the Eastern Partnership 
Summit. The majority of the declaration consists of participants’ 
‘reconfirming’, ‘recommitting’ and ‘reaffirming’ their com-
mitment to things they had already agreed to do under the EaP 
framework.29 Given that this is the key information output of the 
Summit, the declaration gives little in terms of substantive infor-
mation regarding progress and the benefits that the EaP relation-
ship brings to participants. There is little likelihood that people 
from the EaP countries will sit down and read the thousands of 
pages that make up the Association Agreement, covering ‘core 
reforms’, such as public governance and justice, ‘values’, such as 
democracy and the rule of law, and modernizing trade relations.30 

28 The Parliament Magazine (2015) Russia is pushing the eastern partners for EU relationship. Avail-
able at: https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/articles/opinion/russia-punishing-eastern-partners-
eu-relationship (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
29 European Council (2015) Eastern Partnership summit, Riga. Available at: http://www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2015/05/21-22/ (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
30 European Commission (2014) The EU’s Association Agreements with Georgia, the Republic of 
Moldova and Ukraine. Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-14-430_en.htm 
(Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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Therefore, better communication on this is required if there is to 
be genuine support for the initiative, instead of fostering the idea 
that signing the Association Agreement provides any ‘quick fix’ 
or an automatic path to EU membership. 

In Georgia itself, although there is high support for Western inte-
gration, this support may suffer if the purpose of the EaP and As-
sociation Agreement are not well understood. In a poll conducted 
in April 2015 by the National Endowment for Democracy, 68% 
people surveyed approved the government’s signing an Associa-
tion Agreement with the EU, while 31% support joining the Eur-
asian Economic Union.31 In August 2014, after Georgia signed 
the EU Association Agreement, this support stood at 69% for the 
Association Agreement, and 20% agreed or strongly agreed that 
Georgia should join the EEU.32 Although this demonstrates a rise 
in interest in EEU membership, some analysts have pointed out 
that support, or lack thereof, for certain initiatives may simply 
arise from a lack of clarity over the purpose and benefits of the 
EaP, which in turn can lead to mistrust. As Martin Muller, who 
measured public opinion toward the EU in Georgia in 2013, has 
stated, “a lack of information about a certain subject often trans-
lates into suspicion and reservation. It is, therefore, a common 
assumption in studies of attitudes that a higher level of knowl-
edge is connected to a more positive attitude toward a subject. 
This correlation has been confirmed for support of EU member-
ship and European orientation.”

The aim of the EaP, and potential benefits that Georgia 
will receive, need to be made clearer. The Riga summit 
did highlight, for example, a new program whereby Geor-
gia, Ukraine and Moldova will receive €2 billion from the 

EU to help small businesses under the ‘Deep and Comprehensive 
Free Trade Area Facility for Small and Medium Enterprises’.33 
However, the creation of such mechanisms is aimed at providing 
countries with the tools to achieve the real goal of the EaP. The 
aim is to assist Georgia in building up its own expertise to boost 

31 National Demographic Institute (2015) Public attitudes in Georgia. Available at:  https://www.
ndi.org/files/NDI%20Georgia_April%202015%20Poll_Public%20Issues_ENG_VF_0.pdf (Accessed: 
2 December 2015).
32 Ibid.
33 European Commission (2015) EU to unlock €2 billion worth of investment for small businesses in 
Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5012_en.htm 
(Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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its economic and political development, in turn securitizing its 
economy. The EaP intends to give Georgia the support required 
for it to take responsibility, and be accountable, for itself. This 
will in part be done by expanding opportunities to diversify trade 
and investment, building up economic strength. Democratization 
and strengthening the rule of law, in the EU’s view, will also help 
strength Georgia’s resilience against economic or political tur-
moil. This should be communicated more effectively to member 
states.

Communicating what the EaP is not trying to do is also 
important. The EU is not suggesting that it becomes a pa-
tron or protector of Georgia, as has been the case histori-
cally with Moscow towards the former Soviet republics. 
This difference should be made clear. As one EU offi-
cial has said, the EaP risks losing support as it demands 
“the expectation of serious reforms, but little concrete in 
response”, while Russia offers “cash with no strings at-
tached when it comes to domestic policy, only foreign 
policy.”34 Clarity over the response is required. EU mem-
bership is not even the ultimate guarantee in the event 
that all reforms are carried out. As Angela Merkel said on arriv-
ing at the summit, “the Eastern Partnership is not an instrument 
for enlargement of the European Union, but it is an instrument of 
rapprochement with the European Union.”35

The EaP and Russia 

Russia has not hidden its criticism of the Eastern Part-
nership, and in particular Georgia, Ukraine and Moldo-
va’s interest in economic and political integration with 
Europe. In 2009, Sergei Lavrov explicitly shared Rus-
sia’s interpretation of the EaP: “we are accused of hav-
ing spheres of influence. But what is the Eastern Part-
nership, if not an attempt to extend the EU’s sphere of 
influence...”36 Lavrov asked his Polish counterpart at the 

34 The Guardian (2015) EU summit pledges €1.8 bn to Ukraine but Russia remains elephant in the 
room. Available at: http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/22/eu-summit-riga-pledges-18bn-
ukraine-russia-elephant-in-room (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
35  EUobserver (2015) Ex-Soviet States accept limited EU perspective. Available at: https://euob-
server.com/foreign/128799 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
36 EUobserver (2015) EU expanding its ‘sphere of influence,’ Russia says. Available at: https://euob-
server.com/foreign/27827 (Accessed: 2 December 2015).

Communicating what the 
EaP is not trying to do 
is also important. The 
EU is not suggesting 
that it becomes a patron 
or protector of Georgia, 
as has been the case 
historically with Moscow 
towards the former Soviet 
republics. 

Russia has not hidden its 
criticism of the Eastern 
Partnership, and in 
particular Georgia, 
Ukraine and Moldova’s 
interest in economic and 
political integration with 
Europe. 

23 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015



time, Radoslav Sikorskiy, for assurances that the EaP does not 
constitute an ‘anti-Russian’ project.37 More recently, in light of 
events in Ukraine, Russia has also broadly criticized what it per-
ceives to be the EU’s ‘politicization’ of the choice between inte-
gration with Europe versus other partners. Russia maintains that 
by joining the Association Agreement, countries are automati-
cally excluded from freer trade with Russia and membership of 
the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). Russia has of-
ten used its own economic leverage to protest against Georgia’s 
pro-Western stance. In 2006 Russia banned imports of Georgian 
wine and mineral water, claiming contamination.

Although Russia has its own agenda in accusing the EU of using 
the EaP to extend it ‘sphere of influence’ further into the former 
Soviet space, they do highlight the shortcomings of the EU in 
its EaP project. As mentioned, improvements to the EaP’s com-
munication strategy to both member states and the rest of Europe 
are necessary. For example, Russia has concentrated on the fact 
that the EU system precludes Georgia’s EEU membership. The 
EU has never provided an adequate response to this, noting that 
the high external tariff barriers demanded by the EEU itself in 
fact make membership of any other free trade zone or body chal-
lenging. The EU has also failed to highlight that signing the As-
sociation Agreements still allows for trade with other post-Soviet 
trade spaces, such as the CIS Free Trade Area, although Georgia 
is no longer a member of it. It is true that agreeing to parts of the 
Association Agreement does mean committing to standards and 
regulations that may be incompatible with other trade zones. The 
EU has been slow to explain this, which has led to a perceived 
lack of understanding within the EU as to what the consequences 
of the EaP in fact are; this has strengthened Russia’s argument. 
Honest assessments of both the potential benefits and the limita-
tions of joining the Association Agreement should be provided.   

Russia’s reaction has also been underestimated; this could have 
been better understood by the EU and again, better explained. 
Although the EU has made efforts to engage with Russia over 
Ukraine’s Association Agreement, this appears reactive. In light 
of the Ukraine crisis, this may not have necessarily made a dif-
ference, but public coverage of Russia’s commentary and criti-
37 Rossiya Segodnya (2009) Votochnoe Partnerstvo uzhe stanovitsya bremenim dlya ES. Available at: 
http://inosmi.ru/world/20090508/248965.html (Accessed: 2 December 2015). 

24

Caucasus International



cism far outweighs any EU response. As one senior EU official 
has stated, “the EU will never allow a third country to dictate 
the policy it has towards other countries. However, we will act 
more carefully with regard to Russia in the future. Perhaps there 
was not enough carefulness, not enough outreach, not enough 
dialogue before.”38

Georgia’s European Future? A Concluding Appraisal

Along with Moldova and Ukraine, Georgia is one of the three 
EaP countries that has clearly expressed, and acted upon, its de-
sire to integrate further with Europe, both politically and eco-
nomically. Even back in 1999, Georgia’s identification with Eu-
rope was clear, as then Georgian Prime Minister Zurab Zhvania 
told the Council of Europe “I am Georgian, and therefore I am 
European.”39 

Although Georgia has made progress in developing closer 
ties to Europe, particularly on the economic front, Tbili-
si still faces domestic political challenges. This not only 
detracts from the success of European integration, as de-
fined by the EU, but it also weakens Georgia’s institutional 
framework. This increases its vulnerabilities in the face of 
external threats, including from neighbors wishing to pre-
vent Georgia’s closer relations with the EU. In Georgia’s 
defense, however, the EU has not responded adequately to exter-
nal security threats faced by Georgia and other EaP countries, in-
cluding those that have been economic in nature, from Russia in 
particular. Arguably, security is beyond the remit of the EaP, but 
the EU should better communicate the linkage between a 
robust economic system, accompanied by rule of law, and 
resilience against outside threats. Improved messaging on 
these issues with EaP countries will also result in better 
communication with Russia on EU integration.     

This desire to move closer to the EU has led Russia to 
perceive the initiative as polarizing, viewed as an attempt 
by the EU to further encroach on Russia’s self-declared 

38 EurActiv (2015) Two tier Eastern Partnership on the table at Riga summit. Available at: http://
www.euractiv.com/sections/europes-east/two-tier-eastern-partnership-table-riga-summit-314726 
(Accessed: 2 December 2015).
3 9 http://www.georgianjournal.ge/politics/25618-i-am-georgian-and-therefore-i-am-european-
-zurab-zhvanias-historic-speech-at-the-european-council.html (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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sphere of influence. This view refuses to accept that Georgia 
has a choice in deciding, or that shortcomings in Russia’s own 
policies have affected this choice. At the same time, the EU has 
failed to properly explain the goals of the EU partnership or ad-
dress concerns about what practical implications it has within the 
individual context of Georgia. 

Ideally, EaP countries will enhance trade with the EU, whilst also 
building up institutional capacity and economic diversity to con-
tinue trading with other partners, such as Russia. Russia itself has 
complicated this relationship with its use of trade as a political 
weapon against Georgia. But the material benefits of trade with 
Russia are clear, and it is not in Georgia’s interests to cut itself off 
from partners. After the embargo on Georgian products was lift-
ed, exports to Russia quadrupled from $45m in 2010 to $190m 
in 2013.40 Economic diversification is key for Georgia, which is 
in part what the EaP is helping Georgia to achieve by improving 
the quality of its exports. 

The EU has acknowledged that it needs to re-examine the EaP in 
its current format, which is a hugely positive step. This was re-
flected in a recent request for review initiated by the High Repre-
sentative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy Federica Mogherini. This request recognized how detri-
mental the limited understanding of each EaP country has been.41 
Input from Georgia itself on the shape of its EU bilateral and 
regional relations is important, and perhaps a broader discussion 
about the security that economic stability and diversification can 
provide could become a bigger part of the EaP discussion in this 
context. The EU-Georgia partnership is likely to remain strong. 
Georgia must of course take responsibility for its own affairs, 
but the EU must enhance its understanding of the domestic po-
litical and economic context, as well as Georgia’s other external 
relations, in order to tailor its approach. This would instill more 
confidence than large summits with vaguely defined goals, which 
from Russia’s perspective must look like the formation of a new 
bloc counter to its interests. 

40 Financial Times (2014) Georgia, Moldova to sign EU association. Available at: http://blogs.ft.com/
beyond-brics/2014/06/26/georgia-moldova-to-sign-eu-association-agreements/ (Accessed: 2 Decem-
ber 2015).
41 European Commission (2015) Towards a new European Neighbourhood Policy: the EU launches a 
consultation on the future of its relations with neighbouring countries. Available at: http://europa.eu/
rapid/press-release_IP-15-4548_en.htm; (Accessed: 2 December 2015).
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Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey 
Triangle: The Main Features of 
Cooperation

The South Caucasus region has often been associated with negative developments 
such as military occupation, separatism and militarization. It is also, however, a region 
with a high level of cooperation and solidarity. Intra-regional cooperation, such as the 
trilateral relations between Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey, Azerbaijan-Turkmenistan-
Turkey, and Azerbaijan-Iran-Turkey offer opportunities for regional cooperation and 
diplomatic resolution of regional problems. Among these, the Azerbaijan-Georgia-
Turkey (AGT) triangle is the most functional; the relationship is built on interdepen-
dence and supported by trade and transportation relations. The AGT emerged as a 
result of the regional geopolitical balance and energy relations, but rapidly developed 
after the 2008 Georgian-Russian War. The first trilateral meeting among the Min-
istries of Foreign Affairs took place in 2012. The Ministers of Foreign Affairs have 
now held four meetings, all of which have resulted in adoption of joint declarations. 
All these declarations cover issues relating to economy, energy, transportation and 
security. Meetings of the triangle reached a presidential level. This paper examines 
the reasons and dynamics behind the evolution of bilateral relations between Azer-
baijan, Georgia, and Turkey in the 1990s into a trilateral strategic relationship, and 
the priority areas that have deepened and enhanced this trilateral partnership.
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Introduction

Because of its geo-strategic location and natural resources, 
the South Caucasus has been a focus of geopolitical compe-

tition for regional and extra-regional powers for centuries. The 
strategic importance of the region has further increased due to 
East–West transportation and energy projects in the globalized 
21st century. The dissolution of the Soviet Union created a pow-
er vacuum in the region, which led to two parallel processes: 
regional cooperation in regard to common threats and projects 
(AGT), and geopolitical competition among the large regional 
powers (Russia, Iran, and Turkey) and with the US, and, later, 
the EU. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, expert analysis 
of this region has focused on two main strategic alli-
ance axes: the Turkey-Azerbaijan-Georgia strategic axis 
vs. the Russian Federation-Armenia-Iran axis. The for-
mation, evolution, and competition of these two main 
axes reflect the principal framework that determines the 
geopolitical character and the future expectations of the 
modern Caucasus after more than 20 years of indepen-
dence. 

Whereas the latter axis is accepted as the continuation of a tra-
ditional structure, and on that is excluded from the rest of the 
world, the former aspired to international cooperation by build-
ing stable, reliable, and self-sufficient nation-states. The fact that 
Azerbaijan and Georgia share a common approach with Turkey 
eliminates any concerns regarding the practical effects of this 
axis. The results of the concrete projects and activities collective-
ly developed by the three countries throughout the 1990s have 
become visible in the 2000s.

The bilateral relationships that the three countries established in 
the mid 1990s and reinforced in the 2000s were officially trans-
formed into a trilateral relationship via the Trabzon Declaration 
of 8 June 2012. This date marks the twentieth anniversary of the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between the three coun-
tries. Trilateral cooperation has focused on the improvement of 
common political, economic and commercial interests, as well 
as the collective and peaceful resolution of the regional security 
issues via the establishment of a strategic partnership. Although 
there are differences in national discourses, the parties share 
similar future expectations, interests, and threat perceptions. A 
redefinition of this region could also be regarded as a redefini-
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tion of regional equilibrium in an effort to create new rules of 
engagement. 

The most significant foreign policy issue for Georgia and Azer-
baijan in the post-Soviet period remains the recognition of their 
independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity by neigh-
boring states. The partnership between these two countries is 
primarily founded upon this set of common challenges. Similar 
problems and the anticipation of their resolution through vari-
ous alliances conforming to both countries’ expectations suggest 
that Turkey is a key ally. 

In brief, it can be argued that the common interests of 
Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey and the countries’ similar 
worldview have paved the way for their partnership.1 In 
other words, mutual needs and common interests in the 
sectors of security, energy, transportation and commerce, 
as well as regional and global developments are the main 
determinants of the relationship. In shaping policies and 
projects in the aforementioned sectors, Azerbaijan, Geor-
gia, and Turkey have come to consider one another as priority 
partners, mainly because of their geographical and political af-
finities. Azerbaijan and Turkey see one another as crucial and 
natural partners with the emphasis on the ‘one nation with two 
states’ motto.

The 1990s – The Birth and the Development of Bilateral Rela-
tions and Cooperation

From 1990 to 1993, following the breakup of the Soviet Union, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia sought to build constructive relations 
with Turkey in pursuit of stability in an environment of politi-
cal tumult and disorder. Between 1993 and 1995, mutual opti-
mism and hope for the future dominated the relations between 
Turkey and the countries in the region. Close personal relation-
ships between Süleyman Demirel, Heydar Aliyev and Eduard 
Shevardnadze, the presidents of the period, played an important 
role in establishing these constructive relations. The ‘Contract of 
the Century’, signed between Azerbaijan and western partners 
including Turkey on 20 September 1994, called for the transpor-
tation of Azerbaijan’s oil to Western markets through a pipeline 

1 Çelikpala, M. (2012) ‘Son Yirmi Yılda Türkiye’nin Azerbaycan, Gürcistan ve Ukrayna’ya Yönelik 
Dış Politikası ve Bu Ülkelerdeki Faaliyetleri’ [in Eng: Turkey’s Foreign Policy toward Azerbaijan, 
Georgia and Ukraine in the last twenty years] in Aydıngün, I. and Balım, Ç. (eds) Bağımsızlıklarının 
Yirminci Yılında Azerbaycan, Gürcistan ve Ukrayna Türk Dilli Halklar-Türkiye ile İlişkiler [in Eng: 
In the 20th Anniversary of Independence Azerbaijan, Georgia and Ukraine - Turkic Speaking Peoples, 
Relations with Turkey] Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi Yayını, pp. 311-401.
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to be constructed via Georgia and Turkey. This contract led to 
the construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline, which also 
marked the beginning of trilateral relations, formalized in 2012. 

Especially after 1995, the Contract of the Century brought new 
momentum to regional cooperation and the national policies of 
Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia. The balance between oppor-
tunities and risks in the context of regional and global develop-
ments offered a strategic approach for the three countries. This 
strategic point of view was also the result of the need for a com-
prehensive and effective approach that also took into account the 
expectations of these countries and limits of their capabilities. 
This aspect is key in that it requires harmonious cooperation that 
also complied with the expectations and standards of Western 
countries and institutions.2 Including on the security issue in the 
1990s, the three presidents saw no difference between the West’s 
regional interests and their own national concerns.3 In that re-
spect, regional foreign and security policies of these three were 
based on collective action, taken mainly with Western allies and 
international organizations. This was a pragmatic stance, given 
the regional balance and economic, commercial, and political 
conditions of that period. Furthermore, defining the regional pri-
orities in line with Western priorities and interests serves the bal-

ance policy of Azerbaijan, is compatible with the base-
line of Turkish foreign policy, and could also be regarded 
as a priority by Georgia. 

The common ground of the policies is to balance them 
with Western actors, represented in this case by Turkey, 
without alienating Russia and Iran.4 The evaluations of 

the decision-makers, as well as Western countries’ approaches 
including the US are in conformity with the priority of involving 
the post-Soviet states in the global system. At least to start with, 
the leaders sought to build a foundation by consolidating the lim-
ited resources of these three countries with the help of Western 
resources and support/programs. 

2 Sayarı, S. (2003) ‘Turkey and the United States: Changing Dynamics of an Enduring Alliance’ in 
Ismael, T. and Aydın, M. (eds.) Turkey’s Foreign Policy in the 21st Century: A Changing Role in World 
Politics. Burlington: Ashgate, pp. 27-38.
3 Karaosmanoğlu, A.L. (2000) ‘The Evolution of the National Security Culture and Military in 
Turkey’, Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 54, No. 1, September, pp.199-216 ; and  Öniş, Z. (1995) 
‘Turkey in the Post-Cold War Era: In Search of Identity’, Middle East Journal, Vol. 49, No.1, pp. 
48-68.
4 Robins, P. (1993) ‘Between Sentiment and Self-Interest: Turkey’s Policy toward Azerbaijan and the 
Central Asian States’,  Middle East Journal, Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 596- 597 ; Larrabee, S. F. and Lesser, 
I. O., (2003) Turkish Foreign Policy in an Age of Uncertainty, Arlington: Rand.
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The second half of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s 
in particular saw the development and enhancement of the tri-
lateral cooperation. During this time, the parties had a planned 
approach to various areas and issues, with more concrete and 
regional dimensions also taken into account.

The year 2001 marked a turning point with regard to the military 
dimension of this trilateral alliance. The 9/11 attacks in the US 
deepened and enhanced this tripartite security cooperation. Fol-
lowing these events, Georgia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Irakli 
Menagarishvili and Turkey’s Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Ismail Cem discussed the establishment of a cooperation 
mechanism including Azerbaijan, aimed at combatting 
terrorism.5

Internal political changes in Turkey in 2002, in Azerbaijan 
in 2003 and in Georgia in 2004 had no negative effects 
on trilateral relations, confirming their consistency and 
stability.6 Likewise, during his visit to Azerbaijan on 4-5 
March 2004, the new Georgian leader Michael Saakashvi-
li declared that “Georgia and Azerbaijan are partners and fellow 
countries,” reassuring Baku that the change in leadership would 
not disrupt bilateral cooperation.7 Following Russia’s ban on the 
import of wine and agricultural products, Georgia’s major export 
commodities, in addition to the increase in the natural gas prices 
from 2005, the importance of the partnerships with Azerbaijan 
and Turkey increased for Georgia. As a result, commercial rela-
tions have further intensified and Azerbaijan has increased the 
sale of natural gas to Georgia. Azerbaijan helped Georgia man-
age its energy supply crisis by selling extra volumes of more than 
one million cubic meters of natural gas from its own reserves. In 
a speech delivered at the Tbilisi State University, Georgian Presi-
dent Saakashvili praised Ilham Aliyev, the President of Azerbai-
jan, for these ‘heroic steps’.8

The Russian-Georgian War in 2008 and the normalization pro-
cess between Turkey and Armenia had some negative effects on 
relations. However, since 2010 reciprocal visits have enabled the 
rehabilitation of institutional cooperation and the regional bal-
5 Civil.ge, (2001) Georgia and Turkey to cooperate against terrorism, http://www.civil.ge/eng/
article.php?id=408. (Accessed: 14 August 2015)
6 Mfa.gov.az, Azerbaijan-Georgia Relations, http://mfa.gov.az/files/file/Azerbaijan%20-%20
Georgia%20relations%20%283%29.pdf (Accessed: 1 July 2015)
7 Kakachia, K. and Shiriyev, Z. (2013) ‘Azerbaijani-Georgian Relations: The Foundations and 
Challenges of the Strategic Alliance’, SAM Review, No. 7-8, July, Baku: Center for Strategic Studies, 
p.20.
8 Ibid.
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ance. During Turkish President Abdullah Gul’s visit to Baku in 
August 2010, the ‘Agreement on Strategic Partnership and Mu-
tual Assistance’ was concluded between these two countries, re-
viving the solidarity after two years of tense relations.9 Bilateral 
negotiations included detailed references to the essential mea-
sures for a more stable and secure Caucasus. In that respect, the 
resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh issue within the framework 
of Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity and Armenia’s withdrawal 
from Azerbaijan’s occupied territories were also emphasized as 
Turkey’s priorities. Providing assurance that Turkey would con-
sult closely with Azerbaijan and continue to work towards the 
resolution of regional issues, Turkish President Abdullah Gul 
“once more announced that Turkey would always be in support 
of and in solidarity with Azerbaijan.”10

The Russia-Georgia war in 2008 also accelerated the develop-
ment of this trilateral alliance. The US ‘reset’ policy towards 
Russia, the EU’s declining engagement in the region, and Tur-
key’s desire to play a more active role in the region led to the 
re-emergence of the Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey alliance, stron-
ger than ever before. On the other hand, the developments in the 
Middle East, in addition to the crises in Russia-Ukraine-EU rela-
tions have brought about significant concerns regarding regional 
security. The global economic crisis also revealed the necessity 
to increase the economic power and mutual interaction of the al-
liance. The Russian sanctions in response to Georgia and Azer-
baijan’s pursuit of new markets in addition to its  (Azerbaijan) ef-
forts towards economic diversification (i.e. beyond the oil sector) 
contributed to trilateral solidarity, in conformity with Turkey’s 
regional expectations.

The Trilateral Relations: Institutionalization of the Cooperation

Trabzon Summit of Ministers of Foreign Affairs: At the invitation 
of Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, the three For-
eign Ministers gathered on 8 June 2012 in Trabzon, a Turkish 
city on the coast of the Black Sea. This was the first trilateral 
meeting between the Foreign Ministers, and it was this meeting 
that launched the trilateral cooperation. With the participation of 
Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs Ahmet Davutoglu, Azerbai-

9 ‘Agreement on Strategic Partnership and Mutual Assistance between the Republic of Turkey and the 
Republic of Azerbaijan’, signed on 16 August 2010 in Baku; ratified on 26 April 2011, Resmi Gazete 
[Official Journal], 28 May 2011.
10  Tccb.gov.tr, (2010) Azerbaycan’da Kendimizi Evimizde Hissediyoruz [in Eng: ‘We feel at home 
in Azerbaijan’] http://www.tccb.gov.tr/haberler/170/76961/azerbaycanda-kendimizi-evimizde-
hibediyoruz.html. (Accessed: 10 July 2015)
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jani Minister of Foreign Affairs Elmar Mammadyarov and 
Georgian Minister of Foreign Affairs Grigol Vashadze, 
the meeting witnessed productive discussions on the con-
solidation of regional stability and security, as well as on 
the improvement of cooperation based on mutual and re-
gional interests. Emphasizing the twentieth anniversary 
of the establishment of diplomatic relations, the resulting 
Trabzon Declaration stated the parties’ “determination to 
build a better future for the region characterized by peace, 
stability, cooperation and increasing wealth and welfare.”11 This 
three-page declaration expressed their satisfaction with the cur-
rent level of bilateral relations and political dialogue, as well as 
their firm determination to explore the possibilities to fur-
ther expand their cooperation in political, economic, cul-
tural and humanitarian fields.

Batumi Summit of Ministers of Foreign Affairs: As pro-
jected in the Trabzon Declaration, the second Trilateral 
Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia was held in Batumi, Georgia on 
28 March 2013.12 This meeting and the continuation of the 
Trabzon Declaration process are of particular importance 
because of the political change in Georgia after the parlia-
mentary elections on 1 October 2012. Though expected at any 
time soon after the Russia-Georgia war in 2008, the change in 
the Georgian government had put into question Georgia’s stance 
towards regional political equilibrium. Any possible fundamen-
tal change would be perceived as a threat to the twenty years of 
political, economic and commercial investments of Turkey and 
Azerbaijan. The trilateral mechanism is therefore important in 
preventing any kind of shift in Georgia’s position in the regional 
strategic axis. The Batumi meeting also helped to overcome the 
tensions resulted from the newly elected Prime Minister Bidzina 
Ivanishvili’s comments on the trilateral cooperation and the Ba-
ku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) Railway project.13 In this respect, it was 
11Ibid.
12 Mfa.gov.tr, Türkiye - Azerbaycan - Gürcistan Dışişleri Bakanları Üçlü Toplantısı, [in Eng: Trilateral 
Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia] http://www.mfa.gov.
tr/turkiye%E2%80%93azerbaycan%E2%80%93gurcistan-disisleri-bakanlari-uclu-toplantisi.tr.mfa 
(Accessed: 13 June 2015)
13 Soon after his coming to the government, the Georgian Prime Minister Ivanishvili stated in an 
interview to the Rezonansi newspaper on 20 December 2012 that the construction of the BTK Railway 
line caused some questions and referring to his visit to Azerbaijan, that “he would have to explain 
softly to their friendly country that at a certain stage, it would not benefit Georgia and it should be 
regulated.” The tension caused by this statement was shortly attenuated following Ivanishvili’s visit to 
Baku and through mutual negotiations. Rukhadze, V. (2013) ‘Russia May Gain in South Caucasus, as 
Georgian Government Wavers on Regional Railway Projects’, Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 10, No. 18, 
January, http://www.jamestown.org/regions/ thecaucasus/single/?tx_ttnews%5Bpointer%5D=5&tx_
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crucial that the second meeting was held in Batumi and that the 
Georgian Minister of Foreign Affairs proclaimed that “Georgia 
had a close relationship and friendship with its strategic partners 
Turkey and Azerbaijan.”14

The most significant outcome of this summit is the acceptance 
of the Trilateral Sectoral Cooperation Action Plan for 2013-2015, 
which was drafted by experts assigned at the Trabzon meeting. 
At the end of this meeting, the ministers signed a Joint Commu-
niqué stating the importance of concrete trilateral projects across 
different sectors. At the press conference after the meeting, the 
ministers reiterated the importance of trilateral cooperation. 
Georgia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Maia Panjikidze declared, 
“Georgia has a close and friendly relationship with its partners 
Turkey and Azerbaijan”; while Azerbaijan’s Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Elmar Mammadyarov commented that “this declaration 
conveyed Armenia a clear message that it was better to join the 

club rather than to remain outside.”15

Ganja Summit of Ministers of Foreign Affairs: After the 
end of Mikhael Saakashvili’s second term, Giorgi Mar-
gvelashvili was elected as Georgia’s new president on 

27 October 2013. Margelashvili paid his first visit to Turkey and 
second to Azerbaijan. This deepened trilateral solidarity, and the 
Ganja Declaration stated that sides were ready to start prepara-
tions for the Presidential Summit.16

Almost immediately after these elections, the third Trilateral 
Meeting of the Foreign Ministers of Turkey, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia was held in Ganja, Azerbaijan on 19 February 2014.17 At 
this summit, the parties discussed the progress made since the 
Trabzon Statement and the proclamation of the Trilateral Sec-
toral Cooperation Action Plan for 2013-2015. Another statement 
was adopted at the end of this meeting, declaring the parties’ 
satisfaction with the development of relations among the three 
countries, and emphasizing the importance of enhancing coop-

ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=40399&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid %5D=642&cHash=6a2b3fa9fbd8ff48e31e4
80f19a93d46#. VOfC1PmsVgg. (Accessed: 12 August 2015)
14 Trilateral Meeting of the MFAs of Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia, op. cit.
15 Ibid.
16 Veliyev , C. (2014) ‘From Alliance to Integration: The Turkey-Azerbaijan-Georgia Triangle’, 
Eurasia Daily Monitor, Vol. 11, No. 46 , March, http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_
news%5D=42079&no_ cache=1#.VOBYwuaUdVQ. (Accessed: 12 August 2015)
17 Mfa.gov.tr, (2014) Türkiye-Azerbaycan-Gürcistan Dışişleri Bakanları Üçlü Toplantısı Gence’de 
düzenlendi [in Eng: Trilateral Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia was held in Ganja],  http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkiye_azerbaycan_gurcistan-disisleri-bakanlari-
uclu-toplantisi-gence_de-duzenlendi.tr.mfa. (Accessed: 12 August 2015)
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eration in politics, trade and economy, as well as diversifying of 
relations to include humanitarian fields such as environmental 
protection, culture, science, healthcare, tourism and sport.18

Stressing the importance of cooperation in energy, the agenda of 
this meeting included ‘Shahdeniz-2’ – the one of the largest en-
ergy projects in the world. The project envisioned adding a new 
line to the Southern Gas Corridor, composed of the Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan oil pipeline and the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline. 
The decision on the Stage-2 development of the Shahdeniz field 
was noted as ‘historic’, in that it would significantly expand tri-
lateral cooperation. This statement also eliminated any doubts 
about the necessity of trilateral cooperation. 

Speaking at a joint press conference, Turkish Foreign Minister 
Davutoglu stressed that this trilateral cooperation would set an 
example of good neighborly relations, and pointed out that “in 
the period after the Cold War, one of the problem-free and most 
structural relations had developed among Turkey, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia. The joint projects carried out by the three countries 
also constituted projects toward peace.”19

Adding another dimension to the trilateral format of the regional 
cooperation, a decision was adopted to schedule the first Presi-
dential Summit in Georgia, which meant that during the past two 
years the trilateral format had progressed in line with the parties’ 
expectations. As agreed in Ganja, the first Presidential summit 
was held on 6 May 2014 in Tbilisi with the participation of the 
Turkish President Abdullah Gul, Azerbaijani President İlham 
Aliyev, and Georgian President Giorgi Margvelashvili.20 This 
summit reaffirmed that the change of power in Georgia would 
not have any negative impact on the content and future of trilat-
eral strategic relations. In that respect, this meeting also reiter-
ated the common vision that had been previously laid out among 
the foreign ministers. A business council meeting was also in-
cluded in this summit, indicating the willingness of the parties 
to develop a new dimension in the relationship. 

18 Mfa.gov.tr, (2014) Ganja Statement of the III Trilateral Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs 
of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Georgia and the Republic of Turkey, 19 February 2014, Ganja”, http://
www.mfa.gov.tr/ganja-statement-of-the-iii-trilateral-meeting-of-the-ministers-of-foreign-affairs-of-
the-republic-of-azerbaijan_-georgia-and-t.en.mfa. (Accessed: 12 August 2015)
19 Trilateral Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia, op. cit.
20 Mfa.gov.tr, Türkiye-Azerbaycan-Gürcistan Cumhurbaşkanları Üçlü Zirvesi Tiflis’te gerçekleştirildi 
[in Eng: Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan Trilateral Presidential Summit held in Tbilisi], http://www.mfa.
gov.tr/turkiye_azerbaycan_gurcistan-cumhurbaskanlari-uclu-zirvesi-tiflis_te-gerceklestirildi.tr.mfa. 
(Accessed: 12 August 2015)
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Kars Summit of Ministers of Foreign Affairs: The fourth Tri-
lateral Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Azer-
baijan, Georgia and Turkey was held on 10 December 2014 
in Kars, Turkey with the participation of Turkish Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Mevlut Çavusoglu, Georgian Foreign Minis-
ter Tamar Beruchashvili and Foreign Minister of Azerbaijan 
Elmar Memmedyarov.21 Views were exchanged on the pos-
sibility of developing regional cooperation on issues of com-
mon interest, and the decisions adopted at previous meetings 
were reviewed at this summit. In the joint statement issued 
at the end of this meeting, the ministers expressed their 
satisfaction with the growing trilateral cooperation among 
their countries and reaffirmed their strong commitment to 

further enhancing their cooperation based on the 
strategic partnership, good neighborly relations, and 
mutual respect and trust. Georgian Foreign Minister 
Berucashvili expressed his views that the trilateral 
cooperation “had significantly improved and attained 
a new level”.22 Drafted at the end of this summit, the 
Kars Statement is a comprehensive declaration in 
which the parties’ views on economic and political 

issues, as well as ‘the strategic partnership’ were set forth. 

The Kars Statement also put forward the Trans Anatolian 
Pipeline Project (TANAP). This project entails the construc-
tion of a natural gas pipeline to transport the products of the 
Shah-Deniz field, which was discussed at Ganja summit, to 
Western markets. With this project, Azerbaijan as the sup-
plier country, and Turkey and Georgia as transit countries, 
have decided for the first time to establish a pipeline network 
using their own resources and without any contribution from 
final consumer countries. This fact alone could reaffirm that 
this trilateral cooperation could expand to a global level. 

The Key Dimensions of Institutionalized Cooperation

Economic and Commercial Cooperation: Trilateral relations 
among Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia, especially in terms 
of energy and transport projects, are based on economic and 

21 Mfa.gov.tr, (2014) Kars Statement of the Fourth Trilateral Meeting of the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Georgia and the Republic of Turkey, 10 December 2014 Kars, 
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/kars-statement-of-the-fourth-trilateral-meeting-of-the-ministers-of-foreign-
affairs-of-the-republic-of-azerbaijan_-georgia-and-the-republic-of-turkey_-10-december-2014_-kars.
en.mfa (Accessed: 12 August 2015)
22 AA.com.tr, (2014) Azerbaycan ve Gürcistan’ın bütünlüğünü destekliyoruz [in Eng: ‘We support 
the integrity of Azerbaijan and Georgia’], http://www.aa.com.tr/tr/politika/433483--azerbaycan-ve-
gurcistanin-toprak-butunlugunu-destekliyoruz. (Accessed: 15 August 2015)
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commercial ties. These projects focus mainly on regional 
integration, as well as on the establishment of a reliable 
connection between the region and global markets. In this 
sense, the Sarpand Aktash border, located between Georgia 
and Turkey, connects the latter to the South Caucasus and 
Central Asia. This also points to the strategic importance of 
Georgia for Turkey and Azerbaijan.

All the statements on trilateral cooperation have un-
derlined that trade, energy and transport relations will 
not only improve the situation in the region, but will 
also contribute to prosperity throughout the area from 
the Caspian to the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. 
Further emphasis was also given to the development 
of these relations and their contribution to the welfare, 
stability and security of the region.

The trilateral Turkish-Azerbaijani-Georgian Business 
Forums have shaped the general framework of the 
economic and commercial relations. Identifying the 
areas and the sectors in which the parties are strong 
and keen to collaborate, these forums provided useful 
platforms for Ministers of Economy and Commerce to meet 
representatives of the business world.

At the end of these initiatives, the parties sought the ways 
to improve their trilateral trade volume, as this has not yet 
reached the desired level. The total volume of trade among 
these three countries amounts to around 4.2 billion USD. 
This is equal to 3% of Turkey’s foreign trade volume, 8 % of 
Azerbaijan’s, and 20 % of Georgia’s.23

Azerbaijan’s investments in Turkey amount to 5 billion 
USD, and Baku aims to increase this by 20 billion USD by 
2020. According to Azerbaijani Minister of Economy Sahin 
Mustafayev, the total amount of Turkish capital is around 4.7 
billion USD, and approximately 1.5 billion of this is invested 
in non-oil industries. Turkey ranks first among the countries 
investing in Azerbaijan. More than 2000 Turkish companies 
operate in Azerbaijan, while more than 1000 Azerbaijani 
companies are active in Turkey. 

While Turkish companies’ capital investment in Georgia 
amounts to approximately 1.1 billion USD, Georgian in-

23  See the official website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Georgia: www.mfa.gov.ge
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vestments in Turkey total around 23 million USD.24 There 
are more than 300 Azerbaijani companies in Georgia, and 
more than 150 Georgian companies operating in Azerbaijan. 
The Azerbaijani companies in Georgia employ around 8000 
people. These companies have undertaken projects in the 
construction, tourism and transport sectors.25 The Azerbai-
jani Minister of Economy Sahin Mustafayev stated that Tur-
key, Georgia and Azerbaijan are working to improve their 
economic relations in order to make joint investments in 
other countries.26 According to Turkey’s former Minister of 
Economy Zafer Caglayan, a team was formed to draft a free 
trade agreement between Turkey and Azerbaijan and further 
negotiations are ongoing. This draft is aimed at facilitating 
and increasing trilateral trade through the free movement of 
commodities.27

Russia’s embargo on the import of some Georgian export 
commodities such as agricultural products (as of Decem-
ber 2005) and wine and mineral water (May 2006) helped 
to increase the level of trilateral commercial relations. The 
visa liberalization agreement between Turkey and Georgia 
in 2006 also improved bilateral relations and trade. After 
the Free Trade Agreement signed between Turkey and Geor-
gia on 21 November 2007 came into effect in 2008, Turkey 
and Azerbaijan achieved top ranking positions in Georgia’s 
foreign trade volumes.28 The Azerbaijani market has gained 
particular importance, especially for Georgian fruit and 
vegetable products.29 Bilateral economic relations are based 
mainly on energy, transport, banking, construction, commu-
nication technologies, trade and tourism.

24 Azernews.az, (2013) Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey mull investments, trade, http://www.
azernews.az/business/54501.html. (Accessed: 10 August 2015)
25 Economy.gov.az, (2013) Regional cooperation among Azerbaijan-Georgia- Turkey is successfully 
developing, http://www.economy.gov.az/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1287:az-
gurc-turk-bf-25-05-2013&catid=8:news&Itemid=263&lang=en. (Accessed: 10 August 2015)
26 Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey mull investments, trade, op. cit.
27 En.trend.az, (2013) Minister: Turkey, Azerbaijan to sign free trade agreement, http://en.trend.az/
business/economy/2154455.html. (Accessed: 1 August 2015)
28 Modebadze, V., Sayın, F.M. and Yılmaz, R. (2014) ‘Georgian-Turkish Relations since the 
Breakdown of Soviet Union’, Çankırı Karatekin Üniversitesi İktisadive İdari Bilimler Fakültesi 
Dergisi, Vol. 4, No. 1, pp. 359-369.
29 Geowel.org, (2011) Trade and Investment Between Georgia and Azerbaijan, http://www.geowel.
org/index.php?article_id=73&clang=0. (Accessed: 1 August 2015)
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Volume of Georgia’s Foreign Trade with Turkey and Azerbaijan 
(billion USD)30

TURKEY AZERBAIJAN
2009 1.203 (21 %) 811 (16 %)
2010 1.105 (16,5 %) 708 (10,6 %)
2011 1.500 (16,2 %) 1.036 (11,2 %)
2012 1.535 (15 %) 1.260 (12 %)
2013 1.528 (14,2 %) 1.361 (12,6 %)
2014 1.966 (17,2 %) 1.182 (10,3 %)

Energy Interdependence: Energy cooperation is the main ele-
ment of trilateral relations. This trilateral cooperation has been 
improved with the addition of a new dimension, initiated by the 
construction of the BTC Pipeline. The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC) Crude Oil Pipeline Project, the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum 
(BTE) Natural Gas Pipeline Project, the Trans Anatolian Pipeline 
Project (TANAP) and the Trans Adriatic Natural Gas Pipeline 
Project (TAP) are the energy transport corridors that physically 
connect these three countries. Furthermore, these are key part-
ner countries of the EU-funded INOGATE (Interstate Oil and 
Gas Transportation to Europe) program, which deals with oil and 
gas transport from/through the Caspian and the Central Asia to 
Europe. Azerbaijan is the supplier country with its considerable 
fossil fuel resources; Georgia is the transporting partner 
with its strategic geographic location; and Turkey is the 
gateway to the global markets and international partners.31 
In this respect, energy pipelines are the key component of 
the trilateral relations. 

These pipeline projects have also paved the way for other 
relevant projects, and placed the energy issue at the heart 
of trilateral cooperation. In this context, the establishment 
of a linkage among the Black Sea, the Mediterranean and 
the Caspian basins is a key focus. To this end, the par-
ties also recognize the importance of including the Central 
Asian countries in this network, initiated with the BTC 
project. The Trabzon statement also refers to the transportation 
of the energy resources of Azerbaijan and Central Asian coun-
30 Geostat.ge, National Statistics Office of Georgia,  http://www.geostat.ge/index.php?action=wnews_
archive1&qy=1&qy1=8&lang=eng. (Accessed: 1 August 2015)
31 Petersen, A. (2012) ‘Integration in Energy and Transport Amongst Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Turkey’, PhD Dissertation, The London School of Economics and Political Science http://etheses.
lse.ac.uk/532/1/Petersen_Integration%20in%20Energy%20and%20Transport%20Amongst%20 
Azerbaijan%20Georgia%20and%20Turkey.pdf. (Accessed: 28 July 2015)
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tries to international markets by emphasizing the importance 
of deepening the existing successful cooperation between 
Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey.32 The inclusion of Kazakh-
stan in particular in this energy network will strengthen the 
cooperation between Astana and Baku, by upgrading the 
status of the pipelines and the geopolitical importance of 
the three countries. Any such development is expected to 
encourage Turkmenistan to participate in this cooperation 
mechanism.  

Central Hub of East-West Transportation Corridors

The increase in trade between the East and the West has also 
brought added value to the transportation along the Central 
Asia-Caspian Sea-Black Sea route. The geographical loca-
tions of Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia are pivotal for the 
East-West and North-South transportation routes. 

The EU-funded TRACECA (Transport Corridor Eu-
rope-Caucasus-Asia) project holds great importance 
for the East-West transport corridor. With Azerbaijan 
and Georgia having participated since 1993 and Tur-
key since 2000, the TRACECA program supports the 
integration of the communication and transportation 

lines of the member states. This transport corridor between 
Asia and Europe connects Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey. 
The parties had also expressed their support for the TRACE-
CA program in the 2012 Trabzon Declaration. 

One of the main routes of TRACECA is the Aktau-Baku-
Tbilisi-Poti/Batumi Railway network. Azerbaijan, Kazakh-
stan and Georgia are collectively working to improve this 
network. The fiber optic cable for the railway between Baku 
and Poti/Batumi was installed with financial support from 
the European Commission. Oil and oil products are the most 
important transport commodities of this network. This rail-
way line is also an integral part of the China-Central Asia-
Caucasus-Europe line, which is also supported by the mem-
ber states, as well as the UN. 

The New Baku International Sea Trade Port in the Caspian 
Sea, Aktau and Turkmenbashi ports are the projects be-
ing implemented within the framework of the TRACECA 
program. Azerbaijan has undertaken to construct the Alyat 

32 Civil.ge/eng, (2012) Trabzon Declaration, http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=24868. 
(Accessed: 15 June 2015)
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port, located about 65 km to the south of Baku, in order to 
consolidate its role in transportation in both the Caspian Sea 
and along the East to West route. Within the framework of 
the TRACECA project, this port will be of logistical im-
portance in terms of transportation along the Central Asia-
South Caucasus-Black Sea-Europe route as well as between 
the north and the south. At the first stage, the capacity of the 
port is expected to reach 10 million tons of cargo and 40,000 
containers; at the second stage, 17 million tons of cargo and 
150,000 containers; and at the third stage, 25 million tons of 
cargo and 1 million containers. In fact, the Alyat port has 
been designed to accommodate a capacity of 11.5 million 
containers to meet the constantly increasing demand. 

The idea of connecting Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey 
with a railway line was first raised at the Joint Transport 
Commission in 1993. In 2002, the three Ministers of Trans-
port signed a protocol confirming the route and a feasibility 
study was conducted in 2005. On 25 May 2005, a trilateral 
communiqué related to the Baku-Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki-Kars 
(BTAK) Railway project was signed in Baku. On 7 February 
2007, the final agreement was signed in Tbilisi.33

Turkey is covering the construction costs for the 76 km line 
between Kars and Akhalkalaki. For the construction of the 
29 km line in Georgia, as well as the restoration and the 
reconstruction of the railway line between Akhalkalaki and 
Marabda, Azerbaijan has agreed to loan 775 million USD to 
Georgia. Of this amount, 200 million USD comes with an 
interest rate of 1% for 25 years and the remaining amount 
of 575 million USD has been granted a 5% interest rate for 
25 years. To date, 585 million USD of the credit has been 
transferred for the construction of the railway.34

The BTK project will constitute an integral part of the Iron 
Silk Road. The project will improve the transportation ca-
pacity of the regional countries, increase their strategic im-
portance for the East-West network, and accelerate integra-
tion between Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey.

33 Civil.ge/eng, (2015) The Tbilisi Declaration On Common Vision for Regional Cooperation, http://
www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=14588. (Accessed: 15 June 2015)
34 Azerbaijan State Oil Fund, Bakı – Tbilisi – Qars yeni dəmir yolu, http://www.oilfund.az/az_AZ/
layiheler/baki-tbilisi-qars-demir-yolu.asp. (Accessed: 10 June 2015)
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Indivisibility of Security 

Although the trilateral cooperation among Azerbaijan, 
Turkey and Georgia is not in its essence a security and 
military cooperation mechanism, there are nonetheless 
connections with security issues. Each state evaluates 
security from the perspective of the ‘indivisibility of se-
curity’. ‘Security’ is not considered exclusively from the 
military perspective, and states also consider other com-
ponents such as the environment and the economy, and 
threats are assessed accordingly. Set forth in the Trabzon 
Declaration, this approach is demonstrated in all sum-
mit declarations. In this respect, these three countries all 
consider their security issues in the terms of interdepen-
dency. Consequently, similar threats and similar security 

issues are perceived, resulting in efforts to search for solutions in 
accordance with the common interests of all parties.  

Each country regards the others as a strategic partner and at-
taches importance to this issue in national security and defence 
doctrines. Under Georgia’s National Security doctrine, Turkey, 
as the only NATO member state in the region, is recognized as a 
regional leader and pivotal military ally. This doctrine indicates 
that Georgia gives priority to the improvement of its relations 
with Turkey in terms of security and defence. The same docu-
ment also defines Azerbaijan as a strategic partner.35 According 
to Azerbaijan’s Strategic Doctrine, the trilateral strategic part-
nership and deepening of that cooperation is a determinant of 
regional stability.36

The security issue as put forth in the Trabzon Declaration centers 
mainly on territorial occupations, the threat or use of force, and 
ethnic and territorial conflicts. The fact that Georgian and Azer-
baijani sovereignty and independence are still under threat even 
after twenty years of independence, as well as the fact that their 
territorial integrity and the inviolability of their borders have not 
been fully established, are the principal indicators of the need for 
security cooperation.

From this perspective, this trilateral cooperation in security is 
not a military alliance in the traditional sense. The evaluations 

35 Civil.ge/eng, (2011) Draft of Georgia’s New National Security Concept, http://www.civil.ge/eng/_
print.php?id=23164. (Accessed: 11 June 2015)
36 Ministry of National Security, (2007) Azərbaycan Respublikasının Milli Təhlükəsizlik Konsepsiyası 
[in Eng: National Security Concept of the Republic of Azerbaijan], http://www.mns.gov.az/
img/3766779-_5me02.%20Milli_Tehlukesizlik_Konsepsiyasi.pdf  (Accessed: 11 June 2015)
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of the decision-makers show that this approach results from the 
parties’ need to protect their investments and their future against 
both traditional and modern threats. The declarations signed 
thus far call for cooperation in three areas in terms of security: 
the protection of the sovereignty and the independence of states, 
cooperation against secessionism and the threats against territo-
rial integrity, and cooperation in regard to non-traditional secu-
rity threats. The emphasis on sovereignty and independence is of 
vital importance for Azerbaijan and Georgia, whose territories 
are partly under occupation.  

On the other hand, this tripartite alliance does not oppose co-
operation with the other states in the region. While Turkey and 
Azerbaijan seek to demonstrate that the trilateral alliance does 
not preclude cooperation with Iran or Russia, Georgia empha-
sizes that it does not stand against Armenia. Georgia’s Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Grigol Vashadze stated that this trilateral co-
operation was not established against anybody and more impor-
tantly, was in favor of better relations with other regional states.37

In Lieu of Conclusion

In brief, when considering the years between the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and the official foundation of trilateral cooperation 
in 2012, it is clear that the parties had similar political perspec-
tives on the resolution of regional issues and on the creation of a 
common future, and that they were creating essential institution-
al structures for the realization of common interests. The net-
work of economic and commercial ties stood out as the main axis 
in transforming the trilateral format into strategic cooperation. 
Likewise, the intention to form a trilateral alliance and strength-
en regional cooperation via trilateral commercial and economic 
relations have yielded clear results. Increasing the volume of for-
eign trade and improving economic interaction have produced 
substantial results. This process, bolstered by the construction 
of alternative pipelines and in particular the Baku-Tbilisi-Cey-
han (BTC) and the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum (BTE) pipelines, has 
reached its recent level through enhanced economic and com-
mercial relations, further backed by the advancement of highway 
and railway networks. 

The parties have repeatedly expressed their commitment to the 
Charter of the United Nations, the Helsinki Final Act, and the 
fundamental principles and norms of international law. The 
37  Civil.ge/eng, (2012) Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey Sign Cooperation Declaration, http://www.civil.
ge/eng/article.php?id=24869. (Accessed: 11 June 2015) 
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added emphasis on the respect for sovereignty and territorial 
integrity, the peaceful settlement of disputes, the inviolability 
of internationally recognized borders, the sovereign equality of 
states, and to refrain from the threat or the use of force against 
the territorial integrity and political independence of states are, 
undoubtedly, of key importance with regard to the regional con-
text in the wake of the Russo-Georgian War of August 2008. The 
plan is to invest in a better future for the region by collectively 
establishing regional peace, stability and prosperity. Coopera-
tion principally in the energy, transportation, and communica-

tion sectors, then expanded to the trade, economy, poli-
tics, and even security, is the way forward. Both existing 
projects and those under development are regarded as 
concrete steps towards the creation of a trilateral strate-
gic alliance.  This process will increase the geopolitical 
value of this triangle, as well as facilitate connections to 
Central Asian states for wider regional cooperation. 
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Bringing Russian and Iranian 
Gas to the Georgian Market: 
Technically Challenging, 
Economically Unfeasible and 
Politically Costly?

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the three South Caucasus countries 
found themselves in a power vacuum, which led to various geopolitical events and 
even catastrophes (such as territorial conflicts and separatism). However, this vac-
uum also enabled two of the newly independent South Caucasus countries – Azer-
baijan and Georgia – to jointly implement major oil and gas projects, the Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan oil pipeline and Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline, both of which bypassed 
Russia. Initially, the two states were dependent on Russia which was a key transit 
country for Azerbaijan and a major gas supplier to Georgia. After August War in 
2008, Georgia suspended its gas imports from Russia, except the volume received 
as a ‘transit fee’ for the gas supplied to Armenia. Since 2007, Azerbaijan, by virtue 
of its vast energy resources, has been supplying the majority of Georgia’s oil and gas 
demand and almost completely met its strategic ally’s energy needs when the Rus-
sian supplies were cut down during 2008 war. However, a statement by Georgia’s 
Energy Minister Kakha Kaladze in September 2015 on the purchase of Russian and 
potentially Iranian gas by Georgia raised some questions. This article will examine 
the extent to which the purchase of Russian gas is realistic and compatible with 
Georgia’s national interests and to what extent it poses the risk to its relations with 
Azerbaijan, as well as the feasibility of bringing the Iranian gas to Georgia given the 
technical shortcomings and political backlash displayed by Russia. The author’s argu-
ments are based on the reliability of Azerbaijan as both supplier and neighbor, as 
well as the technical difficulties and political repercussions respectively of bringing 
Iranian and Russian gas to Georgia.
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Azerbaijan-Georgia Energy Relations

After gaining independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, 
both Azerbaijan and Georgia launched their independent 

energy policies. The energy cooperation between Azerbaijan 
and Georgia through the realization of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC), Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum (BTE), Baku-Supsa pipelines 
and other energy projects had a significant impact on the wider 
region.1 The BTC, BTE and Baku-Supsa are essential compo-
nents of the East-West Transport Corridor, which created deep 
and strong economic and political ties between Azerbaijan and 
Georgia.2 

For the West, finding the alternative routes to bring Cas-
pian oil and gas to Europe was crucial. The strategic 
vision of the government of Heydar Aliyev created the 
initial foundations of the East-West corridor, the devel-

opment of which is proceeding smoothly today with new energy 
projects and initiatives. Today, this strategy is led by President 
Ilham Aliyev, who has paved the way for the implementation of 
the Trans-Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP) and the Trans-Adriatic 
Pipeline (TAP).

An additional potential gas project that will link Azerbaijan and 
Georgia is the so-called Azerbaijan-Georgia-Romania-Intercon-
nector (AGRI), which envisages bringing Azerbaijani gas to 
Georgian ports, converting it to LNG in liquefaction terminal 
and transferring it to Romania’s Constanta port in the Black Sea. 
The Memorandum of Understanding was signed back in Septem-
ber 14, 2010 between the presidents of Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Romania in order to create a Joint Company to study the export 
possibilities from Azerbaijan and Georgia via Black Sea to Ro-
mania. The Azerbaijani gas will be delivered from Azerbaijan via 
pipeline to the Georgian port of Kulevi, where it will be liquefied 
and delivered to Romania and re-gasified.3

1 Suleymanov, E. (2004) “Emergence of New Political  Identity  in The South Caucasus”, 
Master thesis, The Fletcher School, 2004, Available at: http://wh.agh.edu.pl/other/materia
ly/678_2015_03_17_22_03_33_Emergence%20of%20New%20Political%20Identity%20in%20
South%20Caucasus.pdf (Accessed: 15 August 2015).
2 Petersen, A. (2007) “Integrating Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey with the West: The Case of the 
East-West Transport Corridor”, CSIS Comentary, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, 
Available at: http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/070910_petersen_commentary.pdf (Accessed: 15 
September 2015).
3 Ibrahimov, R. (2010) “Azerbaijan Energy Strategy and the Importance of the Divercification of 
Exported Transport Routes”, Journal of Qafqaz University , Number 29, Available at: http://journal.
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The nationalist vision and territorial irredentism of Arme-
nia means that Yerevan has been excluded from regional 
integration while Georgia and Azerbaijan have been de-
veloping their relations in many areas, especially in the 
energy sector. This pragmatic approach has deepened 
Georgian-Azerbaijani relations, while Armenia remains 
isolated due to its bellicose policy toward Azerbaijan and 
occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh region (including seven 
adjacent districts) of the latter. Thus far, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia have consolidated their bilateral energy relations 
through projects and investment initiatives by Azerbai-
jan’s State Oil Company (SOCAR) in Georgia. Georgia annually 
receives millions of dollars from the tariff payments for the BTC 
and BTE pipelines. SOCAR Georgia Petroleum, a subsidiary of 
SOCAR, is one of the largest taxpayers in Georgia and a major 
investor in Georgia’s oil/gas terminals and warehouses, as well 
as the retail and wholesale of oil/gas and their products.4 SOCAR 
owns hundreds of gas stations, operates the natural gas distri-
bution network, and owns and operates the Black Sea port of 
Kulevi. It is currently Georgia’s main supplier of crude oil, oil 
products and natural gas. SOCAR has invested billions of USD 
in the Georgian economy, including the development of 
the Kulevi terminal and port.5 

Moreover, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey are in the pro-
cess of realizing the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars (BTK) railway proj-
ect. The BTK will effectively open a new railway corridor 
from the Caspian Sea through the territories of Azerbaijan, 
Georgia and Turkey to Europe, eventually precluding the 
need for sea transportation, once the planned railway tun-
nel under the Bosporus Strait in Istanbul is complete.6 Fol-
lowing the BTC and BTE pipelines, the BTK project will 
be third trilateral project between Azerbaijan, Georgia and 
Turkey that isolates Armenia in terms of transport routes. 

qu.edu.az/article_pdf/1039_452.pdf (Accessed: 15 August 2015).
4 Soltanov, E. (2012) “The Emerging Patterns of Azerbaijan’s International Energy Policy:Continuities 
and Changes”, Caucasus International Journal, 2(2).
5 Tsereteli, M. (2013) “Azerbaijan and Georgia: Strategic Partnership for Stability in a Volatile 
Region”, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute and the Silk Road Studies Program, Silk Road Paper, 
Available at: http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Publications/Detail/?lang=enandid=173440 
(Accessed: 15 August 2015).
6 Georgian Railway (2015) `Baku- Tbilisi-Kars Railway`, Available at: http://www.railway.
ge/?web=0andaction=pageandp_id=290andlang=eng (Accessed: 15 August 2015).
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It will also form part of the network of routes that connect Asia 
and Europe, known as the Iron Silk Road.7

However, political transitions in Georgia in 2003 and 2012 have 
tested bilateral relations between Azerbaijan and Georgia. Both 
of the previous governments of Georgia had very close relations 
with Azerbaijan. The power transition from the United National 
Movement to Georgian Dream coalition in 2012 led by billion-
aire Bidzina Ivanishvili created an uneasy political environment 
in Georgia. Ivanishvili’s political inclinations and decisions, in-
cluding request for a price discount on Azerbaijani gas imports, 
a statement on the alleged inefficiency of Baku-Tbilisi-Kars rail-
way, comments on the restoration of the transit railway system 
through Abkhazia to Armenia,8 plus former Economy Minister 
George Kvirikashvili’s statement on the revision of oil and gas 
contracts with SOCAR, could harm Georgia’s national interests 
and bilateral relations with Azerbaijan. The possible opening of 
railway system through Abkhazia would only serve Armenian in-
terests, and is not compatible with Azerbaijan’s ‘isolation policy’ 
towards Armenia, due to the latters occupation of Azerbaijan’s 
territories. Meanwhile, it would endanger Georgia’s preferred 
partner status in the region for Azerbaijan. In 2013, Ivanishvili 
visited Baku to repair the situation, and Baku was able to demon-
strate a stronger position on the impossibility of opening Abkhaz 
railway, and did not make any compromise regarding the price 
of gas.9

Importance of the South Caucasus Region for Russia

In the early 2000s, after inheriting the Russian presidency from 
Boris Yeltsin, Vladimir Putin prioritized the post-Soviet space as 
a key region in Russian foreign policy doctrines which remained 
so during his two presidential terms. During Putin’s third presi-
dency, Russian foreign policy has been primarily focused on the 
promotion of the Eurasian Economic Union, which is intended 
to encompass the former Soviet republics. During the Cold War 

7 Jarosiewicz, A. and Matusiak, M. (2013) “Ivanishvili goes to Azerbaijan – a visit overshadowed 
by misunderstandings”, The Centre for Eastern Studies, Available at: http://www.osw.waw.
pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2013-01-09/ivanishvili-goes-to-azerbaijan-a-visit-overshadowed-
misunderstandings (Accessed: 15 September 2015).
8 Rferl.org, (2013) Ivanishvili And The Russians, Available at: http://www.rferl.org/content/analysis-
georgia-ivanishvili-and-the-russians/24733895.html (Accessed: 1 August 2015).
9 Jarosiewiczand Matusiak, Ivanishvili goes to Azerbaijan.
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and after the post-Soviet era, Russia’s concerns mainly stemmed 
from NATO’s presence in its neighborhood, which Russia con-
sidered its historical area of influence. Notably, Georgia’s Euro-
Atlantic aspirations, its strong ties with the US and the EU, and 
the recent opening of NATO’s training centre in Georgia have 
displeased Russia. Similar factors led to the Russia-Georgia war 
in 2008, which was followed by Moscow’s recognition of the 
‘independence’ of the Abkhazia and South Ossetia regions of 
Georgia. However, rather than diminish Georgia’s pro-Western 
aspirations, this military conflict consolidated this strategy.

The Russia-Georgia August War in 2008 and subsequent Rus-
sian policy aimed at pressuring Tbilisi had negative implications 
for Georgia’s energy security and Azerbaijan-Georgia energy 
transportation partnership as well. During the war Russian mili-
tary jets dropped several bombs in the proximity of BTC and 
Baku-Supsa oil pipelines. Although the bombing did not damage 
the pipelines,10 Azerbaijan halted oil delivery for several days in 
order to avoid the risk of economic losses. Another blow to the 
Georgian energy security was the loss of the Enguri Hydro Pow-
er Plant. After the war, the main grid and switchyard of Georgia’s 
major electricity provider, Enguri Hydro Power Plant, remained 
in Abkhazia, while the dam and reservoir remained on Georgian-
controlled territory.11 Russia has been continuing threaten-
ing the vulnerable energy infrastructure of Georgia ever 
since. In early July of 2015, the de-facto ‘borders of South 
Ossetia’ were moved few kilometers inside Georgian-con-
trolled areas and this ‘re-borderization’ left a small section 
of Baku-Supsa oil pipeline inside of South Ossetia’s newly 
enlarged ‘borders’.12 The Georgian government stated that 
in case there are problems with the breakaway territory, 
and if the de-facto ‘South Ossetia leadership’ wants to ob-
struct the flow of oil through Georgian territories, a new 
section of Baku-Supsa pipeline might be built.

10 Dailymail (2008), The Pipeline War: Russian bear goes for West’s jugular, Available at: http://
www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1043185/The-Pipeline-War-Russian-bear-goes-Wests-jugular.
html (Accessed: 1 August 2015).
11 Margvelashvili, M. and Mukhigulishvili, G. (2012) “Energy Security Georgian Perspective”, Avail-
able at: http://weg.ge/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/energy_security_georgia_perspective.pdf
12 BBC.com (2015) EU warning over Russia ‘land grab’ in South Ossetia border row, Available at: 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33549462 (Accessed: 1 August 2015).
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Challenges of Restoring Russian Gas Exports to Georgia 

On September 25, 2015, the Energy Minister of Georgia, Kakha 
Kaladze met the Chief of Gazprom Alexei Miller in Brussels. Af-
ter a private meeting, Kaladze announced that Georgia may buy 
additional volume of Russian gas through Georgia’s commercial 
enterprises, if the price of Russian gas is sufficiently attractive.13 
Currently Georgia receives Russian gas as a transit fee (10% of 
the entire volume, which is 300 million cubic meters) for trans-
porting Russian gas to Armenia through Georgian territories via 
the North Caucasus-Transcaucasia pipeline.14 If Russia exports 
more along this route, Georgia can receive more gas in the form 
of a transit fee. However, the price is not clear yet, as current 
prices of Russian gas exports fluctuates between $190 and $315 
mostly depending on the nature of political relationship between 
Moscow and the customer countries.15 

It should be mentioned that the subsidized gas prices by Russia 
(e.g. the discount prices for the Moscow’s allies Armenia and Be-
lorussia) is unlikely to be extended to Georgia, therefore Tbilisi 
will likely get the one of the highest  prices from this range. Giv-

en the current gas price of Azerbaijani gas, which three 
times cheaper than the one to be probably be offered by 
Russia, it would not be economically and strategically 
wise decision for Tbilisi to restart importing any signifi-
cant gas volumes from its northern neighbor. 

In fact Russia was Georgia’s main gas supplier until 
2007, but after the Russia-Georgia August war in 2008, 
Georgia suspended Russia’s gas imports, and Azerbaijan 
became its main gas supplier. This enabled Georgia to 
move away from gas dependence on Russia, and to in-
crease the sustainability of its domestic gas consumption. 

Georgia’s diversification of its gas import, and Azerbaijan’s role 
therein, has helped both countries to strengthen their geopolitical 
independence as a transit and a supplier state respectively. By di-
versifying its gas supply away from Russia to Azerbaijan, Geor-

13 Civil.ge (2015) Georgian Energy Minister Meets Gazprom CEO in Brussels, Available at: http://
www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28599 (Accessed: 28 September 2015).
14 Kommersant.ru (2015) «Газпром» возвращается в Грузию, Available at: http://www.kommersant.
ru/doc/2827592 (Accessed: 15 October 2015).
15 Gruzia Online (2015) Азербайджан наш стратегический партнер – Каладзе, Available at: http://
www.apsny.ge/2015/eco/1444705001.php (Accessed: 15 October 2015).
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gia limited Gazprom’s monopoly over its domestic gas market.

Kaladze’s talks with Gazprom and the implications for Geor-
gia-Azerbaijan relations received widespread media coverage 
in both the Georgian and Azerbaijani media. Georgian Prime 
Minister Irakli Garibashvili visited Azerbaijan on October 10, 
2015 and met with President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. Prime 
Minister Garibashvili’s visit was followed by the visit of Geor-
gia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Giorgi Kvirikashvili, although 
Kaladze himself did not pay a visit to Baku yet. Kaladze’s argu-
ments for restoring the gas supply from Russia are based on the 
insufficiency of volume of gas received from Azerbaijan’s SO-
CAR. However, the General Director of SOCAR-Georgia Mahir 
Mammadov has stated that, “Azerbaijan can completely satisfy 
Georgia’s gas needs”16.

The Kaladze-Miller gas talks were also criticized by Geor-
gia’s opposition parties. The Georgian opposition is resis-
tant to the idea of damaging relations with Georgia’s strate-
gic ally – Azerbaijan – as well as to importing Russian gas, 
while Russian armed forces are still stationed in Georgia’s 
breakaway territories. The United National Movement, an 
opposition party, has demanded that the government con-
vene the National Security Council of Georgia in order to 
discuss the security dimension of restarting Russian gas 
imports.17 The restoration of Russian gas imports to Geor-
gia will undoubtedly have repercussions for Georgia’s 
foreign policy. After seven years of the August 2008 war, Rus-
sia wants to restore it tarnished position by re-entering into the 
Georgian energy sector. 

Moreover, Russia’s penetration into the Georgian energy market 
has become more evident following the purchase by Russian oil 
company Rosneft of a 49% stake of the Petrocas International 
Energy Ltd in December 2014.18 The company deals with oil 
transportation and owns the biggest oil storages in Georgia, as 

16 Ru.Sputnik.az (2015) SOCAR Georgia: АР обеспечивает почти все потребности Грузии в 
газеAvailable at: http://ru.sputnik.az/economy/20151022/402452835.html (Accessed: 22 October 
2015).
17 Gruziya Online (2015) ЕНД требует созыва заседания Совбеза в связи с переговорами властей 
с «Газпромом», Available at: http://www.apsny.ge/2015/pol/1444517877.php (Accessed: 12 October 
2015).
18 Rosneft.com (2014) Rosneft and Petrocas Create a Logistics and Retail Joint Venture, Available at: 
http://www.rosneft.com/news/pressrelease/29122014.html (Accessed: 12 July 2015).
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well as Georgia’s Poti port. Furthermore, Russia’s presence in 
the Georgia’s electricity market via Inter RAO, through its 75% 
ownership of the “Telasi” electricity network company, is anoth-
er concern for Georgia.

Iranian Gas to Georgia: Perspectives and Challenges 

Meanwhile, Energy Minister Kakha Kaladze has also declared 
that Georgia is considering the possibilities of importing Iranian 
gas. After the withdrawal of the international energy sanctions, 
Iran will be able to re-start its previous gas and oil exports to the 
world market. Therefore, in addition to Russian gas, Georgia also 
seeks to import Iranian gas, apparently with the aim of diversify-
ing country’s gas imports.

However, the lack of a common border with Iran means that 
Georgia must rely on either Armenia or Azerbaijan for transit. 
Although there are existing pipelines from both Iran and Rus-
sia to Armenia, technical problems, such as insufficient pipeline 
capacity, the lack of an interconnection between both pipelines, 
and the lack of clarity around the reverse flow capability of the 
‘Russia-Armenia Pipeline’, makes the Armenian option less like-

ly. Moreover, reverse flow exports of Iranian gas through 
Armenia via the Russia-Armenia pipeline would not be 
welcomed by Russia, since Gazprom owns this pipeline 
through its subsidiary Gazprom-Armenia, and the de-
livery of Russian gas to Armenia is the priority for that 
route. Such a project would also threaten to challenge 
Russian gas monopoly in Armenia, the development that 
Russia would hardly tolerate in its ‘outpost’ state. Given 
Gazprom’s ownership of gas transportation infrastructure 
of Armenia and Moscow’s overwhelming influence over 
Yerevan, Russia would easily undermine any project of 
bringing Iranian gas to the South Caucasus market via 
Armenia. 

Thus, as Armenia has been isolated by both Turkey and Azerbai-
jan for more than twenty years due to the conflict with Azerbaijan 
over Nagorno-Karabakh, for Yerevan it is crucial to improve the 
sustainability of its economy and avoid the risk of economic col-
lapse. Therefore, Armenia could seek to become a transit country 
amidst the withdrawal of sanctions against Iran. However, Ar-
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menia’s weak economic capacity, its dependence on Russia, and 
internal political restraints makes the “Armenian” transit option 
unlikely. 

In fact, the total volume of gas that Georgia consumes annually 
is not especially high. Therefore, investing in infrastructure to 
deliver a small amount of gas to Georgia would not be cost effec-
tive for Iran either. If Iran decides to export its gas to Europe, the 
Turkish route is the best option. Moreover, Iran’s geographical 
location means that it can develop its LNG sector and implement 
LNG shipments toward Asian markets, where LNG prices are 
higher than in Europe.

Additionally, despite formal relations between Georgia and Iran, 
like Russia, Iran is not pleased with the pro-American stance of 
Georgia. Tehran is deeply opposed to Tbilisi’s efforts to bring 
NATO to the South Caucasus, closer to Iranian borders which 
can be considered a strategic challenge for Tehran.

Conclusion

The frozen conflict in Georgia’s Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
regions is the main reason why Georgia should refrain from 
re-opening the path to import dependence on Russian gas. The 
restoration of Russian gas supplies will have political implica-
tions for official Tbilisi, making it easier for Russia to impose 
its political agenda and put pressure on Tbilisi. This could also 
threaten Georgia’s national security. Expectations of cheaper gas 
from Russia, i.e. at the price of Azerbaijani gas, would be naïve 
given that Russia has found itself in a deep economic crisis due 
to sanctions. Meanwhile, transit of Iranian gas through Armenia 
to Georgia seems unlikely for the time being because of techni-
cal and financial reasons. Moreover, entrance of Iranian gas to 
Armenia, even for the transit purposes in the initial stage, would 
be unacceptable for Russia due to challenging sole supplier sta-
tus of Russia. From Tehran’s perspective, LNG transportation of 
Iranian gas through ports or gas exports to Europe via Turkey is 
more secure and beneficial for Iran.

Georgia benefits more from SOCAR’s presence in its energy 
sector than it would gain from Russian Gazprom. Azerbaijan 
provides 90% of Georgia’s gas demand, and at cheap prices, the 
cheapest among SOCAR’s clients. Nor does Azerbaijan impose 
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any political agenda or threaten Georgia’s territorial integrity and 
sovereignty. Tbilisi’s desire to diversify its energy supply is un-

derstandable in terms of reducing the country’s depen-
dence upon a single supplier. But given the cheap prices 
of Azerbaijani gas for Georgia without any political cost, 
importing Russian gas is a fundamentally flawed strat-
egy. Along with being strategically costly and economi-
cally unfeasible, ill-considered political decisions and 
maneuvers by certain political figures in Georgia like 
welcoming Russian or Iranian presence would also risk 
triggering a domestic crisis and alienating Georgia from 
both NATO and the EU.

Azerbaijan could deliver its gas and oil to European markets 
through both Russia and Iran. However, the Azerbaijani leader-
ship took a risky step in early 1990s to bypass Russia, making 
Georgia an important part of the East-West energy bridge. To-
day, ostensibly pro-Western inclination of current government 
of Georgia, however, with latent favorable gestures to Russia 
deserves an attention in terms of national security and sover-
eignty of Georgia. Thus, official Tbilisi should maintain friendly 
and strategic relations with Azerbaijan. Given the geopolitical 
situation in the South Caucasus, it is unlikely that Georgia can 
find an alternative strategic partner in the region. Maintaining 
this partnership requires Georgia to embark on a more rational 
policy with official Baku. The majority of Azerbaijan’s strategic 
projects, including oil and gas pipelines and railways systems 
pass through Georgian territory. This  enhances the strategic sig-
nificance of Georgia, as well as strengthens trilateral relations 
between Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey. 

Azerbaijan provides 
90% of Georgia’s gas 
demand, and at cheap 

prices, the cheapest among 
SOCAR’s clients. Nor 

does Azerbaijan impose 
any political agenda 

or threaten Georgia’s 
territorial integrity and 

sovereignty. 

54

Caucasus International



55 

* Dr. Nana Gegelashvili is the Head of the Center for Regional Studies at The Institute of US and Canadian Studies of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences.

Nana Gegelashvili*

Georgia in Search of Restoring 
Its Territorial Integrity 

Russia’s August 2008 invasion of Georgia and Moscow’s subsequent recognition of 
its two former autonomous territories – Abkhazia and South Ossetia – placed the 
problem of Georgia’s territorial integrity high on the agenda. Since then, prospects 
for resolving the problem have remained dim, and no one knows what should be 
done to address the issue. Moscow’s official recognition of the independence of the 
two Georgian breakaway provinces deprived Russia of political leverage over Tbilisi, 
pushing Georgia much closer to the EU and NATO than previously. However, despite 
the active involvement of the EU and NATO in Georgia, this paper argues that neither 
of the two is likely to gain sufficient clout to resolve the issue of Georgia’s territorial 
integrity. Thus, on the one hand, there is Russia, capable of restoring Georgia’s ter-
ritorial integrity; on the other hand, there is the West, open to promoting democratic 
values to transform Georgia into a genuine working democracy, necessary for its 
integration into Euro-Atlantic institutions. This paper accordingly suggests that the 
only way to resolve the problem is to combine both Russian and Western leverage.
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Introduction 

The problem of Georgia’s territorial integrity is a case of ‘do 
or die’ for the country, and there is no clear vision for how to 

deal with the problem. In August 2008, Russia invaded Georgia 
and subsequently recognized two of its former autonomous ter-
ritories – Abkhazia and South Ossetia – as independent. Amount-
ing to 20 percent of Georgia’s internationally recognized terri-
tory, this move became the first instance of a revision of borders 
in the former Soviet space. Since then, the problem of territorial 
integrity has become a key priority for Georgian foreign policy, 
and the main stumbling block to transforming Georgia into a real 
democratic space.

Despite more active involvement in Georgia, neither the EU nor 
NATO is likely to have enough leverage to settle this prob-
lem. For its part, Russian clout in former Soviet countries 
with territorial problems, particularly in Georgia, allows 
Moscow to put these countries’ European ambitions on 
hold thus making the situation quite impossible for the 
West to handle. Thus, the only possible way to restore 
Georgia’s territorial integrity is to combine both Russian 
and Western tools, in order to launch a much more ef-
fective policy in the country, that could reflect a shared 
vision for settling the problem.

This analysis is urgently required given the topic’s position on 
the agenda, and the current relevance of the situation between 
Russia and the West. It is particularly valuable as part of a per-
spective that considers possible cooperation between Russia and 
the West in the field of conflict resolution, which has never been 
considered. Though the issue of relationships between Russia 
and the West in the regional context has always been vital, it has 
never been studied in full. It is for this reason that the resolu-
tion of regional problems either on the bilateral or multilateral 
level has been mostly made spontaneously, without a long-term 
perspective. It is therefore unsurprising that both Russian and 
Western regional policy shaping require new approaches, aimed 
at increasing cooperation, as well as efficiency in dealing with 
territorial conflicts in the post-Soviet states in general and in 
Georgia in particular.
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The Limited Capabilities of the Georgia – EU Partnership 

Among the post-Soviet states, Georgia is one of the few states  to 
focus on genuine EU integration. This was possible firstly due to 
its consistent and transparent policies towards the West based on 
liberal reforms and democratic standards; secondly, its reliance 
on NATO and EU - viewed here as a geopolitical counterbalance 
to Russian dominance in the South Caucasus; and, thirdly, the 
common goals and interests shared with Western partners.

Acting within the bilateral format of the Eastern Partnership 
Georgia succeeded in signing a Visa Facilitation Agreement with 
the European Union on 17 June 2010, thus opening the 
way for easier travel and people-to-people contact across 
Europe.1 On 22 November 2010, Georgia signed another 
Agreement with the EU on the readmission of persons re-
siding without authorization.2 Both Agreements came into 
force on 1 March 2011. In its overall assessment, the Eu-
ropean Commission stressed that Georgia had made good 
progress in implementing the Visa Facilitation and Read-
mission agreements, and showed great interest in launch-
ing a visa dialogue as the next step in the process of visa 
liberalization.3

At the Vilnius Eastern Partnership Summit4 on 29 November 
2013, the EU and Georgia initialed the Association Agreement 
(AA), including the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
Agreement (DCFTA). With the European Parliament’s ratifica-
tion of the AA on 18 December 2014,5 a new chapter in relations 
with Georgia was opened. According to the officials, “although 

1  Council of the European Union (2011) Conclusion of two EU agreements with Georgia on visa 
facilitation and readmission. Available at: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/
pressdata/en/jha/118885.pdf (Accessed:   18 January 2011). 
2 European Commission (2011) European Union signs readmission agreement with Georgia. Avail-
able at:  http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-10-601_en.htm?locale=en  (Accessed: 22 No-
vember 2011).
3 European Commission (2012) Implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy in Georgia.  
Progress in 2011 and recommendations for action European Commission High Representative of the 
EU for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. Available at: http://eeas.europa.eu/enp/pdf/docs/2012_
enp_pack/progress_report_georgia_en.pdf (Accessed: 15 May 2012).
4 Office of the State Minister  of Georgia on European and Euro-Atlantic Integration Georgia-EU 
cooperation (2015). Available at:  http://www.eu-nato.gov.ge/en/eu/cooperation (Accessed: 21Janu-
ary 2015). 
5 European Parliament News (2014) European Parliament approves EU-Georgia association deal. 
Available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/content/20141212IPR01106/html/ 
(Accessed: 18 December 2014).  
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much work remains to be done, experience shows that Georgians 
prefer to solve their problems, not to avoid them.”6 Further to 
this, Georgian commitment to EU integration was also demon-
strated at the Vilnius Summit by the signing of the Framework 
Agreement on its participation in the EU-led crisis management 
operations, thus providing an opportunity for Georgia to contrib-
ute to global security together with the European Union.7

At the press conference in Tbilisi on 13 June 2014, ahead of 
the European Parliament’s ratification of the AA with Georgia, 
the former President of the European Commission José Manuel 
Barroso said that, “all EU dividends to Georgia will material-
ize if they are accompanied by a functioning democracy and the 
pursuit of important reforms.”8 In response to Barroso’s speech, 
Georgian Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili stressed that “the as-
piration of Georgia is to finally establish its rightful place in the 
European family and become a full member of it. The AA will 
help Georgia become closer with the EU but we all agree that 
this is not the ultimate goal of our cooperation. This agreement 
will help us achieve our goal and make our European perspective 
real.”9

This explains why consensus on the EU-Georgia AA ratification 
was achieved in the Georgian Parliament, which saw a unanimous 
vote on 18 July 2014.10 This consensus was also possible due to 
Georgia’s historical and cultural characteristics, which has meant 
that Georgians have always felt very close to Europe. There is 
also no doubt that the Ukrainian crisis has spurred the process of 
Georgia’s AA ratification. Additionally, a recent survey of public 
opinion in Georgia, released by the National Democratic Institute 
(NDI), showed that by 65 to 16 percent margin respondents agree 
that Georgia should join the European Union (EU), as compared 

6  Ibid.
7 EU law and publications (2014)  General Report on the activities of the EU. Available at:   
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52014DC0012 (Accessed: 21 January 
2014).  
8 European Commission Press Release Database (2014).  Remarks by President Barroso following his 
meeting with the Prime Minister of Georgia, Irakli Garibashvili.  Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/
press-release_SPEECH-14-463_en.htm. (Accessed: 13  June  2014).
9 Agenda..Ge (2014). Barroso: EU-Georgia Association Agreement is only the beginning. Available 
at: http://agenda.ge/news/15842/eng (Accessed: 13 June  2014). 
10 Trend News Agency (2014). Georgian parliament intends to ratify association agreement with EU 
in July.Available at:  http://en.trend.az/scaucasus/georgia/2286485.html (Accessed: 18 June 2014).

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-463_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-463_en.htm
http://agenda.ge/news/15842/eng
http://en.trend.az/scaucasus/georgia/2286485.html
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to the Eurasian Union.11 

Therefore, Georgia continues to pursue integration with 
the EU, although it is fully aware that this is a time con-
suming process and one which entails many challenges. 
Georgians also seem entirely sure that integration with 
the EU is the only way to build a better future for their 
country. That is why, in his remarks at the Harvard Club in 
Brussels on 21 May 2014, Georgian Prime Minister Irakli 
Garibashvili emphasized that, “Georgia’s integration into 
the EU is the most important and long-term guarantee of 
the country’s stability”.12

Today, Georgia is calling upon the EU together with the US to 
play a key role in promoting stronger stability and security in the 
region, mostly due to the fact that the geostrategic dynamics of 
the Black Sea region are changing from day to day.

It is unsurprising that in light of the extremely uncertain pros-
pects for NATO membership coupled with the ongoing escala-
tion between Russia and the West against the backdrop of the 
Ukrainian crisis, Georgia is trying to do its best to obtain a much 
more concrete message from the EU concerning the future of its 
‘European destiny’, necessary for the country to solve the prob-
lem of its territorial integrity with the help of Brussels. 

It is for this reason that during the above-mentioned visit of the 
former President of the European Commission José Manuel Bar-
roso, the problem of Georgian security became the central focus 
in the discussion between EU and Georgian officials. José Bar-
roso strongly confirmed “EU support to Georgia’s territorial in-
tegrity within its internationally-recognized borders, and its com-
mitment to conflict resolution efforts in the country, including 
through the EU’s co-chairmanship of the Geneva International 
Talks and through the EU Monitoring Mission in Georgia13”.

Furthermore, in a joint statement following the meeting between 
11 The National Democratic Institute (2014)   NDI Polll. Georgians strongly support EU integration. 
Available at: https://www.ndi.org/node/21521 (Accessed: 5 May 2014).
12 Trend News Agency (2014) Georgia calls on EU and U.S. to play key role in ensuring stability 
in Black Sea region. Available at: http://en.trend.az/scaucasus/georgia/2276646.html. (Accessed: 24 
May  2014).
13 EU press release database (2014)/ Remarks by President Barroso following his meeting with the 
Prime Minister of Georgia, Irakli Garibashvili.  Available at:  http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_
SPEECH-14-463_en.htm (Accessed: 13 June  2014). 
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the European Commission and the Government of Georgia held 
on 21 May 2014 in Brussels, the European Commission reaf-
firmed the EU’s continued commitment to peace, stability and 
conflict resolution efforts in Georgia. Both sides acknowledged 
the importance of an active engagement policy, fully respecting 
Georgia’s territorial integrity. They also agreed on the need to 
engage more actively with the Georgian regions of Abkhazia and 
Tskhinvali region/South Ossetia with an emphasis on identifying 
pragmatic solutions.

Sharing Georgian concerns for its territorial integrity, the EU 
has started to upgrade and update its own package for 
the Eastern Partnership countries experiencing territo-
rial problems in general, and Georgia in particular. The 
aim is to help those states to reach a feasible solution of 
the problem on their own. Apart from the Eastern Part-
nership, the EU has a new approach to Abkhazia – the 
breakaway province of Georgia – based on the principle 
of ‘engagement without recognition’ and envisaging the 
participation of Sukhumi in the peace initiatives. This can 
to some extent be considered as a kind of concession for 

Sukhumi on the part of Brussels, in order to reduce the tensions 
between Georgia and Abkhazia.

The EU toolkit also contains the so-called new ‘Steinmeier Plan’14 
launched by Germany in 2008 and covering a whole range of hot 
political issues that need to be discussed by Georgia, Abkhazia, 
South Ossetia, and Russia.

It is clear that today the cooperation between Georgia and EU on 
security issues has become one of the key points for the 
both sides. During the recent visit by EU External Ac-
tion Service representatives led by Gabor Iklody, Direc-
tor of the Crisis Management and Planning Directorate to 
Tbilisi on 13 February 2015, Georgian-EU cooperation 
and prospects for 2015 were discussed in detail.15 

Within the framework of the Transatlantic Partnership, both the 

14 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
15 Trend News Agency (2015)  Security issues discussed with EU delegation in Georgia. Available at: 
http://en.trend.az/scaucasus/georgia/2364190.html (Accessed: 13 February 2015)
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US and the EU have already started to develop a joint plan aimed 
at setting goals for short and long term prospects, both on bilat-
eral issues and on the global and regional levels. The ultimate 
goal of the ‘Transatlantic Partnership’ is to achieve highly effec-
tive cooperation between the US and the EU through enhanced 
coordination of joint actions within the framework of reforms of 
the European security architecture based on the principles of the 
OSCE, as well as meeting the objectives of NATO. In this respect 
it should be mentioned that this partnership should also rest on 
common goals and common values. According to Western strat-
egists, the EU needs a new Eastern policy that should provide 
much more efficient support for civil society, strengthen relations 
with the countries through trade and scholarship programs instru-
ments, and make progress on visa facilitation, etc. NATO, in its 
turn, should develop military cooperation with the ‘Eastern part-
ners’ beyond the scope of its membership.

Therefore today the process of Georgian integration with Euro-
Atlantic structures, launched by the Western strategists, is be-
ing actively implemented, updated and expanded. Despite this, 
the problem of Georgian territorial integrity is far from being 
resolved, and there is still no clear answer from the EU on how 
to address this urgent issue. 

Georgia – NATO Relations

The Wales Summit in September 2014 left Georgia with-
out its long-sought Membership Action Plan (MAP). 
Repeating the wording of previous summit declarations, 
the Wales Summit Declaration reiterated the 2008 NATO 
Bucharest summit decision that Georgia would become a 
member of the Alliance and also reaffirmed ‘all elements’ 
of that decision in 2008, as well as subsequent decisions. 
The declaration also says that “Georgia has made signif-
icant progress and has come closer to NATO by imple-
menting ambitious reforms and making good use of the 
NATO-Georgia Commission and Annual National Pro-
gram and encourages Georgia to continue implementation 
of reforms designed for strengthening its democracy and 
modernizing its military forces and defense institutions.”16 

16 NATO Press release (2014) Wales Summit Declaration. Available at: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natohq/official_texts_112964.htm (Accessed: 5 September 2014)

Repeating the wording 
of previous summit 
declarations, the Wales 
Summit Declaration 
reiterated the 2008 
NATO Bucharest summit 
decision that Georgia 
would become a member 
of the Alliance and also 
reaffirmed ‘all elements’ 
of that decision in 2008, 
as well as subsequent 
decisions. 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm


62

Caucasus International

It is noteworthy that at the Wales Summit, Georgia was placed 
among a group of nations – Australia, Finland, Jordan and Swe-
den – that have attained an ‘elevated status’ and “enhanced op-
portunities” of cooperation with NATO. In this context, it should 
be also mentioned that the Alliance appreciated Georgia’s role as 
the second largest contributor to the Resolute Support Mission in 
Afghanistan.17

Acting in parallel with the EU within the framework of the ‘Trans-
atlantic Partnership’, Washington is also trying to strengthen its 
policy towards post-Soviet countries in general, and countries 
with territorial problems in particular. The aim is to incorporate 
them into Western structures by putting more pressure on the 
NATO component, which, in the opinion of the United States, 
should collaborate with the US on military, civil and social re-
forms.

Thus, at the Wales Summit, a ‘substantial package’ of measures 
was launched to strengthen Georgia’s ability to defend itself and 
advance its preparations for membership.18 It also includes de-
fense capacity building, training, exercises, strengthened liaison, 
and enhanced interoperability opportunities. These measures 
are aimed at reinforcing Georgian defense and interoperability 
capabilities with the Alliance, which will help it to advance its 
preparations for NATO membership, thereby making the pros-
pects of its membership more realistic. The ‘substantial package’ 
for Georgia foresees the expansion of the NATO liaison office in 
Georgia together with launching the NATO-Georgia Joint Train-

ing and Evaluation Centre, which may even gain a re-
gional dimension in the future.

The United States also remains committed to its strong 
partnership with the Georgian Ministry of Defense and 
looks forward to continuing and strengthening all aspects 
of defense cooperation. In this respect it should be men-
tioned that during his first official visit to Georgia on 7 
September 2014, made shortly after his participation in 

the NATO Summit in Wales, the former US Defense Secretary 

17 NATO  (2015) Joint press conference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg and President 
Margvelashvili of Georgia. Available at:   http://www.nato.int/cps/ru/natohq/opinions_119283.htm 
(Accessed: 11 May 2015)
18 NATO Press release (2014) Wales Summit Declaration.  Available at: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natohq/official_texts_112964.htm (Accessed: 5 September 2014).
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Chuck Hagel stated that “the U.S. plans to further military co-
operation with Georgia and will continue to deepen military co-
operation with this country, especially against the aggression of 
Russia in Ukraine.”19 

In this respect it should be also mentioned that the intentions 
of both NATO and the US to speed up the Georgia’s Alliance 
integration is reflected in the increased number of visits by top 
US officials in recent months, for instance the visit of the US 
Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs 
Victoria Nuland on 17 February 2015.20  In addition, the visit of 
the US delegation to Georgian Ministry of Defence (MoD) on 
24 April 2015 included Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
Evelyn Farkas, Brigadier General Kevin McNeely, and Principal 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Political-Military Affairs 
Todd Chapman. The visit took place within the framework of 
US-Georgia Bilateral Defense Consultations on the threshold of 
‘Noble Partner’21 - a joint military exercise held in May 2015 at 
the Vaziani military air field - for the first time on Georgian soil - 
involving about 600 US and Georgian troops. During those visits 
a broad range of bilateral and regional issues, such as Georgia’s 
path toward European integration and its efforts to defend territo-
rial integrity became a key focus in discussions.

This first of all demonstrates NATO’s constantly growing sup-
port for Tbilisi, designed to strengthen the country’s self-defense 
and modernize the Georgian security system -  one of the key 
requirements on the country’s way for NATO membership. Sec-
ondly, the expansion of joint programs in terms of military coop-
eration between Washington and Tbilisi indicates the seriousness 
of both US and NATO commitments toward Georgia.

The US commitment to Georgian NATO membership was much 
more clearly articulated after the events in Ukraine, which was 
followed by a number of US Congressional bills. Among them 

19 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
20 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
21 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
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are the ‘Ukraine Freedom Support Act of 2014’22  (grant-
ing Ukraine weapons and the status of ally without 
NATO membership); the ‘Russian Aggression Preven-
tion Act of 2014’;23  and Resolution 75824,  condemning 
the ongoing political, economic and military aggression 
against Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, as well as the vio-
lations of their sovereignty, independence and territorial 
integrity. These bills are aimed at providing comprehen-

sive support not only for Ukraine but also for Georgia and Mol-
dova - countries that signed Association Agreements with the EU 
despite violations of their territorial integrity. This is sufficient 
ground to conclude that both the US and the EU would be closely 
monitoring the situation on the ground and in the event of any ac-
tion by Russia that threatened the countries’ territorial integrity, a 
tough response would ensue.

In the meantime, the Wales Summit Declaration remains un-
changed, reiterating “NATO’s continued support for the territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty of Georgia while working closely 
with the OSCE, the UN, and the EU to pursue peaceful conflict 
resolution in the internationally recognized territory of Georgia 
and calls on Russia to reverse its recognition of the Georgian 
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states.”25 

Thus, while unlike the EU, both NATO and the US have enough 
experience and political/military clout to settle the problem of 
Georgian territorial integrity, this issue is still open to question. 
This makes Georgia, together with the other post-Soviet countries 
whose territorial integrity has been violated, remain in limbo. 

22 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
23 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
24 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
25 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
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Russia - Georgia Relations 

The South Caucasus has a particular significance for Russia, 
which itself is a ‘Caucasian’ country – the aggregate territory 
of its North Caucasian republics is larger than that of all inde-
pendent South Caucasian states. With the emergence of the ‘new 
realities’26 in the Caucasus, i.e. Russia’s recognition of the two 
Georgian breakaway provinces – Abkhazia and South Ossetia as 
sovereign states, Moscow is well aware that retaining its influ-
ence over Georgia is no longer possible, and that any attempts to 
block Georgia’s aspirations for Western integration are counter-
productive. Both Abkhazia and South Ossetia have ceased to be 
the main trump cards in the game between Moscow and Tbilisi, 
thus providing Georgia with much more room to select its allies. 
Moreover, Russia has now realized that the process of integrating 
two independent states - Abkhazia and South Ossetia – into the 
international community is a time consuming process that cannot 
be justified. It is also clear that in strengthening Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia sovereignty, their interests will sooner or later di-
verge from Moscow’s interests. Besides, until now Moscow has 
no clear vision for how to make the partnership with Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia efficient and productive.

The restoration of territorial integrity has become a key 
priority for Georgian foreign policy. This problem is the 
main stumbling block for transforming the country into 
a real democratic space. However, the emergence of the 
‘new realities’ that undermine this territorial integrity have 
made it clear to Georgians that Russia has enough clout to 
resolve this problem unilaterally.

A major misconception in the Soviet national policy was 
the redrawing of territorial borders in accordance with the 
imperialist principle of ‘divide and rule’. After the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, this problem has become a major challenge 
for practically all post-Soviet states. Georgia offers a striking ex-
ample of that. On the one hand, its border regions were included 
in the Russian Federation, and on the other hand its territory 
incorporated the Abkhazia and Ajara Autonomous Republics, 

26 Spiegel on line international (2008) Calming the Caucasus: Germany Proposes Peace Plan for 
Abkhazia. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/calming-the-caucasus-germany-
proposes-peace-plan-for-abkhazia-a-564246.html  (Accessed: 7 July  2008) 
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as well as the South Ossetian Autonomous Region, which had 
been formed on the principle of ethnic and religious peculiari-
ties. Characteristically, these regions have always been orient-
ed towards Moscow, receiving strong support from the central 
government. All this has hindered Georgia’s ability to protect its 
territorial integrity, given its small size and the territorial sys-
tem, which includes more than 25 ethnographic and sub-ethnic 
groups, making it a micro-level replica of Russia.

This principle has become a key element of Russian leverage in 
the post-Soviet states. Thus until now, cutting the ‘Gordian knot’ 
in dealing with the problem of conflict resolution in the post-
Soviet countries without Russian involvement is simply impos-
sible. The key question is whether Georgia is sufficiently eager 
to integrate with the Euro-Atlantic structures to the extent where 
it will sacrifice its two breakaway provinces. The answer to this 
question could lead to a radical change in the configuration of the 
whole post-Soviet space or, on the contrary, maintain the status 
quo.

To conclude, it is clear that currently neither Russia nor the West 
is ready to launch a more effective policy towards Georgia that 
would ideally reflect the stressed vision for resolving the coun-
try’s most pressing problems of territorial integrity. Thus, there 
is a strong need to incorporate both Russian and Western tools of 
conflict resolution. This is the only possible path to success.
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Brendan Cole*

NATO on Its Mind: Will Georgia’s 
Aspirations be Fulfilled?

Since the Rose Revolution of 2003, the last decade or so of Georgia’s recent history 
has been a turbulent one. The presidency of Mikheil Saakashvili ushered in sweep-
ing changes, increasing westernization, and a break from the country’s Soviet past. 
After he was democratically ousted by the Georgian Dream coalition in 2012, this 
Euro-Atlantic realignment continued apace, out of a desire to join the European 
Union as well as NATO. The economic benefits of EU membership were obvious 
enough, while joining the Alliance would demonstrate Georgia’s ability to hold its 
own at the world’s top military table. On a more practical level, Tbilisi had hoped that 
membership would offer Georgia security, especially in light of the 2008 war with 
Russia, which led to declarations of independence by Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
The breakaway republics remain points of contention in relations between Mos-
cow and Georgia. The Georgian government’s rhetoric of optimism has not shifted 
one bit, and NATO has not disabused Georgia of this outlook, continuing to work 
with Tbilisi as a partner. However, the alliance remains non-committal regarding the 
prospects for a Membership Action Plan (MAP), the first concrete step to eventual 
membership. London-based journalist Brendan Cole asks think tanks in the British 
capital and the US about the likelihood of NATO membership for Georgia - and if not, 
what are the alternatives?
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What’s in a flag? Well, Quite a Lot if You Are from Georgia.

After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, a flag designed by 
the Georgian painter Iakob Nikoladze was resurrected after 

more than seven decades. First introduced in 1918, its presence 
was as fleeting as the Democratic Republic of Georgia it repre-
sented, lasting only three years amid the tumult of the Russian 
civil war before being replaced by the ubiquitous hammer and 
sickle.

It had a slightly longer life the second time around, after 1991, 
but not by much. Nikoladze’s triple-hued creation had a wine-red 
background, the colour of its most famous export, symbolizing 
good times in the past. On the hoist side corner were black and 
white squares, the black representing Russian rule; the white, 
hope for peace. The Rose Revolution in 2003 marked the end of 
Russian rule, it was thought, but hope for peace remained.

Now, the flag with the distinctive cross of St. George festoons 
buildings throughout the country, accompanied by the European 
Union flag. The majority of Georgians, and their political lead-
ers, hope that these will soon be joined by the compass rose of 
the NATO ensign. But how likely is this?

The impetus of the Rose Revolution faded. Within five 
years, there was a war with Russia and the loss of a fifth 
of Georgian territory, after Russia recognized the declara-
tions of independence by Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

Soon after the five-day conflict in August 2008, prom-
ises made at a NATO summit in Bucharest earlier that 
year in April took on a significant resonance. In 2008, 
86 per cent of Georgians supported NATO membership, 

although within two years that dropped to 59 per cent, where it 
has stayed more or less constant.1

For its part, Georgia has always made its intentions clear and 
has made significant contributions to the alliance, ever since 
its troops started serving as peacekeepers with NATO in 1999. 
With about 1500 soldiers, Georgia was the largest non-NATO 
troop contributor per capita to the International Security Assis-

1 Foreign Affairs (2010) Russia on their mind. Available at: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/
russia-fsu/2010-07-01/letter-tbilisi-georgia-between-two-powers, (Accessed: 01 August 2015).
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tance Force (ISAF), which completed its mission in Afghanistan 
in December 2014. Devotion to the cause did not come cheap, 
though. Since 2010, 30 Georgian servicemen have died, all in the 
Helmand campaign, and 435 have been wounded, including 35 
amputees.2

Expecting a ‘quid pro quo’, Georgia’s role in NATO’s the-
ater of operations has meant that its leaders continue to use 
the language of optimism, if only to persuade a public that 
is questioning the price of a membership that is tantaliz-
ingly out of reach. 

Addressing the Chatham House think tank in London, for-
mer Foreign Minister Maia Panjikidze emphasized Geor-
gia’s strong partnership with NATO since the early 1990s, 
and reiterated the benefits of the Partnership for Peace, the 
alliance’s program with non-member states.

“It was never a secret that Georgia goes this way. This was our 
natural choice, supported by the population and something which 
is historically and culturally very natural for Georgia. Georgia 
needs European and Euro-Atlantic integration for its own plan 
and not against a third party. This is important. It is only for us 
and for our development,” she said.3

However, there is doubt among western experts about how re-
alistic Tbilisi’s aims are. Neil MacFarlane is Professor of Inter-
national Relations at Oxford University and associate fellow of 
the Eurasia program at Chatham House. He says that NATO has 
always had difficulty in defining its relationship with the mem-
bers of the former Soviet space, and that with the exception of 
the Baltic republics, it has always been ambiguous whether this 
implied eventual membership.

“Minister Panjikidze is pursuing a will-o’-the-wisp. There has 
never been, and there is no, consensus within the alliance on 
membership for Georgia, or for that matter Ukraine. It is hard 
to say who is being disingenuous here. Is it NATO, or is it the 
Georgian government?”

2 Civil.ge (2014) Georgian troops end mission in Helmand. July 17, Available at: http://civil.ge/eng/
article.php?id=27498, (Accessed: 03 August 2015).
3 Speech to Chatham House, 11 June 2014. Available at:  http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/
chathamhouse/field/field_document/20140611GeorgiaFM.pdf, (Accessed: 30 July 2015).
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The independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia means that a 
NATO enlargement that includes  Georgia would be risky for the 
alliance.

“It is fairly clear that there is little appetite for taking risks 
beyond NATO’s eastern fringe. There is concern that the 
offer of membership would produce the very threat it is 
supposed to deter,” Professor MacFarlane said.

NATO membership would tie Georgia symbolically to 
the West, but more practically, it would afford Georgia 
protection under the alliance’s Article 5 mutual defense 
pact. But there are question marks over precisely what 
level of protection it would provide.

Professor MacFarlane said: “NATO would gain very little from 
Georgian membership. Georgia is already contributing at the 
extreme of their capacities in Afghanistan and in peace keep-
ing without any promise of MAP or membership. Membership 
would extend the Article 5 quasi-guarantee to a location which 
was not central to alliance concerns, and where Russia would en-
joy substantial and durable theatre superiority. If I am not mistak-
en, one of the criteria for new members is that they will produce 
security for the alliance, rather than consuming it. In expanding 
to Georgia, NATO would get new liabilities and risks, without 
new capacity.”

In July 2015, NATO Deputy Secretary General Alexander Ver-
shbow held talks with the Chairman of the Georgian Parliament, 
David Usupashvili about their relationship. Along with its con-
tribution to NATO’s Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan, 
Tbilisi also committed financial support to help the Afghan Na-
tional Security Forces. In a statement, NATO said that in addition 
to Georgia’s contributions to Euro-Atlantic peace and stability, 
key areas of cooperation under the Annual National Programme 
include political, military and security-sector reforms. “NATO 
agrees to support Georgia in these reforms by providing focused 
and comprehensive advice and activities in several frameworks 
(both civilian and military) towards its reform goals.”4

4 NATO website, NATO welcomes Georgia’s reform. Available at: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
news_121864.htm? (Accessed: 08 August 2015).
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Bucharest Summit Pledge

But what of that pledge at the Bucharest Summit? Director of the 
RUSI think tank in London, Michael Clarke, says the agreement 
made in the Romanian capital by the Allied Heads of State and 
Government was misinterpreted by all sides, and that the conse-
quences are still being played out. 

“There is a good case for saying that the war in Georgia 
was partly provoked by a misunderstanding on the part of 
the Georgian and Russian governments that Georgia was 
going to move into the NATO orbit in some decisive way,” 
Professor Clarke said.

“Georgia’s NATO aspirations were always somewhat mis-
placed, and NATO was very reckless in implying to Geor-
gia and Ukraine in 2006 that NATO membership was a 
distinct possibility at some point. That was diplomatically 
foolish because they were a long way away from eligibil-
ity, quite apart from their proximity to Russia and the sen-
sitivity of their relationship with Moscow. So it was foolish for 
NATO to promise that and it was foolish for Georgia to believe 
it. That was the way it was until the Ukrainian crisis which has 
forced NATO not to talk directly about Georgian membership 
but to make good as least some of the stronger relationships that 
NATO should be seen to have. Georgia is a beneficiary of the 
Ukrainian crisis.” 

It was ahead of the NATO summit in the Welsh city of New-
port in 2014 when Georgia’s Deputy Foreign Minister Davit Zal-
kaliani spoke about Tbilisi’s continued objective of securing a 
membership action plan for the alliance, describing the move, 
along with possible EU membership, as part of a priority to join 
“the family of European nations”. “This trajectory is undertaken 
with support of all major political parties in the country. Georgia 
is in a new chapter of relations – ‘irreversible Europeanization’,” 
he said.5

However, in a paper for the Tbilisi-based Centre for Social Sci-
ences, analyst Salome Minesashvili stated that a claim to Euro-

5 Speech to Chatham House, Georgian foreign policy in a new era. 18 March 2014. Available at: 
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/home/chatham/public_html/sites/default/files
/20140318GeorgianForeignPolicyZalkaliani.pdf, (Accessed: 04 August 15).
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pean identity is the driving force behind Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations and support among the Georgian people for NATO 
membership may not be so clear cut. “As the examination of 
opinion polls show, Georgian society’s aspirations for EU/NATO 
integration are consistent with the officially stated direction, but 
this support hardly stems from the cultural identity affiliation 
with the West. The concurrence of Georgian attitudes with some 
of the basic European values is quite low.” 6

NATO’s Mixed Messages

The message that is consistently coming from NATO is that its 
priorities are the Ukraine crisis and the threat of Russia. This 
theme is categorical, and Georgia’s role within the Alliance re-
mains decidedly ambiguous.

The Alliance’s Deputy Supreme Allied Commander for Europe, 
Adrian Bradshaw, told a London audience that NATO was going 
through a period of refocusing and adapting and that it would 
build NATO force integration units in each of the eastern states 
to send a strong signal of a NATO presence. 

The direction of this strong signal is of course Russia, whom he 
accuses of destabilizing the region. “Whilst the threat from Rus-
sia, together with the risk it brings of a miscalculation, resulting 
into a slide into strategic conflict, however unlikely we see that 
as being right now, represents an obvious existential threat to our 
whole being,” he said.7 This would suggest that the Ukraine cri-
sis and Russia’s role within it is the focus of NATO policy, with 
enlargement towards the east taking a back seat.

Senior Vice President at Beacon Global Strategies LLC, Julianne 
Smith, a former advisor to US Vice President, Joseph Biden, told 
Foreign Affairs magazine that it was questionable whether the al-
liance should continue to state that its door remains open to those 
that aspire to join. “Unfortunately, the hopeful rhetoric coming 
out of NATO and member states does not always match reality. 
The truth is that members remain deeply divided on the ques-
tions of enlargement, with some questioning whether additional 
6 Minesashvili, S. (2012) `Explaining Georgia’s Westward Aspiration`, paper for Centre for Social 
Sciences. Available at: http://css.ge/files/documents/Papers/Research_paper_Salome_Minesashvili_
(1).pdf, (Accessed: 03 August 2015).
7 Royal United Services Institute, Briefing at RUSI, 20 February 2015. Available at: https://www.rusi.
org/go.php?structureID=videos&ref=V54E7621089708#.VY1RPI1warR, (Accessed: 06 August 15).
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rounds of enlargement would unnecessarily escalate the already 
high tensions with Moscow.”8

Salome Minesashvili of the Tbilisi-based Centre for Social 
Sciences says Georgia’s embrace of Europe is based not so 
much on a feeling of belonging to Europe, but, instead, ‘on 
anticipated instrumental gains’. “This recalls the proposi-
tion that, historically, Georgia saw the West as more of a 
patron capable of providing either security protection or 
economic benefits.”9

Could Georgia Shift More Towards its Neighbors?

However, that security could be better served by pursuing al-
ternatives. But as Professor Neil MacFarlane says, the question 
would be: which alternatives? “Turning towards Turkey might 
be one. However, there are problems. The first is that Turkey is 
distracted by a number of much more serious security problems 
such as Syria and the Kurds. And it is not clear what the trajec-
tory of Turkish domestic politics is, making it difficult for their 
government to embark on new strategic initiatives. Turks know 
very well that attempting to secure Georgia against Russia would 
complicate their relationship with Russia. There are big stakes 
for Turkey in the bilateral relationship with Russia: energy, trade, 
investment, tourism, Black Sea security, among others.” 

There is no sense that Georgian enthusiasm towards the 
alliance is abating. In July, NATO troops concluded two 
weeks of military exercises in Georgia, where more than 
200 US Marines took part in a series of drills intended to 
help allies prepare for crisis-response missions. The exercise, 
Agile Spirit, was the first NATO exercise held at the Vaziani base 
outside Tbilisi. William Lahue, head of the NATO liaison office 
to Georgia, told the US military newspaper Stars and Stripes that: 
“It helps to keep them hopeful of their path toward NATO.”10

Georgia has two major instruments for eventual membership. 
One is the NATO-Georgia commission, which includes the po-

8 A defining moment for the alliance, Foreign Affairs, 03 August 2015. Available at: https://www.
foreignaffairs.com/sponsored/defining-moment-alliance, (Accessed: 08 August 15).
9 Minesashvili, Explaining Georgia’s Westward Aspiration.
10 Stars and Stripes, NATO exercise shows alliance commitment, 22 July 2015. Available at: http://
www.stripes.com/news/official-nato-exercise-in-georgia-shows-alliance-commitment-1.359162, (Ac-
cessed: 08 August 2015). 
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litical component; the other is the Partnership Action Plan, which 
provides the military component. However, the Georgian Minis-
try of Defence said in June that it wants confirmation of Mem-
bership Action Plan at the next NATO summit in Warsaw in July 
2016. The Director of Research at the Central Asia-Caucasus In-
stitute at Johns Hopkins University, Mamuka Tsereteli, says that 
obtaining a MAP should not be considered the Holy Grail.

“MAP has a symbolic meaning and that is what we need to get 
rid of. Let’s put more into the international process and push 
for NATO to say that Georgia no longer needs it. If NATO says 
Georgia can join without a MAP, then it removes all the technical 
obstacles. It is not worth expending political capital on the MAP 
when it doesn’t really guarantee the security of Georgia.” He said 
Moscow believes that NATO is not ready to accept Georgia in the 
alliance and by not giving Georgia a MAP, NATO will confirm 
Russian expectations. “Why spend political capital on MAP, why 
not spend it on eventual NATO membership? If they say that 
Georgia already has the instruments to join, that would be rec-
ognition of Georgia’s progress. Most members are still not ready 
for Georgia joining, but at the same time to make a step forward 
in the right direction would be helpful,” said Dr Tsereteli.

European and Russian Strategies Pose Barrier for Georgia

Another major factor in Georgia’s NATO aspirations is the un-
certainty of European strategies. The US has a clearer stance on 
enlargement, but some of the western European countries are 
less certain and want to avoid provoking Russia. In any case, 
NATO will have to balance its next move with Russia’s posi-
tion. Even if in reality Georgia’s membership of NATO could 
strengthen the security of Russia’s southern border and help sta-
bilize the North Caucasus, Russia remains vehemently opposed 
to any such move. Russia’s permanent representative to NATO, 
Alexander Grushko, said that any political game concerning 
NATO expansion into Georgia, as well as Ukraine, would be 
“catastrophic” and “filled with the most serious, most profound 
geopolitical consequences for all of Europe.”11 A key question 
ahead of the next NATO summit in 2016 is just how long both 

11 AFP, Nato eastward expansion would be ‘catastrophic’ says Russian official, 28 July 2015. Avail-
able at: http://news.yahoo.com/nato-eastward-expansion-catastrophic-russian-official-175750347.
html, (Accessed: 09 August 15). 



75 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

sides can maintain that alliance membership is possible.  Geor-
gia’s leaders must continue expressing hope for membership for 
domestic consumption, while NATO may not want to be seen to 
be reneging on a deal.

A third way could be for Georgia to review its role in the 
region and see it as part of a multi-polar world, as direc-
tor of RUSI, Michael Clarke, explains. “Europe is by no 
means a single entity. The difference between northern and 
southern Europe is becoming more pronounced and the 
Caucasus has got to be seen not as someone’s back yard 
but a region in and of itself.”

“Georgia should see itself as a Caucasus nation in which 
it needs a good relationship with a lot of its neighbors.  
It needs a lot more internal reform, like Ukraine, which 
NATO can help with, and it ought to see its security within the 
Caucasus not as within the periphery of some sort of mythical 
European unity which is beginning to fade away,” he said. 

Extending from the airport of Tbilisi is George W. Bush Avenue, 
named in 2005 after the former American president who visited 
that year. It could equally be seen as a symbol of Georgia’s road 
to the institutions of the west. That has not happened yet, and the 
next year could see the most testing times for Georgia and NATO 
since Tbilisi started its co-operation with the alliance in 1992.

Conclusion

Georgia has a fine balancing act to master. Post-2003, in the flush 
of the revolution which swept away the old guard, it set out its 
stall as a country that wanted to move away from the post-Soviet 
sphere of influence and into a new era of democracy and modern-
ization. As part of that shift, Georgia sees its place within the Eu-
ropean Union and NATO, even if critics highlight shortcomings 
in those institutions. This is because Tbilisi has made a promise 
to its people regarding NATO membership that it is determined 
to keep, regardless of the actual prospects of membership. Turn-
ing its back on that pledge would be politically toxic for Tbilisi.
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As the Georgian electorate demands why alliance mem-
bership is still such a long way off, there is the problem of 
how it will deal with its immediate strategic threats. The 
conflict in the east of Ukraine has taken all of NATO’s 
attention and will be the focus of next year’s summit in 
Warsaw, meaning that Georgian membership could be 
bumped further down the agenda. But there will need to 
be a commitment of some kind from the alliance, which 
has happily accepted Georgia’s troop contribution to its 
operations. The Membership Action Plan, which is the 
first step to joining, seems a long way off, meaning that 
Georgia will have to take something positive away from 
that summit to present to its people. But whatever Tbilisi 
does get from that meeting will be part of a long-term 
plan. In the short-term, however, the country may have to 

focus more on regional allies, and see itself as part of a Caucasian 
entity rather than one that is tied to Europe and the United States. 
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The Challenge of the 
Meskhetian Turks

The article deals with the Meskhetian Turks (Ahiska Turks), who in 1944 were de-
ported by Stalin from the Meskheti region of Georgia to Central Asia. They have nev-
er been able to return to their ancestral land, the Meskheti area of the present-day 
Samtskhe-Javakheti region in Georgia. The paper analyzes Tbilisi’s ambivalent policy 
towards Meskhetian Turks and how that relates to Georgia’s European aspirations. 
The author argues that Tbilisi’s commitment to the repatriation of the Meskhetian 
Turks is disingenuous, and that the government has used this issue to further its 
European quest. Georgia’s resistance to the Meskhetian Turks’ resettlement stems 
from a number of factors, including: its Georgian-focused nation-building project, 
which is not welcoming towards ethnic minorities; concerns about the reaction of 
the majority-Armenian population in Samtskhe-Javakheti; its energy security consid-
erations related to Javakheti’s location on the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline route; 
and its territorial integrity fears, especially in the light of its de facto loss of Abkha-
zia and South Ossetia. The paper also examines the factors behind the survival of 
Meskhetian Turks as a distinct ethnic group despite their geographic dispersal across 
Eurasia and the wider world. 
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Discrimination against the Meskhetian Turks as an Obstacle for 
Georgia’s European Path 

Whatever the result of the parliamentary elections in 
Georgia in 2016, Georgian foreign and domestic 

policy in recent years has focused on greater political 
and economic integration into the European Union, and 
gaining NATO membership. This process began in the 
last years of Eduard Shevardnadze’s presidency in the 
late 1990s, as relations with Moscow deteriorated, and 
intensified under Mikheil Saakashvili following the 2003 
Rose Revolution. The political milestones in the Geor-
gian quest for European and wider Western integration 
have been its admission to the Council of Europe (CoE) 

in 1999, the approval of the Individual Partnership Action Plan 
of Georgia by the North Atlantic Council of NATO in 2004, the 
Georgia-European Union Action Plan approved in 2006 and the 
Association Agreement, which the European Parliament ratified 
in December 2014. The political discourse has been accompa-
nied by official emphasis on Georgia as a part of Europe, mani-
fested by the common Christian heritage, and allegedly common 
cultural and ethical values. This European identity, says official 
Tbilisi, was interrupted by almost 200 years of Russian/Soviet 
rule.1 

But the reality is that Georgia faces enormous challenges at pres-
ent. Its de facto loss of Abkhazia and South Ossetia have resulted 
in large numbers of displaced Georgians; economic situation is 
dire, corruption is endemic, official unemployment (not to men-
tion its much larger actual unemployment) is substantial, labor 
migration and brain drain continue on a massive scale, and the 
country is involved in pan-European criminal networks.2 An-
other potential obstacle is the condition in the Council of Eu-
rope membership agreement that specifically requires Georgia to 
ensure resettlement of the people widely known as Meskhetian 
Turks (alternatively Ahiska Turks) in their historic homeland in 
western Georgia, in the Meskheti part of present-day Samstkhe-

1 Badridze, G. (2012) Presentation by Giorgi Badridze, Georgia’s Ambassador to the UK and Ireland. 
The round-table ‘Georgia’s Parliamentary Elections of 2012.’ Centre for Russian, European and Eur-
asian Studies, The University of Birmingham, 29 November, Birmingham, UK. 
2 Shelley, L., Scott, E.R. and A.Latta  (eds.) (2007) Organised Crime and Corruption in Georgia, 
London:  Routledge, pp.1,7. 
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Javakheti region, situated between Adjara and Javakheti.3  

Alhough there is controversy around the ethnic origins of the 
Meskhetian Turks,4 there is no doubt that up to 150,000 of them 
were deported in 1944 by Stalin and Beria to Central Asia from 
their homeland in Georgia, probably because they were 
seen as a potentially threatening Turkish ‘fifth column’. 
Prior to deportation, between 1928 and 1937, Meskhetian 
Turks were subjected to forcible ‘Georgianization’, involv-
ing the official change of their nationality and surnames. 
After their deportation they were subjected to a discrimi-
natory settlement regime, which denied them basic citi-
zenship rights until 1956. Even when under Khrushchev, 
other deported Caucasian peoples such as the Chechens, 
Ingush, Balkars and Karachay were repatriated, the Meskhetian 
Turks were prohibited from returning to their homeland because 
of the objections of the Georgian authorities.5 Despite this, in the 
1960s some of the deportees tried to resettle in Georgia but were 
once again pushed out by Tbilisi, forcing them to disperse across 
the Russian North Caucasus and Azerbaijan. In 1989, a pogrom 
against Meskhetian Turks by an Uzbek mob in the Fergana re-
gion resulted in the deaths of 52 Meshketians.6 In the aftermath 
of the pogrom, the Gorbachev government resettled tens of thou-
sands of Meshketian Turks who had been forced to flee Uzbeki-
stan in Azerbaijan, as well as Krasnodar, Stavropol, Belgorod, 
Voronezh, Smolensk, Volgograd, and other regions of Russia. In 

3 Sumbadze, N.(2007) ‘Back Home Again: the Repatriation and Integration of Meskhetian Muslims 
in Georgia,’ in  Trier, T. and A. Khanzhin (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: Integration, 
Repatriation or Resettlement. London: Transactions Publishers, p.288. 
4  The ethnic identity of Meskhetian Turks, who speak an Eastern Anatolian dialect of Turkish lan-
guage, is ambiguous. Until the Meskheti region became part of Soviet Georgia in 1921 they seem to 
have had little ethnic consciousness and were in fact made up of Turks and Turkic speaking Karapa-
pakhs (also known as Terekeme).  At different times and according to particular orientations they have 
been known amongst others, as Turks, Tatars and Azeri, sometimes called Muslim Georgians, Muslim 
Meskhetians, while the large majority of them call themselves Ahiska or Meskhetian Turks, or simply 
Turks. The regular use of the term ‘Meskhetian Turks’ in relation to the Turkic speaking population be-
gan after its deportation in 1944 by Stalin to Central Asia. Following their deportation and especially 
after the pogrom in 1989 in the Fergana region of Uzbekistan Meshketian Turks are now scattered 
throughout Eurasia and, since 2004, the United States. Aydingun, A. (2011) ‘Creating, Recreating and 
Rerecreating Ethnic Identity: Ahiska/Meskhetian Turks in Soviet and post-Soviet Contexts,’ Central 
Asian Survey, vol.21 (2), p.187: Overland, I. (2007) ‘International Organisations, Regional Politics 
and the Meskkhetian Turks’, in Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin  (eds,) The Meskhetian Turks at a Cross-
roads: Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement.  London: Transactions Publishers, p.533. 
5 Akkieva, S. (2010) ‘K Voprosu o Poyavlenii Turok-Meskhetintsev v KBR i Nekotorykh Problemakh 
ikh Etnicheskogo Razvitiya,’ Sbornik Nauchnykh Statei Instituta Sotsial’nykh Issledovanii, Nazran: 
IGU, 2010, pp.167-9;  Cornell 2001: 182).
6 Chikadze, E. (2007) Uzbekistan, in Trier, T.,  and A.Khanzhin (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a 
Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers,  p.119. 
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1989-90, Azerbaijan alone accepted several tens of thousands 
of Meskhetian refugees.7 Gorbachev’s commitment to return the 
Meskhetian Turks to Georgia was nullified by the break-up of 

the Soviet Union two years later, since Tbilisi once again 
refused to accept them. As a result, Meshketian Turks 
found themselves scattered across several of the former 
Soviet Union republics – Russia, Uzbekistan, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine and Azerbaijan. Some made 
it to Turkey, where they were allowed to stay and infor-
mally welcomed by the Turkish state, though many still 
do not have citizenship, and there remain obstacles to 

their full integration into Turkish society. In Azerbaijan too, the 
Meshketian Turks have been welcomed and have integrated well. 
This stands in stark contrast to their treatment in parts of the Rus-
sian Federation, especially Krasnodar krai, where the authorities 
have denied them citizenship and access to basics services such 
as medical care, education and pensions. They have often suf-
fered ill-treatment, both at the hands of the police and their Rus-
sian neighbors. Because of this discrimination, between 10,000 
and 20,000 Meshketian Turks were granted political asylum in 
the United States in January 2004. Only a few dozen families – 
less than 600 people altogether – have succeeded in permanently 
returning to Georgia, and only a tiny minority has been able to 
return to Samtskhe-Javakheti.8 

It was only when Georgia joined the CoE in 1999 that it 
agreed to resolve the issue of the deported Meskhetian 
Turks, under pressure from its European partners. Accord-
ing to the 1999 Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 
(PCA) between EU and Georgia, their future relationship 
is conditional on Georgia’s respect for democratic princi-
ples, the rule of law and human rights, including respect 

for the rights of minorities.9 However, it took eight years - un-
til 2007 - for Georgia’s Parliament to pass a repatriation decree 

7 Kavkaz-Uzel (2008) Russia Urges the OSCE to Put Pressure on Georgia to Solve the Mesketian 
Turks’ Problem, 8 October. Available at: www.kavkaz-uzel.ru/articles/142649/. (Accessed 5 August 
2015). 
8 Overland, I. (2007) ‘International Organisations, Regional Politics and the Meskkhetian Turks,’ in  
Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or 
Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers, p.533. 
9 Tarkhan-Mouravi, G. (2007) ‘Legal and Political Aspects of the Issue of Muslim Meskhetians 
(Meskhetian Turks),’ in  Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin  (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: 
Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers,  p. 493. 
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and even then the legislation produced no change in the actual 
situation of the Meskhetian Turks. The decree contains a very 
vague definition of ‘repatriates’ without specifying their rights 
and the state’s obligations towards them. In summer 2011, under 
renewed European pressure, Georgia began the formal process 
of issuing repatriate status to Meskhetian Turks. However, the 
process has been hampered by legal, economic and psychologi-
cal barriers. It has been extremely difficult for aspirants to buy 
or build houses, or to find jobs in Georgia without first obtain-
ing Georgian citizenship, or at least registration. The process can 
take several years, while applicants are required to stay in Geor-
gia without proper legal status, employment and basic means for 
living. It seems clear that Georgia is dragging its feet in the hope 
that the problem will simply disappear with the passing of time. 
It deals with the issue on a purely tactical basis, in proportion to 
the need to present the appearance of its commitment to ‘Euro-
pean values’ - in other words the perception that, contrary to Rus-
sia’s alleged imperialism and intolerance, it genuinely aspires to 
be a fully democratic, pluralistic and liberal society. 

Why Has Georgia Been so Implacable in Its Resistance to the 
Resettlement of the Meskhetian Turks? 

There are number of reasons for Georgia’s resistance on 
this front. First of all, the issue should be considered from 
the point of view of the possibility of ethnic conflict. A 
crucial fault line has been the threat of local disturbance, 
given that the land once inhabited by the Meskhetian 
Turks has been taken over by Armenians and Georgians, 
who are now opposed to the resettlement initiative. It is 
worth noting that many Armenians, currently the majority 
population in Samtskhe-Javakheti, are particularly against 
of resettlement of Meskhetian Turks and sharing the region with 
them. They also perceive the Meskhetian Turks as an existential 
threat, based on their association with the Turks who they claim 
committed the so-called ‘Armenian genocide’ of 1915.10 

Another factor is the energy security issue relating to the Ba-
ku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, which was opened in 2005, and 

10 Tarkhan-Mouravi, G. (2007) ‘Legal and Political Aspects of the Issue of Muslim Meskhetians 
(Meskhetian Turks),’ in Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin  (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: Inte-
gration, Repatriation or Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers, p.524.
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runs through the Javakheti region on its way to the south-east 
Mediterranean coast of Turkey and then exports oil on to Italy 
and other Western European countries. The pipeline, managed 
and owned by BP (former British Petroleum), ten other major 
Western oil companies and SOCAR (Azerbaijan), is regarded by 
official Tbilisi and Baku as an important counter-balance to tra-
ditional Russian domination in the region. Therefore the govern-
ment in Tbilisi has had no desire to allow a resettlement project 
that could destabilize this strategic area. 

Yet another factor is official Tbilisi’s nervousness about the po-
tential creation of a compact settlement of Turkic people on its 
border with Turkey, which historically dominated this region.11 
But in addition to these issues, there are much more deeply root-
ed historical and political reasons why successive governments 
in Georgia have failed to take measures to resolve the resettle-
ment problem. 

Georgians inhabit a country located in a geopolitically strategic 
region where, for centuries, the interests of three major powers 
have collided. In spite of its lengthy statehood tradition of Geor-
gia (from the 13th century onwards), it was unable to maintain its 
political independence, falling under the rule of its larger, more 
powerful geographical neighbors – Ottoman Turkey, Safavid 
state and then the Russian/Soviet empires. Georgia’s non-violent 
acceptance of Russian annexation in 1813 was determined by 
their common Orthodox Christianity, but above all driven by the 
fear of its Muslim neighbors, especially Turkey. This fear of the 
Islamic and Turkish ‘other’ was an important factor in the forma-
tion of the Georgian nation, centered on the Georgian language 
(Kartuli) and Orthodox Christianity, adopted in 331 A.D. 

Thus, Georgia became a Kartuli-centred mini-empire exercising 
various degrees of discrimination towards the population in other 
parts of the country. The legacy of this history today is evident 
in post-Soviet Georgian nationalism, not to say chauvinism, with 
its still-prevalent reliance on the primordialist doctrine that the 
ethnic Georgian nation forms the basis of the Georgian state. The 
implied corollary of this, of course, is that all other ethnic groups 

11 In 1853-54, 1917, 1914-18 and 1939-45 the status of the Meskhetian region was claimed by both 
the Turkish and Russian sides. Aydingun, A. (2011) ‘Creating, Recreating and Rerecreating Ethnic 
Identity: Ahiska/Meskhetian Turks in Soviet and post-Soviet Contexts,’ Central Asian Survey, vol.21 
(2), p.187.  
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are immigrants – in effect ‘guests’ who may or may not 
take advantage of ‘Georgian’ hospitality. Soviet nationali-
ties policy, according to which the titular majority expect-
ed the state to promote the titular nation, only reinforced 
this approach, and gave it its modern form. In this context, 
the Meskhetian Turks, like other non-Georgian minorities, 
could easily be seen as representing a fifth column, ‘un-
grateful guests’ who have become an enemy within. The 
alternative is to absorb them into a wider Georgian iden-
tity, which official Tbilisi does when it presents Meskhe-
tian Turks as Islamized ethnic Georgians (by calling them 
either Sunni Georgians or simply Meskhetians).12 

The ideological interpretation of Georgian history is linked to a 
crucial political fact, which is that in spite of Georgian pride in 
its long tradition of statehood it has historically been a weak and 
vulnerable state, and never more so than today. Its current situ-
ation is evidently the result of the near-collapse of its economy, 
two civil wars, military defeat, territorial fragmentation and the 
ensuing displacement of a quarter of a million Georgians from 
the breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. The in-
tense nationalism - based on the view of history outlined above - 
that provided the momentum in the early years of post-Soviet in-
dependence has become increasingly threatened and embattled, 
as the frailty of the Georgian state has become correspondingly 
more evident. State weakness has manifested itself in the govern-
ment’s inability to create or implement policy or to impose its 
will in a variety of ways. This includes managing Georgia’s com-
plex ethnic diversity politics. Georgia’s Constitution, adopted in 
1995, guarantees the equality of its citizens regardless of 
race, skin colour, language, gender, religion, political and 
other beliefs, national, ethnic or social origin, property, 
title or place of residence. 

Georgia is also a signatory of the United Nations Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights as well as a 
member of the Council of Europe, both of which oblige 
the state to protect the rights of minorities. Nevertheless, 
successive Georgian governments have been reactive rath-
er than proactive in pursuing a coherent policy on minor-
12 Kavkaz-Uzel (2013) A Demonstration against the Use of the Term “Meskhetian Turks” Took Place 
in Georgia,’ 16 June. Available at: www.kavkaz-uzel.ru/articles/225759/ (Accessed: 5 August 2015). 
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ity rights consonant with international obligations and Georgia’s 
push for incorporation into Europe. This has been primarily due 
to state reluctance to confront Georgian society’s nationalism and 
the pervasive suspicion of and intolerance towards the country’s 
minorities, reflected in much of the media coverage of ethnic and 
minority issues and politicians’ encouragement of popular ethnic 
myths and stereotypes. In this political and ideological climate, 
there has been little motivation to go beyond rhetorical assertions 
of equality designed to placate international partners, rather than 
real legislative and political action.13 

The fourth reason is the Meshketian Turk diaspora. Against the 
general backdrop of weak minority representation in Georgian 
politics, the situation of the Meshketian Turks has, unfortunately 
for them, not been significantly improved through their own ef-
forts. There is a paradox here in that what has undoubtedly been 
their strength as a people has also been a weakness at the po-
litical level. As a result of the numerous and varied migratory 
experiences they have been subjected to, Meshketian Turks no 
longer constitute a homogeneous community, divided as they are 
geographically and by such factors as generation, social position, 
the urban/rural divide, education and gender. Nevertheless, their 
history of discrimination and persecution since their original de-
portation has engendered a range of survival skills. This set of 
skills continues to exercise a very strong binding force among 
their communities, however scattered. These include the preser-
vation of their language and religion, their continuing devotion 
to their customs and traditions, and perhaps most importantly, 
the centrality in their culture of close-knit family ties and kinship 
networks. 

Associated with this extraordinary continuity and solidity of their 
sense of identity is the ongoing determination of most Meshke-
tian Turks - contrary to official Georgian assertions - to reclaim 
their original homeland. Recent research on a wide range of 
Meshketian Turk communities in diaspora reveals that the ma-
jority regard their current homes as merely temporary, however 
well-established they might be. But there is a political down-
side to the close-knit nature of Meshketian Turk communities, 
their characteristic focus on the private life of family and kin, 
13 Broers, L.(2008) ‘Filling the Void: Ethnic Politics and Nationalities Policy in Post-Conflict Geor-
gia,’ Nationalities Papers, vol.36 (2), p. 281. 



85 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

and with their tendency towards social isolation. These 
very strengths have served to weaken their capacity to 
create an effective public, organizational profile in their 
quest for repatriation. Given this emphasis on family and 
kinship relationships, and without a territorial base and a 
well-funded Western-based diaspora to pursue their cause, 
the various Meshketian Turk organizations - including the 
major one, The Vatan (‘Homeland’) International Society 
of Meskhetian Turks - are generally weak, lacking strategi-
cally minded elites, mass membership, substantial funding 
and sustained campaigning activity.14  Following the death 
in 2003 of its charismatic leader Yusuf Sarvarov, Vatan has been 
in disarray and given up most of its gains in negotiations with 
official Tbilisi.  

Conclusion

What, then, are the prospects for the repatriation of the Meshke-
tian Turks and, in tandem, for Georgia’s European aspirations? 
Given Tbilisi’s intransigence and the absence of effective Mesh-
ketian Turk activism, the most likely way forward will come 
from international pressure, most importantly the institutions 
associated with the Council of Europe. When it acceded to the 
CoE in 1999, Georgia committed to adopt a legal framework 
for repatriation and integration of Meshketian Turks within two 
years (i.e. by April 2001); to begin the actual process within three 
years; and to complete it by 2011. 

The lack of substantial progress in Georgia’s fulfillment of its 
commitments has not been due to the absence of official attention 
within the CoE. In particular, the European Commission against 
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) has published a number of re-
ports in recent years on the issue of Meshketian Turks in both 
Georgia and the Russian Federation. Though its fourth monitor-
ing cycle report on Georgia, published in 2010, notes that the 
Georgian Parliament passed the relevant law on repatriation in 
July 2007, it points to the ‘technical difficulties’ that obstruct the 
process of applying for return and citizenship, as well as the con-
tinuing hostility of “some segments of the Georgian population, 

14 Overland, I. (2007) ‘International Organisations, Regional Politics and the Meskkhetian Turks,’ in  
Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks at a Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or 
Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers, p.533. 
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especially among some members of the Armenian population liv-
ing in the region from which the deported persons originated.”15  

Though cautiously diplomatic in its language, the ECRI follow-
up report, adopted in June 2013, makes it clear that the need for 
a ‘comprehensive strategy’ in favor of repatriation and reinte-
gration has not been implemented, since “the authorities have 
not taken all necessary measures to solve the different problems 
raised during the repatriation process.”16  Of course, even if the 
Georgian authorities were to invest considerably more energy in 
their efforts to influence public opinion and generate more toler-
ant and enlightened attitudes to ethnic diversity, there is no guar-
antee that this would have significant impact, at least in the short 
to medium term. 

Even with continuing pressure from such international bodies, 
larger strategic political considerations may still prevail in Geor-
gia’s favor. Though Georgia’s relations with Russia under Presi-
dent Margvelashvili have somewhat improved in comparison to 
the Saakashvili period – perhaps under the influence of the influ-
ential billionaire, Bidzina Ivanishvili – the political momentum 
has continued in favor of EU and NATO membership. If Wash-
ington and Brussels remain set on their policies of NATO expan-
sion and encirclement of Russia, it may well be that the decision 
is taken to bring Georgia into the Western fold, regardless of any 
reservations among international bodies about Tbilisi’s commit-
ment to minority rights in general, or the Meshketian Turks in 
particular. Georgia, in that case, could continue to impede re-
turn and reintegration through its bureaucratic procedures, while 
maintaining the rhetoric of its commitment to Meshketian Turk 
repatriation. 

On the other side of the coin, it may be that despite the large num-
ber of Meshketian Turks who articulate their desire for repatria-
tion, the actual number of people who would actually choose to 
do so is quite small, especially given the bureaucratic difficulties 
and the public hostility. Apart from other possible factors, such as 
education and employment, there is a major generational factor 
here. The people who remember the deportation and its immedi-
15 Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin, ‘Introduction,’ in Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin  (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks 
at a Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers, p.25. 
16 Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin, ‘Introduction,’ in Trier, T. and A.Khanzhin  (eds.) The Meskhetian Turks 
at a Crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or Resettlement, London: Transactions Publishers, p.6.
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ate aftermath are now elderly, and younger people, even if they 
are emotionally committed to the idea of return to the homeland, 
may take a more pragmatic view of the associated costs and ben-
efits. Whatever are Georgia’s actions, or lack thereof, the dream 
of Meshketian Turk repatriation may remain unrealized for the 
vast majority, at least in the near future. However, if Georgia 
persists with its European quest it needs to take practical rather 
than symbolic steps towards the repatriation of Meskhetian Turks 
to Georgia. These steps should involve concerted efforts towards 
the development of a culture of tolerance towards them, as well 
as to other ethnic non-Georgians. In the long run, this will benefit 
Georgia’s social and cultural cohesion and advance its European 
aspirations.  
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Importance of NATO’s 
Engagement in Critical Energy 
Infrastructure Protection in the 
South Caucasus

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, independent Azerbai-
jan and Georgia launched their new national energy policies. This enabled them to 
bring Western investment and technologies into their energy sectors, which led to 
the construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan, Baku-Supsa and Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum 
pipelines. These pipelines empowered Azerbaijan and Georgia as politically and eco-
nomically independent actors in regard to the transportation and supply of Caspian’s 
energy resources to the West. With Turkey’s involvement, the cooperation acquired 
a larger scope and led to the implementation of the Southern Gas Corridor. However, 
the regional and national level security threats in the Southern Caucasus including 
Armenia’s occupation of Azerbaijani territories, the post-2008 Russia-Georgia War 
situation and its implications, ongoing skirmishes in/around Nagorno-Karabakh, and 
bomb attacks on pipelines in Turkey brought the security of critical energy infra-
structure onto the agenda of regional states, Europe, and even NATO. The national 
and political security environment in Azerbaijan and Georgia, as well as in Turkey, has 
therefore become important for European energy security. This requires NATO’s in-
volvement in the protection of energy infrastructures in the South Caucasus region. 
This article examines, therefore, the possible modes of cooperation between NATO, 
Azerbaijan and Georgia on the protection of energy infrastructures in the light of 
the security threats in the South Caucasus. The paper elaborates and concludes with 
recommendations for deepening the cooperation between NATO, Azerbaijan, and 
Georgia on energy infrastructure protection.
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From Supply Security to Physical Security

The first oil pipeline in the South Caucasus running 
from the coast of Caspian Sea to Georgia’s Black Sea 

coast was the 883-km-long Baku-Batumi oil pipeline, 
built in 1897-1907.1 Since the mid-19th century, Azerbai-
jan has played a significant role in world oil production, 
especially during World War II, when Azerbaijani oil was 

among the main driving forces behind Soviet military power. 
However, prior to independence, Azerbaijan did not have sov-
ereign control over its energy resources. The situation changed 
with the collapse of the Soviet Union, when the post-USSR in-
dependence breathed new life into Azerbaijan’s energy policy. 
By pursuing an independent foreign policy, Azerbaijan managed 
to attract Western energy companies to invest in the country’s 
vast oil and gas fields, leading to the successful realization of 
the Baku-Supsa, Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) and Baku-Tbilisi-
Erzurum (BTE) pipelines. The country is currently in the pro-
cess of realization of the Southern Gas Corridor’s new branches 
(TANAP, TAP). At the same time, in the light of the Russia-pio-
neered ‘Turkish Stream’ project, Azerbaijan is not neglecting the 
alternative gas transport routes to Europe, one of which is the 
AGRI (Azerbaijan-Georgia-Romania Interconnector) project.

Once the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) is fully operational, most 
European countries would be able to gradually reduce their gas 
dependence on Russia. At this juncture, Azerbaijan and Georgia 
have become indispensable for Europe’s energy security. As a 
main owner and operator of the oil and gas fields, pipelines and 
terminals, it is necessary for Azerbaijan, as well as for Georgia 
and Turkey as transit states, to ensure the security of the energy 
infrastructures on their territories. Any type of attack on or se-
curity threat to the energy fields, terminals, pipelines, storages 
and other transportation facilities will undermine the oil and gas 
flow from Azerbaijan through Georgia and Turkey to Europe 
and global markets. This would damage not only the European 
supply security, but also the commercial interests of Azerbaijan, 
Georgia and Turkey. The vulnerability of energy infrastructures 
and fields to potential attacks will make those countries less at-
tractive to Western investors. 
1 Aslanbayli, B. (2014) ‘NATO’s Possible Role in the Protection of Critical Energy Infrastructure in 
Azerbaijan’, Caucasus International Journal, 4(3-4), p.134.
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Although the protection of infrastructures falls within the 
national security competences of the hosting and owning 
countries, the latest security threats show that the protec-
tion of critical energy infrastructures requires shared re-
sponsibility, collective endeavors and pooling of resourc-
es, working in collaboration with international organiza-
tions, as well as the private sector. These pipelines trans-
port the energy resources of one country to many others, 
and tackling these threats collectively would certainly be 
much more effective. A secure supply to Europe through 
this region, including Critical Energy Infrastructure Pro-
tection (CEIP) requires a secure geography, peaceful en-
vironment and physical security measures. Critical Energy 
Infrastructure Protection “intends to reduce the vulner-
ability of energy infrastructure (facilities and pipelines) 
against external threats, notably against the disruption of a 
supply chain by physical attacks (terrorism or other violent 
act).”2 The CEIP gained momentum following the PKK’s attack 
on the BTC pipeline in Turkey and the Russia-Georgia war in 
2008, when Azerbaijan’s oil shipments via BTC and Baku-Supsa 
oil pipelines were halted for several days. 

Past, Current and Potential Threats

The region’s protracted territorial conflicts constitute one of the 
main threats to energy infrastructure. There are ongoing conflicts 
in the Nagorno-Karabakh region of Azerbaijan, and the Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia regions of Georgia. Specifically, on July 10-
11 2015, the de facto ‘borders of South Ossetia’,3 a breakaway 
territory of Georgia, were expanded by the separatist forces into 
the Tsitelubani and Orchosani villages, with new fences, barbed 
wire and signage. The new ‘border posts’ were relocated 450 me-
ters from the Tbilisi-Gori central highway. The ‘borderization’ 
also left the 1.6 km section of the Baku-Supsa oil pipeline within 
the newly annexed area, out of Georgia’s control. According to 
David Gamtsemlidze,4 Tskhinvali could demand official negotia-
2 Stepper, P. and Szálkai, K. (2014) ‘NATO’s Energy Security Agenda and its Possible Applications in 
the South Caucasus’, Caucasus International Journal,  4(3-4), p.33.
3 LeVine, S. (2015) ‘Putin has started a new clash with the West, this time over the flow of oil through 
Georgia’, Quartz, 28 July, Available at: http://qz.com/464703/putin-has-started-a-new-clash-with-the-
west-this-time-over-the-flow-of-oil-through-georgia/(Accessed: 13 August 2015).
4 Гамцемлидзе, Д. (2015) ‘Почему Грузия разочаровывается в прозападном курсе’, Carnegie 
Moscow Centre, 23 July, Available at: http://carnegie.ru/2015/07/23/ru-60818/idtt (Accessed: 8 August 
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tions with the operator of the pipeline, BP, on transit fee payment 
for this small section. Surely, BP would not agree to this, as it 
would indicate the company’s recognition of the breakaway ter-
ritory as a legal entity. Therefore, BP has suggested abandoning 
that part of pipeline and replacing it with a new 1600 meter sec-
tion inside of Georgia. In fact, similar acts to expand the ‘borders 
of South Ossetia’ took place in 2010 by absorbing the two square 
kilometers of Akhalgori region, as well as two further incidents 
in 2013.5

The illegal enlargement of breakaway territories creates 
a ‘buffer zone’ between Georgian-controlled areas and 
de-facto ‘borders’ of breakaway territories. Thus, sepa-
ratist forces can easily take control of the East-West cen-
tral highway, close to where both BTC and Baku-Supsa 
pass.6 This can have appalling effects on the transporta-
tion routes and pipeline infrastructure. Actually, prior 

to the end of Russia-Georgia war in 2008, Russian military 
jets dropped bombs nearby the BTC and Baku-Supsa pipeline,7 
though the pipeline itself was not hit. However, Azerbaijan was 
still forced to temporarily suspend its oil delivery via these pipe-
lines, as well as its maritime oil exports from Georgia’s Black 
Sea ports of Poti, Batumi and Kulevi.8 The Russia-Georgia war 
also affected Georgia’s main electricity source, as the turbines 
and generators of Enguri Hydropower Plant are inside Abkhazia 
controlled areas, while the dam and reservoir remain in Georgia-
controlled territories. During the August War, Georgia’s trans-
portation infrastructure (bridges, electricity cables, railways and 
air transport facilities),9 military bases (in Vaziani, Marneuli, 
Bolnisi) and military infrastructures (in Zugdidi, Poti, Senaki), 

2015).
5 Witthoeft, A. (2015) ‘The Heavy-Handed Russian Move Nobody’s Talking About’, The Diplomat, 
6 August, Available at: http://thediplomat.com/2015/08/the-heavy-handed-russian-move-nobodys-
talking-about/ (Accessed: 8 August 2015).
6 Aze.az (2015), Stratfor: азербайджанские нефтепроводы находятся под контролем России, 
Available at: http://aze.az/id/122049 (Accessed: 1 August 2015).
7 LeVine, S. (2008) ‘Targeting the Pipeline’, Steve LeVine, August 14, Available at: http://
stevelevine.info/2008/08/targeting-the-pipeline-2/ (Accessed: 1 August 2015).
8 Daly, C.K.J. (2008) ‘Turkey and The Problems with the BTC’, The Jamestown Foundation, 
Eurasia Daily Monitor, August 13, Available at: http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5btt_
news%5d=33887&no_cache=1#.Vcx-u_ntmkq (Accessed: 28 July 2015).
9 Tsereteli, M. (2009) ‘The Impact of the Russia-Georgia War on the South Caucasus Transporta-
tion Corridor’, The Jamestown Foundation, Available at: http://www.jamestown.org/uploads/media/
Full_Mamuka_RussiaGeorgia.pdf (Accessed: 28 July 2015).
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Shavshvebi Radar Station, Black Sea port of Poti, Dedoplists-
karo airfield, etc. were destroyed by the military airstrikes.10 

Additionally, the PKK had already launched a terrorist attack on 
BTC pipeline on 5 August 2008, two days before the Russia-
Georgia war, suspending oil delivery. Following Turkey’s mas-
sive air strikes over PKK camps in Northern Iraq recently, the 
PKK began targeting energy infrastructures on Turkey’s territo-
ries once again, with bomb attacks on the Baku-Tbilisi Erzurum 
and Iran-Turkey gas pipelines, and the Kirkuk-Ceyhan oil pipe-
line. Bombing has been the PKK’s traditional method since the 
1990s. This ended the 2013 ceasefire agreement between Anka-
ra and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which had suspended the 
PKK’s terrorist activity - ongoing since 1984.11

There are threats beyond those mentioned above. One of 
the NATO partner countries - Armenia - occupies 20% 
of the Azerbaijan’s internationally recognized territories 
(Nagorno-Karabakh and adjacent districts). The situation 
along the contact line around Nagorno-Karabakh remains 
tense. The possible escalation of war in the region certain-
ly undermines the security of energy infrastructure. For in-
stance, during October 1-13 2012, Armenia held military 
exercises simulating possible attacks and strikes on Azerbaijan’s 
oil and gas infrastructures in case of war.12 

Where Does NATO Stand in Terms of Energy Security?

Uninterrupted energy supply is vital for NATO to ensure conti-
nuity and operational mobility of its military missions outside of 
Alliance borders. Growing importance of energy supply security 
and strong dependence of NATO’s European Member States on 
third party suppliers, as well as the security threats in the neighbor-
hood require the Alliance to set up a concrete policy framework 
for energy security in the region, including and security of energy 
infrastructures. NATO’s collective approach to energy security, 
10 Cornell, S. et al. (2008) ‘Russia’s War in Georgia: Causes and Implications for Georgia and the 
World’, Central Asia-Caucasus Institute, Silk Road Studies Program, August, Washington, Available 
at: http://www.silkroadstudies.org/resources/pdf/SilkRoadPapers/2008_08_PP_CornellPopjanevski-
Nillson_Russia-Georgia.pdf (Accessed: 28 July 2015).
11 Lenta.ru, (2015) ‘На газопроводе в Турции произошел взрыв’, Available at: http://lenta.ru/
news/2015/08/04/pipeline/ (Accessed: 1August 2015).
12 Kuchera, J. (2012) ‘Armenian Military Simulates Attack on Azerbaijan’s Oil’, Eurasia.net (The 
Bug Pit), 17 October, Available at: http://www.eurasianet.org/node/66061 (Accessed: 13 August 
2015).
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security of transportation facilities, and transit routes were high-
lighted in NATO’s Riga and Bucharest Summit Declarations,13 
as well as its Strategic Concepts (1999/2010), which serves as 
NATO’s acquis communautaire.14 Thus, Article 19 of the 2010 
Strategic Concepts document15 states that, ‘[NATO] will develop 
the capacity to contribute to energy security, including protec-
tion of critical energy infrastructure and transit areas and lines, 
cooperation with partners, and consultations among Allies on the 
basis of strategic assessments and contingency planning.’ Mean-
while, Article 15 notes that ‘increasing energy needs will shape 
the future security environment in areas of concern to NATO and 
[will] significantly affect NATO planning and operations’.

Those acquis apply to NATO Member States, but not to partners. 
While Turkey is a full member of NATO and Georgia is rapidly 
advancing its relations and cooperation with the Alliance, the 
current NATO-Azerbaijan relations16 are primarily based on the 
Partnership for Peace program and Individual Partnership Action 
Plans, including Azerbaijan’s troop and transit-route contribution 
to NATO’s ISAF mission in Afghanistan. Although Azerbaijan 
and Georgia are both major contributors to NATO’s military mis-
sions, their foreign policy trajectories significantly differ in re-
gard to both NATO and Russia. Azerbaijan’s skilful use of energy 
resources accord it a certain political immunity, enabling Baku to 
maintain a balance between its relations with NATO and Russia 
without NATO-membership aspirations, but also having a strong 
ally like Turkey in NATO. Among the South Caucasus states, 
Georgia is the most eager to gain NATO membership. However, 
Tbilisi’s hostile relations with Russia due to the frozen conflict 
in its breakaway territories have blocked Georgia’s chance for a 
Membership Action Plan. Georgia’s main motivation for gaining 
NATO membership is the protection afforded by Article 5 of the 

13 NATO’s ‘2006 Riga Summit Declaration’ and ‘2008 Bucharest Summit Declaration’, official web-
site of NATO, Available at: http://www.nato.int/docu/pr/2006/p06-150e.htm; http://www.nato.int/cps/
en/natolive/official_texts_8443.htm; (Accessed: 10 August 2015).
14 This terms is usually used for the combination of the EU’s treaties, legislation, legal acts, and court 
decisions, which together constitute the body of EU legislation. Whereas, the term is applied here to 
describe the NATO legislation.
15 ‘Strategic Concept for the Defense and Security of the Members of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization’, Adopted by Heads of State and Government at the NATO Summit in Lisbon, Novem-
ber 2010, official website of NATO, Available at: http://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/
pdf_publications/20120214_strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
16 Ibrahim, K. (2014) ‘The Azerbaijan-NATO partnership at 20’, Caucasus International Journal, 
4(3-4), p.86.
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NATO Charter,17 which promises a security guarantee by other 
NATO members to an Allied state in the event of being militarily 
attacked.

This security guarantee only covers the Allied states, and 
not their partners. Bakhtiyar Aslanbayli writes that a new 
‘Article 4.5’ format is required for protection of critical 
energy infrastructure.18 This could be realized through In-
dividual Partnership Action Plans between Azerbaijan and 
NATO, by merging Article 4 and 5. The ‘Article 4.5’ for-
mat could also involve Georgia. Article 4 of NATO Char-
ter19 requires a consultation in the event that the territorial 
integrity, political independence or security of any Allied 
state[s] is threatened, in order to collectively discuss the 
situation facing the concerned states, and formulate the strategy 
for a certain level of Alliance engagement. Even in 2006, during 
the Riga Summit, US Senator Richard Lugar said that, “Energy 
security should be a commitment under the Article 5, mutual de-
fense clause of the North Atlantic Treaty. This does not mean 
NATO’s military response, but the Alliance’s commitment to 
prepare itself for and respond to attempts to use the energy weap-
on against its fellow members.”20 However, Senator Lugar’s pro-
posal is also NATO-centric, excluding partner countries. By con-
trast, under the ‘Article 4.5’ format NATO could commit to pro-
viding security guarantees to Azerbaijan and Georgia in the event 
of security threats against their energy infrastructures, which 
both directly and indirectly concern its member states as well. 
For instance, NATO’s Liaison Officer to South Caucasus, Wil-
liam Lahue stated that “NATO could get involved in protecting a 
potential Trans-Caspian gas pipeline, [however] only by pulling 
partners looking for protection of critical energy infrastructure; 
and facilitating trainings, education for the national organiza-
tions working in this sphere for protection of infrastructure.”21 
However, this does not constitute a real security guarantee, but 
rather complementary engagement by NATO. 
17 ‘The North Atlantic Treaty’, official website of NATO, 4 December 2008, Available at: http://www.
nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_17120.htm (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
18 Aslanbayli, NATO’s Possible Role, p.142.
19 ‘The North Atlantic Treaty’, official website of NATO.
20 Stepper and Szálkai, NATO’s Energy Security Agenda, p.30.
21 Azvision.az, (2015) ‘Azerbaijan becoming important component of global energy security – 
NATO’, Available at: http://en.azvision.az/Azerbaijan_becoming_important_component_-14103-xe-
ber.html (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
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What is the Best Way to Boost Cooperation and Advance Rela-
tions between NATO, Georgia, and Azerbaijan?

The key question is about the nature of NATO’s engagement in 
critical energy infrastructure protection. Should there be a tra-
ditional military deterrence and retaliation-based approach,22 by 
preparing a detailed military engagement plan against military 
and terrorist threats, and by virtue of deployment of troops and 
patrols at the proximity of interconnections and compressor sta-
tions in order to minimize attacks and neutralize risks? On the 
other hand, a demonstrable NATO military/paramilitary pres-
ence in both Georgia and Azerbaijan would undoubtedly trigger 
counter-responses by third countries, and ultimately be counter-
productive in terms of national security of both Georgia and 
Azerbaijan. Fruitful cooperation requires an appropriate level of 
political stability within supplier and transit countries, otherwise 
there is a risk that energy supplies will be disrupted. Even indi-
vidual Alliance members would refrain from taking a military 
approach to CEIP.

Azerbaijan, backed by its military resources and capabilities, has 
the capacity to protect its energy infrastructures. Thus, Azerbai-
jan’s SOCAR, together with the Special State Protection Service 
of Azerbaijan, are responsible for the stationary protection of 
energy infrastructures in Azerbaijan through regular patrolling, 
physical and technological monitoring of pipelines, terminals and 
compressor stations. Georgia provides the same security mea-
sures for pipeline protection through its state pipeline protection 
system, with the assistance of the Strategic Pipeline Protection 
Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Special Task Force 
Police of Ministry of Internal Affairs (for Baku-Supsa pipeline) 
and the BP-developed protection system.23 In Turkey, CEIP is 
considered to be the responsibility of the Gendarmerie (paramili-
tary police)24. Theoretically, at first glance none of the mentioned 
countries needs external intervention in terms of CEIP; given 
that this is solely a national responsibility, it would duplicate the 
tasks of existing institutions. However, the latest ‘borderization’ 
22 Stepper and Szálkai, NATO’s Energy Security Agenda, p.36
23 Ibid., pp.37-38.
24 Eissler, E. (2013) ‘Turkey’s Energy Infrastructure Security Challenge: Protecting Pipelines and 
Bolstering International Security Cooperation’, Expert Opinion, Georgian Foundation for Strategic 
and International Studies, p.5, Available at: http://gfsis.org/media/download/library/articles/opinion/
EISSLER_TURKEY_13_ENG.pdf (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
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problems in Georgia and the bomb attacks on oil/gas pipe-
lines in Turkey demonstrate that the current security mea-
sures are not sufficient. Effective CEIP requires NATO’s 
added value in terms of preventive, limited and comple-
mentary engagement, in order to ensure the uninterrupted 
flow of energy in the region, rather than putting boots on 
the ground. Support should be provided without direct mil-
itary intervention or over-militarization of energy security. 

Based on this assessment, the following recommendations 
for NATO’s contribution to the critical energy infrastructures 
protection can be made:25 

1. Deployment of purely defensive military hardware 
(small-scale radars, anti-aircraft, missile defense systems) 
in the proximity of the pipelines to prevent possible at-
tacks by surface-to-surface missiles. In addition, move-
ment sensors, satellites, acoustic detectors, and fiber-optic 
cables over the pipelines should be installed. Turkey can 
easily make use of NATO assets, as it did with NATO Pa-
triot batteries deployed to Gaziantep. However, Georgia 
and Azerbaijan are not NATO members and therefore, 
hosting Patriot-style military hardware is currently not an 
option. The establishment of a common-integrated mis-
sile defense system between Turkey, Georgia and Azer-
baijan in consultation/cooperation with NATO might be 
a  better option, enabling both Georgia and Azerbaijan to 
advance their air-defense arsenal up to NATO standards benefit-
ting Turkey’s experience. Moreover, Azerbaijani and Georgian 
air protection of pipelines could be organized jointly with the 
involvement of Turkey, rather than on an exclusively national 
basis. They can also conduct air policing on a rotational basis by 
pooling their resources;

2. Cyber security is a key dimension of energy security, i.e. se-
curity of critical energy infrastructures against cyber attacks (e.g. 
viruses or hacking). Hackers can paralyze the software systems 

25 Through formulation of above-mentioned recommendations, author, along with his personal views 
and experiences, also benefited from following pieces for subject-matter terminologies: Stavridis, 
James (2015) ‘It’s All About the Base’, Foreign Policy, 29 July 2015; Stepper and Szálkai, NATO’s 
Energy Security Agenda; Czulda, R. and Łoś, R. (eds.) (2013), NATO - Towards the Challenges of a 
Contemporary World. Mariusz Ruszel, ‘NATO’s Role in Ensuring Energy Security in Europe’, Inter-
national Relations Research Institute, Warsaw; Rohac, D. and Dubéci, M. ‘The Defenseless “New 
Europe”‘, The American Interests, 13 August 2015.
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of hydropower stations, nuclear power plants, smart grid 
systems, compressors stations, terminals, refineries, and 
pipelines. NATO can support cyber operations in response 
to those types of attacks by providing advice and defensive 
measures;  

3. NATO can offer support to Azerbaijan and Georgia on 
intelligence-information gathering/sharing and surveillance 
through its advanced unmanned air vehicles or remotely pi-
loted aircrafts (US-Hawks or JSTARS aircrafts and NATO 
airborne early-warning aircraft/AWACS) basing them in 
Turkey’s Incirlik Airfield. Through intelligence-information 
sharing, NATO, Georgia and Azerbaijan will be able to ac-
cess high quality analyses, prognoses and risk assessments 
on pipeline security, the vulnerability of transit routes and 
the probability of terrorist threats. This will enable them 
to enhance the security of their local infrastructure system 
against possible crisis and attacks;

4. NATO can provide training and consultation assistance 
for military staff of Georgia and Azerbaijan by training their 

Elite Units and increasing their capacity to conduct 
special operations to liquidate the terrorists, and to 
prevent possible attacks on critical energy infrastruc-
tures (oil and gas pipelines, LNG tankers and termi-
nals). This could be realized either through country-
specific trainings or through/within the formation of 
the multinational brigade of Turkey, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia, including common conventional defense 
forces capable of deterring local conflicts, similar to 

the ‘LitPolUkr’26 brigade, which is to be created by Poland, 
Lithuania and Ukraine;

5. Bilateral and multilateral cooperation/political consulta-
tion with NATO Special Operations Headquarters, NATO’s 
Terrorist Threat Intelligence Unit, NATO Energy Security 
Centre of Excellence, Energy Security Section of NATO’s 
Emerging Security Challenges Division, including regular 
meetings in the ‘28+n’ format at various levels, on energy 
security, sharing concerns and best practices, developing en-

26 NATO, (2015) Multinational brigade forms up, Available at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UOhNPXwU_-s&feature=youtu.be (Accessed: 12 August 2015).
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ergy security standards and concept of energy security, conduct-
ing technical and scientific experiments, consequence manage-
ment, proposals/recommendations on solutions of the security 
problems and the protection of critical energy infrastructure, 
anti-terrorism policy and contingency planning;

6. To provide military assistance to Georgia, mostly with de-
fensive weapons, at least in order to recover Georgia’s tremen-
dous military hardware losses incurred during the August War 
in 2008, and to strengthen its defense capability. Although the 
UN arms embargo on Azerbaijan27 is no longer active, the OSCE 
arms embargo28 and restrictions under Section 90729 of the Free-
dom Support Act remain in place, which makes it difficult for of-
ficial Baku to receive defensive weapons, financial and security 
assistance from NATO member states on CEIP.

7. NATO should engage with relevant private sector stakehold-
ers and other government entities (Ministry of Emergency Situ-
ations, Ministry of National Security30, State Border Service, 
Ministry of Communication and Technologies) in Azerbaijan and 
Georgia that are tasked with protecting infrastructures against 
natural disasters, political instabilities, conflicts and man-made 
attacks, by providing private expertise, technical tools, commu-
nication services, technology transfer, or training and education 
facilities for damage assessments, disaster-management and rap-
id restoration of energy supplies.  

8. In order to raise consultations and practical cooperation be-
tween Azerbaijan and NATO to a new level and diversify the 
format of collaboration, NATO should increase its assistance for 
Azerbaijan’s defense reforms. 

27 ‘Non-mandatory UN arms embargo on Nagorno-Karabakh (Azerbaijan)’, Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute, 2012, Available at: http://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/un_arms_em-
bargoes/nagorno-karabakh-azerbaijan-non-mandatory/non-mandatory-un-arms-embargo-on-nago-
rno-karabakh-azerbaijan (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
28 ‘OSCE arms embargo on Nagorno-Karabakh (Azerbaijan)’, Stockholm International Peace Re-
search Institute, 2012, Available at: http://www.sipri.org/databases/embargoes/eu_arms_embargoes/
azerbaijan (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
29 ‘Extension of Waiver of Section 907 of the FREEDOM Support Act with Respect to Assistance to 
the Government of Azerbaijan’, U.S. Department of State, 2008, Available at: http://2001-2009.state.
gov/p/eur/rls/prsrl/2003/27664.htm (Accessed: 2 August 2015).
30 However, on December 14, 2015, Ministry of National Security of Azerbaijan has been trans-
formed into between the two separate government entities (Foreign Intelligence Service and State 
Security Service) by the order of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan
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Conclusion

With NATO’s attention currently being focused primarily on ISIS 
and Ukraine, the most NATO-focused country in the South Cau-
casus, Georgia, is struggling with its Euro-Atlantic aspirations 
vis-à-vis its ongoing territorial conflicts. The systematic division 
through ‘borderization’ of Georgia, Azerbaijan’s main transit and 
strategic ally in the South Caucasus, might leave Azerbaijan in 
a difficult situation as well. Given the conflict with Armenia and 
reluctance of Baku to become dependent on other transit coun-
tries, Georgia is currently the most preferable transit state for the 
transportation of Azerbaijani oil and gas to Europe. Therefore, 
the destabilization of the situation in Georgian territories might 
have negative implications for Azerbaijan’s oil and gas delivery 
to Turkey and Europe. Consequently, NATO’s role in the protec-
tion of critical energy infrastructures and a clear strategy by the 
Alliance is strongly needed. 

The Russia-Georgia war has demonstrated the limitations of NA-
TO’s security umbrella and the lack of a clear strategy towards the 
South Caucasus. Thus far, the reaction of the West to the region’s 
territorial conflicts has been based on careful and somewhat am-
biguous declarations. These declarations are counter-productive 
in the sense that they encourage aggressor parties to go further, 
and the status quo in the region remains unchanged. Meanwhile, 
Russia is not pleased to see Georgia’s NATO-membership aspira-
tions, nor the opening of NATO’s joint training center in Georgia, 
and so on. Georgia’s potential NATO membership is considered 
as a threat by Russia, as it implies the Alliance’s military pres-
ence in Georgia with a larger military fleet in the Black Sea, plus 
missile defense and radar systems in the South Caucasus in the 
proximity of Caspian Sea and Russia’s staunch ally, Armenia.
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Composition and  
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This article will assess the importance of the geographical location of Georgia’s 
Samtkhe-Javakheti region and its administrative-territorial division. It will also provide 
an overview of the historical factors relating to the formation of the territory and 
borders of the region, which influenced its ethnic and religious composition. Taking 
into consideration the historic and geographical factors, a central focus of the re-
search is a deep analysis of the ethnic and religious composition of the population 
of this historic part of Georgia, in order to answer the main research question: how 
have multi-ethnic and multi-confessional factors affected the socio-economic and 
political situation in Samtskhe-Javakheti?



102

Caucasus International

Introduction

One of the major problems for a multiethnic country is the in-
tegration of national and religious minorities and the develop-
ment of a united and harmonious multicultural society, in order 
to avoid internal conflict. In this regard it should be pointed out 
that for Georgia, as a multicultural and multiethnic country, the 
provision of ethnic, religious, cultural, economic, political, and 
civil rights for its citizens, especially from the minority areas, is 
a top priority. Accordingly, the Georgian state accords special at-
tention to the ethnic groups living in the southern, southwestern 
and southeastern parts of the country.    

The southern and southeastern regions are home to vari-
ous ethnic and religion minorities. Due to the weakness 
of Georgia’s democratic institutions and the influence 
and interference of external forces, there are some chal-
lenges relating to social integration of these minorities 
into Georgian society. According to some experts, ethnic 

and religious minorities in the southeastern and southern regions 
remain loyal to their countries of ethnic origin, which hinders 
their integration. The Samtskhe-Javakheti region is considered a 
potential ‘flash point’ due to its ethnic and religious composition 
and the low degree of integration. However, some of the region’s 
current problems are related not only to its diversity and multi-
ethnicity, but also to the danger posed by certain internal and 
external forces, whose policy significantly contributes to weak-
ening of Georgian statehood. The destabilization of the Javakheti 
region is one way of achieving this. 

Geographic and Historical Background and Ethno-confessional 
Composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti

Samtskhe-Javakheti (Meskheti) is a historical province of Geor-
gia located in the south and south-western part of the country, 
constituting about 7.5% of its territory.1 According to the 2002 
census, the province has a total population of 208,000, 4.7% of 
the total population. of the country.2 This region is a borderland, 
and due to its geographical location has often fallen under the 

1 Neidze, V. (2003) Geography of Georgia. Part II. Social-Economic Geography, 1stedn. Tbilisi: 
Academy of Sciences of Georgia. Vakhushti Bagrationi Institute of Geography, p. 256
2 Modebadze, V. (2010) Analysis of Meskhetian Problem, 1th edn. Tbilisi: Kalmosani, p. 168
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influence of its neighboring countries. Historical Meskheti in-
cluded territories located in the Mtkvari (Kura) and Chorokhi 
river basin and included the following provinces: Samtskhe, 
Javakheti, Kola, Artaani, Shavsheti, Erusheti, Klarjeti, Ajara, 
Imerkhevi, Tao, Abotsi, Speri, Tortomi, Chaneti (Lazeti) and Ba-
siani. The borders of Meskheti stretched from Borjomi until the 
Turkish city of Erzurum.3 The total area of Meskheti was 34,230 
square kilometers; now 5,200 square kilometers of this belongs 
to Georgia.4 

Samskhe-Javakheti consists of six administrative districts: 
Akhaltsikhe, Adigeni, Aspindza, Borjomi, Akhalkalaki and Ni-
notsminda. To the south, it is bordered by Armenia and Turkey. 
Samtskhe-Javakheti is geographically distinct from the rest of 
the country. After the two wars between Russian and Ottoman 
Empires in 1828-1829 and 1877-1878, Samtkhe-Javakheti be-
came part of the Russian empire. After the restoration of Geor-
gian national independence, Meskheti declared to be part of the 
Georgian Democratic Republic during the 1918-1921 period. 
However, after the occupation of Georgia by Soviet Russia, the 
Bolsheviks signed an agreement with the Turkish Republic on 
March 16 1921. The treaty recognized the border that had ex-
isted until the 1877-1878 war between the Ottoman and Russia 
Empires as the new Soviet - Turkish border. Twenty-one per cent 
of the historic province of Meskheti remained part of Georgian 
Soviet Socialist Republic. 

The Samtskhe-Javakheti region is particularly important 
in terms of possible conflict scenarios, migration, and the 
situation with Georgia’s national and religious minorities. 
Thus, the diversified ethnic structure of historic Meskheti 
is the result of its geographic location and historical fac-
tors. For example, Russian dominion since the first half of 
the 19th century and the resettlement of ethnic Armenians 
from the Ottoman Empire to Meskheti, the deportation 
of local Turkic speaking Muslim Meskhetians to Turkey 
and Central Asia by the Soviet regime in 1994, the disintegra-
tion of the USSR and Georgian independence have radically al-
tered the demographic picture and ethno-confessional structure 

3 Javakhishvili J., Surguladze P. (1989) Historic Raritets, 1th edn. Tbilisi: Editing house “BBN, pp. 43-46
4 Neidze, V. (2003) Geography of Georgia. Part II. Social-Economic Geography, 1stedn. Tbilisi: 
Academy of Sciences of Georgia. Vakhushti Bagrationi Institute of Geography, p. 256
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of this region. As a result, Samtskhe-Javakheti is an ethnically 
and religiously diverse region. Among the 207,598 inhabitants 
of Samtskhe-Javakheti, 117,603 are representatives of ethnic mi-
norities5. According to the last census, implemented in 2002, the 
ethnic composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti is as follows: 

Table 1. Ethnic composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti (2002 popu-
lation census)6

Adigeni Aspindza Akhalkalaki Akhaltsikhe Borjomi Ninotsminda Total
Population 20,752 13,010 60,975 46,134 32,422 34,305 207,598

Georgians 19,860 10,671 3,214 28,473 27,301 476 89,995

Armenians 698 2,273 57,516 16,879 3,124 32,857 113,347

Russians 101 34 157 410 585 943 2,230

Ossetians 28 9 10 52 719 4 822

Abkhazians 13 4 3 12 10 - 42

Azeris 17 - 3 13 24 2 59

Ukrainians 20 5 14 42 75 6 162

Greeks 7 8 51 129 540 5 740

According to this census, Armenians make up 54.6 % of the to-
tal population and are the majority group in Samtskhe-Javakehti, 
especially in the Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda districts (mu-
nicipalities). Thus, Armenians account for more than half of the 
population and outnumber Georgians, who before the 19th cen-
tury were the dominant ethnic group in the region. Georgians 
are the second biggest ethnic group in the region, constituting 
43.4% of the population. Since the beginning of the 1990s, there 
has been a noticeable reduction in the Russian population, which 
only makes up 1.1% of the entire population of Samtskhe-Ja-
vakheti.  This decline can be explained by the sudden removal of 
the Russian military base from Javakheti and the dissolution of the 
5 Modebadze, V. (2010) Analysis of Meskhetian Problem,  1th edn. Tbilisi: Kalmosani, p. 167
6 Ibid
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Soviet Union. Meskhetian Turks who once constituted significant 
part of the region’s population were exiled to Central Asia in 1944. 
The representation of other nationalities (Azerbaijanis, Ukrainians, 
Greeks, Yezids, Ossetians, Abkhazians) is fairly insignificant, at just 
0.9% of the total population. Thus, two ethnic groups, Armenians 
and Georgians, are dominant in Samtskhe-Javakheti – Georgians 
in Samtskhe and Armenians in Javakheti, while other ethnic groups 
constitute only 2% of the region’s population.7

Armenian-speaking districts of Javakheti, were politically, socially, 
and economically isolated from the rest of Georgia even dur-
ing Soviet period; the flow of information was extremely 
limited. This continued while the Russian N62 military base 
was stationed in the Akhalkalaki district. As a consequence, 
ethnic minorities remained self-isolated and completely 
alienated from the socio-political life of the country. How-
ever, the withdrawal of the Russian military base in 2007 and 
the reconstruction of the Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki road, along with 
the initiation of the Baku-Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki-Kars railway 
project, have created conducive conditions for links between 
Samtskhe-Javakheti and other parts of Georgia. On the other 
hand, despite these improvements, integrating ethnic minori-
ties and achieving stability remains as a problem for this re-
gion.

With regard to socio-economic conditions, little difference 
exists between Samtskhe-Javakheti and the rest of the coun-
try. However, there are particular socio-economic and politi-
cal factors at play, such as attempts by some external and in-
ternal political forces to destabilize the region. In addition, as 
mentioned above, its multi-ethnic composition of the popula-
tion and geographic isolation from other parts of Georgia are 
relevant factors. The region’s ethnic composition is mostly 
characterized by clear-cut ethnic boundaries and isolation of 
ethnic groups. Mixed settlements are rare in this region and 
different ethnic groups remain self-isolated. The only truly mixed 
district in Samtskhe – Javakheti province is its capital, Akkaltsikhe.8 

 Armenians living in Akhaltsikhe are better integrated into Geor-
gian society than Javakheti Armenians. The main reason for 

7 Ibid p.170
8Trier T., Khanzhin A. (2007) The Meskhetian Turks at the crossroads: Integration, Repatriation or 
Resettlement?, 1st edn. Berlin: lit Verlag, pp. 504-508
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this is that they interact more frequently with the Georgian 
population. However, the situation is completely different in 
other districts of the region. The lack of mixed settlements 
means that the integration process is slow and complicated, 
especially in parts of Samtskhe-Javakheti where ethnic mi-
norities are settled. The special border zone, which existed 
during the period of Soviet occupation, also contributed to the 
isolation of different ethno-confessional groups, preventing 
them from establishing strong economic, political and cultural 
links with other regions of Georgia. The activity of the Soviet 
Central authorities also impeded their integration into Geor-
gian society. During the Soviet times, this region, especially 
the two 

This historic part of Georgia is also rich in religious diversity. 
Taking into account the historic processes, it has for centu-

ries been home to various religions and confessions, 
which have co-existed for several centuries. Turkish 
dominion, especially from the end of the 15th century, 
radically altered the region’s religious composition 
and facilitated the spread of Islam. It also contributed 
to the spread of Catholicism in Meskheti (Georgian 
Catholics in Meskheti are called ‘French’). Russian 
dominion has also greatly affected ethno-confessional 
composition; after the Russian and Ottoman Empires 
signed a peace agreement in 1829, Armenian immi-
grants – followers of the Gregorian branch of Chris-
tianity – were settled in the region under the direction 
of Russian Governor Paskhevich. Representatives of 
various sects were resettled in this region on the orders 

of the Russian Tsar.  As a result, Samtskhe–Javakheti is one of 
the most multi–confessional regions of Georgia.  

There are significant Georgian Orthodox, Georgian Catholics, 
Georgian Muslims (mostly from the Ajara Region of Georgia) 
Armenian Gregorians, Armenian Catholics, Armenian Ortho-
dox, Jews, and Russian Dukhoborsare populations in the re-
gion. The religious composition of the Samtskhe –Javakheti is 
illustrated in the following diagram:

Russian dominion has also 
greatly affected ethno-

confessional composition; 
after the Russian and 

Ottoman Empires signed a 
peace agreement in 1829, 

Armenian immigrants – 
followers of the Gregorian 

branch of Christianity 
– were settled in the 

region under the direction 
of Russian Governor 

Paskhevich. 



107 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

Table 2. Religious composition of Samtskhe-Javakheti9 

Gregorians form the majority, making up 42% of the entire popu-
lation.  In the second place is the Orthodox population (41%), 
and Catholics in third place (13%). As mentioned above, the 
Armenian population settled in Samtskhe–Javakheti during the 
1829-1830 period. They are compactly settled in the Ninotsmin-
da and Akhalkalaki districts, as well as in other parts of Meskheti.  
The Armenian population is divided into three religious groups: 
Catholics, Gregorians and Orthodox Armenians. The Georgians 
in the region are mainly followers of  Orthodox Christians and 
Catholic confessions. There are also Muslim Georgians in the 
region. The spread of Catholicism started in Meskheti in the 16th 
century. The Catholic church played a very important role in the 
preservation of the Christian faith in Meskheti.  Many Meskhe-
tias managed to remain Christians by converting to Catholicism.  
There are 27,871 Catholics. The number of Muslim population is 
very small, and this group only makes up 3% of the total popula-
tion.10 As mentioned above, radical changes in the religious com-
position of the region occurred in 1944, when the Stalin regime 
exiled Turkic speaking Muslim Meskhetians to Central Asia and 
replaced them with Orthodox Georgians from other regions of 
Georgia.  Before the deportation of Muslim Meskhetians to Cen-
tral Asia, Muslims formed the majority in Samtskhe-Javaheti. As 
of 2005, there were about 1000 repatriated Muslim Meskhetians 

9 Modebadze, V. (2010) Analysis of Meskhetian Problem,  1th edn. Tbilisi: Kalmosani, p. 169
10 Ibid, p. 171



108

Caucasus International

in the whole of Georgia.11 

Nowadays, the Muslim population of Samtskhe-Javakheti con-
sists mainly of migrants from Adjara (a Georgian region on the 
Black Sea cost).  The vast majority of Georgian Muslims from 
Adjara arrived in Samtskhe-Javakheti following natural disasters 
in Adjara in 1989. Highland rural Adjarians affected by land-
slides were resettled from adjacent Adjarian districts to Aspin-
dza, Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda districts. 

Political, Ethnic and Religious Tensions in the Region

There remain problems with relations between different ethnic 
groups. Some groups remain self-isolated and there is a need to 
develop contacts between these groups. Self-isolation and alien-
ation are key drivers of ethnic tensions. As mentioned above, 
during the Communist era, Samtskhe-Javakheti was a very iso-

lated region, owing this to its proximity to the Soviet-
Turkish border, and thus had limited contact with other 
regions of Georgia.  

In Soviet times the main language for communication be-
tween different ethnic groups was Russian. Russian was 
commonly accepted as the lingua franca in Samtskhe –
Javakheti, which eliminated the need for non-Georgians 
to study Georgian. But after the disintegration of the 
USSR, the official state language shifted from Russian 
to Georgian, and knowledge of Russian language has 

deteriorated. However, Georgian has not become the language 
of interethnic communication because during the 1990s there 
were few language tuition programs available, and in general 
there was little motivation among minirities to study Georgian. 
Although Georgian society stressed the importance of the Geor-
gian language, it failed to provide sufficient incentives to ethnic 
minorities to study the language. 

Even today, some groups consider the Georgian language as es-
sentially irrelevant; they have little motivation to study it. They 
have more economic, cultural and commercial links with their 
historic homeland, Armenia, than with other regions of Georgia. 
11 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (2005) The Resolution 1428 on ‘The situation of 
the deported Meskhetian population’, available at: http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML-
2HTML-en.asp?fileid=17312&lang=en
(Accessed: 25 November, 2015) 
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In addition, the deterioration of the education system fol-
lowing independence, the poorly developed national cur-
riculum, and lack of financial means to support education 
are the main reasons for failure of the Armenian minority 
to learn Georgia. More than 90% of Javakheti Armenians 
do not speak Georgian.12 They only watch Armenian and 
Russian television channels. Georgian TV stations do not 
broadcast fully in the regions where ethnic minorities are 
the majority population. Instead, the population relies on 
the news from their countries of ethnic origin. Thus, for 
the local population, Armenian television channels and 
the Armenian press are the main sources of information 
regarding Georgian affairs. According to 2013 survey im-
plemented by the Georgian Foundation for Strategic and 
International Studies, 82.9% of respondents stated that 
their main source of information is relatives and friends, 
followed by Armenian and Russian television channels (76.1% 
and 59.3% respectively). Only 24.6% use the Georgian Public 
Broadcaster as their primary information source.13 In this regard 
it should be noted that anti-Georgian propaganda via Russian 
media outlets poses a threat to regional stability and integration. 
Georgian newspapers are distributed to the villages on a very 
limited scale.14

The importance of Georgian is gradually diminishing in Javakhe-
ti. For example, Akhalkalaki Sakrebulo municipality structures 
- the local self-government body is dominated by ethnic Arme-
nians, and Georgian members sometimes have problems under-
standing the discussions. This is because the meetings are con-
ducted mainly in Armenian, and laws are translated into the Ar-
menian language. Before 2014, Akhalkalaki Sakrebulo’s council 
consisted of twenty seven Armenian and five Georgian deputies. 
The meetings are now held in Armenian and laws are translat-
ed into Armenian.  As one of the five Georgian members of the 
Council stated, “I have begged [the Akhalkalaki Sakrebulo] to 
allow the five Georgian deputies to work on the Georgian version 
12 Modebadze, V. (2010) Analysis of Meskhetian Problem, 1th edn. Tbilisi: Kalmosani, p. 172
13 Hertoft, M. (2005) Javakheti: The Temperature 2005 published by European Centre for Minority 
Issues (ECMI), available at: http://www.ecmicaucasus.org/upload/publications/occasional_paper_
hertoft.pdf (Accessed: 25 November, 2015)
14 Hertoft, M. (2005) Javakheti: The Temperature 2005 published by European Centre for Minority 
Issues (ECMI), available at: http://www.ecmicaucasus.org/upload/publications/occasional_paper_
hertoft.pdf (Accessed: 25 November, 2015)
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of the laws, but nobody pays attention to us. They forced me to 
learn Armenian.”15 Attempts to teach the Georgian language in 
Javakheti have yielded poor results. A special educational proj-
ect was created after the Rose Revolution in 2004/2005, aimed 
at teaching Georgian to Armenians, and to promote the integra-
tion of Javakheti inhabitants into Georgian society. Unfortu-
nately, teachers were unable adapt to harsh living conditions of 
Javakheti and decided to leave this region.  In addition, some 
ethnic Armenian citizens of Georgia demonstrated a lack of in-
terest in the Georgian language. Before the reconstruction of the 
Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki road, they probably lacked motivation to 
learn Georgian because Javakheti had more economic, cultural 
and commercial links to Yerevan than to other regions of Geor-
gia. Some Javakheti Armenians have two or even three pass-
ports: Georgian, Armenian and Russian, although they generally 
try to conceal this fact. The fact that Javakheti Armenians have 
close cultural links with Armenia is also demonstrated by the fre-
quent visits by Armenian cultural representatives to Akhalkalaki 
to organize cultural events and concerts for the local Armenian 
population. 

Due to the region’s geographic location, the Georgian population 
in Javakheti also feels isolated. There are four Georgian villages 
in the Akhalkalaki district that are surrounded by Armenian set-
tlements. For instance, the Georgian village Kotelia is surround-
ed by 37 Armenian settlements.16 These Georgian settlements 
face many problems, but key among them is the lack of edu-
cational institutions. The conditions of the school buildings do 
not meet appropriate standards. Many villages like Kotelia lack 
proper educational infrastructure. A poor teaching environment 
and low salaries have negative influence on the quality of educa-
tion. The Director of the Kotelia School, Alexandre Achelashvili 
stated, “People started to abandon the village.  This year alone 
seven families left the village. Georgian people want to study and 
if they do not have the possibility to study, this village will soon 
become a desolate place.”17 He also complained about the lack of 

15 Paichadze K. Ananidze J. (2009)“If nine revolutions will be held in Georgia, no one will get us”. 
KvirisPalitra, N10 (762), p.8
16 Modebadze, V. (2010) Analysis of Meskhetian Problem,  1th edn. Tbilisi: Kalmosani, p. 172
17 Paichadze K. Ananidze J. (2009)“If nine revolutions will be held in Georgia, no one will get us”. 
KvirisPalitra, N10 (762), pp. 9-10
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Georgian language textbooks; by contrast many Armenian 
schools in Javakheti are provided with appropriate materi-
als from Armenia.  

The Georgian language has not become the language of 
interethnic communication, or the language of adminis-
tration in the municipal bodies of Javakheti. Despite the 
withdrawal of the Russian military base, Russian is still 
used as the language of interethnic communication. At the same 
time, knowledge of Russian among the younger generation is de-
clining and many Armenians cannot speak proper Russian. The 
absence of a common language often causes misunderstandings 
and distrust between different ethnic groups, and is one of the 
key reasons for emerging ethnic tensions.  The lack of qualified 
teachers, as well as the cultural isolation, prevents Armenian 
children from gaining a good command of Georgian.   

Poor knowledge of Georgian is also the main obstacle to access to 
higher education.  Not studying Georgian limits students’ chanc-
es of being admitted to Georgian universities. Despite legislative 
changes and actions by the Ministry of Education and Science 
of Georgia relating to ethnic minorities’ entrance to Georgian 
universities, many young people decide to study in their historic 
homelands.  The vast majority of high school graduates continue 
their studies in Armenia. Some Javakheti Armenians pass the na-
tional exams of Georgia (in Armenian language) and after taking 
courses in Georgian are able to study at Georgian universities. 

There is also religious intolerance between Christians and Mus-
lims in the region that has deep historical roots, and there are also 
tensions between the Christian population and Muslim Georgians 
(Adjarians). Adjarians reside next to the Orthodox Christians, 
Catholics and Gregorian Armenians in the region. Although there 
is no obvious aggression towards Muslim Adjarians, the pres-
ence of mosques is something that troubles the local Christian 
population. They hope that Adjarians will convert to Christian-
ity. Tensions are particularly higher between Gregorian Arme-
nians and Adjarians.  Initially, when as a result of the natural 
disasters at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, 
Adjarians were resettled in Javakheti, they were not welcomed 
by local Armenians. This resettlement almost caused ethnic con-
frontations between Adjarians and Armenians. The former Gov-
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ernment of Georgia resettled Adjarians in houses that had been 
specially constructed for them, but many of Adjarian population 
were forced to leave this region because of the discrimination, 
strained relations with Armenians, poor socio-economic condi-
tions, and bad climate. Those who remained in the region con-
tinue to face many problems with ethnic Armenians. Although 
after some infrastructural development and targeted policies of 
the new government of Georgia the tensions have been reduced 
between these two ethnic groups, they still serve as one of the 
major sources of trouble in the region. 

Orthodox Christians (Georgians) also have disagreements with 
Gregorian Armenians over the possession and ownership of reli-
gious places that threatens to escalate to religions confrontation.   

With regard to the peaceful coexistence of different ethnic groups 
in Samtskhe-Javakheti, the possibility that Muslim Meskhetian 
will return to Samtskhe-Javakheti should be noted.  The lo-
cal population observes the return of the deported Meskhetian 
population with great suspicion. The small number of Muslim 
Meskhetians now residing in the village of Abastumani initially 
had problems finding a place to live in Meskheti. Almost all of 
the villages of Ahaltsikhe region – in the center of Samtskhe-
Javakheti - categorically opposed their return, and local people 
stopped them from moving into the region. The only exception 
was the village Abastumani, and even so, relations between the 
local population of Abastumani and Muslim Meskhetian repatri-
ates are not perfect.  Hidden tensions exist, not only on national 
but also on religious grounds. 

The Role of Foreign Influence in Ethno-religious Tensions in 
Meskheti

The results of the study of the various ethnic and reli-
gious groups of Samtskhe-Javakheti revealed that inter-
group relationships are extremely strained and tense. 
Each ethnic and religious group is seeking to establish 
a dominant position in this region. The strained relations 
are partly the consequence of the contradictory geo-polit-
ical interests of neighboring countries in this strategically 

important region. The geopolitical interests of some countries 
bordering Georgia, particularly those of Russia and Armenia 

The strained relations are 
partly the consequence 

of the contradictory 
geo-political interests of 

neighboring countries  
in this strategically 

important region.



113 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

run counter to Georgian national interests in this region, which 
undoubtedly damages relations between the different ethno-re-
ligious groups in the region. Some of those countries try to use 
ethnic groups for their own political purposes; this is what 
happened in 1917-1921, when the different geopolitical 
interests of several states led to the emergence of conflicts 
between Muslim and Christian populations of Samtskhe-
Javakheti, as well as a war between Armenia and Georgia 
in 1919.  

The presence of some extremist forces in this region, such 
as ‘Javakh’ organization of nationalist Armenians (sup-
ported from Armenia), exacerbates the ethno-religious 
situation in Meskheti.  Initially, territorial claims of some 
radical nationalist forces included the whole of Meskheti, 
but claims were later limited to the Javakheti region. The 
primary purpose of those claims was to gain autonomy for 
Javakheti. The demands of the radical forces, which likely 
have links with Russia and Armenia, are based on the fact 
that ethnic Armenians are the majority in the Javakheti region. At 
the same time, official Yerevan tries to avoid any open conflict 
with Georgia including on the Javakheti issue. Because the ongo-
ing blockade of Armenia by Azerbaijan and Turkey, imposed at 
the result of occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh (including seven 
adjacent districts), Georgia is seen by Yerevan as vital link with 
the rest of the world. Tensions between Russia and Georgia pose 
a foreign policy dilemma for Armenia, as Moscow’s most faith-
ful ally in the region. The fact that Georgia is a crucial 
transport link for the rest of the world causes Yerevan to 
adopt a more moderate position in order to avoid irritating 
Tbilisi. According to the Armenian official sources, almost 
70% of Armenia’s foreign trade goes through Georgian 
ports and railway/motorway networks.18

At the same time, due to strained relations with its Muslim 
neighbors, Samtskhe-Javakheti is a strategically important 
area for Armenia, as it is the only region that is not inhabited by 
Muslims and provides a sort of gateway to the Christian world.  

18 Chitadze, N. (2011) ‘Geopolitical Realities in the Black Sea/Caspian Region after Georgia-Russia 
War’ 6 Silk Road International Conference “Globalization and Security in Black and Caspian Seas 
Regions”, available at: http://silkroad.ibsu.edu.ge/previous/sixth/5_11.pdf (accessed September 4, 
2015)
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Fearful of isolation, Armenia’s dream has always been to gain 
access to the Black Sea coast. It has therefore always tried hard 
to increase its influence in Meskheti. 

When the situation in Javakheti is analyzed from the perspec-
tive of potential conflict sources, it is very important to mention 
the policy of Russia. Although Russia supported the occupation 
of 20% of Georgia’s the territory, Moscow was unable to fulfill 
its final aim of changing the foreign policy orientation of Tbili-
si. The Kremlin has used various tools aimed at weakening the 
Georgian state, in particular its political, military, economic and 
energy leverage.

In this regard, it is expected that Russia will continue to support 
destabilization initiatives on the territory of Georgia, with the aim 
of undermining Georgian statehood. These might include pro-
voking destabilization near the occupied zones, terrorist attacks 
against infrastructure, support for pro-Russian political forces, 
and attempts to destabilize the situation in the regions of Geor-
gia where ethnic minorities are residing. The deterioration of the 
political situation in Georgia, particularly in the Javakheti region 
will cause the West to lose trust in Georgia and impede Tbilisi’s 
further integration with European and Euro-Atlantic structures, 
as well as the implementation of energy and transport projects 
(notably the Baku-Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki-Kars railway) that bypass 

Russian territory.

Taking into account the above-mentioned factors, the 
political and economic stability of this region is heavily 
dependent on the establishment of harmonious relation-
ships between different ethno-religious groups. At pres-
ent this seems like a significant challenge, because of the 
clash between the geopolitical interests of neighboring 

countries and Georgian national interests.  Long term peace and 
stability in Meskheti can only be achieved if ethnic minorities 
in Samtskhe-Javakheti are effectively integrated into Georgian 
society. In this case, the reconstruction of the Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki 
road, withdrawal of the Russian military base from the region, 
the Baku-Tbilisi-Akhalkalaki-Kars railway project, other infra-
structural projects, and increasing the role of local municipalities 
can create conditions for the improvement of the situation and 
the establishment of sustainable stability for this region.      

Long term peace and 
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Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated how the basic consequences of the 
geographical location of Samtskhe-Javakheti, historical devel-
opment, the region’s administrative-territorial division, climate 
conditions, together with political socio-economic and demo-
graphic processes, have influenced the formation of the current 
borders and the ethno-religious composition of this historic re-
gion of Georgia. 

The research has paid particular attention to the threats and chal-
lenges entailed by internal and external factors that may further 
hamper the socio-economic and political development of the 
region. Radical nationalist forces in Armenia often use local 
Armenian populations, particularly, young people for their pur-
poses, and so they frequently become political weapons under 
the influence of these radical forces. Consequently, as a result of 
isolation, low level of integration and activity of nationalists sup-
ported from Armenia and Russia, the region experiences serious 
ethnic, as well as religious tensions.

In this regard, the prevention of threats and establishment of 
stability is largely dependent on Tbilisi’s policy on integration 
of ethnic and religious minorities into Georgian society, which 
should be undertaken in a democratic way, as well as Georgia’s 
involvement in international and domestic projects (economic, 
transport etc.). These can guarantee the improvement of inter-
ethnic and inter-confessional relations and the establishment of 
peace and stability for all ethnic and religious groups in the re-
gion. 
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This article discusses Georgia’s foreign policy in the aftermath of the disintegration 
of the USSR in the early 1990s in regard to its relations with Russia. This perspec-
tive reveals the entrenched traditions of strategic idealism in the country’s political 
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and Georgia vacillate between rapprochement and confrontation, jeopardizing the 
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Introduction

A country’s foreign policy is formed, to a large extent, under 
the influence of its political culture.1 Colin Gray asserts that 

“Everything a security community does, if not a manifestation 
of political culture [strategic culture in original], is at least an 
example of behavior effected by culturally shaped, or encultured, 
people, organizations, procedures, and weapons.”2 Post-Soviet 
Georgia’s foreign policy has also been shaped by its political cul-
ture. Traditionally the Georgian public has had a strong sense 
of belonging to Western civilization, and this has significantly 

impacted the country’s foreign policy vision. However, 
Georgia’s pro-Western aspirations have historically been 
challenged by the geopolitical constraints of its location. 
Surrounded by great powers - with Turkey and Iran to the 
south and Russia to the north - Georgia, a small South 
Caucasian country, has always been forced to take the 
national security concerns of its larger neighbors into ac-
count.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia has used vari-
ous tools to keep Georgia in its sphere of influence, in order to 
discourage Tbilisi’s pro-Western policies and prevent any at-
tempt of the former to join Euro–Atlantic military and political 
structures. Georgia holds great strategic importance for Russia 
for a number of reasons. First, Georgia completes the puzzle of 
Moscow’s control over South Caucasus, the region the Kremlin 
vows to keep within its sphere of influence at all costs. Second, 
Georgia’s geographic proximity to Russia’s unstable North Cau-

casian territories determines its importance for the Krem-
lin’s national security policy. Last but not least, gas and 
oil pipelines from Azerbaijan to Turkey pass through the 
country. Hence, Russia has always tried to retain influ-
ence over Tbilisi in order to avert any ‘unfriendly’ moves 
by Georgia. 

Russia used to be a key trading partner for Georgia. In the 1990s, 
Russia’s huge market and employment opportunities helped 

1 This article subscribes to the definition of political culture by Dennis Kavanagh, who defines it as “a 
shorthand expression to denote the emotional and attitudinal environment within which the political 
system operates.” See, Kavanagh, D. (1972) Political Culture, London: Macmillan, p.10. 
2 Gray, S. C. (1999) ‘Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back’, 
Review of International Studies, 25(1), p.52.
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Georgians to overcome the economic challenges entailed by in-
dependence. Russian imports of Georgian commodities and the 
remittances sent by Georgian migrants working in Russia ac-
counted for a significant share of Georgia’s GDP. Before 2006, 
Russia was Georgia’s top trading partner, accounting for almost 
20% of Georgia’s total trade. Initially, the country was also heav-
ily dependent on Russian energy supplies. 

These circumstances rendered the Euro-Atlantic aspira-
tions of Georgia’s political leaders largely unfeasible. Nev-
ertheless, from the very beginning of its independence the 
Georgian nation has been undeterred by these geoeconom-
ic and geopolitical realities. Like in the 18th century, when 
royal messenger Sulkhan Saba Orbeliani made a long jour-
ney to France as part of Georgia’s attempt to seek protec-
tion against Persian threats, similarly, in the early stages of 
the post-independence period, amid ethnic conflicts and mount-
ing hostilities with Russia, Georgia’s foreign policy makers were 
convinced that the West would intervene to rescue them, because 
Tbilisi’s cause was based on international legal principles such as 
the self-determination of nations.3 In 1998, Ghia Nodia observed 
that Georgia’s efforts towards Western integration went beyond 
pragmatic reasons such as economic and security concerns. The 
strategy was also based on the belief that Georgians felt they be-
longed to Western civilization, and as the West supported just 
causes, the West was obliged to come to their aid, and would be 
willing to do so.4 Although this expectation was never fulfilled, 
it has by no means ceased to be a distinctive characteristic of the 
Georgian political culture. This foreign policy vision, which has 
remained largely unchanged and continues to influence the for-
mation of international policies of the state, can be characterized 
as a strategic idealism.5

3 Gray, S. C. (1999) ‘Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back’, 
Review of International Studies, 25(1), p.52.
4 Gray, S. C. (1999) ‘Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back’, 
Review of International Studies, 25(1), p.52.
5 Rondeli, A. (2001) ‘The Choice of Independent Georgia’, in Chufrin S. (ed.) The Security of the 
Caspian Sea Region, Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp .195-211.
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Formulation of Georgia’s Foreign Policy: Between North and 
West

In the early 1990s, Georgia regained its independence from the 
USSR along with its two neighbors in the South Caucasus – Azer-
baijan and Armenia. On 9 April 1991, Georgia was the second 
Soviet republic, after Lithuania, to formally declare its complete 
secession from the Soviet Union. However, the liberation of the 
small South Caucasian republic was followed by sociopolitical 
destabilization, civil war and economic collapse. The situation 
deteriorated further following the growing threats of disintegra-
tion, which posed substantial challenges due to the country’s un-
consolidated society and ethnic complexities.

The first president of independent Georgia, Zviad Gamsakhur-
dia (1991-1992), became disillusioned with the West due to the 
failure to provide tangible support in the war in the secessionist 
regions of the country, Abkhazia and South Ossetia. In the final 
months of his rule, Gamsakhurdia pursued a regional pan-Cauca-
sian policy. His policies led the country to the brink of economic 
collapse, along with international ostracism against the backdrop 
of consistent defeats in the war in the breakaway territories.  

Gamsakhurdia was ousted through a violent military coup-d’état, 
which brought the former USSR Foreign Affairs Minister Eduard 
Shevardnadze to power in 1992. Under Shevardnadze, the geo-
political orientation of the country was re-evaluated. During the 
early stages of Shevardnadze’s presidency, the devastating civil 
war was ended, Gamsakhurdia’s attempt to regain power was put 
down, and domestic order was re-established. The new govern-
ment also put an end to the war with South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
and signed Russian-brokered ceasefire agreements in Sochi on 
24 June 1992, which were followed by the deployment of Rus-
sian troops to the breakaway regions as peacekeepers. 

Unlike his predecessor, who openly called Russia an ‘occupying 
state’, Shevardnadze’s government took a more balanced, prag-
matic approach to foreign policy. He was trying to find a balance 
between the West and the North. During this period Georgia was 
simultaneously pursuing Western integration policies at the same 
time as participating in the Russian-dominated Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS). The volume of trade with Russia 
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was increasing and the regional status-quo was being preserved. 
The conflicts in the secessionist regions were frozen, and Geor-
gia’s territorial integrity was formally supported by Russia. On a 
number of occasions during those years, Shevardnadze described 
Russia as Georgia’s ‘strategic partner’.

Despite the visible rapprochement during that period, there was 
also a growing anti-Russian sentiment among the publics. This 
was reflected in the country’s official foreign policy narratives. 
During Shevardnadze’s presidency, the major foreign policy doc-
uments pointed to Russia’s historically hostile attitude towards 
Georgia. For example, in 1997, an official declaration endorsed 
by the Parliament stated that: “History confirms that in the past 
Russia created problems for Georgia, or used whatever means 
available to exacerbate existing contradictions; and then it had 
an excuse to resolve them, turning [states] into satellites, or at 
worst, colonies.”6

It was at this time that President Shevardnadze put his sup-
port behind Georgia’s aspirations to join Europe, which 
he described as “the dream of Georgia’s ancestors for 
centuries.”7 In the 1990s, he was optimistically consider-
ing that “if processes underway in today’s world continue 
at the current pace, membership in all major Euro-Atlantic 
and European structures will be inevitable for Georgia and 
the other newly independent states”.8 He vehemently re-
affirmed Georgia’s NATO membership objective at the NATO 
Prague summit in November 2002, declaring that: “the only is-
sue in the recent years against which no reasonable argument has 
ever been suggested is the Georgian public’s perspective on the 
future of the country’s national security, which is widely seen in 
the context of the country’s membership in the North Atlantic Al-
liance. I am happy that at the Summit of the Euro-Atlantic Part-

6 “Basic Principles of the Sustainability of Social Life, the Strengthening of State Sovereignty and 
Security, and the Restoration of the Territorial Integrity of Georgia”, endorsed by the Georgian Par-
liament in 1997, quoted in Jones S. and Kakhishvili L. (2013): ‘The Interregnum: Georgian Foreign 
Policy from Independence to the Rose Revolution’, in Kakachia K. and Cecire M. (eds.) Georgian 
Foreign Policy The Quest For Sustainable Security. Tbilisi: Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e.V, pp. 83-95.
7 The quote has been taken from E. Shevardnadze’s speech at the parliamentary session of 27 May 
1997, quoted in Rondeli, A. (2001) ‘The Choice of Independent Georgia’, in Chufrin S. (ed.) The 
Security of the Caspian Sea Region, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 208. 
8 The quote has been taken from E. Shevardnadze’s address at the Inauguration of the Partnership 
and Co-operation Agreement in Luxembourg, June 1999, quoted in Rondeli, A. (2001) ‘The Choice 
of Independent Georgia’, in Chufrin, S. (ed.) The Security of the Caspian Sea Region, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, p. 208. 
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nership Council I can declare that Georgia is determined to be a 
full member of NATO and is resolved to work hard to prepare for 
this historic mission.”9

This foreign policy approach was at odds with the Kremlin’s 
post-Soviet foreign policy goals, and sowed the seeds of seri-
ous conflict. The unfriendly nature of bilateral relations was 
also reflected in Russia’s decision to impose visa regulations 
on Georgians in December 2000 for the first time since Tbilisi 
regained independence, which negatively impacted the Geor-
gian economy. The move complicated life for the thousands of 
Georgian citizens who worked in Russia and sent remittances to 
their relatives at home. At that time remittances from Russia ac-
counted for 23% of the country’s total GDP.10 The exclusion of 
the inhabitants of secessionist Abkhazia and South Ossetia from 
new visa regulations provoked further anti-Russian sentiments in 
the country. 

Against the backdrop of Tbilisi’s overt efforts to acquire NATO 
membership, relations with Moscow further deteriorated in 
2002, when the Russian authorities began distributing Russian 
passports to the inhabitants of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. By 
the end of that year up to 90% of South Ossetia’s population and 
70% of Abkhazia’s population had acquired Russian citizenship 
through simplified procedures.11 Russia’s move was apparently 
aimed at preparing legal ground for some form integration of 
these provinces into Russia, if Tbilisi went further down the path 
to NATO membership.

Georgia’s Growing Strategic Idealism: Warring against Russia

Georgia’s Rose Revolution (2003) brought some changes to the 
country’s foreign policy making. Initially, Moscow did not op-
pose the overthrow of President Shevardnadze and President Pu-
tin noted that the governmental change was “the logical result 
of serious systemic mistakes in foreign, domestic, and economic 

9 NATO INT (2002) Statement by President of Georgia Eduard Shevardnadze at the EAPC Summit. 
Available at: http://nato.int/docu/speech/2002/s021122h.htm (Accessed: 21 August 2015).
10 Lasha, L. and Mirian, T. (2013) ‘Costs and Benefits of Labour Mobility between the EU and the 
Eastern Partnership Partner Countries - Country Report: Georgia’, CASE Network Studies and Analy-
ses, No. 463. Available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=2323395 (Accessed: 25 August 2015).
11 IWPR (2002) Abkhaz rush for Russian passports. Available at: https://iwpr.net/global-voices/
abkhaz-rush-russian-passports (Accessed: 22 August 2015).
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policy”12 made under the former leadership. After the revolu-
tion Saakashvili also praised the mediatory role of the Russian 
Foreign Minister Ivanov between the government and opposi-
tion parties during the revolution and said that: “I simply did not 
expect it of him. He just arrived and turned the whole situation 
around, appearing at a meeting of the opposition and expressing 
support for us”.13

These apparently friendly relations continued during the initial 
months of the new government, which attempted to develop its 
pro-Western agenda while maintaining amicable relations with 
Russia. Although the Kremlin was uncertain about the basic ori-
entation of the new Georgian government, initially Mos-
cow pursued a policy of relative compromise. In 2004, 
Russia did not oppose and even supported Saakashvili’s 
attempts to establish control over Adjara, which had been 
under Abashidze’s semi-autonomous governance since 
1991. Saakashvili and some MPs thanked Putin for his 
contribution to the peaceful resolution of the crisis.14 

Soon Tbilisi’s new political elites threw off the final layers of 
country’s pragmatic foreign policy and made Euro-Atlantic inte-
gration the absolute priority. The obvious geopolitical challenges 
failed to convince President Saakashvili to limit his pro-Western 
policies and his increasingly anti-Russian rhetoric. Emboldened 
by his success in Adjara and underestimating (if not ignoring) 
the obvious impediments, the Georgian president was convinced 
that he would be able to restore Georgia’s territorial integrity by 
securing control over the other secessionist regions. Soon after 
his accession to the presidency, Mikheil Saakashvili began to 
challenge the de facto independence of Abkhazia (since 1992) 
and South Ossetia (since 1993). Saakashvili’s determination to 
change the status quo - ending the 1992 ceasefire agreement that 
had stopped the war with South Ossetia and brought CIS (pri-
marily Russian) peacekeepers to the region - triggered the era of 
direct confrontation with Russia. Relations had been steadily de-
teriorating following the deadly armed clashes in South Ossetia 

12 RFE/RL (2003) Putin calls Georgian President’s ouster “logical result”. Available at: http://www.
rferl.org/content/article/1143048.html (Accessed: 20 August 2015).
13 Ibid.
14 Civil.ge (2004) MPs grateful for Russia’s positive role in Adjara developments. Available at: 
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=6898 (Accessed: 20 August 2015).
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after Tbilisi’s allegedly anti-criminal operation in the separatist 
republic in August 2004. Tensions between the two countries fur-
ther escalated in 2006 following calls by the Georgian parliament 
for a review of the 1992 agreement and for the withdrawal of all 
Russian peacekeepers deployed in the conflict zone, on allega-
tions that they are siding with the separatist forces and, therefore, 
needed to be replaced with an international and ‘neutral’ force. 
Both sides continued militarizing and blaming one another for 
the destabilization of the region. The tensions affected all aspects 
of bilateral relations. In 2006, Moscow stopped issuing entry vi-
sas for Georgian nationals, and cut all air, sea, land and railway 
links, as well as postal communication with Georgia. In the same 
year, Moscow suspended the import of Georgia’s most important 
export commodities – Georgian wine, Borjomi mineral water, 
and agricultural produce. At that time Russia accounted for 89% 
of Georgian wine exports15 and imported 50% of its entire min-
eral water production.16

The NATO summit in Bucharest, Romania (2–4 April 2008) 
brought the tensions to their peak. At the summit allies engaged 
in a heated debate over whether to grant Georgia (and Ukraine) 
access to NATO’s Membership Action Plan (MAP), a program 
designed to help aspiring countries prepare for eventual member-
ship. Due to the refusal of France and Germany, neither Georgia 
nor Ukraine was admitted to the MAP process. Instead, the final 
declaration of the summit indicated in an obscure manner that 

Georgia and Ukraine would, one day, become members 
of NATO. 

The Bucharest discussions on Georgian and Ukrainian 
NATO membership perspectives and the concurrent 
US-supported recognition of Kosovar independence by 
around 40 states in early 2008 outraged the Kremlin. In 
March 2008, Moscow unilaterally lifted the sanctions on 
Abkhazia that had been agreed by the Commonwealth 
of Independent States in 1996.17 In its next move, a few 
weeks after the Bucharest summit, Russia legalized ties 

15 BBC (2006) Russian wine move draws protests. Available at: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/eu-
rope/4860454.stm (Accessed: 21 August 2015).
16 Civil.ge (2006) Russia targets Borjomi in trade war with Georgia. Available at: http://civil.ge/eng/
article.php?id=12495, (Accessed: 21 August 2015). 
17 Civil.ge (2008) Russian Deputy Foreign Minister on lifting Abkhaz sanctions. Available at: http://
civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=17373 (Accessed: 22 August 2015).
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with the unrecognized republics.18 The Kremlin’s regular warn-
ings19 that Moscow would do everything to prevent Georgia from 
becoming a member of the NATO failed to limit the idealist am-
bitions of Tbilisi. 

Saakashvili erroneously believed that the EU and the US would 
stand with Georgia in a military clash with Russia over the tiny 
breakaway regions. More dangerously, his populist rhetoric was 
aimed at persuading the Georgian public of this.  Ronald Asmus 
in his A Little War That Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and 
the Future of the West aptly characterizes Saakashvili’s pre-war 
foreign policy as what Richard Nixon once called the ‘madman 
theory’ of foreign policy – threatening to act irrationally in order 
to get someone’s attention.20

Saakashvili received continuing warnings from his West-
ern partners, to “avoid a direct military confrontation 
with Russia at all costs. You cannot prevail. It simply is 
not possible.”21 Nonetheless, he opted to respond with a 
sudden military attack to Moscow’s heavy militarization 
of the breakaway regions. The five-day Russian-Georgian 
war in August 2008 ended disastrously for Georgia. De-
spite Saakashvili’s expectations, NATO did not launch a 
war against Russia to protect Georgia. Consequently, Rus-
sia established its unequivocal control over the Georgia’s break-
away regions, recognizing the independence of the Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia republics and underlining the irreversibility of 
this decision. As Washington’s envoy to the Caucasus, Matthew 
Bryza, reportedly warned Tbilisi before the war, the military 
clash with Russia destroyed any chance Georgia had of entering 
NATO.22 But although this strategic idealism had caused huge 
18 Civil.ge (2008) Russian Foreign Ministry’s statement on Putin’s instruction to boost ties with Ab-
khazia and South Ossetia. Available at: http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=17593 (Accessed: 21 
August 2015).
19 Reuters (2015) Russia army vows steps if Georgia and Ukraine join NATO. Available at: http://
www.reuters.com/article/2008/04/11/us-russia-nato-steps-idUSL1143027920080411 (Accessed: 21 
August 2015).
20 Asmus, R. (2010) A Little War That Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of the West. 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, p.10. 
21 Reuters (2008) U.S. says warned Georgia against Russia fight. Available at: http://www.reuters.
com/article/2008/08/19/us-georgia-ossetia-usa-idUSN1947796120080819 (Accessed 22 August 
2015). 
22 Spiegel (2010) Terrible losses overnight’: cables track US diplomatic efforts to avert Russian-
Georgian conflict. Available at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/terrible-loses-overnight-
cables-track-us-diplomatic-efforts-to-avert-russian-georgian-conflict-a-732294.html (Accessed on 22 
August 2015).
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losses23 to the country, it remained the guiding approach of its 
foreign policy makers. 

In the aftermath of the war, Russia stationed offensive military 
forces, some of them only about 40 kilometers from Tbilisi, along 
with thousands of Russian soldiers on Georgia’s internationally 
recognized territories. The ballistic missiles Moscow deployed in 
the region can reach the majority of Georgian territory, and the 
sphere of influence of the Russian air defense system extends to 
all the major airports of Georgia. Following the war, diplomatic 
ties between the two countries were terminated, and the relations 
vacillated between confrontation and restricted calls for new po-
litical dialogue. Russia held Saakashvili and his administration 
responsible for war crimes and refused to consider the status of 
the separatist republics during any negotiations. The Georgian 
side insisted on the territorial integrity of the country and of-
ficially proclaimed the Russian-controlled breakaway regions as 
‘occupied by Russia’. Thus, the relations between the two coun-
tries collapsed into a dramatic stalemate.

Georgian – Russian Relations after Saakashvili: Between Rap-
prochement and Confrontation

The Georgian Dream (GD) coalition led by billionaire political 
novice Bidzina Ivanishvili came to power following the victory 
in the country’s Parliamentary elections on 1 October 2012. Ivan-
ishvili’s cabinet reaffirmed the country’s NATO and EU aspira-
tions, while also seeking to repair the damaged ties with Russia. 
Ivanishvili’s accession to the leadership was likened by some 
politicians and experts to presidential election of pro-Russia 
challenger Viktor Yanukovych, who had defeated the pro-West-
ern incumbent in Ukraine in 2010.24 These beliefs were strength-
ened following Ivanishvili’s statement on national television on 
4 September 2013, the day after Armenia proclaimed its decision 
to join Russia’s Eurasian Union. Then he stated that “I am keep-
ing a close eye on it [the Eurasian Union] and we are studying it. 
At this stage, we have no position at all. If in perspective we see 
23 Jamestown Foundation (2008) Lessons and Losses of Georgia’s Five-Day War with Russia. Avail-
able at: http://www.jamestown.org/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=33974#.VdhbiPmqqko (Ac-
cessed: 22 August 2015).
24 The Daily Beast (2012) Sunset for Misha? Georgia’s pro-Western Mikheil Saakashvili defeated 
by pro-Russian challenger. Available at: http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/10/02/sunset-
for-misha-georgia-s-pro-western-mikheil-saakashvili-defeated-by-pro-russian-challenger.html (Ac-
cessed: 22.05.2015).
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that it is in our country’s strategic interest, then, why not? But at 
this stage we have no position at all.”25

In fact, contrary to common concerns amongst Georgia’s pro-
Western citizens, the Prime Minister’s statement did not in-
dicate any radical pro-Russian shift in foreign policy strategy. 
This statement accurately exemplifies the coalition’s new politi-
cal strategy, which we can call strategic obscurantism.26 While 
the GD coalition members made it clear on many occasions that 
normalization of relations with Russia was one of its key priori-
ties, they also declared their aim to deepen EU and NATO inte-
gration.27 As the regional realities made these two goals entirely 
incompatible, the new political elites chose to blur the external 
view of their foreign policy. Commenting on the new strategy of 
the Georgian government, Jamestown Foundation concludes that 
it is “naïve, if not outright dangerous, for the Georgian govern-
ment to believe that it will be able to normalize relations with 
Moscow, while keeping Georgia on track to eventually secure 
NATO membership.”28

Despite this obscurantist rhetoric, the new government 
made some tangible developments in relations with Rus-
sia. In fact, the first steps toward rapprochement had been 
made by Saakashvili’s administration in 2011 when Tbilisi 
agreed to Russia’s WTO accession. This was reached af-
ter the two sides signed an agreement in November 2011 
envisaging the implementation of sophisticated systems to 
track and audit cargo passing through Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia.29  In the next move towards mending the relations, 
the GD coalition suspended the operation of Georgia’s Russian-
language channel, launched in 2010 to target audiences mainly in 
the North Caucasus with anti-Russian narratives.30 The new gov-
25 Euobserver (2013) Georgia PM says ‘why not?’ on Eurasian Union. Available at: https://euob-
server.com/foreign/121315 (Accessed: 22 August 2015).
26 Obscurantism is the practice of deliberately preventing the facts or full details of something from 
becoming known. 
27 Civil.ge (2012) Founding declaration of the political coalition Georgian Dream. Available at: 
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=24467 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
28 Jamestown Foundation (2014) Georgian government plays an unattainable foreign policy game. 
Available at: http://www.jamestown.org/programs/edm/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=42005&
cHash=3ca6574bb278f96b1c08704321ef92d6#.Vdl-Zfmqqko (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
29 Civil.ge (2015) Tbilisi says Georgian, Russian diplomats may meet in August over WTO deal imple-
mentation. Available at: http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28440 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
30 Civil.ge (2012) GPB, Kanal PIK’s managing firm suspend contract. Available at: http://www.civil.
ge/eng/article.php?id=25371 (Accessed: 23.05.2015).
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ernment also created the position of the Prime Minister’s Spe-
cial Representative for Relations with Russia. Zurab Abashidze, 
Georgia’s ambassador to Russia in 2000 – 2004, was appointed 
to the post. In December 2012, Abashidze and Russia’s Deputy 
Foreign Minister Grigory Karasin met in Switzerland and agreed 
to continue direct dialogue on trade, economy and humanitar-
ian issues. Soon after this meeting, in 2013, Russia re-opened its 
market to Georgian products – especially wine, mineral water and 
fruits. In consequence, the export of Georgian products to Russia 
increased by 315% ($144 million USD), while imports rose by 
24% ($116 million USD) in 2013 in comparison to 2012.31 

The Abashidze – Karasin bilateral talks were meant to support 
the Geneva consultations. Since October 2008, there have been 
regular discussions in Geneva between the delegations of Ab-
khazia, Georgia, Russia, the United States and South Ossetia and 
envoys of the European Union, the UN and the OSCE on security 
and stability in the South Caucasus. Due to the termination of 
diplomatic relations between Russia and Georgia, the Abashidze 
– Karasin dialogue and Geneva consultations remain the only 

formal means of bilateral contact. Georgia has declared 
the withdrawal of the Russian embassies and armed forc-
es from Abkhazia and South Ossetia as a precondition 
for restoring diplomatic relations.32 In a recent statement, 
Georgian PM Garibashvili told the journalists that the ex-
isting format for dialogue will remain in place; at present 
Tbilisi has no plans to revise or expand the dialogue for-
mat with Russia.33 In turn, Russian officials, reiterating 
their position that Russia will not negotiate with Geor-
gia on the status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, insist 
that Tbilisi should accept the status quo. Moscow also 
declares its readiness to mediate negotiations between 
the separatist republics and Georgia, an offer Tbilisi ada-
mantly refuses.

Against this background of possible rapprochement with Russia, 
the arrests of the high-ranking officials (including former Min-
31 Agende.ge (2014) Georgia’s exports to Russia increases 315%. Available at: http://agenda.ge/
news/13266/eng (Accessed: 24 August 2015).
32 Interfax (2012) Georgia wants better relations with Russia - foreign minister. Available at: http://
www.interfax.com/newsinf.asp?pg=13&id=372608 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
33 TASS (2015) PM: Georgia will continue its constructive and balanced policy in relations with Rus-
sia. Available at: http://tass.ru/en/world/809087 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).

In turn, Russian officials, 
reiterating their position 

that Russia will not 
negotiate with Georgia 

on the status of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, insist 
that Tbilisi should accept 

the status quo. Moscow 
also declares its readiness 

to mediate negotiations 
between the separatist 

republics and Georgia, an 
offer Tbilisi 

 adamantly refuses.



129 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

ister of Defense and Internal Affairs) serving under the former 
leadership initially damaged ties between the Georgian Dream 
coalition and NATO. These political developments in the first 
months of the new government were considered as proof of the 
pro-Russian position of the new administration. However, the 
succeeding months have proved that the Georgian government 
remains committed to the EU and NATO aspirations of the previ-
ous governments. Even considering the concerns of some NATO 
members that Georgia’s entry into NATO would provoke a new 
war with Russia over South Ossetia and Abkhazia, Georgian of-
ficials say that they are ready to accept NATO membership that 
is conditional on the exclusion of the two occupied territories 
from NATO’s Article 5 security guarantee until a peaceful solu-
tion is reached with Russia.34 To affirm its commitment, Tbilisi 
also made a ‘non-use of force’ pledge regarding these territo-
ries.35 Georgia is the second largest contributor to NATO train-
ing mission in Afghanistan after the United States, with about 
885 soldiers. NATO’s September 2013 Wales summit recognized 
Georgia’s consistent efforts and ambitious reforms. The summit 
endorsed a substantial package for Georgia that included defense 
capacity building, training, exercises, strengthened liaison, and 
enhanced interoperability opportunities.36 The training center, 
which was a component of this package, was opened in late Au-
gust 2015 with the participation of NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg. 

Nevertheless, some NATO members are reluctant to grant 
formal membership prospects to Georgia in the near future; 
some see this as a potential provocation towards Russia. 
But the recent developments in Georgian-NATO relations 
and the Defense Minister Tina Khidasheli’s first trip to the 
United States in her capacity as defense minister indicate 
that Tbilisi is determined to continue its efforts to join the 
NATO. During her visit, Khidasheli made it clear that NATO’s 
failure to deliver tangible results on Georgia’s membership path 
at its 2016 summit in Warsaw “will be a very clear message that 

34 The Heritage Foundation (2015) The perfect opportunity to advance the U.S. – Georgian defense 
relationship. Available at: http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/08/the-perfect-opportunity-
to-advance-the-usgeorgian-defense-relationship (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
35 Ibid. 
36 NATO (2014) Wales summit declaration. Available at: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_
texts_112964.htm, (Accessed: 23 August 2015).

Nevertheless, some NATO 
members are reluctant to 
grant formal membership 
prospects to Georgia in the 
near future; some see this 
as a potential provocation 
towards Russia. 



130

Caucasus International

all those promises” made by the Alliance “are staying just on the 
paper.”37 Her statement that “after the war in Ukraine it has be-
come absolutely clear that there is no partnership to be expected 
from Russia”38 signals the deterioration of Tbilisi’s relations with 
Moscow. 

Tbilisi’s continuous enthusiasm for the EU and NATO jeopar-
dizes any chance of a favorable rapprochement with Moscow, 
and undermines its calls for the normalization of relations. Simi-
larly, Georgia’s ratification of the Association Agreement with 
the EU in 2014, which envisaged the creation of a Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) between the EU and 
Georgia, reignited tensions with Russia. Russia subsequently 
signed a ‘strategic partnership’ deal with Abkhazia in November 
2014. This significantly expanded Moscow’s military and eco-
nomic control over the breakaway region, and the Georgian of-
ficials denounced this as another step towards the “annexation 
of Georgia’s occupied territories.”39 In a further move, Moscow 
restarted the so-called ‘borderization’ process between the break-
away republics and the rest of Georgia, which had been frozen 
for around two years. Through ‘borderization’, launched in 2009, 
Russian-controlled security forces in the breakaway regions 
have been moving the administrative boundary fence dividing 
the Russian-controlled region of South Ossetia and the rest of 
Georgia into the ‘mainland’ Georgia. In the most recent act of 
this kind in August 2015, the boundary between the sides was 
moved even further, 500 meters away from Georgia’s E60 High-
way, which is the main road linking the Black Sea to Azerbaijan. 
The new fence placed a 1.6 km segment of the BP-operated Ba-
ku-Supsa pipeline inside Russian-controlled territory. Thus, the 
new wave of confrontation between Georgia and Russia signals 
the further escalation of tensions in the near future. The growing 
tensions in the region not only create problems for Georgia, but 
also generate difficulties for its neighboring country Azerbaijan, 
as Georgia is of great importance for Baku’s energy strategy. 

37 Civil.ge (2015) Georgian Defense Minister urges NATO enlargement. Available at: http://www.
civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=28511 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
38 Ibid.
39 Civil.ge (2014) Tbilisi Condemns Russia’s Move to Sign New Treaty with Sokhumi. Available at: 
http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=27842 (Accessed: 23 August 2015).
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Conclusion

Strategic idealism has been the guiding approach in Georgia’s 
political culture despite the difficulties and losses the country has 
experienced since independence. In this respect, realization of 
the EU and NATO aspirations of the Baltic countries serves as a 
source of inspiration and precedent for the Georgians. Most pro-
Western Georgians believe that the geopolitical challenges posed 
by the country’s location are not an insurmountable obstacle in 
regard to Georgia’s EU and NATO integration. However, the 
reality is that Georgia remains in a considerable distance from 
membership in either organization. Leaving aside membership, 
both the EU and NATO hesitate to deepen the integration with 
Georgia for fear of Russia’s response. 

Despite this, Georgian officials continue to focus on joining the 
Euro-Atlantic military and political structures, which aggravates 
the already inflamed relationship with Russia and causes further 
territorial losses for the country as seen during the recent ‘border-
ization’ process. This also undermines economic development, 
which could be promoted through intensified trade with both 
the EU and Russia. Stephan Jones, examining Georgia’s politi-
cal culture of 1990s and early 2000s, writes that for Georgia the 
West is desirable but not fully attainable, but Russia is undesir-
able but not fully alienable’.40 The situation remains unchanged 
and needs to be tackled with pragmatism. However, Georgia’s 
recognition of the new status quo and the revival of relations with 
Moscow under the existing conditions are also considered unac-
ceptable by most Georgians. This indicates that the Georgian-
Russian relations have been deadlocked as a result of the war of 
2008, which occurred inter alia because of the strategic idealism 
that is so deeply embedded in Georgia’s political culture. 

40 Jones, S. (2003) ‘The role of cultural paradigms in Georgian foreign policy’, Journal of Com-
munist Studies and Transition Politics, 19(3), p.104. 
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David Milne
Worldmaking: The Art and Science of American Diplomacy
Farrar, Straus and Giroux: New York, 2015, 609 pp.

Worldmaking: The Art and Science of American Diplomacy is 
a different book to admire. It is more academically substan-

tial than Henry Kissinger’ latest book World Order. David Milne 
is a senior lecturer in modern history at the University of East 
Anglia. In his new intellectual history of American Diplomacy, 
Milne presents some of the most important figures in modern 
American diplomacy and statecraft, including Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, Woodrow Wilson, Charles Beard, Walter Lippmann, 
George Kennan, Paul Nitze, Henry Kissinger, Paul Wolfowitz, 
and Barack Obama.

The book starts with the ideas that Alfred Thayer Mahan set 
forth in The Influence of Sea Power upon History, which have 
resonated through the ages. In this section, Milne focuses on 
Mahan’s views on national interest, naval bases, firepower, 
and lines of communication. Through an analysis of Mahan’s 
principal argument - that the United States must abandon the 
small satisfactions of regional hegemony and any hope of 
attaining economic self-sufficiency - Milne gives an account 
of the disagreement between Woodrow Wilson and Mahan. 
According to Milne, Wilson drew little instruction from Mahan’s 
hardheaded realism and incessant lobbying for greater naval 
“preparedness”. (p. 22)

Unlike Mahan, Wilson was worryingly dogmatic in his approach 
to domestic and foreign affairs. Milne presents Mahan’s 
understanding through Wilson’s vision, which was informed by 
his own belief that democratization was the key to creating a 
more peaceful world, on the basis that democracies are far less 
likely to resort to war with each other. 

In the next section, Milne delves into historian and political 
scientist Charles Beard’s understanding of American power and 
American moral rectitude. Milne points out that Charles Beard was 
unimpressed by Woodrow Wilson’s efforts to avoid involvement 
in the European conflict from 1914 to 1916. He supported early 
American entry into the First World War. The main cause of 
Beard’s celebrity was a book reviled by millions of patriotic 
Americans: An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution 
of the United States was a provocative reinterpretation of the 
founding of America. Beard’s main argument was that while 
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most political actors are driven to some degree by economic self-
interest, the Founding Fathers had elevated this imperative to a 
fine art (p. 123).

Milne also examines Walter Lippmann, an American writer, 
columnist, an political commentator. Lippmann is included 
because he was the man to coin the term “the Cold War”. 
Through this term he defined the age that would shape the 
strategic thinking of his successors. In addition, Milne quotes 
Beard on Lippmann: “Lippmann is a man of agile mind and 
great natural gifts … He thumps his tub as if he were God. He 
is handicapped only by his inability to emit fire and brimstone 
through the printer’s ink of his column.” (p. 168).

In section five, Milne depicts George Kennan, a diplomat and 
historian, as an elitist. He describes him as “fluent in Russian and 
German, a voracious reader of Chekhov and Tolstoy, conservative 
in diplomatic sensibility and modus operandi, Kennan doubted 
whether elected politicians could behave intelligently and 
responsibly between politicians and civil servants. Professional 
diplomats with linguistic and historical skills should cultivate 
America’s external relations.” (p. 217). From this perspective on 
foreign policy, Milne categorizes Kennan as one of the artists of 
American diplomacy. 

In introducing another significant figure in American diplomacy, 
Milne notes that he was one of the first Americans to visit the 
ruins of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. That man was Paul 
Nitze, a government official who helped shape the Cold War 
defense policy. Nitze recommended that the United States devote 
a far higher proportion of its GDP to military spending in order 
to deter Soviet aggression. He recognized that this course would 
prove a hard political sell, but he believed that the American 
people were willing to pay higher taxes, and sacrifice a little 
material comfort, in order to better safeguard their nation.

The last three heroes of American diplomacy presented in 
Milne’s book are Henry Kissinger, Paul Wolfowitz, and Barack 
Obama. Milne suggests that Kissinger viewed liberal idealism 
as his main ideological adversary. Kissinger supported policies 
that emulated his hero, and arch-exponent of balance-of-power 
diplomacy, Prince Metternich. From this point of view, Milne 
emphasizes that Kissinger shaped American diplomacy through 
his belief in the balance of power and the domino theory. On 
Wolfowitz, Milne points out that like Wilson, his world view is 
founded on a single principle: substantive geopolitical stability is 
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contingent upon the spread of democracy. Wolfowitz begins by 
imagining what a peaceful world looks like, and works backward 
in order to realize that utopian aspiration. Milne states that of 
all the individuals this book has surveyed, Barack Obama is the 
most intuitive and averse to ideology. In concluding, he observes 
that: “The insight that the incumbent president drew from the 
Second Iraq War is similar to that which Oliver Wendell Holmes 
drew from the Civil War: ‘certitude leads to violence’.” (p. 523)

The ideas set forth in this book have transcended their historical 
moments, some more obviously than others. There is useful 
instruction to be drawn from the range of actual and aspiring 
diplomatic leaders discussed herein. If there is something to 
criticize, it is Milne’s choice of political personae; his list is 
questionable. The fact that not a single woman features on the 
list is also regrettable. Aside from those issues, it is a solid read 
that delivers a good general overview of American diplomacy 
from Mahan to Obama.
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In this issue, seven books will be presented to understand better 
foreign policy and oil politics in the South Caucasus, politics 

in post-Soviet states, the European Union’s approach towards the 
Black Sea and other key issues. The first book is Foreign pol-
icy: Realities and a Look into the Future authored by Novruz 
Mammadov, Deputy Head of the Presidential Administration of 
Azerbaijan, and head of the Foreign Relations Department. The 
author provides an overview of the geopolitical understanding 
of the 20th century, and examines the foreign policy vision of the 
Great Leader Heydar Aliyev in the context of global and regional 
changes. Novruz Mammadov explores the main directions and 
priorities of Azerbaijan’s foreign policy in the new world order. 
The transformation of Baku’s foreign policy is presented in con-
nection with Azerbaijan’s modernization process. Based on this 
overview, Novruz Mammadov analyzes the pro-active foreign 
policy understanding demonstrated by Azerbaijan in recent 
years.

The second book, China, the United States, and the Future of 
Central Asia: US-China Relations is timely collection of high 
quality essays, edited by David B. H. Denoon, Professor of Poli-
tics and Economics at New York University. The book analyzes 
the role of Central Asia in US-China relations, addressing the 
governance, security and economic challenges that Central Asia 
poses for both the US and China.

Jesse Driscoll’s Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet 
States combines rich comparative data with formal modeling, 
treating the post-Soviet space as an extraordinary laboratory 
to observe the limits of great powers’ efforts to shape domes-
tic institutions in weak states. This book presents an account of 
conflict settlement in Georgia and Tajikistan as local actors ma-
neuvered in the shadow of a Russian-led military intervention. 
Combining ethnography and game theory and quantitative and 
qualitative methods, this book presents a revisionist account of 
the two post-Soviet wars and their resolution. 

The Caucasus 1942-43: Kleist’s Race for Oil, by Robert Forc-
zyk, a retired Lieutenant Colonel from the US Army Reserves, 
provides an overview of a Hitler’s attempt to take control of the 
Caucasus oil fields between 1942 and 1943. Though not an in-
depth analysis of the period, it sheds light on the 1942 German 
campaign in Southern Russia and provides valuable insights into 
USSR-Germany rivalry. As well as discussing the details of the 
campaign, Forczyk also places it in the context of the attack of 
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Army Group B on Stalingrad, which took place at the same time.

Imperial Gamble: Putin, Ukraine, and the New Cold War by 
Marvin Kalb, a former journalist and Harvard professor is pub-
lished by Brookings Institution Press. In his book, Kalb argues 
for the importance of history in understanding the current con-
flict between Ukraine and Russia. Imperial Gamble journeys 
deep into Russian and Ukrainian history to explain what keeps 
them together, and yet at the same time drives them apart. In this 
sense, he contextualizes the Ukrainian crisis and weaves Rus-
sian history into Vladimir Putin’s policies.

In Tuğba Evrim Maden’s Weaponization of Water: The Case of 
Sarsang Reservoir, the author emphasizes that increasing car-
bon emission are causing important changes to the global cli-
mate. These changes threaten water resources and the survival of 
all living creatures. From this perspective, Maden focuses on the 
management of water resources in Azerbaijan, transboundary 
waters and the current situation of Sarsang reservoir. In doing 
so, she analyzes Armenia’s transboundary waters and its occupa-
tion of Sarsang reservoir as a means of environmental sabotage 
against Azerbaijan, noting that the United Nations has criticized 
this act as a violation of international humanitarian and human 
rights law.

The seventh book, The European Union and the Black Sea: The 
State of Play deals with the European Union’s policies towards 
the Black Sea region. It is an edited volume by Sinem Akgul Acik-
mese and Dimitrios Triantaphyllou, both of whom are academ-
ics at Kadir Has University, Istanbul. Originally published as a 
special issue of the Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies. 
this book is a collection of articles that focuses on specific issues 
of EU–Black Sea cooperation.
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Foreign Policy: Realities and a Look into the Future 
Novruz Mammadov

The book examines the key priorities and characteristics of for-
eign policy of Azerbaijan in the modern World. The notions such 
as balanced foreign policy, nation building and regional leader-
ships are thoroughly analyzed and transformation of Azerbai-
jan’s foreign policy is presented in connection with the stages of 
modernization of Azerbaijani statehood. It also sheds light on 
the process of the emergence of the soft power of the country. In 
light of this process it evaluates on the mechanisms of the shift 
from passive posture to pro-active foreign policy in international 
relations of Azerbaijan.

Marking the 90th anniversary of national leader Heydar Aliyev, 
this book starts with the year 1993, when Azerbaijan took its first 
steps on the path of independent development, and concludes 
in the present day, when the country has international and re-
gional influence and an independent foreign policy. How and un-
der what condition has Azerbaijaǹ s foreign policy course been 
determined? How has it evolved? The author responds to these 
questions by analyzing the dramatic political dynamics of the 
era, and considers the outcome of Baku’s foreign policy in the 
context of modern geopolitical theory.

China, the United States, and the Future of Central Asia: 
U.S.-China Relations, Volume I 
Edited by David B.H. Denoon 

The first of a three-volume series on the interaction of the US and 
China in different regions of the world, China, the United States, 
and the Future of Central Asia explores the delicate balance of 
competing foreign interests in this resource-rich and politically 
tumultuous region.  Editor David Denoon and his internationally 
renowned set of contributors assess the different objectives and 
strategies the US and China deploy in the region and examine 
how the two world powers are indirectly competitive with one 
another for influence in Central Asia. While the US is focused 
on maintaining and supporting its military forces in neighboring 
states, China has its sights on procuring natural resources for 
its fast-growing economy and preventing the expansion of 
fundamentalist Islam inside its borders.            
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This book covers key issues such as the construction of inter-
national gas pipelines, the challenges of building crucial trans-
continental roadways that must pass through countries facing 
insurgencies, the efforts of the US and China to encourage and 
provide better security in the region, and how the Central Asian 
countries view their role in international politics and the global 
economy. The book also considers the role of the key external 
powers; Russia, with its historical ties to the former Soviet re-
publics in Central Asia, is perhaps the biggest international pres-
ence in the area, but other countries on the region’s periphery 
like Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, and India also have a stake in the 
fortunes and future of Central Asia. A comprehensive, original, 
and up-to-date collection, this book is a wide-ranging look from 
noted scholars at a vital part of the world which is likely to re-
ceive more attention and face greater instability as NATO forces 
withdraw from Afghanistan.

Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet States 
By Jesse Driscoll 

The breakup of the USSR was unexpected and unexpectedly 
peaceful. Though a third of the new states fell prey to violent 
civil conflict, anarchy on the post-Soviet periphery, when it oc-
curred, was quickly cauterized. This book argues that this out-
come had nothing to do with security guarantees by Russia or 
the United Nations and everything to do with local innovation 
by ruthless warlords, who competed and colluded in a high-risk 
coalition formation game. Drawing on a structured comparison 
of Georgian and Tajik militia members, the book combines rich 
comparative data with formal modeling, treating the post-So-
viet space as an extraordinary laboratory to observe the limits 
of great powers’ efforts to shape domestic institutions in these 
states.

The Caucasus 1942-43: Kleist’s Race for Oil  
By Robert Forczyk

Much has been written of the titanic clashes between the Weh-
rmacht and the Red Army at Stalingrad, but this volume tells 
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the other, equally important half of the story of Fall Blau (Case 
Blue). Learning from their experiences during the sweeping ad-
vances of Operation Barbarossa a year before, Wehrmacht com-
manders knew that Nazi Germany’s lack of oil was a huge stra-
tegic problem. Seizure of the Caucasus oilfields, particularly that 
of Baku, which were responsible for 82% of the Soviet Union’s 
crude oil, would simultaneously alleviate the German army’s oil 
shortages whilst denying vital fuel resources to the Red Army. 
While Army Group B advanced along the Volga towards Stalin-
grad, Army Group A, spearheaded by Ewald von Kleist’s elite 
Panzerarmee was to advance into the Caucasus to seize the 
oilfields of Maikop, Grozny and Baku. Featuring full-color art-
work, archival photos and detailed analysis, this book follows 
the vicious, intense fighting that characterized one of the most 
important campaigns of World War II.

Imperial Gamble: Putin, Ukraine, and the New Cold War 
By Marvin Kalb

Vladimir Putin’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 stunned 
the world. Shortly thereafter, the Russians threw their support 
behind secessionist rebels in neighboring Ukraine, pitching the 
country into a brutal and continuing civil war. An ominous and 
sharp deterioration in East-West relations followed.

In Imperial Gamble: Putin, Ukraine, and the New Cold War, 
Marvin Kalb brings to life the geography, power politics, and 
history of Ukraine―once known as Kievan Rus, or the ‘First 
Russia.’ He takes a critical look at the tortured history of post-
Soviet Russia and Ukraine, and journeys deep into the Russian 
past to uncover the roots of Russian and Ukrainian nationalism.

Kalb maintains that world order hangs on the resolution of the 
Ukraine crisis, and he makes the provocative argument that the 
only sensible solution lies in both Russia and Ukraine recogniz-
ing that their futures are irrevocably intertwined. Any realistic 
solution must take into account the national interests of both na-
tions. The West can approve or disapprove, but the two countries 
must reach their own modus vivendi. This is a time for realpoli-
tik, and if the West continues to intrude into this delicate game 
of diplomatic shadow-boxing, the effort will very likely collapse.
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Weaponization of Water: The Case of Sarsang Reservoir 
Tugba Evrim Maden

The book has been a result of extensive research that is based on 
comprehensive factual materials. It is dedicated to the problems 
of global water shortage and common efforts directed at protect-
ing water resources in different parts of the world; existing as 
well as future conflicts over control of water resources; preven-
tive measures and the water strategy of the Republic of Azerbai-
jan; and Armenia’s transboundary waters and its occupation of 
Sarsang reservoir as a means of environmental sabotage against 
Azerbaijan. Based on international legal practice, the author pro-
vides an extensive analysis of official Yerevan’s use of water re-
sources for military purposes, similar to activities of the terrorist 
groups operating in North Africa and Middle East. 

The European Union and the Black Sea: The State of Play  
Edited by Sinem Akgul Acikmese and Dimitrios Triantaphyllou

The idea for this book is derived from the paucity of literature on 
the European Union’s policies towards the Black Sea, relative to 
this region’s officially stated significance for the EU. Despite the 
fact that the EU plays a vital role in Black Sea political agendas, 
the EU’s cooperation with the region is not extensively covered 
in academic discussions and literature. This is largely due to the 
fact that the EU’s focus on foreign affairs is primarily associated 
with the Balkans, as part the current and potential expansion, 
and the Middle East, as a consequence of the Arab Spring. The 
Black Sea region is crucial for the EU because of the opportuni-
ties and challenges that the region presents, in both political and 
socio-economic terms.

Contributions to this book focus mainly on specific issues of 
EU–Black Sea cooperation, from conflict to the environment to 
democracy. The authors look at how these particular relation-
ships are perceived within the region as well as through the lens-
es of stakeholders such as Russia, Turkey, and the USA. Overall, 
the collection focuses on projecting a more efficient role and a 
holistic strategy for the EU in its approach towards the Black 
Sea region, arguing for a strong EU presence. For this reason, 
the Black Sea area remains ‘the neighborhood too close to, yet 
still far from, the European Union’. This book was originally 
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published as a special issue of the Journal of Balkan and Near 
Eastern Studies.
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Notes for Contributors

Submissions
Articles should be original and in English, between 3,000–6,000 words and should 
include a 200-word abstract, as well as the full title and affiliation of the author. 
Please check with the editor should you wish to extend beyond the suggested 
length or would like to submit a shorter contribution. All notes should appear as 
footnotes and provide full citations. References should
include the full name of the author, title of the work and publication date. Please 
send manuscripts to editor@cijournal.az. Manuscripts submitted to Caucasus 
International should be original and not under consideration by another publication 
at the time of submission.

Style
Authors are responsible for ensuring that their manuscripts conform to the journal 
style. Please limit repetition in the article; do not repeat the points in the article 
again in a conclusion section. We prefer academically sound articles as well as 
academic style writing. Papers must be in English. We strongly recommend that 
non-native speakers get their articles edited by a native English speaker before 
submitting to Caucasus International.

Footnotes
Books:
Author(s), Title, (Place of Publishing: Publisher, Year), Page.
Articles:
Author(s), “Article Title”, Journal Title, Vol., No., Year, Page.

Deadlines
Unsolicited manuscripts are accepted on a rolling basis at the editors’ discretion.

Honorarium
Authors receive an honorarium for each published article.

Permissions
For permission to reprint or translate articles, please contact editor@cijournal.az 



147 

 Vol. 5 • No: 3 • Winter 2015

Call for Submissions

Issue Title: 
Trans-Eurasian Transportation Networks; Transportation Politics  
and Economics in Eurasia

Deadline: 29 February 2016

Subtopics:

• Transportation megaprojects in Eurasia: Development of transport infrastructure
• [Geo]Politics of alternative transportation networks and corridors/routes in Eurasia 
• Trans-Eurasian transportation networks and the opportunities  
 and challenges of economic integration within wider Eurasia
• China and Eurasian transportation networks: Deepening economic ties in Central  
 and South Asia 
• North-South transport corridor via the South Caucasus 
• Eurasian transportation networks, critical infrastructures and regional security
• Regional Instability and political security of trans-Eurasian transportation
• Foreign aid and the building of transportation networks and infrastructure in 
Eurasia
• The Caucasus and Eurasian transportation networks
• Azerbaijan`s role as a regional transport hub and corridor 
 
Prospective authors should submit 3.000-6.000 word articles for consideration 
in Microsoft Word-compatible format. For full details please see the guidelines for 
authors section of our website (http://cijournal.az/page/guidelines-for-authors) or feel 
free to contact the Editors. Submissions should be sent in electronic format to: editor@
cijournal.az Manuscripts submitted to CI should be original and challenging, and should 
not be under consideration by another publication at the time of submission.

Please note that the journal’s scope is not necessarily limited to the topics listed 
above; papers that are relevant to the Caucasus region and its neighborhood are also 
welcome and will be taken into consideration.

CI’s key goal is to foster stimulating dialogue and exchange of ideas on the Caucasus 
region and beyond, among practitioners, researchers and scholars from around the 
world. The Publishers and Editors are responsible only for providing authors with the 
opportunity to express their personal views as a means of stimulating intellectual 
debate. For the further information about the journal please visit our website at 
www.cijournal.az

http://cijournal.az/page/guidelines-for-authors
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