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NATO and South Caucasus’ 
post-Cold War riddle

This article provides a brief analysis of NATO’s post-Cold War cooperation with the 
South Caucasus countries, arguing that when it comes to the South Caucasus, NATO 
has been pursuing a limited role, mainly confined to the goals defined in the Indi-
vidual Partnership Action Plans (IPAPs) and the involvement of the South Caucasus 
countries in related activities. According to the author, NATO’s strategy in the South 
Caucasus has its roots not only in the political and security dynamics of the regional 
states, but also in Russia’s substantial role in the region, and the ways in which 
NATO-Russian relations have been shaped and enacted as a result. At the same 
time, the crises in the Middle East and the role of Western countries there together 
with the withdrawal of NATO and the U.S. troops from Iraq and Afghanistan, require 
major revisions of NATO’s approaches. The current global security complex calls for 
the organization to step up its foreign policy efforts. In conclusion, the author em-
phasizes that as NATO continues to face a range of global challenges it cannot 
tackle alone, its relations with the states of the South Caucasus should serve as a 
reminder that its choice of partners in the currently fluid situation may determine 
the future of the region.
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together whenever, in the opinion of any of them, the territorial 
integrity, political independence or security of any of the Parties 
is threatened.”  But “consultations” may not be sufficient for the 
neutralization of existing security threats in decisive moments.  

For this reason, in my opinion, a new “Article 4.5” format is 
required.  This format can be agreed in the terms of the existing 
format of relations between NATO member countries (“an at-
tack against one state shall be considered an attack against all”) 
and “consultation” format between NATO and partner countries.  
The new format could be realized through an Individual Security 
(Partnership) Agreement between Azerbaijan and NATO.

Protection of critical energy infrastructure inside a country is 
primarily the responsibility of the national governments.  Each 
country faces its specific threats and must make its own decisions 
on neutralization of such threats as a part of national security 
strategy. However, in the current climate, the energy supply map 
is very international. Protection of critical energy infrastructure 
goes beyond the borders of a country or region. In other words, 
protection of energy infrastructure is no longer an issue of a sin-
gle country’s national security, especially if that infrastructure 
serves to provide energy to millions beyond that country and re-
gion. Each element of the infrastructure is crucial; therefore, ide-
ological differences and conflicting priorities notwithstanding, 
both national and common Alliance-level strategies are required 
to ensure security of energy production and supply in Azerbaijan. 

Such an agreement would provide Azerbaijan additional guar-
antees that are vital for the protection of the country’s critical 
energy infrastructure. NATO member countries can declare their 
interests in the security of critical energy infrastructure in the 
region, which is of vital importance to European energy secu-
rity, and NATO can shore up its weakening position in the South 
Caucasus. 



Among the most vibrant focal points in Eurasia, there are three 
major factors that contribute to the dynamism of the South 

Caucasus: local engagement of regional and non-regional actors, 
complex interconnection of economic and political motivations 
driving regional policies, and proxy competition of political 
alliances over dominance in geopolitically catalytic states that 
are still striving to protect their independence. 

Several features – like that of exploiting and transporting 
the profitable Caspian Sea energy resources – have given the 
region its global importance and brought strong engagement by 
external actors including states and major energy companies.  
It is the combination of internal political dynamics (mostly in 
the form of multiple ongoing conflicts between the states of 
the South Caucasus and their immediate neighbors) and the 
inevitable external dimensions that make the regional situation 
so potentially turbulent. This is especially true in the light of 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea; Moscow’s expansionist policies 
may have a domino effect in the former Soviet space.

While the current situation in Crimea is a direct and 
explicit response to the uncoordinated “triple expansion” 
of NATO, the European Union, and American/European 
defense and political economic interests and military 
infrastructure into the so-called Russian ‘near abroad’, 
the Kremlin has long sought to build up a new Eurasian 
geostrategic and political economic alliance in the 
aftermath of Soviet collapse. In the 1990’s Russia, which 
played a leading role in uniting the seven former Soviet 
republics under the umbrella of the CSTO, was anxious 
about NATO’s eastward expansion close to its borders 
and the U.S.’ planned deployment of a missile shield in 
East Europe. 

Although the CSTO has from its inception stressed that its primary 
function is to manage “new threats and challenges” in the sphere 
of “soft security,” such as drug trafficking and illegal cross-border 
migration, with the transition to joint air defense, three integrated 
army formations, horizontally integrated military systems, and 
collective peacekeeping forces, the CSTO’s integration is also 
heading in the direction of a traditional military bloc. This has to 
an extent affected the image the organization originally sought to 

project, drawing comparisons with the OSCE and the EU rather 
than NATO. 

The seven-member regional security bloc included Russia, 
Belarus, Armenia and the four former Soviet Central Asian 
countries of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. 
The CSTO pursued the idea of joint efforts in combating drug 
trafficking, terrorism, and organized crime, with its member 
states pledging to provide immediate military assistance to each 
other in the event of an attack.

At this stage, NATO and CSTO are reasonably comparable 
since they both share the goals and issues of politico-military 
alliances, and are both recognized by the UN as international 
regional security organizations. The institutional core of both 
organizations consists of agreements on collective security and 
assistance in the event of foreign aggression. The most important 
components of both organizations are their structures, which are 
geared towards combating new threats – the most significant of 
which are international and regional conflicts. 

At the same time, the overlapping geography and 
complicating spheres of interests inevitably lead to the 
same bloc-on-bloc dynamic that manifested during 
the Cold War. While Washington perceived the CSTO 
as Kremlin’s area of influence, Russia was carefully 
watching the developments within NATO. Whatever the 
Alliance’s view of its Russia policy, in the eyes of many 
ordinary Russians and almost all of the country’s foreign 
policy elite NATO has become the principal symbol 
of the West’s post-Cold War politics. It is important 
to remember that Russia’s Foreign Policy Concept (February 
2013) includes a few important sentences to this effect: “Russia 
maintains a negative attitude towards NATO’s expansion and 
to the approaching of NATO military infrastructure to Russia’s 
borders in general as to actions that violate the principle of equal 
security and lead to the emergence of new dividing lines in 
Europe.” 

At the same time, NATO’s enlargement to the western Black 
Sea and the planned enlargement of the European Union have 
drawn the South Caucasus de facto into the perimeter of Euro-
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Atlantic strategic security interests. While the main European 
presence in the region is in the form of European companies that 
fulfill the leading role in the major regional oil and gas projects 
(BP, ENI/AGIP, Statoil), the EU’s energy security interests will 
sooner rather than later require the EU to take a more active role 
in this region through political and policymaking institutions. 
Yet although Europe will presumably be the major consumer 
of Caspian gas, it has not taken a full-scale active role in the 
region in either security or political spheres, and has done little 
in terms of promoting conflict resolution in this area, despite the 
fact that many of the region’s states are orienting themselves 
toward European integration. Nonetheless, despite remaining a 
permanent neighbor of Russia, the South Caucasus has in effect 
became a Euro-Atlantic borderland.  

When it comes to the South Caucasus, NATO clearly 
has been pursuing a limited role, mainly confined to the 
goals defined in the Individual Partnership Action Plans 
(IPAPs) and the involvement of these countries in related 
activities. Prior to 2008, Azerbaijan – the powerhouse of 
the region - welcomed stronger ties; Armenia, a CSTO 
member, tried to keep maintain a balance between the 
Diaspora’s Western aspirations and the strong Russian 
influence; Georgia sought quick integration and made 
clear its membership aspirations. However, the prospects 
of a Georgian Membership Action Plan (MAP) have 
evaporated for the foreseeable future with the August 
2008 Georgian-Russian War, and for the time being 
Georgia will have to make do with a NATO-Georgia 
Commission (NGC) established in September 2008. 
The NGC is intended to boost political consultation and 
practical cooperation, as well as to increase the Alliance’s 
assistance to Georgian political, economic and defense 
reforms, making it a slight upgrade of the IPAP document.

What is interesting is that in April 2008, when NATO 
members rejected Georgia’s request for a Membership 
Action Plan (MAP) during the Alliance’s annual summit 
in Bucharest, Russia’s then-President Dmitry Medvedev 
- sensing the alliance’s hesitation - authorized direct 

official relations between Moscow and secessionists in Abkhazia 

and South Ossetia on April 16. For more than a decade, NATO had 
been sending positive signals to Tbilisi when Georgian support 
was to its advantage, but then swiftly revoked the invitation when 
it was no longer geopolitically convenient.

Simply put, NATO’s limited engagement has its roots not only 
in the political and security dynamics of these states, but also 
in Russia’s substantial role in the area, and the ways in which 
the NATO-Russian relations have been shaped and enacted as a 
result. At the same time, this has had a negative impact on one of 
the main variables – conflict resolution - in the South Caucasus 
security equation: Azerbaijani and Georgian territories remain 
under occupation.

On the other hand, one can see that the South Caucasus projects 
two competing integration models. One, which is only nascent, 
envisages the region’s connection to and eventual integration 
into Euro-Atlantic security and economic systems with 
guaranteed sovereignty and modernization, closely linked to 
internal development vis-à-vis better institutional performance, 
constitutional government and rule of law, balancing foreign and 
economic policy. On this road to European integration, Azerbaijan 
became the first country in the post-Soviet area to join the PfP/
SOFA (the Partnership for Peace / Status of Forces Agreement) 
and the PARP process (Partnership for Peace, Planning and 
Review Process). These decisions clearly demonstrated 
Azerbaijan’s commitment to greater integration with the Euro-
Atlantic community. At the same time, as a key component in 
NATO’s Northern Distribution Network, Azerbaijan provides 
a secure route for 40 percent of the NATO-led International 
Security Assistance Force’s (ISAF) multi-modal transit to and 
from Afghanistan. Working closely with the U.S. Transportation 
Command and the U.S. Air Mobility Command, Azerbaijan has 
aided important over-flight clearance, medical evacuation flights, 
as well as landing and refueling operations for US and NATO 
efforts, supporting the ISAF. Moreover, Azerbaijani troops stand 
shoulder-to-shoulder with those of the Alliance and other partners 
in the Balkans, Iraq, and as part of ISAF in Afghanistan. Together 
with Georgia, Azerbaijan is the largest non-NATO contributor to 
ISAF troops. In those respects, Baku and Tbilisi have behaved as 
de facto allies of NATO and the U.S. in the security sphere. At the 
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same time, Azerbaijan’s foreign and economic relations 
embrace all geographic directions, including countries in 
the East, West, North and South. Against the backdrop of 
the difficult geopolitical context of the South Caucasus, 
Azerbaijan’s foreign policy has been influenced by the 
strategic goal of integrating into the global community 
and European energy security system.

The other model is based on the idea of regaining 
predominance over the South Caucasus through military 
presence, manipulation of ethnic conflicts, control over 

energy supplies, takeover of insolvent industries through debt-
for-assets swaps, establishment of pro-Moscow political groups 
in local areas. This is Russia’s approach. This situation has 
influenced Armenia’s decision not to join the operations Enduring 
Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, and to withhold over-flight rights 
during the Iraq campaign. Its close relations with Russia and Iran 
have limited its foreign policy decisions. Generally, by having 
territorial, cultural, historical and moral-psychological claims 
against three of its four neighbors (Georgia, Azerbaijan and 
Turkey), Armenia has limited itself in terms of regional partners. 
Consequently, following the collapse of USSR, Armenia has 
remained very dependent on Russia, with fundamental economic 
and security (including military) links that feed this dependency. 

This action is consistent with policies formulated two decades 
ago by Yevgeny M. Primakov, the mastermind of the Russian 
domination strategy in the early 1990s regarding the “near 
abroad” - the newly independent states that emerged from the 
rubble of the collapsed Soviet empire. One marker of this is the 
Russian-Armenian military ties, cemented through amendments 
to a 1995 treaty regulating the presence of a Russian military 
base in Armenia, with the Kremlin’s basing rights for several 
thousand Russian troops extended to 2044. 

Thriving on the insecurity and weakness in the region, this 
integration model aims to draw states into a Russian-led political, 
military and economic bloc, in which Moscow would exercise 
enormous political and military power over states’ policies. This 
is the case with Armenia, the only CSTO member of the South 
Caucasus states, which is pursuing a partially deluded strategy 
aimed at preserving the NATO-Armenia relationship (at least 

on a paper).  At the same time, the recent statement by Nikolai 
Bordyuzha, the head of the Commonwealth of Independent 
States’ CSTO, may deprive Armenia of this too. On June 16, 
2014, in Moscow, Bordyuzha stated that the foreign ministers of 
the CSTO countries (Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Russia, and Tajikistan) had recommended suspending dialogue 
with NATO.

From NATO’s perspective, Armenia can almost be 
regarded as a “lost cause”, given Yerevan’s almost 
unconditional support for multiple Kremlin-led initiatives 
and the lack of pro-NATO or even pro-Western groups 
in domestic politics - despite major state investments in 
promoting Western and NATO interests. 

Despite operating largely within Russia’s orbit, over 
the last several years Armenia’s EU aspirations have 
meant that West has provided at least some form of a 
counterweight to Russia’s pressures. Armenia’s refusal 
to sign the Association Agreement with the EU and its 
decision to join the Customs Union has demonstrated the 
depth of this crisis; the country has now essentially lost 
the right to an independent foreign policy. In addition, 
Yerevan has faced an economic blockade, enacted by Azerbaijan 
and Turkey following Armenia’s occupation of the Azerbaijani 
territory of Nagorno-Karabakh and the seven adjunct districts. 
Now Armenia will not be able to build its own relations with 
Iran and Georgia; the only way out to the outside world. This 
decision will reshape Yerevan’s relations both with the West and 
with Russia.  

Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has redefined its raison 
d’être: extending its membership, broadening its political goals 
and widening its zone of operations. But a quarter of a century that 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall, relations between NATO and Russia 
are at their lowest point. Today the Kremlin-led CSTO is following 
Primakov’s doctrine, calling for a new geopolitical and economic 
architecture – not only in Europe but throughout the entire world, 
based on massive spheres of influence, capitalizing on its military 
power (and willingness to use it), its unique geopolitical position in 
relation to the Atlantic to the Pacific, its massive energy resources, 
and its gas and oil pipelines as a force multiplier. 
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This indicates that the embers of the Cold War are still 
smoldering, although they are unlikely to engulf the 
whole world in a major conflagration, as had been the 
case for some four decades prior to 1991. The crises in 
the Middle East, including those triggered by the Arab 
Spring, the role of Western countries there together with 
the withdrawal of NATO and the U.S. troops from Iraq 
and Afghanistan, require major revisions to NATO’s 
approaches. Consequently, the organization needs to step 

up its foreign policy efforts. 

The swiftly moving events in Ukraine and Crimea are having 
a seismic impact on Western policies towards Russia and on 
the issue of NATO expansion, generating contradictory signals. 
NATO needs to formulate a solid policy toward the South 
Caucasus. This policy also needs to commit to the resolution 
of the conflicts in Azerbaijan and Georgia on terms that would 
ensure the independence, security and consolidation of states; the 
strategic payoff to the alliance would be of historic proportions. 
The ongoing Ukraine crisis should move NATO members to 
grasp the value of commitment and the importance of standing up 
to bullies. True independence is priceless. As Ilham Aliyev said, 
“Independence is the condition when the state and leadership of 
the country are able to implement independent policy according 
to the interests of its nation.” Otherwise, you will be left with 
a regional player like Armenia, a weak country extremely 
vulnerable to foreign dominance. 
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* Report prepared by S. Humbatova, former editor of Caucasus International

The Caucasus is a region of both great diversity and potential; it is also a region 
about which much remains to be discovered. However, during the last decade, nu-
merous publications on the region have enabled us to better comprehend this diver-
sity and potential. In this sense, this section aims to introduce a number of these 
publications in order to keep our readers up-to-date with the available literature.
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