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BACKGROUND: NAGORNO — KARABAKH AND EU POLICY

Nagorno-Karabakh is a small territory between Armenia and Azerbaijan. It was incorporated in the
Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan during the Soviet era. However, its overwhelmingly Armenian
population felt discriminated against under the Soviet regime, prior to 1991, and sought to take
advantage of the democratization of the Soviet Union in the late 1980's to voice their grievances.
The overreaction on the part of Azerbaijani authorities in the form of pogroms and deportations of
villagers prompted the formation of self-defence groups. This situation eventually led to a war
from late 1991 to May 1994. Against all expectations, the Karabakh “self-defence army” won the
war, but no peace treaty was signed. Instead, a Russian-brokered cease-fire was concluded in May
1994 between Karabakh, Azerbaijan and Armenia. It remains the only fragile foundation for the
current status-quo.

Since 1994, negotiations have made no progress as Azerbaijan insists on full sovereignty over the
territory, but refuses to provide credible security guarantees to the population of Karabakh. At the
same time, Azerbaijan refuses to negotiate directly with those concerned, the leadership of
Nagorno-Karabakh, seeking to create the fiction that the war resulted not from gross
mistreatment of a minority, but from an aggression by the Republic of Armenia. The Republic of
Armenia for its part refuses to agree, on behalf of absent Karabakh negotiators, to Azerbaijani
control over Karabakh.

After more than 20 years of negotiations, the talks over the future status of Karabakh have turned
into a rather theoretical exercise due to the total absence of trust between the parties. Armenians
complain that prior agreements have been routinely flouted and have repeatedly pointed out the
atrocities committed during the war. They are also concerned that the level of hostile rhetoric by
public authorities and the media is such in Azerbaijan that peaceful coexistence is unthinkable
unless the effects of this rhetoric are reversed.

The situation is further complicated by the geopolitical games being played in the Caucasus: Russia
seeks to preserve its sphere of influence, Turkey seeks to expand its own influence in the region,
particularly in Turkic and Muslim areas, while the US seeks to asserts its own global authority and
oil interests. Baku is now a major oil producer, and the Caucasus is a bottleneck for
communication between continents, especially for the transport of hydrocarbons.

Observers of the conflict over Karabakh have for years warned that war could flare up at any time
and could trigger a wider conflagration involving some of the regional powers, including Turkey, a
NATO member, Russia and Iran. For years, ceasefire violations have been occurring between the
two armies at the contact line, causing hundreds of casualties.

These fears have been confirmed by the outbreak of the “Four-Day War” in April 2016. An attack
on several fronts by Azerbaijani troops led to fierce fighting and a number of casualties estimated
between 100 and 350, including civilians. This was the most severe episode of the conflict since
the cease-fire of 1994.

The fall-out from the Syrian war is a prime example of the profound effects that conflicts in the
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European periphery can have throughout the continent. Can Europe really afford another
preventable war?

EU Policy towards Karabakh

Since the end of the Soviet Union, different European institutions have sought to extend the
European model of cooperation between states to former Soviet Republics, including the
Caucasus. The European Union in particular has sought to contribute to this effort with its
European Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partnership, the goal of which was to promote
stability, democracy and prosperity in these countries through a closer integration with the single
market and through closer political cooperation.

The vision was that growing economic interdependence, combined with a wide-ranging
“dialogue”, would promote constructive cooperation rather than conflict between states. It is
consistent with this approach that the EU has avoided antagonising Azerbaijan and decided not to
engage with Karabakh in any way.

However, the Eastern Partnership policy has clearly shown its limits in recent years, particularly in
the Ukraine and in the Caucasus, which now experience greater instability than before. Ironically,
it is precisely since the EU first formulated its policy for the region, in 2003, to promote
democracy, a market economy and conflict resolution in the area, that Azerbaijan has solidified
into a hereditary oil dictatorship whose leader, Ilham Aliyev, exacerbates nationalism and hatred
of the Armenians to quell dissent and consolidate his control over his country.

As Azerbaijani authorities have also systematically refused to cooperate with any Armenians in
multilateral fora, the EU's investment in dialogue has clearly failed to build bridges between
Armenians and Azerbaijanis. With the current approach to the region reaching its inherent
limitations, it is time to question its approach to the region and engage with the population of
Nagorno-Karabakh.
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