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The Significance of COP29
and the Role of Azerbaijan

Patricia Scotland KC

Baku Dialogues:

Good afternoon, Lady Scotland. On 11 May 2024, the Institute for
Development and Diplomacy at ADA University was honored to host you
as part of our Global Perspectives Lecture Series. This was done at the ini-
tiative of one of Azerbaijan’s leading businessmen, Tahir Gozel, with many
students, faculty, and alumni in attendance. And the idea of conducting
this conversation for Baku Dialogues is an outcome of that event.

We hope to talk with you about the significance of COP29, the role
you think the Azerbaijani COP29 presidency can play, the many con-
crete contributions of the Commonwealth to the climate debate and
the COP process—including the importance of engaging with young
people—and so on.

But before we get into any of these topics, we would like to ask you
to say something more about yourself—about your journey—because we
genuinely feel it’s a story worth retelling, because it’s frankly inspiring,
and because you come from a part of the world that is largely unknown
to much of our audience. And we’re hoping you will agree to do this, not-
withstanding the fact that we understand this is not exactly your favorite
subject. And our excuse is that you have inscribed on your X account that

The Rt Hon Patricia Scotland KC is the Secretary-General of the Commonwealth.
A lawyer by training, she is the first black woman to be appointed a Queen’s Counsel
(QC), the youngest woman ever to be made a QC, and the first woman ever to hold
the post of Attorney General. She joined the House of Lords in 1997 as Baroness
Scotland of Asthal and went on to serve as a Minister in the Foreign Office, Home
Office, and the Lord Chancellor’s Department. The interview was conducted in stages
between May and August 2024 by Damjan Krnjevi¢ Miskovic¢ and Fariz Ismailzade.
The views expressed in this conversation are solely those of the participants.

you're a “proud child of Dominica, the UK, and the Commonwealth.” So,
wed like you to tell us a bit about this journey of yours.

Baroness Scotland:

Yes, you're right: I absolutely hate talking about myself, but it
seems as if you give me no way out.

Well, I was born in one of the most beautiful islands in the
Caribbean: The Commonwealth of Dominica. There are only
about 70,000 people on my island, and therefore, it is said that
if you have one Dominican in the room, then you have a large
percentage of my population.

I was the tenth of 12 children and the last child to be born in
Dominica. And I often say, in jest, that my brothers and sisters
have not forgiven me because my parents had nine children
and had decided that they could probably afford—with the
greatest degree of difficulty—to send each of those children
to the United Kingdom to university. And being educated
abroad—back then, and perhaps even more so today—is quite
expensive.

But my father was born in 1912, and my mother, who was born
in 1919, were both feminists. And so, they did not want to do
for their seven sons what they could not do for each of their
daughters. And so, when it got to me, they realized that there
was no way they could afford to educate ten children by sending
them from Dominica to the United Kingdom. So, the decision
was made to emigrate, and my other nine siblings have not
forgiven me because they say—all in jest, of course—it’s all my
fault that we went to the United Kingdom in the 1950s.

Now, my mother and father were very much part of the
Windrush generation—this is a term that applies those who
arrived in the UK from Caribbean countries between 1948
and 1973. The name ‘Windrush’ derives from the HMT
Empire Windrush ship, which brought one of the first large



groups of Caribbean people to the UK in 1948. And there was
a labor shortage in the UK at the time, and as we were part
of the Commonwealth, we could live and work permanently
in the UK.

This was obviously a wonderful opportunity, but it wasn’t an
easy time to be a black Caribbean family in the late 1950s and
1960s—and particularly not when there were ten of you. And
there were another two children who were born in the United
Kingdom after we came over.

and then I spent four years as Deputy Home Secretary. I then
became the first woman ever to be appointed as Her Majesty’s
Attorney General for England, Wales, and Northern Ireland—
this is an office which has existed since 1315.

And now, I am the first woman to be the Commonwealth
Secretary-General, and I'm the sixth person to hold this office
in the 75-year history of the modern Commonwealth.

Baku Dialogues:

When I was growing up in the UK, I was always asked if I was
an only child. And I always said, “Yes, I'm one of my parents’ This is all evidently quite impressive. It would be impressive even without
twelve only children,” because they'd say they only had one of all the firsts, but it is even more impressive because of all the firsts. It illus-
each of us. trates this incredible and oftentimes underappreciated meritocratic thread
of British life. It also demonstrates your extraordinary drive.
By the age of 20, I had undertaken my degree as a lawyer, and
at the age of 21, I had qualified as a barrister, which means,
basically, that 'm an advocate, and I go to court and represent Baroness Scotland:
people.
My brothers say that I'm too stupid to do anything slowly—

Then, at the age of 35, I became the youngest woman ever to that I always seem to get there first, and that anyone with any
be appointed Her Majesty’s Queen’s Counsel, and I was the sense wouldn't get there at all.
youngest person ever to be made QC—save for William Pitt
the Younger, who became Prime Minister at 21 and became an )
honorary silk, as we say. As a result, he got there before me, but Baku Dialogues:
I reckon he cheated because he didn’t actually do the exams.

Well, but you have gotten all the way there, and perhaps there may be
In any event, I became the first black woman to become a more road yet to travel. So, what drives you?
silk—a QC—and also the first black woman to become an
assistant judge, the first black woman to become a deputy High
Court judge, the first black woman to become a Master of the Baroness Scotland:
Bench of the Middle Temple, the first black woman to become

a Baroness in the House of Lords, and the first black woman to
become a minister in the government.

I then became the deputy to the first lead to the Foreign
Office—we call this post the Parliamentary Under Secretary
of State—then, I became number two to the Lord Chancellor,

What drives me? I have always been driven by an intense feeling
for justice—the things that are fair. I remember that I was about
six years old when I had my first serious conversation about
what was fair, and I was looking at the television, at what was
happening in Soweto, South Africa. And I remember having
a conversation with my father—I remember telling him that I



thought that what I was seeing on the screen was utterly unfair
and wrong, and asking him why were people beating and
killing children who looked just like me. And I was thrilled
that my father said that he agreed with me—you know, I was
six, and I thought that my father agreeing with me was really
cool. And I said to him “this is wrong.” And he then asked me,
“What are you going to do about it?”

And I thought, Me? Me? I'm six years old—what can I do? I
was this quite short person with pigtails and still wore long
socks. What could I do? And he said, “And your point is? It
starts with you.”

And for the rest of my life, I've heard my father’s voice in my
head saying, “So, what are you going to do about it? It starts
with you.”

That is something that I have never been able to forget, and
it has driven me. Also, what has driven me—and I have never
hesitated about it—is a profound belief in God. I believe that
God is the driver, and that through His Grace all things are
possible, and when I can’t do things, He can.

So, if you ask, “Can I move a mountain?” I will say “Absolutely
not.” But if you ask a different question, “Can He move that
mountain?” the answer is, “Absolutely, He can.” So, my life has
been a series of Him moving my mountains.

And there used to be a joke when I was at the bar as a lawyer—
because I was very fortunate and I very rarely lost a case—
and when I came back from what was at that point my latest
victory, some of my colleagues would laugh, and they would
tease me by asking, “Have you won a case again?” And Id say,
“Well, yes,” and they would interrupt and say, “No, no, stop.
Patricia doesn’t win her cases, God does” And I would say,
“I'm glad you understand.”

So that’s what’s driven me, and this drive has taken me to
places I never thought I'd go. It’s really a combination of hard
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work and being determined to follow what my parents told
me, which was that every single one of us is given a gift from
God, and it’s our job to find it, to hone it, and then to use
it for the benefit of other people. And those two things—plus
this constant voice that asks me, “So, what are you going to do
about it?”—have got me into a lot of trouble. But I have tried
to answer those things, and to answer, “This is what I'm going
do about it.”

And when I speak to young people, especially, I say, “Don’t
be frightened of being the first, don’t be frightened of starting
something—even if no one else seems to see what you see:
step out, do what you believe is right, and when you look
around the corner, to your utter surprise, you will find that
there are so many other people who are willing to walk with
you.” I say to them, “Ask yourselves constantly ‘what am I
going to do about it?” and you’ll be surprised at what you can
do and what you will achieve, but also don’t be surprised if
you end up like me: being extremely surprised by what you’ve
ended up achieving.”

Baku Dialogues:

This drive to do better, to be a driver for change, is—perhaps you will
be surprised to hear—reminiscent of how this part of the world sees
itself. It no longer wishes to accept the perception that it’s some sort of
metaphorical chessboard, that the countries that belong to the region
are pieces or objects on a board to be moved around according to the
calculations, strategies, and ambitions of others; and they are seeking to
overcome all this by taking the steps that they believe are necessary to
become—or at least to having a chance to become—subjects of interna-
tional order.

And in some way, this speaks to the editorial premise of Baku Dialogues.
Perhaps we can bring this a bit more to the surface by referring to our
journal’s subtitle—“Policy Perspectives on the Silk Road Region”™—and
by drawing out the implications of what this implies. Three of these rise
to the mind.
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First, we cover—in the broadest sense possible—topics of geopolitical
and geoeconomic relevance to the overlapping set of regions to which
Azerbaijan and its neighbors belong. We have defined the Silk Road region
loosely—if you can picture a map of this part of the world—as looking west
past Anatolia to the warm seas beyond; north across the Caspian towards
the Great Plain and the Great Steppe; east to the peaks of the Altai and the
arid sands of the Taklamakan; and south towards the Hindu Kush and the
Indus valley, looping down around in the direction of the Persian Gulf and
across the Fertile Crescent.

Baroness Scotland:

May I interrupt for a moment? The Commonwealth does
not have any members in this part of the world, but we work
with a number of countries, including Azerbaijan. And we're
delighted to work with Azerbaijan and others in the region,
when we're invited—and we've been invited to work with
Azerbaijan in preparation for COP 29, because we tend to
say, “It’s the Commonwealth and friends” So, if you're not a
member, youre definitely a friend, and we can work together.
But please go on.

Baku Dialogues:

Yes, there is a definite sense of friendship here, both with respect to the
core countries of the Silk Road region, and to these countries and the
Commonwealth. This is a very important point to make. And to this point,
the Commonwealth and the COP29 Presidency have signed a landmark
joint declaration to enhance climate action in SIDS—in Small Developing
Island States—and other vulnerable countries. This historic agreement was
recently signed in Tonga, a Commonwealth member, at the Pacific Islands
Forum Leaders Meeting by you and the COP29 President-Designate.

This is a good segway into the second implication of the editorial premise
of Baku Dialogues—of our journal’s subtitle, “Policy Perspectives on the Silk
Road Region.” It has to do with our focus on contemporary cross-cutting
issues that have an impact on the international position of what we view as
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one of the few keystone regions of global affairs. These range from energy
politics and infrastructure security to economic development and cultural
heritage. Obviously, climate change is another such issue—this has become
even more important given Azerbaijan’s presidency of COP29, which will
take place in November 2024 in Baku. And we will obviously get into this
during our conversation.

Third, we like to think that our choice of subtitle is an indication of our
deep-seated conviction that the comprehensive rejuvenation of a vast re-
gion—which had stood for centuries at the fulcrum of trade, innovation,
and refinement—requires both a healthy respect for frontiers as sovereign
markers of territorial integrity and a farsighted predisposition to ensure
that the region can continue to grow as a strategic center of attraction for
capital, goods, talent, technologies, and innovation. The increasingly im-
portant role the region plays in various strategic connectivity projects, like
the Middle Corridor, is evidently part of this. The incredible potential for
the supply of renewable or green or clean energy, which is an integral com-
ponent of the connectivity conversation—and this has direct bearing on the
climate issue, obviously—is a part of that.

That’s why we think of the editorial premise of Baku Dialogues in the
following manner: the Silk Road region is and will remain an important
seam of international relations, continuing to serve as, one, a significant
political and economic crossroads between various geographies; two, an
important intercessor between major powers; and three, an unavoidable
gateway between different blocks of states, regional associations, and civi-
lizational groupings.

And what’s particularly interesting is that the Silk Road region does not
really have a “go-to” geopolitical or geoeconomic hub that is an exclusive
and integral part of the region. Here, it seems to us, the predominant reality
is something else: a combination of formal treaties and informal under-
standings. Now, of course, there’s also some tension, obviously; and frozen
conflicts occasionally flare up into skirmishes and even open conflict—like
the Second Karabakh War. And these sometimes end up altering the weight
of one or more variables in the regional equation, if we may put it that
way. But the trend is clear: in the Silk Road region, no one power dom-
inates, equilibrium is maintained, and a general balance is kept. This is
the operating rule of thumb, one could say. And we think that, over time,
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the core countries of the Silk Road region will further bind themselves to
one another through various arrangements, some of which may take insti-
tutional form; and we also think that the drive towards this situation will
be led by the region’s three keystone states—Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and
Uzbekistan—acting in concert with one another.

It is useful, in this context, to recall the conversations that led to the de-
velopment of ASEAN, or to the original European Economic Community.
One could also think of what ended up becoming the Hanseatic League
centuries ago. Maybe one could even uncover elements of the way in which
the Commonwealth came about—and how it functions today, under your
stewardship.

In any event, all these are major reasons why we remain rather bullish on
the future prospects of the Silk Road region. And all this helps to paint a
general picture of what we at Baku Dialogues focus on.

And this sort of thinking ought to resonate with the way that you in
the Commonwealth see things, because of the way your membership is
structured—because of the variety of geopolitical and geoeconomic pos-
tures and perspectives represented by the various states that are part of the
Commonwealth family. And we know you spend much of your time with
audiences made up of young people in many of those countries, because,
as we have heard you point out, young people—people under the age of
30—represent about 60 percent of the total population of the countries that
are part of the Commonwealth.

Baroness Scotland:

That’s right. As the Secretary-General of the Commonwealth,
I am tasked with caring for and delivering the mandates
given to me by 56 countries in our world. Those 56 countries
represent more than 2.7 billion people. That’s about one-third of
humanity; and 60 per cent of that 2.7 billion is under the age of
30. So, the majority of the Commonwealth is under 30 years old.

When I speak to an audience of young people, I say to them,
“Many will tell you that you are the leaders of tomorrow, but I
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want to tell you that you are not the leaders of tomorrow: you
are the leaders of today, because the choices that you make and
the choices that you do not make will determine the shape of
the world—not just tomorrow, but today.”

And the reason I say this is because our generation—those of
us alive today—are the first generation to suffer the aberrant
consequences of climate change.

Baku Dialogues:

You are passionate about countering the effects of climate change, and
you have made this issue—in all its complexity—an integral part of your
mission as Secretary-General of the Commonwealth. Why is that?

Baroness Scotland:

The acts and omissions that were undertaken as a result of the
Industrial Revolution were taken at a time when people did not
understand the full impact of that which was being undertaken.
But we do now, and both the tragedy and opportunity for us
is that we may be the first generation to suffer the apparent
consequences of climate change, but, in fact, we are the last
generation to be able to do anything about it.

And what we know is that those who are suffering the most
from climate change have committed the least towards its
creation, and the pain and suffering that is visited on some
of our smallest and most vulnerable countries are totally
disproportionate in terms of their contribution to this
disaster. Most of those small and developing countries made
little or no contribution to it.

And that’s why it is of such critical importance to our family
of nations: the 56 countries that make up the Commonwealth.
We have representation in the following regions of the world:
Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Europe, the Pacific, and the
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Americas, and we cover the six basins of the great ocean which meeting can be understood to be the first COP. Then, the
surrounds our whole planet. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) was adopted in 1992, and the first COP took place

) in Berlin in 1995.
Baku Dialogues:

This vast geographical diversity points to the socio-economic diversity of Baku D ialogues:
your members, which goes along way in explaining why the Commonwealth
was one of the first inter-state organizations in the world to substantively And now the next COP—COP29—will take place in Baku later this year,
address the issue of climate change. in November 2024. And so, we come to the importance of Azerbaijan and
its presidency of COP29. Why is this COP so extraordinarily important, as

you have put it?
Baroness Scotland:

Yes, that’s right. Thirty-three of our member states are small Baroness Scotland:

states, 15 of them are what are called Least Developed
Countries. We have some of the richest and biggest countries
in our family and some of the poorest, some of the largest
populations and some of the smallest, some of the most
developed cities, and some of the most endangered indigenous
communities.

So, look back to 1989, when the Commonwealth came together
in Langkawi in Malaysia, we said that if we didn’t do something
about climate, then it would pose an existential threat. If you
look back at the Langkawi Declaration on the Environment,
you will see that virtually everything that has happened in the
past 30 or 40 years was written in that document, which in some
sense was the first of its kind. Yes, the Inter-governmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) was established a year earlier, and
the UN General Assembly endorsed its establishment a few
months after that, but the IPCC issued what is known as its
First Assessment Report only in 1990. So, after the Langkawi
Declaration.

Also, the assembled Heads of Government of the
Commonwealth at Langkawi—the conference that agreed on
the text of that Declaration—came together three years before
the first COP. So, in some sense, the Langkawi Commonwealth
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The countries that are suffering the most have the least ability to
respond and the least amount of money. And, in 2009, as far back
as COP15, the world accepted that reality—they accepted that
those who polluted were not the most affected and those who
had not were and that we globally had to redress that balance.

And this year, at Azerbaijan’s COP, the whole issue of climate
financing is going to become the focus. It’s the Azerbaijani
COP29 presidency’s top negotiating priority. Azerbaijanis
should be proud—especially its young people—because the
country is stepping forward to lead at a time when the world
has never needed this issue to be addressed more.

From having had the privilege of talking to a number of people
in Azerbaijan during my recent trip—including young people
who came to hear me speak at ADA University on the day
before the Spring exam period began. As you remember—I
came to understand that Azerbaijan intends to be the voice of
those who are not usually heard: the small, the damaged, those
who have almost given up hope that anyone is listening. For
the first time, a number of the small states are coming here to
Azerbaijan to speak directly to a COP Presidency so that they
can better understand what we now need to do.

17



Baku Dialogues:

You drew quite a crowd at ADA University, you know.

Baroness Scotland:

Yes, and I felt greatly honored by their choice to join the
conversation. And I said to them, “Your support as individuals
is really important: so often, when we think that we’re too
small, were too insignificant, our voice doesn’t matter,
there’s nothing we can do,” and my message was, “your voice
matters—every single one of you. Your voice matters and what
your government is trying to do at COP29 really matters, and
that you need to be proud of them, you need to be supporting
through your energy, your acuity, your knowledge.”

Too often young people think that the subjects they are studying
are not attached to climate. But everything is now attached to
climate. Most subjects they study are pivotally important to
taking climate action—finding the solutions to many of the
problems that we now face. A university’s leadership is critical,
and ADA’s leaders should be congratulated. They set the tone
for professors to encourage students under their care to harness
their abilities and hone their skills. This will be the difference
that, perhaps, will ensure that we come up with the right
solutions. Most subjects students study are pivotally important
to taking climate action—finding the solutions to many of
the problems that we now face. A university’s leadership is
critical, and ADA’s leaders should be congratulated. They set
the tone for professors to encourage students under their care
to harness their abilities and hone their skills.

Again, most subjects are now attached to climate. If it’s health,
we know that our health is being materially impacted by the
change in zoonotic diseases—that is, diseases transmitted from
animals to humans. We also know our health is being materially
impacted by the fact that the rate of non-communicable
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diseases are going up, and they are also affected by what is
happening on climate.

So is education, so is architecture, so is farming, so is food.
Generally, everything you can think about is now fundamentally
affected by climate, so whatever discipline students are
undertaking at university, one part of it has to be asking, “How
do I use this discipline to address the issue of climate?”

This is because climate is the world’s most pressing issue,
and the stakes have never been higher than now. The need
for decisive action on climate change has never been more
acute. The March 2024 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change report has sounded the alarm louder than ever before
because the strapline, as we say in Britain—the tagline, as the
Americans say—used to be enforceability to prevent the 2
degrees increase. Then it was 1.5 degrees to stay alive, and it
wasn't just a strapline for many countries: it was their reality
even then, and we are at 1.5 now.

So, the clock has been ticking, and time is almost running out,
and the impacts of climate change are being felt in floods, in fires,
in storms and heat, in drought, and in rising sea levels all across
the Commonwealth family of nations—but everywhere else as
well. And, it is also being counted in lives lost and in the impact
on livelihood, and in the decline in our gross domestic product.
And the issue of debt is really rising swiftly, so Azerbaijan’s entry
into this debate, at this moment in time, is an extraordinarily

bold one.

We have all heard many people saying that to try and put
on a COP in less than a year is bordering on madness, but
Azerbaijan has never failed to rise to a challenge and overcome
that challenge. And, the good thing is that Azerbaijan doesn’t
have to do it on its own because it has the whole of the UN, the
whole of the global community standing with it, encouraging
it and showing concretely that it’s willing to help. Azerbaijan’s
success at COP29 is the world’s success. We have all heard
many people saying that to try and put on a COP in less than a
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year is bordering on madness, but Azerbaijan has never failed
to rise to a challenge and overcome that challenge. Azerbaijan’s
success at COP29 is the world’s success.

Baku Dialogues:

Including the Commonwealth countries?

Baroness Scotland:

Certainly. All our Commonwealth countries are determined
to give 110 per cent of support to make this happen, including
my country, the United Kingdom. I say this not only because
of the bilateral relationship—the extremely comprehensive
investment the UK has had in Azerbaijan—but also because
the UK has been one of the champions for climate change for
many years. And so, if we look forward to where we're going

of Government meeting in Kigali, the 56 countries of the
Commonwealth made a pledge: we said that we had to have a
Loss and Damage Fund when we went to Sharm el Sheikh in
Egypt for COP27 in November of that same year. We were told
for decades that “You will never, ever get a Loss and Damage
Fund.” I was told, “You are howling at the moon.”

Well, it looks as if howling at the moon works, because we
got the agreement. It got established. And the world agreed
last year when we went to Dubai for COP28—this is where
the Fund received commitments of around $700 million U.S.
dollars—this is in no way enough, but it was a beginning.

So, at COP29 in Azerbaijan, we will be looking to see how we
fill those gaps, and we will be looking to the practical response
to the harsh reality that for so many communities, climate
change has created damage which cannot be undone. The
losses that we have suffered in part are irreversible—but there
are others that we can fix.

next, then we have to be clear that we can’t afford any more
delay: there can be no more excuses. We have to act with .
urgency, unity, and determination to limit global warming and Baku Dialogues:
protect the most vulnerable amongst us.
This is all part of the broader climate finance conversation, which will
. be the negotiations centerpiece of COP29, as the Azerbaijani presidency
Baku D lalOg ues: has announced. What has the Commonwealth done to prepare its member
states for talks on this critically important issue?
This brings us to what in the world of COP is formally called the Fund
for Responding to Loss and Damage, an issue on which there was some

progress at COP28 in Dubai, after there had been an agreement in principle Baroness Scotland:
at COP27 in Egypt—and the momentum for this had something integral to
do with the Commonwealth, I believe. We've talked and talked about climate finance and now the real

issue is how do we deliver it. No more talk, but delivery. And

that burden therefore is heavy on Azerbaijan’s shoulders, and

Baroness Scotland: it'll only be lifted if the whole world helps it to be lifted up, and
that’s going to take a lot of advocacy—a lot of push.

Yes, COP28 was a significant milestone for our journey,

which, as I said, for us in the Commonwealth, began 27 years

ago. Now, back in June 2022, at the Commonwealth Heads

One of the things we’re doing across the Commonwealth is that
we are helping our countries to prepare for negotiations on
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climate finance: we’re helping to give them the ammunition—
the data—that they’re going to need. And we also have just
developed and delivered an analysis of the performance of
all the Commonwealth countries on the SDGs and on digital
integration. So, in these two reports we can look for what
works and what doesn’t work. Because, I think what we have
to do is target our efforts in a way that will maximize their
support.

And because of the diversity of our membership—I
said something about this earlier—you can look at the
Commonwealth, and you will find someone who looks like
you. If youre a European, and you're a big economy, you can
look at the UK; if youre a European and youre a smaller
economy, look at Malta or Cyprus. If you're from Africa you
can know that the biggest country in Africa, which is Nigeria,
is a part of the Commonwealth, but so is the smallest in Africa,
and the richest countries in Africa—and not just in Africa—are
there, but so are the poorest.

And if we can get an agreement with the rich the poor,
the small, the indigenous—if our Commonwealth family
can agree—then it usually means the world can agree. We
did this with the Sustainable Development Goals. If you
look at the SDGs, and you compare them to the Charter
of the Commonwealth from 2012, you see that our 16 core
beliefs, as enumerated in that document from 12 years ago.
Those 16 became more or less SDG1 through SDG16—and
then there was SDG17, which is all about partnership, and
partnership is the Commonwealth’s raison détre. It’s really
at the core of our family, and that’s why it’s in our Charter’s
preamble.

Or look at what happened in Malta in late November 2015
at the Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting.
This was just a few days before the Paris COP. We came up
with enforceability—the language we used was “mobilising
global and national efforts to hold the increase in global
average temperature below 2 or 1.5 degrees Celsius above
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pre-industrial levels, to adapt to the adverse impacts of
climate change and to achieve sustainable economic and
technological transformation, both in mitigation and
adaptation.” And look at what happened in Paris just a few
days later: we got enforceability at 2.0 and 1.5. Another
example involves comparing the outcome of our Kigali
meeting in June 2022 and COP27 at Sharm el Sheikh in
November regarding the Loss and Damage Fund—I talked
about this earlier.

Again, the point is that every time the Commonwealth has
been able to agree—and some people say it’s like herding
cats, okay, but once we get everyone to agree, it can happen
at the global level. The whole world can then choose a
pathway, because people can say, “Look there’s someone in
the Commonwealth who looks like me.” So, I’'m determined.

Baku Dialogues:

And under your leadership, the Commonwealth has taken a number of
concrete steps—it has launched a number of initiatives in this regard. We
can mention the Blue Charter, CommonSensing, the Finance Access Hub,
the Living Lands Charter, and so on. The logic behind all these is now part
of the climate finance conversation, but also part of the conversation about
sustainable development. The common thread here is a holistic approach—
finding holistic, cross-cutting answers.

Baroness Scotland:

Yes, the Commonwealth has been working steadily and
devotedly to come up with some of those answers. For instance,
in 2018 we created, as you mentioned, the Commonwealth
Blue Charter to deal with oceans—this works through ten
Action Groups, each devoted to a particular ocean issue. And
if you look at what has been done between 2018 and now, there
is demonstrable empirical evidence that what we have done
has made a difference.
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For example, we have trained more than 640 government
officials from over 50 Commonwealth countries and overseas
territories. We have conducted coastal climate and blue
economy rapid readiness assessments in seven countries, and,
most notably, we’ve seen demonstrable progress in countries
defining, planning, protecting, managing and developing
their ocean spaces.

In one example, the Seychelles—a co-chair of our Marine
Protected Areas Action Group, has launched an ambitious
effort to protect the marine environment, resulting in the
protection of 30 per cent of its marine area in 2020. So, we
know that working together works.

Another example—this one is also from 2018: we created the
CommonSensing project, which involves taking the geospatial
data from the UK Space Agency ourselves, and with the help
of a satellite services entity called Catapult, we're sharing it
with small states. So that they could improve evidence-based
decisionmaking in disaster preparedness and response, and
they can gain greater access to climate change adaptation and
mitigation finance.

The Commonwealth provided technical assistance to
support Fiji, Vanuatu, and the Solomon Islands to use
the CommonSensing platform, and they have used it for
enhanced access to international climate finance as well as
decisionmaking in areas like increased food security and
disaster risk mitigation.

We also created the Commonwealth Climate Finance Access
Hub to help small and developing countries make better
applications, because many of the applications were not
succeeding because they didn’t have the data—they didn’t have
the empirical evidence; they knew what they needed, but how
could they prove it? And what we’ve done with the Climate
Finance Access Hub is that we put advisers to work, shoulder-
to-shoulder with governments in our small states, and with just
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about $8 million of initial capital, we have already delivered
more than $360 million into the hands of our small states, and
we've got $500 million more in the pipeline.

And it’s sustainable: we have trained close to 3,000 government
officials and they are now better able to write these proposals
and to manage those projects. Just recently, we helped the
Kingdom of Tonga to receive $23 million in funding for a
coastal resilience project, in Solomon Islands we helped to
secure funding for a set of electric buses that will help reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and in Zambia, farmers are going
to benefit from a solar-powered water supply system to
help them combat drought. That’s just a few of the ways the
Commonwealth is working with countries to make a difference.

So, we're thinking now, in the context of COP29, what if we
could put a climate finance advisor in every country that
needed it? What if we could continue to share that data about
what works and what doesn’t work with each other? What if
at COP29 we could find the money to deliver that advisory
service at no cost to the countries that need it, because we
know it would make a real difference?

And, like I said, we have a track record of success, because
we had dealt with oceans, which had been neglected, with our
Blue Charter, and then we turned to CommonSensing, which
was atmosphere. Right? But what were we doing about land?

Remember, we have the three Rio conventions—everybody
has signed up to those three Rio conventions: the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD), the UN Convention to
Combat Desertification (UNCCD), and the UNFCCC. But
what were we actually doing to come together? And, therefore,
in 2022 we created—with the support of three UN agencies—
we created the Commonwealth Living Lands Charter to turn
rhetoric into action.

I want to get into this in a little more detail. Water is one of
the major issues that we’re looking at in the context of the
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Living Lands Charter, because water will become the new
gold; how we use water—how we can serve it, how we develop
appropriate measures in relation to it—is critical.

We're bringing Action Groups together to understand not just
what we should and must do, but actually also what we should
not do, because there are a number of things that we need to
never do again; and we need to share that data to enable it
to work. The issue in relation to water, but also in relation to
sustainable urban planning—sustainable urbanization, which
is something that His Majesty the King has been moving on—
and smart villages reflects this: we have to make sure that urban
development is symbiotically attuned to rural development.

At the moment, you have like a gaping chasm between the
two of them, and yet we have to have a holistic approach, as
you mentioned. So, the Commonwealth has been advocating
a regenerative approach to sustainable development, which
enables us to really look holistically at how we deliver change,
because one of the worrying things is that we tend to look at it
on asilo basis. So, you can’t actually look at urban development
unless you really understand the impact it will have on rural
development. So, urban and rural have to go hand in hand.

Baku Dialogues:

But it’s more than adopting a holistic approach, isn’t it? You have to have
the right people in the right seats, don’t you?

Baroness Scotland:

That’s right. And we have been doing quite a lot of that sort of
thing—this is very important. Let me give you an example.
One of the first things I did within the first one hundred days
of becoming Secretary-General was that we brought together
everyone—because what I discovered was that oceanologists
only seemed to talk to oceanologists, climatologists only talked to
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climatologists, and then there were those who were doing circular
economy and symbiotic economy and urban development and
rural development. But nobody was talking together.

So, we brought everybody together—under one umbrella—for
three days, and we locked the doors—in effect—and we had
some of the brightest and best people in the world on these
subjects reasoning together. And instead of talking at each
other, they talked with each other to come up with solutions.
At the end of that, we came to the view that we needed this
regenerative approach to sustainable development in order to
reverse climate change.

Regenerative development and a holistic approach. And within
that holistic approach, we have water and urbanization as part
of the solution; but these cannot be separated from the other
bits because if we develop in silos, we won't get the solutions
that we need. This is a new multidisciplinary approach, and I
think we need a new form of education.

Before the Industrial Revolution, there was a real concentration
on developing polymaths: people who are multifaceted, multi-
skilled, and multidisciplinary. And you can think of some of
the greatest polymaths like Michelangelo and all the other
greats: they were not single-issue experts. And then we had
the onset of the Industrial Revolution, which made us focus
on separate specializations that were targeted to deliver on a
mechanized-specific era.

Our world has now changed radically, and we are backin an era
where we need polymaths again. And we need to understand
the interdisciplinary nature of everything we’re doing, and yet
our universities and our schools are still educating our young
people as if the Industrial Revolution is still the paradigm
in which we live. The way we teach our young people has
to change, because we have to teach them that collaboration
and partnership in whatever they do is a fundamental part of
what they need to undertake if they want to have successful
conclusions.
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So, yes, to come back full circle to what you asked me: Blue
Charter, CommonSensing, Climate Finance Access Hub,
Living Lands Charter, regenerative development—all these
should be part of a holistic approach. But that’s not all. Because
then we thought, what if we can fund those Action Groups
now—with the money that comes out and which is identified
and raised at COP29 in Azerbaijan? Think about the difference
we can make.

Baku Dialogues:

Yes, and making sure this is reflected in educating young people in a
holistic way, which is something we are trying to do at ADA University—
and this is something that we see more and more in universities around the
world. But there is another issue that the Commonwealth has also played
an increasingly important role in bringing more into the mainstream of
the global conversation, and that’s debt reduction. You touched briefly
on this earlier, but let’s get into it a bit more. Might the Commonwealth’s
experience also be taken into account in the COP29 discussions, in the

And it helps us, I think, to build the confidence that the COP
process can continue to yield a genuine meaningful process
and progress.

Many of our small states are, frankly, tired of coming to annual
COP meetings and fighting and talking and not being heard.
The hope for them is if they come to Baku for COP29 they will
be heard there will be hope, and that this hope will be justified,
and we will together be able to change things.

Some of these countries have already travelled to Baku to
meet with the COP29 presidency, or have had meetings with
the COP29 presidency in Bonn and elsewhere. And so that’s
why I am unreserved in my applause for what Azerbaijan is
trying to do, and I applaud the stewardship that Azerbaijan
has demonstrated—on topics ranging from adaptation to
mitigation, and now through the Loss and Damage Fund and
so on, that address the unavoidable impacts of climate change.

context of climate finance? Baku DiCllOg ues:

You seem to be suggesting an “all-of the-above” approach to climate
Baroness Scotland: finance and, more, broadly, to combatting climate change.

Yes, we're also looking at debt. We have something called
Commonwealth Meridian, which is our debt recording and Baroness Scotland:

management system. The Meridian system is managing more
than $2.5 trillion of debt, which is really a burden for some
of the least developed and most dangerously affected people.
This software is used in 39 countries and allows government
officials a powerful tool to monitor liabilities closely, make
evidence-based decisions, and ensure that national financing
requirements are met effectively and balanced with acceptable
risk levels.

So, all those things I mentioned are things that we have done,
but they’re also things that we can continue to do together on

a larger scale, not just in the context of the Commonwealth.
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We must leave no stone unturned in this quest for sustainability.
It’s actually our quest for life on our planet. If we don’t do this—
if our generation doesn’t do this—then the next generation
won’t have that opportunity. And they will ask us, “What did
you do?” Because they will know that we knew what the future
held: the generation before ours can say “I didn’t understand,

I didn’t know.” But we cannot say this, because, well, we do
know.

So, the question were all having to ask each other—and
ourselves first—is “What am I going to do?” This applies to

29



one and all, including young people—I keep coming back to
this point. It’s not just “What is the ambassador going to do?”
and “What is my government going to do” and “What are
others going to do?” It really is “What am I going to do?”

This is what I know. I know it starts with each of us.

Baku Dialogues:

And it also involves working together—all of us, like you've said, on a
whole host of issues. One that’s on the minds of many Azerbaijanis is smart
villages and smart cities. Azerbaijan has pledged to achieve net-zero carbon
emissions in its liberated areas by 2050, as outlined in its latest national
climate action plan—the NDC. Building smart villages and smart cities is
integral to this endeavor. The country’s leadership has pledged to transform
Karabakh into a Green Energy Zone—the vanguard region in this respect
for the country. In other parts of the world, the Commonwealth has done a
lot of work on this, hasn’t it?

Baroness Scotland:

There’s no reason why we can’t work together on smart cities
and smart villages, because they’re really, really important: we
see that having a regenerative approach to development—I
mentioned this earlier: a regenerative approach to development
will really have a massive impact in reducing greenhouse
gases. A few months ago, we published UC Berkeley Professor
Solomon Darwin’s toolkit, which was devised with us on how
you create a smart village.

A smart village prioritizes local knowledge and sustainable
skills, but harnesses technology to improve lives and
livelihoods. Professor Darwins toolkit demonstrates how
artificial intelligence can be used to improve the livelihoods
of rural villages and communities and provides practical
opportunities for about 3.4 billion citizens globally who live
in these areas.
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Now, many smart villages in India are the size of cities in other
countries; and some of them are the size of whole countries
that belong to the Commonwealth, because we’ve got countries
such as Nauru, which has only about 10,000 people.

Building these kinds of toolkits to enable people to help people
to do it better is really, really important. So, there are huge
opportunities, I think, to work together.

Artificial Intelligence is another critically important area. It’s
anticipated that Al and digital creativity will add about $15.7
trillion to the world’s economy by 2030—that’s exponential
growth. Al has the ability to transform almost every single
aspect of the work we do. So, we’ll be able to collate data more
easily aggregated and are able to also disaggregate it. We will
be able to bring together disciplines that are now disparate—
merging those datasets—and we will be able to formulate
solutions much more quickly.

In health, for example, they think that the computations—
some of which would take about 100 years without AI—now
could be distilled and be undertaken in a matter of months.
Some other calculations, powered by Al, could be done in a
matter of weeks, others in days, others in seconds.

My point is that Al is a real technological revolution—and it’s
one unlike any we’ve seen before. And we in the Commonwealth
understood that earlier than most, and we have been working
on digitalization and development since about 2018.

Now, for some strange and quite extraordinary reason, in 2023
I was—to my surprise—given a Global Leadership award by
UC Berkeley. The award, they said, was in recognition of my
exceptional championing of innovation and use of technology
to expand markets around the world and empower people at
the bottom of the pyramid.

While there, I went to Silicon Valley and was able to speak to
all of the big tech companies, including NVIDIA, Ericsson,
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Intel, and so on. What we have done together is that the
Commonwealth has launched an AI consortium, which
brought all the big tech companies together to see how we can

you put the same scalpel in the hands of a thug, then he or she
can take lives. Either way, it’s not the scalpel’s fault. It’s the fault
of the one who wields it. And so, we have to create the rules

craft a bridge across the digital divide between the global north that will mandate it to be wielded with care, with devotion,
and the global south. and, I would say, with love.

) Sure, Al is going to radically change our lives, and the lives of
Baku D lalOg ues: young people more than anyone else’s. But also, I think we need
to be the creators of Al, as opposed to being just the consumers
Yes, this question of the technological divide. It’s akin in some ways to the of Al If we master this new technology—if we retain mastery
climate finance debate, in the sense that the ‘have nots’ say, in effect, “we over this new technology—then our world could be a much
must not be left behind. And we need help, because we can’t afford to do it safer place.
ourselves.”

Baku Dialogues:
Baroness Scotland:

There is so much more we could talk about, but it’s time to bring this
conversation to a close. Thank you—truly—for this wide-ranging inter-
view. We're grateful for your time and your engagement. We look forward
to welcoming you back to ADA University—to Baku. We hope to see you

That’s right: if nothing is done—if we don’t bridge that
technological divide—there will be many countries who
will be left behind. For AI really to do that which it can do,
everyone has to have access to it—as opposed to only some again soon.
of us having access. So, with Intel, for example, we've created
an open-source learning platform for leaders so they can
better understand the good things about AI. Now, obviously,
there are also bad things about AI—which is why we need to
imbue AI with our values: the valueless application of AI could
actually be very detrimental to our world.

Baroness Scotland:

Thank you very much, indeed. I hope to be back soon. o

And we've just launched this open-source data learning
platform—the Commonwealth AI Academy—in which there
are six different courses that young people can take. I'm
absolutely determined that young people—there are more
than 1.5 billion young people in our Commonwealth, as I've bakudialogues. ada.edu.az
mentioned—and everyone, really, has access to Al, and I want
people not to be afraid of Al but to see Al just like another
tool, albeit a very powerful one.

I sometimes think Al is like a scalpel: if you put a scalpel in the
hands of a thoracic surgeon, he or she will save many lives; if
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COP29 and Azerbaijan’s
Green Finance Capacity

Shamil Muzaffarli and Sheyda Karimova

s the international cam-
paign to address climate
hange intensifies, coun-

tries around the world are seeking
innovative financing mechanisms
to “contribute [...], in a nationally
determined manner, taking into
account the Paris Agreement and
their different national circum-
stances, pathways and approaches
[to transition] away from fossil
fuels in energy systems, in a just,
orderly and equitable manner,
accelerating action in this crit-
ical decade, so as to achieve net
zero by 2050 in keeping with
the science”—to quote from the
COP28 decision text. The ques-
tion of climate finance, which the
Azerbaijani Presidency of COP29
has indicated will be its “top nego-
tiating priority” has become para-
mount, with the $100 billion per

annum amount now understood
by everyone as being far too low:
on 27 July 2024, U.S. Treasury
Secretary Jannet Yellin stated in
Bélem, Brazil (the host city of
COP30), that “no less than $3
trillion in new capital from many
sources” will be required “each
year between now and 2050” to
combat change—or, as she put it,
to “transition to a lower-carbon
global economy.”

It is within this global context
that we enter into the topic of
green bonds as one possible new
financing mechanism for ad-
vancing the adaptation and miti-
gation strategies of climate action.
We will focus on Azerbaijan, be-
cause this is the country we know
best.

Shamil Muzaffarli is Chief Advisor in the Executive Office of the Minister of
Digital Development and Transport. Having previously worked in the banking
and energy sectors, his primary areas of expertise are finance and investments.
Sheyda Karimova is also Chief Advisor in the Executive Office of the Minister of
Digital Development and Transport. Having previously worked as a sustainability
consultant at both EY and Deloitte, her primary area of expertise is sustainable
development. The views expressed in this essay are their own.

In Azerbaijan, a country rich
in natural resources but
facing the challenges of carbon
emissions and energy sustain-
ability, the concept of green
bonds has emerged as a promising
avenue for mobilizing investment
towards sustainable practices, en-
vironmental projects, and other
forms of climate action. This ar-
ticle explores in depth the poten-
tial of green bonds in Azerbaijan,
their role in driving the “transi-
tion away from fossil fuels,” and
the challenges and opportunities
they present.

Understanding Green Bonds

limate and environmental

changes pose significant mid-
and long-term risks to all economic
sectors. The current conventional
scientific wisdom is that contin-
uous greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions contribute to global warming,
which may have catastrophic eco-
nomic, financial, and social conse-
quences. Therefore, implementing
comprehensive actions to mitigate
these risks is essential for sustain-
able development.

One mitigative action that has
been gaining traction globally
has been the issuance of what are
called “green bonds,” which are
financial instruments specifically
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designed to raise capital for proj-
ects with environmental benefits.
These projects encompass a wide
range of initiatives, including
renewable energy infrastructure,
energy efficiency improvements,
sustainable land use practices, and
clean transportation systems. The
defining feature of green bonds is
in their targeted use of proceeds,
which must be allocated exclu-
sively to environmentally friendly
projects and verified through a
set of demanding standards and
certifications such as the Climate
Bonds Initiative (CBI) or the
International  Capital Market
Association (ICMA) Green Bond
Principles.

he global green bond market

has seen significant growth
since its inception, with cumula-
tive issuance surpassing $1 tril-
lion by the end of 2020. In 2021,
green bond issuance reached ap-
proximately $500 billion, up from
$297 billion in 2020. Current es-
timates suggest that annual is-
suance exceeded $1 trillion in
2023. Comparatively, the global
bond market, including all types
of bonds, was valued at around
$128.3 trillion in 2020. Green
bonds represent, in other words,
but a few drops in the global bond
market bucket; on the other hand,
the number of drops seems to be
compounding.



Green bonds typically have lower
interest rates compared to tradi-
tional bonds, known as the “gree-
nium” (green premium), where
yields can be up to 10 basis points
lower. This is because investors are
willing to accept lower returns in
exchange for the potential positive
environmental impact of their
investment. Traditional bonds,
without this environmental incen-
tive, usually offer higher yields.

Investor demand for green bonds
is driven by the focus on what is
called Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG) criteria.In 2021,
more than 60 percent of green bond
investors were dedicated green
funds or funds with significant ESG
mandates. Traditional bonds attract
a broader investor base but do not
specifically cater to ESG-focused
investors.

reen bond proceeds are ear-

marked for projects with
clear environmental benefits, such
as renewable energy and energy ef-
ficiency. Traditional bond proceeds,
however, can be used for a wide
range of purposes without specific
environmental or social focus.

Issuers of green bonds must ad-
here to standards and frameworks
like the aforementioned Green Bond
Principles by the ICMA, ensuring
transparency and accountability in
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reporting environmental impact.
Traditional bonds follow standard
financial regulations without these
specific mandates.

Studies show green bonds can
perform comparably to traditional
bonds in terms of price stability
and default rates. For instance,
a study by Barclays found green
bonds had slightly lower volatility,
making them attractive to risk-
averse investors. Traditional bonds
provide stable returns and are be-
coming a staple in some investment
portfolios.

Green bonds have rapidly

increased in issuance and
market size, reflecting growing
investor interest in sustainable in-
vestments. Traditional bonds con-
tinue to dominate due to their long-
standing presence and versatility.
Green bonds attract ESG-focused
investors willing to accept lower
yields for environmental benefits,
whereas traditional bonds attract a
broader range of investors focused
on returns. Green bonds require
adherence to environmental stan-
dards, enhancing transparency,
while traditional bonds follow gen-
eral financial regulations.

Traditional bonds remain a cor-
nerstone of the global bond market,
but green bonds are gaining trac-
tion due to their alignment with

sustainable de- Convention on
velopment ~goals, ~Green bonds are  Climate  Change
increasing investor  gaining traction due to  (UNFCCC) since

demand for ESG-  {/,0jr
compliant invest-
ments, and climate
action  financing
imperatives.  The demand
green bond mar- compliant
kets  significant and
growth is solid-
ifying its role in

alignment
sustainable development
goals, increasing investor
for  ESG-
investments,
climate  action
financing imperatives.

with 1995 and aims to
reduce GHG emis-
sions by 35 percent
by 2030 compared
to 1990 levels and
by 40 percent by
2050. On top of
that, the govern-
ment of Azerbaijan

financing environ-

mentally sustainable projects and
adaptation and mitigation strategies
dealing with climate change.

The Context in Azerbaijan

Azerbaijan, having substan-
tial oil and gas reserves, has
historically relied heavily on fossil
fuels for its energy needs. However,
the government of Azerbaijan rec-
ognizes the importance of diversi-
fying its economic streams and re-
ducing greenhouse gas emissions in
alignment with global climate goals.
This is reflected in the country’s
sustainable development strategies,
such as “Azerbaijan 2030: National
Priorities of  Socio-Economic
Development” and the “Socio-
Economic Development Strategy
of 2022-2026,” aligned with the 17
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Azerbaijan has been part
of the United Nations Framework
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has set a target to
create a “zero emission zone” in
the liberated territories and in-
crease renewable energy share in
total energy production to 30 per-
cent by 2030 throughout the whole
country. A stronger light is being
shined on the country given its
Presidency of COP29, the annual
Conference of the Parties to the
UNFCCC that will take place in
November 2024 in Baku.

The global trend towards greening
and decarbonization presents op-
portunities for Azerbaijan’s finan-
cial sector, particularly in funding
green projects and promoting sus-
tainable financial products, hence
making its role particularly im-
portant in supporting the transition
to a sustainable economy and the
global fight against climate change.
However, opportunities must be
considered along with physical and
transition risks, such as those posed
by extreme weather events and the



shift to a low-carbon economy. This
is especially vital as according to the
Central Bank of Azerbaijan (CBA),
approximately 55 percent of the
banking sector’s loan portfolio is
exposed to climate-related eco-
nomic risks.

Sustainable Practices

In the past two years, Azerbaijan
has undertaken several initiatives
towards sustainable practices, fo-
cusing on various sectors including
energy, environment, and eco-
nomic development.

In the energy sector, a feasi-
bility study is currently un-
derway under the curation of
the Ministry of Energy on the
Caspian-Black Sea-Europe green
energy corridor. A Memorandum
of Understanding (MoU) has
already been signed with the
Governments of Georgia,
Hungary, and Romania to build a
subsea cable under the Black Sea.
Another MoU has been signed by
WindEurope and the Azerbaijan
Renewable Energy Agency to
accelerate the deployment of on-
shore and offshore wind energy.
Furthermore, large-scale solar
and wind power plants, such
as the 230 MW Garadagh Solar
Power Plant and the 240 MW
Khizi-Absheron Wind Power
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Plant, have also been developed
in collaboration with interna-
tional partners.

The establishment of SOCAR
Green LLC by the country’s state
oil and gas company SOCAR solid-
ifies the commitment of the energy
sector to increase the country’s
capacity for sustainable energy.
SOCAR Green LLC focuses specifi-
cally on renewable energy projects,
signifying a strategic move not
only to diversify SOCAR’s portfolio
but also to contribute directly to
Azerbaijan’s broader energy tran-
sition objectives by promoting re-
newable energy sources.

In the  transport sector,
the Ministry of Digital
Development and  Transport
(MDDT) has developed an ambi-
tious mobility program that aims to
completely transform urban trans-
portation in Baku. This program has
introduced bike-sharing schemes
in urban areas to promote cycling
as a sustainable mode of transpor-
tation and developed pedestrian
zones and walkways to encourage
walking and reduce reliance on
motor vehicles. Public transporta-
tion is planned to be further greeni-
fied as 3,000 electric buses are set to
be deployed in Baku to electrify the
bus fleet. This announcement goes
in line with a statement by BYD, a
leading Chinese manufacturer of

electric vehicles, to invest $34 mil-
lion in the establishment of local-
ized production of electric vehicles
in Azerbaijan.

However, it is not only public
transportation that is getting
greenified: the private Electric
Vehicles (EVs) market continues to
expand in the country, with around
4,000 EVs already on the road
supported by nearly 90 charging
stations around the country. It
has also been reported that the
customs duty on certain types of
hybrid and electric motorcycles
and bicycles has been reduced to
15 percent in order to expand the
usage of EVs.

The Central Bank’s Role

Following the strategic di-
rection provided by the
Azerbaijani  government, the
Central Bank of Azerbaijan (CBA)
has integrated sustainable finance
into its strategic priorities to en-
sure financial sector alignment
with the SDGs and climate action
goals. The Sustainable Finance
Roadmap (SFR) outlined by the
CBA in 2023 underscores the
promotion of green finance in-
struments, including the issuance
of green bonds, as integral to the
country’s sustainable development
and climate action agenda.
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This roadmap sets a multifac-
eted agenda aimed at transitioning
Azerbaijan’s financial sector to
align with national and global sus-
tainable development and climate
action goals, emphasizing the need
for regulatory support, capacity
building, and international coop-
eration to achieve these aims. The
CBA aims to integrate climate-re-
lated and ESG factors into financial
regulation and market standards.

According to the CBAs 2024
Sustainable Finance Report, initia-
tives have already been undertaken
to enhance the capacity of financial
institutions in sustainable finance,
including training sessions with
IFC experts. Efforts include devel-
oping standards for climate-related
and ESG risk assessments and en-
suring market transparency to pre-
vent greenwashing.

he Report provides four

pillars of the sustainable
finance roadmap. One, Raising
Awareness and Capacity Building
focuses on educating both finan-
cial intermediaries and the public
about climate-related and ESG
risks. This includes internal ca-
pacity building within CBA and ex-
ternal awareness-raising initiatives.
Two, Enabling Environment for
Sustainable Finance Flows involves
developing sustainable finance
guidance, establishing a taxonomy;,



fostering green finance ecosystems,
and exploring green sovereign
bonds. Three, Integrating Climate-
Related and ESG Factors into Risk
Management incorporates climate
and ESG risks into the CBA’s super-
visory framework, financial inter-
mediaries’ strategies, governance,
and risk management. And four,
Ensuring Market Transparency
and Discipline enhances transpar-
ency through climate-related risk
disclosures, publishing progress
on the roadmap, and setting reg-
ulatory expectations for financial
intermediaries.

hile these initiatives

showcase a governmental
commitment to transition towards
sustainable  and

achieve these targets; however, the
approach must be calculated and
holistic as the green bonds market
in Azerbaijan is still in its early
stages, which poses a number of
opportunities and challenges.

Opportunities

( ;reen bonds have signifi-

cant potential to attract

both domestic and international
investors interested in sup-
porting sustainable projects. For
example, the Dutch government
issued a €6 billion green bond in
2019, which financed offshore
wind farms generating 3.5 GW
of electricity. Similarly, France’s
€7 billion green

climate-friendly

practices, in order ~ C7een bonds  have
to meet the am- significant potential to
attract both domestic and
international
interested in supporting
sustainable projects.

bitious targets
and remain in
alignment  with
the SDGs, more
efforts will be re-

bond issued in
2017 was used to
expand the Paris
Metro, reducing
urban emissions,
and  improving
public transporta-
tion. These exam-

investors

quired, spanning
regulatory and policy issues,
business incentives and initia-
tives, as well as garnering public
support through targeted aware-
ness campaigns and community
engagement.

Green bonds can play an instru-
mental role in enhancing efforts to
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ples illustrate how
Azerbaijan can leverage green
bonds to fund renewable energy
projects, energy-efficient build-
ings, and other sustainable initia-
tives, thereby attracting substan-
tial investment.

Furthermore, green bonds offer
favorable financing terms, such

as lower interest rates and longer
tenures, compared to traditional
bonds. California’s $600 million
green bond issuance in 2019, which
funded the construction of a high-
speed rail line, exemplifies the
cost-effectiveness of green bonds.
This approach could make green
bonds an attractive financing op-
tion for Azerbaijan’s sustainable
projects.

Issuers of green bonds are re-
quired to provide detailed infor-
mation about the use of proceeds
and the environmental impact
of funded projects, fostering in-
vestor trust and promoting ac-
countability. For instance, Apple
issued $4.7 billion in green bonds
between 2016 and 2020, funding
energy-efficient upgrades and
renewable energy projects, and
showecasing the positive impact of
such transparency.

articipating in the green

bond market also positions
Azerbaijan as a proactive player
in global efforts to combat cli-
mate change. Nigeria’s issuance of
its first green bond worth ¥10.69
billion ($30 million) in 2017 po-
sitioned the country as a leader
in sustainable finance in Africa.
Similarly, by aligning with inter-
national trends, Azerbaijan can
enhance its reputation and attract
sustainable investors.
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Green bonds also integrate
Azerbaijan into the global sustain-
able finance market, improving the
country’s international financial
standing and opening up additional
funding opportunities from global
institutions. This financial integra-
tion can lead to increased investment
and collaboration with international
partners.

Collaboration between the
public and private sectors
is essential for the effectiveness
of green bonds. Governments
can establish favorable regulatory
frameworks and incentives, while
private enterprises can bring inno-
vation and efficiency to project im-
plementation. Public-private part-
nerships (PPPs) can leverage the
strengths of both sectors, ensuring
that green projects are financially
viable and effectively managed.

Green bonds can also fund the
development of sustainable infra-
structure projects such as electric
vehicle (EV) charging stations,
energy-efficient public buildings,
and smart grids. Mexico City’s
issuance of $50 million in green
bonds in 2017, which financed
energy efficiency projects in public
buildings and reduced energy con-
sumption by 20 percent, thereby
demonstrating the potential impact
of green bonds on infrastructure
development.



Investing in
green proj-
ects through green
bonds can spur job
creation and stim-
ulate economic
growth. Renewable
energy  installa-
tions, sustainable
agriculture, and
clean technology

Developing the green
bond market in
Azerbaijan also presents
several challenges. The
market is in its nascent
stages, requiring efforts
to raise awareness, build
capacity, and develop
regulatory frameworks.

requiring  efforts
to raise awareness,
build capacity,
and develop reg-
ulatory frame-
works. In 2023, the
CBA  conducted
its Sustainable
Finance  Survey,
revealing  signif-
icant barriers:

innovations  gen-

73 percent of re-

erate employment

and foster economic resilience.
For example, Morocco’s $100 mil-
lion green bond issuance for solar
and wind projects has created nu-
merous job opportunities while
advancing the country’s renewable
energy goals.

Green bonds support projects
that provide long-term environ-
mental benefits, such as reduced
carbon emissions, improved air
quality, and enhanced biodiver-
sity. These projects contribute to
the global effort to combat climate
change and preserve natural re-
sources, aligning with Azerbaijan’s
environmental objectives.

Challenges

eveloping the green bond
market in Azerbaijan also
presents several challenges. The
market is in its nascent stages,
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spondents  were
unaware of sustainable finance ac-
tivities, 48 percent cited an insuf-
ficient regulatory framework, 52
percent pointed to a lack of human
capacity, and 23 percent identified
a lack of regulatory requirements.
These findings highlight the need
for comprehensive education and
capacity-building initiatives.

Ensuring a robust pipeline of
eligible green projects is critical
for sustaining investor interest.
Targeted investments in research
and development are necessary to
identify and prioritize viable proj-
ects that align with Azerbaijan’s en-
vironmental and energy objectives.

( ;reen bonds require cross-

sectoral collaboration and
accurate, transparent data flow.
Technologies like blockchain can
ensure transparency and account-
ability in the use of green bond pro-
ceeds. Enhanced data governance

and digitalization efforts are also
needed to ensure investor confi-
dence. For example, implementing
blockchain technology can provide
real-time tracking of how funds are
allocated and spent, ensuring that
projects meet their environmental
goals.

Moreover, developing a com-
prehensive regulatory framework
that supports green bond issuance
is crucial. Azerbaijan must estab-
lish clear guidelines and standards
for green bond issuance to align
with international best practices.
The lack of a robust regulatory
framework can hinder market
development and investor confi-
dence. Adopting frameworks like
the aforementioned Green Bond
Principles by the ICMA can pro-
vide the necessary

Capacity-building initiatives and
training programs are needed to
address this gap.

Moreover, green projects often
involve high upfront costs, which
can be a barrier for issuers and
investors. Developing innovative
financing mechanisms and lever-
aging international support can
help mitigate these costs and make
green projects more attractive.

In addition, building investor
trust in the green bond market is
crucial. Investors may be skeptical
about the environmental impact
and financial returns of green proj-
ects. Transparent reporting, third-
party verification, and adherence
to international standards can help
address these concerns and build

confidence.  For

regulatory support.

Engaging

example, Apple’s

stakeholders issuance of green

Building local  gcross  the public and bonds included de-

expertise in
sustainable finance
is also essential
for the growth of
the green bond
market. Financial
institutions, regu-
lators, and market
participants in
Azerbaijan  may
lack the necessary

private sectors, includ-
ing financial institutions,
regulatory bodies, and
environmental and cli-
mate action experts, is
key to fostering a thriving
green bond market eco-
system in Azerbaijan.

tailed reporting on
the environmental
impact of funded
projects,  setting
a standard for
transparency.

Furthermore,
ensuring  market
liquidity is essen-
tial for the suc-

knowledge and skills to effectively
manage and issue green bonds.

cess of green bonds. Developing
platforms for trading and tracking



green bonds can enhance market
liquidity and transparency, making
green bonds a more attractive
investment option. For instance,
the establishment of green bond
segments on stock exchanges, such
as the London Stock Exchange’s
dedicated green bond segment, has
improved market liquidity and in-
vestor access.

chieving substantial environ-
ental and climate benefits
requires a long-term commitment
from all stakeholders. Continuous
monitoring, evaluation, and adap-
tation of strategies are necessary
to ensure the sustained impact
of green projects. This long-term
perspective may be challenging to
maintain, especially in the face of
short-term economic pressures.
Implementing robust monitoring
and evaluation frameworks, as
demonstrated by the World Bank’s
climate finance initiatives, can en-
sure ongoing project success and
impact.

Strides have been made in the
fields of data governance and dig-
italization in the public sector,
particularly through the efforts
of the Innovation and Digital
Development Agency, under the
curation of the MDDT. However,
more efforts are needed to
streamline and cascade good data
governance models that ensure
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transparency, traceability, verifi-
ability, and accuracy of data related
to green bonds-funded projects
to ensure investor confidence and
simplify  collaboration between
multiple stakeholders.

Engaging stakeholders across
the public and private sectors, in-
cluding financial institutions, reg-
ulatory bodies, and environmental
and climate action experts, is key
to fostering a thriving green bond
market ecosystem in Azerbaijan.
Collaboration can lead to knowl-
edge sharing, innovative financing
structures, and enhanced market
transparency.

Next Steps

To build a successful green fi-
nance capacity, Azerbaijan
must adopt a systematic approach,
addressing regulatory, strategic,
and operational dimensions. There
are a number of measures that,
when taken concurrently, could
bring Azerbaijan into the global
green bond mainstream. Each will
be briefly outlined below.

Developing a comprehensive
regulatory framework that inte-
grates environmental and financial
policies is essential. Starting with
voluntary guidelines for green
bonds and progressing towards

mandatory regulations informed by
international best practices, such as
the Green Bond Principles by the
ICMA, will provide the necessary
regulatory support.

Collaboration among govern-
ment bodies, financial institutions,
the private sector, and international
partners is crucial. Leveraging
expertise and resources from in-
ternational organizations like the
World Bank and the International
Finance Corporation (IFC) can
enhance local capacities and im-
prove access to global markets. For
instance, Morocco’s collaboration
with the World Bank to develop its
green bond market has resulted in
successful issuances and increased
investor interest.

Implementing  stringent and
transparent reporting standards
for green projects will ensure that
investors are well-informed about
the use and impact of their invest-
ments. Introducing third-party ver-
ification and auditing for indepen-
dent assurance of compliance with
green standards can build investor
trust. For example, Chile’s green
bond issuance included third-party
verification to ensure transparency
and accountability.

Developing standardized cri-
teria for what qualifies as a green
project, aligned with international
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classifications such as the EU
Taxonomy for sustainable activities,
will simplify the identification and
approval process for green bonds.
Introducing a certification scheme
for green projects can further en-
hance this process. South Africa’s
Green Finance Taxonomy, aligned
with the EU Taxonomy, provides a
useful reference.

Training programs for govern-
ment officials, financial institutions,
and project developers are nec-
essary to enhance understanding
of green bonds and sustainable fi-
nance. Public awareness campaigns
should also be conducted to high-
light the benefits of green bonds
and sustainable investments.

Developing the necessary market
infrastructure, including plat-
forms for trading and tracking
green bonds, will enhance market
liquidity and transparency.
Launching pilot projects to demon-
strate the viability and benefits of
green bonds can create case studies
that attract future investments. The
Asian Development Bank’s support
for pilot green bond projects in
Vietnam illustrates the potential
impact of such initiatives.

Conducting  thorough  social
and environmental impact assess-
ments for all green projects will
ensure they deliver substantial
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environmental and climate ben-
efits without negative social con-
sequences. Implementing robust
monitoring and evaluation frame-
works to track the performance
and impact of green projects over
time is essential. The World Bank’s
comprehensive impact assessment
frameworks  provide  valuable
guidance.

By adopting these systematic
and comprehensive recommen-
dations along with the imple-
mentation of the CBA’s Roadmap,
Azerbaijan can build a robust
green bond market that attracts
sustained investor interest, pro-
motes sustainable development,
and aligns with global environ-
mental and climate goals.

Strategic Tool

In conclusion, green bonds
represent a strategic tool for
accelerating Azerbaijan’s energy
transition and fostering sustain-
able development. By leveraging
the principles of green finance,
fostering  collaboration ~among

stakeholders, and embracing inter-
national best practices, Azerbaijan
can unlock significant investment
opportunities, reduce carbon emis-
sions, and contribute meaningfully
to global climate action.

Green bonds offer Azerbaijan a
promising avenue to fund its ambi-
tious sustainability projects, partic-
ularly in critical sectors such as en-
ergy and transportation. Coupled
with digitalization, these financial
instruments can significantly ac-
celerate the nation’s transition to a
greener economy.

By attracting environmentally-
and climate-conscious investors
and leveraging cutting-edge tech-
nologies, Azerbaijan can pave the
way for a sustainable future, setting
an example for other resource-rich
nations aiming to balance eco-
nomic growth with environmental
and climate responsibility. The stra-
tegic use of green bonds can ensure
that Azerbaijan not only meets its
environmental and climate goals
but also enhances its economic re-
silience and global competitiveness
in a rapidly changing world. o
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Empowering Nations
through COP29

Sovereign Cloud Platforms and
Technological Sovereignty for

Critical Industries

Milos Jovanovi¢ and Stefan Jancic

ne of COP29s the-
matic days, as chosen by
Azerbaijan’s Presidency,

is titled “Science, Technology and
Innovation / Digitalization.” Like
all other parts of the Conference’s
thematic program, this one is de-
signed to advance the Presidency’s
overarching vision, which consists
of two mutually-reinforcing, par-
allel pillars—“enhance ambition”
and “enable action”—at the heart

of which stands climate finance. To
quote from the COP29 President-
Designate’s 17 July 2024 Letter to

Parties and Constituencies:
The COP29  Presidency’s
top negotiating  priority
is to agree [on] a fair and
ambitious NCQG  [New
Collective Quantified Goal],
taking into account the needs
and priorities of developing
country Parties. [...] But this
is not just our priority. The
COP29 Presidency has heard
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of Information Technology at Belgrade Metropolitan University and the Faculty
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the voices of so many Parties
and communities that are
counting on all of us to take
this step at COP29. We must
all go the extra mile together to
deliver this historic milestone.
[...] Both adaptation and
mitigation financing require
a substantial increase. [...]
Our work on climate finance
should represent progression
beyond  previous efforts,
delivering multiples, adequate
to the scale and urgency of the
problem. Transparency and
accessibility will also be key
facilitating conditions that will
require effort from multiple
stakeholders.

We intend this essay to serve as
a contribution to the ongoing con-
versation on this theme, but also to
the broader global debate about the
utility of sovereign cloud platforms
and technological sovereignty for
critical industries. Enhanced co-
operation at the inter-state level
to save the planet

different core sectors and to stress
the necessity of having strong
technology infrastructure, data
management, and AI regulation.
We believe that each nation has a
responsibility to work out for itself
a proper balance between these and
related concerns, which requires
having a proper unbiased grasp of
the issues involved. Azerbaijan is
no different. We thus conclude this
essay with a brief consideration of
how our findings can be applied
to the technological independence
and economic development of the
Alat Free Economic Zone (AFEZ).

r I Yechnological sovereignty is
a term that has emerged in

today’s world, characterized by
a high rate of development of in-
formation technologies, as a vital
factor for countries that want to
keep their data and key industries
under their own control and pre-

serve their own

is one thing; en-
suring it does not
infringe on the

This essay can contribute
to COP29’s thematic day

security. The con-
cept of sovereign
cloud platforms

prerogatives of na- 071 Science, Technology  should be seen as
tional sovereignty, and Innovation / Digita- a game-changing
including security  Jizntion, but also to the ©opportunity  for

considerations, 1is
quite another.

broader global
about the utility of sover-

debate such countries to
upgrade their data
processing capac-

Our  objective €187 cloud platforms and  iges, improve co-
is to describe the fechnological sovereignty  operation between

role of sovereign for critical industries. ministries and

other state entities,

cloud platforms in



and optimize governmental and
private sector activity.

Through the establishment and
management of a nations digital
architecture, it is possible to pro-
tect its information, establish an
environment for innovation, and
spur sustainable economic growth.
Sovereign cloud platforms not only
contribute to improving business
processes and their security, but
can also create a lot of additional
economic value. When data is cen-
tralized in a secure cloud system,
along with the help of Al and IoT,
nations can both use resources and
manage data costs efficiently, as well
as enhance their decisionmaking
processes.

This economic benefit spans
different areas such as healthcare,
energy, and manufacturing, where
data optimization and the improve-
ment of security leads to improved
services, reduced costs, and, there-
fore, greater competitiveness.

New Cloud Platforms
Needed

orldwide experience with
the application of cloud
platforms  demonstrates  their
high potential for engendering
changes in data processing and
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inter-ministerial cooperation, es-
pecially in such sensitive spheres
as medicine and energy. Hence,
through sovereign cloud platforms,
nations can address bureaucratic
inefficiencies, as important infor-
mation will henceforth be stored in
a central place, easily retrievable by
other end-users in the administra-
tive apparatus.

Take healthcare. Having all of a
patient’s records safely stored in a
single, cloud-based system means
that these can be accessed by any
healthcare provider. This, in turn,
can reduce errors in treatment pro-
cesses. We know, for instance, that
patients rarely provide doctors with
a fully accurate history, which can
have a negative impact on treat-
ment, including drug prescriptions.
Not only does single-system storage
enhance the accuracy and efficiency
of medical measures, but it also
helps to shape the entire healthcare
system. Centralized, cloud-based
recordkeeping in the medical field
ensures convenient access to all pa-
tient information and reduces the
chances of errors in treatments.

In the energy sector, a centralized
cloud platform can contain every
single aspect of the consumption
cycle. More and more accurate data
results in better analysis, which
in turn can optimize distribution
(particularly in the context of

electricity sector liberalization and
the introduction of two-way com-
munication and power transmis-
sion through the building of smart
grids and micro-grids), detect all
sorts of grid and distribution ineffi-
ciencies (e.g., leakages), modernize
billing procedures (e.g., dynamic
pricing in real-time), and enhance
overall efficiency. It can also en-
sure problems are detected swiftly,
including corruption and payment
clearance issues. Lastly, a central-
ized cloud-based energy platform
can enable the detection of network
attacks and other forms of security
breaches, thus making energy in-
frastructure safer and more secure.

loud platforms can also be

extremely useful in other
contexts. Using cloud-based man-
agement platforms, for instance,
can be beneficial in industrial parks
in various ways. Thus, any organi-
zation can easily utilize the flexible
technologies that are part of the
cloud computing universe.

In the same manner, a cloud-
based smart gateway platform
may also be able to ensure that
all smart home devices are aware
of each other and collect data to
alter the device’s connectivity and
functionality.

To improve the sovereign cloud
platform, cloud platforms should
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be connected to other modern
technologies such as artificial in-
telligence (AI) and the Internet
of Things (IoT). Thus, cloud data
centers should be smarter and
more efficient with the help of Al
solutions and should be a part of
the green cloud data center con-
cept, characterized by optimized
energy intake and effectiveness.
Also, the integration of IoT cloud
systems can be useful in identi-
fying performance parameters as
well as in the monitoring and con-
trolling of attached devices in real
time for enhancing productivity
in various sectors.

Moreover, cloud platforms
can be helpful for energy
management since the consump-
tion of energy is very important.
For example, in active distribution
grids, cloud platforms for service
restoration can involve an optimi-
zation algorithm to improve the
response time in emergencies and
thereby reduce the grid’s reliability.
Similarly, the cloud platforms to
supervise the battery conditions
in the energy storage systems can
also enhance the efficiency and reli-
ability of large-scale energy storage
systems and solutions in energy
management.

In addition, cloud platforms en-
able fast assessments and confir-
mations of energy efficiency, as has



been shown in studies on the energy
consumption of washing machines
and other similar appliances. If
these platforms are developed based
on cloud computing techniques,
combined with measurement and
verification methodologies, it is
valuable to assess the energy-saving
performance and to make decisions
in energy management.

verall, sovereign cloud plat-

forms may benefit countries
by enhancing the operations of
governments, industries, and end-
users because of the advantages of
giant data analytics, communica-
tion, and the elimination of bureau-
cratic inefficiencies.

Regarding the purpose of cloud
platforms, it is possible to mention
the following: combining the cen-
tralization of information, devel-
oping advanced technologies, and
optimizing the usage of energy in
different fields ultimately increases
the transparency

to manage and leverage resources
to strengthen the governmental ap-
paratus for closer cooperation.

Technological Sovereignty
and Critical Industries

Organizations want to main-
tain control over cloud plat-

forms that are deployed in sensi-
tive sectors like health, power, and
other ministries. Control over plat-
forms ensures that data is secure
and shielded from various intru-
sions—especially so where the data
is sensitive (e.g., patient or energy
records).

Thus, countries possessing
cloud infrastructure can design
secure protection systems that
correspond to the needed level
of protection and legal require-
ments to prevent hacking or
stealing of vital information. Such
and similar threats indicate that

full  sovereignty

and effectiveness of

must be achieved

industries and sec-  Full sovereignty must be  over the tech-
tors for the sustain-  gchieved over the tech- nology domain.

able development nology domain. Only in Only in such a

of states.

such a case can a state
All such plat- €rsure that no outside in-

case can a state
ensure that no
outside influence

forms, employedin //uence can penetrate info. can penetrate into
a strategic context, /e sanctity of a countrys  the sanctity of a

can also enhance a

critical systems.

country’s critical

country’s capacity

systems.

Technological sovereignty also
enables nations to modify
cloud platforms to suit the require-
ments of their main economic sec-
tors. For example, in the healthcare
industry, tailored solutions pow-
ered by 5G networks, Al, and cloud
computing can be customized to
meet the unique health require-
ments of a given country’s popula-
tion, thereby raising the standard of
care provided and the condition of
the patient.

Customization is also essential for
developing tools tailored to the en-
ergy ministries to improve energy
management in individual coun-
tries and also assess energy usage,
billing procedures, and so on.

Furthermore, maintaining con-
trol over cloud platforms can spur
national technological innovation
and development. Thus, by guiding
cloud infrastructure, states can
support research and development
projects, enhance

to build up a competitive edge for
domestic industries, but it also
fosters economic development and
national capability in the context of
disruptive technologies.

Promoting technological devel-
opment at the domestic level is thus
critical to minimizing technological
importation and fostering the even-
tual development of sustainable
national technologies and non-oft-
the-self technological solutions.

Moreover, sovereign cloud
platforms allow countries
to design their rules, regulations,
and governance systems in ways
that are fully compatible with their
interests and cultures. This way,
states can keep control over cloud
infrastructure and impose data lo-
calization policies, ensure compli-
ance regarding industry-specific
requirements, and minimize the
risks of unauthorized data transfers
across borders.

talent develop-

Such a level of

ment, and foster If is crucial to establish  control is crucial

the implementa- indigenous technological for maintaining a
tion of innovative capabilities to minimize country’s  digital

technologies such
as Al IoT, and big
data analytics in

reliance on foreign tech-
nologies, which is always

sovereignty, safe-
guarding its crit-
ical infrastructure,

the fields related —/@1gerous for a counirys  and ensuring the
to a country’s security and technologi-  confidentiality —of

strategic interests.

cal independence.

sensitive data. It is
crucial to establish

This not only helps



indigenous technological capabili-
ties to minimize reliance on foreign
technologies, which is always dan-
gerous for a country’s security and
technological independence. This
point of view is in line with the gen-
eral aim of retaining sovereignty
over cloud platforms to keep vital
national information and processes
within a country’s jurisdiction.

With technological sovereignty,
countries would be in a position to
have maximum benefits from cloud
computing while at the same time
reducing risks and increasing the
full potential that a country has to
go through this digital transforma-
tion in key sectors. This represents
an integrated approach to con-
trolling technological infrastructure
and underscores the importance
of sovereignty in safeguarding na-
tional interests whilst driving both
climate action and sustainable de-
velopment in an increasingly con-
nected digital world.

Efficiency in
Manufacturing

loud platforms of a central-
ized nature enhance the ef-
ficiency of bureaucracies and do
away with critical errors in manu-
facturing. They make workflow and
decisionmaking processes smooth
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and eflicient by consolidating data
and streamlining communications.

In manufacturing industries, the
cloud platform plays the role of
automating production lines, in-
ventories, and supply chains. The
integration of cloud solutions with
IoT devices and data analytics tools
enables one to get a deeper under-
standing of the operation, proper
utilization of resources, and en-
hanced productivity.

Cloud-based industrial automa-
tion systems are used in the man-
agement of industrial processes
from remote areas, and thus the effi-
ciency of the processes is improved,
with minimal interruptions. These
systems allow changes to be made
conveniently on production lines
and prevent the formation of com-
plications in the process.

In the interest of ensuring that
centralized cloud platforms en-
hance bureaucratic efficiency, ad-
equate measures must be taken to
secure the data. Measures include
the use of blockchain, encryption
of data, and control of access—all
these provide data and ensure its
privacy in cloud-based systems.

Moreover, the implementation of
edge and fog computing also helps
in reducing delay and enhancing
the processing of data, especially in

applications that require real-time
decisionmaking. Therefore, these
advanced security and computing
mechanisms, when implemented
together, can assure the nations re-
garding the security and efficiency
of cloud structures.

Technological Ecosystems
and Internet Sovereignty

f a country wants to be inde-

pendent on the internet and
control the data generated within
its borders, then it needs to ensure
that technologies,

international standards—is fore-
most. Data protection, cybersecu-
rity, and possession and ownership
of data constitute the context of
the invention of sovereignty and
self-rule of digital property. Such
frameworks have to be robust
enough to address the constantly
growing threat landscape and cyber
events that seek to penetrate digital
systems.

he formation of public-pri-

vate and academic part-
nerships must become the foun-
dation for the establishment of
long-lasting tech-

governments, and

innovations  sup- If a country wants to be
independent on the in-
ternet and control the
data generated within its
borders, then it needs to
ensure that technologies,
invention, a state governments, and innova-
tions support each other.

port each other.
Therefore, through
policy and regula-
tion, cooperation
and partnership,
technology  and

could put in place

nological solutions
in  governmental
organizations. By
establishing  and
encouraging a
culture of innova-
tion, knowledge
transfer, and inter-
disciplinary coop-
eration, a state can

a solid foundation
for data protec-
tion, sovereignty, and control of its
digital assets.

Among the necessary conditions
for a country to establish technolog-
ical conditions that would enable it
to establish internet sovereignty, a
proper legislative framework—one
that guarantees adequate protec-
tion of data and its conformity to
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get the best skills
and financial sup-
port to improve its domestic tech-
nological process and maintain its
digital sovereignty.

Thus, there is a requirement for
continuous support of present and
future research initiatives relating
to the IoT, Al and cloud com-
puting technologies to improve
technological systems. This implies



that support from stakeholders
including innovation hubs, incuba-
tors, and parks can go a long way in
shaping the right environment for
inventions that support the indus-
tries and economy of the regions.

This also contributes to the de-
velopment of new technologies and
establishes the basis for a country’s
technological independence and
therefore ~ mini-

people to change from learning
and imitation into actual creation:
Indigenous, sovereign technolog-
ical advancement should fit into the
country’s goals and principles.

Thus, enhancing awareness
and skills application among the
working population is essential for
the continuation and effectiveness
of technological settings. Education
and training to

mizes the risks and
threats associated
with the use of for-
eign technologies.

t becomes cru-

cial to develop
indigenization  of
technological ca-
pabilities because
this represents real
independence on

Internet sovereignty and
data control technolog-
ical ecosystems can be
described as an environ-
ment that is made up of
the following four compo-
nents: regulation, collab-
oration, technology, and

talent. formal

increase  people’s
knowledge of dig-
ital technology in-
crease the potential
that a skilled work-
force can bring into
reality such ideas
and cope with
change. This refers
not only to the
academic
qualifications  of

the technological side. Therefore,
it becomes easier to focus more on
the domestic processes and avoid
dependencies and domination
by foreign actors in the sphere of
digitalization.

This involves supporting do-
mestic IT firms, investing in do-
mestic research and development,
and creating the right conditions
for  technology  development.
Indigenous innovation refers to
the attempt to make technological
improvements and to persuade
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staff, but also to the retraining of
knowledge and skills, as the rate
of technological development is
rather high.

( ;ood governance to support
internet sovereignty and

data control is very important in
the functioning of a state’s internet
governance mechanisms. When
there is policy coordination with
all relevant stakeholders (e.g., gov-
ernment, industry, academia, and
civil society), policy diversification
and optimization results. These

structures have to be future-proof
and yet keep the core elements of
data protection (from both outside
and inside threats) and data protec-
tion sovereignty.

Internet sovereignty and data
control technological ecosystems
can be described as an environment
that is made up of the following
four components: regulation, col-
laboration, technology, and talent.
Thus, it is possible to provide the
development of stable technolog-
ical environments that are built on
sovereignty and independence in
the context of the digital world, pro-
tect data, encourage innovations,
and give people the possibility to
manage the technologies. Such an
approach, properly executed, can
enable a country to get the best out
of the digital age without under-
mining its national interests and, at
the same time enhance its interna-
tional position.

As will be discussed in greater
detail below, the experience of the
Alat Free Economic Zone AFEZ)
can be a useful example to illus-
trate how geographical advantages,
optimal legislative arrangements,
and the use of proper tech solutions
can be used to stimulate economic
growth and the development
of high technologies whilst en-
hancing Azerbaijan’s technological
sovereignty.
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Data Control and Security

In modern cloud platform de-
velopment, governments need
to establish rules, laws, and regula-
tions with technical support in data
control and security enhancement.
Among these is the introduction of
appropriately tight data protection
laws that force cloud service pro-
viders to guarantee data security
through the use of cryptography,
limit access to data, and conduct
regular data checks to ensure that
data meets the laid down security
standards.

Such laws and policies also as-
sist governments in ensuring that
people adhere to data management
and storage systems laws so that it
becomes mandatory to protect the
data from hackers and other nefar-
ious factors.

t is critical to have many laws

that guard data owing to the
frailty of cloud platforms. All these
laws should ensure that serious
encryption solutions, like the
Advanced Encryption Standard
(AES), are used—especially when
data is both stored and when it is
in motion.

In laymans terms, encryption
can be illustrated as follows: even if
someone tries to take this data, they



will not understand it since a code
is used to encrypt the data. Hence,
through the adoption of encryption
technologies in storage systems in
the cloud, the state can protect its
data from hackers and any other
persons who may wish to gain ac-
cess to it.

The relevant laws should also in-
clude regular and spot security au-
dits and vulnerability assessments,
which can be per-

consist of monitoring, detection,
and prevention. DLP tools function
by analyzing all the data traffic and
isolating risks and breaches that
contain sensitive data, thus pre-
venting data leakage.

Through the implementation
of such solutions, governments
will be in an optimal position to
observe the activities of data both
in and outside the cloud to pre-

vent the leakage

formed according
to what are called

Content Security 1), particularly in the
context of Al, cannot be
maintained without ref-
erence to societal values.

Policies ~ (CSPs).
To enhance the
security of iden-
tity management

of sensitive data.

lTechnological sovereign-  Thys, the goal

of enhancing the
quality of protec-
tion should be pur-
sued by enhancing
the activity of

in cloud environ-

ments, governments can influence
user identification and autho-
rization to adhere to enhanced
authentication mechanisms like
the Multi-Factor Authentication
(MFA) solution. MFA requires
passwords, biometrics, or tokens
and thus enhances the security
of the cloud environments and
reduces the chances of important
data being accessed without
authorization.

To reduce the risks of what
is called “digital leakage”
in cloud computing platforms,
governments can use Data Loss
Prevention (DLP) solutions that
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cloud service pro-
viders—that is, by ensuring that
they increase their level of respon-
sibility and transparency.

In addition to ensuring that secu-
rity checks and scans occur more
often and that cloud platforms meet
certain standards set by the relevant
security regulator or overseer, other
preventive measures can be devel-
oped by policymakers to enhance
the security of cloud environments
from various security threats. This
incorporates the formulation of
national cybersecurity policies that
determine the responsibilities of
the different players in protecting
cyber assets.

Ail told, a state can prevent data
eaks and cyber-crimes ema-
nating from new cloud platforms by
applying regulatory, technological,
and preventive standards. Thus, by
improving measures such as data
protection, encryption, secure au-
thentication, and transparency, a
state may strengthen its control and
security over a cloud environment
and protect valuable information
and negating threats in the cyberse-
curity sphere. Such an all-inclusive,
strategic approach should ensure
that a country’s national digital
framework is well-safeguarded and
sustainable enough to undertake
the important responsibilities of
today’s government and business
operations.

Al Governance in Cloud
Platforms

Alstate will also need to estab-
ish an effective governance
structure for the use of Al-based
solutions in cloud platforms, par-
ticularly for critical industries. Al
governance frameworks are benefi-
cial for government agencies as they
reduce risks, increase transparency,
and encourage accountability in the
use of Al in sensitive domains.

There are several ways for Al
governance to be applied in cloud
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platforms. One is to define the rules
for the ethical usage of Al following
whatever principles and require-
ments are set by the state. There is
no good reason why any country
should simply, blindly, enable an Al
company—usually based outside
its jurisdiction—to operate freely
within its borders: the stakes are
simply too high and potentially too
dangerous. Thus, issues of bias, in-
terpretation, and data privacy also
need to be addressed. Technological
sovereignty, particularly in the con-
text of Al, cannot be maintained
without reference to societal values.

A state should thus develop Al
governance by empowering its
regulatory authorities to oversee Al
and the way it functions. This will
help build confidence in the use of
Al systems and prevent potential
negative effects associated with
implementing Al integration. It will
also ensure that other technologies
that could be used in conjunction
with AI governance in cloud plat-
forms are fully interoperable.

here are several approaches

to defining AI in ways that
increase interpretability,and thus
make the decision process easier
to understand and less mysterious.
Preventive models, for example,
can be used to establish and counter
the biases that are built-in to a given
Al system by its creators cannot



affect its decisionmaking processes.
Such technical tools are useful in
making an Al system more accurate
and credible, particularly for appli-
cations associated with vital assets
or services: the ramifications of an
improper or prejudiced AI determi-
nation can be costly.

Positive Al governing guidelines
contribute to ensuring that a given
Al system is secure, effective, and
morally and ethically compat-
ible with a state’s interests. Such
guidelines, properly written and
enforced, increase the likelihood
that AI will be adopted by a state’s
user community. Al governance
is also a great help when it comes
to the proper usage of Al in cloud
platforms, especially for sensitive
industries.

To be clear: technological sover-
eignty in the case of Al means that
a state should be able to control
the processes of Al technologies’
development and use according to
its priorities—not those of the Al
creator. By implementing the best
available AI governance practices,
a state can ensure that this revo-
lutionary technology—which is
here to stay—substantially benefits
the major sectors of the economy
without sacrificing its development
and stability. Proper AI governance
can thus contribute to a state’s tech-
nological sovereignty.
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Hardware and Software
Sovereignty

he final element we explore in

this essay on securing a state’s
technological sovereignty involves
regulating the backbone of its tech-
nological infrastructure, namely
the hardware (HW) and software
(SW) that is used in its various sys-
tems, including the cloud. This is
especially relevant for states that
are, or aspire to be, leaders in crit-
ical industries. We are talking about
microchips, here.

The need to secure and maintain
technological independence and
drive innovation is now spurring
a growing number of states to seek
ways to ensure the local manu-
facturing of microchips. It is also
advantageous that some major
industrial areas such as healthcare,
energy, and defense receive the par-
ticular technological requirements
that they need while at the same
time protecting themselves from
oscillations and disturbances driven
by outside and foreign action.

Measures a state can take to ad-
dress such and similar concerns
and thereby improve control over
microchips include developing do-
mestic capacity in semiconductors,
engaging key stakeholders in the in-
dustry, and developing policies on

secure and reliable supply chains.
Investment in domestic research
and development (R&D) can result
in the design and manufacturing
of microchips that are unique
to a state’s specific needs and, in
addition, go a long way towards
eliminating the various types of
disparities impeding technological
development.

All in all, a state’s continuing de-
pendence on foreign-made and for-
eign-supplied critical technologies,
including microchips, is incompat-
ible with the pursuit of a strategy
of total technological sovereignty.
The emphasis here is on “total.” It
is not necessarily geopolitically and
geoeconomically realistic for most
states to pursue

AFEZ as the Key to
the Silk Road Region’s
Technological Sovereignty

In some ways, Azerbaijan is
uniquely well-placed to attempt
technological ~ sovereignty—what
skeptics would claim is effectually
a “moonshot” endeavor. This ap-
plies particularly to the Alat Free
Economic Zone (AFEZ).

AFEZ provides the gold standard
in investment incentives, including
exemptions on all relevant taxes
and customs duties. In addition,
it also has at least three strategic
advantages. One, its legal basis,
which could be described as “more

than autonomy,

such a strategy, but
the more control A  stafes
they can gain over dependence
the various tech- eign-made
nologies discussed
in this essay, in-
cluding on the
microchip  issue,
the closer they will

reasonable level of
technological sov-

eign-supplied
technologies,
microchips, is incompat-
ible with the pursuit of a
come fo assuring 2 - s¢rategy of total techno-
logical sovereignty.

less than indepen-

continuing  dence”—effectu-
on  for- ally, a state within a
and  for- stat? (we are over-
o stating here, but
critical :

o cludi conceptually, this
IICIHAING - makes sense); two,

its ready-to-use in-
dustrial land plots
pre-equipped with
direct connections
to  infrastructure

ereignty. The point,

however, is that a state should work
to ensure that it does not allow for-
eign interests to impose their own
preferences and standards of what
constitutes this “reasonable level”
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and utilities, in-
cluding plentiful and cheap power
sources; and three, its strategic
geographical location. AFEZ is
located at the literal intersection
of the Silk Road region’s two most



important strategic road and
rail corridors (i.e.,, the Middle
Corridor and the International
North-South Transport Corridor)
and right next to first-in-its-class
Baku International Sea Trade Port,
the region’s Okeystone five-star
transport hub,O as its director put
it in the Fall 2020 edition of Baku
Dialogues. AFEZ is even building
its own cargo airport.

Businesses engaged in high val-
ue-added and export-oriented
manufacturing and internationally
traded services that use innovative
technologies and approaches, in-
cluding the latest environmental
standards, are welcome to set up
shop on the territory of AFEZ. It is,
therefore, perfectly suited to serve
as the location for the establish-
ment of not only Azerbaijan’s but
the entire Silk Road region’s center
for achieving digital technological
sovereignty.

Azerbaijan’s independent for-
eign policy posture and ideal geo-
graphic location, coupled with its

membership in the Organization
of Turkic States, interest in joining
BRICS, and growing engagement
with the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, illustrate AFEZ’s un-
derlying geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic advantages. To put it directly,
AFEZ can and should become the
home of big data centers providing
cloud-based platforms and solu-
tions, host Al systems, provide space
for the production of HW and SW,
including microchips and other vital
components, and so on.

For the countries that make up the
core of the Silk Road region—which
in all cases that matter, also belong
to the Turkic world—making AFEZ
the strategic center of a drive to ac-
quire and maintain technological
sovereignty should become an im-
perative. Without such a concerted
venture, the quest to successfully
transform this part of the globe into
a “worldwide power center’—as
Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev
put it at the Shusha Global Media
Forum on 20 July 2024—would be
much harder to accomplish. o

bakudialogues.ada.edu.az
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Russian Grand Strategy

Evolving Towards

a G-Zero/Silk Road Paradigm

Nikolas K. Gvosdev

he contours of Russian
grand strategy have re-
mained remarkably stable

over time. Russian global engage-
ment is first meant to ensure that
Moscow remains one of the agen-
da-setting countries of the inter-
national system (or, at minimum,
that it is able to prevent other major
powers from imposing domestic
and foreign policy agendas on
Russia). The second is to guarantee
that Russia has access to the finan-
cial and technological resources
necessary to maintain the sources
of Russian power. How Moscow
pursues those objectives, however,
can vary depending on the interna-
tional context.

Two decades ago, the Kremlin
believed that the United States and

the major states of Europe would be
inclined to create a global concert
of major powers that would regu-
late the international system—with
Russia as one of its key members.
Russia would also enhance its ca-
pacity to sustain its great power
position by pursuing a degree
of integration with Europe that
would connect Russia’s bounty of
commodities and raw materials to
Europe’s industrial base while en-
suring access to technological and
financial investment.

Under the rubric of the “Common
Spaces” (including a common eco-
nomic space and a common ex-
ternal security space) Russia, in the
understanding of then President
of the European Commission
Romano Prodi, would share

Nikolas K. Gvosdev is a Professor of National Security Affairs at the U.S.
Naval War College. He is a 2024 Templeton Fellow and Director of the National
Security Program at the Foreign Policy Research Institute where he also serves
as a Senior Fellow in its Eurasia Program. He also serves as the Editor of Orbis.
The views expressed in this essay are his own.
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‘everything  with

and its member

the  [Buropean] Many of the countries The  gates, Already in
Union except in- Economist has dubbed  November 2012,

stitutions,” as he the “Transactional 25
are located in whole or
in part within the loose

put it in a speech
he delivered
on 6 December

»

retired foreign min-
ister Igor Ivanov
was warning that
the Kremlin elite

2002. In turn, geograp hical P{ flfameters was considering
both Presidents deﬁned as the “Silk Road  whether ~ Russian
Vladimir Putinand ~ region.” It is absolutely es-  goals would be

Dmitry Medvedev  sential for Russia to have  better  met by

hoped that closer
integration would
encourage a greater
degree of EU au-
tonomy from the

one of the main critical

economic regions of the

world remain open and
accessible.

forming “partner-
ships with more
dynamic coun-
tries”—i.e., the
rising powers of

United States,
which would facilitate a more
truly multipolar order that they
saw as being in the interest of their
country. In short, Russia followed a
C/E (concert/Europe) approach—
promoting a concert approach to
international affairs while priori-
tizing Europe as its main economic
and strategic partner.

But the pursuit of these objec-
tives—and the methods by
which the Kremlin sought to re-es-
tablish Russia’s international posi-
tion—clashed with Western prefer-
ences as understood on both sides
of the Atlantic. This, in turn, called
into question whether Russia’s ob-
jectives could be achieved via a stra-
tegic partnership with the United
States and closer economic interde-
pendence with the European Union
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the Global South
and East (Ivanov, of course, argued
for a continued Russian-European
entente to ensure that both sides
would not be “left behind” in the
changed geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic conditions of the twenty-first
century).

Then, two years later, after the first
direct clashes occurred in Ukraine
in 2014, which led to the first major
disruptions of the relationship
between Russia and the West, the
Russian government and business
establishment began to consider
raising the importance of Russia’s
“southern strategy” The idea was to
provide Moscow with new access
points for projecting power and to
reach the main engines of the global
economy as well as to forge new
business and financial relationships



that could help mitigate the impact
of Western sanctions.

Accelerated Decoupling

Putin’s decision to restart full-
scale military operations in
Ukraine in February 2022 accel-
erated and deepened a process of
decoupling between Russia and the
West, as did the Western decision to
impose an economic sanctions and
export restrictions regime on his
country. Russias efforts to pursue
integration with Europe, especially
under the rubric of the “Common
Spaces,” have ended as the finan-
cial, economic, infrastructure, and
business ties have ruptured over the
past two years—quite literally, in the
case of the Nord Stream pipelines.

In turn, the Russian government
believes that the United States not
only believes that no constructive
partnership for managing global
security is possible with Russia
under its current management, but
that the United States is actively
seeking to degrade Russian tools of
statecraft to reduce its overall levels
of national power. As the 2023
Concept of the Foreign Policy of
the Russian Federation makes clear,
these developments are leading to a
profound shift in how the Kremlin
seeks to achieve overall Russian
grand strategic objectives and are
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driving a major reorientation of
Russian priorities

First, the Kremlin is coming to
terms with the realization that
Russia will never be part of the
Euro-Atlantic world in any shape or
form, whether as a full member or
via an ongoing association. There
is no longer any question as to
whether there will again be a line
between Russia and the West—the
only two questions that remain un-
answered at present are, one, where
that line will be drawn and, two,
how formidable a barrier it will
represent.

There simply will be no place
for Russia in its current configu-
ration within the decisionmaking
institutions of the Western world.
Moreover, the United States and its
European partners will continue
their efforts to bypass or even ex-
clude Russia from any substantive
role in setting the agenda for inter-
national affairs. On 13 June 2024,
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister
Aleksandr Grushko bluntly de-
clared that “today, there is no per-
spective for the restoration of a sub-
stantive dialogue” between Russia
and the West.

The second concern flows from
the threat that the Western powers
will be able to isolate Russia from
the main sinews of the globalized

system and cut Russia off from the
mainstream of the global economy.
Concerted US., EU, and G7 ac-
tions have negatively impacted
Russia’s economy and its ability to
generate power. Manifestations of
this include having assets frozen
in Western jurisdictions, domestic
budget cuts for social welfare pro-
grams, and having to put major
new economic projects, especially
in the Arctic, on hold.

In particular, recent events have
shown that Russias ambitious
Arctic  development strategy—
which Putin believes is critical to
renewing Russias base as a great
power—over-relied on European
finance, investment, and tech-
nology transfers. The latest round
of Western sanctions announced in
advance of the June 2024 “Leaders’
Summit” of the G7 explicitly tar-
gets entities “engaged in the devel-
opment of Russias future energy,
metals, and mining production and
export capacity” in the hopes of
retarding Russias ability to secure
its role and influence in the global
economy of the mid-21st century.

he related ideas that Moscow,

one, could serve as the vice
chair of a U.S.-led international
order and that, two, a common
economic, financial, and techno-
logical space with Europe could
be formed, are no longer seen as
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feasible. Thus, these two closely re-
lated policy ambitions are no longer
being pursued by the Kremlin in its
quest to implement Russia’s grand
strategic objectives. To respond to
the challenges that have resulted
from the foregoing, Moscow has
strengthened and solidified its en-
tente with the People’s Republic of
China.

This should not have been par-
ticularly surprising, at least for
those who were paying attention.
For instance, right after the West’s
Kosovo gambit in February 2008
but before Russia’s response in
Georgia in August of that same
year, Peter A. Wilson, Lowell
Schwartz, and Howard J. Shatz
predicted in the pages of The
National Interest how a Russia-
China entente might evolve if
Russia’s relations with the West
began to worsen. They even ex-
plained how Moscow and Beijing
would be able to institutionalize
their collaboration in a variety of
fields like business, energy, and
military cooperation.

Concert/China Strategy

Based on diplomatic read-
outs released after a series
of summit meetings over the last
several years between Putin and
Chinese president Xi Jinping, it



would seem that Moscow is now
counting on achieving a concert
not via partnership with the United
States, but by co-directing with
China the emergence of a coun-
tering system to the Euro-Atlantic
world. Further, it would seem that
the Kremlin has decided that China
will replace Europe as Russia’s prin-
cipal economic partner. Think of
it as a C/C (Concert/China) ap-
proach to replace the C/E (Concert/
Europe) model of the 2000s.

Yet Moscow is well aware of the
risks of a “from the frying pan into
the fire” dilemma, whereby Russia
becomes overdependent on Beijing
and loses its freedom of maneuver
on the world stage. While Chinese
needs are currently served by its
partnership with Russia, Beijing
can envision a future in which
Russia, as an independent pole
of power, conflicts with Chinese
interests.

Already, Moscow has begun to
experience a situation in which
China draws and enforces limits
in its “no limits” partnership with
Russia. The Chinese government
is not prepared to bankroll major
projects to replace those suspended
by the Europeans, for example.
And Chinese firms are cautious in
risking more lucrative connections
with the West in order to assist their
Russian counterparts.
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However unlikely or improbable
it may seem in 2024, given the
rising tensions between China and
the United States, there is always
the risk that China could form a
new concert with the United States,
and the West in general, that would
bypass Russia and be able to dictate
terms to Moscow. We may have for-
gotten, but the Russians certainly
have not, how there was talk in
the 2000s about the possibility of
a U.S.-China convergence that, in
turn, would mean Beijing would
be much less interested in sup-
porting Russia’s regional and global
position.

G-Zero/Silk Road
Approach

To hedge against Beijing’s pos-
sible unreliability, Moscow
is also simultaneously pursuing a
hedging strategy-a G-Zero/Silk
Road (G-0/SR) approach alongside
its C/C (China/Concert) strategy.

Building on the concept described
by Ian Bremmer and Nouriel
Roubini (in an article published
in Foreign Affairs in 2011), who
describe a “G-Zero world” as one
in which no one country or bloc of
states can set and execute an inter-
national agenda, a G-Zero (G-0)
approach is one that gives greater

leeway to middle
and rising powers

the major interna-
tional players. In a
G-0 environment,
as opposed to a

a G-2, G-3 or even
G-8 world, middle
and rising powers
will have “much
more agency |[...]
in acquiring their

Russia, which must con-
to negotiate with  sider the reality that its
current trajectory is lead-
ing towards an exit from
“great power” to “middle
unipolar world or Power” status, therefore
also has considerable in-
centives to strengthen and
deepen this much more
transactional

to world affairs.

establishment, the
profound change
in mindset such
a profound shift
would require is
challenging, to say
the least. Moscow
traditionally ~ di-
vided the countries
of the world into
agenda-setting and
agenda-accepting
powers.  Russian
policymakers must

approach

own influence
in international affairs,” to quote
from a policy brief published by
the European Council on Foreign
Relations in October 2023. Those
powers, that paper argues, will
seek to maximize their sovereignty
as opposed to having to accept the
ideological and geopolitical prefer-
ences of one of the major powers.
They will also ground their ap-
proach to international relations in
a transactional manner. Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan are all
good examples of such a posture.

Russia, which must consider the
reality that its current trajectory
is leading towards an exit from
“great power” to “middle power”
status, therefore also has consider-
able incentives to strengthen and
deepen this much more transac-
tional approach to world affairs.
But for the Russian foreign policy
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accept that states
Russia previously categorized as
agenda-accepters are now in a
much stronger position to set the
terms for interaction with Russia—
especially the price for having these
states be able to leverage U.S./West
versus China competition as a way
for Moscow to prevent the emer-
gence of a concert system from
which Russia would be excluded.

A. s it so happens, many of the

ountries The Economist has
dubbed the “Transactional 25” are
located in whole or in part within
the loose geographical parameters
defined as the “Silk Road region,”
which the Editorial Statement of
this journal defines as roughly com-
prising “the world that looks west
past Anatolia to the warm seas be-
yond; north across the Caspian to-
wards the Great Steppe; east to the
peaks of the Altai and the arid sands



of the Taklamakan; south towards
the Hindu Kush and the Indus
valley; and then looping around
down to the Persian Gulf and back
up across the Fertile Crescent and
onward to the Black Sea littoral”
This conception of the Silk Road
region embraces an emergent rising
great power like India, major re-
gional powers including Tiirkiye,
Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia,
and the emerging regional grouping
of keystone states Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan—with
the addition, in my view, of the
ASEAN geography

geopolitical and geoeconomic
sense, noting that “conventional
analysis has become so accustomed
to viewing Russia as an Eastern
European power with an incidental
Eurasian geography that it has
missed the fact that Russia’s geopo-
litical orientation is (perhaps per-
manently) realigning with its true

geography.”

Because of direct Western sanc-
tions on the one hand, and the very
conditional nature of the Chinese
lifeline on the other, it is absolutely

essential for Russia

bringing in a mar-

itime extension to  As Russia decouples from
the Silk Road re-  [yrope, and as China
weighs cooperation with
Russia against its core
interests with the West,
short, this strategic ~ Moscow needs its south-
ern  Silk  Road region  trade flows from
the  Euro-Atlantic partners for two critical

gion beyond the
definition provided
by the editors of
Baku Dialogues. In

area interconnects

and Indo-Pacific

to have one of
the main critical
economic regions
of the world re-
main open and
accessible.  Thus,
Russian firms are
reorienting some

European cus-
tomers to Central

reasons.

basins and ties to-

Asia  states, ac-

gether the Eurasian

space, the Middle East, and South
Asia. It is the geographic focal point
(the SR) of a G-Zero (G-0) strategy
from the Russian perspective.

Futurist Parag Khanna argues in
a May 2024 Noema article that this
reorientation by the Kremlin—both
towards China but also the G-0/
SR approach—makes overarching
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cepting a diminish-
ment of income in order to retain
or increase market share. The terms
of natural gas shipments and new
nuclear power agreements between
Russia and Uzbekistan are good
examples of this development. It is
also a vital interest for Moscow to
strengthen the capacity of the coun-
tries of the greater Silk Road region
to be able to bargain with, or even

outright refuse, the United States,
the EU, and China.

Af; Russia decouples from
urope, and as China weighs
cooperation with Russia against
its core interests with the West,
Moscow needs its southern Silk
Road region partners for two crit-
ical reasons. The first is to ensure
the adequate functioning of what
is sometimes referred to as the
“Eurasian roundabout”—the use of
the core states of the Silk Road re-
gion like Armenia and Kyrgyzstan
as third-party intermediaries to
broker trade between Russia and
Europe, and also to conceal aspects
of the Russia-China economic re-
lationship. These roundabouts are
increasingly critical as Russia loses
direct infrastructure linkages, ei-
ther through sanctions or other
actions that interrupt commerce,
in order to transport commodities
and goods to intermediate third-
party staging sites. Examples in-
clude making use of energy depots
in Tirkiye or using the existing
Central Asian pipeline grid to di-
vert energy previously exported to
Europe to reach China and other
Asian markets.

Given that Russias Soviet and
immediate post-Soviet infrastruc-
ture plans emphasized connectivity
with Europe, there is also an im-
perative now to link Russia to the
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Middle Corridor and build out the
north-south linkages that allow
Russia to interact with the markets
of the Global South. Deputy Prime
Minister Alexei Overchuk noted,
“we have already discussed the
infrastructure projects, including
creating the North-South cor-
ridor. [...] We are working closely
with  Azerbaijan,  Kazakhstan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,
Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan [...] on
both rail and road transportation
[...] to ensure the transport and
logistics connectivity of Greater
Eurasia.” Increasingly, it is Russia’s
access to the Silk Road, not its tra-
ditional Baltic ports, that will serve
as its “window to the world.”

he second reason Moscow

needs its southern Silk Road
region partners is that by forging
stronger yet non-hegemonic ties
with them, Russia can do its part
to ensure it emerges as a “center of
non-alignment,” to use the descrip-
tion provided by Damjan Krnjevic
Miskovic in the Summer 2023 edi-
tion of Orbis.

This means finding ways to
promote infrastructure connec-
tivity, develop new industries
and transport corridors, and find
mechanisms for banking, insur-
ance, and payment services that
define the region and can bypass
the dollar and euro financial and



legal ecosystems. At the 2024 St.
Petersburg International Economic
Forum, Sergei Glazyev, the
Commissioner for Integration
and Macroeconomics within the
Eurasian Economic Commission,
discussed how progress could be
made in promoting a common
payments mechanism and how
to better harmonize regulations
between Russia, the Furasian
Economic Union, and other Silk
Road region states and associations
like ASEAN—especially in the areas
of energy, food security, transporta-
tion, logistics, and finance.

Russian Prime Minister Mikhail
Mishustin, echoing Khanna, ar-
gued earlier this year that “reori-
enting Eurasian trade flows towards
the most promising markets and
friendly states” (most of which fall
within the extended Silk Road re-
gion, as he identified countries such
as Iran, the United Arab Emirates,
Mongolia, and Indonesia) is “espe-
cially important.”

The Russian pitch to the broader
Silk Road region to engage in
these efforts—especially because
the success of these projects will
require considerable buy-in from
these countries themselves—is not
that building out these networks
is a favor to Russia, but that the
development of the area as an ef-
fective “center of non-alignment”
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gives these countries a hedge if the
United States or, more broadly, the
West applies similar sanctions mea-
sures directed against them, or if
there are concerns about Chinese
pressure.

These concerns are on display, for
instance, in India’s decision to de-
velop the Shahid-Behesti terminal
at the Iranian port of Chabahar—
itself meant to be connected to
Russia via Azerbaijan as part of
the International North-South
Transport Corridor (Overchuk re-
ferred to this infrastructure project
in his speech, as noted above.
India risks running afoul of U.S.
sanctions, yet it wants to develop
this complex as a way to balance
Chinese Belt and Road infrastruc-
ture investments and to ensure
access, over time, to Russian and
Eurasian commodities that are
vital to its economic growth and
development.

Mindset Shift

he success of the G-0/SR ap-

proach, however, will require
a fundamental shift in mindset in
the Russian foreign policy estab-
lishment. It will require, in other
words, a recognition by Moscow
that maintaining any degree of
Russian autonomy and agenda-set-
ting power in the international

system now rests not on the projec-
tion of Russian compellent power,
but on the goodwill of China and of
a set of rising and middle powers in
the core Silk Road region (i.e., the
countries of the South Caucasus
and Central Asia) and Tirkiye
(and, to a lesser extent Iran and
Afghanistan).

Much of the core of the Silk Road
region (particularly its three key-
stone states) together with Tiirkiye
represents the backbone of the
emerging Middle Corridor—a
network of connectivity and in-
frastructure nodes that now offer
the shortest and, given ongoing
problems in the Red Sea, the safest
linkage between the markets of the
Indo-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic ba-
sins. As Russia’s own direct linkages
with Europe are interrupted, this
route is now becoming the pre-
ferred method of interconnecting
East Asia with Europe and, as such,
gives the relevant states of the Silk
Road region options for their own
economic development and se-
curity that do not run through or
depend on Moscow.

At the same time, access to the
Middle Corridor is a paramount
national interest for Russia. Not
only is it absolutely necessary for
the operation of Russia’s Eurasian
roundabout lifelines to the global
economy, but Moscow’s own plans
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for deepening the interconnection
between Russia and the greater Silk
Road region require the active co-
operation and participation of the
Middle Corridor states to facilitate
those proposals. This applies par-
ticularly to the three keystone states
of the Silk Road region—and also
Tiirkiye. Consider, in this context,
the comment made by Kazakhstan’s
president, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev,
in December 2023 on proposed
new data networks that would con-
nect Russia to Kazakhstan, and via
those connections enable Russia to
then have new points of access to
global networks.

ith all the states of the Silk

Road region, but notably
with its three keystone states, the
Russian government (and society
as a whole) will have to evolve from
seeing these countries not as “junior
siblings” but as near-peer states. It
appears that, at least in some sense,
this is already beginning to take
place, as evidenced by shifts in both
the tone and substance of the public
speeches and statements made
during recent meetings between
Putin and his Azerbaijani, Kazakh,
and Uzbek counterparts.

Russia also must transition its
thinking away from the “concert”
emphasis on distinct “spheres of
influence” allotted to each major
power in favor of accepting the



reality that the South Caucasus-
Central Asian core of the Silk
Road region, as well as the
greater Silk Road region overall
(including its maritime exten-
sion into the ASEAN geographic
space, as noted above), will have
a diversity of geopolitical and
geoeconomic options. Rather
than insisting on or trying to
force exclusivity, the Russian
approach must be to encourage
the Silk Road region to pursue
economic, diplomatic, military,
and technological ties with all of
the major power centers—con-
centrating its efforts on ensuring
that Russia’s own access is not
compromised. (A similar ap-
proach by Tiirkiye can be ascer-
tained by reflecting on the recent
steps taken by Ankara to balance
its own alliance commitments to
the West, especially the United
States, its outreach to China, and
the development of its strategic
partnership with Russia.)

A more realistic approach for
Russia, and one that aligns with its
actual power potentials, is to make
it worth the while for core Silk Road
region states not to completely ig-
nore or oppose Russian interests,
and not to join the United States
and the EU in working to ensure
Russia is completely circumvented
within the regional and global po-
litical and economic system.
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Transactional Neutrality

G-0/SR strategy for Russia

will increasingly come to rest
on the deft execution of the con-
cept of “transactional neutrality”
as the foundation for how Moscow
interacts with the individual coun-
tries and the regional associations
of the Silk Road region. As I have
explained elsewhere, even prior to
the dramatic developments of 2022,
Russia was beginning to reformu-
late its outreach—particularly to-
wards Azerbaijan and Tiirkiye—on
the basis of the “transactional neu-
trality” concept.

“Transactional neutrality, on
Russia’s part, reluctantly accepts the
reality that the core states of the Silk
Road region can take advantage of
“multipolarity,’ and that Moscow
cannot prevent this. This means
that these countries will have eco-
nomic, political, and even security
relationships with other major
power centers, including China, the
EU, and the United States. Rather
than trying to force a country like
Azerbaijan to limit, much less sever
those ties, the Russian approach
focuses on managing those interac-
tions so that Moscow’s fundamental
equities are not threatened.

In practice, “transactional neu-
trality” looks something like this.

The core states of the Silk Road re-
gion have their own linkages, corri-
dors, and export routes that bypass
Russia—but they also commit to
continuing to uti-

G-0 perspective, advising a trans-
actional neutral approach would
entail focusing Russian efforts on
ensuring unimpeded Russian ac-

cess to any projects

lize Russia as one
of their options
and partners. Most
critically, they do
commit not to join
any effort to con-
tain Moscow or to

Corridor or the
southern  North-

It would be effectually
impossible for the EU (or
China) to design, finance,
and execute Middle Cor- Rod
ridor projects that would
use their geography ~ Successfully keep Russia
to block Russiasac-  from benefiting  strate-
cess to the Middle  gically or economically
from them.

developed as part
of the EU’s Global
Gateway or the
China-led Belt and
Initiative.
Indeed, it would
be effectually im-
possible for the EU
(or China) to de-
sign, finance, and
execute Middle
Corridor projects

South vector that

extends into India and the Gulf
In return, Moscow accepts that,
in other areas, these countries can
and likely will choose options that
go against Russian preferences, and
it understands that this is the price
for keeping the Silk Road region as
a “center of non-alignment.”

A “concert”  approach  to
ussian  foreign  policy,

which would try to sustain the
Middle Corridor as part of its ex-
clusive sphere of influence, would
counsel Kremlin policymakers,
for instance, to vigorously oppose
the expansion by the EU of infra-
structure investment to develop the
corridor—which was the Russian
approach in the first decade after
the collapse of the USSR. Under the
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that would success-
fully keep Russia from benefiting
strategically or economically from
them.

The Silk Road region component
of Russia’s G-0/SR approach also
reinforces the attractiveness of
“transactional neutrality,” because
the West has shown clear limits in
the amount of power—especially
military and economic—that it is
willing to deploy to incentivize
the core states of the Silk Road
region to completely cut Russia
off (either by offering recompense
for losses or protection against
Russian pressure). Indeed, a key
component of Russia’s diplomatic
and informational strategy to-
ward the states of the Silk Road
region has been to show how and



where the United States and the
EU have demonstrated their un-
reliability—and that Washington
and Brussels have challenges in
bridging stated commitments
with an actual ability to keep all of
its promises. The
post-2008 fate of

or Moscow, a shift to a G-0/

SR approach is not its pref-
erence, but an (at least implicit)
acknowledgment of the real dimin-
ishment of its power. The Kremlin
is well aware that this shift will
introduce a much
greater degree of

Georgia—where o Aoscow, a shift to a
G-0/SR approach is not
forts to break IS preference, but an (at
least implicit) acknowl-
edgment of the real di- from
minishment of its power.

tangible support
for Thilisi’s ef-

with Moscow was
lacking—has been
a major factor
driving the cur-

turbulence in its
southern relations
and that the out-
comes that result
will be suboptimal
Moscow’s
perspective. Take
the example of

rent government’s

embrace of a more transactionally
neutral approach to Russia. This
lesson has not been lost on most
of the rest of the region (Armenia
seems not to have grasped it fully
quite yet).

While maintaining (as in the
case of Tiirkiye) or even accel-
erating (as in the case of India)
their ties to the United States and
the EU, most of the countries that
make up the greater Silk Road
region do not see the benefits
of adopting an exclusionary ap-
proach (whether to Russia, Iran,
or China) and also are reasonably
confident that the benefits of their
relations with the West mitigate
Western preferences that they
freely abandon their relationship
with Russia.
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Kazakhstan.  As
Maximilian Hess has argued, since
2022, the country has benefited
from Western sanctions on Russia
to take up a greater slice of Russia’s
pre-war oil exports to the EU, being
able to use Russian infrastructure to
do so, and to receive the full world
price for its energy, while benefiting
from helping to support the trans-
port of discounted Russian energy
to India and China. Astana is also
freer to renegotiate long-standing
arrangements in its favor.

At the same time, if the Ukraine
operation continues to absorb
Russian resources and diminish
the sources of its power, then the
attractiveness of accommodating
Russia via a policy of “transactional
neutrality;” especially if it creates
complications with other partners

like the EU, will fade. Indeed, under
such a scenario, Russia would be
able to do little to enhance the con-
tinued evolution of the Silk Road
region as a “center of non-align-
ment.” Here it is useful to refer to
the assessment made by Indian
analyst Pramit Pal Chaudhari that
“Russia will emerge greatly dimin-
ished no matter how the war ends.”
This, he concludes, will lead to “an
acceleration of India’s strategic drift
towards the United States.”

Basically, unless the Russian
state is prepared to fundamentally
abandon its core grand strategic
goals, the G-0/SR approach is the
only feasible strategy to achieve
them. If the world is moving to-
wards a bipolar construction,

divided between a Euro-Atlantic
world (along with its outposts in
East Asia) and a Chinese sphere
of influence, then Russia’s future
as an independent actor may rest
on the emergence of a “center of
non-alignment”  encompassing
the greater Silk Road region that
can serve as a partner to Moscow’s
efforts to prevent Russia’s own de
facto division into Western and
Chinese spheres of influence.
Only by giving up on its efforts
to craft and defend its own he-
gemonic sphere of influence—
and strengthening the Middle
Corridor core as an independent
force in world affairs rather than
as the object of major power rival-
ries—can Russia remain one such
power in its own right. o
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Pashinyan Under Pressure

Less Inconsistent, But Still

Unpredictable

Onnik James Krikorian

n11June2024, US.Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State
for European and Eurasian

Affairs James O’Brien arrived in
Yerevan to engage with Armenian
Foreign Minister Ararat Mirzoyan in
two days of U.S.-Armenia Strategic
Dialogue (USASD) to strengthen
bilateral relations and assist with the
country’s economic, energy, and
security diversification. The visit
came as the U.S. seeks to exploit what
it considers a window of opportunity
to weaken and reduce Russias
influence in Armenia and open new
trade routes through its territory
free from Moscow’s influence and
control. O’Brien shocked many with
his candor.

It shouldn’t have come as a sur-
prise. This was already suspected

and had been since Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine in February 2022 spilled
over geopolitically into the South
Caucasus, increasingly disrupting
ongoing negotiations between
Armenia and Azerbaijan. In partic-
ular, it muddied the waters on im-
plementing the ninth and final point
of the 10 November 2020 ceasefire
statement that ended the Second
Karabakh War: restoration of re-
gional economic and transportlinks
between the countries, including
from Azerbaijan to its exclave of
Nakhchivan through Armenia.
Disagreement over the involvement
of Russian FSB Border Guards in
overseeing the route, in addition
to how customs checks would
be carried out, or at least agreed
in a resulting tripartite working
group, had been unambiguously

Onnik James Krikorian is a journalist and photojournalist from the U.K. currently
based in Tbilisi. He has covered the Karabakh conflict since 1994 and from 1998 to
2012 was based in Yerevan where he also covered the political situation in the country,
including the bitterly contested 2008 presidential election. The views expressed in this

essay are his own.

spelled out in the

True, Armenia

aforementioned Despite the lack of frust  had been irked by
document. between  Yerevan and  the lack of mili-

Baku, normalizing rela-  tary support from

The US. clearly
has other ideas,
and O’Brien made
it blatantly clear in

tions is now in Pashin-
yans interests; and he can
no longer afford to delay.

Moscow during the
Second Karabakh
War in 2020,
though that was

Yerevan that Russia
as well as China do not factor into
any of them. Though he did not
mention it by name, that will likely
one day also include Iran. The same
message, though also referring to
Central Asia, was delivered to Baku
during his visit on 27 June 2024.

fter the Russia-Ukraine war

began in February 2022,
Armenian Prime Minister Nikol
Pashinyan has shown a keen in-
terest in reorienting himself away
from Moscow towards newfound
friends in Brussels and Washington
eager to exploit Russia’s distrac-
tion from the region for their own
gain. This geopolitical shift also
extended to the former de facto
but now dissolved mainly eth-
nic-Armenian separatist region
of the former Nagorno-Karabakh
Autonomous Oblast (NKAQO) even
if it meant contradicting the then
de facto leadership. Pashinyan
crafted a tide of criticism against
the Russian peacekeeping contin-
gent effectively discrediting them
amongst the Armenian populace
in the process.
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more its mistake
given that fighting occurred on in-
ternationally-recognized sovereign
Azerbaijani territory, a situation
that Russia was under no obligation
to respond to. The September 2022
incursion, however, was different
in that Azerbaijani forces report-
edly entered Armenian territory,
and the Collective Security Treaty
Organization (CSTO) failed to
react. Pashinyan saw another op-
portunity to shift the blame for yet
another military disaster.

Some Armenian analysts even
alleged that Pashinyan even saw
an opportunity to renege on the
10 November 2020 agreement.
By shifting all responsibility for
Karabakh on to Russia, he could
not only hold out against the terms
of re-establishing a land link be-
tween Azerbaijan and its exclave of
Nakhchivan, but also potentially re-
write them. If Baku saw reciprocity
as a solution to how routes through
Armenia and Azerbaijan could func-
tion, then it would be better to sacri-
fice Lachin in order to preserve full
control over Syunik, they charge.



Crossroads of Peace

he sensitivity of what

Azerbaijan refers to as the
Zangezur Corridor and Armenia
calls part of its Crossroads of Peace
initiative is not new. Pashinyan
even focused on it in a 23 May 2001
piece penned for his Haykakan
Zhamanak newspaper. When then
President Robert Kocharyan was
believed to be negotiating a territo-
rial swap to facilitate such a route
in talks held in Key West, Florida,
in March 2001, it was considered
tantamount to treason. Pashinyan
made it clear that control should
remain with Yerevan and that
Armenia should benefit from
transit fees.

“If Turkey or Azerbaijan wants
to communicate through Meghri,
let them communicate. Let them
use our territory, let them use our
railway and pay for it, as is cus-
tomary in the world,” he wrote
in the aforementioned article.
“Turkey has no railway connec-
tion with Nakhchivan and [...] the
Turks will have to use our railway
on the Gyumri-Yerevan-Yerask line
and pay for it. Let the economists
calculate how many millions of dol-
lars that would be for our budget.”

Pashinyan has argued in the past
that if the route was to fall out of
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Yerevan’s control, then Armenia
would turn into a “dead end. no
longer able to become the “heart of
the region” or the “crossing point of
West and the East” This appears to
be the position he maintains today.
It is also one that O’Brien seemed
to tacitly approve during his most
recent trip to Yerevan. “USAID
intends to support Armenia to
develop a transport strategy to
underpin Armenias vision of the
‘Crossroads of Peace, encouraging
and strengthening regional trade
and connectivity through a just
and durable peace,” read an official
statement from the U.S. Armenia
Strategic Dialogue that he led on
his visit.

The Crossroads of Peace initiative
is an extension of Pashinyan’s earlier
Armenian Crossroads initiative, put
forward at the end of 2021, which
is itself an expansion of the North-
South Road Corridor project under
construction in Armenia since the
Sargsyan presidency. While an East-
West component does include the
mainland Azerbaijan-Nakhchivan
route, its main focus is on a north-
south road connection through
Armenia from Iran to Georgia
and rail transportation between
Armenia and Tiirkiye. However,
in his two-page Crossroads of
Peace proposal, Pashinyan does
not prioritize the route to and from
Nakhchivan, even though it was a

central component of many peace
proposals in the past, including
the 10 November 2020 trilateral
ceasefire statement.

of Peace is not economically viable.
This, of course, does not mean that
the sort of support articulated by

the likes of O’Brien

It also fails to in-
clude a specific
road, instead pre-
ferring to use ex-
isting roads further
north, something

opposes.

Crossroads of
Peace appears to be
primarily a geopo-

geoeconomic one.
The absence of any

study suggests
strongly that it
hypes the political

In his two-page Cross-
roads of Peace proposal,
Pashinyan does not pri-
oritize the route to and
that  Azerbaijan from Nakhchivan, even
though it was a central
component of many peace
In short,  proposals in the past, in-
cluding the 10 November
2020 trilateral ceasefire
litical project, nota  Stafement. It also fails to
include a specific road,
instead preferring to use
sort of feasibility existing roads further
north, something that
Azerbaijan opposes.

will not eventu-
ally materialize in
concrete form, but
it does decrease
the likelihood
that the billions
of dollars surely
needed to bring
the Crossroads of
Peace initiative to
life is unlikely to
produce an eco-
nomic return. All
this is especially
disconcerting
given Pashinyan’s
unwillingness
to prioritize the
route to and from
Nakhchivan—the

importance for
Western audiences of supporting
the project without consideration
of its economic viability or not.
Even a cursory examination of the
map of its proposed routes sug-
gests strongly that the absence of
a feasibility study is deliberate: the
existing network of routes beyond
Armenia’s borders, developed since
the collapse of the Soviet Union
at great cost, are unlikely to be
abandoned to advance Pashinyan’s
geopolitical ambitions. And this
suggests, in turn, that Crossroads
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most geoeconom-
ically (and geopolitically) reason-
able piece of infrastructure that
would pass through Armenian
territory.

g rmenia’s primary goal since
egaining independence has

been to establish an open border
with Tiirkiye, enabling access to
the European market and effec-
tively delaying the resolution of its
issues with Azerbaijan. It is no sur-
prise that Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and his Azerbaijani



counterpart, I[lham Aliyev, both be-
lieve that normalization between
Ankara and Yerevan should only
happen after progress in relations
between Baku and Yerevan. In July
2024, some Azerbaijani analysts
even suggested that it could at least
be dependent on whether an ini-
tial document—be it a checklist
of basic principles or a framework
agreement—is initialed or signed
until a comprehensive treaty is rat-
ified within a certain time period.
This reasoning was also behind the
failure of the 2009

just 32.6 percent. By December
2023, in a survey conducted by the
International Republican Institute
(IRI), only 20 percent of respon-
dents said they would vote for Civil
Contract if elections were held that
weekend. And in May 2024, in a
poll by MPG, that had dropped
turther to just 12.8 percent.

That rebounded a little in a later
survey by the same pollster in July
2024, but only slightly (14 per-
cent). Only 25.8 percent believed

the country was

Zurich  Protocols
between Armenia
and Tiirkiye.

But while it
might seem that
Pashinyan has
managed to ride

Armenias primary goal
since regaining indepen-
dence has been to estab-  Aliyev
lish an open border with
Tiirkiye, enabling access
to the European market
and effectively delaying

moving in the
right direction.
Moreover,  since
strongly
reiterated his posi-
tion in June 2024
that no agreement
could be signed

the storm of dis- ' e until Armenia
appointment and (/e resolution of ifs issues  removed a contro-
defeat since the with Azerbaijan. versial  preamble

Second Karabakh

to the country’s

War and subsequent develop-
ments—something the opposition
considers to be nothing short of
capitulation—this could not be
further from the truth. When
Pashinyan’s Civil Contract party
came to power in 2018, it garnered
70 percent of the vote. Following
the war, snap elections held in June
2021 saw that fall to 53.95 percent.
In September 2023, in municipal
elections held in the capital, it was
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constitution effectively laying claim
to Karabakh, 80.3 percent of re-
spondents said they were against
changing it at all. That figure was
34.2 percent in January 2024.

Such numbers are arguably ex-
istential in nature, but they also
conceal the reality that the oppo-
sition hardly fares any better, only
drawing equal when the ratings of
individual parties are combined.

The vast majority of the electorate
still remains either against all polit-
ical forces or is simply non-engaged
and apathetic. Even the April 2024
agreement between Armenia and
Azerbaijan to demarcate 12.7 kilo-
meters of their mutual border, with
Yerevan also handing over four
non-enclave villages in the Gazakh
region it had controlled since the
early 1990s, failed to ignite popular
anger.

But that does not mean the situ-
ation will remain like this. Even if
the opposition remains margin-
alized and unpopular in 2025, the
situation could change ahead of
parliamentary elections scheduled
for 2026. What the Armenian op-
position really needs is a populist to
take on a populist—a professional
orator to take on another.

Church & Opposition

tep in Archbishop Bagrat

Galstanyan, Primate of the
Tavush Diocese and former head
of the Armenian Apostolic Church
in Canada. That the government
and the Church would go head to
head had anyway been clear since
Armenian Public Television re-
fused to air the annual New Year’s
Eve message by the Catholicos of
All Armenians, Karekin II, on 31
December 2023. The snub was
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taken harshly by the Church and
interpreted by observers as the
most serious escalation between the
Catholicos and the Prime Minister
since early 2020. The Church
anyway opposed normalization
with Azerbaijan—“For the Church,
the approach of the authorities
to resolving the conflict, which
boils down to recognizing Artsakh
[Karabakh] as part of Azerbaijan,
is unacceptable,” Galstanyan said
in June 2024—and Karekin II had
been calling for Pashinyan’s resig-
nation since Armenia’s defeat in the
Second Karabakh War.

Initially starting with small pro-
tests and acts of civil disobedience
near the location of the border
delimitation and  demarcation
process, Galstanyan embarked on
a roughly 170-kilometer march to
Yerevan. However, given that he
covered 98 kilometers on the first
day in less than 7 hours, it is safe
to say that not all of it was on foot.
Upon arriving in the Armenian
capital on 9 May 2024, he organized
a protest demonstration in the cen-
tral Republic Square that attracted
about 31,700 people. This was the
largest rally since Pashinyans own
in 2018 and was enough to surprise
the government—or at least until
the next two rallies held in the fol-
lowing days, which were attended
by only 11,000 and 9,000 persons,
respectively.



art of the reason for the huge

drop in numbers could have
been that, rather than talk about the
situation on the border, Galstanyan
instead called for Pashinyan’s res-
ignation. The Armenian prime
minister was even given an hour to
quit, further extended by another
15 minutes when the demand was
ignored. Predictably, Pashinyan
did not respond. Galstanyan none-
theless announced that the parlia-
mentary opposition consisting of
Kocharyan and Sargsyan’s Hayastan
(Armenia) and Pativ Unem (I Have
Honor) factions would launch im-
peachment proceedings against
Pashinyan, even though they lacked
the necessary number of deputies to
do so. Lacking one deputy to do so
in a National Assembly dominated
by the ruling Civil Contract party,
they might hardly have bothered.

Nonetheless, if removed, an
interim government headed by a
temporary caretaker prime min-
ister would then prepare for early
elections to be held a year later.
Even though Galstanyan was con-
stitutionally ineligible to run for
such a position on account of his
dual Armenia-Canada citizenship,
he did not rule it out, feigning re-
luctance until “divine intervention”
instead. Claiming that he was acting
individually and not as a proxy for
the Church itself, some Armenians
saw Galstanyan as an outsider
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untainted by the disillusionment
associated with traditional political
parties and the current government.
Even Western media picked up on
the cleric’s personage, incorrectly
presenting him as a lone crusader
for justice who had reluctantly en-
tered politics to speak up for the
residents of Tavush. That too could
not have been further from the
truth.

Galstanyan had been visible
in the Dashnaktsutyun-led
protests in 2022 and later that
year described himself as a revan-
chist eager to take revenge against
Azerbaijan to regain land lost in the
Second Karabakh War. That same
year, former Armenian Foreign
Minister Raffi Hovannisian had
also proposed the establishment of
an interim government in case of
success in ousting the Pashinyan
Administration. Galstanyan was
again included as an integral part of
that structure. All of this was long
before the issue of border delimita-
tion and demarcation came up.

Besides, at his first small gath-
ering held in the Tavush village
of Voskepar on 13 April 2024,
Dashnaktsutyun members were
present—including from its radical
youth wing, the Armenian Youth
Federation (AYF). By his side at
all times was Dashnaktsutyun MP
Garnik Danielyan, raising doubts

about his claims of having no direct
political linkages with the main
party in Kocharyan’s parliamentary
faction. Galstanyan, by his own
admission, also said that he was en-
gaged in politics with the blessing
of Karekin II, just as it was in 2022.

Indeed, the Armenian
Government was quick to make
such claims from the outset. “A cleric
cannot say a political text without
the permission or instructions of
the Catholicos of All Armenians
[the head of the Armenian Apostolic
Church], Karekin II, stated
Pashinyan in a live televised ad-
dress before Galstanyan’s first rally.
“It is obvious that the leader of the
[demonstrations] is the Catholicos
of All Armenians, and the benefi-
ciary is [former president] Robert
Kocharyan.”

Among his supporters were
also individuals such as Hampig
Sassounian, sentenced to life im-
prisonment for assassinating the
Turkish Consul General in Los
Angeles in 1982 until his controver-
sial release on parole in 2021. Others
included ultranationalist groups
such as the National Democratic
Pole and militias such as Combat
Brotherhood. A fourth rally on 26
May 2024 did see numbers increase
from the two previous protests but
still only attracted 23,000 people,
which is average for Armenia even
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during the Kocharyan period. As
expected, and ignoring his consti-
tutional ineligibility, Galstanyan
declared himself to be the oppo-
sition’s nomination for the post of
Armenian prime minister

But Galstanyan did score some
victories. Traveling by car
to the Sardarapat memorial com-
plex, his supporters camped over-
night on the eve of the annual of-
ficial commemoration of the First
Armenian Republic that takes place
on 28 May. Likely believing that
Galstanyan hoped to provoke a
clash with police, Pashinyan post-
poned the event to later that after-
noon after the protestors had left.
Nonetheless, an unprecedented
incident did occur when Karekin
IT arrived and was temporarily
blocked by police.

The Church became even more
outspoken in its criticism of
Pashinyan, resorting to stereotyp-
ical and nationalist slurs against
him. “I have said several times that
these authorities are not Armenian.
[...] Everything can be expected
from the anti-national authorities,”
Archbishop Mikael Ajapahyan,
Primate of the Diocese of Shirak
said of him. “It is quite logical
that [...] the interests of ‘old men,
such as ex-presidents Sargsyan
and Kocharyan, and the Armenian
Church found each other [and]



decided to use the image in the
cassock as a new tool for active
confrontation with Pashinyan,’
concluded one Russian analyst.

But when Galstanyan led his
supporters to parliament itself on
10 June 2024, camping outside
on Yerevan’s central Baghramyan
Avenue, it became clear that clashes
were inevitable. Back in April 2004,
the opposition had attempted the
same, but was violently dispersed
in the early hours of the morning
by police under then-President
Robert Kocharyan.

building while Pashinyan spoke in-
side. Clashes broke out and police
fired stun grenades at those among
the crowd who had attempted to
break through. Around 100 people
required medical treatment, with
on-the-ground footage showing
Galstanyan and Dashnaktsutyun
leader Ishkhan Saghatelyan at-
tacking the police line and using
force.

Tensions were also high in par-
liament, with government and
opposition lawmakers confronting
and jeering

Galstanyan’s aim
was to pressure
parliament to ini-
tiate an extraordi-
nary session called
by the opposition Pashinyan
to discuss the res-
ignation of the en-
tire government,
given that they

Widespread  disappoint-
ment and disillusionment
with the results of the
Velvet Revolution and the
government
has set in—even if the
opposition has yet to fully
capitalize on it.

at each other.
Pashinyan had
launched a fero-
cious tirade against
Dashnaktsutyun
MPs, accusing
them of being re-
sponsible for the
exodus of 100,000
ethnic-Armenians

lacked enough
deputies to table a motion to im-
peach Pashinyan.

On 12 June 2024, around 3,600
gathered outside the National
Assembly  amid  significantly
bolstered  security = measures.
Pashinyan’s officials had already
warned the demonstrators publicly
that significant precautions had
been readied both inside and out
in case they planned to storm the
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from  Karabakh
following Baku’s military operation
to disarm Armenian security forces
in September 2023. He also accused
the nationalist party of paying 5,000
Armenian Drams (around $13) to
individual Karabakh Armenian ref-
ugees to attend the protests.

In the days that followed, sev-
eral Dashnaktsutyun activ-
ists were detained by police. Some
Western commenters—especially

those that had anyway been critical
of Pashinyan and his apparent will-
ingness to deal with Azerbaijan—
were quick to con-

he also attempted to hold a consti-
tutional referendum using booklets
designed to look like passports with

a map combining

demn the former

revolutionary FEven if Pashinyan today
leader for the use speaks about transform-
ing the country from a

of police to sup-
press the crowd.
This was their mis-
take too. The 2018
Pashinyan-led
Velvet Revolution

revanchist

Armenia” to a more con-
ciliatory “New Armenia”
or “Real Armenia,” the
was more about [anguage and symbolism

Armenia, the
former NKAO, and
those same regions
emblazoned on the
cover. Even fol-
lowing military de-
feat later that same
year, he included
remedial secession
asa policy objective

“Historical

replacing a deeply ;. ;500 in the past had in snap-elections

unpopular leader
in the form of
Serzh Sargsyan

been blatantly antagonis-
tic and nationalistic.

held in June 2021.
Though Pashinyan
can be lauded for

than bringing
about a truly democratic society
and all that it entailed. Pashinyan’s
methods have always been popu-
list and manipulative. Ironically,
Galstanyan was just copying them.

Even if Pashinyan today speaks
about transforming the country
from a revanchist “Historical
Armenia” to a more conciliatory
“New Armenia” or “Real Armenia,’
thelanguage and symbolism he used
in the past had been blatantly antag-
onistic and nationalistic—and not
least when Pashinyan infamously
declared “Artsakh is Armenia” on
5 August 2019, not only making
claim to the former NKAO but also
to the seven surrounding then-oc-
cupied regions. The following year,
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progress in nor-
malizing relations with Azerbaijan
than anyone else before him, it
should not be forgotten that he now
has little choice, as he continues
to burn bridges with Moscow and
succumb to pressure from the U.S.
and the EU to oust Russia from the
country.

But six years on, widespread
disappointment and disillusion-
ment with the results of the Velvet
Revolution and the Pashinyan gov-
ernment has set in—even if the op-
position has yet to fully capitalize on
it. Given the sensitivity of changes
afoot in the country, and especially
in terms of normalizing relations
with Azerbaijan, the Armenian
prime minister’s situation remains



incredibly tenuous in case a new
figure—one who is able to instill
confidence and hope among the
population—emerges. Galstanyan’s
movement demonstrated that, even
if it failed.

Election Headaches

his raises concerns about

parliamentary elections
scheduled for no later than 2026,
but which may end up taking
place earlier. Even if he were still
to garner a higher number of votes
than his rivals, it is also quite pos-
sible that Pashinyan will not be able
to achieve a sufficient majority in
these parliamentary elections—
whenever they end up taking place.
That could create unfortunate ob-
stacles in the normalization process
post-2026. There is also a lot riding
on Pashinyan being able to go to
the polls having signed a peace
deal in order to justify what are
perceived as unpopular unilateral
concessions.

Others, such as former ally Hayk
Marutyan, also intend to contest the
vote. The former mayor also partic-
ipated in last year’s Yerevan City
Council elections. Pashinyan’s Civil
Contractlost 33 of its previous seats
in that vote, leaving it with only 24
out of a total of 65. Marutyan and
National Progress came second

96

with 14. Another opposition force,
Mother Armenia, represented by
former Kocharyan-ally Andranik
Tevanyan, came third with 12 seats.
Dashnaktsutyun did not partici-
pate, but it is clear that it is active
behind the scenes.

Towards the end of May 2024,
Galstanyan was present at an
international ~ conference  held
by Dashnaktsutyun in Yerevan
devoted to Hai Tahd (Armenian
Cause). With him was a special rep-
resentative sent from Etchmiadzin
and Kocharyan’s former foreign
minister, Vartan Oskanyan. The
event was unreported in the local
media, but was covered by the pro-
Dashnak press in the diaspora.

And on 15 June 2024, Galstanyan
was present at another meeting
this time convened by the Ararat
Alliance, a body established by
the head of the Union of Russian
Armenians, businessman Ara
Abrahamyan, who is widely de-
scribed not only as pro-Putin
but also as a Kremlin insider.
With them was Seyran Ohanyan,
the head of Kocharyan’s mainly
Dashnaktsutyun Hayastan par-
liamentary faction. Several pro-
Galstanyan  Telegram channels
voiced their displeasure at this
apparent endorsement of a Russian
platform given earlier assurances
that there were no such links.

This apparent connection to
Abrahamyan could also prove a
major problem for Pashinyan going
forwards. Though O’Brien had
been in Yerevan to encourage the
government to diversify away from
Moscow, few believe that this can
become a reality economically in
the foreseeable future. Armenia’s
main market remains Russia, and
it seems unlikely that it can expand
into other markets so easily unless
the new trade routes O’Brien had
emphasized are in place. That,
however—by O’Brien's own admis-
sion—requires normalization and
open borders with both Azerbaijan
and Tirkiye.

The Russian Connection

Since the conflict over Ukraine
entered into its present stage
in February 2022, with the West
responding inter alia by imposing
a sanctions regime on Russia,
Armenia has certainly benefited
from the re-export of Western
goods to Russia through its ter-
ritory. In 2023, that amounted to
$3.4 billion—an incredible 39 per-
cent increase over the previous
year. Armenian exports to Russia
had already tripled in 2022, when
compared to 2021 figures. Russia is
also the destination of hundreds of
thousands of migrant workers sup-
porting their families back home.
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Moreover, Russia maintains a mo-
nopoly on rail transportation in the
country until at least 2037, though
it is in the area of energy where
Armenia is most dependent of all.
In short, it is unclear how Yerevan
can break free from its dependency
on Moscow in the foreseeable
future.

As a result of a number of deals
made under previous governments,
Armenia appears locked into re-
ceiving its gas from Gazprom
through Georgia via fully Russian-
owned pipelines until 2043. Only
12.5 percent comes from Iran in a
barter deal with Armenia for elec-
tricity in exchange. Under the terms
of these contracts, Armenia cannot
purchase gas from any country
other than Russia. Though one
analyst suggests Pashinyan could
nationalize the Armenian section
of the Iranian pipeline to increase
volume there, it could also involve
years of international arbitration
for violating the agreement. It could
also provoke a more immediate re-
sponse from the Kremlin, and it is
not clear if Armenia’s new Western
friends could respond in time to
save the day, or even at all.

Some have also suggested pur-
chasing gas from Azerbaijan in
the context of a post-peace deal
situation, but unless new pipelines
are built, this gas would still have



to pass through the Russia-owned
pipeline  network—unless,  of
course, an arrangement between
Baku and Moscow was to materi-
alize. Azerbaijan would also have
to match prices offered by Moscow,
heavily subsided in a form of soft
power, though Aliyev has said this
could be possible in case of normal-
ization. Baku already sells gas to
Tbilisi at below-market rates, as part
of its own soft power projection,
but that too is because a number of
pipelines originating in Azerbaijan
pass through Georgian territory. It
also, for example, is obliged to pro-
vide free gas to houses of worship in
that neighboring country, including
Armenian churches.

Confounding the situation is
the Soviet-era Metsamor nu-
clear reactor plant, which has had
its termination date extended sev-
eral times over the years. Armenia
also receives its nuclear fuel from
Russia. Armenia is in negotiations
with Russia, the U.S., and what it
describes as a “third country” re-
garding the replacement of its aging
nuclear reactor. This also includes
modular reactors from the U.S., a
geopolitical tool that Washington
views as a way to wean many coun-
tries away from Moscow, especially
in the former Soviet space. The
trouble is, the U.S. has yet to con-
struct one—something it puts down
to commercial companies being
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unable to compete with state-run
enterprises from Russia and China,
which have commercially available
variants.

But this still doesn’t address
the issue of nuclear fuel, which
would still have to be transferred
by land or air via Russia, though
one Armenian political scientist
suggests Kazakhstan could be an
alternative. For that to happen,
however, Kazakh fuel would still
have to be transported via Russia
and Georgia, Iran, or Azerbaijan.
The first would still be controlled
by Moscow, the second is unlikely
to be acceptable to the United
States, and the third is hardly
feasible until normalization—and
even then, it might not be wel-
comed by Baku.

Even despite the UN’s main nu-
clear energy specialist in Armenia
warning that the country should
continue its long history of tried
and tested cooperation with Russia
on a replacement nuclear reactor,
Pashinyan has said he has found
the prospect of working with the
U.S. instead to be “politically ap-
pealing” In July 2024, Armenia’s
Security Council Secretary Armen
Grigoryan stated that talks in
Washington on this issue were in a
“substantive phase,” also calling for
the legislative basis in the U.S. for
cementing a deal to be expedited.

Visiting Yerevan that same month,
USAID Administrator Samantha
Power also underlined how nu-
clear was the main focus of its at-
tempts to help diversify away from
Moscow.

Certainly, with the global shift
towards renewable energy,
Armenia should consider green
energy options as part of its tran-
sition away from fossil fuels. The
most viable option in this regard is
for Armenia to join the two-part re-
gional mega project to supply wind,
solar, and hydro energy to Tiirkiye,
the Western Balkans, and part of
the European Union from sources
including Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan,
Azerbaijan, and Georgia. Its center-
piece involves the installation and
funding of two separate undersea
cables. However, achieving this will
require regional cooperation, in-
cluding opening borders, restoring
transportation links, and normal-
izing relations with Azerbaijan
to ensure full diversification in
order to meet energy needs. While
Pashinyan views the West as a po-
tential savior, powers closer to
home are likely more important.
In short, numerous obstacles and
lingering Russian influence could
keep Armenia partially within
Moscow’s orbit.

Additionally, the outcome of
the Ukraine war will significantly
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impact the region. If Russia
emerges victorious, Moscow may
return to the South Caucasus with
renewed assertiveness. Here the
most likely focus is Armenia—not
Azerbaijan or Georgia. Although
Armenia is unlikely to leave the
Eurasian Economic Union soon,
its increasing criticism of Russia
and its diminishing involvement
in the CSTO are actions Russian
President Vladimir Putin is un-
likely to overlook.

Pashinyan’s Fortune

his year, Pashinyan has been

fortunate. In 2025, much less
2026, he might not be. Currently,
there is a rare opportunity for
Armenia and Azerbaijan to strike
a deal. Despite the lack of trust be-
tween Yerevan and Baku, normal-
izing relations is now in Pashinyan’s
interests; and he can no longer af-
ford to delay. However, Pashinyan’s
unpredictability and, to a lesser
extent, his inconsistency, remain
concerns. His actions are guided by
self-interest and self-preservation
rather than national or, much less,
regional interests. His words and
deeds might seem tactically skillful
at times, but his attempts at strategy
have often led to failure and mili-
tary defeat. What might be good for
him at a particular time might not
be for the country he leads.



As an example, speaking in the
Armenian National Assembly in
mid-June 2024, Pashinyan stated
that if he had the opportunity, he
would have returned to Azerbaijan
the seven formerly occupied regions
around the former NKAO and ac-
knowledged that Karabakh is part
of Azerbaijan. However, his words
do not explain why he prolonged
the war despite multiple attempts to
negotiate a ceasefire earlier.

n the Spring 2023 edition of

Baku Dialogues, I described
Pashinyan as “predictably unpre-
dictable, consistently inconsistent,”
a characterization

could not be held until 2027 at the
earliest.

This statement came despite the
fact that a draft of the country’s
new constitution had been started
in 2022 and submitted for review in
January 2024. Since then, Pashinyan
had signaled his intent to change
those parts of it that represented—
or could be construed as making—
territorial claims on neighboring
Azerbaijan and Tiirkiye. This in-
cludes potentially removing a con-
troversial preambular paragraph
referencing the 1990 Declaration
of Independence, which in turn

refers to a 1989

that still holds true.
The danger lies
in his tendency to
shift with the po-
litical wind. For
instance, at the
beginning of June
2024, Aliyev re-
peated his conten-
tion that a peace
agreement  with
Armenia could
not be signed un-

In the Spring 2023 edi-
tion of Baku Dialogues,
I described Pashinyan as
“predictably
able, consistently incon-
sistent,” a characteriza-
tion that still holds true.
The danger lies in his ~ At the begin-
tendency to shift with the
political wind.

joint statement on
the “Reunification
of the Armenian
Soviet Socialist
Republic and the
Mountainous
Region of
Karabakh”

unpredict-

ning of June 2024,

less its constitu-

tion was changed, though he had
said this before. Yet, by the middle
of the same month, media reports
indicated that Pashinyan had in-
structed that a new draft of a new
constitution be completed by the
end of 2026, meaning a referendum
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Aliyev  reiterated
concerns that fu-
ture Armenian

governments might question or
nullify any agreement to normalize
relations unless Armenia com-
mits to amending the preamble.
He emphasized that this com-
mitment should be made before
any document is signed. Yerevan

responded by stating that constitu-
tional amendments are an internal
matter, while Baku contends that
the issue directly pertains to its ter-
ritorial integrity. Since then, some
analysts have suggested that the
intent to do this could be written
into any framework agreement on
the understanding that the consti-
tution would be changed within a
certain time limit. Retired British
ambassador James Sharp has noted
that this was the case with the
Good Friday Agreement between
the United Kingdom and Ireland.
Most recently, Aliyev has floated
the idea of initialing a set of agreed
basic principles by or even at COP
29 in Baku in November 2024.
This would leave a comprehensive
treaty until after the constitution is
changed.

ta compromise could have al-

lowed Armenia a year to put
constitutional amendments to a
nationwide referendum, the an-
nouncement of a new deadline
to draft amendments or a new
constitution by the end of 2026 at
first seemed more like a tactic to
delay the process in the hope that
Baku would drop its demands.
This deadline falls six months
after the latest possible date for
holding parliamentary elections
in Armenia, where Pashinyan’s
political future is uncertain.
Moreover, even if a referendum
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were held, its outcome would be
far from guaranteed.

For the amendments to pass,
more than 50 percent of the elec-
torate must naturally vote in favor,
and their total should also exceed
a quarter of all registered voters.
Analysts opposed to a peace deal
quickly point out that in last year’s
city council elections, voter ap-
athy was so significant that only
28 percent participated, meaning
even fewer voted for Pashinyan’s
candidate, Tigran Avinyan. For
Pashinyan, it is also crucial to im-
plement structural changes in the
constitution to ensure the political
system benefits him, just as it did
for his predecessor. This could be
another reason for delaying any
referendum.

o win the 2026 election,

Pashinyan will likely need
to demonstrate that his “peace
agenda” has borne fruit, that it
has preserved and even enhanced
Armenia’s economy and security,
and that the country’s future pros-
perity is inextricably linked to that
of its neighbors. Before O’Brien
arrived in Yerevan, this seemed im-
minent. However, there is now a
degree of uncertainty, particularly
following yet more new arms deals
with India and especially France.
Ever since Russia and Ukraine
went to war in February 2022, and
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Western — attempts
to expand its pres-
ence in the South
Caucasus took on
speed,  geopolit-
ical confrontation
in the region has
reached levels hith-
erto unseen.

Meanwhile, with
so much riding on
his peace agenda,
it seems unthink-

Baku asserts that nor-
malization is not as ur-
gent for Azerbaijan as
it once was. However,
for Pashinyan, retain-
ing power might at least
make it a critical priori-
ty. But all this rests rather
too uncomfortably on the
Armenian prime minis-
ters luck continuing.

goodwill gestures
from the United
States and the
European Union,
which appear to
view Yerevan as
an alternative to
Thilisi in case the
current Georgian
government re-
mains in power
after elections later
this year. It is so-
bering to think that

able that Pashinyan

could fare well if it were seen to
have failed—just as it did for his
humiliated  predecessor, Serzh
Sargsyan, in the context of the 2009
Armenia-Tirkiye protocols that
were formally withdrawn unratified
just a month before he was unseated
by Pashinyan in 2018.

Baku asserts that normalization
is not as urgent for Azerbaijan as it
once was. However, for Pashinyan,
retaining power might at least make
it a critical priority. But all this rests
rather too uncomfortably on the
Armenian prime minister’s luck
continuing. He remains reliant only
on platitudes and, so far mainly

this is the same
bet they made on former Georgian
president Mikheil Saakashvili now
languishing in a prison cell just out-
side the capital.

As Armenia gears up for its
pre-election year in 2025, the
coming months will show whether
Pashinyan’s populism still has any
traction left in a country slowly
starting to question his every
move. Ironically, it could be this
populism, bolstered by some
support from the West, as well
as a peace deal with Azerbaijan,
that proves to be his salvation.
Increasingly, the  opposition
claims the same. o
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Central Asia and
South Caucasus in An Era of
New Great Power Rivalry

Murad Nasibov

he adage “When ele-
phants fight, the grass
gets  trampled”—com-

monly invoked to highlight the
perils faced by smaller or non-he-
gemonic states amidst great power
rivalry—may not be as accurate as
it appears. As with all analogies,
the oversimplification of the con-
sequences of great power rivalry
for the others, the homogeniza-
tion of the impact such a rivalry
may have on small states, and the
ignorance of the agency of small
states are a few of the problems
that such an analogy may effec-
tuate. At the end of the day, the
wisdom in such sayings is recalled
only when they hold true.

A more nuanced analytical ap-
proach might suggest the contrary.
As rivalries among major powers
escalate, the decisions made by

smaller or non-hegemonic states
may assume importance equivalent
to those of the great powers for two
major reasons: increased demand
for their alignment and widening
room of maneuver for small or
non-hegemonic states to play com-
peting major powers against one
another.

As the tension among major
powers intensifies, they seek the
alignment of middle and small
powers all around the world or in
regions of strategic importance.
Partly flowing from this logic, we
observe that small or non-hege-
monic states find ample possibil-
ities to exploit the rivalry among
major powers by positioning them-
selves as valuable but non-com-
mitted partners, thus playing one
great power against another to
extract maximum benefits.

Murad Nasibov is an Associate Lecturer and Research Fellow at the Institute of
Political Science of the Justus-Liebig University of Giessen. The views expressed in

this essay are his own.

he enhanced prospects for

such states to influence the
formation of the emerging inter-
national system appear to be well
recognized in Central Asia and the
South Caucasus—a conglomerate
of non-hegemonic states mostly
encircled by aspirants to regional
or great power status in Eurasia (or
what the editors of Baku Dialogues
call “the Silk Road region”): Russia
to the north, China to the east,
India and Iran to the south, and
Tiirkiye to the west.

Multi-Vectoralism and
Independence

entral Asian states are
known to have declared
their foreign policies to be
“multi-vectoral”—
something  that

In certain periods over the last
three decades, Central Asian states
came indeed very close to substan-
tiating what they declared; at other
times, they seemed to be far from it.
With the ongoing war in Ukraine,
we witness a renewed strong as-
sertion of “multi-vectoralism” in
Central Asia.

The term “multi-vectoral”
can perhaps be better un-
derstood through the concept of
hedging in the academic literature
of international relations and re-
lated fields of political science.
Hedging is a kind of foreign policy
strategy that aims to exploit all
the opportunities that may arise
from cooperation with different
power centers—be they global or
regional—as well as the costs for
those that would
seek to force a

sounds sim-  As rivalries among major hedging state into

ilar to India’s
“multi-alignment.”
What one may

powers escalate, the de-
cisions made by smaller

alignment or ex-
clusive loyalty. A
hedging strategy

simply understand 97 non-hegemonic states  should not be mis-
from this term— may assume importance  taken for a bal-

or at least the equivalent to those ofthe ancing strategy—

way it is used by
the foreign policy

great powers.

another term
overstretched in

elites of the five

Central Asian states—is that they
are ready to engage with multiple
partners that pursue contrasting,
if not clashing, foreign policy
strategies.

the general lan-
guage and even in the academic
literature, which is in a strict sense
reserved for describing a state
that aligns with one side against
another.



For a state to pursue a successful
hedging strategy—and thus engage
in a multi-vectoral foreign policy—
diplomatic skillfulness is required
to ensure that engagement with
one side does not incur any direct
losses due to engagement with the
other side(s). Moreover, it must
increase the total gain, not incur
costs on the part of the exerciser,
and broaden the room of ma-
neuver—not shrink it.

zerbaijan, which does not

belong to Central Asia but,
in the words of its president pro-
nounced on 23 November 2023,
conceives of itself and Central Asia
as constituting a “single political,
economic and geopolitical space.”
The divide across the Caspian may
explain why Azerbaijan typically
does not use the same terminology
(i.e., “multi-vectoralism”). Instead,
since the early 2010s Baku has
tended to charac-

to be one that most successfully de-
ploys a hedging strategy.

Along with Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan exemplifies
the efficacy of strategic hedging over
pure balancing, which contrasts
with the experience of Georgia and
Ukraine, in particular. This nu-
anced approach enables these three
states to skillfully navigate global
power dynamics, and thereby avoid
becoming battlegrounds for larger
regional or international powers.

Why Hedging Has
Taken Root

he aforementioned three
countries are beginning to

be identified as “keystone states,” a
term defined by Nikolas Gvosdev
of the U.S. Naval War College in
2015 as “giv[ing] coherence to re-
gional order” They

terize its foreign
policy as “indepen-
dent” This is in-

qualitative upgrade
from a “balanced”
foreign policy—the

Along with Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan, Azerbai-
tended to indicate a jan exempliﬁes the ejﬁ—
cacy of strategic hedging
over pure balancing.

are important,
he says, “because
they are located at
the seams of the
global system and
serve as critical
mediators between

terminology that
was generally in use in the 1990s
and 2000s. Even though Azerbaijan
does not use the “multi-vecto-
ralism” terminology, its “balanced”
foreign policy can easily be judged
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different major
powers, acting as gateways between
different blocs of states, regional
associations, and civilizational
groupings. A keystone state, even
if it is ‘small; [...] may nevertheless

be important to regional or global
security beyond what its own do-
mestic capabilities may merit”
Each of the three states enhances
its “keystone” status by pursuing a
“multi-vectoral” foreign policy (i.e.,
a hedging strategy). Even those
core Silk Road region states that do
not (and cannot) enjoy this status
are also, each in their own way, pur-
suing some version of this strategy.

Several reasons can be given as to
why it has taken root in the core Silk
Road region, unlike, for instance,
in Ukraine or Georgia. First, in par-
ticular, Central Asia faces no sharp
choice. Located in the middle of
Asia, its states are located far from
the West. There is neither a NATO
nor an EU perspective for them.
Located at the heart of Eurasia,
they are not in the collision spot.

Second, within their surroundings,
there is no other regional power
willing to win the exclusive align-
ment of Central Asian states at the
cost of the other regional powers.
There is no willingness among
neighboring powers to generate such
an open rivalry in Central Asia—at
least for now, that is.

Third, their geography also dic-
tates that they exploit their land
routes to the maximum extent
possible, and in all directions, to
compensate for being far from sea

109

routes (i.e., for being landlocked
states). Alternatives are always
better. The heavy-weighing eco-
nomic dependence on Russia in the
1990s and 2000s has been gradu-
ally counterbalanced by Chinese
investment and cooperation. Yet, a
channel of breath from both (and
others) that may come with the
Middle Corridor is also important.

Fourth, no particular ideological
alternatives are clashing in the re-
gion. They rather share the prefer-
ence for common norms, such as
multilateralism, sovereignty, and
non-interference—which are often
emphasized in the individual state-
ments of leaders, like Kazakhstan’s
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, or joint
declarations adopted, for instance,
within the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization.

Fifth, they all have stakes in op-
posing Western-promoted regime
change. There are definitely elite
interests being threatened, but
also reflect a popular distaste for
democracy promotion. It is not
about strong anti-West sentiments,
strictly speaking, but the West
having geopolitical motives behind
its democracy promotion agenda
and a fear of the consequences it
may bring to their countries as it
has to Iraq, Afghanistan, and even
Georgia and Ukraine. For younger
states like those in Central Asia,



sovereignty and geopolitical secu-
rity are much more precious. Hence
their reticence in signing up to the
terms of the U.S.-led “rules-based”
liberal international order.

Sixth, they have common secu-
rity concerns regarding Islamic ex-
tremism, radicalism, and terrorism,
plus cross-border smuggling—an
agenda that led to the establish-
ment of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. For Central Asian
states, all secularized (harshly)
under the Soviets, radical Islamist
groups and non-traditional Islamic
denominations or sects originating
from or having a foothold in
Afghanistan are seen as threats. For
Russia, Central Asian borders are
the “second borders,” while China
fears radicalism’s spread among its
already tightly-controlled Uygur
population. India, with a sizeable
Muslim minority, needs also to
confront them beyond its borders
as its arch-enemy Pakistan has a
history of supporting radical mili-
tant groups.

Seventh, there are plenty of prom-
ising cooperation opportunities
in the region, both material and
non-material, which remained
untapped due to the Soviet period
that are, only now, due to growing
global competition, gaining new
prominence. For most of the 1990s
and 2000s, it was primarily about
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oil and gas. Now it is also about
connectivity (from East to West,
from North to South), green en-
ergy, rare earth materials, and other
untapped sources of the region.

Lastly, bargaining and handling—
despite controversies and con-
flicting interests—is the main mode
of engagement in the region. These
postures are preferred to those that
would increase the likelihood, for
the states concerned, of getting
dragged into long, deep-seated
rivalries. It’s all about business—
transactionalism, more broadly—
taking place securely across sover-
eign borders, the maintenance of
which all of these countries take
quite seriously. Such an approach
is a deeply established cultural code
within the elite, partly a legacy of
the Soviet period.

Hence, there is no strong
ground to join one side
against the other side—that is, to
engage in block politics. There are
no clear-cut opposing sides. Not
even between India and China. At
least, for now. Even the Taliban re-
gime is gradually being embraced.
No one wants to distort or sacrifice
projects. Yet, they move cautiously
towards Kabul. A strong, yet some-
what moderated, government with
whom one can cooperate is what
is now much wanted to have in
Afghanistan. No more drama.

Beyond Regional
Implications

t is within this context—i.e.,

the growing opportunity for
Central Asians hedging towards
great powers—that the recent
developments in and around
Armenia and Georgia, whose
geopolitical alignment has been
clear-cut until recently, can also
be explained. Armenia’s recent
rapprochement with the West,
while being heavily tied to Russia,
is not only the result of its dis-
appointment with Russia since
the Second Karabakh War, but
also the widening room for ma-
neuver between Russia and the
West, in which Prime Minister
Nikol Pashinyan tries to build
its distinct agency. Similarly, the
ruling party Georgian Dream’s re-
cent attempt to restrict the space
for Western-funded NGOs, part
of which has a close relationship
with the major opposition par-
ties, reflects the intention of the
Georgian government to weaken
Western leverage in Georgia and
therewith, be able to establish
the necessary flexibility for ma-
neuvering between the collective
West on the one hand and Russia
and China on the other. To what
extent, both Yerevan and Thbilisi
will be able to break with their re-
cent past still remains to be seen.
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A similar argument can be made
with regards to Azerbaijan. One of
the most illustrative formulations
can be found in President Ilham
Aliyev’s most recent inaugural ad-
dress, pronounced earlier this year

in Baku:

We have no other family. Our
family is the Turkic world. If
anyone thinks that we should
look for a family elsewhere, I
can say that we are not welcome
anywhere else, and they are
not even concealing this
anymore. Whereas in previous
years, especially during the
occupation, they tried to lure
us with certain promises to
confuse us—i.e., pull wool over
our eyes, now those masks have
been dropped and there are
dividing lines there. We did not
draw those dividing lines; we
are against any dividing lines.
Even in the South Caucasus,
where there are only three
countries, we can clearly see
these dividing lines today.
Under such circumstances,
should we bow to those who
do not want to accept us
somewhere?

The prevailing  hedging
strategy—what is often re-
ferred to as “multi-vectoralism”
or “multi-alignment”™—in Central
Asia and the South Caucasus car-
ries implications that extend well
beyond the regional boundaries.
Firstly, by asserting their actorness
in the emerging maneuvering space
between the collective West on the



one hand and the Eurasia powers
on the other, the countries of the
region avoid turning themselves,
and their region, into a “battle-
field” among competing powers
and hence, avoid the opening of
new fronts. Secondly, by simultane-
ously engaging in cooperation with
multiple regional and great powers,
they partly absorb power competi-
tion among them and avoid the rise
of new Cold War-like blocks in the
international system.

This role, which characterizes the
core Silk Road region, is particularly
visible when the events unfolding
around the wider region—greater
Eurasia—are considered. The con-
flict over Ukraine has deepened the
divide between Russia and the col-
lective West, effectively disrupting
key trade routes linking Europe to
both Russia and Asia.

Similarly, the conflicts in Gaza
and Yemen, particularly the activ-
ities of the Houthis, have not only
impacted trade routes between
Europe and Asia via the Suez
Canal, but have also hindered
prospects for connectivity be-
tween India, the Arab world, and
the Mediterranean region.

The ambitious Turkish-backed
railway project in Iraq, aimed at
connecting the Gulf to southern
Tiirkiye and thus facilitating trade
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between India and Europe, faces
significant hurdles due to insecu-
rity in northern Iraq. While re-
cent moves by the Iragi National
Security Council to crack down
on the PKK and enhance security
cooperation with Tiirkiye may help
address these challenges, the situa-
tion remains complex, especially in
the absence of full support from the
United States.

Likewise, prospects for improve-
ment in Syria seem bleak in the
near term.

In Southeast Asia, there has
been a notable rise of tension in
the seas, particularly concerning
Taiwan, which could potentially
serve as a flashpoint. However,
the issue extends beyond Taiwan
itself. The primary strategic goal
for the United States is to counter
China’s growing influence in Asia
and prevent its unrestricted access
to and, as they say, “dominance”
over global maritime routes.
Taiwan plays a crucial role in this
strategic calculus. From the estab-
lishment of AUKUS to increased
U.S. support for its regional allies,
such as the recent reaffirmation
of an “ironclad commitment”
to the Philippines, the United
States is actively working to con-
tain and confront what it calls
China’s “expansionist ambitions”
in Southeast Asia.

mid all this tumultuous dis-

order surrounding greater
Eurasia, the innerland Eurasia
(or core Silk Road region), with
Central Asia and South Caucasus
at its heart, is largely stable and
peaceful. Since the 1990s, particu-
larly Central Asia has been one of
the relatively peaceful regions of
the world.

Until recently, this stability held
no particular significance for the
international system. Yet, from
now on, it will. Such a role of
Central Asia is underpinned by
the multi-vectoral foreign policy
of Central Asian states, above all,
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan (cou-
pled with Azerbaijan).

Simply, the fact that Central Asian
states are not willing to engage
in block politics neither among
Eurasian powers nor between them
and the West allows them to accom-
modate and absorb power compe-
tition among major powers, and
not to become an

Azerbaijan—has also been effective
in preventing the onset of serious
dividing lines within the region.

P 1 oreover, European interests

in accessing the resources
of the region, including natural
gas, green energy, and rare earth
materials, have gained particular
significance following the onset of
the present stage in the conflict over
Ukraine. Seeking also an oppor-
tunity in the weakening hands of
Russia in the region to bring Central
Asia closer to Europe, diplomatic
efforts have reached an unprece-
dented level. Above all, the Middle
Corridor—the international multi-
model transit route linking China
to Europe by bypassing Iran and
Russia—is where the interests of
Central Asia, the South Caucasus,
China, and Europe converge.

As the two strongest regional
champions of the Middle Corridor,
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan do not
pursue any policy of economic
exclusion towards
Russia. In the case

object of it. Their
closer  coordina-
tion among them-
selves through,
but not only, the
process of Central

summits—tellingly,
these have recently

As the two strongest regio-  of

nal champions of the Mid- 2

dle Corridor, Azerbaijan

and Kazakhstan do not

Asian leaders  pursue any policy of eco-

nomic exclusion towards
Russia.

Kazakhstan,
member  of
the Russia-led
Eurasian Economic
Union  (EAEU),
this is not even pos-
sible. Any benefit
Kazakhstan gains

been joined by
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from being part of



BAKU DIALOGUES

this connectivity mega-project will
also indirectly feed into the eco-
nomic capacity of the EAEU.

While Azerbaijan is not a member
of the EAEU, it does not follow
any economic exclusion policy to-
wards Russia, either. Ironically, a
land route to link Russia to India
also passes through Azerbaijan,
bypassing European waters—this
used to be understood as being the
only feasible option for Russian
shipments.

Namely, the incorporation of
Azerbaijan into the International
North-South Transport Corridor
(INSTC) linking St. Petersburg
and Moscow to Mumbai through
Baku and Tehran, which was inked
by Russia, Iran, and India in 2002
partly in response to the EU’s
TRACECA, ensures there is no
tough geopolitics to follow geoeco-
nomic due to the Middle Corridor.
Moreover, the cross-cutting of the
Middle Corridor and the INSTC in
AzerbaijanoffersIndiaanalternative
route to Europe, too. Particularly,
given the difficulty of realizing the
India-Arab-Mediterranean connec-
tivity project in the current context
of insecurity in the Middle East, the
cross-cutting of these two corridors
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in Azerbaijan is now beneficial to
all sides involved. Everyone needs
Azerbaijan, and Baku knows it.

hus, through the prudent

avoidance of bloc politics and
the facilitation of trans-regional
cooperation between Europe and
Asia, the core Silk Road region
(again, composed of the states
of Central Asia and the South
Caucasus) is poised to assume a
pivotal stabilizing role in the in-
ternational system, particularly in
the event of escalating tensions be-
tween the U.S. and China.

This strategic positioning will
safeguard the region from being
caught in the crossfire, granting
Europe the latitude to delineate its
stance while enabling China to uti-
lize land routes—especially (but not
only) during periods of constrained
maritime access. Such a stabilizing
function will further mitigate the
risk of exacerbating the already
significant global economic reper-
cussions that could emanate from
heightened U.S.-China confronta-
tion on a global scale. The conduc-
tivity and fluidity that Central Asia
and the South Caucasus bring to
the international system cannot be,
henceforth, overestimated. o

NSTITUTE for
EVELOPMENT and
IPLOMACY

IDD Executive Education

Founded in 2007 with the purpose of diplomatic training, ADA University
Executive Education enjoys a reputation as the important and biggest
training vehicle for government and businesses to nurture junior,
midcareer and top leadership talent in our country.

Offered Certificate Programs:

Advanced Foreign Service Program
Caspian Basin Studies Program
Cooperation with UNESCO

Custom Programs for Public Sector
Corporate Programs for Private Sector
Adaptive Strategic Execution Program

Why IDD Executive Education?

Grows your network
Creates a culture of learning
Broadens your horizon

Customizes programs for
organizations

Provides recognized faculty
and practitioners

Contact IDD

Address: 61 Ahmadbay Agha-Oglu Street
Baku, Azerbaijan, AZ1008

Tel: (+994 12) 437 32 35
Fax: (+994 12) 437 32 36
Email: idd@ada.edu.az
Web: idd.az




B4 o —y
OF BAKU \ C-‘ ) @ grﬁ?:rYeep;fneur EY

Building a better
working world

Meet

Ramil Rzayev,
founder of

Baku Holiday Travel,
the winner of

EY Entrepreneur
Of The Year 2024!

Apply now and
become next winner.
eoy@az.ey.com

& www.eoy.az €@ EOYAzerbaijan eoy_azerbaijan




Central Asia’s Order-Making

Mechanisms

Nargiz Azizova

“Of course, we [Central Asian states] all have two big partners and neighbors:

Russia and China. We will always work together with them. All of our agreements

remain in force, despite the fact that some of our countries are EUEC [Eurasian

Economic Community] members, some Collective Security Treaty Organization

[CSTO] members, and some not, but that’s not what matters. However, we should
resolve our own issues without involving third parties.”

ost UN  General
Assembly resolutions
are forgettable exer-

cises in symbolism. Even polit-
ical insiders could be forgiven for
passing over without comment the
text of resolution A/76/299 that
declared Central Asia a “zone of
peace, trust, and cooperation” and
expressed the view of UN member
states that they stood “encouraged
by the efforts of the Central Asian
States to strengthen and expand
cooperation with the countries of
the region in the fields of regional
security, good-neighbourly, and
friendly relations.”

- Nursultan Nazarbayev,
March 2018

And vyet, this resolution should
not simply be lumped together
with most of the other ones that
have been approved by what one
of its former Presidents called the
world’s “Grand Parliament of sov-
ereign equal States.” There really is
something to the language found in
this resolution, and readers could
do worse than to keep this text in
mind as they try to understand that
part of the Silk Road region as it
understands itself and consider the
strides that Central Asian leaders
are taking to better the geopolitical
and geoeconomic circumstances
of their respective states. A similar

Nargiz Azizova is a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Development
and Diplomacy at ADA University. She is also an Adjunct Instructor at the ADA
University School of Public and International Affairs where she teaches EU Foreign
Policy. The views expressed in this essay are her own.

utility could be ascribed to the
words that make up this essay’s
epigraph. Or to the language of the
2010 OSCE Astana Declaration
that popularized the concept of
“Eurasian security.”

In this essay, therefore, I will ex-
plore how the five Central Asian
states (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and
Uzbekistan) of the core Silk Road
region are attempting to cope
with global turbulence and power
shifts in world politics, particularly
Russia-West polarization, by devel-
oping multi-level alliances.

I will do this by discussing two
major dynamics in the foreign
policy of Central Asian states. I
argue, firstly, that external influence
and global geopolitical dynamics
are pushing the Central Asian states
towards strengthening regionalism
and multilateralism through the es-
tablishment of informal and semi-
formal formats of cooperation,
which has led to a greater emphasis
on shared regional.

Secondly, I will argue that
“multi-vectoralism® and “region-
alism” in the foreign policies of
the Central Asian states have been
strengthened in the past several
years and provide examples of
emerging region-to-region links
between the Central Asian states

and several major power centers
(i.e., China, the United States, the
GCQC, and the EU).

I will then conclude by exam-
ining the rapprochement be-
tween Azerbaijan and Central
Asian countries and the evolu-
tion of the C5+AZ multi-plat-
form “minilateral” format of core
Silk Road region cooperation
and how this plays into the two
dynamics noted above.

What Else but Multi-
Vectoralism?

gainst the backdrop of rap-

idly-evolving international
dynamics—particularly the war
between Russia and Ukraine that
restarted in earnest in February
2022—the five Central Asian states
have chosen to further reconsider
and further diversify their foreign
policies. Bellicose assertions by
minor Russian politicians and pop-
ular television commentators alike
have stoked perturbations and even
concern that their region “could be
next.” It makes little difference that
no genuine Russian decisionmaker
has joined in such frenzied speech,
or that bilateral visits at various
levels, including at the very top,
have been both amicable and mu-
tually-beneficial. The “proximity



of aggression,” as some Western
observers of the Silk Road region
might say, has not felt this real in
some Central Asian circles for quite
a long time.

While Central Asian leaders have
not (at least not overtly) conducted
themselves in ways that could indi-
cate they have fallen under the spell
of the doomsayers, they do seem to
have taken prudent foreign policy
precautions to lessen the likeli-
hood that their respective countries
“could be next.”

They have, for instance, tried to
ensure—to the extent possible—
that their respective bilateral
relations with Russia are devoid
of outstanding issues. They have
also, most notably, strengthened
regional coop-
eration and fur-

terms “regionalism” and
<« : . »
multi-vectoralism.

In this transformative period of
international relations charac-
terized by heightened global insta-
bility and polarization, the Central
Asian states are trying to avoid
finding themselves in the middle of
great power discord as major global
players, namely Russia, China, the
European Union, and the United
States all seek to unduly influence
the foreign policy orientation of the
five countries at issue.

Russia has enjoyed an established
position and built up a solid level
of soft power influence in Central
Asia. The Central Asian econo-
mies are all strongly dependent
on trade with Russia and two (or
three) are linked
institutionally  to

ther emphasized
common identi-
ty-building  proj-
ects. The leaders
of the five Central
Asian states have
also continued to
diversify existing
political, eco-
nomic, and secu-
rity  associations
and relationships.
This is, broadly
speaking, what

Against the backdrop of
rapidly-evolving interna-
tional dynamics, the five
Central Asian states have
chosen to further recon-
sider and further diver-
sify their foreign policies.
“Multi-vectoralism” and
“regionalism” in their for-
eign policies have been
strengthened in the past
several years.

the Russia-led
Eurasian Economic
Union (Kazakhstan
and  Kyrgyzstan
are members,
Uzbekistan is an
observer that has
reportedly  been
taking  concrete
steps to harmonize
its legal and regu-
latory framework
with EAEU stan-
dards in anticipa-

is meant by the
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tion of membership

in a few years). Investment projects
and capital flows have also signifi-
cantly involved Russia.

Some of this began to change
after February 2022, although
one would be hard-pressed to
argue that until that year Russia
had truly maintained a hegemonic
posture towards Central Asia
akin to the one maintained by the
Soviet Union over the Warsaw Pact
countries, including in the period
when the Brezhnev Doctrine was
in force. Perhaps the example of
Yugoslavia’s relationship with the
USSR during some periods of the
Cold War or the way certain Latin
American states have dealt with the
consequences of America’s self-pro-
claimed Monroe Doctrine—in-
cluding Washington’s shifting inter-
pretations of its meaning—could be
more instructive.

Thus, for instance, on the official
level, none of the Central Asian
states have supported Russian ac-
tions in the Ukraine war. Instead,
their governments have publicly
stated their continued recogni-
tion of the independence, sover-
eignty, and territorial integrity of
Ukraine in its 1991 borders. While
none have formally joined in the
Western-led sanctions and export
restrictions regime against Russia,
each Central Asian state has stated
that it will not allow its territory to
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be used for the transit of sanctioned
goods. This has not always worked
in practice, with Kyrgyzstan being
the most glaring example.

At the same time, public opinion
surveys conducted in the Central
Asian states since February 2022
suggest that Russian soft power is
waning in the region—particularly
among the younger generation. On
the other hand, none of the Central
Asian states have chosen to make
use of this increasingly negative
attitude toward Russia to attempt
a wholescale shift in foreign policy
orientation, as has, for instance,
Armenia. Still, it is clear that the
change in perception is real and
that this has influenced if not the
everyday conduct of foreign policy,
then at least the longer-term stra-
tegic planners.

hina has seized the opportu-

nity that was, if not brought
about by the war, then certainly ac-
celerated by it. And yet, China does
not seem to want to completely fill a
power vacuum, as its chief Western
competitor might have sought to do
in the unipolar era. Rather, Beijing
seeks to entrench stability in
Central Asia, and to ensure the five
states do not conduct themselves in
ways that are contrary to Chinese
interests. Thus, Chinese President
Xi Jinping has spoken of “brother-
hood relations” and championed a



“harmonious Central Asia” against
threats like terrorism and color rev-
olutions. At the same time, Beijing
has chosen to walk through the
door opened as a consequence of
the Russian decision to go to war in
Ukraine.

Beijing has now thus positioned
itself as a leading political, eco-
nomic, and security partner to the
Central Asian states. Even prior to
February 2022, Beijing had priori-
tized strengthening its cooperation
with western neighborhood in
strategic areas such as regional se-
curity, domestic stability, trade and
technology transfers, infrastructure
investment, political cooperation,
cultural exchanges, and loan guar-
antees. China continues to work
on deepening its soft power appeal
in the region, too. It also strength-
ened its institutional engagement
through the China-led Shanghai
Cooperation Organization
(SCO)—all Central Asian states,
save for Turkmenistan, are ful-
ly-fledged members.

In a development few outside
the region noticed, in March
2024 China and the five Central
Asian states formally launched the
Secretariat of the China-Central
Asian Cooperation Mechanism.
This development comes on the
heels of strategic levels of growth
in trade volumes between China
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and the region. In 2023, China’s
trade with the Central Asian states
reached $89.4 billion, up 27 percent
from 2022. In 2024, the number
continued to grow. In the first four
months of this year, China’s trade
with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan all registered dou-
ble-digit growth rates in dollar
terms. Another example is the surge
in railway cargo volumes between
China and Kazakhstan, which in
2023 grew by 22 percent year-on-
year to 28 million tons.

Although  Kyrgyzstan  and
Tajikistan have been the most re-
sponsive Central Asian security
partners for China, Kazakhstan
is the cradle of the China-led Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), which
was famously launched during Xi’s
September 2013 visit to Astana.
Kazakhstan continues to play a
critical connectivity role in the
Chinese conception of its com-
mercial outreach to the entirety of
the Eurasian supercontinent (as
Mackinder would say), particularly
in the all-important transport and
logistics domains.

Bilateral strategic cooperation
agreements, cooperation through
BRI infrastructure projects, and
increased trade turnaround all
strengthen Beijing’s position in
the region. Another indication of
Beijing’s influence projection into

Central Asia is that, unlike Russia,
China is viewed as a pragmatically
economic, with no political and
territorial claims over Central Asia.
No one in Central Asia seems to
think that China threatens the in-
dependence, sovereignty, and terri-
torial integrity of any of the Central
Asian states.

n recent years, the Western

bloc, namely the European
Union and the United States, have
also shown interest in this region.
And yet, for all their talk, they
simply cannot compete with the
scale of Chinese investment and
assistance. Even the EU’s vaunted
Global Gateway initiative is a de-
cade too late and tens of billions
of euros too small. And the lessons
that Central Asian leaders (and
their Chinese counterparts) drew
from America’s disastrous with-
drawal from Afghanistan will not
soon be forgotten.

Still, Western influence should
not be dismissed. Brzezinski’s grand
designs (published at the height of
the unipolar era) on that part of the
world—his advocacy for “benign
American hegemony” playing the
role of “Eurasia’s arbiter” in the area
“stretching between the western
and eastern extremities [of Eurasia]
is a sparsely populated and cur-
rently politically fluid and organi-
zationally fragmented vast middle
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space’—continues to animate the
thinking of too many policymakers
in Washington and Brussels.

gainst this backdrop, the

Central Asian states find
themselves having to deal with the
push and pull of the major powers.
All five resist—prudently—the en-
treaties to enter into exclusive re-
lationships with any of them. They
hesitate even to gravitate towards
any of them. At the same time, the
Central Asian states seem to realize
the urgent necessity to coordinate
and cooperate amongst themselves,
so as to be able to preserve stability
in the region by championing the
emergence of a new, home-grown
regional order predicated on a
shared effort to diversify their re-
spective and collective external re-
lations with all the major powers.

Regionalism Without
Regional Institutions

S ince the Central Asian states es-
tablished their independence
due to the implosion of the Soviet
Union, they have faced a plethora
of security issues. These include in-
tra-regional tensions over borders
(Tajikistan-Kyrgyzstan) and natural
resources  (Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan
and Uzbekistan-Kyrgyzstan). All
have had to deal with domestic



ethnic-based tensions and even
clashes as well as security con-
cerns (extremism and terrorism
threats, whether homegrown or
emanating from Afghanistan, or,
for that matter, further afield).
There have been disruptive do-
mestic political disagreements and
geopolitical competition across the
wider region (e.g., Russia’s Greater
Eurasian Partnership initiative, first
proposed in 2016), and there have
also been infrastructural shortcom-
ings. All these have, at one time or
another, set back regionalization
efforts. A historical example is the
agreement on the establishment
the Central Asian Cooperation
Organization (CACO) in-
volving Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan in 1998.
Seven years later, it was dissolved or
merged into the Eurasian Economic
Community (EURASEC), a prede-
cessor of the EAEU.

Years of division and isolationism
fed with a strong emphasis on
national sovereignty and the con-
struction of national identities
undermined the development of
a coherent regional identity. Truly
regional institutions and dialogue
formats either did not exist or
remained weak. Intra-regional
dialogue mostly took place within
wider region organizations, such
as the SCO, where four out of five
Central Asian states are members;
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the Organization of Turkic States
(OTS) with Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan partic-
ipating as member states and
Turkmenistan as an observer; and
the EAEU with two Central Asian
participating countries (Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan).

At the same time, there
exist successful examples
of regional cooperation -efforts.
Understanding that a reliable
water supply is important to fos-
tering political stability as well as
social and economic development
in Central Asia (because of its un-
even distribution throughout the
region), in April 2009 the leaders
of the five Central Asian states met
in Almaty for a special summit in
which they expressed their read-
iness and intention to carry out
joint programs to optimize cross
water management with aim of
improving the region’s socio-eco-
nomic, environmental, and secu-
rity situation within the frame-
work of the International Fund for
Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS).

This body has been subsequently
used to manage transboundary
water flows in Central Asia more
generally. The uniqueness of this
organization is that it was estab-
lished by the five Central Asian
heads of state without external
involvement.

he turning point in regional

politics in terms of strength-
ened intra-regional dialogue and
cooperation  followed  Shavkat
Mirziyoyev becoming President of
Uzbekistan (his predecessor, who
died in office in September 2016,
had a notorious rivalry with his
Kazakh counterpart, which made it
difficult for regional cooperation to
deepen).

Mirziyoyev helped to lead the
way in launching what has become
an annual “Consultative Meeting”
of Central Asian heads of state.
Typically, leaders discuss security,
economic, trade, territorial, and
political issues. The Consultative
Meeting format, which is relatively
informal, has become a pivotal re-
gional event that has come to rep-
resent a turning point in regional
affairs. Held annually since 2018
(save for the COVID-19 year of
2020) in a different Central Asian
country, they are accompanied by
parallel or side events in the fields
of economics, industry, education,
transport, gender, science and cul-
ture, youth, and sports.

Currently, the annual
Consultative Meeting format is the
major platform for regional cooper-
ation, initiated and run exclusively
by Central Asian countries, without
the presence, initiation, or support
of any outside power (e.g., China,
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the EU, India, Iran, Russia, the
U.S.). This indicates a commitment
by the Central Asian leaders to
strengthening the region’s self-suf-
ficiency. With the evolving focus
on amplifying regional integration,
the Consultative Meetings serves
to solidify integrative movements
in Central Asia and illustrates the
growing atmosphere of good neigh-
borliness and mutual trust. Thus,
the paramount significance of the
Consultative Meeting format is
the fact that it exists: its vitality is
evidence of a political commitment
to regional projects. As Mirziyoyev
put it during his address to the UN
General Assembly on 19 September
2023, the “Central Asian region has
no choice but to expand regional
cooperation.”

A. nother example of a suc-

cessful regional integration
project that breaks the narrative
that it is difficult to kickstart re-
gion-wide initiatives in Central
Asia is the Central Asian Gateway,
a single online trade information
platform that acts as a hub to pro-
vide users easy access to informa-
tion on cross-border trade formal-
ities in the region.

The introduction of this plat-
form marks significant progress in
enhancing trade cooperation, har-
monization, and alignment of re-
gional standards and policymaking



among the five Central Asian states.
At the same time, it positions the
region as the single and stronger
international trade player, addition-
ally enabling intra-regional trade to
go faster and smoother. The growth
of mutual trade and investments
is one of the key factors of the
now-enhanced cooperation reality.
It is gratifying that the figures in
both of those directions indicate
consistent growth.

g 1l told, regionalization dy-

amics have improved
markedly and have been taken
to a higher stage in the latest
years. Yes, border disputes, even
clashes, still flare up occasionally.
Those involving Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan in 2021 and 2002 are a
case in point. And yet, Bishkek and
Dushanbe are working together on
a final settlement of the conflict in
what Tajikistan’s president called
an “atmosphere of friendship and
mutual understanding.” This may
sound like a boilerplate statement,
but given this history of recrimi-
nations and accusations, it most
certainly should not be dismissed
as such.

Interestingly, all this activity
and all these events at the heads
of state level have not resulted in
enthusiasm for either their insti-
tutionalized formalization or the
establishment of a regional block of
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some sort. This is even more sur-
prising given that a large number
of region-wide initiatives are taking
place at lower levels and now even
include non-state actors like think-
tanks and universities. Central Asia
is experiencing a surge in the devel-
opment of regional shared identi-
ty-building. Taking place in polit-
ical, academic, and popular settings
(including the mainstream media),
this rhetoric is based on and sup-
ported by a narrative of common
geography, linguistic roots, history,
culture, and religion. The Central
Asian Media Forum, which took
place in December 2022, is an ex-
ample of regional identity-forma-
tion through the establishment of a
common media space. The urgent
need to form a regional identity
was one of the Forum’s main mes-
sages, where the need to “feel not
only part of your country, but also
the common region of Central
Asia” was concurrently stated by
representatives of Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan.

he foregoing narrative and

accompanying  examples,
which (to remind) are taking place
against the backdrop of increasing
great power competition, repre-
sent a concerted set of attempts to
strengthen the role of the Central
Asian states as “regional order pro-
viders” established and nurtured by
and for those states themselves.

This development is present even
through regional multilateralism
in Central Asia has not been es-
tablished in the “Western” under-
standing of regionalism (i.e. taking
EU integration as the benchmark).
But Central Asia has very little
to do with the West: the Central
Asian way is not the Western way,
whether understood in its North
American or European variants.
Rather, the notion of “order” in the
Central Asian context needs to be
understood “a relatively stable and
predictable set of relations between
social actors that makes it possible
for the basic goals of a given social
context to be achieved by imple-
menting rules and institutions that
enable and protect common inter-
ests”—to quote from a June 2021 ar-
ticle in Central Asian Affairs written
by Filippo Costa Buranelli.

C5 and Multi-Vectoralism

A. longside aiming at boosting

ooperation efforts, inter-re-
gional dialogue, and strictly re-
specting sovereignty in internal af-
fairs, rising regionalism in Central
Asia has a role to play in posi-
tioning it as a stable partner for in-
teraction with the rest of the world.
Cooperation and coordination in
addressing foreign affairs issues and
common challenges have become
possible as Central Asian foreign
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ministers have been meeting regu-
larly since 2018.

Thanks to their deepening in-
tra-regional cooperation, Central
Asian states are becoming increas-
ingly unified in addressing foreign
affairs challenges and increasingly
coordinated within multilateral
platforms and their interactions
with other (outside) players. They
have been stepping into their rela-
tions with outsiders in a concerted
regional voice since 2022. This is
called the C5 format.

Since the war between Russia
and Ukraine restarted in earnest
in February 2022, Central Asia has
enjoyed increase of international
attention, as changing geopolitical
dynamics have not only reshaped
greater Eurasias political land-
scape, but these have also paved
way for an increase of Central Asia’s
importance in the eyes of outsiders.
Central Asia is now seen by all rel-
evant players as a crucial transport
hub and “transport bridge” that
connects China and Europe.

The region has also come to serve
as a reliable source of information
and even an intermediary with
Afghanistan since the Taliban came
back to power in the wake of the
U.S.-led withdrawal, given the on-
going dialogue between all but one



of the Central Asian states and the
new regime in Kabul.

Moreover, the Central Asian
states has been actively increasing
their interaction with influential
global actors within the C5 format,
including the United States, China,
the European Union, the GCC, and
so on. The C5+ format has become
one of the major mechanisms for
the Central Asian states to interact
with the rest of the world. C5+
has also come to be seen as a tool
of implementation of their shared
multi-vectoral foreign policy, which
can in this context

Asia in Chinese foreign policy
also has indicated expansion of
Chinese engagement in the re-
gion from economic cooperation
only to positioning itself as a se-
curity provider as part of its new
Global Security Initiative. “China
is ready to help Central Asian
countries improve their law en-
forcement, security, and defense
capability construction,” said Xi
in his speech.

The Summit also represents
the moment at which Beijing
established itself as an indepen-

dent player in

be understood as
one that “invites
everyone to the re-
gion and so hedges
against the am-
bitions of each of
them.” The Central

be said to conduct
their multi-vec-
toral foreign

The Central Asian states
may be said to conduct
their multi-vectoral for-
eign policy informed by
the spirit of a famous line
Asian states may [rom Federalist 51: “am-
bition must be made to
counteract ambition.”

interacting  with
the Central Asian
five—whereas
before such inter-
actions occurred
mostly within the
framework of the
SCO. Moreover,
the Summit for-
malized  China’s
C+C5 relation-

policy  informed

by the spirit of a famous line from
Federalist 51: “ambition must be
made to counteract ambition.”

n 18-19 May 2023, the first
China and Central Asia
Summit (C+C5) took place. This
Summit carries historical signif-
icance as it not only highlighted
the pride of place of Central
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ship through the
establishment of a Permanent
Secretariat in China for coor-
dination of efforts which was
officially launched on 30 March
2024, in Xian. The Secretariat’s
primary responsibilities are to
promote the implementation
of the consensus and outcomes
reached by the heads of state of
the six countries, prepare for

the China-Central Asia Summit,
and serve the foreign ministers’
meeting and the cooperation
mechanism in key areas. On the
pragmatic angle, the Summit saw
the signing of a number of mul-
tilateral and bilateral documents
and the reaching of agreement on
various cooperation initiatives.
These included the establishment
of a China-Central Asia energy
development partnership (e.g.,
the construction of a solar power
plant in Kyrgyzstan), investment
in connectivity and trade (e.g.
the establishment of new cus-
toms checkpoints, the construc-
tion of roads), support for the
development of a trans-Caspian
international transport corridor,
enhanced humanitarian and cul-
tural cooperation (e.g., the estab-
lishment of Chinese universities
in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan).

The sum of bilateral investment,
trade deals, and grant agreements
between China and the Central
Asian states came out to nearly $4
billion. This clearly demonstrates
the practical commitment and
economic power of China, partic-
ularly in comparison with other
regional and global players. The
C+C5 Summit format demon-
strates that China recognizes
and supports the processes of
strengthening intra-regional co-
operation in Central Asia.

129

n July 2023, the first GCC-

Central Asia Summit was held
(in Jeddah). Through the Arab
states of the Persian Gulf are new
players in the region, the GCC+C5
format presents an unprecedented
opportunity for both regions to
reinforce their existing coopera-
tion mechanisms. GCC-Central
Asia cooperation prioritizes eco-
nomic integration, joint develop-
ment projects, and tourism. GCC
member states began heightening
their economic activity in Central
Asia in 2022, with Saudi Arabia
making investments in Kazakhstan
and signing contracts worth $14
billion with Uzbekistan. The UAE
made infrastructure investments in
Kazakhstan, invested in the energy
sector in Turkmenistan, and signed
agreements with Uzbekistan worth
$10 billion on power generation
and distribution. All in that pivotal
year of 2022.

But before the July 2023 summit,
relations took on a mostly bi-
lateral character (for example,
Mirziyoyev visited Saudi Arabia in
August 2022). A groundbreaking
GCC and Central Asia Investment
Forum took place on 29 May 2024
and represents a concerted in-
tent to engage in joint action to
strengthen investment and eco-
nomic relations between the GCC
states and those of Central Asia.
This forum comes on the heels of



the GCC-Central Asian Summit
held in Jeddah in July 2023._The
next one is scheduled to take
place in Samarkand in 2025, and
should mark a pivotal moment in
solidifying the partnership.

Iso in 2023, the first-ever

collective meeting of the
Presidents of the five Central
Asian countries and the United
States took place on the margins
of the UN General Assembly an-
nual meeting on 19 September.
Existing since 2015 at a working
level (but so far failed to turn
into an active forum), the C5+1
Diplomatic Forum was “up-
graded” in February of 2023 by
the attendance of U.S. Secretary
of State Tony Blinken. His visit to
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan has
been viewed as a manifestation of
Washington’s changing tactic in
the region after the years of dis-
engagement due to the U.S.-led
withdrawal from Afghanistan.
It should be noted that Central
Asians could not help but notice
that heightened American interest
in the region came about twice
now due to external developments
(9/11 and the Ukraine war).

Be that as it may, U.S. President
Joe Biden called this C5+1 Central
Asia-U.S. heads of state meeting
a “historic moment,” since it did
indeed represent the first time
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an American president has met
with all five of his Central Asian
counterparts. He also highlighted
areas of cooperation “taken to
new heights,” including coun-
terterrorism and increasing U.S.
security sector funding to Central
Asia;  strengthening  regional
economic connectivity; “the po-
tential for a new critical minerals
dialogue”; and the launch of a new
initiative on disability rights.

iden’s meeting with the

five Central Asian presi-
dents took place several months
after the second EU-Central Asia
Summit was held on 1-2 June
2023 in Kyrgyzstan (the first
Summit took place the year be-
fore in Kazakhstan). During this
event, which lasted much longer
than the one in New York, EU
and Central Asian leaders dis-
cussed in detail the prospects of
heightened regional cooperation
between Central Asia and the
EU as well as regional and inter-
national developments (e.g., the
Ukraine war).

Currently the EU and Central
Asia engage in dialogue within mul-
tiple platforms. Examples include
the EU-Central Asia Economic
Forum, the Civil Society Forum,
the EU-Central Asia High-Level
Conference on Environment and
Water Resources, the EU-Central

Asia  Connectivity Conference,
the EU-Central Asia Ministerial
Meeting, and the EU-Central Asia
High-Level Political and Security
Dialogue.

During the July 2019 launch
of the EU’s new Strategy

on Central Asia in Bishkek, the
EU’s outgoing foreign policy chief
Federica Mogherini framed the
EU as “a non-geopolitical” actor
in Central Asia. Still, Brussels
wanted the Central Asians (and
other actors) to recognize its re-
gional ambitions and its avowed
readiness to respond to great
power competition in the region.

The EU’s next initiative in
Central Asia was launched in
2021 under the moniker of Global
Gateway. This is the EU’s con-
nectivity strategy, with promises
being made by Brussels that the
EU and its member states would
mobilize up to

Rapprochement with
Azerbaijan

quantum leap is taking place

in terms of both the quantity
and, more importantly, the quality
of cooperation between the Central
Asian states and Azerbaijan, which
has gained an unprecedented level
of dynamism. Representatives of
the six countries (presidents, prime
ministers, ministers, and so on),
meeting in various formats (bilat-
eral, trilateral, C5+AZ) are compre-
hensively augmenting their cooper-
ation utilizing multiple platforms.

Only in 2022, Azerbaijani
President Ilham Aliyev conducted
nine visits to the countries of
Central Asia, and the heads of states
of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, in
turn, paid a number of visits to Baku
as well. These bilateral visits have
produced countless agreements.

For example, fol-

€300 billion be-
tween 2021 and

ments in quality

A quantum leap is taking
2027 in invest- place in terms of both the
quantity and, more im-

lowing the meeting
between the leaders
of Azerbaijan and
Kyrgyzstan in

infrastructure. portantly, the quality of April 2022, ten

These  promises
display both an
ambition and a

readiness to im- Azerbaz]an,

cooperation between the
Central Asian states and
which has

bilateral  cooper-
ation documents
and  agreements
were signed as well

plement a large gained an unprecedented as a Declaration

scope of work with
the region.

level of dynamism. on

Strategic
Partnership.
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In this essay, I will highlight the
trajectory of the Azerbaijan-
Kazakhstan relationship and not
focus on other Azerbaijan-Central
Asia bilateral ties, in part for rea-
sons of space. A similar record
of engagement and achievement
can be drawn from Azerbaijan-
Uzbekistan ties and, admittedly
to a lesser extent, with regards
to developments in bilateral re-
lations between Azerbaijan and
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and even
Turkmenistan.

The overall point, however, is
that Azerbaijan’s deepening and
widening engagement with the
Central Asian Five as a group
is also unprecedented. This in-
many-ways-unique  “minilateral”
relationship will also be dis-
cussed below, after I survey the
Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan one.

liyev has conducted four

visits to Kazakhstan in the
last two years; in the same time
period, Kazakh President Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev visited Azerbaijan
three times. These visits demon-
strate the strategic and allied na-
ture of the bilateral relationship,
which was officially confirmed by
the signing of the Declaration on
Strengthening Strategic Relations
and Deepening Allied Cooperation
between the two countries in
August 2022.
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Back in 2022, Tokayev had
evaluated his first official visit to
Azerbaijan as head of state as a
“breakthrough for the partnership
between Baku and Astana,” and
since then, the bilateral relationship
has been strategically broadened
and deepened. A total of 134 doc-
uments, including a comprehensive
program aimed at developing coop-
eration until 2026, are serving this
dynamic cooperation.

One result was the holding of
the first-ever joint naval tactical
exercise in Baku in October 2023,
with the participation of warships
and military personnel of both
countries. Another is the project
to install a fiber-optic cable line
along the bottom of the Caspian
Sea to enhance internet connec-
tivity between Europe and Asia. A
third is expanded cooperation in
the energy sector, with plans to lay
an electric cable along the bottom
of the Caspian that will enable
Kazakhstan to export electricity
to Europe via Azerbaijan, coupled
with a preliminary agreement be-
tween SOCAR and KazMunaiGas
to increase the volume of Kazakh oil
transported through Azerbaijan’s
pipeline infrastructure.

It is hardly irrelevant to under-
score the genuinely warm inter-
personal relations between the
two heads of state. The example

of Aliyev driving Tokayev from
Baku to Fizuli (a city in liberated
Karabakh) is illustrative.

irziyoyev  characterized

Aliyev’s participation
as a guest of honor at the Fifth
Consultative Meeting of the Heads
of State of Central Asia held in
Dushanbe on 14 September 2023
as “evidence of the deep historical
relations and the current high level
of cooperation.” The significance of
this event cannot be overestimated.
Not only did it inaugurated a new
format of minilateral cooperation
(C5+AZ), but it also has the po-
tential to grow into larger format
of South Caucasus-Central Asia co-
operation, bringing closer to each
other all the core states of the Silk
Road region, naturally separated by
the Caspian Sea.

The first Central Asia-U.S. C5+1
presidential summit took place in
New York on the margins of the UN
General Assembly annual meeting
just a few days later. I noted this
in an earlier section. Aliyev was
not present, as is well-known. And
yet, there have been credible (al-
though never officially confirmed)
reports that this very thing had
been proposed to the White House
several times by the presidential ad-
ministrations of both Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan. If accurate, this
missed strategic opportunity for
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the United States to take the lead
amongst the world’s major powers
in recognizing the increasingly
tight interlinkages between Central
Asia and Azerbaijan could be said
to be quite unfortunate (to speak
euphemistically).

International platforms have
also been actively utilized by
the sides involving external part-
ners and friends including Tiirkiye,
Georgia, Hungary, and the GCC.
“Azerbaijan and the countries of
Central Asia are bound by centu-
ries-long historical and cultural
ties. Azerbaijan and Central Asia
represent a single historical, cul-
tural, and geopolitical space, with
increasing strategic significance.”
So said Aliyev during his welcome
speech at the first Summit of Heads
of States of Members stated of the
United Nations Special Program
for the Economies of Central Asia
(SPECA) Summit held in Baku
on 24 November 2023. The atten-
dance of the prime ministers of
Georgia and Hungary, as well as
the GCC Secretary-General, as
guests of honor, indicates the read-
iness of all six C5+AZ presidents
to involve and engage in pragmatic
and economically beneficial coop-
eration with “middle powers” from
the world.

Another piece of evidence of the
veracity of this assessment is the



fact that Aliyev for the second time
participated in the SCO Summit
in July 2024. Yet another is the fact
that he has been invited to partici-
pate in the 2025 Central Asia-GCC
Summit.

The Turkic Dimension

he final piece of the regional

puzzle is the Organization of
Turkic States (OTS), perhaps the
Silk Road region’s most emblem-
atic regional (let the term be un-
derstood here in a broader sense)
platform, notwithstanding the ob-
vious limits of such a statement
(e.g., as an organization based on
ethnic identification, it is highly
unlikely that three core Silk Road
region states—Armenia, Georgia,
and Tajikistan—will ever join it).
Its member states are Azerbaijan,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tiirkiye,
and Uzbekistan—with Hungary,
Northern Cyprus, Turkmenistan,
and the Economic Cooperation
Organisation (ECO) as observers.
Still, unlike virtually all other re-
gional cooperation (or minilateral)
formats where at least a majority
of the members belong to the Silk
Road region, this is the only one
that is structured institutionally in
more or less the usual way.

Its members all seem to share
at least two Dbasic precepts
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(“brotherhood” and “optimism”)
with regards to the OTS. I will use
two lengthy quotes by Aliyev to put
these forward because I know of no
better summary statements or writ-
ings that brings all this out succinctly.

The first quote, which is taken
from Aliyev’s 14 February 2024
Inaugural Address, speaks to the

“brotherhood” precept:

We have no other family. Our
family is the Turkic world. If
anyone thinks that we should
look for a family elsewhere, I
can say that we are not welcome
anywhere else, and they are not
even concealing this anymore.

The second, which he exclaimed
at the Global Media Forum in
Shusha on 20 July 2024, speaks to
the “optimism” precept:

Our geography is huge, natural
resources, delivery routes, our
growing influence. [...] [A]ll
these factors clearly show the
potential of our Organization,
and by strengthening the
unity, we should turn the
Organization of Turkic States
into a worldwide power center.
Today, there are numerous
international ~ organizations:
some are in crisis, some
are in decline, whereas the
Organization of Turkic States is
on the rise. This ascent should
be comfortable and will be
achieved with joint efforts.

Whether Turkic world leaders
under the auspices of the OTS or

bilaterally or anything in between
(regular trilateral meetings at var-
ious levels, many involving Tiirkiye,
are a favorite format), they gather
with these (and perhaps others) in
mind.

An informal OTS Summit
took place in Shusha on 6
July 2024 and further demonstrated
the unity of purpose described
above. The heads of state adopted
and signed several
important  docu-

(AI) policies, guidelines, and
partnerships.

But the OTS is not a regional
panacea. It will not subsume
or incorporate or force out all other
platforms and modalities of cooper-
ation. Consider, in this context, that
just a few weeks after the Shusha
OTS summit, the first-ever mili-
tary exercise (“Birlestik-2024") in-
volving the operational and tactical
command and staff
of the militaries

ments, including
the Karabakh
Declaration, which
offers a compre-
hensive and (sur-
prisingly for this
type of document)
pretty concrete

The big picture takeaway
here is that C5+AZ can
be considered a “para-
digm shift” for the geopo-
litical balance of the Silk

Road region. took place in

of Azerbaijan and
four Central Asian
states (Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, and
Uzbekistan)

Kazakhstan—and

vision for the fu-

ture of the OTS region (it more or
less corresponds to the Silk Road
region).

Passages address the importance
of optimizing and digitalizing
transport and transit procedures;
advancing digital government
(e-Government) infrastructures;
harmonizing e-signature/dig-
ital signature mechanisms for
electronic document sharing;
fostering common cybersecurity
protection measures against cy-
ber-incidents and cyber-attacks;
and building Artificial Intelligence
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they took place
without the participation or in-
volvement of any external powers
(they also did not involve Tiirkiye,
although Turkish troops have par-
ticipated in various military exer-
cises with Azerbaijan and several
Central Asian states).

This development in regional
cooperation is significant because
it indicates an expansion into the
security dimension, which will fur-
ther both strengthen and deepen
trust between the participants. The
conduct of this military exercises
against the backdrop of the Silk
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Road region’s increased geopolitical
and geoeconomic importance, pro-
vides the strategic context of this
development.

he big picture takeaway

here is that C5+AZ can be
considered a “paradigm shift” for
the geopolitical balance of the
Silk Road region. This political
concert of countries that shares
a common history, ethnicity and
language, cultural ties, and so on,
is driven forward not only by the
“brotherhood” precept, but also
by the “optimism” one. And this,
in turn, suggests that both prag-
matism and shared strategic inter-
ests predominate.

First, they hold in common
a strategic foreign policy out-
look, as manifested by their
concerted pursuit of regionalism
and multi-vectoralism against
the backdrop of heightened great
power rivalry across the Silk Road
region.

Second, this rapprochement
is obviously pushed forward by
common strategic economic inter-
ests and intercontinental logistical
projects. In today’s complex geo-
political conditions, Azerbaijan
and the Central Asian states are
perfectly located at the inter-
section of international flagship
connectivity projects, including
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the Middle Corridor (Trans-
Caspian International Transport
Route, or TCIT), the Belt and
Road Initiative, the International
North-South Transport Corridor,
and the European program for
the development of organization
and conduct of communications.
C5+AZ are, together, seizing an
excellent opportunity to capitalize
on international interest in devel-
oping and investing in alternatives
to existing Western-dominated
maritime routes and the Russia-
dominated Northern Corridor
trade route. All the major external
players seem to understand the
strategic advantages of driving
connectivity through TCIT.

The strategic focus on TCIT,
in particular, which has gained
tremendous significance since
February 2022, has had as an
unintended consequence the
acceleration of cooperation be-
tween all the three countries
located on the route (Kazakhstan-
Azerbaijan-Tirkiye) but also
beyond, more broadly, within
the Silk Road region (including
Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and
Uzbekistan). After all, the title of
the high-level economic forum
that was held during the SPECA
summit in November 2023 in
Baku was titled, “Transforming
the SPECA Region Into a Global
Communication Hub.” sp
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