
The Cau ca sus A Staff Re port

Eur asia’s Piv otal Change
Armenia’s brief new war with Azerbaijan changed everything for both states, and
for Nagorno-Karabakh, but it also substantially altered the Eurasian balance.

H       and their lead ers can
be come trans formed by a sin gle mis-judg ment was dem -
on strated with the lat est phase of the Ar me nia-Azer-

baijan dis pute and war which came to a sud den con clu sion on
No vem ber 9, 2020. 

The geopolitical shape of much
of Eur asia was sig nif i cantly im -
pacted by the brief ep i sode of a
long-frozen con flict be tween the
two states and the un rec og nized,
Ar me nian-backed Re pub lic of Art-
sakh (Nagorno-Karabakh).

The con clu sion to the im me di ate
fight ing did not en tirely re solve the
long-stand ing ter ri to rial dis putes be -
tween Ar me nia an Azerbaijan. How -
ever, the long log jam was bro ken.

The fight ing, which es sen tially be gan
with a July 12-13, 2020, ini tial set of
clashes1 — which turned out to be
mis-steps by Ar me nia — trans formed
into a unique set of op por tu ni ties for
Azerbaijan to re verse its territorial
losses of al most three de cades ear lier.

At its in terim con clu sion, Azerbaijan
had re gained much lost ter ri tory, in -
clud ing over land se cure ac cess — guar -
an teed by Rus sia and Ar me nia — to its
ter ri tory of Nakhchivan. The Nakhchi-
van Au ton o mous Re pub lic of Azerbai-
jan had for three de cades ex isted as an
ex clave ter ri tory, ac ces si ble from met -
ro pol i tan Azerbaijan only by air via Ira -
nian air space, or through Tur key, with
which Nakhchivan has an 11-mile (17
km) bor der.

Quite apart from the psy cho log i cal
im pact the Azerbaijani mil i tary vic tory
over Ar me nia had on the Azerbaijani
pop u la tion, the re al ity now is that met -
ro pol i tan Azerbaijan now has a vi a ble
land ac cess to Tur key and to Eu rope. Its
great pipe line link for en ergy ex tracted
from the Cas pian at Baku has un til now
trav eled across North ern Azerbaijan
and into Geor gia be fore transiting

down to the Turk ish Med i ter ra nean
port at Ceyhan. Now, con ceiv ably, gas
lines could be routed from Baku
through Nakhchivan to Tur key, by pass -
ing Geor gia.

This suits Rus sia, as well, which may
be why it brokered the new deal to en -
sure Baku’s landbridge to Nakhchivan.
Rus sia val ues the abil ity to ap ply pres -
sure on Geor gia, with which it has had
dif fer ences since the end of the Cold
War (and en sured that Rus sia sup -
ported the in de pend ence of Geor gia’s
prov inces of Abkhazia and South Os-
setia). And yet there was spec u la tion
that the lat est con flict had been en cour -
aged by Mos cow to threaten the not-
yet-com pleted South ern Gas Cor ri dor
pipe line, which in some what follows
the Baku-Tblisi- Ceyhan pipe line. The
South ern Gas Cor ri dor, to sup ply nat u -
ral gas to West ern Eu rope, will com pete
with Rus sia’s sales of gas to West ern Eu -
rope, and any de lay in the com ple tion
of the new gas cor ri dor, with pump ing
sta tions in north- west ern Azerbaijan
— where Ar me nian at tacks began —
would con ceiv ably have been to Mos -
cow’s ben e fit.

And yet Mos cow brokered the peace
deal, largely at the in sis tence of the Ar -
me nian lead er ship, sav ing some of Ar -
me nia’s po si tion and pre serv ing the
con tin ued ex is tence of the Nagorno-
Karabakh (Artsakh) en clave. That Rus -
sia was able to dom i nate the un freez ing
of this con flict was en hanced by the fact
that the US was em broiled in the fi nal
stages of its most bit ter na tional elec -
tion in liv ing mem ory.

There will be ca su al ties from the war.
Ar me nian Prime Min is ter Nikol Pash-

inyan, who was swept to of fice on a
pop u lar wave some two years ear lier,
now seems un likely to last in of fice even
un til mid-2021. Whether Ar me nia
would re turn to the older, cor rupt po -
lit i cal frame work of the pre-Pashinyan
age is the open ques tion go ing for ward.

Ar me nia showed that it had shot
down more than one Is raeli-made un -
manned ae rial ve hi cle (UAV) (and ap -
par ently Turk ish-built UAVs) in the lat -
est fight ing. But both Azerbaijan and
Ar me nia en gaged each other with Rus -
sian-sup plied ar til lery, ei ther the D-20
or D-30 sys tems. But this had be come,
by the end of Oc to ber 2020, a pro -
foundly multi-lay ered and his tor i cally
in ter twined feud. By the end of Oc to ber 
2020, too, Azerbaijani forces had made
ma jor in roads into ar eas of Azerbaijan
oc cu pied for de cades by Ar me nia. That
in cluded the sei zure of some ter ri tory
of the Nagorno-Karabakh en clave, but
also ter ri tory in seven other districts
occupied by Armenian troops.

To the south-east of Stepanakert, the
Nagorno-Karabakh cap i tal, Azerbaijani 
forces were fight ing in late Oc to ber
2020 for a low-ly ing river val ley and
foot hills in the dis tricts of Cebrayil/Jra-
kan and Fuzuli/Varanda. These ar eas,
when they were taken over by Ar me -
nian forces in the 1990s, saw the dis -
place ment of sev eral hun dred thou sand 
Azerbaijani cit i zens, many of whom
sought, as a re sult of the 2020 fight ing,
to re turn to their homes. Mean while,
state ments from both Yerevan and
Baku at the end of Oc to ber 2020 con -
firmed heavy fight ing di rectly north of
Stepanakert, in the di vided dis trict of
Tar tar and in parts of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s north ern district of Martakert.

On Oc to ber 27, 2020, Pres. Arayik
Harutyunyan re lieved Artsakh De fense
Min is ter Jalal Harutyunyan of his du -
ties af ter the Min is ter was wounded in
fight ing against Azerbaijani forces.
That was only a week af ter the Pres i dent 
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1 See: “Turkey and Russia Inch Closer to Conflict Over Gas Lines”, in Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 10/2020.



had pro moted him to the rank of lieu -
ten ant- gen eral and then, a day later, Mr 
Harut- yunyan had in vested him the ti -
tle of Hero of Artsakh.

A crit i cal phase in the fight ing was
reached on the week end of No vem ber
7-8, 2020, when Azerbaijani troops, af -
ter a three-day bat tle, seized con trol of
the one-time moun tain re sort of
Shusha (ªuºa) which com manded the
heights over the NK cap i tal, Stepana-
kert. It was clear at that point that
Stepanakert would be lost within days.
Ar me nia, and by de fault Nagorno-
Karabakh, sued for peace. Shusha had
been, since May 1992, ad min is tered by
the Re pub lic of Artsakh — Nagorno-
Karabakh — as its Shusha Prov ince.

On No vem ber 9, 2020, Pres. Harut-
yunyan gave his con sent for Ar me nian
Prime Min is ter Nikol Pashinyan to sign
the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh ceasefire
agree ment be tween Ar me nia, Azerbai-
jan, and Russia.

Ar me nia, Azerbaijan, and Rus sia on
No vem ber 9, 2020, signed an agree -
ment to end mil i tary con flict over the
dis puted en clave of Nagorno-Karabakh 
and other Azerbaijani ter ri to ries oc cu -
pied by Ar me nia, end ing the six weeks
of fight ing be tween Ar me nian and Na-
gorno-Karabakh forces on the one
hand, and Azerbaijani forces (sup -
ported by Tur key) on the other. The
agree ment was, in fact, a ceasefire ac -
cord rather than a res o lu tion of the ter -
ri to rial dis pute, how ever, and a con sid -
er able amount of Azerbaijani ter ri tory
re mains oc cu pied by Ar me nian forces.
The ceasefire ac cord was signed by Rus -
sian Pres. Vladi mir Putin, Azerbaijan
Pres. Ilham Aliyev, and Ar me nian
Prime Min is ter Nikol Pashinyan, and
took effect on November 10, 2020, at
01.00 hrs local.

The ceasefire con firms that Azerbai-
jan would re tain con trol over the ar eas
of Nagorno-Karabakh which it had re-
taken dur ing the 2020 con flict, and Ar -
me nia would with draw from sev eral
other ad ja cent ar eas over the com ing
weeks. What this meant was that Azer-
baijan, by re tain ing con trol of Shusha,
would also re tain a de facto abil ity to
dom i nate Stepanakert. Ar me nian
Prime Min is ter Pashinyan said that the
ceasefire was “in cred i bly pain ful both
for me and both for our peo ple”.

Pres. Putin, mean while, said that
Rus sian peace keep ers would be de -
ployed to pa trol the front line, and that
1,960 per son nel would be in volved. By
No vem ber 10, 2020, Rus sian Air Force

trans port air craft with some of the
peace keep ers and 90 ar mored per son -
nel car ri ers had left an airbase at Ulla-
norsk for Karabakh. Part of their mis -
sion would be to guard the Lachine cor -
ri dor, which links Stepanakert to Ar me -
nia, and the Rus sian troops would take
up their po si tions as the Ar me nian
troops with drew from them. Tur key
would also take part in the peace keep -
ing pro cess, ac cord ing to Azerbaijan
Pres. Aliyev, who was with Pres. Putin
during the address.

Pres. Arak Vladi mir Harutyunyan of
Artsakh said that the ceasefire had been
un avoid able af ter the loss of Kara-
bakh’s sec ond big gest town, Shusha. By
that time, too, fight ing had al ready been 
un der way in the out skirts of Stepana-
kert, and it was clear that the en tire
Nagorno-Karabakh en clave could fall
to the Azerbaijani forces. Artsakh au -
thor i ties said that nearly 1,200 of its de -
fense forces had died in the fight ing,
and ci vil ians had also been killed or in -
jured. Rus sian sources put the death toll 
on all sides at more than 5,000.

Un der the ceasefire agree ment, the
Agdam Dis trict was to re turn to Azer-
baijan be fore No vem ber 20, 2020. The
Ar me nian Re pub lic was to re turn the
Kalbajar Dis trict to the Azerbaijani Re -
pub lic be fore No vem ber 15, 2020, and
the Lachine Dis trict by De cem ber 1,
2020. The Lachin Cor ri dor (5km [3.1
miles] wide), which would en sure Nag-
orno-Karabakh’s con nec tion to Ar me -
nia and at the same time not af fect the
city of Shusha, would re main un der the
con trol of the Rus sian Fed er a tion’s
peacekeep ing con tin gent. A plan was to
be de ter mined in the next three years to
con struct a new traf fic route along the
Lachine Cor ri dor, pro vid ing a con nec -
tion be tween Nagorno-Karabakh and
Ar me nia, with the sub se quent re de -
ploy ment of the Rus sian peace keep ing
con tin gent to pro tect this route. The
Azerbaijani Re pub lic would guar an tee
the safety of traf fic along the Lachine
Corridor of persons, vehicles, and
freight in both directions.

In ter nally dis placed per sons and ref -
u gees were to be able to re turn to the
Nagorno-Karabakh ter ri tory and ad ja -
cent ar eas un der the su per vi sion of the
United Na tions High Com mis sioner
for Ref u gees. The Kelbajar [Qarvachar]
dis trict which the ceasefire awarded to
Azerbaijan, mean while, is the source of
85 per cent of Ar me nia’s wa ter supply.

Of per haps the great est sig nif i cance
to Azerbaijan was the clause of the

ceasefire treaty which said that all eco -
nomic and trans por ta tion links in the
re gion were to be un blocked. The Ar -
me nian Re pub lic would pro vide trans -
por ta tion links, and guar an tee the safe-
ty of trans por ta tion links be tween the
west ern re gions of the Azerbaijani Re -
pub lic and the Nakhchivan Au ton o -
mous Re pub lic in or der to or ga nize the
un im peded move ment of per sons, ve -
hi cles, and freight in both di rec tions.
Units of the Rus sian Fed eral Se cu rity
Ser vice’s Bor der Ser vice would mon i tor 
these trans por ta tion links. The agree -
ment pro vided for the con struc tion of
new trans por ta tion links con nect ing
the Nakhchivan Au ton o mous Republic
of Azerbaijan with western regions of
Azerbaijan.

What was sig nif i cant through out the
brief con flict phase was the fact that
many Ira ni ans cheered the ad vances be -
ing made against the Ar me ni ans by
Azerbaijani troops, de spite the re al ity
that Ar me nia is a key ally of Iran. But
un der ly ing this is the other re al ity that
more than 60 per cent of Azeris live in
Iran, and less than 40 per cent in Azer-
baijan. The his tor i cal iden tity ties re -
main pro found.

Con clu sions
The fight ing re sulted in a wa ter shed

ad vance for Azerbaijan; it can now be -
gin to “feel whole” in terms of iden tity
(al though the pro cess re mains in com -
plete), and it now has ac cess to its for -
mer ex clave, Nakhchivan. This will pro -
foundly im pact trade from Eu rope to
the Cas pian, and Baku’s abil ity to de -
liver en ergy to the West.

Geor gia is po ten tially one of the
great est los ers, be cause the new geo-
po lit i cal re al i ties could strip it of its sta -
tus as a key tran sit state for en ergy, and
there fore jeop ar dize its rev e nues.

Ar me nia, ini tially seen as the main
loser in the war, could now get back to
nor mal iza tion with Azerbaijan, and
per haps fo cus on po lit i cal restructu -
ring. In deed, a ra tio nal ba sis of co ex is -
tence could be ne go ti ated be tween Nag- 
orno-Karabakh and Azerbaijan. Tur key 
gained in the sit u a tion be cause it was
seen to have taken steps to sup port Az-
erbaijan. Israel, too, pro vided crit i cal
sup port to Baku, but avoided pub lic ity. 

Rus sia may have gained po lit i cal
dom i nance in the re gion at the ex pense
of the US, which was pre oc cu pied with
elec tions, but it was not able to fore stall
the re al ity that it could no lon ger con -
trol Cas pian gas ex ports to Eu rope.  H
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