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Brief

The South Caucasus today is not the main platform of geopolitical
rivalry between Russia and the West. However, being one
of the most dynamic regions of Eurasia, it represents a kind of
model of transformation of the current world order. Here we see
a frequentchangeinthe military-political statusquo(onlyinthe last
five years in happened twice). The usual formulas of alliance and
partnership are being actively revised. And this involves not only
external players, but the states of the South Caucasus themselves.
New centers of power are gradually emerging in the region, and
the old ones are struggling to secure preferential advantages
for themselves. At the same time, the regional remake of the Cold
War which characterised the mid-2000s (when the confrontation
between Russia and the West determined the Caucasian
geopolitical landscape) was replaced by a more complex and
nuanced combination of competition and confrontation of
different players, going beyond the bipolar formula;
Afterthecollapseofthe Soviet Union,Russiafor manyyearsretained
a special influence both on regional security and on internal
political processes in the countries of the Caucasus. However,
in recentyears, this status of Russia has been challenged by external
players, the closest neighbouring countries of Azerbaijan, Armenia
and Georgia, as well as by the countries of the region. The level
of competition has increased significantly, and Moscow is forced
to show greater flexibility and ingenuity in protecting its interests
in a strategically important point of Eurasia;

The radical breakdown of the status quo in the Armenian-
Azerbaijaniconflicthasbecomeatriggerforthe formation of a new
post-Karabakh political agenda in both Azerbaijan and Armenia.
And while official Baku wants to free itself from the previous
guardianship of the mediators/moderators of the peace process
(both from the West and from Russia), Yerevan is trying to shift
responsibility for the defeats to Moscow, while simultaneously
searching for alternative “sponsors” of security, from the United
States and the EU to Iran and India. In both cases, Russia needs
to respond quickly and in a timely manner to these challenges
amid the declining demand for its involvement as a military-
political guarantor and moderator;



The growing contradictions between Georgia and its Western
allies (the United States, NATO, the European Union) open up
opportunities for the normalization of relations between Moscow
and Tbilisi. However, progress along this path is hampered by many
circumstances not only (and even not so much) geopolitical,
but also relating to domestic politics. The ruling Georgian Dream
party was able to control the consequences of the electoral crisis
of late 2024, but not to resolve it completely. The influence of
pro-Western forces in society and in the elites remains, as does
the authorities’ commitment to the ideas and practices of Euro-
Atlantic integration. All this, in fact, blocks opportunities for a full-
scale dialogue between Georgia and Russia, which would go
beyond the “small business tactics” (primarily on trade, tourism,
visa liberalization);

None of the external players in the South Caucasus (both extra-
regional and immediate neighbours of Azerbaijan, Armenia and
Georgia) can be considered an ally of Russia, not in a full sense of
the word. At the same time, we cannot say the external actors have
completely converging interests both among each other or with
the countries of the region. The optimal model of interaction
between the Russian Federation and various participants
in the Caucasian geopolitical processes could be careful balancing
paired with intensification of joined mutually beneficial projects
and minimization of confrontational risks (with competent conflict
management).



1. Changes in the Geopolitical Landscape
of the South Caucasus

In the early and mid-2000s, the South Caucasus was practically
the main platform for confrontation between Russia and the West.
It was in this region of Eurasia that not only isolated ethno-political
conflicts erupted, but the whole “Belovezhsky order” of the collapse
of the Soviet Union, which regarded the inter-republican borders
created during the Soviet era as inviolable inter-state borders of the
new independent post-Soviet states, was effectively changed. In
refusing to uphold the principle of uti possidetis juris, American and
European politicians saw a threat to the assertion of theirdominance
in Eurasia, and in the territorial expansion of Russia’s interests they
saw the danger of a possible Eurasian reintegration under the
auspices of Moscow'. Hillary Clinton, who was the US Secretary of
State from 2009 to 2013, called it “re-Sovietization?.” Since 2014-2015,
the focus of the geopolitical confrontation between Washington, its
European allies and Russia has shifted from the Caucasus to Ukraine
and the Middle East. However, in subsequent years, this region
remained one of the most turbulent in the post-Soviet space.
Today, many problems of Eurasia are associated with the impact
of the military-political confrontation in Ukraine. And there are
grounds for that indeed. For example, Georgia has significantly
altered its foreign policy approaches, because, according to the
figurative expression of Maki Bochorishvili, the Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the country, it did not want to “ride the same train with
Ukraine®.” Russia’s focus on the Ukrainian direction could not but
affect the dynamics of the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict. This
largely explains the offensive of Baku with the full support of Ankara,
and Yerevan's desire to “hedge risks” and diversify international
contacts, which ultimately had a cumulative effect and contributed

1 Asmus R. A Little War That Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of the West. NY.
Palgrave Macmillian. 2010. 254 p.

Kuchins A. What is Eurasia to US (the U.S.)? // Journal of Eurasian Studies. 2018. Vol. 9. N2 2. P.
125-133,

2 Clinton vows to thwart new Soviet Union // Financial Times. 07.12.2012. [Digital source]. URL:
https://www.ft.com/content/a5b15b14-3fcf-11e2-9f71-00144feabdcO.

3 Maka Bochorishvili: «We are the best example of how Brussels creates false ideas and,
accordingly, conducts a certain policy» // Channel One (Georgia). 19.02.2025. [Digital source]. URL:
https://1tv.ge/news/maka-bochorishvili-kargi-magaliti-vart-rogor-khdeba-briuselidan-araswori-
aghgmebit-raghac-politikis-gatareba-sagartveloshi-igegmeboda-khelisuflebis-shecvla-da-amistvis-
khdeboda-evrokavshiris-instr/
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to the reduction of Russia’s exclusive role in the Caucasian regional
processes.

However, it is important to add certain reservations. It was not
the Ukrainian military-political crisis that created the acute security
problems in the South Caucasus and problems for the region’s
economy. They existed long before the Euromaidan, the conflict
in the Donbass, and before the beginning of the Special Military
Operation in Ukraine. They contained their own logic and factors not
directly related to the Ukrainian dynamics.

Over the past five years, the military-political status quo in
the South Caucasus has changed twice. The balance of power
that existed for more than a quarter of a century no longer exists.
Azerbaijan became the second state in the post-Soviet space after
Russia to successfully integrate a secessionist territory, although the
formats of incorporation of Karabakh and Chechnya have significant
differences. At the same time, the struggle of Baku for the restoration
of the territorial integrity of the country was fully supported by Turkey.
Its active military, diplomatic, socio-economic and informational
support not only strengthened the Azerbaijani position, but also
strengthened the influence of Ankara in the South Caucasus. This
manifested in the strengthening of the Azerbaijan-Turkey strategic
ties, in the intensification of the Organization of Turkic States
integration project, as well as in the growing pressure on Armenia
in order to ensure preferential conditions for Baku during preparation
of a peace agreement.

Thus, the change in the military-political status quo had
multifactorial consequences. First, it reflected the strengthening of
Turkish positions in the Caucasus. And although Turkey is a NATO
member with the second largest army in the alliance, it acted
largely autonomously in the Caucasus, having many differences (for
example, on the vision for resolution of the Karabakh issue) with
the United States and especially with France, its strategic allies.

Secondly, this strengthening has created considerable problems for
Russia on top of the existing contradictions between it and the West.
And although Moscow and Ankara strive to maintain the format
of “competitive cooperation” without® crossing the “red lines”, the
strengthening of Turkish positions in the Caucasus does not add weight

4 Turkish Route / edit.by R.N.Pukhova.Moscow: Center for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies,
2024.220 p.

5 Aras B.Turkey and the Russian Federation: An Emerging Multidimensional Partnership // Policy
Brief. Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research. August 2009. Brief N2 35.P.9-12.



and influence to Russia in regional affairs. On the contrary, it creates
an image of Moscow'’s vulnerability and limited resources in the region.

Thirdly, the strengthening of Turkey in the Caucasus has
intensified Iran’s interest in the South Caucasus. Previously, Tehran
focused on the problems of the Middle East (Irag, Yemen, Syria). But
after 2020, the Islamic Republic took interest in the state of affairs
on the Armenian-Azerbaijani state border, especially in light of
the prospect of opening the Zangezur corridor (a road that would
connect “core Azerbaijan” with Nakhichevan through the Syunik
region in the south of Armenia). And although Ankara demonstrates
its military-political autonomy from the West in every possible way,
Iran perceives its actions in the Caucasus largely as strengthening
the influence of NATO in the immediate vicinity of its borders®.

For the United States and its allies, the South Caucasus retains
its importance as a region where the power of three “Eurasian
giants” - Iran, Russia, and Turkey - is projected. Washington is afraid
of them combining their efforts to minimize the extra-regional
presence. As a result, there is a desire to play on the contradictions
between Moscow and Ankara, Turkey and Iran. At the same time,
along with the “Westernization”, we observe the “Easternization”
of the Caucasus. The presence of China and India is becoming
more noticeable here. China is building up strategic cooperation
with Georgia and Azerbaijan, India is becoming one of the main
suppliers of weapons to Armenia, fearing the strengthening of the
Ankara-Baku ties with Delhi’s strategic enemy, Pakistan. And these
aspirations are not directly related to the confrontation between
Russia and the West, they have their own logic and motives.

Thus, the regional agenda is becoming significantly more
complicated. The familiar formulas and models cease to work, while
new competitors join the ranks of old ones.

6 Golmohammadi V., Markedonov S. How Iran Perceives Turkey’s Rise in the South Caucasus //
Russia in Global Affairs. 2024.Vol. 22.N2 1. P. 152-175.



2. Russia between Armenia and Azerbaijan:
the Post-Karabakh Reality

Unlike Turkey, Russia has for many years pursued a policy of careful
balancing between the interests of Armenia and Azerbaijan, acting
as the main military ally of Yerevan, a reliable economic partner of
Baku and a moderator in the process of the Nagorno-Karabakh
settlement. And if Russia and the West had serious discrepancies
on the status of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the Euro-Atlantic
prospects of Georgia, then the role of the Russian Federation as
an exclusive mediator between Baku and Yerevan was recognized
both in Washington and in Brussels up until 2022. In any case, the
Karabakh issue was the most important tool for influencing both
the Azerbaijani and Armenian elites. But after the start of the special
military operation in Ukraine, the West practically ceased cooperation
with Russia on the Armenian-Azerbaijani settlement. The OSCE Minsk
Group became completely incapacitated, which also could not but
affect the approaches of Baku and Yerevan on the Russian track.

For many years, Armenia was considered (and in many respects
positioned itself) as an outpost of Russia in the South Caucasus. After
the withdrawal of the Group of Russian Forces in Transcaucasia (based
in the territory of “core Georgia”) and the termination of the Russia’s
operation of the Gabala radar station in Azerbaijan, the 102nd base
in Gyumri remained (and still remains) the only facility of the Russian
Armed Forces in the southern part of the Caucasus (except for
the joint bases in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, whose state status has
partial international recognition). However, after the loss of Nagorno-
Karabakh, Armenia’'s domestic and foreign policy underwent
fundamental changes. Today's intra-Armenian political dynamics
are determined by the desire of Nikol Pashinyan’s government to
reimagine the state project of post-Soviet Armenia, to search foranew
legitimacy. The collapse of the “Karabakh consensus” put Armenia’s
domestic policy in strict dependence on foreign policy course and
changes in the international arena. The Civil Contract Party and Nikol
Pashinyan personally associate their electoral prospects with the
achievement of a comprehensive peace based on the ideology of the
so-called “Real Armenia”,which impliesthe abandonmentofterritorial
claims and a certain reorientation of priorities in the international
arena. In an effort to evade personal responsibility for military
defeats and concessions to Baku, the Armenian leadership focused



on criticizing Russia and Eurasian integration projects (primarily
the CSTO), while promoting the idea of the so-called “crossroads
of peace” and rapprochement with the United States and the EU.
In January 2025, Yerevan signed the Charter on Strategic Partnership
with Washington,andin April, the EU accession bill was approved. And
although the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic emphasizes
that this initiative is not the process of European integration in itself,
but only “reflects the opinion of citizens”, the step is symptomatic.

The visits of the Foreign Ministers of Armenia (Ararat Mirzoyan) and
Russia (Sergey Lavrov) to Moscow and Yerevan, respectively, in January
and May 2025, were attempts to prevent negative trends in bilateral
dynamics. However, they do not resolve the systemic problems
that have arisen in relations after the loss of Nagorno-Karabakh,
control over which in Armenia was associated with the Russian-
Armenian strategic alliance. It is extremely important to find and
justify the reasons for maintaining this format in the new conditions,
especially against the background of the lack of clear guarantees and
prospects from the West, as well as Russia’s significant presence in
the Armenian economy, not to mention the effectiveness of Yerevan's
participation in the Eurasian Economic Union. In 2024, Armenia’s
trade turnover amounted to more than $30. billion, 42% of which
is connected to the EAEU, while the EU’s share is only 7.7%’.

Azerbaijan, unlike Armenia, has traditionally pursued a more
restrained course, trying to balance between Russia and the West,
Turkey, Iran and Israel. Against the background of a sharp cooling
in Russian-Armenian relations and due to the effective neutrality
of Moscow in the military confrontations between Baku and Yerevan
in 2020 and 2023, it seemed that Russia and Azerbaijan were simply
doomed to move towards rapprochement. And evident of this
course of events was the signing of the Moscow Declaration on Allied
Cooperation on February 22, 2022 (literally the day after Russia
officially recognized the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics and
two days before the start of the special military cooperation).

But in practice, this scheme of “geopolitical compensation” with
“Baku instead of Yerevan”did not work. From 2020 to 2025, Azerbaijan
developed much closer relations with Turkey, symbolic of which
was the Shusha Declaration, which evelated the relations between
the two states to a new level (including mutual military obligations

7 Former Head of the State Revenue Committee: «The share of the EAEU in Armenia’s trade
turnover is five times greater than the share of the EU» // News of Armenia. 10.03.2025. [Digital
source]. URL: https://news.am/rus/news/870895.html.
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in the event of a conflict with third countries). The tragedy in Aktau
(the crash of the Azerbaijan Airlines plane), for which official Baku
blamed Russia, showed the ambiguity of their bilateral relations and
the fragility of the strategic partnership®. But this tragic event itself
did not reveal existing contradictions. On Ukrainian track, Azerbaijan
pursued a policy that did not align with the interests of Moscow.
The same is true of its engagement with the West. While criticizing
the United States and the EU for interfering in domestic political
processes, Azerbaijan nevertheless participates in energy projects
together with Western states and corporations, virtually posing
as a direct competitor of Russia.

And despite this, Moscow and Baku still have opportunities
and resources to promote mutually beneficial cooperation. Both
states are interested in the development of trade and economic
ties, cooperation in the Caspian Sea and the fight against radical
Islamism on the Dagestani border. Azerbaijan’s growing dependence
on Turkey forces the leadership of the country to seek partnerships
in Moscow to create certain checks and balances against a possible
Turkish political monopoly.

8 «The fault for the plane crash lies with the representatives of Russia.» — Aliyev at a meeting
with crew members// Vesti.Az. 06.01.2025. [Digital source]. URL: https://vesti.az/politika/vina-
aviakatastrofy-lezit-na-predstavitelyax-rossii-aliev-na-vstrece-s-clenami-ekipaza-534242.
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3. Russia — Georgia: Prospects and Limits
of Normalization

Russian-Georgian relations represent a geopolitical anomaly.
On one hand, September 2025 will mark 17 years since there are no
diplomatic relations between the two states. Georgia considers Russia
as the country occupying its territories®. Georgia aspires to join NATO
and the EU, already has the status of a candidate for membership
in the European Union and visa-free Schengen. At the same time,
the Russian Federation is one of the most important trade and
economic partners of Thilisi. According to national Georgian statistics,
Russia ranks third among the leading importing countries and fourth
among exporters. In 2024, Georgia sharply increased the supply
of Russian gas — its volume reached its maximum since 2009%.
And although in 2024 —early 2025 the volume of remittances from
Russia to Georgia decreased, our country is still among the top three
in terms of money transfers after the United States and Italy (about
13% of the total)". Largely due to economic factors, Thilisi refused to
unambiguously support Ukraine after the start of the special military
operation and the opening of a second front against Russia.

New opportunities for the normalization of bilateral relations (the
course towards which was announced for the first time since the
currentlyrulingGeorgianDreampartycametopowerin2012)appeared
after the parliamentary campaign of 2024. The United States, the EU
as an integration structure and most individual EU states refused to
recognize its results, accusing the government and the ruling party of
falsifications, usurpation of power and “departure from democracy”
and “Euro-Atlantic choice”. Tbilisi, in turn, announced the “freezing” of
negotiations on European integration, while the Charter on Strategic
Partnership with the United States, signed in January 2009, was
suspended at the initiative of Washington®.

Thus, judging by the current situation, it is not Georgia that seeks

9 Kobakhidze: «About 20% of our territory is occupied by the Russian Federation and even in
these conditions we adhere to a peaceful vision» // Sova.news. 11.04.2025. [Digital source]. URL:
https://sovanews.tv/2025/04/11/kobahidze-okolo-20-nashej-territorii-okkupirovano-rf-i-dazhe-v-
etih-usloviyah-my-priderzhivaemsya-mirnogo-videniya/.

10 External Trade Portal: External Merchandise Trade. National Statistics Office of Georgia //[Digital
resource]. URL: https://www.geostat.ge/en/modules/categories/765/external-merchandise-trade.

11 The volume of remittances from the Russian Federation to Georgia in March decreased by
29% // TASS. 15.04.2025. [Digital source]. URL: https://tass.ru/ekonomika/23690425.

12 The United States suspends its strategic partnership with Georgia // Civil Georgia. 30.11.2024.
[Digital source]. URL: https://civil.ge/ru/archives/639994.
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to get away from the West, but the actions of the West, primarily
its unwillingness to recognize the victory of the ruling party in
the elections, that radicalize the position of the Georgian side.
However, at the moment, the rift between Georgia and the West
does not look like an irreversible process. Thilisi officials continue
to appeal to Donald Trump, participate in forums initiated by the
EU (for example, in Tirana’s conference of the European Political
CommunityonMay16,2025).Theyalsocondemn Russia’s “occupation
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia” (which became especially evident
after the recent resumption of direct flights between Moscow and
Sukhum). The Georgian authorities cannot openly reject the pro-
Western course for four basic reasons.

First, the Georgian Dream party won the election with 53.94%.
However, four opposition associations that passed the electoral
threshold collectively received 37.78% of the votes. And their
unwillingness to recognize the results of the election, and for three of
them—non-participationintheworkoftheparliament,doesnotchange
the essence of the matter. There is a serious demand for the Euro-
Atlanticvectorinsocietyandamongthe political elites.Secondly,notall
EU and NATO member states reject the Georgian policy of combining
Euro-Atlantic integration with domestic political autonomy. Hungary,
Slovakia, and Turkey support the Georgian Dream. So, the belief
remains that the mood within the European Union and the North
Atlantic Alliance can change, especially if the opposition fails.

Thirdly, the Georgian authorities and Russia have different
understandings of normalization. For the Georgian Dream, Moscow’s
withdrawal of support for Abkhazia and South Ossetia looks like a self-
evident and practically main precondition. In many ways, the Georgian
authorities, having rigidly linked territorial status disputes with
the prospects for resolving relations with Russia, have limited their
room for maneuver. Fourth, what Tbilisi loses in the West, it has
the ability and desire to compensate forin the East. In September 2023,
Georgia approved visa exemption for Chinese citizens,and in February
2024, China allowed Georgian citizens a thirty-day stay on the territory
of China without visas. At the official level, Georgian-Chinese relations
were called strategic®. For Thilisi, Beijing looks like a more interesting
partner, since the People’s Republic of China, unlike the Russian
Federation, recognizes the “territorial integrity” of Georgia.

13 Georgia and China have officially become strategic partners // Vestnik Kavkaza. 01.08.2023.
[Digital source]. URL: https://vestikavkaza.ru/news/gruzia-i-kitaj-oficialno-stali-strategiceskimi-

partnerami.html.
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Consequently, Moscow, which has an interest in substantive
dialogue with Tbilisi, needs to maintain strategic patience. Cooling of
relations with the West may continue. At the same time, the coupling
of Eurasian integration with the One Belt, One Road initiative can be
extended to the Caucasus, which will help strengthen the Russian-
Chinese tandem in this part of the post-Soviet space, although
without full convergence of the approaches of Moscow and Beijing.

14



4. Russia in the South Caucasus:
Complex Maneuvering

The South Caucasus is dramatically changing before our eyes.
Five years ago, it could be called an area of not only special interests,
but also priority influence of Russia. This informal status of Moscow
in the region was tested by many events, from the Five-Day War
of 2008 to the Second Karabakh Campaign, which for the first time
since the collapse of the USSR led to the deployment of peacekeepers
on the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh.

Over the past few years, the situation has changed significantly.
And the countries of the region themselves, even once reliable
allies as Armenia, seek to adjust foreign policy approaches, reduce
Russian influence, while external actors are primarily concerned with
ensuring their own preferential advantage in the South Caucasus.

Geopolitical design is becoming more multicolored. It includes
both the old confrontation between Russia and the West, and
elements of new confrontation that are not related to the previous
agenda and the former military-political status quo. The expansion
of the presence of China and India, the increase in the influence
of Turkey and Iran are only indirectly related to the Russian-American
struggle for influence in Eurasia.

However, no one should have any illusions about Russia’s
withdrawal from the Caucasus. During the period of the collapse of
the USSR and after it, Moscow was already reducing its influence
in a strategically important region, and then increasing it again.
Inthelate1980s,the maintroublemakerinthe Caucasuswas Armenia
with its maximalist aspirations for the implementation of “miatsum”
(joint self-determination of the Armenian SSR and the NKAO).
In the early1990s,thisdid not preventthe formationofthe Armenian-
Russian military-political alliance, which today is being rethought
and rebooted. At the same time, Azerbaijan became Russia’s key
opponent in the region (military units left this Republic earlier than
they left Georgia, the Baltic countries and Germany!). But after 2001,
Moscow and Baku have found a certain modus vivendi. In August
2008, relations between Russia and Georgia seemed ruined forever.
But soon mutually beneficial economic contacts put on the agenda
the issue of normalization, which today is becoming more and more
clear. At a minimum, a new window of opportunity opens.

All these opportunities are no longer imaginable without contact
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with the interests of external actors. Moscow, Ankara and Tehran
have a desire to promote the “3 + 3” format, which would provide
a solution to the key problems of the Caucasus in the Eurasian space
without attracting extra-regional players. But this format, which
has both potential and prospects, is currently limited by many
factors. This includes the NATO status of Turkey, unresolved Russian-
Georgian relations, and the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict, still not
fully settled even in the post-Karabakh era (the peace agreement
has not been signed, the demarcation and delimitation of the border
has not been completed). In any case, it is important to promote
this format over the existing contradictions — as a demonstration of
a possible alternative to the situation in the South Caucasus being
arranged from outside the region.

Until2022,the Caucasiandirectioninrelations between Russiaand
the West combined elements of both cooperation and rivalry, but
today the region has become one of the theaters of confrontation.
And here it's important to remember the background factors.
If Russian-American relations at the global level become more
pragmatic, many issues related to the various regional problems will
alsobeeasiertosolve —atleastinthe contextof conflictmanagement
and de-escalation.

However, extra-regional players are not limited to the United
States, the EU and NATO. China, India, Pakistan, Israel, and Arab
countries are also looking at the Caucasus with interest, and they
have not yet deployed their resources at full capacity here. Thisis yet
to come, and it is necessary to take these factors into account today,
as well as the increase in NATO activity.

In this context, it is obvious that Moscow will have to act in
increasingly difficult conditions, among a larger number of parties
with separate interests, and in increasing competition between
different projects, often not coinciding, orevendirectly contradicting
each other. But the transforming world order, the establishment
of polycentrism is a process exactly as complex. Trying to avoid direct
conflicts, balancing between different interests, remaining faithful
to one’s own — without creating strong alliances, but with targeted
pragmatic cooperation with otheractors —thisis the mostimportant
priority for Russia in one of the key regions of its near abroad.
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