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5Preface

As part of the Foreign Service Academy of the Federal 
Foreign Office, Training for International Diplomats 
(TID) offers advanced training programmes for young 
diplomats from all over the world. Our philosophy is 
“diplomacy by networking”, the idea that forging a 
worldwide network of personal ties helps build trust 
and thereby benefits international cooperation. In the 
TID context we see reciprocity − in the sense of interac-
tion and exchange on equal terms − as the key concept, 
fostering a cooperative approach to international affairs 
and the creation of a global network of contacts. 

Since 1992 some 1400 diplomats from 132 countries have 
taken part in the Foreign Service Academy’s TID pro-
grammes. These are an enriching experience all round, 
offering new insights and food for thought to partici-
pants, organizers and speakers alike. Building relation-
ships and mutual trust is just as important as expanding 
knowledge and sharing experience.

The Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy was held from 5 
to 8 October 2009 in cooperation with the University of 
Erfurt’s Willy Brandt School of Public Policy. This was a 
new venture for us in terms of both format and partici-
pants, for it brought leading experts from international 
organizations together with academics and civil society 
representatives from several different countries. MEP  
Elmar Brok, the keynote speaker on the opening day, an-
alysed the threat to European stability posed by conflicts 
in the post-Soviet area. This was followed by a panel dis-
cussion between Peter Semneby, the EU Representative 
for the South Caucasus, Herbert Salber, the Director of 
the OSCE Conflict Prevention Centre, and Irakli Alasania, 
Georgia’s former Ambassador to the UN. Throughout 
the three-day conference recognized experts from the 
South Caucasus, Turkey and Russia engaged in lively and 
constructive debate.

Preface Ambassador Jutta Wolke
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peace process. The deployment of an EU Monitoring 
Mission (EUMM) in Georgia is a first notable step in this 
direction. Hence the articles assembled in Section III 
explore overarching security questions and the role of 
international organizations in the region. They include 
contributions from Pascal Heyman of the OSCE Conflict 
Prevention Centre as well as from Peter Semneby, EUMM 
head Hansjörg Haber and Dieter Boden, the former 
UN Special Representative for the Southern Caucasus. 
Fyodor Lukyanov discusses the so-called Medvedev pro-
posal and ideas for reorganizing the Eurasian security 
landscape.

Following up the various scenarios analysed during the 
Roundtable, we also have articles offering an expert’s 
view of conflict resolution mechanisms, negotiation 
processes, confidence-building measures and police 
training as well as changing perceptions of the issues at 
stake.

May I finally express my sincere thanks to all contribu-
tors to this publication, which I hope will provide its 
readers with many valuable insights.

Ambassador Jutta Wolke 

While our Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy was by no 
means a typical TID event, its basic objectives were the 
same as for our other programmes. Firstly, it aimed to 
forge ties between policy-makers and regional ex-
perts and thereby help them understand each other’s 
perspectives. The cultural programme we laid on also 
enabled our international guests to get to know Ger-
many better. Secondly, the Roundtable was about shar-
ing information and expertise. True to the spirit of our 
Research and Academic Relations Initiative, it provided 
a forum for mutual learning and presenting conflict 
resolution research to an international audience. 
Finally, young diplomats mainly from Latin America and 
Eastern Europe attending our other TID programmes 
were invited to attend some of the sessions, where they 
learned not only about a major international conflict 
but also experienced at first hand a culture of construc-
tive debate.

We have documented in this publication the most 
important results and insights to emerge from the 
Roundtable discussions.

As the conference took place right after publication of 
the Tagliavini Report on the August War in Georgia, 
the war itself and its consequences were a major topic 
of debate. Participants agreed that the events of 2008 
had dimmed the prospects for resolving the conflicts. 
The picture elsewhere in the region, however, was seen 
as more encouraging. Participants were optimistic that 
ongoing diplomatic overtures between Turkey and 
Armenia could have a positive impact on the security of 
the entire region. Nimet Beriker, David Shahnazaryan 
and Leila Alieva provide a more detailed assessment of 
current developments in the region. 

The Roundtable also focused strongly on the role of 
external actors, particularly international organiza-
tions, in the conflict in Georgia. Following the suspen-
sion of the OSCE and UN missions there, the EU faced 
increasing pressure to become actively engaged in the 
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and International Studies, Tbilisi
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Dieter Boden, Federal Foreign Office
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Tuesday, 6 October

9:30-12:00   Debate on crisis scenario
Scenario I: Instability in Georgia, Options for Action  
Evaluation
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Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan, Country Director Armenia, Eura-
sian Partnership Foundation,Yerevan  
Leila Alieva, President of the Centre for National and 
Inter national Studies, Baku

15:00-17:30   Confidence building and the role of civil society as a 
key element for conflict resolution
 Jonathan Cohen, Director of Programmes, Conciliation  
Resources, London 
 Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan, Country Director Armenia,  
Eurasian Partnership Foundation, Yerevan

  Confidence building in a conflict area
Hansjörg Haber, Head of EUMM Georgia
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Georg Nolte, Humboldt Universität Berlin 
Susanne Marianne Wasum-Rainer, Federal Foreign 
Office

11:00-12:00  Problem perception, extremist rhetoric and the role 
of the media in reconciliation 
 George Khutsishvili, International Center for Conflict 
and Negotiation, Tbilisi

13:00-14:00   “Conflict mapping” and conflict management: 
Considering individual aspects
 Christopher Langton, International Institute for  
Strategic Studies, London  
Pascal Heyman, OSCE Conflict Prevention Centre, 
Vienna 
Hansjörg Haber, Head of EUMM, Georgia

14:00-16:00   Conflict mapping for the South Caucasus (working 
groups)
 Working group I: Political and structural factors 
 Working group II:  Economic situation and allocation of 

resources
 Working group III: Problem perceptions and soft factors

16:30-17:30   Presentation and discussion of results (plenary)
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9:00-10:00  Lessons learnt from history
 “Negotiating under fire”? Conflict management in 
the Middle East
Dietmar Herz, Universität Erfurt

  Organizing negotiation processes. The Treaty of 
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Marie-Janine Calic, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität 
München

10:30-12:30   Discussion of negotiation scenario
Scenario II: Nagorno-Karabakh – How to identify  
solutions? Evaluation

13:30-14:00   Concluding statement
Gernot Erler, then Minister of State at the Federal  
Foreign Office

Reception

Friday, 9 October / Saturday, 10 October

Cultural Programme Thuringia 

Conference Venues

Conference Opening Day (5 October)
Federal Foreign Office, Europasaal
Werderscher Markt 1 
10117 Berlin

www.diplo.de

Conference Venue (6-8 October)
Europäische Akademie Berlin e.V.
Bismarckallee 46 / 48
14193 Berlin

www.eab-berlin.de
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Conflict in Post Soviet 
Countries / The South Cau-
casus: Are there Scenarios 
For Resolution?”

It is important to note that this conference is not only 
an academic exercise. The military clash in Georgia in 
August 2008 has made it very clear that the conflicts in 
the South Caucasus region pose a considerable risk to 
security and stability in the region and in the EU. It has 
destabilized the entire region and strained the relation-
ship of the West with Russia more than any other event 
since the end of the Cold War. However, even before 
August 2008, there were clear and important reasons for 
the EU’s strategic interest in stability and peace in the 
South Caucasus: its proximity to the European Union, 
its markets, and its importance for energy transfer from 
the Caspian region to Europe.

The reasons for the Georgian crisis in August 2008 
are complex, as clearly shown by the September 2009 
report of the International Independent Fact Finding 
Mission under the leadership of Ambassador Heidi 
Tagliavini. Initiated by Germany and commissioned 
in December 2008 by the EU Council, the report shows 
that all involved parties bear responsibility for the 
events of August 2008. Its findings also provide a better 
understanding of the complex, multi-layered nature of 
conflicts in the South Caucasus, which are the subject of 
this conference.

In August 2008 the EU reacted swiftly – French President 
Sarkozy in his capacity as Chairman of the EU Coun-
cil negotiated the “Six-Point-Plan” providing for the 
immediate cessation of hostilities. On September 8 an 
implementation agreement was signed that led to the 
installation of the EU Monitoring Mission with over 200 
monitors headed by the German diplomat Hansjörg 
Haber, which achieved a withdrawal of almost all Rus-
sian troops from the areas other than Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia until mid-October 2008. For the first time 
ever, the EU assumed major responsibilities regarding 
conflict management in the post-Soviet space.

Since then the situation has calmed down, but is still 
relatively volatile. The closure of the OSCE Mission in 
South Ossetia and of the UNOMIG in Abkhazia in spring 
2009 further weakened the security architecture that 
was in place. Since July, the EUMM remains the only 
international presence on the ground, and regrettably 
still lacks access to South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

The Geneva Talks, a forum also agreed upon on Sep-
tember 8, 2008, brings together Georgians, Russians, 
Abkhaz, and South Ossetians on a bi-monthly basis un-
der the Co-Chairs of the EU, the UN, and the OSCE. As a 
tangible result of the Geneva talks, “Incident Prevention 
and Response Mechanisms” were installed, where Geor-
gians, Russians, Abkhaz and South Ossetians regularly 
meet to discuss security problems on the ground. The 
IPRMs proved to be very helpful in building confidence, 
improving communication, and reducing incidents. 
However, so far almost no tangible results were reached 
regarding humanitarian issues and refugees (IDPs). 
The great difficulties of the parties to accept pragmatic, 
status-neutral approaches have hampered substantial 
progress towards conflict resolution.

There are however, other parts of the region that are less 
troubled. The negotiation process between Turkey and 
Armenia to normalise their relations, facilitated from 
the outset by Swiss diplomacy, was highlighted publicly 

Introductory Remarks to the “Berlin Round-

table on Diplomacy“. Speech given on Octo-

ber 5, 2009 by Ambassador Hans-Dieter Lucas 

(then Director for Eastern Europe, Caucasus, 

and Central Asia, German Federal Foreign 

Office, Berlin)
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is still relatively 
volatile.
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for the first time when Turkish President Abdullah Gül 
in a surprising move travelled to Yerevan in Septem-
ber 2008 to watch a Turkish-Armenian soccer match 
together with his Armenian colleague Sargsyan.

One year later the governments of Turkey, Armenia, and 
Switzerland published two protocols on the establish-
ment of diplomatic relations and on the development 
of bilateral relations. Turkish and Armenian Foreign 
Ministers plan to sign the protocols right before the 
return match between the two soccer teams on October 
14, 2009 in Bursa, Turkey. In order to enter into force, the 
protocols have then to be ratified by the parliaments of 
both countries.

Normalisation of relations between Turkey and Armenia 
would constitute an important progress for stability and 
security in the region. However, the rapprochement be-
tween the two nations lacks emphatic support amongst 
the respective populations and at the time, Azerbaijan’s 
worries and expectations could add further complica-
tions.

There is no official link between the normalisation of 
Turkish-Armenian relations and the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. However, the Turkish side 
has declared from the start of the negotiation process, 
that it considers the two processes to be parallel. The 
Turkish government has promised several times that 
Turkey will not open the border with Armenia until 
progress has been achieved regarding Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. Resolution of this conflict has been very difficult  
to achieve, despite 16 years of negotiations.

The South Caucasian countries find themselves in 
complex transformation and modernization processes, 
which further complicates conflict resolution. The un-
solved conflicts are a major impediment for progress in 
the region, as the parties are unable to focus on political 
reform and economic development. It is obvious that EU 
engagement must target areas beyond conflict manage-
ment. Besides EU contributions to enhance stability and 

security in the region, the EU policies therefore pursue 
two other important tracks: democratization and devel-
oping rule of law as well as strengthening the economy. 

To this end the EU has developed various political and 
economic instruments: the European Neighbourhood 
Policy with its important financial instruments; the 
Black Sea Synergy, which aims at fostering regional 
cooperation around the Black Sea including Russia 
and Turkey; and the Eastern Partnership, a multilateral 
programme that offers perspective for visa liberaliza-
tion, Free Trade Agreements, and ultimately association 
agreements. All of these policies have the common goal 
of facilitating the adoption of EU values and standards 
by means of economic integration and political associa-
tion. Thus it is an attempt to help promote economic 
and social transformation in the South Caucasus. In 
financial terms, the EU is the biggest donor among 
member states. Germany is and will remain firmly 
committed to developing the South Caucasus nations 
into more stable, democratic, and prosperous societies. 
This certainly represents a huge challenge to the EU; it 
will require considerable engagement, attention, and 
strategic patience.

Germany is and will 
remain firmly com-
mitted to developing 
the South Caucasus 
nations. 
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Dietmar HerzThe Berlin Roundtable –  
A New Conference Format

The underlying idea in planning the Berlin Roundtable 
on Diplomacy was to create an exchange forum for crisis 
management worldwide between scholars, represen -
tatives of the civil societies of the respective conflict 
countries, and practitioners in foreign and security 
policy. Hence, we assembled a variety of expertise on 
one region, facilitate the exchange of perspectives, and, 
ideally, widen the scope of policy options by those means.

The combination of practical and theoretical expertise 
– as the distinctive feature of the Berlin Roundtable con-
cept – was already reflected within the twofold organi-
sational team, comprised of both researchers from the 
Willy Brandt School at Erfurt University and staff from 
the Federal Foreign Office in Berlin. Hence, we were able 
to enrich the organisation process of the conference 
with theoretical ideas and findings:

We took academic literature on organising negotiation 
processes into account. Strictly speaking, negotiations 
are structured discussions between official representa-
tives organized with the intention of reaching agree-
ments on disputed issues within a framework deemed 
acceptable by their sending entities. This definition of 
negotiations is indeed very technocratic and, conse-
quently, too narrow to adequately describe conflict 
negotiations. Peace talks in intractable ethnic conflicts 
are especially subject to public support, seeing as rising 
violence on the ground may create security problems 
that in effect spoil the prospect of negotiation by means 
of disturbed trust and public pressure. Conversely, a sup-
portive civil society can protect negotiation from these 
spoiling effects. A successful conference on conflict 
resolution in the South Caucasus must therefore entail 
not only official representatives, but also participants 
from a wider spectrum of working environments. Such a 
format can not only contribute to the creation of mutual 
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trust but also help to improve the dialogue between 
potential negotiators and representatives of a respective 
civil society.

During the Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy we brought 
together high representatives of the European Union, 
the OSCE, the German Federal Foreign Office and the 
UN. Additionally present were representatives of civil 
societies and think tanks that contribute to the public 
discourse in the South Caucasus, as well as, international 
academic experts on the region and scholars of conflict 
resolution. Starting with the idea that peace processes 
are in essence owned by the people themselves, we 
brought together those actors who work on these 
conflicts daily, in order to analyse them from different 
angles. Effectually, the Berlin Roundtable enhanced 
exchange and served in creating cross-country networks 
and ties to international partners.

Furthermore, in planning the conference, we considered 
Matthew Levitts thesis that focuses on prenegotiations 
as crucial to the organizing of negotiation pro cesses. 
Pre-negotiation mainly entails the anticipation of poten-
tial crisis scenarios or spoiling effects and the develop-
ment of appropriate response strategies. With this in 
mind, we applied methods of conflict mapping and 
scenario analysis using the expert knowledge of the 
conference participants. You may find a detailed outline 
of the methodology in Andreas Blätte’s contribution  
(p. 31).

The Willy Brandt School at Erfurt University (formerly 
the Erfurt School of Public Policy) embraces a com-
prehensive approach in the teaching of Public Policy. 
Students not only learn theoretical concepts, but are 
also subsequently prepared to work in a host of interna-
tional organisations. Their studies include dealing with 
institutional challenges and the complexity of organiz-
ing policy processes. Within this realm, we use simula-
tion games as teaching methods. These also became the 
basic concept for the working group format during the 
Berlin Roundtable conference.

Recently, simulation games have grown in popularity as 
a teaching method at German universities. The so-called 
Model United Nations, which stages decision making 
processes in different UN bodies, is one well-known 
example. Earlier in 2009, the Willy Brandt School and 
Duisburg University organized a simulation conference 
for young diplomats from Poland, France, and Germany 
(Trilateral Seminar). This interlocking simulation of the 
EU General Affairs and External Relations Council, OSCE 
Council, and NATO-Russia Council focussed on an esca-
lation scenario in Georgia and helped the participants 
to improve their skills in international negotiation, 
experience the complexity of decision making processes 
and learn about a major international conflict. There 
are, however, a number of ways to structure negotiation 
games depending on the respective ‘target audience’ 
and the seminar’s goals. A classical simulation game 
was, however, inadequate for the Berlin Roundtable. It 
has been proven that professionals often find it difficult 
to participate actively in role-play simulations. The goal 
of this particular discussion was to develop innovative 
policy approaches to conflict management in the South 
Caucasus. Nevertheless, there were certain elements 
of simulation games that proved beneficial during the 
Berlin Roundtable in analysing an artificial, yet not 
unlikely scenario that would require action. Exploring 
these potential developments allowed the participants 
to think beyond the status quo. This could foster debates 
to be conducted in a less emotional and more objective 
manner, especially in conflicts such as those in the South 
Caucasus, which are highly charged with prejudices 
and the burden of past events (memories and narra-
tives). Moreover, a future-oriented debate provides the 
opportunity to make progress during the discussions 
and, thus, leading to a more satisfying outcome. A 
similar approach to working group discussions was used 
in 2003 at the NATO ministerial meeting in Colorado 
Springs, during which the participants explored future 
developments of the alliance and the potential threats 
it might face. Another advantage of scenario analysis is 
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that it does not necessarily bind the participants to their 
respective backgrounds, e.g. national or institutional 
identities. During a similar conference organized by 
the George C. Marshall Centre for Security Studies, one 
participant negatively remarked that participants were 
somehow restrained being careful in giving political as-
sessments, making the debate less productive. This par-
ticipant suggested using simulation games to overcome 
this problem, which was a challenge that we undertook. 

We looked to achieve an open, informal, and produc-
tive debate over the course of several days. In addition 
to the scenario analysis, we adapted and applied other 
methods used in academic tuition, such as ‘teaching 
cases’ which gives scholars the opportunity to address 
general concerns that had specific relevance to the 
South Caucasus (self-determination, organisation of 
negotiation processes, etc.). Additionally, examples 
from other conflicts, such as the Middle East and the 
Balkans, were used as role models for conflict resolution 
mechanisms as well as historical lessons. This allowed a 
broader discussion on problem definition, disregarding 
any particular regional component.

The Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy was the first con-
ference of its kind and a successful cooperation between 
the Federal Foreign Office and the Willy Brandt School. 
We not only generated constructive debates, but also 
created ties for further exchange. This approach could 
serve as the basis for a whole-of-the-region solution to 
the conflict; as a basis for understanding interdepend-
encies and means to learn from each other. The Berlin 
Roundtable on Diplomacy is certainly a programme 
worth continuing. 

Literature

 �  Levitt, Matthew (2008): Negotiating under Fire. Preserving Peace Talks in the 
Face of Terror Attacks, Plymouth: Rowman&Littlefield.
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Conflict Mapping and  
Scenario Analysis –  
Combining Tools for Over-
coming Impasse

Andreas Blätte,  
Marlen Heide

1. Introduction

Since the early 1990s, the international community has 
been engaged in conflict resolution efforts in South 
Caucasus. However, none of the lingering conflicts has 
yet been solved. These conflicts appear to be intractable 
– conflict resolution and reconciliation are still distant 
aims. Instead, as proven by the Russian-Georgian war of 
2008, risks of escalation are still high and the conflicts 
are by no means ‘frozen’. It is clear that the challenges 
facing the regional actors as well as the international 
community are manifold. The post-Soviet legacy, 
aspects of energy security, big power interests, geopo-
litical considerations, and the ethnopolitical roots of the 
conflicts provide for a complex mix of conflict sources.

Scholars and practitioners have provided a number of 
analyses of the conflict. Indeed, the development of 
scholarship and expertise are indispensable for gaining 
an understanding of how conflict transformation might 
occur. However, a re-framing of the understanding of a 
conflict, an important element of conflict transforma-
tion, must be accomplished not only by international 
scholars, but by the regional actors. Developing shared 
views on the Caucasus conflicts was a fundamental aim 
of the Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy. Considering the 
complexity of the situation in the South Caucasus, our 
aim was to provide a structure of the discussions that 
might bring about joint understandings of the sources 
of conflict and the potential for change. In order to facili-
tate such a structured approach, we utilized conflict 
mapping, multiple scenario analysis, and Delphi meth-
ods. We did not implement these techniques in their 
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pure forms, but rather used them as a point of departure 
for developing workshops with the goal of producing 
out-of-the-box thinking. We will now describe these ap-
proaches briefly and subsequently outline the approach 
we actually took during the Berlin Roundtable.

2. Approaches to Conflict Assessment

The participants of the Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy 
included experts and practitioners from the South Cau-
casus as well as international experts who were able to 
shed light on the conflict. We took conflict mapping as a 
point of departure, however, we were sceptical regard-
ing an objective outlook of this approach. As an alterna-
tive, we considered the Delphi method as a source of 
ideas to develop workshops for the Berlin Roundtable on 
Diplomacy. Finally, multiple scenario analysis was the 
approach chosen, which combines ideas from conflict 
mapping and Delphi techniques.

2.1 Conflict Mapping

The basic techniques of conflict mapping involves  
examining an overview of the conflict and identify-
ing key actors, third parties, and potential peace allies 
capable of effecting change. In complex conflicts with 
different levels of influence, conflict mapping may serve 
especially as a tool for identifying conflict parties, their 
motivation and goals, as well as dynamics that trigger 
escalation. The conflict mapping 1 and conflict assess-
ment 2 methodology are very useful tools to system-
atically analyse and understand conflict. They served 
as a theoretical framework that inspired some of the 
preparation work for the conference and we found them 
useful as a guide for workshop discussions. Although we 

did not adopt the objectivist outlook of the conflict map-
ping approach, we still considered it to be a structured 
approach for facilitating our discussions.

The point of departure for Wehr’s conflict map is a 
consideration of a conflict’s history. It is necessary to 
analyse the actual and perceived roots of the dispute 
as well as the context or framework, in which a conflict 
takes place. By framework, Wehr refers to geopolitical, 
judicial, communication, etc. boundaries, in which the 
conflict is held. Furthermore, all conflict parties must 
be identified and a distinction must be made between 
primary conflict parties, secondary conflict parties 
(those who have an indirect impact on the course of 
the conflict), and interested third parties. Identifying 
conflict parties is an essential element of the conflict 
mapping process. If one considers that the process of 
the conflict is ‘owned’ by the actors involved, each party 
is partially contributing to the success or failure of the 
conflict resolution efforts. Therefore, any potential 
inhibitors and likewise facilitators to the peace process 
must be considered. 

In the case of the South Caucasus, analysis do not yet 
comprehensively examine Turkey’s new role in the 
region for instance. In a further step, the issues and 
interests of all parties involved are taken into account, 
whether based on fact or on value. Finally, conflict dy-
namics are taken into consideration including polarisa-
tion, spiralling, or stereotyping. It can be quite difficult 
to measure the impact of these qualitative factors, 
however, in the case of the South Caucasus, especially 
regarding disputes between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
these factors have a tremendous impact on the course 
of the conflict. For example, negotiators in the Minsk 
Group have often voiced their concern that reconcili-
ation and mediation efforts on the diplomatic level do 
not reflect the public discourse of both countries. On the 
contrary, the conflict parties are constantly depicted in 
a highly negative light throughout the media. For this 
reason, there is not always public support of political 

1 Wehr, Paul: Conflict Rehgulation, Boulder: Westview, 1979.
2  Dessler, David 1994. „How to Sort Causes in the Study of Environmental Change and Violent 

Conflict,“ in Græger/Smith (Eds.): Environment, Poverty, Conflict, Oslo: International Peace 

Research Institute, 1994.

Each party is partially 
contributing to  
success to conflict 
resolution efforts.
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To overcome the 
peace process  
obstacles, it is  
necessary to have 
strong and open  
civil societies.

actions towards a peaceful settlement. In order to over-
come the peace process obstacles, it is necessary to have 
strong and open civil societies.

Within the context of the Berlin Roundtable on Diplo-
macy we attempted to address such shortcomings and 
to initiate an open and constructive debate that identi-
fies which changes in the conflict’s structure need to be 
made in order to create favourable preconditions for 
conflict resolution. Wehr’s conflict map eventually leads 
to identifying elements that may support a peaceful 
settlement. The participants of the Berlin Roundtable 
were asked to identify resolution possibilities within the 
framework of scenario analysis (vide: pt. 2 of this article).

Another approach that was considered was the multi-
level analysis of conflict causes presented by Dessler. 
This method first lists the latent background causes, 
including reasons for conflict that are found in the socio-
political structure, such as disenfranchisement or an 
economic plight of one party. Secondly, Dessler names 
mobilisation strategies, such as the framing of issues 
and exploitation of causes in order to achieve political 
goals. Certain factors can trigger an armed conflict and 
some catalysts influence its intensity and duration. It is 
important to note that although Dessler’s approach only 
addresses different shades of the structure of conflicts, 
it still identifies the actual issues in a conflict such as 
background causes. In contrast to conflict parties in 
many ethnopolitical conflicts, who are concerned with 
historical or cultural patterns as background causes to 
current disputes, Dessler deals with measurable issues 
that have the potential to become a subject in conflict 
resolution efforts. 

It is essential to address issues that are likely to be modi-
fied in order to achieve progress in conflict resolution. 
Cultural or ethnic background causes do not serve very 
well as a basis for such efforts. It is known that ethnic 
or cultural heterogeneity does not necessarily lead to 
disputes or even escalation amongst populations. Why 

does ethnic diversity result in conflict in one case but not 
in another? The cause of armed conflict is not ethnic di-
versity, but rather ethnic politics. The injection of ethnic 
difference into political loyalties and the politicisation of 
ethnic identities are highly dangerous factors. Consider-
ing this, we tried to avoid historical or cultural overviews 
of the South Caucasus conflicts and instead focused on 
structural causes. 

2.2 The Delphi Method

The Delphi method is a systematic, interactive fore-
casting method that relies on a panel of experts. The 
underlying assumption is that reality is “a name we give 
to our collection of tacit assumptions.” 3 In this sense the 
Delphi method assembles a structured group of experts 
(as opposed to an unstructured group of individuals) in 
order to assess a political situation as accurately as pos-
sible in the sense that the assessment embodies a shared 
consensus regarding how to define a situation and the 
potential outcomes.

The Delphi method was developed in the early Cold 
War by the RAND Corporation in order to rectify the 
shortcomings of traditional forecasting methods. The 
initial Delphi technique was based on questionnaires 
that were circulated anonymously within a group of 
experts. The experts then had the opportunity to give 
feedback, address others’ assessments, and then modify 
their assessment or forecasts. This initial Delphi method 
aimed at achieving a consensus among the experts after 
several rounds.

Additionally, a number of alternative Delphi models 
have been developed. One approach that specifically ad-
dresses the needs of policy analysts is the so-called ‘Policy 

3  Scheele, Sam: “Reality Construction as a Product of Delphi Interaction”, in: Turoff, Murray /

Linstone, Harold: The Delphi Book, New Jersey Science and Technology University 2002, via:  

http://is.njit.edu/pubs/delphibook/
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Delphi’ (Murray / Turoff 1975). This method attempts to 
generate the strongest possible opposing views on the 
potential solution of a policy issue. It abandons the idea 
of expertise outside of the political context. The underly-
ing assumption is that in regards to issues of policy, 
there are no experts, rather advocates and referees. 
Thus, it is highly unlikely that any single analysis will 
necessarily lead to the consentsual resolution of a con-
flict. This consideration is of utmost importance when 
facing complex challenges with multiple interests and 
perspectives, such as in governments or large organisa-
tions. The Policy Delphi is thus an “organised method 
for correlating views and information pertaining to a 
specific policy area and for allowing respondents repre-
senting such views and information the opportunity to 
react to and assess differing viewpoints.” 4

When preparing for the Berlin Roundtable on Diplo-
macy, we certainly did not and could not strive for a 
full-scale Policy Delphi. Our ambitions concerning 
consensus building or conflict resolution were modest. 
Nevertheless, we strove to assemble expert knowledge 
and to provide a platform for a constructive and bal-
anced debate regarding further developments in the 
region. Considering the nature of the South Caucasus 
conflicts, the Delphi methods provided us with some 
important ideas concerning how to understand and 
structure the debate. We invited a number of ‘repre-
sentatives’ of the relevant regional actors, i.e. EU, OSCE, 
UN, Russia, Georgia, Turkey, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. 
We also invited ‘independent’ experts, who are able 
to approach the South Caucasus conflicts from a more 
disinterested perspective. Naturally, all participants 
had somewhat differing views of the conflicts, which 
made the Policy Delphi method more suitable for the 
meeting. However, instead of questionnaires, we used 

face-to-face panel discussions as well as small working 
groups in an informal atmosphere. By borrowing the 
basic concepts of a Policy Delphi, we tried to produce 
a discourse that would allow participants to mutually 
challenge their assumptions in an unobtrusive manner. 
However, a more focused perspective was still required 
in order to give the debate a more specific outlook. Thus, 
we utilized a combination with conflict mapping and 
scenario analysis.

2.3 Multiple Scenario Analysis

Multiple scenario analysis is originally derived from 
management theory. It addresses the dilemma of strate-
gic planners who must have some joint understanding 
of the future, while recognizing the inadequacy of pre-
dicting it. Using this approach, planners can consider 
a wider range of possible developments. Therefore 
multiple scenario analysis applied to conflict assessment 
is a tool that helps to better understand a conflict by ex-
ploring potential developments in the future. Scenarios 
may help to identify paths for conflict transformation 
and resolution. However, scenarios are not predictive 
tools, but rather thinking tools for developing shared 
understandings of a complex situation, identifying con-
sensus and disagreements about assumptions, debating 
key uncertainties, and projecting potential futures.

We used multiple scenario analysis during the Berlin 
Roundtable on Diplomacy to identify likely develop-
ments, to exchange problem perceptions and assump-
tions, and to discuss strategies for coping with escalation 
as well as strategies for fostering conflict transforma-
tion. Identifying the key uncertainties was guided by 
analytical questions derived from conflict mapping. 
The diversity of the participants and the pluralism of 
their experiences and perspectives made debating our 
preferred approach. “Because assumptions are often 
invisible, it may be necessary to derive them by asking 
stakeholders to project future trends and events, then 

The diversity of the 
participants made 
debating our pre-
ferred approach.

4  Turoff, Murray: “The Policy Delphi”, in: ibid.
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ask them why their predictions vary from those contrib-
uted by other experts.” 5

We thought that multiple scenario analysis could also 
serve as a means to challenge the conventional per-
spectives of parties and thus develop a different stance 
on conflict resolution. For this reason we considered 
multiple scenario workshops to be worthwhile. It is 
important to note that most participants of the Berlin 
Roundtable on Diplomacy were not decision-makers, 
but rather observers or analysts in their respective 
countries. Thus, scenario analysis in this context served 
as a tool to exchange expertise and to forge an informed 
community that might contribute to developments by 
means of discourse.

Scenario analysis is considered to be a planning tool. 
In order to develop a coherent plan there needs to be a 
coherent analysis of the status quo, which takes into ac-
count what is known as well as the uncertainties. Com-
bining scenario analysis with conflict mapping helped 
to analyse a conflict as complex as those in the South 
Caucasus. Conflict mapping helps to list and categorize 
different variables in a conflict structure. As a second 
step, scenario analysis then explores how these variables 
might interact under certain conditions. “Although a 
scenario’s boundary might be sometimes fuzzy, a de-
tailed and realistic narrative can direct your attention to 
aspects that you would have otherwise overlooked.” 6

3. The Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy

During the Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy, two work-
shops were conducted using elements of the Delphi 
method, conflict mapping, and multiple scenario analy-
sis. The goal of the workshops was certainly neither con-

sensus building nor conflict negotiation. The workshops 
were rather designed to help widen the scope of policy 
options and identify methods of conflict resolution. Our 
goal was to gather expert knowledge and to produce 
a debate for further developments in the region from 
multiple perspectives. To that extent, it was important 
to structure the debate in a manner that stimulated the 
exchange of ideas on future developments, rather than 
backwards-oriented discussion (with a focus on cultural 
or ethno-political aspects). We made a deliberate effort 
to avoid such themes, as they might have resulted in 
deadlocks during the debate easily.

3.1  Debate on a Crisis Scenario: Instability in Georgia, 
Options for Action

In the first workshop, we analysed the contested territo -
rial integrity of Georgia. Our approach combined 
ele ments of the Policy Delphi and multiple scenario 
analysis  technique. The goal of the discussion was to 
identify possible future scenarios, both positive and 
nega tive. To this end, we divided the workshop into 
several rounds. Initially, the participants discussed an 
assessment of the current situation as well as an iden-
tification of any potential facilitators and inhibitors of 
rapprochements and reconciliation. We provided the 
participants with a set of analytical questions to guide 
the discussion regarding future developments:

 � What are the driving forces in this conflict?
 � What are the certainties / uncertainties?
 � What are the critical uncertainties?
 � What is a likely chain of events?

In elaboration to these questions, participants were 
invited to sketch possible future scenarios in a second 
step. This included both positive and negative conflict 
transformation:

5  Gilbert, Lee: Using Multiple Scenario Analysis to Map the Competitive Futurescape, in: 

Competitive Intelligence, 11(2), 2000.
6  Schoemaker, Paul: Scenario Analysis. A Tool for Strategic Thinking, Mass.: MITSloane, 1995.
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ing the exchange of ideas regarding how problems can 
be defined. Distinguishing internal and external factors 
was the point of departure for two parallel working 
groups. Both working groups were asked to debate their 
respective topics separately, following a set of ques-
tions guiding the groups’ discussions. A plenary debate 
was then held, where the results of the working groups 
were integrated and pushed further by debating how 
negotiation processes need to be organised to reflect 
domestic and international factors. The separation of 
these aspects in the first stage allowed us to have a clear 
cut analysis of domestic and international factors during 
the second stage by identifying interdependencies:

Working Group II:
International actors

 � Turkey and the football diplomacy
 � Russia and the US
 � Strengthening the role of the EU
 �  Support of international actors for 

negotiations
 � Shifting alliances

How to organise negotiation processes:
 � Result-oriented negotiations (positive incentives)
 � Transparency of the process: necessities and dangers
 � What are “carrots and sticks”? Potential inhibitors of the negotiation process
 � Post-conflict settlement arrangements?
 � Perception of negotiation process: What to expect?

Working Group I:
Relevant domestic patterns

 � Media and civil society
 �  Reconciliation and change in 

problem perception (readiness for 
negotiation)

 � Bottom-up processes
 � Role of IDPs
 � Democratic reforms

Nagorno-Karabakh – Negotiation Scenario Analysis

Overall, the situation was defined as tactically stable, 
however, strategically unstable. Although the partici-
pants agreed that there had been a ‘re-freezing’ of the 
conflict, they shared the perception that there existed a 
danger of small incidents leading to uncontrolled esca-
lation and an undesired deterioration of the situation. 
Some of the critical uncertainties were the situation in 
Iran, global security questions (US-Russian relations, for 
instance), or the outcome of the national elections in 
Georgia. The potential inhibitors included dimensions 
of the scenarios that offered a potential for change – 
the impact of jihadism from the North Caucasus, Black 
Sea security, and the socio-economic situation in the 
break-away territories for instance. It was made clear 
during the discussion that Turkey has much potential as 
a future negotiator.

3.2 Nagorno-Karabakh: Negotiation Scenario Analysis

The second workshop, which dealt with the situation in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, utilized a combination of elements 
from the multiple scenario analysis and conflict map-
ping techniques. The first step was conflict mapping – 
not in an objectivist sense, but rather as a tool for foster-

After conflict mapping, we moved on to scenario analy-
sis. After a separate assessment of the domestic and the 
international spheres (as two macro aspects of a conflict 
map), we debated scenarios of future developments in 
the conflict and identified potential inhibitors and facili-
tators of the ongoing “football diplomacy”:

Scenario Dimensions

status questions

territorial integrity of 
georgia restored

status questions open 
(status quo)

escalation into war

enduring low-level conflict

re-freezing

reconciliation

abkhazia

south ossetia

stability and conflict
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4. Conclusion

The goal of the Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy was 
not to establish a peace plan that is ready for immediate 
implementation. Conflict resolution is as distant an aim 
as before, but our discussions stimulated out-of-the-box 
thinking and contributed to an exchange on common 
assumptions and perceptions. We successfully experi-
mented with the Policy Delphi, conflict mapping and 
multiple scenario analysis techniques. However, time 
was limited and a more extensive format would have 
been more appropriate. The techniques we described, 
derived from innovative policy analysis and planning, 
allowed our debates to produce new perceptions and 
interaction patterns. We are encouraged to embark on 
further experiments of this kind and we recommend 
these tools for structuring dialogues that transcend the 
analysis of the status quo. 

Christopher LangtonMapping Conflict

The aim of conflict mapping an ongoing conflict is to as-
sess or measure the effects of key factors on that conflict 
in order to prepare reactions or solutions to conflict 
events. In ongoing conflict effects are event-driven. On 
the other hand the aim of mapping other conflicts, some 
of which may have ended, is to draw lessons from events 
in those conflicts that can be applied to the conflict that 
is the subject of the mapping exercise; and thus be used 
to manage or resolve it.

This short paper outlines a methodology for conflict 
mapping supported by graphic examples. Quite deliber-
ately there is no attempt to apply the methodology to a 
specific conflict.

Conflict mapping is a methodology that can be used in 
conflict prevention, conflict management and conflict 
resolution. In the context of this article ‘mapping’ differs 
from tracking which is more akin to monitoring the 
day to day events and changes within one conflict or 
another. Mapping is defined as the determination of the 
taxonomy and architecture of a conflict. In particular 
how important is one factor or another? Or what effect 
does one factor have on another? Why do some factors 
exist in one conflict but not in another of the same type? 
Mapping allows factors to be weighed and, thus, con-
struct strategies and responses as well as to challenge 
established practice. By mapping a number of conflicts 
comparisons can be made which enable decisions to be 
taken in before a conflict breaks out. Mapping con-
flict is important as a method of assessing change and 
enabling reaction to change. It can be argued that the 
unclear international reaction to the events of 2008 that 
preceded the conflict in Georgia in August that year 
was the result of a lack of flexibility in the international 
approach due to a failure to note the shifts in impor-
tance of certain factors. The international community 
had hardly changed its approach to either of the two 

Changing Constellations
a Window of 
opportunity ahead ?

wave of reconciliation
(positive conflict transformation)

uncertainties

european perspective

us foreign policy

iran war

negotiations (minsk group co-chairs)

obstructive moves (president alijev)

substate spoilers of peace process

interpretation of results 
of “historical commission”

status quo, or even worse
(negative conflict transformation)
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conflicts since they ended in the early ‘90’s. Yet the par-
ties to the conflict (Russia, Georgia, Abkhazia, and South 
Ossetia) had made significant changes which affected 
the context and conduct of the conflicts.

Lessons can be drawn from one conflict – although pre-
cise analogies are dangerous – and applied to another 
conflict. The weighting of each factor is an important 
aspect of this methodology. To note that a certain factor 
or factors are simply present in a conflict is not enough 
to allow objective analysis leading to a response. For 
example, the presence of crime in one conflict may be 
incidental; in another it may be a critical factor lead-
ing to the conclusion that requires a specific approach 
or that it should be accepted as part of the sociological 
make up of the country in question. There may be unin-
tended consequences too in responding to sociological 
conditions including crime. They need to be taken into 
account.

As mentioned the context of a conflict can change; 
so can key factors such as personalities. Each shift or 
change should be examined to see if the approach 
should also change. For example, what was the effect on 
the Georgian conflicts of the change in leadership that 
took place in 2003?

1.  me thodologic al background
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Components of Northern Ireland Conflict (1969-2005)

Basic Mapping Criteria

Selected criteria which may be described as common to 
all conflicts are:

 �  Personalities – When personalities change so should 
the assessment of their influence.

 �  History – History is a common denominator in all 
conflicts and must be weighed constantly with 
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 1 deployment of british troops

 2 ira split, uda formation

 3 special Powers act

 4 internment

 5 operation motorman (31 Jul 1972)

 6 first ira use of ieds

 7  bloody sunday (30 Jan 1973 – 13 demonstrators 

killed in clash with troops in londonderry)

 8  bloody friday (21 Jul 1973 – 22 ira bombs in 

belfast)

 9  introduction of direct rule from Westminster

 10 constitutional convention

 11 ira truce

 12 start of mainland bombing campaign

 13  ira hunger strike (1981 – 10 republican prison-

ers starve to death in maze Prison. death of 

hunger strike leader, bobby sands, sparks riots 

in many areas of northern ireland)

 14 ira buys arms from libya

 15 first ira use of improvised mortars

 16  brighton bombing (1984 – ira bombing of 

conservative party conference that nearly 

killed Pm thatcher and cabinet)

 17  first ira use of remote controlled bombs

 18 first extensive use of sniper rifles

 19  european economic area (eec) comes into 

force

 20 army ends daily patrols in belfast

 21 london docklands bombing

 22  independent international commission on 

decommissioning (iicd) created to oversee 

decommissioning of paramilitary weapons

 23 good friday agreement

 24  omagh bomb (1998 – “real ira” bomb attack 

kills 29 – largest death toll in a single act since 

beginning of conflict)

 25  assembly assumes power for only 72 days; 

direct rule restored

 26 ira begins decommissioning arms

 27 ni assembly elections

 28  northern bank raid (dec 2004 – £ 20 million 

stolen from northern bank, belfast; linked to 

ira groupings)

 29  ira ends armed campaign. Power sharing 

begins

another factor: “If you do not know where you have 
been, You do not know where you are, And you do not 
know where you are going...”

 �  Level of violence
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 �  Motivators / Inhibitors
 - Politics
 - Economics

 �  Beyond the Geographical Zone of Conflict
 -  Higher level politics and the international  

dimension.
 -  In Northern Ireland the involvement of the US as  

a mediator was essential (Mitchel, US, IRA).
 - The Nature of Non-State Actors
 - Extra challenges to human security
 - Disease / Climate
 -  Crime (already mentioned in the context of North-

ern Ireland) 
 -  The difficulty of dealing with ungoverned spaces 

and separatist regions 
 - Trafficking and money laundering

Mapping potential conflict: Colombia / Venezuala

Potential 
conflict

HistoryHuman Contributors Contributing and 
Existing Factors

Personalities
4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 13, 14, 17

External Actors
3, 11, 15, 16, 20, 21

Politics
1, 2, 3, 9, 11, 12, 17, 20, 
21

Crime
3, 7, 9, 15, 18

Ideology
4, 6

Climate

Disease

Economics
13, 17, 19

level of 
Violence

force 
rations

causalities

idPs,  
refugees

Timeline of events

 � August 11, 1987 – Corbeta Caldas Incident

 � 1994 – Binational Commission of Frontiers signed.

 �  1998 – Conservative President Andres Pastrana 
Arango’s “Plan Colombia” adopted, collecting almost 
$1billion USD in military aid from the United States.

 �  1998 – Hugo Chavez elected as Venezuelan President. 
Keystones of “Bolivarian” platform include Socialist 
Revolution in Venezuela and foreign policy which en-
courages a counter-balance to American world power.

 �  2002 – Coup d’Etat attempt on President Chavez by 
Pedro Carmona. Later granted political asylum in 
Bogota.

 �  August 7, 2002 – Alvaro Uribe elected as Colombian 
President on a platform to repress rebel groups.

 �  2004 – Rodrigo-Granda Affair

 �  Jan / Feb 2008 – Chavez mediation with FARC results in 
release of 6 hostages.

 �  March 2008 – Armed cross-border raid by Colombian 
forces into Ecuador, killing Raul Reyes, a senior FARC 
leader. Chavez mobilizes troops along border, closes 
Embassy in Bogota.

 �  July 2008 – President Chavez encourages FARC to release 
hostages and end the war against the Colombian govern-
ment. High profile hostage Ingrid Betancourt is released. 
Presidential visit by Uribe to Caracas.

 �  December 2, 2008 – Three-day VenRus 2008 joint naval 
exercises begin.

 �  January 17, 2009 – Caracas moves to re-establish normal 
diplomatic ties with Bogota and restores the position of 
Ambassador to Colombia, which had been withdrawn 
following the March 2008 raid on a FARC camp across the 
border in Ecuador.
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 �  January 24, 2009 – Presidents Uribe and Chavez meet 
to discuss various political, economic and social issues, 
agreeing to each invest $100m USD into a trade fund in 
response to financial crisis.

 �  February 16, 2009 – President Uribe publicly congratu-
lates President Chavez on his “democratic victory” in a 
referendum in which he won the right to be re-elected 
indefinitely.

 �  July 2009 – Plans announced to allow US troops to use 
Colombian military bases as part of anti-drug trafficking 
efforts.

 �  July 27, 2009 – According to Colombian officials, the 
FARC obtained Swedish weapons that had been sold to 
Venezuela. Seized items included 84mm AT4 anti-tank 
rocket launchers manufactured by Saab Bofors Dynam-
ics.

 �  July 28, 2009 – President Chavez severs Venezuelan 
relations with Colombia, warning that all diplomatic 
staff will be withdrawn and trade relations “frozen.”

 �  August 2009 – Bogota accuses Venezuela of supplying 
arms to FARC rebels and Chavez accuses Colombia of 
allowing its troops to cross common border.

 �  August 5, 2009 – President Chavez reiterates his 
intention to reduce Colombian imports, announcing 
that the Colombian energy company Ecopetrol would 
also be prohibited from undertaking oil exploration in 
Venezuela’s Orinoco region.

 �  September 14, 2009 – President Chavez confirms 
reports that Venezuela agreed to a deal to purchase 
$2.2 billion USD of military equipment from Russia 
(including 92 T-72 main battle tanks and an unknown 
quantity of S-300 air defence systems).

 �  November 2009 – United States and Colombia long 
term military base deal signed; Chavez orders 15 000 
troops to Colombian border.

1.  me thodologic al background

Conclusion

In conclusion, the mapping of conflicts as distinctive 
from day-to-day tracking, monitoring and analysing 
is probably more important than it was. This is partly 
because of the globalized nature of our international 
society, the growth and spectrum of non-state activity 
and the difficulty of applying international law which 
was largely constructed at a different time and in a dif-
ferent context. 
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Georg NoltePrinciples of International 
Law: Self-determination 
and Territorial Integrity
– as Applied to the Cases 
of Abkhazia, Kosovo, and 
South Ossetia 7  

The right of peoples to self-determination 

and the international legal protection of ter-

ritorial integrity are less strong in the situa-

tions of South Ossetia, Abkhazia and Kosovo 

than is sometimes assumed. Other principles 

and rules must be taken into account as well 

for an appropriate analysis of the internation-

al legal situation.

1. Self-determination

It is well known that the principle of self-determination 
of peoples was postulated by Lenin and Wilson. The idea 
captured the public imagination during and after the 
First World War, but it was not yet recognized as a prin-
ciple of international law. The principle was only very 
selectively applied after the First World War, mainly 
to the disadvantage of the losing powers of Germany 
and Austria-Hungary. The UN-Charter formulates the 
principle of self-determination of peoples in its Articles 
1 and 55. But the Charter originally did not understand 
self-determination to require even decolonization. Only 
after most of the decolonization process had taken place 
the principle of self-determination was generally recog-

7  Paper presented on 5 October 2009 at “The 2009 Berlin Roundtable on Diplomacy” on “Conflict 

in Post-Soviet Europe – The South Caucasus: Are there Scenarios for Resolution?”
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nized as having a legally binding force. Until today, the 
two most important legal sources of the principle of self-
determination are contained in common Articles 1 of the 
two International Covenants on Human Rights of 1966, 
and in the so-called “Declaration on Friendly Relations 
between States” which was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly by consensus in 1970. These documents do not 
specify exactly what the principle of self-determination 
means, but they give at least some indications:

One of the most important questions is: What is a “peo-
ple” that possesses the right of self-determination? One 
part of the answer is given by Article 27 of the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Article 27 
gives the members of “minorities” certain rights within 
an existing state. This means that not every group which 
distinguishes itself from the majority of a population 
in a State is already a “people” which possesses a right 
of self-determination. When the Supreme Court of 
Canada, for example, had to decide the question in 1994 
whether the province of Quebec had the right to secede 
from Canada, it expressly left the question open whether 
the people living in Quebec were a “people” which pos-
sessed the right of self-determination, or whether they 
were merely a minority. 

The question whether the Abkhaz and the Ossetian 
peoples are holders of the right to self-determination is 
addressed in the report of the Independent Interna-
tional Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Geor-
gia (Tagliavini Report). 8 The Tagliavini report some-
what lightly asserts that the Abkhaz and the Ossetian 
peoples are holders of the right to self-determination, 
and not merely a minority, because they have “objective 

8  Available at: http://www.ceiig.ch/Report.html; The Tagliavini report does not contain a conclu-

sive statement of the law. Formally it is only the opinion of an independent Swiss diplomat which 

was formed with the help of a certain regional organisation with limited membership, the EU. 

Still, it carries considerable weight.
9 Supra note 3, at pp. 144 and 146.

2. an ac ademic aPProach to the conflic ts in the south c auc a sus

common characteristics such as a common language, 
culture and religion” and have “expressed the intention 
to form a political community of its own”. 9 But this as-
sertion is of little consequence because the report at the 
same time explains that the right of self-determination 
does not imply a right of secession for the South-Osse-
tian and the Abkhaz peoples. The international legal 
basis for this conclusion can be found in the Declaration 
on Friendly Relations of 1970. This Declaration proclaims 
that the right of self-determination may not

“be construed (interpreted) as authorizing or 
encouraging any action that would dismember or 
impair, totally or in part, the territorial integrity or 
political unity of sovereign and independent States 
conducting themselves in compliance with the 
principle of equal rights and self-determination of 
peoples and thus possessed of a Government repre-
senting the whole people belonging to the territory 
without distinction.“...

This means: as long as the government of a State “re-
presents the whole people belonging to the territory 
without distinction” no group may invoke the right of 
self-determination in order to dismember the territorial 
integrity of a State. Only in cases like Apartheid South 
Africa, or occupied Palestine, where the Government 
does not represent the whole people, should the unrep-
resented group be considered to be a “people” entitled 
to self-determination in the sense of a right to secede.

The Tagliavini Report has confirmed the predominant 
interpretation of the right to self-determination as it 
has developed during the Cold War. According to this 
interpretation neither the South Ossetians, nor the Ab-
khaz, nor the Kosovars are a “people” which is entitled 
to self-determination in the sense of having a right to 
secede and to create their own state. They are simply not 
like the colonial peoples which had a right to become in-
dependent in their own states because they did not have 
a right to vote or were otherwise treated as second class
citizens.

The right of self-
determination does 
not imply a right of 
secession.
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It is nevertheless a matter of dispute among interna-
tional lawyers whether developments in the last twenty 
years have changed this interpretation of the right 
to self-determination. The most important judicial 
source for those colleagues who assert that the right of 
self-determination must be interpreted more broadly 
is probably the judgement of the Supreme Court of 
Canada in the Quebec case. There the Court said:

“It is clear that “a people” may include only a portion 
of the population of an existing state. The right to 
self-determination has developed largely as a hu-
man right, and is generally used in documents that 
simultaneously contain references to “nation” and 
“state”. The juxtaposition of these terms is indicative 
that the reference to “people” does not necessarily 
mean the entirety of a state’s population. To restrict 
the definition of the term to the population of exist-
ing states would render the granting of a right to 
self-determination largely duplicative, given the 
parallel emphasis within the majority of the source 
documents on the need to protect the territorial 
integrity of existing states, and would frustrate its 
remedial purpose (at para. 124).”

The judgement of the Canadian Supreme Court is repre-
sentative of a current of thought which-reinterprets the 
right of self-determination in the light of the increased 
importance of human rights after the end of the Cold 
War. However, while it is true that human rights have 
indeed gained in importance in recent years, the idea  
of human rights does not seem to justify wide-ranging 
conclusions which create the danger of encouraging 
violent secession attempts. Such attempts typically 
lead to ethnic conflict and human rights violations as 
we have seen not only in the former Yugoslavia and the 
Caucasus, but also in other regions of the world. And be-
cause most states share this point of view the tendency 
to more broadly interpret the right of self-determination 
to include more than a very narrow right of secession is 
not sufficiently strong to have changed the classical in-

2. an ac ademic aPProach to the conflic ts in the south c auc a sus

terpretation of the right to self-determination. The right 
of self-determination therefore does not, as a general 
rule, support a right of secession for ethnic groups.

There should be an exception in extreme cases in which 
the government of a state is suppressing the people liv-
ing in a part of the territory by a violent policy of ethnic 
cleansing or comparable massive human rights viola-
tions. But even if such a mistreatment of a part of the 
population has occurred, this fact cannot create a per-
manent right of secession which would continue to exist 
even long after the situation has calmed down. Cases 
like Biafra or Bosnia and Herzegovina demonstrate that 
there is a real possibility of reconciliation even after the 
most violent and abusive conflicts. The possibility of 
such reconciliation, or reintegration, would be discour-
aged by a continuing right of secession that would hang 
like a Sword of Damocles over all peacemaking efforts. 
According to this standard the peoples of South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia and Kosovo did not have a right to secede.

It was not necessarily to be expected that the Tagliavini 
Report adopts the narrow interpretation of the right 
to self-determination since after the declaration of 
independence by Kosovo and the following recogni-
tion of Kosovo by roughly sixty states there have been 
voices in the debate which interpreted the Kosovo case 
as a confirmation of a wider right to secession. But the 
circumstances of declaration of independence by South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia in 2008, and the quick recognition 
by Russia may have made the members of the Tagliavini 
mission understand the problematic implications of 
such a wide interpretation of the right to self-determi-
nation.

For these reasons the right of self-determination is not as 
strong as it is sometimes assumed. As a general rule, the 
right of self-determination does not give ethnic groups 
a right to secede. Possible exceptions are so narrow that 
they have little relevance for the question of the status
of South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Kosovo.

There is a ral possibil-
ity of reconsiliation 
even after the most 
violent and abusive 
conflicts.
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2. Territorial Integrity

But does the principle of territorial integrity prevent 
South Ossetia, Abkhazia or Kosovo from seceding from 
Georgia and Serbia? This principle is also more limited 
then it is often assumed. The principle of the protec-
tion of the territorial integrity of a state is related to the 
principle of sovereignty, but it is younger and it has a 
special purpose. The principle of territorial integrity 
did not play a significant role until after the First World 
War. Until then states were often partitioned or parts of 
them were taken away by agreement or by war. It was 
only with the Covenant of the League of Nations that 
the principle of territorial integrity acquired a separate 
life of its own. Thus, when the UN Charter was written in 
1945, the protection of the territorial integrity of States 
was included into the prohibition of the use of force be-
tween states. But the UN Charter did not mean to protect 
states from breaking up from within. The UN Charter 
does not prohibit violent attempts by groups within a 
state to secede. The State concerned has the right to deal 
with such violent attempts by enforcing its own laws, 
even by its own military, provided that human rights 
and international humanitarian law are respected. But 
neither the Kosovar, nor the Chechnyan, nor the Abkhaz 
fighters violated international law simply by trying 
to make their region secede. On the other hand, the 
principle of territorial integrity protects states against 
interferences by other states which are designed to lead 
to their break-up.

3. Five Points

Therefore, the principles of international law – self-de-
termination and territorial integrity – are not as strong 
as is often assumed. They do not provide a ready-made 
answer to the question of the status of South Ossetia, 
Abkhazia, and Kosovo. But this does not mean that 
international law has little to say with respect to the situ-
ations in South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Kosovo. 10 So what 
are the relevant rules of international law pertaining to 
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South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Kosovo? Here I can only 
sketch the following five points:

 �  A distinction must be made between the general 
rules of international law, like the right to self-deter-
mination and the protection of territorial integrity 
on the one hand, and the pertinent decisions of the 
Security Council on the other. The same general rules 
of international law apply to all three situations, but 
the Security Council has passed different resolutions 
with respect to Abkhazia and South Ossetia on the one 
hand, and Kosovo on the other. While the Security 
Council has always clearly reaffirmed the sovereignty 
and territorial integrity of Georgia, the Council has 
been more ambiguous with respect to the status of Ko-
sovo. There are good reasons to interpret Resolution 
1244 in the sense that the Security Council only reaf-
firmed the status of Kosovo as an integral part of the 
FRY / Serbia for an intermediate period during which 
negotiations about the final status would be held.

 �  None of the three regions had a full-fledged right to 
secede in 2008, neither South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
as integral parts of Georgia, nor Kosovo as an integral 
part of Serbia. It is true that people living in South Os-
setia, Abkhazia and Kosovo have, in different ways and 
at different times, been subjected to threats, abuse 
and human rights violations by the forces of the re-
spective central government – in Kosovo more than in 

10  It is possible that certain elements of the international legal situation of South Ossetia, Abkhazia 

and Kosovo will be clarified in due course by the International Court of Justice. It is well known 

that proceedings have been brought by Georgia against Russia under the Convention for the 

Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination and by Serbia in an application for an Advisory 

Opinion on the question of whether “the unilateral declaration of independence by the Provi-

sional Institutions of Self-Government of Kosovo violates international law”. It is possible that 

the Court will render its opinion without addressing in detail the principles of international 

law discussed so far. It may also be that the exact international legal status of South Ossetia, 

Abkhazia, or Kosovo will not be addressed in these proceedings at all, nor the legality of the way 

how the current situation in those areas was brought about.
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South Ossetia and Abkhazia – but such repression does 
not give rise to a continuing right of secession.

 �  General international law does not prohibit the inhab-
itants of all three regions to attempt to secede from 
the state concerned. Whether or not such an attempt 
is successful is a different question. Under general 
international law, a secession attempt is successful if 
the seceding entity establishes its consolidated con-
trol over the region concerned, and excludes the state 
concerned. It is clear that there was no remaining 
control by Georgia and Serbia of the three regions in 
2008. The question is, however, whether the political 
forces of the inhabitants of the three regions estab-
lished their “own” control, or whether the exclusion 
of Serbia or Georgia was merely achieved by an illegal 
foreign intervention or by massive human rights vio-
lations. There is room for debate whether the seceding 
entities South Ossetia and Abkhazia and Kosovo have 
established a sufficient degree of their own control 
over the region and the population concerned in 
order to establish a state. In the case of South Ossetia 
it is not clear whether there are South Ossetian forces 
of relevant strength to establish some degree of inde-
pendent autonomous control over the territory. As the 
Tagliavini report has confirmed this is less doubtful 
in the case of Abkhazia. The same is true for Kosovo. 
Another relevant point in this context is the question 
of the refugees. There have been illegal expulsions of 
persons from all three regions, but it is perhaps only 
in Abkhazia where such a large part of the population 
was expelled that it is questionable whether “the” 
population of the region concerned has established its 
own control over the territory.

 �  As far as I can see, the foreign military involvement in 
the secession processes in the three regions as such 
did not amount to an illegal use of force. The presence 
of Russian peacekeeping troops in South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia was originally based on the consent of the 
government of Georgia, and in Abkhazia their pres-
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ence was also backed up by Security Council resolu-
tions. According to the Tagliavini Report the entering 
of additional Russian troops into South Ossetia in 
August 2008 appears to have been justified by the 
need to exercise the right of self-defence after Rus-
sian peacekeeping troops had come under attack in 
Zchinvali. This marks an important difference to the 
case of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. The 
presence of NATO and other troops in Kosovo is based 
on Security Council resolution 1244 (1999) and this 
presence is independent of the legality or illegality of 
the original military intervention by troops of NATO 
countries in March and April 1999. It is a different 
question whether violations of international humani-
tarian law have been committed or permitted during 
the military operations by Russian troops in Georgia 
in 2008, or by NATO troops in the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia in 1999. Such violations do not, as a general 
rule, affect the legal status of a territory.

 �  It is still another question, under which circumstances 
third states have the right to officially recognize 
seceding entities as states. The general rule is that 
recognition may not be extended prematurely, that 
is before the seceding entity has established con-
solidated control over the territory. It seems that the 
situation in Kosovo was more consolidated after years 
of peaceful negotiations had led to no result, while the 
recognition by Russia of South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
was given in the immediate aftermath of a situation of 
armed conflict.

4. Concluding Remarks

The cases of South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Kosovo have a 
legal and a political dimension. The political dimension 
raises many questions which have not been addressed in 
this paper: Is the declaration of independence by Kosovo 
a result of Western support? Are the secession attempts 
by South Ossetia and Abkhazia a Russian response 
to what has happened in the case of Kosovo? Are all 
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three cases just symptoms for the insecure relationship 
between Russia and the West? Do the West, or Russia, 
or both, apply double-standards in all three cases? Will 
Russia and the West again, like during the Cold War, 
begin to develop fundamentally different understand-
ings of key concepts of international law for the purpose 
of fighting ideological battles?

By analysing the legal issues I have indirectly addressed 
the political dimensions of the three cases of South 
Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Kosovo. I have tried to show that 
international law does not have the function to merely 
translate political debates into a legal terminology. It 
is perfectly legitimate that political actors try justify 
political positions by invoking the law. But the function 
of the law is to be neutral – and to break bigger political 
disputes into smaller pieces. 

Principles of international 
law: Self-determination or 
territorial integrity

Susanne Wasum-Rainer

Self-determination and territorial integrity 

are two principles of particular relevance 

to the conflicts we are considering at this 

Roundtable. Both principles are firmly  

entrenched in international customary law. 

Both principles are explicitly acknowledged 

in the Charter of the United Nations.

In my presentation I would first like to look at the 
relationship between self-determination and territorial 
integrity, including what determines which of the two 
prevails when they are in conflict. I will then focus on 
secession and declarations of independence as a way of 
exer cising self-determination. I will discuss in particular 
whether international law lays down any rules regard-
ing secession. In the third part of my remarks I will talk 
briefly about the current conflicts in the South Caucasus 
and finally try to draw some conclusions from a diplo-
mat’s point of view.

1. Let me start with the relationship between the two 
principles I have just mentioned:

Territorial integrity is a fundamental aspect of state 
sovereignty. In the UN Charter the principle of the ter-
ritorial integrity of any state is interwoven with another 
fundamental principle, the prohibition of the threat or 
use of force. At the same time the UN Charter upholds 
the principle of self-determination of peoples. Promot-
ing such self-determination is stated to be one of the 
purposes of the United Nations (Art. 1 para. 2). Both prin-
ciples are recognized in numerous international docu-
ments, notably the “Friendly Relations Declaration” 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1970 and the 



64 652. an ac ademic aPProach to the conflic ts in the south c auc a sus 2. an ac ademic aPProach to the conflic ts in the south c auc a sus

Helsinki Final Act of 1975. According to both documents, 
these two principles have equal value and equal force. 
The Friendly Relations Declaration (resolution 2625 
(XXV) of 24 October 1970) states that:

“By virtue of the principle of equal rights and self-
determination of peoples enshrined in the Charter 
of the United Nations, all peoples have the right 
freely to determine, without external interfer-
ence, their political status and to pursue their eco-
nomic, social and cultural development, and every 
State has the duty to respect this right in accordance 
with the provisions of the Charter.”

The Final Act of the Conference on Security and Co-op-
eration in Europe states with regard to the relationship 
between territorial integrity and self-determination:

“The participating States will respect the equal 
rights of peoples and their right to self-determi-
nation, acting at all times in conformity with the 
purposes and principles of the Charter of the United 
Nations and with the relevant norms of interna-
tional law, including those relating to territorial 
integrity of States. By virtue of the principle of equal 
rights and self-determination of peoples, all peoples 
always have the right, in full freedom, to determine, 
when and as they wish, their internal and external 
political status, without external interference, and to 
pursue as they wish their political, economic, social 
and cultural devel opment.”

The right of self-determination may be conceived as hav-
ing two aspects, an internal and an external aspect.

Internal self-determination means enjoying a degree of 
autonomy within a larger entity, deciding – as a general 
rule – issues of local relevance at local level. The internal 
aspect of the right to self-determination does not im-
pinge on the territorial integrity of the state concerned.
 
External self-determination means the right of a group 
freely to determine its own political and constitutional 

status at international level. While most scholars agree 
that internal self-determination is an essential part of 
this whole concept, opinion is divided as to what precise-
ly the external aspect of self-determination entails.

The key question is whether external self-determination 
includes the right to leave a larger constitutional entity 
altogether. Some experts take the view that, except 
in a colonial context, there is no such thing as a right 
to secession i.e. the right to leave a state by declaring 
independence as a new state. In support of their view, 
they cite the risk of undermining the stability of the 
inter national system should secession be deemed a 
legitimate course of action. Others argue that this view 
would in practice render also the internal right of self-
determination meaningless, since any group denied the 
self-determination to which it is rightfully entitled un-
der international law would be deprived of any remedy. 
This could easily result in the oppression of a minority by 
the majority.

It would obviously be going too far to concede to any 
group that differs in some way (ethnic or religious 
identity etc.) from the majority population the right to 
declare independence. Such a broad right of secession 
would certainly endanger inter national peace, since it 
would encourage groups of all kinds and sizes, whether 
or not enjoying autonomy and rights of participation, to 
break away from their original state to create a new one.

International law tends to a position mid-way between 
these two poles, neither totally excluding secession nor 
granting a broad right of secession to each and every 
group. In the interest of international stability, self-de-
termination should normally be enjoyed and exercised 
within the existing framework of states. In exceptional 
cases, however, secession may be legitimate if it can be 
shown to be the sole remedy for a denial of internal self-
determination that is severe and prolonged.

This is the approach spelled out in principle 5 of the 
Friendly Relations Declaration of 1970, which endorses 

A broad right of 
secession would  
certainly endanger 
international peace.
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the principle of territorial integrity provided the gov-
ernment of the state in question does not discriminate 
against any section of the population. The relevant para-
graph 7 reads: “Nothing in the foregoing paragraphs 
shall be construed as authorizing or encouraging any 
action which would dismember or impair, totally or in 
part, the territorial integrity or political unity of sover-
eign and independent states conducting themselves 
in compliance with the principle of equal rights and 
self-determination of peoples as described above and 
thus possessed of a government representing the whole 
people belonging to the territory without dis tinction as 
to race, creed, or colour.”

This kind of remedial right of secession would not 
endanger international stability, as it would be exer-
cised only in cases where the situation within a state has 
deteriorated to a point where it could be deemed a real 
threat to international peace and stability. Exercising 
the right of secession under such circumstances would 
in fact give the principle of self-determination substance 
and meaning. As I see it, the right to self-determination 
prevails and becomes a right of external self-determi-
nation under two conditions, which must be simultane-
ously present.

The first condition is an exceptionally severe and pro-
longed denial by the state of internal self-determi-
nation to a group living within its borders. This is not 
identical, but will often coincide with grave violations of 
human rights such as the right to life and freedom, but 
also the rights of association and assembly. This condi-
tion may be deemed present when the authorities of the 
state in which a certain group is living consistently and 
over a considerable period of time deny the group a say 
in matters that directly concern it by excluding it from 
any meaningful participation in deliber ations at central 
level.

The second condition is that there exists no other way to 
resolve the resulting conflict. Since the right of external 

self-determination may be invoked only in situations 
where internal self-determination is systematically 
denied, recourse to it is clearly a last resort, the ultima 
ratio.

In practice this means all other ways of remedying the 
situation must first be exhausted. These may include 
e.g. negotiations (direct or indirect, with the assistance 
of facilitators, mediators and so on), or recourse to 
relevant international organiza tions and bodies such as 
the United Nations. Only when all alternative routes to 
internal self-determination can be shown to be blocked 
does the route to external self-determination open up.

If the right of external self-determination is conceded 
under the rules I have just set out, however, it will not 
necessarily exist for the indefinite future. Conditions 
may change, repression may cease, the state in which 
the group in question is living may adopt a new con-
stitution and so on. Whether or not the effect of such 
changes is to invalidate the group’s right to external 
self-determination must be judged on the merits of each 
case, taking into account the severity of the situation 
prior to these changes.

2. I would now like to turn to the question of what 
rules international law lays down regarding declara-
tions of independence.

As I see it, a declaration of independence – in effect the 
act of secession – is a matter of fact, not of law. Interna-
tional law has nothing to say about the legality of such a 
step. In other words, international law neither recog-
nizes a right to secession nor prohibits the act of seces-
sion – except when such an act results from a violation 
of one of the fundamental principles of contemporary 
international law and perpetuates the effects of such 
a violation. The reason for this is that, systematically 
speaking, the principle of territorial integrity does not 
apply within a state and therefore has no bearing on any 
groups living within its borders.

A remidial right of 
secsession would 
give the principle 
of self-determination 
substance and  
meaning.
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Secession is, however, clearly a matter that falls within 
the jurisdiction of the state. So the legality of a decla-
ration of independence is an issue that may well arise 
under domestic law.

In international practice, declarations of independence 
have been held to violate international law only if they 
are associated with some other violation.

This is notably the case when a declaration of independ-
ence has been brought about by the illegal use of force 
by another state or in violation of an international 
agree ment. A case in point was Security Council Resolu-
tion 541 (1983) of 18 November 1983, in which the UN Se-
curity Council deemed the declaration of independence 
by the Turkish Cypriot authorities as “legally invalid” 
and called “for its withdrawal”.

International law makes a clear distinction between a 
change in the territorial status quo brought about by 
the illegal use of force by another state (in particular, 
an annexation), and a move by a section of the popula-
tion of a state to secede from that state. An annexation 
is universally held to be contrary to international law; in-
deed, inter national law even prohibits other states from 
recognizing any status quo resulting from annexation.

So while international law prohibits annexation, it nei-
ther encourages nor forbids secession.

This does not mean, however, that international law has 
no relevance in this context. International law stipulates 
certain conditions that must be present before a new 
self-declared state may be recognized by other states. 
These conditions pertain notably to the existence of the 
three elements of statehood: a territory, a people, and 
effective government. It is precisely here, in the context 
of recognition, that international law is relevant.

3. Let us now look at some recent cases and begin 
with the situation in the Caucasus.

Regarding Georgia, Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the 
Report by the “Independent International Fact-Find-
ing Mission on the Conflict in Georgia” published on 
1 October 2009 provides a comprehensive analysis of 
the conflict. It confirms the legal arguments I have just 
outlined.

Abkhazia used to be an autonomous republic under 
the Soviet constitution, while South Ossetia had the 
status of an autonomous region. In both Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia civil strife erupted following the col-
lapse and dissolution of the Soviet Union and Georgian 
independence. The Georgian and Abkhaz authorities 
concluded a ceasefire agreement on 14 May 1994 – the 
Moscow Agreement – which was implemented with 
the help of both a UN and a CIS observer mission. With 
respect to the conflict between Georgia and South Os-
setia, the Sochi Agree ment of 1992 paved the way for the 
establishment of a tripartite peacekeeping force under 
the auspices of the Joint Control Commission.

Before armed conflict broke out between Russia and 
Georgia in August 2008, the territorial integrity of 
Georgia was universally recognized, including by 
Russia. On 15 April 2008 the Security Council adopted 
Resolution 1808 on the situation in Georgia. In operative 
para. 1, the Security Council – “reaffirms the commit-
ment of all Member States to the sovereignty, inde-
pendence and territorial integrity of Georgia within its 
internationally recognized borders”. Six months later, 
however, Russia no longer felt bound by this commit-
ment and had granted Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
diplomatic recognition.

In his statement of 26 August 2008 justifying this step, 
President Medvedev invoked the UN Charter, the Hel-
sinki Final Act and the Friendly Relations Declaration 
of 1970. Along with many other countries, Germany 
condemned Russia’s decision to recognize Abkhazia and 
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South Ossetia. Let me quote here a G7 joint statement of 
27 August 2008:

“We, the Foreign Ministers of Canada, France, Ger-
many, Italy, Japan, the United States and the United 
Kingdom, condemn the action of our fellow G8 
member. Russia’s recognition of the independence 
of South Ossetia and Abkhazia violates the territorial 
integrity and sovereignty of Georgia and is contrary 
to UN Security Council resolutions supported by 
Russia.”

I would now like to turn to Nagorno Karabakh, an-
other frozen conflict in the South Caucasus: Nagorno 
Karabakh used to be an autonomous region within 
Azerbaijan with a majority Armenian population. In 
1991, Nagorno Karabakh declared independence from 
Azerbaijan, triggering a war between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia. Following the 1994 ceasefire agreed by the 
two sides, Armenian troops have continued to occupy 
previously undisputed Azerbaijani territory. Although 
the territory of the former autonomous region remains 
under the control of Nagorno Karabakh’s de facto 
organs, this status quo is not inter nationally recognized. 
For several years now the OSCE’s so-called Minsk Group, 
represented by its three co-chairmen, has been trying to 
broker a diplomatic solution.

The Minsk Group’s three co-chairmen have identified a 
number of elements funda mental to any solution. These 
include the principle of the territorial integrity of Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan as well as, for Nagorno Karabakh, 
status arrangements that, in line with the principle of 
self-determination, would grant it maximum self-gov-
ernment within Azerbaijan.

Let me lastly comment briefly on the case of Kosovo.
The special nature of this case arises from the violent 
break-up of the former Yugoslavia, the massive violence 
and repression that took place in Kosovo in the period 
up to and including 1999, the extended period of inter-
national administration under Security Council Resolu-

tion 1244 (1999) and the UN-led process that “left no 
stone unturned” in order to find a negotiated solution to 
the question of Kosovo’s future status.

In the situation that had developed towards the end of 
2007, the people of Kosovo were denied any meaningful 
exercise of their right to internal self-determination.
As a last resort, they were therefore entitled to exercise 
this right by secession. In this interpretation, the emer-
gence of the new state of Kosovo was fully in accordance 
with international law as it stands today. The preamble 
to Kosovo’s declaration of independence underlines 
that “Kosovo is a special case arising from Yugoslavia’s 
non-consensual break-up and is not a pre cedent for any 
other situation.” 

Nevertheless, Serbia has sought an advisory opinion 
from the International Court of Justice – the hearing 
will begin on 1 December – concerning the legality of 
Kosovo’s declaration on independence under applicable 
rules of international law.

4. As these various examples show, it is not always 
easy in practice to reconcile the principles of territo-
rial integrity and external self-determination.

It goes without saying, however, that these conflicts can 
be resolved only by peaceful means in accordance with 
the UN Charter. That is a cornerstone of German diplo-
macy. And it is equally obvious that the international 
community can hardly impose a solution, especially 
when there is no consensus among the five permanent 
members of the Security Council. Does international law 
offer any way out of this dilemma?

State practice provides a number of precedents that 
might serve as useful models on which the conflict par-
ties could agree if they so wish. The status of Hong Kong 
under the Joint Declaration and the Basic Law, for exam-
ple, might offer food for thought. Albeit formally part of 
China, Hong Kong has a separate identity and may in its 
own right maintain and develop economic and cultural 

The people of Kosovo 
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Gevorg Ter-GabrielyanZero-sum or Positive-sum? 
Games and Reality Con-
struction in the Caucasus 
Conflicts

1. Theorizing About the Caucasus Conflicts

Any known single theoretical framework is insuffi-
cient and incapable of explaining such complex social 
phenomena as the Caucasus conflicts. However, there is 
a need to develop and apply theories in order to at least 
attempt to understand and explain the developments of 
the past twenty years in the Caucasus. Without theories 
we find ourselves in a situation where the multitude 
of facts does not allow us to create any conclusions or 
predictions. However, a single theory is insufficient and 
no theory is unconstructive. What is a proper solution to 
analyzing the conflicts? Can several theories be applied?

Applying several theories simultaneously to one and the 
same fragment of reality may result in methodological 
eclecticism. Such theorizing may be interpreted merely 
as a tool for strengthening one’s argument, advancing 
one’s hidden goals, or using ‘as if’ theorizing as a means 
for participating in the conflicts as a supporter of a sin-
gle side. Moreover, the Caucasus conflicts are notorious 
for this effect; those who think, write, or theorize about 
the conflicts are often categorized as supporters of a 
single side.

However, the idea above also implies a theoretical 
framework. Inadvertently, I ended up within the con-
fines of theories that claim that there is an absence of 
‘objective truth’ in the conflicts. Some of the theories, 
such as Marxism and critical theory, claim that any 
statement reflects the interests, in Marxist terms the 
‘class’ interests, of those who express it, regardless if 
it is a self-conscious or ‘unconscious’ position. Other 
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relations and conclude relevant agreements with states. 
In other instances, the establishment of a federation 
might be a solution, as the example of Bosnia and Herze-
govina shows. A further possibility might be to place the 
disputed territory, as an interim solution, under interna-
tional control, as was the case with Timor Leste, which 
was administered for some years by UNTAET. 

A final example I would cite here is that of the two Ger-
man states, which co-existed side by side for forty years. 
Even though both became members of the UN, they 
maintained relations with each other which were not 
governed exclusively by international law.

At first glance these ideas might seem to hold little 
appeal for the various conflict parties, since they fall 
short of their stated goals: statehood on the one hand, 
territorial integrity on the other. I suggest we should 
consider the following points, however: What has a de 
facto entity to gain by declaring independence if it is 
obvious its claim to statehood will not be recognized by 
the overwhelming majority of states? Hong Kong is a 
member of the WTO, something Abkhazia or South Os-
setia are unlikely ever to attain.

International lawyers and of course diplomats as well 
need creative thinking – and perhaps that is precisely 
what this Berlin Roundtable can provide. 

What has a de-facto 
entity to gain by 
declaring  independ-
ence if it its claim to 
statehood will not be 
recognized?
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frameworks, such as social constructivism 11, assert that 
these statements, which reflect people’s conscious or 
unconscious interests, actually do form the reality and 
shape it accordingly.

Be that as it may, I have found it practical to utilize more 
than one theoretical framework to analyze parts of the 
Caucasus conflicts. Scientific explaining also means 
predicting. An explanation’s ambition is to declare 
that there is a certain regularity uncovered, which has 
worked in the past and will work in the future. Unfortu-
nately, so far only very few regularities have been found 
empirically in social sciences that are backed by sound 
theory. One famous example is the law formulated by 
Kant, which dictates that democracies are far less likely 
to have conflicts with each other as compared to democ-
racies with non-democracies.

One theoretical framework that could be applied to 
the Caucasus conflicts is a mixture of theories known 
as game theory, decision-making theory, or rational 
choice theory. This group should be amalgamated with 
Realpolitik or neo-realism in international relations in 
order for it to be applicable to the Caucasus conflicts. 
Realpolitik’s main tenets are that states are the main ac-
tors in international relations, they behave in a situation 
of anarchy, and they maximize power. Balance of power 
sometimes has the effect of preventing war. Neo-realism 
claims that states are the main actors, however, they 
behave according to their mutual perceptions about 
each other rather than according to the ‘real’ power 
they have, because they cannot be absolutely certain 
about the power of other states. These theories alone 
are however, not enough to explain the conflicts in the 

11  In this essay, social constructivism is used as a generic term and it encompasses the cases of 

reality construction by society, politicians (political constructivism), and diplomats (diplomatic 

construction of reality). Some of its instruments are propaganda, national mythology building 

(‘imagining communities’, as Benedict Anderson would say), building enemy image, and mirror-

ing the adversary.
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Caucasus, because this situation concerns both states as 
well as specific non-state actors, such as non-recognized 
states. Thus Realpolitik theories must be combined with 
decision-making, game, or rational choice theories. 
Realpolitik is not a complete theory, because it rigidly 
declares that states are the only type of actor that is im-
portant. Decision-making or rational choice theory does 
not make such a rigid claim – it is irrelevant who or what 
is the actor. One behaves according to one’s interests 
and one’s decision is interdependent with the decision 
of the opposing actor.

The prisoner’s dilemma has often been used as a meta-
phor in political theory. Game theories are highly re-
levant to the situation in the Caucasus and the prisoner’s 
dilemma can be used well to describe a variety of the 
conflicts. Unfortunately, game theory has been absent 
in the literature as a means to analyze these conflicts.

Today’s Armenian-Turkish ‘game’ bears a resemblance 
to the prisoner’s dilemma. The two parties lack proper 
communication and their decisions are interdependent 
– if Turkey adopts the protocols and Armenia does not, 
Turkey loses, and vice versa. Some claim that if one side 
adopts the protocols and the other does not, the side 
that adopted the protocols will actually win, because it 
shows its good will. However, this idea is somewhat far-
fetched. The situation is a simple stalemate: both sides 
have to adopt, but neither can do so before the other 
does, thus it is most likely that neither will adopt the 
protocols.

There is another crucially important element in the two 
theories of rational choice and Realpolitik that makes 
them applicable to the Caucasus conflicts. Both theories 
take place in an environment where there is insufficient 
coercive power to impose a third party’s will on the 
players. There is no Hobbesian Leviathan either in the 
Caucasus or abroad that could literally force a solution 
to the conflicts. 12
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Some international powers have a strong influence in 
the Caucasus, namely the US, Russia, and the EU. Great 
international powers played a more decisive role in the 
Balkan conflicts, by redesigning their map, influencing 
their wars, and meddling in the conflicts. However, in 
the Caucasus, neither the US nor Europe intervened. 
Russia played a role and continues to intervene, but as 
another player rather than as an overarching rule-setter. 
Or, Russia behaves as a cruel “policeman” rather than as 
an impartial “judge.” 

In international politics, international organizations 
are the distant analogue of governing bodies. However, 
in the Caucasus such organizations are less powerful 
than states and non-recognized states in terms of their 
capacity for immediate action. Their right to legitimate 
coercion is restricted by international treaties and there 
is a lack of desire, mandate, and capacity to use force. 
Occasionally such organizations can mandate a violent 
action, and occasionally great powers can also act 
violently, justified or not justified, without a mandate 
from an international organization. However, interna-
tional organizations have been reluctant to intervene 
decisively in the Caucasus. Russia intervened in Summer 
2008, but its actions were not sufficient to bring about a 
‘new Caucasus order,’ thus its intervention remained
limited to that of a selfish actor and, if anything, only 
added to the anarchy.

International relations worldwide are still more similar 
to anarchy than to the situation inside a stable state, 
although one may also find pockets of anarchy within a 
state. This situation is fully applicable to the Caucasus. 
Anarchy, the absence of an overarching rule, order, and
legitimate enforcement are key aspects of the environ-
ment for rational choice games. Rational games occur 
in situations where brute force is the main enforcer and 

12  Conceptually, there is a huge difference between the policeman in the prisoners’ dilemma (who 

coerces the prisoners into a set of unfair options) versus a rule of law. See below.
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they are about decision-making – regardless of whether 
these decisions are cooperative, fair, or rational. These 
decisions are not influenced by an overarching rule of 
law, and even if they are, this rule of law is incorporated 
into a rationality and interest calculation of a single ac-
tor or of all actors.

For example, if in the prisoner’s dilemma both play-
ers confess, they receive a reward that is calculable in 
advance (depending on the distribution of rewards and 
punishments). However, if there were a law and order 
that provided the prisoners with a fair trial regardless of 
their confession, this trial might theoretically disregard 
the confession.

A few words need to be said about the word ‘rational.’ 
Originating in its modern formulation from the theoriz-
ing of Max Weber, rationality, when this concept is used 
in rational choice theory, concerns making several as-
sumptions: that actors are united and integral or at least 
they act as such; that their rationality is not absolute, but 
rather relative to their perceptions, knowledge, and un-
derstanding of the situations (gains and losses); that they 
are selfinterested; and that if other factors are equal, 
the actors will attempt to maximize their gains. In this 
assumption, even altruism is expressed as self-interest. A 
father who sacrifices his life for his son does not perform 
a purely altruistic action, because he is raised with the 
assumption that one’s children are more valuable than 
oneself. Or perhaps he sacrifices himself instinctively 
and following one’s instincts is sometimes rational. Or 
the above two statements are combined in the follow-
ing manner – the father sacrifices his life, because he 
considers himself only to be a unit in the life of the clan 
or ethnicity and the young generation must survive for 
the sake of the clan or ethnicity.

As we can see here, the tenet about one integral actor 
is under duress – the father does not think as a self-in-
terested individual, but rather as a part of a larger unit. 
However, he behaves individually, thus his thoughts 
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are not enough to declare that he is irrational, because 
that cannot be known for certain. In fact, this example 
is barely applicable to rational choice theory, because 
another condition in rational choice theory is that the 
results of the game should be known within a reason-
able and realistic lifespan and easily discernible or 
identifiable. In the case of the father’s contribution to 
the clan, this condition is absent – therefore we cannot 
know if his action did indeed contribute to the clan’s 
well-being. However, within the father’s assumptional 
framework there may not be a need for such proof. 
Perhaps he believes in the likelihood of the final result, 
which is likely based on his own experience, values, and 
myths, with which he was indoctrinated within his own 
culture and lifetime. A similar argument can be applied 
to the behavior of a terrorist or ‘ethnic warrior’ (an im-
portant actor category in the Caucasus wars).

2. Caucasus Games and Their Sums

Continuing with the analogy of anarchy, which is a war 
of everybody against everybody, one can modify this 
definition slightly to say that in the Caucasus there is a 
game of every possible unit against every possible unit. 
The units do not have to be individuals or states – they 
also include non-recognized states, guerillas, business-
es, organizations, governments, citizens, clans, mafias, 
families, etc. For example, a ‘state’ can play against a 
family and a citizen can play against a guerrilla move-
ment.

Certainly not everything that happens in the Caucasus 
can be explained by means of rational theory, even if 
viewed in an enlarged sense as proposed above. For 
instance, a mother sending her son to war and blessing 
him to kill as many enemies as possible (in Abkhazia in 
1993, the enemies include earlier compatriots, fellow 
citizens, neighbors, friends, and colleagues) is irrational, 
given the very same reasons that I have provided above 
explaining the sacrifice of a father. However, if we take 
into account the peer and social pressures (demands of 
the society), her behavior may seem more rational.
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Such theorizing helps to explain some events, such as 
the early victories of ethnic and guerrilla groups against 
larger entities. These larger entities cannot be com-
pletely understood as states, as they were so young. If 
one is playing a rational game and an opposing party 
is not, the first player is more likely to win in terms of 
maximizing gains. If one understands that the game 
being played is rational and the opposing party has 
not yet understood this, the answer is the same. Thus, 
those who were fighting the larger entities understood 
slightly earlier that they are playing this game in a state 
of anarchy. There is no overarching mediating power, 
they are in a situation where in order to win one must 
maximize gains, and they have to be integrated, i.e. play 
more or less as a united actor. Along with other reasons, 
this is why they won.

But is it at all valid to say that ‘the game being played 
is rational’? Would it not be more sophisticated to say 
that ‘when somebody plays a rational game, it becomes 
a rational game’? It is also known that in iterated situa-
tions, games have a tendency to become more rational 
over time – those who did not behave according to the 
imposed rules lost in the first rounds and thereby learn 
to play according to the rules when given a chance for 
more rounds. There is an Armenian joke about a man 
who was walking carelessly and fell into a deep hole. 
He tried to get out and did not succeed. After continued 
failed attempts to escape from his situation, he sat down 
to regain his breath and thought “I am gonna try once 
more. If I succeed in getting out, great, if not, I’ll just go 
home.”

In war one usually perceives oneself having a rigid 
choice – to fight or likely to be killed. One can also try to 
run away, but the costs can be high. The rational choice 
is often not between fighting or going home. It is only 
in an Armenian joke that one can go home if one is in a 
hole. In reality, one must obviously get out of the hole 
first.
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Thus, we are left again with social constructivist theories 
– a rational choice game becomes such if people think 
that it is a rational choice game. Theoretically, one can 
turn around and go home from a conflict situation. 
However, in the given circumstances this may not be 
rational. Leon Trotsky once used the great slogan, “no 
peace, no war, and the army goes home.” However, the 
situation became socially constructed into continuing 
the First World War.

3. Constructing Conflict Realities in the Caucasus: 
From 19th Century Wars and Relocations to the 
Chechen Conflict

To understand the Caucasus conflicts, the First World 
War or perhaps the Russian-Caucasus war of the 19th 
century are fairly good starting points. It was then that 
the unethical concept of total war introduced the idea 
that all means are acceptable to destroy the enemy. This 
resulted in the genocide and relocations found in mod-
ern conflicts. For this reason, many Caucasus nations 
happened to be in Turkey, the Armenians supported the 
Russian army in its war against the Ottomans, and the 
Armenian Genocide took place. During the 20th century 
both the Soviet Union and Ataturk’s Turkey attempted 
to turn the situation into a fait accompli, however, 
they were mostly unsuccessful. With the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, the Caucasus ethnicities rebelled, in 
Turkey the Kurdish movement erupted and evolved, and 
now we see a further reawakening of ethnicities within 
Turkey.

It can be quite informative to examine Turkey in this 
respect. According to Turkey’s constitution, certain na-
tionalities were prohibited from any role in public life, 
in particular Muslim nationalities. For example, they 
were prohibited from having schools in any language 
other than Turkish. However, over the last several years 
many nationalities have awoken and, except the Kurds, 
expressed a non-violent desire to revive their cultures. 
Again, except for the Kurds, these nationalities are not 
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making any territorial claims, because they are satisfied 
with life within Turkey’s borders and, except for those 
who experienced genocide and ethnic cleansing, they 
consider themselves guests who came to the Ottoman 
Empire after escaping from the Russian Caucasus. How-
ever, aware of what has happened in the Caucasus over 
the last twenty years, Turkey requires very wise policies 
to keep these nationalist movements in check, accompa-
nied by democratization and liberalization. Turkey is a 
further enigma in the study of political science. It is com-
monly assumed that an inclination towards the West is 
more democratic than the Islamic movement, however, 
in Turkey, Ataturk’s heritage (alliance with the West) 
was associated with brutality, the crushing of internal 
freedoms, and coup d’états, whereas the current mild 
Islamic party in power holds broad national support, is 
more democratic, and is trying to put an end to the cycle 
of coup d’états. In a way, the wearing of a headscarf is 
a symbol of democracy in Turkey. Perhaps the Iranian 
revolution took place for a similar reason; the Shah’s 
government disregarded the nation’s desires. Thus, the 
Iranian revolution was also based on popular will. If the 
government of Iran continues to adhere to the popular 
will and if their institutional structure allows for flexible 
accommodation of these changes, then Iran may survive 
without large-scale upheavals. However, in the case of 
the Soviet Union this was impossible and it is going to be 
difficult in the case of Iran as well. Perhaps this process 
of changing the rules of the game will be better man-
aged in Turkey.

As can be seen in all of these cases, popular rule is less 
advanced than previous ruling. On the surface, the pop-
ulace wants to return to more traditional values. This 
should be examined in broad terms in order to under-
stand the tendencies in the Caucasus. This is similar to 
what occurred with the Chechens after the first Chechen 
war. The war began because Chechnya was becoming an 
increasingly independent political entity – it was even 
recognized by two or three states, just as today Abkhazia 



82 832. an ac ademic aPProach to the conflic ts in the south c auc a sus

and South Ossetia are recognized by Nicaragua and two 
other states. The result of the first Russian-Chechen war, 
a ruthless and disastrous conflict, was the conclusion 
of the Khasavvyurt ceasefire with Chechnya by Russian 
General Lebed. While General Lebed pursued the idea of 
changing the rules of the game (a war of all against all in 
the Caucasus), his successors had other aims concerning 
Chechnya.

Former Russian President and current Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin built the new type of post-Yeltsin Russia, 
which had to be governed in a centralized manner with 
oligarchs fully subdued to the power and security no-
menclature – he had no interest in losing more territory 
of the Russian Federation. Thus, Russia isolated Chech-
nya during the ceasefire period. Chechnya was thereby 
unable to develop fully functional governing systems. Is-
lamic Sharia rule was adopted and kidnapping became 
one of the major trades. Left with almost no internation-
al assistance, war-torn Chechnya was degenerating into 
a black hole of anarchy. The September 11, 2001 terrorist 
attack greatly helped Putin’s approach. In this game of 
war of all against all, labeling one’s enemies as terrorists 
is a widespread public relations tactic. Several terrorist 
actions occurred within Russia’s borders, although it is 
unknown if they were masterminded by joint networks 
of Chechens with Russian security forces or if they were 
purely Chechen actions, which is less likely.

After September 11th the Western world became more 
susceptible to the Russian claim that terrorists, rather 
than freedom fighters, are causing problems in Chech-
nya. Then Chechen commander Basaev began his march 
into Dagestan, which was a perfect pretext for Russia 
to start the second Chechen war. Thus, the ceasefire 
was used by both sides only to reorganize for another 
war. After several years of ruthless fighting, Chechnya 
today has no claim to independence. However, today’s 
Chechnya, as well as other major parts of the North 
Caucasus, are still quite lawless areas and the tendencies 
of Islamization and Wahhabism are growing. Demo-
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graphic studies show, as it is usual with Muslim areas, 
a fast growth of the population. There are rampant 
corruption and dysfunctional state organs. General 
instability grows.

In terms of our aim to explain the Caucasus as a meeting 
point of two approaches, zero-sum games and reality 
construction, two major lessons can be drawn from the 
story of Chechnya. The first lesson is that if ten years ago 
there were four non-recognized states in the Caucasus, 
now there are three. Additionally, one of these is not as 
well-accepted as non-recognized (Nagorno-Karabakh), 
whereas the other two are even recognized by Russia 
and a few other states (Abkhazia and South Ossetia). 
Chechnya’s bid for independence was ruined. The 
Chechen independence fighters were declared to be 
terrorists; as such, they became in many instances ter-
rorists. Terror became a legitimate way of waging war. 
This was a major success for Russia’s ruthless Realpolitik. 
The romantic overtones of a small people’s heroic fight 
for independence ceased and were erased from main-
stream Western discourse – the West essentially stopped 
criticizing Russia for its actions in the North Caucasus. 
The same public relations model was applied to other 
non-recognized territories, e.g. the claims that they 
breed terrorists, they are illegal areas where trafficking 
flourishes, they are narcotics corridors, etc., i.e. they are 
black holes on the map that must be removed. Similar to 
Chechen rulers, the rulers of these territories, at least at 
the rhetorical level, are often declared to be criminals. 
This remains however, merely war rhetoric because 
what can be considered a crime versus a non-crime in 
the fight of all against all is not known.

The second lesson was that Putin used the Chechen war 
and particularly the terrorist attack on the Beslan school 
as a pretext to change the system of governance in all 
of Russia and to change the map of the North Caucasus; 
since then local governors and presidents of federal re-
publics were appointed by Putin rather than elected. As 
for the North Caucasus, a Southern Federal District was 
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created, which is much bigger than the North Caucasus, 
with the capital in Rostov. 13 Thus, many elements of sov-
ereignty were taken away from the federal entities, but 
in particular from the North Caucasus republics.

4. Georgia and its Modern Conflicts

Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili’s rise to power 
was immediately followed by a successful raid on Ad-
jara; Adjara’s ruler Aslan Abashidze, who had developed 
criminal ties with Russia and was feeling independent, 
was forced to run away. Adjara was conquered by the 
Georgian central government and any elements of sepa-
ratism there, which did not have an identity component 
but were rather the result of economic interest of the 
chieftain Abashidze, were crushed forever. While many 
people who live in Adjara are Muslims, this entity did 
not have any popular movement for secession such as in 
Abkhazia or Karabakh. This successful campaign made 
Saakashvili think that a similar sweeping operation was 
possible in South Ossetia. The situation was however, 
different here. On the one hand South Ossetians lived in-
termixed with Georgians; since the first conflict, thanks 
particularly to the Ergneti market, they developed close 
ties with their short-term adversaries. On the other 
hand the conflict that took place in the early 1990s had 
brought about a situation where secession was formally 
declared by South Ossetia. It was even supported by the 
very structure of the negotiation unit, the Joint Coor-
dination Committee (JCC) under the auspices of OSCE, 
comprised of four sides, Georgia, Russia, South Ossetia, 
and North Ossetia.

This inclusion of a non-recognized entity and a federal 
republic, a part of another state, into the negotia-
tion mechanism was highly unusual for international 
practice and particularly for OSCE, which is very 
state-centric. The composition of the negotiation unit 

13  Recently President Medvedev issued a decree creating a new, smaller unit: North Caucasus 

region, thus starting to change Putin’s North Caucasus policies.
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demonstrated that Russia played a significant role in the 
entire conflict; three out of the four sides in this conflict 
were allies, although on the surface the idea was that 
two states and their two entities are negotiating their 
conflicting issues. South Ossetia was a very different situ-
ation than Adjara in that it had created non-recognized 
state structures, it was included as a negotiating party 
in this quadripartite system; also because of its proxim-
ity to Russia, the existence of its ethnic kin across the 
separation line, as well as other factors. Saakashvili 
successfully destroyed the Ergneti market on the terri-
tory of Georgia proper. This was a major black market 
for fuel exchange throughout the Caucasus, but also a 
vehicle for cooperation between Georgians and South 
Ossetians. It was destroyed under the pretext of fighting 
crime, corruption, and illegality. Russia used a similar 
claim in its fight against Chechnya and Saakashvili 
himself used a similar claim successfully against Adjara. 
However, the military attack on South Ossetia proper in 
the summer of 2004 was unsuccessful. The overall result 
was a further deepening of the divide between South 
Ossetia and Georgia, further escalation of support by 
Russia to South Ossetia, and the further drive of Georgia 
towards NATO and the West.

While making a bid to join NATO, Saakashvili simultane-
ously continued to change the shape and structure of 
the conflicts. For South Ossetia, he supported the crea-
tion of another government, that of Dmitry Sanakoev, 
which, while within Georgian territory, contested the 
legitimacy of the South Ossetian separatist government. 
From the social construction perspective of this conflict, 
did any of these governments represent the will of the 
people they claimed to rule and if yes, which govern-
ment was more legitimate?

Instead of answering this question, one can analyze 
Saakashvili’s next actions. A similar government already 
existed in the context of Georgian-Abkhaz conflict. It 
comprised those Georgians who left Abkhazia during 
the 1993 war as displaced people and were working in 
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Abkhazia before the war in any of the state structures. 
These included not only members of parliament and the 
ministers of the Soviet-era autonomous republic of Abk-
hazia, but also employees of the fire department or the 
emergency medical hospital. In the era of former Geor-
gian President Eduard Shevardnadze, this entity, known 
in Georgia as the ‘Legitimate Abkhaz Government’ and 
internationally as the ‘Government-in-Exile’, was in 
charge of the affairs of displaced people and enjoyed 
several privileges. For instance, the head of its parlia-
ment was simultaneously an official deputy head of the 
Georgian parliament and his position was secured, i.e. 
he did not face the danger of removal from office due to 
new elections for the Georgian parliament. Saakashvili 
changed this, removed the position, and forced the 
government-in-exile to relocate to the territory of Abk-
hazia, specifically to the Kodori highlands, which were 
not occupied by the Abkhaz, because they were difficult 
to access by both sides. He declared the creation of the 
new geopolitical entity of ‘Upper Abkhazia’.

Two governments of South Ossetia and two govern-
ments of Abkhazia thereby came into being, although 
the second ones, created by Saakashvili, were much 
weaker than the governments actually in charge of the 
territories, and were understandably labeled as ‘pup-
pets’ by the secessionists.

Abkhazia’s degree of sovereignty after the war with 
Georgia was in some ways similar to that of South Os-
setia and in some ways even stronger. In the period of 
1992 to 2004, South Ossetians claimed independence 
and accused the first Georgian independent govern-
ment of Zviad Gamsakhurdia of attempting to commit 
genocide. At the level of day-to-day life, South Ossetians 
were partially integrated in one political economy with 
Georgians. Moreover, the Georgian populated villages 
deep inside the territory of South Ossetia were kept in-
tact. In Abkhazia the remaining Georgians lived mainly 
in the Gali region, immediately adjacent to the ceasefire 
line. They were forced to move back and forth, and they 
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were subject to coercion by the Abkhaz authorities. For 
instance, in 1998 at the time of the deterioration of the 
conflict situation, several tens of thousands of the Gali 
inhabitants were forced to leave. Afterwards they were 
again allowed to return. These inhabitants were not 
well integrated into Abkhazia. Meanwhile, the Abkhaz, 
Russians, and Armenians who lived further Northwest in 
Abkhazia had hardly any interactions with Georgia after 
the war.

Just as in the case of South Ossetia, the negotiations sys-
tem included Abkhazia, which was again a diplomatic 
victory for the non-recognized state as well as probably 
for Russia, which was instrumental in setting up these 
systems after the wars of the 1990s. Unlike the situation 
with South Ossetia, the UN served as the main mediator 
between Georgia and Abkhazia. Again it was unusual 
to have an interstate organization officially negotiating 
between a state and its breakaway region. On the one 
hand, this placed serious pressure on Abkhazia to aban-
don its bid for independence and on the other hand, this 
offered some form of recognition of Abkhazia’s status. 
The UN group charged with negotiations was first called 
the ‘Friends of Georgia’, however, this title was fiercely 
contested by both Abkhazia and Russia; as a result 
the group was renamed the ‘Friends of the Secretary 
General’, a sarcastic and empty title with the main goal 
of neutralizing the controversy. However, the Group of 
Friends could e.g. hold a meeting in the UN headquar-
ters without participation of the Abkhaz, because they 
are not a UN member state; the result of this was that 
the Friends either did not have a side to negotiate with 
or Russia became that side whether on purpose or by 
default.

Similarly, in the official parlance of the OSCE, the 
Karabakh conflict was referred to as ‘the conflict being 
dealt with by the OSCE Minsk Group’, because if it were 
labeled the ‘Karabakh conflict’ or ‘the conflict between 
Karabakh and Azerbaijan’, Azerbaijan would surely 
have complained and if it were labeled the ‘Armenian-
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Azerbaijani conflict’, Armenia would surely have 
complained.

With the status of an autonomous republic during the 
Soviet period, which was a higher level of autonomy in 
the Soviet system as compared to the status of autono-
mous regions (which included Nagorno-Karabakh and 
South Ossetia), Abkhazia enjoyed some elements of 
sovereignty even in the eyes of Georgia. For instance, 
during the Shevardnadze government Georgian politi-
cians agreed to meet with Abkhaz politicians for infor-
mal dialogue meetings, arguing that as an autonomous 
republic inside of Georgia, Abkhazia would have a par-
liament; thus, the status of an Abkhaz parliamentarian 
is not as illegitimate and as illegal as e.g. the status of an 
Abkhaz president. This was to some degree an informal 
acceptance of Abhazia’s legitimacy.

5. The Karabakh Conflict

In order to complete the analysis of how the rational 
game is intertwined with the construction of reality, the 
case of Karabakh should also be examined. In the early 
years of the conflict, Armenia and Azerbaijan agreed to 
an official mediation by the OSCE. Perhaps both parties 
agreed to this, because the UN comprised many Muslim 
states. Armenia declared that it was not a side in the 
conflict and was only supporting its kin’s struggle, but as 
a recognized state it accepted being a negotiating party. 
At this point the issue of the Karabakhi authorities’ 
participation in negotiations became difficult. Azerbai-
jan was fiercely against any Karabakhi participation, 
arguing that both Karabakhi Armenians and Karaba-
khi Azerbaijanis should be included in the respective 
delegations of Armenia and Azerbaijan. 14 For Azerbaijan 
the key was to present the conflict as an interstate war, 
as this would provide an opportunity to argue that 
Armenia occupied the territory of Azerbaijan. These 
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14  Even this idea is controversial, because Karabakhi Armenians, the inhabitants of Karabakh, are 

officially citizens of Azerbaijan who have unilaterally revoked their citizenship.
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diplomatic battles began in 1992 and continued even 
during open war. The diplomacy began even before the 
Armenian forces freed a major part of the territory of 
Karabakh proper from the Azerbaijani army and even 
occupied substantial parts of Azerbaijan bordering 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

The Armenian government during the first presidency 
had no united policy concerning Karabakh. On the one 
hand, Karabakh declared independence and on the 
other hand, Armenia did not recognize it. Although 
Armenia accepted the OSCE format, Armenia belatedly 
tried to include Karabakh as a negotiating side. This 
approach was partially successful. Karabakhi Armenians 
had their own army as well as established institutions, 
endowments, and other characteristics of statehood, 
albeit unrecognized, and perhaps due to this, the Kara-
bakhi Armenian representatives sometimes had higher 
status during negotiations than the Karabakhi Azerbai-
janis. For instance, Karabakhi Azerbaijanis would sit 
behind the first row at the negotiating table, while the 
Karabakhi Armenians would sit around the table in the 
first row.

Moreover, when the ceasefire agreement was finally 
negotiated and implemented in 1994, the Karabakhi Ar-
menian military commander-in-chief signed the agree-
ment alongside Armenia and Azerbaijan. This appeared 
to be a diplomatic victory and a final confirmation of the 
fact that Karabakh is a side in the negotiations. However, 
soon after with Karabakhi President Kocharyan as prime 
minister in Armenia and then president of Armenia 
proper, he personally as well as in unison with the inter-
national community removed from the agenda the issue 
of the representation of the Karabakhi authorities at the 
negotiations. This was the proper strategy if Armenia 
was planning to declare unification with Karabakh. 
However, because Armenia never took this course of 
action, this slightly lowered and limited its capacity 
to maneuver diplomatically. Nevertheless, the Minsk 
Co-Chairmen usually visit Karabakh during their trips 
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to the region. Their trips usually comprise three stops: 
Yerevan, Baku and Stepanakert; thus, the shuttling proc-
ess does include Karabakhi Armenian authorities as a 
side in the conflict.

In general, ‘recognition’ as a post-Second World War 
concept, has become a key to explaining the Caucasus 
situation. Recognition was haphazardly applied to 
all post-Soviet states, thus, for example, the intrastate 
conflict of Karabakh became an interstate conflict. 
Recognition is what the non-recognized states hope for, 
at least on the surface. The entire discourse of recogni-
tion was rejuvenated by the story of Kosovo. However, 
insofar as the perception is zero-sum, recognition is 
just another tool in the palette of propaganda wars and 
zero-sum game building; whether or not Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia are recognized, the proof that they are 
states lies with the degree and extent of sovereignty 
that Russia provides to them. It is highly unlikely that 
this sovereignty will be significant. Similarly, Armenia 
seems to have missed the opportunity to make Karabakh 
a recognized entity, thus it is going to remain an entity 
with an unknown status for years to come.

When Russia significantly increased its cooperation 
after 2004 with Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transdnies-
tria (another self-declared statelet, breakaway region of 
Moldova) and sponsored their attempt to create a union 
of non-recognized states, Karabakh did not join, nor 
was it invited. At the same time, Karabakh continued to 
hold elections and legitimize its status as a state, even if 
not recognized, accompanied by independent observ-
ers from various parliaments, mainly from the Russian 
Duma. There was also a small but symbolically impor-
tant presence of election observers from the US and UK 
(mostly academics and NGOs).

Until 2000 civil society contact between Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis took place on quite a large scale. However, 
since 2000 the Azerbaijani government began to ac-
tively discourage visits of Armenians to Azerbaijan and 
vice versa for workshops and conferences. Special public 
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groups would pressure, intimidate, and even threaten 
Azerbaijanis who traveled to Armenia, especially those 
who visited Karabakh, condemning them as ‘traitors’. 
The reason for this was that Azerbaijan continued to 
escalate the zero-sum game around the NK conflict. It 
probably decided that the longer the status quo contin-
ues, the deeper the idea that Karabakh does not belong 
to Azerbaijan becomes indoctrinated and entrenched 
in global discourse. The anti-Armenian propaganda in 
Azerbaijan internally affected the media, history books, 
and every possible discourse. In Armenia there was 
much anti-Azerbaijani propaganda as well, however, 
this was less uncompromising, since Armenia saw itself 
as the victor of the war and Azerbaijan did not. For 
instance, one can easily find articles in Armenian media 
that simply use the word ‘Azerbaijanis’ with no further 
description. However, in the Azerbaijani media the 
expression ‘Armenian aggressors’ has become so wide-
spread that the use of this cliché is not even counted as 
an indication of media bias in the media studies.

Similar to Georgia, Azerbaijan established its own struc-
tures of the Karabakh government in exile and created 
a public organization that claims to represent those 
who were ousted from Armenia proper as a precursor 
to a future Azerbaijani geopolitical entity in Armenia, 
the ‘Giokcha-Zangezur Republic’. This war of names re-
quires significant effort from both sides; after occupying 
the territories outside of Karabakh’s borders, Armenia 
renamed them with Armenian names – Kelbajar became 
Karvatjar, Lachin became Berddzor, etc. However, these 
new names are generally ignored and the old names are 
still used. Azerbaijan renamed Stepanakert to Khank-
endi, bringing back its pre-Soviet name, and continues 
to fight against every case when Stepanakert is used 
instead of Khankendi. An issue of National Geographic 
that used the name Khankendi was condemned in 
Armenia. A tour guide book of Lonely Planet that identi-
fied Karabakh as a separate entity alongside Georgia, 
Armenia, and Azerbaijan was condemned by Baku.
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A similar war of names is taking place between Georgia 
and Abkhazia as well as Georgia and South Ossetia. Geor-
gians officially refer to South Ossetia as the ‘Tshkhinvali 
region’. The capital of Abkhazia is ‘Sukhumi’ for Geor-
gians and ‘Sukkum’ for the Abkhaz. Strangely, Russians 
use the Georgian version.

One of the most abused words is ‘genocide’. In their 
propaganda of the Karabakh war, Armenian nationalists 
used the fact of the Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman 
Empire to unite the Armenian cause against Turks and 
against Azerbaijanis. The Sumgait pogroms at an early 
stage of conflict in 1988 were used to accuse Azerbaijan 
of preparing a genocide against Armenians. The phrase 
‘ethnic cleansing’ was coined by a journalist in the con-
text of the Yugoslav wars and became widely used in the 
Caucasus context.

In the early years of conflict the Armenians tended to 
merge Azerbaijan and Turkey into one adversary due 
to their shared ‘Turkicness’; the fact that Turkey did 
not open its borders with Armenia and thus became a 
de facto ally of Azerbaijan in this war did not help the 
situation. This was perceived as a clear act of war against 
Armenia. The slogan ‘one nation-two states’ did not help 
either. The ideas of ‘Pan-Turkism’ from the beginning 
of the 20th century were quoted and circulated to help 
explain the Turkey-Azerbaijan alliance. Fortunately, 
Turkish policies were not unequivocally confrontational 
all the way through. For instance, while not establishing 
diplomatic relations with Armenia, Turkey however, 
created a generally easy visa access system that allows 
Armenians to enter Turkey. ‘Pan-Turkism’ is quite out 
of fashion today and is absent even from the Armenian 
nationalist discourse. On the other hand, Azerbaijanis 
labeled Armenians as the aggressors and invoked the Ar-
menian nationalist concept of ‘Armenia from sea to sea’ 
as a proof of the aggressive inclination of Armenia. The 
events in Khojalu, an area in Karabakh where several 
hundreds of Azerbaijani civilians were killed during the 
war, were labeled by Azerbaijan as genocide.
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6. Building Democracy as a Solution to the 
Zero-sum Game

As has been shown in this paper, the parties involved in 
the Caucasus conflicts are usually playing a zero-sum 
game. In order for them to do this successfully they are 
forced to construct an enemy image of the adversary. 
This enemy image becomes a mirror image; they adopt 
the worst insinuations or repeat the worst actions of the 
other side. In many cases the insinuations are far fetched 
and unjustified. The application of international law or 
any other overarching power is absent and / or inappli-
cable, which was demonstrated most clearly by the Au-
gust 2008 Russian-Georgian war. The greatest losses will 
be reached if one side is playing a zero-sum game while 
the opposing side is not. The result of such a situation is 
that sides start mimicking each others’ arguments and 
formulations in order to become similar to each other. 
The rhetoric of accusations and enemy image building 
sometimes transfers into reality, e.g. the Russian claim 
that the Chechen movement was a terrorist movement 
rather than a bid for independence created the reality of 
terrorism that followed these claimes.

Sometimes the social construction of reality wins and 
sometimes it does not. For instance, it was proven that 
there was no genocide of the South Ossetians during 
the Georgian attack in August 2008. However, the South 
Ossetians and Russians do not feel ashamed – they claim 
that they were unfairly attacked and thus they felt as if it 
was a genocide. 

Most of the time neither side wins – Sukhum or Sukhumi, 
is still an open question. In the peace documents, NGOs 
write Sukhum / i and Stepanakert / Khankendi. However, 
the competition between spellings continues as long as 
the zero-sum game is a possibility.

To move from a zero-sum game to a more cooperative 
game, such as the prisoner’s dilemma, would already 
represent a serious step forward. However, in order to 
achieve this, all sides have to ensure that some of the 
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circumstances are in place. For instance, they should 
not have any perceived choice to revert to the zero-sum 
game in the foreseeable future. This could happen if e.g. 
the war option was simply declared impossible hence-
forth. The other condition is that the parties involved 
should feel strong enough to afford a possible perceived 
loss, e.g. if Turkey and Armenia do not simultaneously 
attempt ratification of the protocols, each side should 
still try to ratify the protocols independent of its adver-
sary. Another condition is that all sides should cease 
to be perceived as a united actor each, and moreover 
the parties should cease building alliances with the 
intention to polarize all actors, including international 
actors. For instance, if Russia indeed would support the 
outright independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
rather than merely swallow them and if Georgia relaxed 
its bid to join NATO, we would have a more complex, 
multipolar, or multilateral situation, which would be 
more beneficial and disaster-proof as compared to 
further polarization and the current zero-sum game. 
Similarly, Turkey’s decision to attempt a rapprochement 
with Armenia was probably one of the most courageous 
steps of the new Turkish government, which is due sig-
nificantly to the increasing democratization in Turkey. 
It also demonstrated that despite the memory of the 
genocide, the Armenian nation is not a united uniform 
entity. Armenia also includes a pragmatic population, 
both inside the country as well as among the Diaspora, 
who distinguish the issue of recognizing the genocide 
from the need to have positive neighborly relations with 
Turkey.

Thus, if the Caucasus truly wants to move away from 
socially constructing the zero-sum game, it must build 
democracy. A more democratized entity has a greater 
plurality of internal discourse, a stronger feeling of 
security, and a lowered intention to continue a zero-
sum game. However, as Immanuel Kant wrote centuries 
ago, interdependence makes democracy in one entity 
dependent on its level in the other entity. The solution 
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to the Caucasus conflicts lies in building democracy in 
the entire region simultaneously and interdependently, 
based on one united strategy. 

Jonathan CohenConfidence building and 
the role of civil society as 
a key element for conflict 
resolution

Civil Society Engagement

Can civil society play a role in conflict resolution?  
Experience suggests that in many contexts civil society  
has certainly contributed to the attainment of peace. 15 
I would argue that meaningful and sustainable peace is 
not possible if it is simply the preserve of elites – politi-
cal leaders are responsible for negotiating and signing 
agreements, but agreements are not worth the paper 
they are written on, and will not last, if they are not ac-
ceptable to societies. In the South Caucasus rather than 
preparing societies for the compromises inherent in 
mutually acceptable peace, leaders have often en-
trenched communities against one another by ratchet-
ting up levels of antagonism and enmity. As a result it is 
questionable whether leaders will be prepared to sign 
agreements that they do not think they will be able to 
sell to their populations because there is not necessarily 

15  Owning the process: public participation in peacemaking, ed Catherine Barnes, Accord: an 

international review of peace initiatives, issue 13, 2002, Conciliation Resources, London, also 

Civil Society and Peace Negotiations: Why, Whether and How They Could Be Involved, Anthony 

Wanis-St. John with Thania Paffenholz and Darren Kew. Background paper for International Me-

diators’ Retreat, June 2006 Oslo Forum: Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, Geneva, Switzerland, 

and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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a receptivity to the compromises involved. And for the 
leaders the key issue is whether or not steps in the peace 
process might jeopardize their position in power.

Often the lack of clarity about the options involved is a 
key obstacle. In this regard it is often in civil society that 
people are trying to debate, understand and shape these 
options and bring them into the public domain. Thus 
while not a panacea – indeed some elements of civil soci-
ety are far from civil – the development of civic group- 
ings are a part of the evolution of societies that can talk 
to themselves and ask hard questions as a means to iden-
tify common and shared visions, goals and solutions.

Peace processes are undoubtedly complex and will 
always follow their own dynamic – no two are alike. But 
when peace processes are stuck, notwithstanding the 
efforts of patient and painstaking negotiations, often 
with the assistance of mediators, a broader perspective 
of how to get beyond intransigence is needed. There is 
a need to take a holistic approach and reflect on wider 
political and social changes that can give peace some 
traction in violent contexts. Peace processes are not just 
about the geo-political entanglements of states and 
their supporters, although inevitably political leaders 
must attend to the contexts in which they operate both 
regionally and nationally, but about the aspirations of 
people who have been the victims of conflicts. Therefore 
finding ways that permits their voices to be heard and 
included is critical. In this regard creating spaces for 
civic engagement and finding paths to bridge divides, 
not just between leaders but also between societies, is 
crucial. Civil societies’ contributions can be manifold – 
reaching out to society at large, finding ways to include 
marginalized groups, engaging with political actors – 
both those pushing for change and those who might be 
actual or potential spoilers, and crossing divides.

An important element of the engagement of civil society 
groupings in peacebuilding and conflict transforma-
tion work is in the realm of confidence building. In this 
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presentation I would like to concentrate not on the role 
of civil society writ large, but on the way in which con-
fidence building is crucial to the creation of contexts in 
which peace processes can prosper. Confidence building 
is an inherent part of creating the right context for nego-
tiations and peace processes to be successful. But I think 
confidence building is often misconstrued. Let me start 
with some reflections on what confidence building is:

 �  Confidence building is about changing relations and 
behaviour and in this way creating a new context for 
resolving a conflict. Confidence building measures 
(CBMs) need to be about steps that can give your op-
ponent confidence in you as a reliable, accountable 
and trustworthy interlocutor. It can be argued that 
confidence building is less effective when it is about 
mutual benefit since such measures can become inter-
twinned with self-interest whereas CBMs should be 
about the interest of the other so that they can come to 
redefine how they see you;

 �  Gestures of political will that signal positive intent 
can be a significant contribution to confidence 
building – we should not underestimate the power of 
symbolism to shift perceptions and change the way 
opponents see one another because symbolic acts can 
demonstrate that a party is prepared to take seriously 
the interests and concerns of its current or erstwhile 
opponent / enemy. This feeds in to the deep felt need 
for acknowledgement –addressing grievances so that 
people and communities can get out of negative spi-
rals that colour their perceptions of those with whom 
they have been engaged in conflicts is critical. But 
symbolism also needs substance, which I will come to 
later;

 �  Effective confidence building is about demonstrat-
ing a commitment to seeing the other side receive a 
dividend and in doing so the credibility of the dem-
onstrator is enhanced and there is greater confidence 
that current and future commitments will be fulfilled, 
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thereby creating a positive or beneficial spiral in rela-
tions. Thus confidence building is about honouring 
agreements so that deeds and not just words can be 
taken seriously and reshape relationships. 

Experience of CBMs in the hands of Caucasian govern-
ments and societies is often misconstrued: 

 �  Confidence building is not about demanding some-
thing from the other side or expecting them to give 
you what you want, it is about demanding something 
from yourself and your own community. To rephrase 
John F. Kennedy: “think not of what your opponent 
can do for you but of what you can do for your op-
ponent.” In this way new avenues of discourse can be 
opened and relations reframed such that over time 
new opportunities may arise.

 �  Too often political and official interlocutors in the 
Caucasus think that CBMs are about outside actors 
giving them something on a plate, or opponents 
changing their behaviour and aspirations rather than 
constructing strategies and patterns of behaviour that 
can convince the other side that there is a benefit to 
reconstructing relationships that have been damaged 
by war – indeed there is a tendency to hide behind 
delusions that wars were the fault of others and 
one’s own community was not responsible for what 
happened and therefore it is not necessary to change 
one’s own attitudes and behaviour.

Positive intentions can all too easily reflect how one side 
wants the other to perceive it or how one side wants the 
other to respond to a gesture rather than judging what 
is actually in the interest of the other. There is much 
scope for misjudging the mood of the other in designing 
CBMs. Perhaps the hardest thing is to genuinely stand in 
the shoes of the other. It is possible to think that you are 
doing so but to deceive yourself and nonetheless remain 
in the space of your own self-interest. This is one of the 
reasons that genuine confidence building has to be 
sensitive to considerations of what the other wants and 
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needs and not whether this will actually benefit one’s 
own side. This does not mean, however, that a party 
should relinquish values and goals that are important 
to it – this verges on capitulation, which will not benefit 
the building of mutual respect. An effective way to re-
build relations is to cultivate mutual respect and create 
shared interests so that the parties are not motivated to 
undermine one another. If a party is more intent on a po-
sitional rather than a mutual benefit it will be less likely 
to build confidence.

Measures that are selfless, that are solely in the interest 
of the other, can also be received in a sceptical light, es-
pecially if they are seen as potentially damaging to one-
self. The other will ask why a party is willing to damage 
its own interests and will not trust such a step. Therefore 
the challenge is to find measures that can be perceived 
as being in the interest of the other but not against the 
interest of oneself. This is not easy and leaves a narrow 
space for manoeuvre. As this space expands through 
the development of trustworthiness and accountability 
then it is possible for the measures to be more expansive 
– measures can be undertaken at this subsequent phase 
that would have been rejected if offered at the outset.

Reframing these approaches is an important element 
of making confidence building a meaningful tool at the 
disposal of peacebuilding – be it in the hands of govern-
ment or civil society.

CBMs can be divided in two – military and civilian. This 
presentation focuses on civilian CBMs since military 
CBMs are rarely the domain in which civil society oper-
ates. UNOMIG and the OSCE Mission made efforts to 
engage the parties in military CBMs in Abkhazia and
South Ossetia respectively. Their efforts underline how 
military and security CBMs are critical components of 
the political dimension, for instance in the process of 
attempting to negotiate a non-resumption of hostilities 
document between the Georgians and Abkhaz in 2005. 
Measures to ensure that mechanisms are in place to in-
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vestigate violations of ceasefire agreements post August 
2008 are another example of steps to enhance security 
that if undertaken could contribute to confidence. Pro-
cesses such as these highlight how CBMs are about both 
officials and civil society actors, and can be facilitated by 
insiders as well as outsiders.

From a political perspective one can identify two key, 
inter-related and yet radically different
aims for implementing CBMs:

 �  To contribute to creating an environment that would 
be conducive to an enhanced negotiations process; 
and 

 �  To contribute to a more deep-rooted and extensive 
process of conflict transformation.

These are inter-related and can be mutually reinforcing, 
but they are also radically different. I contend that an 
excessive focus on the former, an emphasis on the nar-
row dynamics of a negotiations process, can constrain if 
not be detrimental to efforts to achieve the latter, that is 
a transformation of the conflict generating longer term 
stability, sustainable peace. Experience in many con-
flicts suggests that without a more holistic understand-
ing of what peace means elite-level negotiations, in 
isolation from other significant processes of change that 
inevitably mean a greater degree of societal and public 
participation, will have a circumscribed chance of lead-
ing to sustained peace: they are an essential but limited 
stage. To work for the longer term it is essential to think 
of conflict transformation and the role of civil society. 

In doing so some significant issues for CBMs to address 
include:

 �  Reduce Misperception: governments, opinion mak-
ers and the public on the respective sides of conflict 
divides often base their opinions on wrong, inaccurate 
or partly untrue information. This creates mispercep-
tions on which decisions that can create negative 
spirals of interaction are based. Civic actors have been 

involved in many initiatives to exchange informa-
tion – a good example was the newspaper Panorama, 
edited for several years by one Georgian, one Abkhaz 
and one British journalist and disseminated in hard 
copy as well as by internet.

 �  Combat stereotypes and imagery that contra-
dicts reconciliation: the protracted nature of many 
conflicts and the entrenched divisions, as frequently 
observed in the Georgian-Abkhaz context, mean that 
communities that feel they know each other, or knew 
each other, well, have become very detached from if 
not alien to one another. Younger generations that 
have no knowledge of the other all too often do not 
share common languages and are subject to very 
different information spaces. The easy and often 
prejudicial rhetoric of the mainstream media and 
politicians – often ignoring the fact that their articles 
and speeches designed to bolster positions or author-
ity within one’s own community will be heard across 
the divide – means that antagonisms are further 
entrenched. This was the case before August 2008 and 
remains so now – the frequent reference by Georgian 
leaders to corrupt and criminal elites in Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia are not conducive to an environment of 
engagement with these same elites or the communi-
ties they represent. The efforts of the Georgian TV 
production company Studio Re to make films, either 
with Abkhaz colleagues or about Abkhazia, have chal-
lenged audiences to reflect on their assumptions and 
stereotypes, providing glimpses of environments that 
have become all too “foreign”.

 �  Build trust: there have been very few interactions 
between officials or social institutions across the 
divide over the past fifteen years. There are some 
contacts between NGOs, often working through in-
ternational partners – such as Conciliation Resources, 
International Alert, Heinrich Boell Foundation, the 
University of California (Irvine), the Berghof Founda-
tion and Kvinna til Kvinna. Such contacts have done a 
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great deal to create relationships that can be critical 
and yet respectful but officials have been limited to 
the infrequent meetings of working groups in the 
formal negotiations process or occasional participa-
tion in civil society processes. What has been lacking 
has been the opportunity to build trust and mutual 
respect through working on common challenges.

 �  Dialogue and joint analysis: the parties need to talk 
things through and understand the strategic thinking 
of the other – not only issues connected with the con-
flict but also far broader issues of bilateral relations as 
well as global challenges. A process of joint analysis 
can help sides break out of the mutual mental block-
ades that appear increasingly necessary for bolstering 
the parties’ own positions as a result of the conflict. Ef-
fective dialogue processes can play an important role 
in providing space for creative problem solving. Such 
track 1.5 (officials taking part in informal capacities) 
or track 2 (civil society) processes can offer much, but 
they do not deliver peace, but a critical role is to sup-
port track 1 (official negotiation) processes, and when 
these are flawed, as has been the case in the Cauca-
sus, the impact of other tracks will be diminished. 
The Schlaining process – a series of twenty informal 
meetings between Georgian and Abkhaz politicians, 
officials and civic actors from 2000 to 2007 provided 
an opportunity for all critical issues in the peace proc-
ess to be rigorously examined. It also provided a space 
for key actors to develop relationships. These contacts 
and debates fed into the formal process as well as gen-
erating documents such as a concept note produced 
in 2003 by a group of Georgians (including the current 
speaker of Parliament) liaising with the National 
Security Council and outlining the most far reaching 
suggestions for resolving the conflict, several of which 
were taken up by President Saakashvili in his March 
2008 proposals.

 �  Break taboos: for example travelling across lines of 
hostilities. This needs close cooperation with state 
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authorities, but it is often better left to civic actors 
because when undertaken by state actors it becomes 
caught up in formal processes and often has little 
follow-up. An example of the latter has been two trips 
between Baku-Stepanakert-Yerevan sponsored by the 
Armenian and Azeri governments in 2007 and 2009, 
both of which had momentary social resonance that 
then faded away, losing the opportunity to have a 
significant positive impact and in fact leading to scep-
ticism about the real intent of the authorities towards 
the peace process.

 �  Importance of single community work: changing 
the way people think and behave is critical to confi-
dence building. However, before one can think of en-
gagement with the other perhaps the most critical ele-
ment of confidence building is the internal dialogue 
that has to prepare one’s own side for engagement 
across a divide that has been shorn by violence. All too 
often the failure to undertake adequate self-analysis 
undermines measures that are intended to manifest 
good will but in the end play on antagonisms. At the 
same time recognizing the need for interlocutors 
on the other side to address issues within their own 
community and giving them the space to do so can 
be a powerful message. It can also contribute to them 
becoming more skilled, confident and therefore effec-
tive interlocutors. If a mutually acceptable outcome is 
desired it is necessary to have effective interlocutors 
from the other side, whereas the desire to engage with 
weak and ineffective interlocutors comprehensively 
goes against the spirit of CBMs, let alone the prospect 
of a sustainable resolution. In regard to civil society 
work it can also be a way to promote the creation of 
constituencies that are more oriented to pluralism 
and tolerance, which can thus be more receptive to 
the aspirations and concerns of the other side as well 
as be better placed to scrutinize the governance in 
all sphere, not just in relation to the peace process, of 
their own authorities. In this light providing space for 
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single community work is an important component of 
recalibrating and later rebuilding relationships.

In implementing initiatives to address the abovemen-
tioned issues there are several challenges. One that has 
already been mentioned is timing: for a CBM to be effec-
tive it is necessary to consider at what point in a process 
to deploy it, whether the other side is receptive and if 
not what this will mean for the idea / measure. A good 
example of the timing not being conducive was the 
above mentioned presentation by President Saakashvili 
in March 2008. Coming a few days before the NATO 
Bucharest summit the proposals, which on several fronts 
were a positive departure from earlier ones, were per-
ceived by the Abkhaz as being aimed at an international 
audience to gain political advantage, and not as a set of 
measures to help redefine Georgian-Abkhaz relations.

While objective CBMs aim to create empathy, under-
standing and linkages, tremendous patience is required. 
The relations that require rebuilding have been shat-
tered by violence and often long periods of hostilities 
and antagonistic perceptions. In the face of this, efforts 
to reconnect these severed sinews through CBMs are 
not always conducive to the pressures that politicians 
face as a result of electoral cycles or the pledges made 
to populations in order to garner votes or consolidate 
support (keeping in mind that internal political dispen-
sations can be very fragile in the aftermath of violent 
conflict when CBMs are undertaken). A party seeking to 
employ CBMs as a means to transform relations needs 
to consider how it will sell this strategy and the ensuing 
measures to different audiences: interlocutors across 
the divide with whom there is a desire to transform 
relations; actors within one’s own political community-
opponents and supporters, politically active and passive 
sections of society; those with direct influence, those 
with constituencies that have circles of influence, those 
who have the courage to cross lines and potentially 
face rebuke in their own communities, those who are 
obstructive and exert a veto – all are relevant players and 
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can support or obstruct nascent measures. None of these 
constituencies are monolithic, on the contrary there will 
be factions and internal divisions, even among support-
ers, let alone among opponents.

Frustrations that CBMs present a soft approach that 
fails to address concerns such as security, sovereignty 
or the need for redress among displaced peoples is 
another challenge. Parties to a conflict might see CBMs 
as a means to delay addressing the hard issues or their 
central demands and it is important that this concern is 
taken seriously: CBMs can facilitate a more constructive 
and productive process of dealing with hard issues, they 
should contribute to creating an environment in which 
it is more conducive to get to the nub of the problem. 
But it has to be recognized that parties are threatened if 
they feel that there is no scope to move on big issues.

This can challenge politicians to demand premature 
linkages and a rush to premature joint engagement, 
which can undermine the longer-term prospects for this 
to occur. It is sometimes necessary to be prepared to see 
efforts pursued separately or in parallel in order to pre-
pare the conditions for joint initiatives to be undertaken. 
But confidence building must not be reduced to the 
nuts and bolts of specific “projects”: these are a means to 
contribute to the end, which is changed behaviour and 
changed attitudes. But, projects supported by local, na-
tional or international NGOs are often the way in which 
CBMs are undertaken. It is important to find ways to 
create supportive linkages and channels of communica-
tions between civil society led CBMs and governmental 
strategies that might be more or less receptive to such 
undertakings. It is also important to recognize that the 
implementation of CBMs is a serious business. Every 
single detail needs to be addressed thoroughly and even 
then the chance of something going wrong is above 
average. Sound organization; adequate funding; proper 
security arrangements; a strategy for working with 
the respective authorities and being conscious of the 
relationship between transparency and confidentiality; 
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and clever media management, need to be part of the 
planning and implementation of CBMs.

Political Context of Confidence Building

There is an inherently political context to confidence 
building – this is not an endeavour that can be divorced 
from politics. Confidence building is about reshaping 
relationships that have been damaged if not destroyed 
by violence. It is often framed as being about people 
to people contact and one hears officials say that it is 
important to “keep the politics out”. But it is naïve to 
think that such contacts occur outside political contexts. 
The people who are contacting each other, be they civil 
society representatives or representatives of any sectoral 
interest (e.g. farmers, business people) are often those 
who have lost family members and livelihoods; they are 
individuals and families with grief, grievances and aspi-
rations. Utilising them as pawns in a political game can 
be both disrespectful as well as politically incautious. 
Therefore designing confidence building requires atten-
tion to individual, community and political motivations 
and influence.

Observing the experience of the Georgian-Abkhaz con-
flict one can see that confidence building has long been 
marginalized from the political level of conflict resolu-
tion processes. Not withstanding the efforts of the UN to 
engage the parties in measures that could build trust, 
such as the Yalta, Istanbul and Athens CBM meetings, or 
an organization like Conciliation Resources organising 
over 25 meetings between Georgian and Abkhaz politi-
cians and officials, the political context has long been 
characterised by mutually undermining actions by the 
parties that have been driven by efforts to unilaterally 
achieve one’s own objectives without an adequate re-
sponse to the needs and fears of the other. What we have 
witnessed for many years is governments taking the 
notion of confidence building out of cold storage from 
time to time when it appears that it could be a useful 
tactic, but there has been no strategic commitment to 
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confidence building as a sustained policy to change rela-
tions and behaviour, rather it has been used as a catch 
phrase, a means to curry favour with internationals but 
not to alter one’s own behaviour. One has to ask how 
effective confidence building can be when states engage 
as part of the power play of seeking to attain their de-
sired end and not a mutually acceptable outcome?

In the above context the political effectiveness is limited, 
but confidence building work has been alive and kicking 
in a myriad of civil society initiatives. Partnerships be-
tween local, national and international NGOs are a form 
of accompaniment that can provide long-term support. 
Their efforts to undertake joint research and analysis 
initiatives, study tours, dialogue meetings among 
marginalized constituencies, sectoral groups – such as 
business people – or bringing civic and political actors 
together, media partnerships to produce films, radio 
programmes, books and newspapers, can add a creative 
dynamism to environments that sometimes remain 
traumatized by war long after the fact. Such initiatives 
have touched many spheres, including trade, educa-
tion, youth, gender, displacement and refugees, cultural 
heritage and dealing with the past. And communities 
have engaged in confidence building through their 
own endeavours, not only at the instigation of outside 
actors or organized civil society: divided families have 
transformed their efforts to reconnect into wider social 
processes; people engaging in trade have done so with a 
profit motive but also conscious that in markets such as 
Sadakhlo or Ergneti peoples were able to meet across di-
vides and maintain connections and common interests.

While all these varied efforts have not achieved the 
global goal of transforming the conflicts and have strug-
gled to assert influence over the political discourse, they 
have created or sustained cross conflict relationships of 
mutual respect and a willingness to cooperate that even 
now have survived the hostilities of August 2008. These 
are relationships that one day will be the social glue on 
which transformed societies can be built. Indeed, when 

Partnerships  
between local, 
national and inter-
national NGOs can 
provide long-term 
support.
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accusations are made that these civil society confidence-
building efforts failed the appropriate response is in 
fact that these relationships did not fail but official 
diplomacy and an approach to conflict settlement, not 
resolution, driven by geo-politics and positional military 
confrontation did fail.

Post-August 2008 we are now presented with a new 
and tougher reality and a very different time frame 
for resolving the conflicts. Therefore while confidence 
building can help to create the atmosphere for change, 
without the will and courage to undertake realistic and 
thorough assessments as to why the August war oc-
curred, this change will only be surface-deep.

What can reconciliation and rebuilding trust mean in 
the new context? The notion of CBMs needs to be rein-
vigorated but we need to get beyond simplistic ideas. 
For instance, there has long been an argument that an 
economically vibrant Georgia will act as a magnet for 
Abkhazia – impelling the population there to feel that 
its interests can best be met within Georgia. This may 
or may not be the case, although pre-August 2008 it 
was unlikely and post-August it is an even more fanciful 
notion. However, the argument for mutual economic 
interest as a core driver for CBMs can be put in context 
by the experience of the Inguri Hydro Electric Plant. 
Despite the unresolved conflict the plant continued to 
operate through very difficult times from the immediate 
post-war (1992 / 93) period because both sides received 
significant, indeed crucial, benefits. This continued 
operation did not, however, serve to change relations 
between the parties or make a different outcome of 
the conflict more likely. Perhaps the reason for this was 
that the economic interest was not linked to politics or 
a wider process. Therefore while some individual rela-
tions were changed or sustained (in a positive sense) the 
operating process does not bring greater understanding 
to the sides more generally even if it did meet some of 
their economic interests. This continues to be the case – 
the energy is still needed by both sides but the operation 
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of the plant is still open to speculation and it is very rare 
that the joint dividends are represented as a result of 
joint endeavours. This suggests that there is scope for 
building on joint economic interest but CBMs are about 
changing peoples understanding of one another not 
just about producing short-term benefit, and different 
strategies are required to do the former and the latter.

Concluding thoughts

 �  Peace is not possible if it is simply the preserve of 
elites.

 �  Civil societies in the region remain fragile and certain-
ly will not “bring peace” but at the same time without 
the efforts of civic actors to challenge taboos, broaden 
horizons and cross boundaries to engage with the 
perceived enemy (despite the risks this entails in terms 
of being accused of betraying national interest back 
home) there is little hope that new relationships can 
be forged.

 �  When governments try to take control of such initia-
tives they generally lead nowhere – governments are 
often perceived as being far from sincere when they 
do this: they might be seeking political gain from do-
nors, allies or electorates (all legitimate objectives) but 
they are not necessarily seeking to change behaviour 
and attitudes which is core to the sustained commit-
ment to work on CBMs for the long-term.

 �  It is clear that the alienation between peoples, the 
lack of awareness of the lives of others, is intensify-
ing. The majority of people living on the ground in 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia cannot envisage how 
they can live within a Georgian state any longer: talk 
of reconciliation can easily be perceived as preaching 
a pernicious and alien religion at the present time 
and the ‘international community’ needs to be very 
wary about how it engages so that new divides are not 
further entrenched.
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 �  If confidence building is seen only in the light of the 
provision of technical skills or good will of citizens 
then it will be a crop sown on very infertile land – tech-
nical capacity has to go hand in hand with a willing-
ness of state strategy to be based upon the notion that 
confidence and mutual respect are an integral part of 
a conflict transformation processes.

 �  Conflict transformation is a far from monolithic task 
– it demands creative and multifaceted approaches 
working at different levels of society and empower-
ing a range of actors to take responsibility for what 
change could look like in their own societies. Govern-
ments and politicians need to engage with what civil 
society has to offer – not to control it but to harness the 
creativity; and civil society needs to both scrutinize 
government and hold it to account but be prepared to 
work in tandem with it to define meaningful resp-
onses to problems that are often intractable.

 �  My concerns about CBMs being undertaken in isola-
tion should not diminish the utility of initiatives that 
promote cooperation. On the contrary, cooperation 
is an essential component to changing patterns of be-
haviour and attitudes. But if it is not accompanied by 
significant changes in other domains of support and 
strategy (defence / security / military assistance; eco-
nomic and structural reform support; political sup-
port) then its success will be considerably diminished 
because the improved relations will only operate on a 
very narrow frame and will very easily be supplanted 
by other attitudes and patterns of behaviour that 
undermine notions of reconciliation. 
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George Khutsishvili“A Georgian Conundrum: 
Ten Versions on the August 
2008 War”

What Happened in August 2008? Ten Versions

Reintegration of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and 
reconciliation with the populations had long been on 
Georgia’s agenda before the five-day war broke out with 
Russia in August 2008. For many years there has been 
great frustration with the protracted and ineffective 
peace process. 16 Then why did the Georgian leadership 
decide on such an unlikely and apparently senseless act 
as attacking Tskhinvali and declaring the city “liberated” 
when the result was still unclear? Russia’s 58th Army in 
North Ossetia had just performed large-scale exercises 
and the Roki Tunnel, a lifeline connecting Russia with 
South Ossetia, was under Russian control. Several 
interpretations developed in the Georgian and external 
political discourse with regard to the events of August 7 
and 8. These were discussed with different degrees of in-
tensity and credibility, but all deserve to be mentioned, 
as they create a spectrum of the imaginable. The list be-
gins with the more conservative analyses and continues 
on to more unlikely and shocking interpretations.

 �  The war was the result of an ‘inadequate and incom-
petent management’ in response to Russian provoca-
tion (polite interpretation supported by a benevolent 
segment of Georgians); 

 �  The war was the inevitable outcome of Russia’s previ-
ous actions (the interpretation officially supported by 
Georgia);

16  Cf. Khutsishvili, George. The Abkhazia and South Ossetia Cases: Spoilers in a nearly collapsed 

peace process. In Edward Newman and Oliver Richmond (eds), Challenges to Peacebuilding:  

Managing Spoilers During Conflict Resolution. Tokyo-New York-Paris: UNU Press, 2006,  

pp. 282-300.
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 �  The catastrophe was caused by wishful thinking and 
groupthink – it lost the sense of proportion and real-
ity on the Georgian side (proposed by Western and 
Georgian experts);

 �  It was a failed trade-off – there was an alleged agree-
ment, by which South Ossetia was promised its legiti-
macy if Georgia gave up Abkhazia, yet Georgians were 
cheated again (short-lived interpretation);

 �  The US military was involved in the Russian invasion 
(conspiracy theory supported by anti-American seg-
ment of Georgian society);

 �  The war was provoked by entities in East Europe and 
post-Soviet space – Georgia was encouraged to con-
front Russia and was promised EU support (another 
conspiracy theory); 

 �  The war was a laundering of mismanaged defense 
funds (interpretation held by some Georgian eco-
nomic experts);

 �  The war was used as a tool for activation of interna-
tional aid as a result of the collapsing economy and 
world financial crisis (interpretation held by some 
Georgian economic experts);

 �  The war was an attempt to instigate a global / East-
West military confrontation or at least a recurrence of 
the Cold War where Georgia would play a pivotal role 
(conspiracy theory); 

 �  Saakashvili consciously played a Russian game – he 
masterminded his own defeat and played into Putin’s 
hands (another conspiracy theory).

Each interpretation will now be discussed in detail.

 �  As a result of an intricate Russian trap 17 (Putin’s do-
mashnie zagotovki), Georgian leadership responded 
to armed assaults of Ossetian militia on Georgian-
populated villages in South Ossetia as part of a desper-
ate attempt to intimidate separatists and protect the 
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Georgian villagers. There were indications that the 
Russian peacekeepers would not interfere. 18 Most 
evidence suggests that such an operation did not actu-
ally require entering and occupying Tskhinvali with 
the entire Georgian military. 19 The Georgian army 
was unable to occupy or hold positions in the town 20 
and the entire operation was doomed due to poor 
management, which was clear even before the heavily 
equipped Russian 58th Army entered the territory on 
August 8.

 �  The second version excuses the Georgian govern-
ment from any fault or mismanagement and does not 
consider the war to have been a military failure for 
Georgia. This is the official story given by the Georgian 
leadership and its mass media since August 2008. 
According to this interpretation, the whole chain of 
events was inevitable, the casus belli was instigated 
by Russia, the Russian army had already ‘invaded’ by 
August 7, and Georgia was forced to respond to the 
external military aggression by protecting the coun-
try’s sovereignty from an overwhelmingly stronger 
aggressor.

 �  Less discussed at the time, however, now considered 
more probable, is the interpretation, which claims 

17  In retrospect, Russian TV’s broadcast of Putin’s words were perceived in Georgia as a threat that 

had materialized in the August war.
18  Head of the CIS Peacekeeping Forces General Kulakhmetov reacted on August 6 to the grow-

ing tension with a statement that the PKF would not interfere if a conflict broke out. This was 

interpreted by some analysts as a sign of a deal achieved between Georgian and PKF, however, 

spurious.
19  According to the State Minister Temuri Yakobashvili, Tskhinvali was a gate to the Georgian-pop-

ulated villages, and without taking and withholding it the task of creating a protective shield 

would fail. This argument is dismissed by both military and civilian experts (cf. the Tagliavini 

Commission Report as well as Independent Experts Club research “Crisis in Georgia, 2008: Pre-

conditions, Reality, Perspectives”. Tbilisi: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2008).
20  In the evening of August 7, Saakashvili announced that Georgians controlled the whole of 

Tskhinvali and most part of South Ossetia was under the Georgian army’s control. However, 

historical facts deny these statements.
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that Saakashvili and his team had already decided 
upon war by the summer of 2008. The Georgian army 
was well trained and equipped, the newly elected 
parliament was dominated and controlled by the rul-
ing party and would support Saakashvili’s decisions, 
the critics and political opposition were sidelined, 
the population was frustrated by the international 
community’s inability to resolve the conflict, and the 
government-controlled media was able to broadcast 
the desired coverage. All the components were avail-
able for a unique opportunity to aggressively restore 
the country’s territorial integrity, including the ‘dead 
season’ of August and the Beijing Olympic Games to 
serve as global diversions. There were however, obsta-
cles as well. The US and the EU had given categorical 
warnings to Georgia against any such actions, how-
ever, Georgia considered this obstacle manageable. 
Georgia was tempted to take advantage of such a rare 
constellation of favorable circumstances. The loss of 
the sense of reality resulted from non-transparency 
and a closed-door practice of strategic decision-mak-
ing by a small group of loyalists clearly suffering from 
groupthink. 21

 �  As the dramatic events of August 7-8 unfolded, this in-
terpretation considers what Saakashvili was counting 
on in terms of a trade-off or trump that could be used 
at the right moment. As variants of a possible trade-off 
gained publicity, people even considered a return to 
Russia’s sphere of influence, but more often wondered 
if Russia is abandoning South Ossetia in exchange for 

21  Cf. Wikipedia on the phenomenon psychologists refer to as “groupthink”. As a result of the 

closed-circuit wishful thinking and disregard for external opinion, a distorted world outlook 

formed and Georgian press swelled in pre-August years with quoting War Hawks in high places 

e.g. “We now have the army with which we can reach Moscow”; “Russia is in agony”; “Isn’t it 

time to declare war on Russia?”; “Russia’s demolition already started in Northern Caucasus”, etc. 

After the defeat in August, one of the same officials confessed to foreign journalists they couldn’t 

believe “Russia would go that far in its response”.
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Abkhazia. This short-lived interpretation was soon 
dismissed after the days of the conflict.

 �  This interpretation maintains that despite the official 
warnings by the Bush cabinet, some War Hawks in 
Washington and in NATO circles may have encour-
aged Georgia to wage war against Russia. This 
interpretation, which can be classified as a conspiracy 
theory, claims that the war was used to test new weap-
ons and to probe Russia’s preparation for war and 
capacity for swift military action. 

 �  Some Georgian analysts have offered the following 
interpretation of the strong continuous support of 
Georgia against Russia by Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, 
Poland, and Ukraine (in descending order of strength). 
In post-Soviet Eastern Europe, Russia has been per-
ceived as a formidable actor trying to reassert its old 
sphere of influence, which in itself rules out an open 
confrontation. In an attempt to undermine Russia’s 
strength, the vulnerable, post-Communist states 
encouraged Georgia’s actions. Supporting Georgia in 
that way would highlight the Eastern European state 
internationally as a more rational player and even 
allow the state to serve as a benevolent mediator to a 
more resolute and reckless partner. Hence, the Eastern 
European states issued no friendly warning to Saa-
kashvili’s action in August 2008; they only provided 
encouragement even despite the desperate situation.

 �  This interpretation claims that the war was a large-
scale money laundering operation. The Georgian 
leadership knew about the mismanaged oversized 
military budget (over one billion dollars in the first 
half of 2008) and decided to write it off in a battle that 
had no chances for success, but could raise interna-
tional sympathy. NATO no longer had to be cheated 
about the Georgian army standards and this would 
avoid any investigation into the purchases of outdated 
and damaged equipment.

Eastern European 
states issued no 
friendly warning to 
Saakashvili’s action 
in August 2008.
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 �  Economic stagnation and threats to stability of budg-
etary and national currency in light of the rampant 
global financial crisis caused Georgia to seek large 
amounts of foreign aid quickly. After the August 
war, Georgia received 4.5 billion dollar in recovery 
aid, which helped Georgia avoid bankruptcy. Some 
analysts argue that this tool will be tried repeatedly in 
the future.

 �  This interpretation identifies a global plot that at-
tempted to instigate an East-West confrontation, 
Third World War, or at least a relapse of the Cold 
War. A confrontation of the US and Russian navies in 
the Black Sea would result in a situation resembling 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, with unpredictable 
consequences. This version dwells on a psychological 
picture of Georgian leaders, who are irresponsible, 
adventurous, and possessed by global ambitions.

 �  A final conspiracy theory purports that there has been 
a hidden rapport between Saakashvili and Putin. For 
years, under the disguise of militant rhetoric, Saakash-
vili has been playing into Moscow’s hands, transfer-
ring control over strategic objects and energy sources 
in Georgia to Russian state-controlled companies, and 
finally had to participate in finalizing the Russian plan 
of annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, along 
with curbing the NATO expansion to the Russian 
borders.

These versions have been considered at different times 
with different degrees of credibility; some of them 
are mutually exclusive and a few interpretations have 
already been dismissed by experts. Out of the ten ver-
sions, the third interpretation seems most probable in 
its entirety. In order to consider a hidden factor in the 
behavior of Saakashvili (a factor that might explain 
otherwise inexplicable moves and provide coherency), 
one must analyze a broad spectrum of issues shaping the 
current fragile reality and the foreseeable prospect. 
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On the Internal Political Situation in Georgia

After the ‘rose revolution’ of November 2003, there 
was renewed hope for the solution of long unresolved 
conflicts and the development of new global markets. 
For Russia the change of power in Georgia contained 
both the risk of a further Western influence as well as 
the advantage of beginning negotiations with new lead-
ers unmarred with Shevardnadze’s unpopular image 
as a ‘destroyer of the empire’. In the breakaway regions 
of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, cautious expectations 
emerged about speaking to new leaders ‘unstained 
with blood of war.’ Saakashvili reacted with enthusi-
asm to these claims, calling himself “a guarantor of the 
interests of Russian business in Georgia” and “President 
of Ossetians and Abkhaz in service of their security and 
development.” However, in the summer of 2004, a sud-
den change of tone occurred for no apparent reason; a 
power operation was launched, which aggravated the 
quiet situation in South Ossetia, and Russia was declared 
to be the top foreign enemy of Georgia. 

Years passed, and there are no longer great expecta-
tions for the color revolutions as ‘beacons of democracy.’ 
Georgia’s government is a closed, self-centered power 
conglomerate that largely neglects its society’s concerns 
and reactions. The government is attempting to build 
an inconsistent state system based on the domination 
of power structures and an imbalance between the 
branches of government. The parliament is weak, the 
courts and mass media are not independent, and the 
president has excessive power. This is essentially a “team 
rule” characterized by groupthink that has already been 
detrimental in a number of critical situations. 22 Leaders 
who left ‘the team’ were immediately labeled as traitors, 
however, ‘the team’ continues to maintain the image of 
a virtual unity by means of its president.

22  It suffices to mention the catastrophic aggravation of government opposition confrontation 

during the mass protests of November 2007 that caused mass repressions and snap presidential 

elections and the manner, by which decisions were made in the days of the August war.

After the ‘rose revo-
lution’ of November 
2003, there was  
renewed hope for 
the solution.
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In a way, there is a fertile ground in Georgia for politi-
cal experiments if one considers its past and the legacy 
of public consciousness. Double standards, imperial 
domination, and the artificial election system of the 
Soviet Union deepened Georgian society’s perception 
of the futility of any public activity, the inevitability of 
authoritarian power, and a general distrust for any sort 
of a liberal rule. Polls have shown that, despite an urge 
to find a solution to the Abkhazia problem, a unitary 
state has always been the preferred model for Georgia, 
and federalism was never considered. There has been 
no public consensus demonstrated for any concrete 
schemes for reunification.

The most disturbing manifestation of the post-revolu-
tionary power phenomenon in Georgia is the decrease 
of confidence that the society has in the Georgian 
government and the perceived negligence of the 
government in regards to this issue. There seems to be 
little understanding of the potential danger of dividing 
the Georgian society. Georgians have suffered through 
many decades of totalitarian rule, have not had experi-
ence with democracy, and are generally unprepared for 
self-organizing to defend their rights, ensure fair elec-
tions, or utilize public protesting to promote necessary 
changes. Approval ratings are sinking and emigration 
levels are rising. 23 The weakness and disorganization of 
the political opposition alone fail to explain the decep-
tive stabilization that President Saakashvili’s team was 
able to create after the politically tumultuous spring and 
summer of 2009. Other factors that contributed to this 
were wide-spread frustration and nihilism, enhanced 
by the apocalyptic pictures propagated by the govern-
ment-controlled television broadcasting.

23  In early 1990s almost a million Georgians settled abroad, mostly in Russia, as there was a smaller 

language barrier there and the conditions were familiar and adaptable. Currently, it is not the 

actual number of immigrants that is of concern, but rather the wide-spread frustration.
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Georgia and the Breakaway Regions

A source of confidence for Georgians is their histori-
cal ownership of the territories of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. 24 Damaged national pride and the defeated 
small nation syndrome prevented the wider public from 
encouraging civil society groups to maintain the oppor-
tunities of public diplomacy and from properly utilizing 
the rare cases of restored trust. Russian interference was 
blamed for what happened between the populations 
(allegedly, relations with Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
would have easily been restored if Russia had not sup-
ported the separatists) and the only perceived solution 
was greater pressure on Russia from the international 
community and the accelerated process of Georgia’s 
admittance to NATO. Since 2003 very little attention was 
devoted to building relations or at least maintaining 
communication with the breakaway provinces; relations 
have gradually deteriorated and the walls between the 
populations grew. Russia’s recognition of the territories 
further solidified these barriers.

Both the elite and the public in the breakaway regions 
hold the opinion that Georgia has not acted properly for 
the reconciliation offer to be taken seriously. Georgia 
has not officially acknowledged in the entire post-Soviet 
period any share of responsibility or expression of regret 
for the nationalistic policies that caused casualties, 
alienated Ossetians from Georgians, and caused the 
Georgian-Abkhaz war in 1992. Despite the legitimacy of 
Georgian concern and the humanitarian crisis of 1993, 
Georgia could have offered more to the separatist 
populations. This would have increased credibility and 
helped to build confidence between the conflict parties, 
regardless of the possible Russian resistance to the 
process.

24  Georgia considers Abkhazia and South Ossetia (Georgians use the terms of ‘Samachablo prince-

dom’ for the center and Shida Kartli for the region) as integral parts of the historically formed 

Georgian state.
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Gamsakhurdia, Shevardnadze, and Saakashvili were 
very different as leaders, but they all acted in accordance 
with certain radical groups in Georgian society by not 
compromising with separatists. A more diverse public 
that was tolerant to peace-building efforts gradually lost 
its confidence. By the summer of 2008, the population 
was tired of the sluggish peace process and desired a 
forced solution.

Georgian-Russian Relations after August –  
a Continuous Crisis

As a result of the August 2008 war, relations between 
Russia and Georgia have deteriorated further and 
reached a point of almost complete alienation; dip-
lomatic relations with Russia have been broken, any 
economic or cultural communications have become 
scarce, and the chances of renewed hostilities remain 
high. The post-war developments have had regional im-
plications by slowing down the integration of Georgia 
into the Euro-Atlantic space, which corresponds with 
Russia’s aspirations to halt the expansion of NATO to the 
post-Soviet area.

The Tagliavini Commission Report highlights the 
responsibility of all sides involved in the conflict. “The 
shelling of Tskhinvali by the Georgian armed forces dur-
ing the night of 7 to 8 August 2008 marked the begin-
ning of the large-scale armed conflict in Georgia”. 25 The 
report stresses here that Russia had originally created 
tension and during the August confrontation extended 
military action to greater parts of the country outside 
the acknowledged conflict zones. As the report contin-
ues, “consequently, it must be concluded that the Rus-
sian military action outside South Ossetia was essentially 
conducted in violation of international law”. 26 Although 

25  Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Sep-

tember 2009, Volume I, p. 11.
26 Ibid, p. 25.

The population  
was tired of the  
sluggish peace  
process and desired  
a forced solution.
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the report is otherwise comprehensive and balanced, it 
does not pay enough attention to the cornerstone issue 
of the Russian justification of its strategy, which blames 
Georgia for the events of August: the international con-
cept known as the responsibility of the state to protect 
its citizens or shortly, the Responsibility to Protect. 27 
This concept refers only to the responsibility of a state 
to protect its citizens within its own borders. The same 
concept had been manipulated by Russia in pre-war 
years by distributing Russian passports in territories of-
ficially recognized by Russia as belonging to a different 
state. Russia then considered the Russian passport own-
ers to be Russian citizens and thereby interfered in the 
domestic affairs of the third party state. This was done 
under the pretense of protecting Russian citizens, but 
was actually used to fulfill geopolitical goals.

The prospects of resolving the Georgian conundrum 
remain unclear. The Georgian leadership portrays itself 
before the Georgian people as possessing leverage to 
pursue a tough line towards Russia, while there is no 
more active external support to it. A simple reason-
ing reveals a simple truth: all the processes that might 
reduce tensions and threats, lead to trust-building, 
normalise relations and create a chance of restoration 
of integrity in future are sacrificed to the political well-
being of current leaders who cannot communicate with 
each other, and the societies are compelled to reconcile 
with that. 

27  See the UN General Assembly Output Document of 2005, the materials of the International 

Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), and clarifications made by the initiator of R2P 

Dr. Gareth Evans, former Chair of the International Crisis Group (ISG).
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Pascal HeymanThe Role of the OSCE in 
GEORGIA: Limits and 
Achievements

The purpose of this article is to describe and analyze all 
peace-related activities of the OSCE in Georgia.

The article consists of 4 parts. 
 �  The first part is a short chronological description of 

the evolution of the OSCE role in Georgia – Restoring 
peace: The role of the OSCE on the ground. 

 �  The second part – Exploring the frail grounds of 
peace(building) in Georgia – brings into focus the 
tensions emanating from the stalling negotiating 
formats as well as inquires into the epistemic changes 
– both domestic (Rose Revolution) and international 
(the Kosovo factor and NATO enlargement). 

 �  The third part – When peace (building) efforts falter – 
addresses the August 2008 war and its impact on OSCE 
activities in Georgia.

 �  The fourth – and concluding – part examines the 
Geneva Discussions and identifies possible ways of 
enhancing the effects of peace building (including in 
the context of the Corfu Process).

1.  Restoring Peace:  
The Role of the OSCE on the Ground

Peacekeeping Operation

The Georgian-Ossetian armed confrontation ended 
on 24 June 1992 when Georgia and Russia signed the 
Sochi Ceasefire Agreement, which foresaw the setting 
up of a Joint Control Commission (JCC) entrusted with 
monitoring the cease-fire. A tripartite JCC (Georgia, 
Russia and North Ossetia of the Russian Federation) 
decided to deploy on 14 July 1992 a Joint Peacekeeping 
Force (JPKF) consisting of three battalions of up to 500 
servicemen each. In 1994, the JCC was transformed into 
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a quadripartite body, comprising additionally the South 
Ossetian participants. It redefined the principles of the 
JPKF operation by creating a position of JPKF Com-
mander – from the Russian Army and subordinated to 
JCC decisions – and by defining a reduced geographical 
area of responsibility of the JPKF. In practice, South Os-
setian soldiers have always manned the North Ossetian 
battalion of the JPKF. 

OSCE Mission to Georgia

The OSCE Mission to Georgia was established in Decem-
ber 1992 to assist with the settlement of the Georgian-
Ossetian conflict and to monitor the activities of a joint 
peacekeeping force deployed in the post-conflict area. 
Politico-military activities constituted the core of the 
Mission mandate. The implementation of these activi-
ties changed a first time in 1994 when conflict resolution 
mechanisms were established with the participation 
of the Mission (see part 2). The mandate of the OSCE 
Mission was further altered in 1997, when the Mission 
set up an OSCE Field Office in Tskhinvali, in the zone of 
the Georgian-Ossetian conflict. This permanent and 
multi-dimensional presence in the conflict area allowed 
the Mission to promote (i) the collection and destruction 
of small arms, (ii) co-operation between the law-enforce-
ment structures of the sides, and (iii) the emergence of 
civil society activities.

The profile of the Mission changed considerably in De-
cember 1999, when it established a Border Monitoring 
Operation to observe and report on movements across 
the border between Georgia and the Chechen (from 
December 1999), Ingush (from December 2001), and 
Dagestan (from December 2002) Republics of the Rus-
sian Federation. This operation helped prevent a spill 
over of the Chechen conflict into Georgia and reduce 
tension between the Russian Federation and Georgia. 
The Border Monitoring Operation was run in isolated 
mountainous areas where civilian monitors could only 
be rotated and supplied by helicopters. It was run in all 
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seasons over a period of four years. Following the closure 
of the Border Monitoring Operation on 31 December 
2004, the Mission used its experience and expertise on 
border related issues to launch extensive assistance to 
the Georgian border police. The Mission provided ex-
pertise to assist in the institutional reforms of the border 
structures and in particular in its transformation from a 
conscript department of the Defense Ministry to a pro-
fessional contracted service within the Interior Ministry. 
It also conducted extensive border police training. 

Not all OSCE participating States agreed that assisting 
the Georgian Border Police was in line with the Mis-
sion’s mandate. The latter did not specifically task the 
Mission to address border related issues. On the other 
hand, it clearly entrusted the Mission to “assist in the 
development of legal and democratic institutions and 
processes”. As the matter remained an open and at times 
controversial question, the border related activities of 
the Mission were in the last years supported through 
extra-budgetary contributions. A major achievement 
of the Mission in the field of borders was to promote 
co-operation between the Georgian Border Police and 
partner border management agencies of some of the 
neighboring countries. 

The expansion of the Mission’s mandate to include 
 activities in the second (Economic and Environmental) 
and third (Human) dimensions of security was decided 
in 1994. Implementation, however, was a gradual pro-
cess influenced by domestic developments, a trend in 
the OSCE to move resources increasingly from the Bal-
kans towards the east, as well as in consideration of the 
priorities set by successive OSCE chairmanships. 

The Silent Success Story:  
Economic Rehabilitation Programme

The last major change in the mandate of the Mission was 
a launch by the Belgian OSCE Chairmanship in 2006 of a 
large economic-rehabilitation programme (the ERP) in 
the zone of conflict. The ERP was meant to reverse a pro-
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cess of division on the ground. Experts and companies 
from both sides jointly implemented projects of mutual 
interest in the fields of infrastructure rehabilitation and 
economic development. Progress and obstacles were 
discussed in a steering committee, which comprised 
representatives of the parties and facilitators, and the 
donors. Worth some €7.8 million, the ERP was a major 
tool for building confidence and for trying to foster a cli-
mate favorable to political dialogue. It was designed in 
co-operation with the parties and facilitators, following 
a revival of hostilities in the summer of 2004. Putting an 
end to this re-ignition of violence and creating positive 
dynamics is one the most remarkable achievements of 
the Mission.

2.  Exploring the Frail Grounds of Peace (building)  
in Georgia

Stalling Negotiation Frameworks: the Joint Control 
Commission (JCC) and Political Talks

Dialogue between the parties took place within two 
quadripartite mechanisms: the JCC (administrating the 
status quo) and the Groups of Political Experts (politi-
cal talks). The OSCE participated in the two negotiation 
frameworks, but only with the status of an observer.

Political talks

The Groups of Political Experts finalized in Baden (Aus-
tria) in 2000 a draft “intermediary document”, which 
envisaged an autonomous status of South Ossetia within 
Georgia in exchange for Russia being the guarantor of 
the temporary status. However, Georgia requested in-
volving additional guarantors and the “Baden paper” re-
mained a draft. The political experts continued to meet 
until 2003 but the South Ossetian side refused reopen-
ing the “Baden paper” and the Russian side suggested 
shifting the discussions to confidence building meas-
ures. After Baden, political topics disappeared from the 
negotiations. This also coincided with (i) Georgian State 
governance losing its strength, (ii) the Russian-Georgian 
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relations deteriorating (including over the Pankisi is-
sue), (iii) smuggling activities flourishing in the zone of 
conflict, (iv) changes in the South Ossetian leadership, 
and (v) Ossetians acquiring Russian passports. 

JCC: Administration of the status quo

The JCC was composed of Georgian, South Ossetian, Rus-
sian and North Ossetian representatives. Whilst the JCC 
mainly focused on supervising the JPKF operation and 
on sharing police checkpoints, it also explored activities 
in the fields of joint policing, collection of small arms, 
and of rehabilitation and repatriation. The OSCE Mission 
contributed to these activities, mainly with financial 
support from the EU. 

The talks in the framework of the JCC proved increasing-
ly difficult. As time passed, Tbilisi found itself increasing-
ly discontented with the negotiating structure, which 
Georgia considered to be a Russian-dominated format. 
The last meeting of the JCC, after a break of more than 
one year, was held in October 2007, hosted by the OSCE 
in Tbilisi. Following this meeting, dialogue between the 
sides became almost impossible. Georgia continued to 
insist on a rebalanced negotiating framework with an 
upgraded participation of the European Union. Tbilisi 
proposed to replace the JCC by a new 2+2+2 format, 
which would comprise Georgia and Russia, (2), the Tem-
porary Administrative Unit of South Ossetia led by Dim-
itri Sanakoev and the Tskhinvali authorities (for details, 
see next page) (2), as well as the OSCE and the EU (2). 

Growing insecurity:  
lack of arms control mechanisms

According to the JCC protocols, heavy weapons were 
forbidden within the areas of responsibilities of the 
JPKF, except for the peacekeepers themselves. However, 
there were no restrictions imposed on the police forces, 
neither in terms of manning, nor in terms of equipment. 
As a result, the parties gradually reintroduced security 
forces and military equipment under the cover of special 
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police and / or militia units. Several proposals were put 
forward both within the JCC and the OSCE framework 
for introducing arms control measures. In particular, 
several OSCE participating States including Georgia 
supported an increase of the number of unarmed OSCE 
Military Officers and an expansion of the OSCE monitor-
ing of, if not the Roki tunnel, at least the Didi Guphta 
bridge, with a view to ensuring international control 
of an alleged flow of weapons into South Ossetia from 
the north. On its part, the Russian Federation called for 
the signing of an agreement on the non-use of force 
within the JCC. Such a legally binding commitment not 
to resort to force was deemed necessary in view of the 
modernization of the Georgian army, which Tskhinvali 
perceived as a threat. However, no consensus could be 
reached on either proposal. 

Epistemic Changes: New Georgian Leadership  
and Intervening Factors of Kosovo and NATO  
Enlargement

 �  The New Georgian Leadership – Challenging the 
Status Quo

In the wake of the Rose Revolution and a prompt 
reintegration of Ajara into Georgia, Georgian President 
Saakashvili pledged to seek a similar solution for South 
Ossetia. In June 2004, tensions began to rise as the 
Georgian authorities strengthened their efforts against 
smuggling in the region. Following a short eruption 
of armed conflict and after the 2004 ceasefire, Georgia 
kept the initiative by combining peaceful proposals with 
vigorous statements in various international forums. 
The Georgian leadership was anxious to challenge an 
unacceptable status quo. 

The OSCE served as one forum where the Georgian 
leadership articulated their proposals for the wider 
international audience. On 6 December 2005, the OSCE 
Ministerial Council in Ljubljana unanimously adopted 
a statement supporting the Georgian peace plan. In 
September 2006, Georgia also presented to the interna-
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tional community ideas on “basic Principles for Resolu-
tion of Conflicts on the Territory of Georgia”, focusing on 
the need to change the formats of negotiations. In April 
2007, Prime Minister Noghaideli presented to the OSCE 
Georgian ideas for a memorandum on the “Agreement 
of Further Activities aimed at the final settlement of the 
Conflict in the Tskhinvali region”.

The pressure was mounting. Georgia (i) threatened to 
withdraw from agreements on Russian peacekeeping 
operations on Georgian territory (resolution by Geor-
gian parliament in February 2006), (ii) made obstacles 
to the movement of Russian servicemen throughout 
Georgia, and (iii) rejected further participation in formal 
JCC sessions.

Irritated by growing pressure, Russia (i) suspended all 
direct links with Georgia, (ii) increased the number of 
Russians working as officials of the South Ossetian “gov-
ernment”, and (iii) started the construction of direct gas 
and electricity lines to Tskhinvali, bypassing Georgian 
villages. Likewise, the South Ossetian side combined its 
“presidential” elections in November 2006 with a new 
referendum on its “independence”.

 � The Kosovo Factor 

With uncertainty surrounding the Kosovo status settle-
ment and potential impact on Abkhazia in particular, 
Georgia adopted a more assertive approach vis-à-vis 
the conflict resolution process and increased its anti-
Russian rhetoric.

In November 2006, after President Putin had drawn a 
parallel between Kosovo and the conflict in Georgia, 
Tbilisi backed up parallel elections in areas of South Os-
setia under its control, which resulted in the emergence 
of an ‘alternative’ (pro-Georgian) South Ossetian leader, 
Dimitri Sanakoev. The latter echoed Georgian peaceful 
initiatives, stigmatized the Tskhinvali authorities, and 
promoted self-governance as a step towards a status of 
autonomy of South Ossetia within Georgia. Russia con-
demned the creation by Georgia of “an artificial inter-
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locutor for itself” and predicted a revival of hostilities. In 
the meantime, it did not offer any new counter initiative 
for putting back on track the negotiation process but 
kept urging for (i) reviving JCC activities, (ii) proceeding 
with an unconditional commitment of non-use of force, 
and (iii) working out, within the bounds of the JCC, a 
three stage plan (demilitarization, rehabilitation, politi-
cal resolution). 

 � NATO enlargement

Talks over the possibility to grant Georgia NATO Mem-
bership Action Plan status contributed to complicate 
dialogue both amongst the JCC actors and within the 
OSCE framework.

3. When Peace (building) Efforts Falter

The year 2008 was marked by a number of extraordinary 
events. Early presidential and legislative elections, held 
in a very polarized political environment, resulted in a 
long parliamentary recess and several Cabinet reshuf-
fles. In the course of 2008, Russia took a number of steps 
to strengthen its relations with the de facto authorities 
in South Ossetia and Abkhazia, including the un-coordi-
nated lifting of CIS economic sanctions. 

August 2008 Conflict

The lack of constructive dialogue and efficient use of ex-
isting security mechanisms contributed to the gradual 
deterioration of relations between Georgia and Russia 
and between Georgia and the two entities, and culmi-
nated in August 2008 in a five-day full-scale war, with 
Russia, over control of South Ossetia. As a result of the 
conflict, around 30,000 South Ossetians were displaced 
to Russia, and 130,000 Georgians were displaced into 
Georgia proper. Most of them returned, but not the eth-
nic Georgians from South Ossetia (around 30,000). 

On 26 August 2008, Russia recognized South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia as independent States and signed with them, 
on 17 September 2008, Treaties on Friendship, Co-oper-
ation and Mutual Assistance. The Treaties foresaw the 
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establishment in South Ossetia and Abkhazia of Russian 
military bases manned by approximately 3,600 Russian 
servicemen each. 

OSCE unarmed Military Monitoring Officers

Two of the eight OSCE monitors, as well as the Head of 
the OSCE Tskhinvali Field Office, witnessed the hostili-
ties in Tskhinvali on 7 and 8 August 2008. They were 
evacuated to Tbilisi on 8 August 2008. On 19 August 
2008, the OSCE participating States took the decision to 
immediately deploy an additional 20 Military Monitor-
ing Officers to the areas adjacent to South Ossetia. In late 
August / beginning September 2008 (which is a good 
month before the deployment of the EU Monitoring Mis-
sion), they began monitoring patrols in areas adjacent to 
South Ossetia, with a view to observing and reporting on 
the implementation of the Sarkozy-Medvedev agree-
ments and observing the general security situation. 
Despite clear provisions to this effect in the Sarkozy-
Medvedev agreements, Moscow and Tskhinvali refused 
to grant the OSCE Military Monitoring Officers access to 
South Ossetia. 

The mandate of the sixteen-year-old OSCE Mission to 
Georgia expired on 31 December 2008, and no consen-
sus was reached amongst the 56 OSCE participating 
States on any new formula for maintaining an OSCE 
presence in the region. The twenty-eight OSCE Military 
Monitoring Officers were allowed to continue their 
monitoring activities until 30 June 2009, a date that 
coincided with the completion of the administrative 
closure of the OSCE Mission to Georgia. 

4. Conclusions

The involvement of the OSCE in peace building, conflict 
management and conflict resolution in Georgia since 
the 1990s shows both the strengths and limitations of its 
capacity to act as a force for peace. Both strengths and 
limitations can be attributed to the broad membership 
in the OSCE and the decision-making by consensus. 
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Whenever there was political will and consensus among 
the comprehensive community of participating States 
to move forward on specific issues (e.g. Border Monitor-
ing, Economic Rehabilitation, initial deployment of 
Military Monitoring Officers), the OSCE and its Mission 
in Georgia were accepted by the sides to the conflict as 
an honest broker and could therefore constructively 
contribute to move certain issues related to the settle-
ment process forward.

However, when relations between OSCE participat-
ing States became tense due to developments such as 
NATO’s enlargement, a more self-asserting Russian 
foreign policy and the Kosovo question, a lack of joint 
political will and consensus developed among partici-
pating States, resulting in differing perceptions about 
the role of the OSCE and its Mission in the settlement 
process, and consequently in a blockade of movement 
on any settlement-related issues (e.g. the opposition 
by the Russian Federation to allow for an increase of 8 
to 16 MMOs in South Ossetia prior to the August 2008 
conflict).

The OSCE as an organization can only be as effective as 
its 56 participating States allow it to be. One could argue 
that the OSCE today has lost its role as the central forum 
for conflict prevention and resolution in relation to the 
Georgia-Ossetian conflict. However, at the same time 
none of the other international actors, that meanwhile 
became involved, has been able to fill the gap and the 
unique role that the OSCE and its Mission played in Geor-
gia between December 1992 and December 2008.

Geneva Discussions

The Medvedev–Sarkozy agreement of 12 August 2008 
– that put an end to the war – foresaw the opening of 
international talks on security and stability arrange-
ments in / for South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The Geneva 
process, which started in October 2008, remains the only 
forum where all parties to the conflict are represented, 
and the only established forum where representatives of 
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Abkhazia and South Ossetia have access to the wider in-
ternational community beyond the Russian Federation. 
However, the Geneva Discussions remain dependent 
on considerations over the status of South Ossetia and 
Abkhazia. As a result the representatives of the parties 
participate in their individual capacity.

The Geneva Discussions are jointly co-chaired by three 
lead international organizations – the OSCE, UN and the 
EU, and take place in two parallel working groups. The 
first one deals with security and stability, the second one 
with humanitarian issues, including refugees / IDPs. The 
Geneva Discussions remain the only international nego-
tiating forum where three international organizations 
share the role of facilitator. A joint co-chairmanship has 
proven a successful endeavor – legitimate, transparent, 
flexible and cost-effective – accepted by all stakehold-
ers and appreciated by the co-facilitators themselves. 
Although it may appear that a joint co-chairmanship 
was brought about because of pragmatic calculations 
and implemented in the form of sub-contracting, in fact 
it proved more of a common action – jointly conceived 
and jointly implemented. The decision to bring in addi-
tional actors with specialized expertise in particular for 
humanitarian issues – EC and UNHCR – proved useful, 
even if necessitating additional co-ordination.

The Geneva meetings allow for a regular review of 
the security situation on the ground.

In the absence of any field presence and the apparent 
lack of political will to find a status-neutral formula 
which would provide for a continued OSCE engagement 
on the ground, the OSCE has taken the lead within the 
Geneva framework on the issue of water and gas supply, 
and has contributed to the issue of missing persons and 
detainees.

There is a ‘natural division of labor’ with the OSCE in the 
lead on issues related to the South Ossetian theatre and 
the UN in the lead on issues related to Abkhazia, whilst 
the EU, as the main international presence on Tbilisi-
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controlled territory, remains a key interlocutor with 
Tbilisi.

With 16 months of operation and nine rounds of the 
Geneva discussions over, deliverables are few and 
limited in the short-term. Despite this, the tangible 
outcomes are by no means insignificant – the agreement 
on Incident Prevention and Response Mechanisms, 
renewed gas supply to Tskhinvali and two joint visits 
of the Co-Chairs to Akhalgori. With no more perma-
nent and structured mechanisms in place for dialogue 
between the parties to the conflict, the continuation 
of the talks in the framework of Geneva appears to be 
the only viable option for now. The OSCE’s contribution 
to both the Geneva Discussions and to the work of the 
incident prevention and response mechanism dealing 
with Georgian-Ossetian issues would be significantly 
upgraded if the concept of an OSCE Team, inspired by a 
UN model, were to be agreed by the relevant actors.

Broader Implications – The Corfu Process

The search for ways to enhance the OSCE capacity in the 
area of early warning, conflict prevention and conflict 
management has become part of the on-going discus-
sion on the future of European security within the 
framework of the so-called “Corfu Process,” named after 
the meeting of Foreign Ministers from OSCE participat-
ing States in the summer of 2009 at the island of Corfu. 
During the “Corfu-Meetings” in the second half of 2009, 
it was noted that the existing OSCE toolbox for conflict 
prevention and conflict management has not been used 
to its full potential in times of crisis, as proven by the 
Georgian conflict in August 2008. Indeed, the way in 
which OSCE mechanisms and procedures for address-
ing (emerging) conflicts were designed over time, 
means that they can only be effective if participating 
States show political will to activate and use them in a 
co-operative spirit. Ways to enhance the OSCE’s ability 
to move from early warning to early action need to be 
addressed. Moreover, some of the tools that are available 
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may need to be updated to be able to correspond to the 
needs of participating States in the current security en-
vironment. Hence, the need to re-examine and possibly 
strengthen the OSCE mechanisms and procedures has 
been widely recognized and is a topic for further debate 
during the “Corfu Process” in 2010. At the same time, this 
debate will take place against the backdrop of a number 
of protracted conflicts in the OSCE area, which will thus 
remain in the focus of attention. 

Perspectives of a New Eura-
sian Security Architecture

Fyodor Lukyanov

The Russia-Georgia War of August 2008 was a major 
landmark not only for the Caucasus, but also for the en-
tire post-Soviet space. For the past twenty years, this re-
gion as a whole has been a zone of instability. However, 
from 1991 to 2008, post-Soviet countries observed legal 
and informal agreements that prohibited challenging 
the territorial status quo established in the region at 
the breakup of the USSR. This was the only way to avoid 
disastrous inter-state conflicts, as none of the post-Soviet 
countries could firmly assert that its borders are abso-
lute for historical, ethnic and psychological reasons.

These agreements were strictly followed during the 
early fragility of the newly independent states; these 
agreements could have been broken or infringed upon 
if any of these countries desired. Once the general politi-
cal situation in the post-Soviet space became relatively 
stable, there emerged a destructive impulse aimed at 
undermining the status quo.

 This was due primarily to the following three reasons.

Firstly, the former Soviet republics completed the initial 
stage of building their statehood; in other words, they 
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established themselves as sovereign countries with 
varying levels of stability. The next stage began, which 
involved the consolidation and finalizing of the state-
hood. Therefore, the issues arose of restoring territorial 
integrity within their internationally recognized bor-
ders and of formulating their national identity, which in 
most cases stemmed from nationalist ideologies.

Secondly, external players, who had shown little inter-
est in the post-Soviet space while it had been a zone of 
chaos and instability, now had serious interest in the 
region. The issue of the geopolitical orientation of the 
newly independent states received much attention, es-
pecially as many regions of the former Soviet Union had 
recovered after the 1991 collapse and begun to seek to 
restore its influence and sphere of interest in the region.

Thirdly, it became clear that the general vector of global 
development was directed towards a revision of the 
existing balance of power and existing institutions; this 
manifested itself in various forms at both the global and 
regional levels.

The 2008 Russia-Georgia War was triggered by a 
combination of different factors. Some of the primary 
factors include the desire of the Georgian leadership to 
complete the process of state-building on a nationalist 
basis, the desire of Russian leadership to demonstrate its 
will to protect the zone of Russia’s interests, US attempts 
to consolidate its strategic positions in the post-Soviet 
space in particular through NATO’s enlargement, and 
finally the precedent of revising European borders in 
circumvention of the principles of international law 
(Kosovo case).

To summarize, it can be said that the sudden escalation 
was also the result of a new decisive stage of the process 
of restructuring European security. Further headlines 
for development are to be defined in the next few years. 
Due to the dramatic experience of the last twenty years, 
Russia has become more sensitive regarding the fragility 
of the status quo. This is partly due to the fear of unpre-

Sudden escalation 
was also the result of 
a new decisive stage 
of the process of 
restructuring  
European security.

3. Prac tic al Politic al issues

dictable development in the security field and partly 
due to the willingness to change the (from a Russian 
point of view) unsatisfactory situation created by col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. Why did the attempt to build 
a European security system based on existing European 
and Euro-Atlantic institutions, which seemed to be 
natural after the end of the Cold War, fail to produce the 
desired results? 

Firstly, the quick expansion of NATO and the EU, which 
aimed at becoming universal and agenda-setting Euro-
pean structures, undermined the real authority of the 
OSCE, which became obsolete in the European area that 
was structured according to NATO and the EU.

Secondly, Russia has never found a niche for itself in 
the new European system after the end of the Cold War. 
Therefore, Russia’s attempted to preserve prerequisites 
for the creation of its own system.

Thirdly, NATO has been experiencing an identity crisis 
since the end of the ideological confrontation and its 
attempts to go beyond its Euro-Atlantic area of re-
sponsibility will most likely fail. Therefore, the alliance 
consistently seeks to consolidate its role as a universal 
European security system, which provides for its maxi-
mum enlargement. Without this, NATO’s meaning and 
purpose would be unclear.

Fourthly, the EU has never been a strong and unified 
actor on the world stage and its economic and demo-
graphic might and soft power potential are in stark con-
trast to its geopolitical influence. The main obstacle is 
the formation of a pan-European political identity. This 
has become obvious against the backdrop of an increas-
ing number of external challenges facing the EU. The EU 
foreign policy still has the limitations of its traditional 
model, i.e. the gradual extension of the EU legal and 
legislative frameworks to adjacent territories and the 
creation of a “predictability belt” along the EU borders. 
As neighboring countries adapt to the European model, 
the further enlargement of the EU is a logical result.
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However, the EU will require much time to process the 
previous enlargements. In addition, both the EU and 
NATO have exhausted their potential for “light” expan-
sion. Both organizations have entered an area of open 
rivalry and they will inevitably meet opposition from 
Russia.

These factors are creating a zone of imbalance and ten-
sion in Europe. The situation is aggravated by the fact 
that not a single country in the former Soviet Union, 
including Russia, can absolutely declare that its borders 
are historically justified, natural and therefore inviola-
ble. In the early 1990s the Soviet Union disintegrated in 
a relatively peaceful and quiet manner. However, it is 
too early to assume that the challenges created by the 
breakup of the USSR have been overcome. In addition to 
the weakness of many of the new states, there is a prob-
lem of divided nations, of which Russia is the largest. 

The proposal to build a new European security archi-
tecture, which Russian President Dmitry Medvedev 
recommended in Berlin in June 2008, followed up in 
November in Evian and specified in a draft treaty in 
November 2009, was Moscow’s first attempt in 20 years 
to formulate a coherent vision on European security. 
Between the conception and drafting of this idea, there 
occurred an interesting evolution that reflects a general 
change of mood in Russian foreign policy.

Despite the growing tensions between Russia and the 
West throughout the 2000s, one of Putin’s main goals 
was Russian integration in international institutions 
in order to become co-author of the global rules of the 
game. However, Putin’s successor Dmitry Medvedev 
clearly renounced the desire to integrate Russia into the 
global system, despite some softening of rhetoric in rela-
tions with the West. One highly indicative event is the 
transformation of Russia’s approach to WTO member-
ship. The WTO is now a lesser priority for Moscow and 
a new element has recently emerged in the accession 
negotiations. The question is not whether Russia would 
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benefit from joining the WTO (the discussion of this is-
sue continued for many years), but whether the organi-
zation itself has any prospects for the future. A source at 
the APEC Secretariat quoted Medvedev as saying at the 
APEC summit in November 2009 that it was no problem 
for Russia to conduct the policy of trade liberalization; 
however, now that the Doha Round negotiations have 
stalled, Moscow will again rethink whether or not it 
should join the WTO.

One of the most characteristic aspect of Russia’s new 
approach was the June 2009 decision to halt negotia-
tions on joining the WTO and to focus instead on a joint 
bid through a customs union with Kazakhstan and 
Belarus. This decision caused mixed reactions in Russia 
and the rest of the world; in addition, the final format 
of the proposed integration has never been made clear. 
However, the political significance of such a measure 
was clear from the very start – it was an attempt to take 
practical steps to create a “pole” of one’s own, a center of 
attraction in a multipolar system, which could compete 
with neighboring “poles” – a “Europe of concentric 
circles” and China, each of which is actively spreading its 
influence in the post-Soviet space. This can be seen as a 
reflection of how Russian elites now view global trends 
towards multipolarity, which means that the global en-
vironment will be structured by the emergence of poles 
of economic gravitation.

In this context, the idea of a European Security Treaty, as 
it was described in the prepared draft, differs funda-
mentally from the previously discussed formats. It is not 
an integration initiative, but rather a proposal to sign a 
traditional multilateral pact on security principles. 

Since Dmitry Medvedev presented this idea, two major 
crises have taken place in Europe – the war in the Cauca-
sus in August 2008 and the gas conflict between Russia 
and Ukraine in January 2009. These developments 
served as further proof of the dysfunction of existing 
institutions in both the military-political field and in 
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the sphere of energy security. For example, the OSCE 
was simply removed from the context of the Georgian 
war and Ukraine’s membership in the Energy Charter 
Treaty did not help to solve the problem of gas transit to 
Europe.

The Russia-Georgia War of 2008 changed much in terms 
of the situation on the field as well as the general climate 
of European and Eurasian politics.

Firstly, Moscow’s decision to recognize Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, regardless of the consequences, is irre-
versible for the foreseeable future. If Russia wishes to be 
a great power, it cannot go back on its word, regardless 
of the material or political costs that could be involved 
in its support for the two new states.

These costs, however, have not yet been great. Interna-
tional players do not have available resources today to 
exert strong pressure on Russia. Naturally, Georgia will 
continue to pull every string possible (the UN, the OSCE, 
the Council of Europe and the WTO), but it is unlikely 
that Georgia can now inflict serious political damage 
on Russia. In addition, there has been a considerable 
decrease of the interest of the leading players in the 
situation in Georgia. The main events on the interna-
tional agenda now take place in other regions where the 
threats of conflict are far more serious.

In regard to the breakaway regions, Russia can only 
expect more trouble, including problems that may 
affect its international positions. In Abkhazia there is a 
potential for the growth of national consciousness and 
in South Ossetia the corruptness and ineffectiveness of 
the local leadership may further aggravate the situation.

Secondly, the incumbent Georgian government has lost 
its international prospects. After losing the war, Mikheil 
Saakashvili concentrated his efforts on restoring the 
legitimacy of his argument that the military opera-
tion in South Ossetia was a forced response to Russia’s 
invasion. However, the EU report in September 2009 did 
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not confirm this opinion. As a result, under its current 
government, Tbilisi can only expect limited economic 
and political assistance from the West in amounts 
required to demonstrate token support. In other words, 
while President Saakashvili remains in office until 2013, 
Georgia’s chances for progress, including on the issue of 
the lost territories, will most likely make little headway.

Thirdly, the EU is becoming a leading external force in 
the South Caucasus. The OSCE will most likely not regain 
its reputation as an effective mediator. This organization 
demonstrated its incapacity on the eve of the war and 
remained inactive during the hot phase of the conflict. 
The Council of Europe is also not a key player. Develop-
ments in the region are unfolding in the sphere of power 
politics and the Council of Europe’s humanitarian and 
legal instruments play a subordinate role.

The UN should have been the leading international 
force, but its activities are limited by the need to achieve 
consensus solutions among all its member countries.
The EU’s September 2009 report was written in a pro-
nouncedly dissociated manner, which allowed the EU to 
claim the status of a neutral mediator. Through the ef-
forts of French President Nicolas Sarkozy, the EU gained 
a diplomatic foothold in the conflict region a year ago 
and the Europeans do not want to lose it now, especially 
as the EU does not have more important foreign policy 
initiatives beyond maintaining peace in the South 
Caucasus. In the future Moscow may soften its position 
on the activities of EU observers. In particular, the admis-
sion of observers to Abkhazia and South Ossetia may 
eventually be permitted.

However, there do exist some procedural niceties. Russia 
insists that this issue be discussed with the authorities of 
the two republics, which would imply an indirect recog-
nition of their legitimacy. The problem of formal status 
hinders the work of international organizations. Cur-
rently neither Russia nor Georgia are ready to look for 
neutral wordings that would help them smooth things 
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over. The EU currently has better chances to achieve 
progress than any other organization.

Fourthly, there are two individual players that can exert 
influence on the situation in the South Caucasus – the 
United States and Turkey. The US policy in 2003-2008 
served as a powerful catalyst for conflicts in Georgia and 
the outcome of the August 2008 war was an unpleasant 
defeat for Washington. The new US administration has 
reduced activity in the post-Soviet space, limiting itself 
mainly to token support, for example Vice President 
Joseph Biden’s visit to Tbilisi. US Secretary of State Hil-
lary Clinton’s claim that the US will seek to prevent the 
recognition of South Ossetia and Abkhazia by other 
countries indicates Washington’s inability to actually 
influence regional developments.

This does not mean that the United States has crossed 
the South Caucasus off the list of its priorities. On the 
contrary, the US is simply exploring new approaches. 
Some analysts have suggested that Georgia, once they 
have solved the problems of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
may be of special strategic interest to America in the fu-
ture, specifically concerning missile defense. The United 
States has stepped aside and allowed the EU to become 
involved.

The changes caused by the war of 2008 have opened up 
new opportunities for Turkey. Turkey’s enhanced role in 
the Caucasus is not frowned upon by the international 
community. Turkey is not hostile to Europe or the US, 
although Russia traditionally advocates the resolution 
of regional problems by the countries of the region 
without the active involvement of external parties. 
Furthermore, Russian-Turkish relations are additionally 
on the rise.

Yet how far do Turkey’s ambitions extend and can they 
challenge Moscow’s claims to the role of the leader of 
major actors in Caucasian politics? The boundaries of 
Russia’s tolerance will be shown by the development of 
Turkey’s relations with Armenia and related Turkish-Az-
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erbaijani contacts as well as what policy Turkey pursues 
regarding Abkhazia, with which Turkey shares a close 
ethnicity and history.

On the whole, the situation in Georgia can be described 
as tactically stable but strategically uncertain. The 2008 
war defused tensions that had been mounting for years, 
however, in the long term it has not solved any of the 
issues that caused these tensions.

 Obviously the conflict will not be resolved until a 
full-scale political settlement is reached. What are the 
chances of this being achieved in the long term?

As in other cases of territorial disputes, the key here to 
unblocking international efforts lies in finding neutral 
wordings that do not run counter to the views of the 
involved parties. For example, Russia’s objections to 
the presence of UN and OSCE observers in the conflict 
zone are formal; Russia insists that the names of their 
missions should not refer to the two territories as parts 
of Georgia. Naturally, Tbilisi demands the opposite. This 
also concerns the status of Abkhaz and South Ossetian 
representatives at negotiations – severe conflicts arise 
over seating arrangements at the negotiation table and 
how the participants should be named. The dispute 
concerns the notion of sovereignty, which is at the very 
core of international relations. Therefore achieving a 
compromise on this issue is extremely difficult; on the 
other hand, progress in this dispute would signify mean-
ingful steps forward in the larger conflict.

The first signs of progress have already appeared. Par-
ties to the negotiations in Geneva have begun to work 
out procedures, while the UN Secretary General gave 
a neutral title to his regular review report delivered in 
May 2009 – “Report of the Secretary General pursuant 
to Security Council resolutions 1808 (2008), 1839 (2008), 
and 1866 (2009).” Such a compromise on rhetoric helps 
to increase transparency and strengthen stability in 
the region. However, later, at Georgia’s request, the UN 
General Assembly adopted a resolution on September 
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9 regarding refugees and displaced persons in Georgia, 
which named Abkhazia as part of Georgia.

The prospects of a political solution also require some 
attention. Georgia’s present position is that all Georgian 
politicians will continue to recognize the country’s 
integrity and will never abandon the goal of regaining 
Abkhazia and the Tskhinvali region. Georgia’s partners 
share this position, which was confirmed in public by US 
Vice President Joseph Biden, who declared that the US 
will never recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
In Europe border issues are resolved within the frame-
work of the EU; a condition for EU membership is the 
settlement of disputes with neighbors. However, the 
EU’s large-scale expansion in the 2000s has brought 
about several border problems. Cyprus joined the EU 
as a divided state, Estonia still has no border treaty with 
Russia, and the president of Romania has officially de-
clared that he does not recognize the border of Moldova 
brought into existence by the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. 
Interstate conflicts are resolved in a broad integration 
context, where benefits from the adoption of common 
rules outweigh national ambitions.

In the former Soviet Union, there is also difficulty set-
tling some individual conflicts. “Classical” methods are 
highly unlikely, such as the formal annexation of Abk-
hazia and South Ossetia by Russia or a military revenge 
by Georgia. The first scenario would trigger a full-scale 
international crisis as was the case in 2008. The second 
scenario would be possible only in the event of a sharp 
aggravation of the situation, whereby Georgia would 
receive actual military and political support from NATO 
and the US.

Only in a more general context are changes in the South 
Caucasus actually possible. However, the European 
model still remains a distant goal for the post-Soviet 
region, which is at a different stage of historical develop-
ment. In addition the situation is influenced by the 
presence of Russia as the former (and potentially future) 
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center of gravity. In these conditions of acute competi-
tion, Russia has so far been unable to assert its right to a 
political and economic reintegration of the CIS, yet it has 
enough power to counteract prospects for the integra-
tion of its former provinces into other projects.

After the ethnic conflicts in Georgia, Azerbaijan and 
Moldova were “frozen” in the first half of the 1990s and 
the settlement of their conflicts became a diplomatic 
routine. The status quo was acceptable to all parties. 
Countries that were faced with separatist movements 
built foundations for their own statehood. Former 
pro vinces that declared their independence survived 
only by relying on external patrons. Russia utilized its 
influence on its neighbors, while Europe and the United 
States were satisfied to see that there was no bloodshed 
in the post-Soviet region.

In the summer of 2008, the Russia-Georgia War ushered 
in a new stage, the prerequisites for which had been cre-
ated by the recognition of Kosovo half a year earlier. This 
actually shattered the taboo against violating the Soviet 
administrative borders. Simultaneously the overall bal-
ance of power began to change rapidly in neighboring 
regions.

For example, in order to become a universal player, 
Turkey had to improve its relations with Armenia. Thus 
began a historic rapprochement between the two 
countries. In order for it to continue, progress must 
be achieved in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict – the 
“frozenness” of the conflict is currently a major ob-
stacle. Thus an indication of progress is not a return 
of Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan, but rather other 
measures that can politically resolve the conflict based 
on reality rather than on formal status. For example, US 
diplomat Matthew Bryza, head of the Caucasus region 
with the US State Department, made a controversial 
statement last autumn. He urged Armenia to resolve 
as soon as possible the issue of returning seven districts 
around Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan, which would 
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be a major step towards resolving the conflict. The 
future of Nagorno-Karabakh outside Azerbaijan could 
become a political reality.

The situation of Transnistria is changing as well. The 
younger generation of Moldovan politicians was only 
born in the unified Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic 
and their lives and public activities take place in the 
divided country. The idea of regaining Transnistria is 
hardly as important to them as it was to former Presi-
dent Vladimir Voronin, who came from that region. 
The priority of the incumbent Moldovan leadership is 
European integration, which can be easily seen in the 
name of the ruling coalition (Alliance for European 
Integration). Moldova is a unique case, as it has two 
possibilities (at least theoretically) of joining Europe – 
either by joining the EU or by reunifying with Romania. 
However, in both cases the Transnistrian conflict is an 
obstacle – either a political-legal obstacle (for joining the 
EU) or a cultural-psychological obstacle (for reunifying 
with Romania).

Obviously, the leaders of a country would never declare 
that they are ready to renounce what belongs to them, 
even if they are unable to exercise their right to it in 
practice. However, unlike Azerbaijan, for which the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is an emotional issue, 
Moldova faces a rational choice – either the borders of 
the Moldavian SSR or European integration. Moldovan 
Communists chose the first option. The slogans of 
Moldovan Democrats suggest that they prefer the 
second option. In this case, the future of Transnistria will 
be a subject for negotiations not between Russia and 
Moldova, but rather between Russia and Ukraine, which 
had formal jurisdiction over the present territory of 
Transnistria and its capital Tiraspol before 1940.

Serbia faced the same issue of priorities and it actually 
decided in favor of giving up Kosovo and joining the 
EU, although the battle of rhetoric continues. Sooner 
or later, this same issue will face Georgia. A revanchist 
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agenda would be incompatible with any integration 
project, whereas recognizing the loss of territory could 
allow Georgia to become a close partner of the West in 
the Caucasus.

However, this scenario will not solve the issue of the 
future of the new states, which would immediately 
become a scene of bitter rivalry between external pow-
ers. Russia would find it difficult to uphold its exclusive 
rights to Tiraspol or Sukhumi. However, this could be 
the next round of the post-Soviet evolution. The future 
of the post-Soviet region in terms of security and socio-
economic development will depend heavily on global 
evolution. Changes in global trends are clearly recog-
nizable in US policy, which now is much less concerned 
about Western parts of CIS and more interested in 
Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Far East. 

In certain spheres Russia can certainly ensure an “added 
value” in the security field. Serious threats are growing 
in Central Eurasia and it is not coincidental that the 
US administration is increasingly shifting its attention 
to that region. Unlike Europe, where the issue of a col-
lective security system and methods to settle regional 
conflicts have always been on the agenda, no such 
approach has taken place in South, East, or Central Asia. 
The danger of crises in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran 
has gone far beyond regional frameworks. Resolving 
these threats requires institutional interaction between 
global powers, especially as the security of Europe and 
Eurasia is closely intertwined. These issues include 
energy problems, drug trafficking, the growth of fun-
damentalist sentiments and in the longer term possible 
border conflicts over resources.

Russia will continue its efforts to re-launch integration 
projects along its borders. In January 2009 several senior 
Russian officials, including first Vice Prime Minister 
Igor Shuvalov and Kremlin Chief of Staff Sergei Nary-
shkin, stated that Moscow will take serious initiative to 
re-vitalize the CIS and transform it into an instrument 
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of economic consolidation. This is obviously not the first 
attempt to do this, but taking into account the Russian 
“multipolar” horizon, more consistent measures will 
now be employed to implement this vision. To put it sim-
ply, Russia has no chance to become a major global pole 
without restoring economic influence to its neighbor-
ing states.

In terms of security, Russia will be eager to strengthen 
the CSTO, especially because a proper security organiza-
tion in Central Asia may be desperately required in the 
coming years when the coalition forces leave Afghani-
stan. Development in the Western part of the CIS will 
depend on the aims of NATO, which should be formulat-
ed in the alliance’s new strategic concept. NATO’s goal 
to obtain a global dimension is not very viable, because 
of the obvious unwillingness of major European powers 
to take risks too far away from Europe. If NATO returns 
to its original sphere of responsibility and organizes the 
regional security, this will require an agreement with 
Russia on principles of interaction in order to avoid col-
lisions, such as the Russia-Georgia War of 2008. Certain 
trade-offs are required – Russia’s role in Central Eurasia 
would also match NATO’s interest in mutually accepted 
agreements in common neighboring regions. Primi-
tive bargaining in a 19th century manner is of course 
impossible, however, a coordination of interest based on 
mutual understanding could be achieved. 

Security concerns of countries such as Georgia, Ukraine, 
and Moldova can only be addressed in a broader frame-
work as part of a “big deal” between Russia and Western 
powers. Such a deal seemed almost impossible several 
years ago as rivalry and mistrust grew. There is currently 
still a lack of trust, however, new challenges and op-
portunities will be created by global changes that may 
weaken the “poles” of Russia and the EU and that allow 
the US to consider the future of its global leadership. 
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The Role of International 
Organizations and the EU 
in Conflict Management

Dieter Boden

The role of international organizations in conflict settle-
ment in the South Caucasus has a long and complicated 
history, which began after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. The first organization was the OSCE, whose me-
diation efforts in the Nagorno-Karabakh and Ossetian 
conflicts began in 1992. On December 13, 1992 the first 
OSCE field mission opened in Georgia. In the same year 
an OSCE conference convened in Minsk in an attempt to 
arrange a ceasefire in Nagorno-Karabakh, which how-
ever, was first achieved in 1994.

In August 1992 Abkhazia was shattered by war, which 
ended over one year later with a UN-brokered ceasefire. 
As a result, the UN established an Observer Mission in 
Georgia (UNOMIG), which received its mandate on July 
21, 1994. In both cases, Georgia was the host country that 
invited these international missions. To this day there 
is no international peace force or field mission operat-
ing in the contested area of Nagorno-Karabakh. Since 
1997 the peace effort has remained in the hands of the 
so-called Minsk Group, whose co-chairmen from France, 
Russia, and the US use a kind of shuttle diplomacy in 
search of conflict resolution.

The EU became involved much later in conflict resolu-
tion in the South Caucasus. During the 1990s, the EU did 
not desire direct involvement in settlement or peace-
keeping mechanisms and instead focused on economic 
rehabilitation and humanitarian aid. South Ossetia 
became the preferred field for such activities. With 
partnership and cooperation agreements entering into 
force with all three South Caucasus states in 1999, the EU 
began to take a more proactive stance. However, it was 
first with the adoption of the new EU security doctrine 
on December 7, 2003 that the EU changed its approach 
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into a comprehensive political strategy for the South 
Caucasus. Conflict settlement then became an integral 
part of the EU’s peace efforts. This was reflected in the 
mandate of the EU Special Representative for the South 
Caucasus who began in 2003 and in the concepts of the 
2004 New Neighbourship.

From the start of their engagement, international 
organizations were mandated with a variety of different 
tasks including monitoring ceasefire lines, conflict mana-
gement and prevention, conflict rehabilitation, and 
promoting settlement of the underlying political issues. 
Of particular importance was the effort to encourage 
confidence building between the belligerent parties. To 
this end, cooperation with the civil societies was impera-
tive. For Georgia, maintaining its territorial integrity 
was the political baseline for all these activities. The situ-
ation was different regarding Nagorno-Karabakh due 
to a different structure of the peace effort; there was no 
permanent international component to provide peace-
keeping, conflict management, or confidence building.

Achievements and Deficits

After more than 15 years of activity by international or-
ganizations in the South Caucasus, the results appear to 
be mixed. In light of the 2008 Russia-Georgia war, there 
is a frequent tendency to view the international work 
in a negative light; this is however, not justified. The 
OSCE, the UN, and the EU worked hard to sustain peace 
in the South Caucasus. They unanimously rejected any 
attempt to resort to military force. The EU’s Tagliavini 
Report of September 30, 2009 illuminates the reasons 
why international organizations were unable to prevent 
the hostilities that broke out in Georgia on August 7-8, 
2008. 

Despite the war, the organizations achieved numerous 
results in the promotion of peace. Under extremely 
volatile ceasefire conditions throughout the South 
Caucasus, international organizations basically suc-
ceeded in securing peace for one and a half decades; 
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this was enough breathing space for the deployment of 
a multifaceted peace effort that in many cases allowed 
for post-conflict rehabilitation and confidence building. 
Furthermore, the organizations laid some groundwork 
for tackling the most complicated issues concerning the 
future political status of the separated entities. 

With regard to the Ossetian conflict, the peace effort 
developed well regardless of some setbacks. In 1999-
2000 there was reasonable hope that a political settle-
ment could be made on the basis of the so-called Baden 
document developed under the auspices of the OSCE. 
There had been a sharp decline of resentments that 
lingered from the past war with Georgia under their late 
president Gamsakhurdia. Unfortunately, some of the key 
political actors failed to seize the historical opportunity 
at hand.

Abkhazia was a more complicated case. Due to the 
deeply rooted historical conflict and the recurrence of 
incidents along ceasefire lines, confidence building be-
tween the Abkhaz and Georgians was in its primary stag-
es. However, international organizations attempted to 
resolve Abkhazia’s status issue. In 2001 the UN produced 
a framework paper for a political settlement, beginning 
with a debate that had tangible positive results. In an 
increasingly precarious security situation, particularly 
in the Kodori valley, the Abkhaz, discreetly backed by 
Russia, finally succeeded in rejecting any involvement in 
the proposals of the paper. 

The EU’s Increased Role

The war in August 2008 was a disaster for conflict resolu-
tion in the South Caucasus. This applies first of all to 
the conflicts on Georgian territory; the peace effort in 
Nagorno-Karabakh remained virtually unaffected. In 
Georgia, the existing negotiating mechanisms com-
pletely broke down. The main reason for this was the 
departure of Russian emissaries, who had contributed 
to the international peace effort. Since then, Russia has 
become an active party to the conflicts by denouncing 
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Georgian territorial integrity and promoting the inde-
pendence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

An immediate consequence of the war was the weaken-
ing of the position of international actors such as the 
OSCE and the UN. It was at Russia’s request that both 
the OSCE Mission in Georgia and UNOMIG mandates 
were terminated. In their stead, the EU became the main 
international actor in conflict resolution efforts. EU 
mediation led to the ceasefire, namely the agreements 
of August 12 and September 8, 2008. The rapid deploy-
ment of an EU Monitoring Mission (EUMM) in Georgia 
established the preconditions for Russian withdrawal 
from the zones adjacent to South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 
As co-chair, together with the UN and the OSCE, the EU 
occupied a prominent role in the newly established 
Geneva peace talks. Today this is the only international 
forum for the negotiation of conflict-related issues in 
Georgia.

Perspectives

The international community cannot afford to ignore 
the conflicts of the South Caucasus. What began as 
a regional inter-state conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan or as intra-state conflicts within Georgia, has 
developed broad international dimensions. Paradoxi-
cally the August 2008 war accelerated this process. 
A weakened Georgian state with poor relations with 
neighboring Russia will not be able to cope with this 
situation. In this dilemma, much will depend on strong 
contributions by international organizations. This also 
applies to Nagorno-Karabakh, where the Minsk Group’s 
brokering effort lacks a valid alternative.

The long-term stability of Georgia and of the whole 
South Caucasus is at stake. A determined, well-coordi-
nated, and sustained effort is necessary to stabilize the 
volatile security situation that exists after the August 
2008 war and in the long term, a settlement must be 
reached.
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This challenge is particularly relevant for the EU. The EU 
has the strategic vision and the necessary tools at hand 
– e.g. Geneva peace talks, the EUMM, and the European 
Special Representative for the South Caucasus Border 
Support Team. Efforts must continue to re-establish UN 
and OSCE presences in Georgia. Their mandates should 
encompass the capacity to monitor security in Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia as well as to promote the democratic 
process in Georgia and strengthen good governance, 
democratic institutions, and the rule of law. In sum, this 
could contribute to making Georgia an attractive state 
for its entire population, including the inhabitants of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

However, the main effort must come from the South 
Caucasus states themselves. Peace processes will remain 
stalemated unless the regional states assume ownership 
of these peace processes. International organizations 
such as the EU can support processes aimed at a policy 
of engagement towards separatist entities and their 
populations, but the initiative must be taken by regional 
actors. 

In this context, the instrument of confidence building 
measures is of paramount importance. Unfortunately, it 
has not always received the attention it deserves. In the 
span of just 20 years, four major armed conflicts have 
taken place in the South Caucasus with lasting effects 
on the populations. A political solution will be impos-
sible without the rebuilding of confidence among those 
who were exposed to suffering. In the South Caucasus, 
international organizations can facilitate the conflict 
resolution and act as sponsors of the confidence build-
ing processes. 
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The EU and the South  
Caucasus: Where are We 
Today?

Peter Semneby

Introduction

The European Union has never been as engaged in the 
South Caucasus as it is today. In May this year, we will be 
celebrating the one-year anniversary of the launch of 
the Eastern Partnership (EaP). This Partnership clearly 
demonstrates the strategic importance of the South 
Caucasus for the EU and signals our increased level of 
ambition in the region. This step reflects the deep inter-
est we have in a stable, secure, and prosperous Eastern 
neighbourhood. The Eastern Partnership will give us 
better possibilities to understand the aspirations of each 
of our Eastern neighbours and will improve our possi-
bilities to encourage regional cooperation between the 
countries. 

By means of this new partnership the EU will seek to 
substantially upgrade its contractual relationship with 
each of its partners. We do so while recognising that 
our Eastern partners do not possess identical objectives 
in their relationships with the EU. However, they are 
clear in their aspiration to move closer to us by means 
of reform. The main vehicle will now be negotiations on 
Association Agreements. The watchwords are inclusive-
ness, differentiation and conditionality. 

The EaP is at the core of the challenges faced in the 
region. It is recognised that since the latest round of 
enlargement, the interdependence of the EU and the 
Eastern neighbourhood is greater than ever before.

It was also in large part because of this interdependence 
that the EU took action during the Georgian crisis in Au-
gust 2008. This was a decisive moment for the EU’s crisis-
management and conflict resolution engagement in 
the South Caucasus: we brokered ceasefire agreements, 
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deployed 200 civilian monitors in record time, launched 
talks among the parties, and initiated a highly successful 
donors’ conference. That said, we are continuing to deal 
with the consequences of the conflict, and the situation 
remains fragile and volatile.

Turkey-Armenia 

The most significant development in the region during 
last year were concrete steps towards normalised rela-
tions between Turkey and Armenia. The EU has wel-
comed and supported these historic steps. The protocols 
on the establishment of diplomatic relations and on 
the development of bilateral relations were signed in 
Zurich on October 10, 2009. The last-minute complica-
tions demonstrate that although remarkable progress 
has already been achieved, the process is highly delicate 
and could still easily derail. It is vitally important for us 
to continue supporting the process in order to maintain 
the positive momentum.

The EU hopes that the protocols can be ratified in the 
Armenian and Turkish parliaments in a timely man-
ner so that implementation can begin. The EU attaches 
great importance to rapid implementation without 
preconditions of the two protocols, as it is our conviction 
that the normalisation of relations and the opening of 
borders will result in greater stability and prosperity for 
the region. We support the process politically and are 
ready to offer technical support for the implementation, 
in particular concerning the opening of the border.

At the same time, I am under no illusion that this will 
be an easy task given the counter-pressures both on the 
domestic front and internationally in both Turkey and 
Armenia. 

In Yerevan, in addition to resistance and criticism voiced 
by the opposition, including prominent former officials, 
strong opinions against normalisation have been voiced 
by parts of the influential Armenian Diaspora, most 
notably from the United States. Although the Armenian 
government possesses a sizeable majority in the Parlia-
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ment, it faces a multitude of political challenges that 
undermines its ability to move on controversial issues. 

In Ankara, there is strong parliamentary opposition, but 
the normalisation process is also unpopular with large 
sections of the Turkish public. There is concern that in 
adopting the protocols Turkey is abandoning its long-
standing ally, Azerbaijan. However, Foreign Minister 
Davutoglu has stressed in Parliament that normalisation 
was a priority in Turkey’s foreign policy that would bring 
greater stability and security on its eastern borders 
and would have a positive impact on the negotiations 
regarding Nagorno-Karabakh. The normalisation with 
Armenia would allow Turkey to play a role in the South 
Caucasus that is commensurate with its size, proximity, 
and historical role.

The reaction in Azerbaijan has been predictably nega-
tive, and many regard these protocols as a betrayal by 
Ankara. Baku believes that opening the border between 
Armenia and Turkey is likely to reinforce Yerevan’s 
position in the negotiations over the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and to reduce incentives for 
Armenia to liberate the occupied territories surround-
ing the entity. President Aliyev has said that Azerbaijan 
could be forced to search for ‘new strategic options.’

The EU has sent messages that it believes the process is 
not against the interests of Azerbaijan and that ultimate-
ly a region with open borders will be to the benefit of all. 
It is important that we continue to work with Azerbaijan 
to reassure the leadership of the continued EU commit-
ment to Azerbaijan.

Stability – The Conflicts

It is clear that the unresolved conflicts in the South Cau-
casus are the most important obstacles to the region’s 
stability, security, and prosperity. The EU has a direct 
interest in cooperating closely with partners to promote 
settlement of the conflicts, because the conflicts remain 
volatile in their current protracted state. The August 
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2008 war in Georgia demonstrated that the conflicts 
have the potential to negatively affect the EU’s own 
security by impacting energy supplies, trade routes, 
etc. The conflicts also undermine our efforts to promote 
political reform and economic development in the East-
ern neighbourhood. Closed borders between Georgia 
and Russia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, and Armenia and 
Turkey hamper the full potential of the region.

Nagorno-Karabakh 

2009 saw an increase in efforts to mediate the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict. On July 10, Presidents Obama, 
Medvedev, and Sarkozy issued a declaration in L’Aquila 
that for the first time established the main elements of 
the “Basic Principles.” Additionally, the presidents of 
Armenia and Azerbaijan met six times during 2009.

While it is the EU’s position to make no formal or infor-
mal link between the Turkish-Armenian normalisation 
and Nagorno-Karabakh, it would be unwise to ignore 
the influence the two conflicts have on each other. 
While the two processes have their own rationales, 
there is a need to ensure a mutually positive dynamic. 
This gives us another reason why we should redouble 
our support for the settlement efforts of the OSCE Minsk 
Group.

Though not part of the Minsk Group, the EU can make 
an important contribution to the resolution of this con-
flict. The EU stands ready to step up its engagement in 
support of the settlement process within the framework 
of supporting the work of the OSCE Minsk Group.

Together with the European Commission, I have begun 
to engage with civil society actors to explore a broad 
range of projects supporting people-to-people contacts, 
media development, and public awareness in Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, including Nagorno-Karabakh. These 
projects build on the EU’s vast experience from peace-
building in many other parts of the world. We are in a 
unique position to make a contribution.

It would be unwise to 
ignore the influence 
the two conflicts 
have on each other.
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There is a particular need to work with the popula-
tions of the two countries. Currently there is a division 
between the highest levels, who are responsible for the 
negotiations and the populations of the two countries, 
who are still very much entrenched in their positions, 
relying on old stereotypes of the enemy. Without a shift 
in perspectives in these societies, it will be exceedingly 
difficult for the leaders to sell an eventual peace to their 
respective constituencies. The more time passes, the 
more difficult it will become.

Georgia-Russia and Abkhazia / South Ossetia

In Georgia the overall security situation has stabilised 
significantly since 2008, however, the situation remains 
fragile, especially along the administrative boundary 
lines. Incidents continue to occur, as demonstrated by 
the killing of Georgian police, naval incidents in the 
Black Sea, aerial intrusions, explosions on the railway 
and on the electricity grid, and the detention of civilians 
near the administrative boundaries. A small incident 
can rapidly escalate into armed confrontation. The EU 
must therefore remain vigilant and actively engaged, in 
particular by means of the EUMM. 

Georgia’s relations with Russia remain tense. Diplomatic 
relations are severed and hostile statements continue 
to be made. One glimmer of hope is the opening of 
the Verkhny Lars crossing point between Georgia and 
Russia on the Georgian military highway; the crossing 
is expected to open on 1 March 2010. This is the only 
passage between the two countries besides crossings 
into Abkhazia and South Ossetia. We would welcome an 
opening of the border as this would facilitate contacts. It 
would also have positive implications for regional trade 
beyond Georgia’s borders, notably for Armenia.

However, the continued presence of Russian forces in 
areas where forces had not been present prior to the Au-
gust 2008 war, in particular in Akhalgori, Upper Kodori, 
and Perevi makes the prospect of normalisation in the 
short to medium term unlikely. The EU has to continue 
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to press upon the parties the importance of implement-
ing the commitments they made in the Six Point Plan 
and subsequently implementing modalities.
 
The Georgian government has endorsed a strategy for 
the territories and is currently working on an action 
plan. Several EU member states have provided ad hoc 
bilateral expertise to this important process, however, 
the EU could play a more active role in this field. The 
EU’s engagement and direct support is important in 
order to contribute to a strategy that is conducive to 
the resolution of these complex conflicts and is also 
aligned with EU policy concerning breakaway regions. 
The EU can make a contribution to conflict resolution at 
all the levels where the conflicts have been played out: 
the inter-community level, the inter-state level, and the 
strategic level.

While we should all remain unequivocally committed to 
the question of principle – respect for Georgia’s territo-
rial integrity – we should also be flexible and pragmatic 
in practice, namely by promoting contacts with the 
people of the breakaway regions. The EU needs to fur-
ther develop the parameters for our own engagement 
with the separatist entities. We have a strategic interest 
in engagement within the limits of our non-recognition 
policy.

October 2009 saw the one-year anniversary of the de-
ployment of the EU Monitoring Mission to Georgia. The 
renewal of the mission’s mandate for another year was 
an important signal regarding the EU’s continued com-
mitment to the stabilisation of the region. Now we must 
look into the future and consider how the EUMM can 
best implement its country-wide mandate, in particular 
given that Russia vetoed the continued existence of the 
UNOMIG and the OSCE mission, leaving the EUMM as 
the main international presence on the ground that 
is able to monitor the implementation of the six point 
ceasefire plan and the subsequent implementation 
measures.
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The lack of access to Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
remains one of the main challenges to the mission; this 
leaves us with little information about what takes place 
within the separatist entities, and we are unable to se-
cure the return of IDPs to their homes. The EU continues 
to bring up this issue to their Russian partners at the 
Geneva talks and elsewhere. 

Democracy in the Region

The process of consolidating democratic governance 
and advancing respect for human rights and rule of 
law in the South Caucasus continues to proceed on an 
uneven trajectory. Inadequate political pluralism and 
freedom of the press, a generally weak rule of law, and 
the lack of political dialogue continue to give cause for 
concern, with varying degrees, in Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
and Georgia. In my engagement with the leaderships of 
the countries, I reiterate that the governments should 
do all they can to continue to strengthen democracy by 
reforming state institutions and by continuing construc-
tive dialogue with the opposition. 

Armenia

A recurring theme in Armenia’s domestic political scene 
has been a series of missed opportunities to overcome 
the consequences of the state of emergency in March 
2008, including opportunities to enhance political 
dialogue and strengthen democratic institutions. This 
is highly paradoxical, as Armenia is making diligent 
progress on many other parts of the agenda defined in 
its mutual commitments with the EU. 

While pluralism and rule of law have been reinforced by 
amendments to the constitution, in practice the separa-
tion of powers still favours the executive branch. Corrup-
tion represents a serious challenge to the democratiza-
tion of Armenia. Civilian authorities maintain effective 
control over the security forces, but impunity for human 
rights violations committed by members of the security 
forces is a matter of concern. The aftermath of the 2008 
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presidential elections highlighted the shortcomings in 
the implementation of Armenia’s international human 
rights obligations. 

The aftermath of the political violence on March 1-2, 2008 
continues to be a burden. In response to concerns voiced 
by the Council of Europe (CoE) Parliamentary Assembly, 
the EU, and other international organizations, a partial 
amnesty was proposed by the President and adopted by 
the National Assembly on June 19, 2009. Yet there are 
still several persons in detention linked to political 
activities. By not releasing these political prisoners, the 
authorities miss an opportunity to resolve this issue. 

An ad hoc Parliamentary Commission was mandated in 
June 2008 to investigate the events of March 2008 and 
their causes and to assess the legality and proportional-
ity of police actions. The Commission concluded in Sep-
tember 2009 that isolated instances of disproportionate 
use of force by the police took place in the aftermath of 
the 2008 elections and urged the authorities to increase 
efforts to identify and prosecute the individuals respon-
sible for the ten deaths. The report was criticized by the 
opposition as biased and unsatisfactory; they claim that 
it has not contributed to decreasing tension. A broad-
based Fact-Finding Group, with the task of collecting 
facts to be submitted to the ad hoc Parliamentary Com-
mission, was dissolved after internal rivalries in June 
2009, thereby depriving the non-parliamentary opposi-
tion and other experts a role in the investigations. 

The first municipal elections in Yerevan on May 31, 2009 
represented another missed opportunity to restore trust 
in Armenia’s polarized society. 

Azerbaijan

In Azerbaijan there has been limited or no progress on 
democratic reforms in 2009. Changes to the constitu-
tion adopted by referendum in March 2009 have further 
reinforced the positions of the President and the ruling 
party. There continue to be restrictions on freedom of 
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assembly. Amendments to several key laws have raised 
further concerns. The long-awaited law on political par-
ties has yet not been submitted to the Parliament.

While there has been some improvement regarding hu-
man rights, Azerbaijan has shown only limited willing-
ness to discuss general human rights questions with EU 
interlocutors or to address specific cases.

The Azerbaijani authorities have taken some steps to ad-
dress human rights concerns, at least at the declaratory 
level. The government has adopted several ‘state con-
cepts’ on human rights related issues including reform 
of the judiciary branch, independence of the media, and 
combating corruption, however, most of the content of 
these documents has not actually been put into practice. 
Restrictive amendments to the law on NGOs were even-
tually not adopted, after numerous EU interventions.

Freedom of the press remains constrained, although a 
number of independent sources of information exist. 
These media outlets provide nuanced and cautious inde-
pendent information and some have a large audience. 
Two journalists remain in jail on charges widely believed 
to be spurious. Draft amendments to the criminal code 
providing for the decriminalization of libel have been 
submitted to the Parliament, but have not yet been 
discussed.

There are several individual cases of concern. The ar-
rest and imprisonment of the young bloggers and civil 
society activists, Emin Milli and Adnan Hajizade, in early 
July 2009 remains today a case for concern that we are 
following closely. In October 2009, five journalists were 
sentenced on charges of defamation, one of whom was 
imprisoned. On the positive side, several cases against 
human rights defenders and civil society personalities 
ended with light charges or even acquittals throughout 
2009.
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Georgia

In Georgia the protracted street protests by the opposi-
tion during the spring and summer of 2009 have been 
translated into a fragile political dialogue between the 
ruling party, the United National Movement, and the 
main representatives of non-parliamentary opposi-
tion parties. Both the government and the opposition 
learned the limits of their actions – the opposition 
learned the limits of utilizing street protest as a political 
instrument and the government understood the limits 
of its monopoly for the use of force. 

The dialogue between the ruling party and the non-
parliamentary opposition is still frail in many aspects, 
therefore continued EU and international engagement 
and support remains necessary. It is important that this 
dialogue yields concrete results on a consensual basis in 
outstanding issues such as constitutional and election 
code reform, freedom of the press, independence of the 
judiciary branch, and issues pertaining to law enforce-
ment and human rights. At the moment all major 
political stakeholders in Georgia are contributing either 
directly or indirectly to the reform of the Election Code, 
however, consensus seems elusive. 

Despite the improvements in Georgia, the EU must con-
tinue its engagement and in particular remind the gov-
ernment that it must deliver on its promises. Moreover, 
we need to keep an open and frank dialogue with the 
government to ensure that Georgia follows a European 
trajectory; the recent Liberty Act contains elements that 
may push Georgia away from a European model and 
towards a more libertarian economic system. 

Energy

Much of the international attention to the South 
Caucasus continues to be focused on energy issues. 
From a European perspective, the key is to what extent 
the political and economic conditions will be in place 
to ensure the transit of future energy resources, in 
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particular gas, via the South Caucasus to European 
markets. This requires signing contracts with suppli-
ers, including Central Asia, building infrastructure and 
ensuring conditions for transit, in particular through 
Turkey. Important steps in this direction were taken at 
the Southern Corridor Summit in Prague on May 8, 2009 
and with the signing of an inter-governmental agree-
ment on the Nabucco pipeline in July. However, some 
subsequent steps taken by Azerbaijan and Turkey seem 
to call these commitments into question. Therefore, it 
is essential for the EU to continue its focused interest on 
the energy issues of the South Caucasus.

There are several pre-conditions for the southern 
energy corridor to move forward. An agreement with 
Turkey over gas transit conditions is a key requirement. 
Another important aspect is the availability of gas from 
Central Asia. Turkmenistan has indicated interest on 
several occasions, however, there is still uncertainty 
about Turkmenistan’s readiness, bilateral problems with 
Azerbaijan, the size of its reserves, and the conditions for 
constructing a trans-Caspian pipeline.

Future Perspectives 

Looking ahead, the EU should continue to extend its full 
support to the rapprochement between Armenia and 
Turkey. At the same time, we need to continue to focus 
our attention on Nagorno-Karabakh, as the resolution 
of this conflict is of key importance for the region as a 
whole.

The situation in Georgia has improved somewhat but re-
mains fragile and calls for continued broad engagement 
from the EU. It is imperative that we remain vigilant 
and impress upon the parties the importance of abid-
ing by their commitments. We also need to establish 
the parameters, within which we can engage with the 
separatist entities, while continuing to respect Georgia’s 
territorial integrity.

It is essential for the 
EU to continue its fo-
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The democratic reform agenda has proceeded with dif-
ficulty in the three countries. However, I remain hopeful 
that the Eastern Partnership will provide an incentive in 
itself and a framework, in which the three countries can 
move towards a consolidation of their democracies. 

The Role of EUMM in  
Conflict Management:  
Obstacles and Perspectives

Hansjörg Haber  28 

EUMM, the European Union Monitoring Mission in 
Georgia, was mandated by the Council of the European 
Union as a joint action on September 15, 2008. This was 
approximately one month after the Six Point Plan was 
concluded on August 12 as an end to hostilities and one 
week after the signing of the Implementing Measures 
Agreement on September 8. Although EUMM is basically 
a contribution to the implementation of the Six Point 
Plan, it is first mentioned in the Implementing Measures 
Agreement, not in the original agreement of August 12. 
On August 26, two weeks after the conclusion of the Six 
Point Plan, Russia formally recognized the breakaway 
regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independ-
ent states. Moscow thereby attempted to unilaterally 
change the legal situation underlying the Six Points 
Plan, creating, according to its own terminology, “new 
realities” in the South Caucasus.

This action created the largest obstacle so far to the im-
plementation of EUMM’s mandate. Russia formally rec-
ognized the legality of the breakaway states before the 
European Council agreed upon the mandate for EUMM 
on the basis of the EU’s longstanding legal position, 

 28  Head of Mission, EUMM. Views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 

EU positions. This article is based on the situation as it presented itself in mid-December 2009.
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which fundamentally insists on Georgia’s territorial 
integrity. One of the consequences of this fundamental 
disagreement between the EU and Russia is that EUMM 
cannot implement its mandate in Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. Another important implication is that Russia 
no longer recognizes its obligation to implement the 
fifth point of the Six Point Plan – the retreat of Russian 
Armed Forces to the lines held previous to the outbreak 
of conflict within the administrative boundary lines of 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 

It is true that EUMM was less affected by the unilateral 
Russian recognition of the breakaway regions than the 
other two international missions that have already been 
present for over a decade when EUMM was deployed 
at the end of September 2008. By July 2009, less than 
one year after the outbreak of hostilities, both the UN 
(UNOMIG) and the OSCE missions in Georgia were termi-
nated. The only way of preventing a Russian veto in the 
UNOMIG and the refusal of Russian consent in the OSCE 
mission, which was required to extend their mandates, 
would have been to “split them into two,” establishing 
separate missions in Abkhazia and South Ossetia respec-
tively and thus conceding an element of recognition 
to the two entities. As Russia is one of just three states 
in the UN and the only member state of the OSCE that 
recognizes the legitimacy of the two breakaway regions, 
this would have run counter to the legal positions of 
the overwhelming majority of member states of both 
organizations. Russia, armed with its veto power in the 
UN Security Council and the consensus requirement in 
the OSCE, was in a position to block, but not to prevail. 
But Russia has no such veto power with regard to EUMM. 
This is incidentally why it was the right decision to 
establish EUMM as an EU mission and why the imple-
mentation of the Six Point Plan was not entrusted, as had 
occasionally been suggested, to the OSCE and / or the UN. 
As non-recognition of the breakaway regions is based 
on a consensus in the EU, but not on a full consensus 
in the UN or the OSCE, the EU was able to voice its legal 
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position much more unambiguously than the other two 
organizations.

The denial of access to Abkhazia and South Ossetia was 
a public relations problem for EUMM. Both the govern-
ment of Georgia and Georgian public opinion expected 
EUMM, by virtue of the Six Point Plan and sufficient 
diplomatic pressure, to obtain the access that had been 
denied to Georgian authorities since 1993 in the case of 
Abkhazia and since 1992 in large parts of South Ossetia. 
From the outset it was unlikely that EUMM would be 
granted access to these regions. Faced with these expec-
tations, EUMM conducted what it called a “knocking on 
the door” policy by actually driving to the checkpoints 
along the administrative boundary lines and asking to 
be allowed to pass; however, access was never granted. 
Given the poor discipline of many border guards at the 
time, this was a risky endeavor and precautions had to 
be taken. However, in the long run the most convinc-
ing argument for Georgian public opinion was that 
EUMM, as a civilian unarmed mission, simply did not 
have the option to force its way through. At the same 
time, EUMM could point to the firm and unwavering 
EU policy of non-recognition. The “new realities on the 
ground” alleged by Russia were thus contrasted with the 
unchanged “old realities in the sphere of international 
law.” Over time, Georgian public opinion has, albeit with 
some hesitations and not without exceptions, come to 
accept the firm non-recognition policy of the EU as a suf-
ficient response to the denial of access to Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia. 

This lack of access to Abkhazia and South Ossetia also 
had important consequences for the implementation 
of EUMM’s mandate. This mandate, as detailed in the 
Joint Action of September 15, 2008, comprised the four 
elements of stabilization, normalization, confidence 
building, and reporting. Stabilization is understood as 
compliance of all regular and irregular armed forces 
with the Six Point Plan and the Implementing Meas-
ures. Normalization is interpreted as relating chiefly to 
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the situation of internally displaced persons, i.e. their 
return to their previous places of residence. Confidence 
building is essential for all parties to the conflict. Finally, 
reporting should be used in order to provide the EU with 
a durable political solution for Georgia. It is immediately 
clear that at least stabilization and confidence building 
require access to the entire territory of Georgia. This is 
especially true for stabilization, as the implementation 
of three of the six points contained in the Six Points Plan 
require access to the entire territory (non-use of force, 
definite cessation of hostilities and the aforementioned 
retreat of Russian Armed Forces to the lines held previ-
ous to the outbreak of the conflict). All of these tasks, as 
far as EUMM’s presence on the ground is concerned, had 
to be carried out unilaterally, i.e. in those parts of the 
territory of Georgia that were under the control of the 
government and thus accessible to EUMM.

Stabilization turned out to be less of a challenge than 
many had expected. A pessimistic assessment of the 
situation after the deployment of EUMM could have 
concluded that all participants in the conflict, Russia, 
Georgia, and the breakaway regions, had for differ-
ing reasons an interest in proving that EUMM, as an 
unarmed civilian mission with a limited number of 
monitors, was too weak to effectively fulfill its mandate. 
However, this did not happen. 

It is true that incidents occurred in the vicinity of the 
administrative boundary lines. Thirteen Georgian police 
officers have been killed since the end of hostilities. 
However, six of these casualties occurred before EUMM’s 
deployment and the other seven casualties occurred at 
increasingly longer time intervals; the most recent of 
which was in April 2009. EUMM itself was attacked on 
June 21, 2009, when a roadside mine killed the driver of 
a patrol ambulance car. However, despite the casualties, 
these remained isolated incidents. There continues to 
be what is commonly called “happy shootings” along 
the administrative boundary line, but so far these have 
not resulted in injuries or casualties. Explosive devices 
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have been found in the areas adjacent to the administra-
tive boundary lines, however, with the exception of the 
aforementioned police officers, none of these attacks 
inflicted casualties. 

The state of affairs has been relatively stable since the 
start of EUMM’s presence. Although EUMM plays a role 
in the current status quo, there are many factors that 
attribute to it. It can only be concluded that none of the 
participants to the conflict have an interest in restarting 
the conflict, which in itself is a reason for optimism. This 
contrasts starkly with the perceptions of both Georgian 
and Russian officials as expressed to EUMM in the first 
weeks of its presence on the ground. At that stage, both 
sides expected that the adversary intended on resuming 
armed conflict in the near future. The fact that this has 
not occurred constitutes an element of stability in itself 
and is moreover an indication of a certain, if begrudging, 
confidence in the adversary. However, the situation is 
not completely symmetrical. The continued accusations 
by high-ranking Russian officials who claim that Georgia 
is rearming with hostile intentions and who further sus-
pect Tbilisi of supporting al-Qaeda are not contributing 
to further stabilization.

In its efforts to support stabilization, EUMM concluded 
two memoranda of understanding with the Georgian 
authorities. The first memorandum was endorsed by 
the Ministry of Interior Affairs on October 10, 2008, very 
shortly after the deployment of EUMM and just two 
days after the withdrawal of the Russian Armed Forces 
from territories then still occupied outside Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia (the so-called Adjacent Areas). This 
memorandum called for only police and no armed 
forces to be deployed to the Adjacent Areas and creates 
transparency for EUMM with respect to the number and 
deployment of police forces in these areas. It also estab-
lishes a liaison mechanism, including in the event of 
incidents, between EUMM and the Ministry. The second 
memorandum, endorsed by the Ministry of Defense on 
January 26, 2009, established restrictions for the armed 
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forces of Georgia in the vicinity of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. More specifically, according to this agreement 
the Georgian armed forces may not deploy units greater 
than battalion strength and no more than five pieces of 
artillery between 60-120 mm caliber to regions near the 
administrative boundary lines. The breadth of these re-
gions in the Abkhaz theater is 15 km, while in the South 
Ossetian theater is narrower and defined by a special 
map. 

The problem with the border area of South Ossetia is the 
Akhalgori valley, where Russian troops are stationed 
a mere 40 kilometers from Tbilisi. The line that was 
eventually agreed upon ensures that the Georgian artil-
lery can reach vital Russian positions only at an extreme 
range, thus rendering a surprise attack useless. This was 
a unilateral concession by the Georgian government. 
The current agreement allows the Georgian Ministry of 
Defense to terminate the agreement every three months 
when it is up for renewal. Regrettably, there has not yet 
been any comparable restriction for the Russian armed 
forces or the armed forces of the de facto entities and 
it is unlikely that they will introduce one of their own 
accord. A symmetrical arrangement on the other side 
could indeed only be unilateral in nature, because the 
Georgian government can hardly be expected to negoti-
ate an agreement on armed forces who Georgia consid-
ers to be illegally occupying the territory, nor can EUMM 
do so given the legal position of the EU. Nevertheless, 
the memorandum of understanding between EUMM 
and the Georgian Ministry of Defense has been made 
available to the Russian side.

This unilateralism enables EUMM to issue the govern-
ment of Georgia a “clean bill of health” as long as the 
memorandum of understanding is in force and imple-
mented. In the event of an incident along the adminis-
trative boundary line, which has a potential of escala-
tion, EUMM could certify that Georgia did not have the 
necessary forces in the necessary positions to conduct a 
surprise attack on the administrative boundary line. In 
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this sense the memorandum has a certain effect on the 
other side of the administrative boundary line where 
no such provision is in force. It is thus an example of 
unilateralism with a bilateral effect and this is probably 
why the Georgian government has so far chosen not 
to terminate its validity. It is also illustrative of the fact 
that EUMM, even without access to the de facto entities, 
can somehow have an effect beyond the administrative 
boundary line.

Given all of this, it can be considered that EUMM has 
made some considerable progress on the stabilization 
component of its mandate. However, stabilization is not 
enough. Conflict research has clearly demonstrated that 
most armed conflicts that erupt are not “new” conflicts, 
but merely old conflicts that are temporarily frozen; 
the history of the conflicts around Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia since the early 1990s are an illustration of this 
finding. Identifying and developing a dynamic element, 
which can contribute to the conflict’s solution, is a task 
far beyond the capacities and even the mandate of 
EUMM. However, EUMM is able to offer its contribution 
to identifying and developing this element.

Normalization, another component of EUMM’s 
mandate, is focused on the situation of the internally 
displaced persons. The Georgian government should be 
commended for their accommodation of the so-called 
second caseload of internally displaced persons, i.e. 
those displaced from the 2008 war. Some 30,000 people 
have been resettled by a programme that was carried 
out with amazing speed. Despite its shortcomings, this 
resettlement is far greater than what this and former 
Georgian governments have done to alleviate the fate 
of the far numerous first caseload, i.e. those displaced 
by the Abkhazia war in 1992-1993. EUMM observes and 
reports regarding both caseloads, however, when it 
comes to practical measures, as EUMM lacks executive 
elements in its mandate, it has to refer to UNHCR, UNDP, 
and the European Delegation.
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Confidence building is perhaps the most difficult com-
ponent of the EUMM mandate. EUMM began developing 
concepts for confidence building soon after it took up 
its patrols, but the task was then treated in the second 
round of the Geneva talks. On February 18, a paper 
on two so-called Incident Prevention and Response 
Mechanisms was agreed upon in this framework, one for 
the Abkhazian theater and one for the South Ossetian 
theater. The paper was negotiated under conditions of 
irreconcilable positions concerning recognition of the 
two entities. It therefore contained a number of formula 
compromises and left open questions concerning the 
status of these entities. 

The Abkhaz side refused to participate in the mecha-
nism before the question of the extension of the UN-
OMIG’s mandate was settled – the deadline for this was 
June 15. But once the mechanism had begun its work, it 
convened regularly and without procedural delays. Over 
time, a considerable volume of useful information was 
exchanged. However, it became clear that the Abkhaz 
side considered incident prevention a task of transitory 
importance, given their cooperation with the Russian 
FSB in organizing a border regime that would eventually 
eliminate incidents even without cooperation by the 
Georgian authorities. For the Abkhaz it is fairly obvious 
that at least part of the mechanism’s importance was 
contained in its character as an interface with the inter-
national community (in addition to the Geneva talks), 
since the UN forum was no longer available to demon-
strate Abkhazia’s self-proclaimed statehood with the 
end of the UNOMIG mandate. This of course is a reason 
for the Georgian government to cautiously approach 
the mechanism. However, due to this background, the 
mechanism has so far been working reasonably well. 
While there is still no real trust between the parties to 
the conflict, a habit of regular contact is developing that 
may in due course produce real results.

In the South Ossetian theater, the mechanism was ap-
plied much earlier on April 23, 2009. But even this was 
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already two months after the agreement in Geneva and 
thus indicative of the difficulties ahead. Much more than 
the Abkhaz, the South Ossetians insisted on procedural 
issues reflecting status problems, such as the chairman-
ship of the meeting. This issue is still not settled and 
EUMM and the OSCE exercise a tenuous provisional 
co-facilitatorship. South Ossetia claimed that the com-
promise proposals for the chairmanship ran counter 
to the EU legal position and were therefore unaccept-
able. Another problem of the mechanism is that South 
Ossetians continue to use it as a forum for dealing with 
past incidents, in particular a case of three young South 
Ossetians who disappeared after the end of hostilities. 
While it is legitimate to raise such cases as an attempt 
to prevent their recurrence, the South Ossetians clearly 
showed a tendency to monopolize the agenda in favour 
of this one incident. As of mid-December 2009, the South 
Ossetians have even suspended their participation in the 
mechanism, citing the reason to be the lack of progress 
on the case of the three missing South Ossetians.

The EU is only one of the actors dealing with the after-
math of armed conflict in Georgia. The UN and the OSCE, 
although their missions on the ground were terminated 
by the end of July 2009, continue to act as co-chairs of 
the Geneva talks and, in this framework, to liaise with 
the parties currently in Georgia. The Incident Preven-
tion and Response Mechanism in the Abkhaz theater 
operates under the auspices of the UN, while the OSCE 
acts as co-facilitator of the South Ossetian mechanism 
although its mandate to do so is disputed by the South 
Ossetian participants. With the EU also acting as a co-
chair in Geneva, the Geneva talks are the political “roof” 
for EUMM’s work on the ground. In principle it would be 
desirable to restrict political and status issues to Geneva, 
because a “depoliticized” EUMM would certainly have 
greater success with confidence building. However, as 
the Incident Prevention and Response Mechanism in the 
South Ossetian theater demonstrates, this is not possible 
under the present circumstances. While even the man-
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date of the Geneva talks as contained in point 6 of the 
Six Points Plan does not extend to status issues (this was 
originally intended, but not realized), the questions of 
status are constantly raised. Not only do they determine 
the format of the Geneva talks, but they also pervade 
almost the entire agenda, including the current main 
topic of the first working group regarding the non-use 
of force.

But even the EU is not a completely unified actor, at least 
not institutionally. Apart from EUMM, there are the 
mandates of Ambassador Pierre Morel for the Geneva 
talks and of the Special Representative for the South 
Caucasus, Ambassador Peter Semneby. There is the Com-
mission with its delegation in Tbilisi (since December 
1, the European Delegation) and additionally there are 
twenty-seven member states, fifteen of which have 
diplomatic representation in Tbilisi. 

However, the counterparts on the other sides of the 
Administrative Boundary Lines are not unified actors 
either. Despite the apparent similarity of their cases 
from a legal standpoint, Abkhazia is a much more 
consolidated entity than South Ossetia and more willing 
to conform to certain standards of diplomatic behavior. 
Russia is also not acting uniformly, rather the foreign 
policy establishment, the armed forces and the FSB all 
play their own role.

In this light, it remains a constant challenge for EU ac-
tors to develop, adapt, and harmonize their policies in 
this changing environment. Clearly, non-recognition of 
the breakaway regions and the non-use of force against 
the administrative boundary lines are two important 
cornerstones of any EU policy. It follows logically that, 
departing from its legal position, the EU must help 
Georgia to try to regain the breakaway regions by means 
of a peaceful competition for the hearts and minds of 
their populations. With the various actors involved 
and a wide choice of policies, the EU is well equipped to 
assist Georgia in doing this. However, it is primarily the 
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responsibility of Georgia to organize this process. Both 
on the EU side and on the Georgian side, there is cur-
rently an intensive process of reflection, which provides 
one with reasons to be moderately optimistic. EUMM 
will have to flexibly adapt the implementation of its 
mandate to this changing environment. 

Turkey’s Role in the South 
Caucasus

Nimet Beriker

Conflicts in the South Caucasus became an important 
policy issue for the West, as pressing energy concerns 
and new investment opportunities necessitated the 
formulation of creative policy options in the region. 
Caspian oil reserves are one of the major resources that 
could be an alternative to EU’s energy dependency on 
Russia. The security and stability of the South Caucasus, 
namely of the regions between Europe and the oil-rich 
Caspian region, has become a crucial challenge in the 
realization of new pipeline projects. Two major conflicts 
jeopardize the security and stability of the region. The 
Georgia-Russia conflict concerning Georgia’s dispute 
with South Ossetia and Abkhazia reached its peak in 
2008. The Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh is the second hotspot that threatens the 
regional security and stability. Turkey is the only NATO 
country that neighbours all regional conflicting parties 
and it offers a vast amount of land for new pipeline 
routes. Therefore, a close look at Turkey’s role in the 
South Caucasus could offer clues about the future devel-
opments in the region.

The New Turkish Foreign Policy

Turkey’s foreign policy strategy utilizes two principles. 
“Zero problems with the neighbours” is an approach 
that envisions normalization and improvement of the 
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relationships with neighbouring countries in the South 
Caucasus region, including Russia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, 
and Armenia. “Strategic depth”, on the other hand, 
addresses Turkey’s capacity for political, economic, and 
cultural influence in the former Ottoman regions, i.e. in 
the Balkans, the South Caucasus, and the Middle East. 29 
Acting as a mediator in international disputes and  
building new functional interdependencies in the re-
gion are two tangible diplomatic instruments employed 
by Turkish decision-makers to achieve these goals.

Since 2002 the AKP government has been engaged 
in numerous peace-making efforts. Turkey has been 
an active peace broker between Palestine and Israel, 
Hamas and El-Fatah, Syria and Israel, Pakistan and 
Israel, Afghanistan and Pakistan, the EU and Iran, the 
US and Iran, as well as for various parties in the Cauca-
sian conflicts. During the 2003 war in Iraq the Turkish 
government mediated between Iraqi Shiites and Sunnis 
concerning their conflict in forming a broad-based gov-
ernment. Similarly, the government acted as a facilitator 
between Lebanon and Israel after the war in 2006 and 
later among different political sects in Lebanon. 

Turkey’s role as a mediator in international affairs has 
been a smart foreign policy shift in many ways. Firstly, 
in the polarized post-9 / 11 international environment, 
especially following the Iraqi invasion, diplomatic 
leverage of the US and the EU failed to deal successfully 
with pressing issues in the Middle East. Turkey saw the 
opportunity to fill this gap. Secondly, by offering media-

29  More on Turkish Foreign Policy: Bülent Aras The Davutoğlu’s Era in Turkish Foreign Policy, 

Insight Turkey Vol. 11, No. 3 (2009) pp. 127-142; Diba Nigar Göksel “ Turkey’s Policy towards the 

Caucuses” in Caucuses Neighborhood: Turkey and the South Caucuses. Caucuses Institute, 

Yerevan: (2008)” Cengiz Çandar “Turkey’s Soft Power Strategy: A New Vision for a Multi-Polar 

World” Seta Policy Brief, No. 38, December 2009; E. Fuat Keyman, “Turkish Foreign Policy in the 

Era of Global Turmoil: Seta Policy Brief, No. 39, December 2009; Tigran Torosyan “The Return of 

Turkey: Ankara in the South Caucuses after the Russian-Georgian War” Russia in Global Affairs. 

Vol. 7, No. 3 (2009) pp. 120-129.
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tion services elsewhere Turkey generated new political 
leverages for itself. Turkey also hopes to consolidate 
US support for a number of issues, including Turkey’s 
membership negotiations with the EU, regarding the 
issue of Cyprus, and throughout its struggle with Kurdish 
insurgencies. Similarly, Turkey used this new policy to 
demonstrate to the EU that it is an asset to the global 
community. Thirdly, increasing international recogni-
tion and credibility of the AKP government helped the 
government gain an upper hand in its political struggle 
with the secular domestic political opposition parties 
and institutions, including the Turkish Army. Lastly, an 
active international presence increased Turkey’s credi-
bility in the Islamic world – however, it also raised ques-
tions about Turkey’s possible neo-Ottoman aspirations. 

In addition to mediating regional conflicts, another 
aspect of Turkey’s constructive engagement in regional 
conflicts took the form of building new relationship net-
works and crafting new functional interdependencies 
in the region. Investment in alternative energy pipeline 
projects is a concrete policy project developed with this 
understanding. 

Energy Routes and Turkey

Turkey is a key player in energy diplomacy. Turkey’s 
geography offers alternative routes for energy pipelines, 
which could provide Europe with gas from energy-rich 
regions such as Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Mid-
dle East. Due to their concerns about energy depend-
ence on Russia, the EU and the US are constantly search-
ing for new alternative supply sources. The Nabucco 
pipeline is a major project of such energy diversification. 
On July 13, 2009 EU governments and Turkey signed an 
agreement on the legal framework for the Nabucco gas 
pipeline. This prospective gas pipeline would connect 
the Caspian region, the Middle East, and Egypt to Aus-
tria and eventually to the Central and Western Euro-
pean gas markets by means of a pipeline that travels 
through Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary. 
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Similarly, in October 2009 a modus operandi was set to 
be signed between Turkey, Russia and Italy, allowing 
Russia to use Turkish territorial waters in the Black Sea 
in order to construct the South Stream pipeline, which 
originates in Russia, runs through the Black Sea, and 
ends in Southern Europe. This pipeline provides Rus-
sia with a clear path to reach Bulgaria while avoiding 
Ukrainian waters and it aims at protecting Russia’s 25 
percent share in the European gas market. As part of 
this deal, Turkey and Russia signed another agreement 
on the Samsun-Ceyhan petroleum pipeline, a 1.5 billion 
dollar project that envisions an alternative route for Rus-
sia’s and Kazakhstan’s oil. Similarly, a trilateral meeting 
is being considered between Israel, Russia and Turkey 
concerning a natural gas pipeline project, Blue Stream II.

Blue Stream’s current capacity is 16 billion cubic meters 
per year. Russia and Turkey also agreed to extend con-
tracts on natural gas imports for 20 years. Turkey itself is 
a major importer of natural gas from Russia – nearly 70 
percent of Turkey’s gas imports are from Russia. 30 Tur-
key already hosts a number of various pipeline projects. 
The Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) crude oil pipeline consti-
tutes an important leg of the East–West energy corridor, 
providing Turkey with greater geopolitical importance. 
Operational since 2005, the BTC pipeline begins at the 
Caspian sea, traverses Georgia, and ends in Ceyhan, a 
port on the Southeast Mediterranean coast of Turkey. 
The BTE (Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum) pipeline is another simi-
lar initiative backed by the EU and the US.

Turkey has adopted an independent foreign policy on 
energy issues and diversifies its policy options through 

30  For additional information on Turkey’s pipeline politics, please see, Sedat Laçiner, “Turkey’s 
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3. Prac tic al Politic al issues

multiple engagements. This orientation is very much in 
line with the aforementioned foreign policy principle 
on creating new interdependencies and policy net-
works. Turkey is seeking to increase its role as an energy 
corridor and claims that the Nabucco and South Stream 
pipelines are complementary projects, not rivals. This 
assertion holds credence given the new security con-
figuration in the Caucasus.

Turkey in the Caucasus and New Political Processes 

Political dynamics are changing in the Caucasus. 31 Al-
though traces of “super power” competition can still be 
found at different interaction levels, the new framework 
has created opportunities for international cooperation. 
A key event that changed the status quo in the region 
was the Armenian-Turkish rapprochement, triggered 
by the Russian-Georgian conflict. For many years the EU 
and the US sought to end Armenia’s political isolation 
in the region and, due to the Georgian crisis, considered 
Armenia as an alternative energy route for the Nabucco 
project.

Following the peace talks mediated by the US and Swit-
zerland as well as the “football diplomacy,” Turkish and 
Armenian representatives signed a protocol on October 
10, 2009, which set a timetable to normalize relations. 
This effort was also supported by Russia, France, and the 
EU. In return for this initiative, Turkey expects the US 
and the Minsk group to mediate the settlement of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia. Unhappy with its role in this deal, Azerbaijan 
signed a gas protocol with Russia for long-term sup-
plies of Central Asian gas to Russia at market prices, a 

31  On changing geopolitical conditions; Vladimir Radyuhin “New Securtiy Configuration in 

the Caucuses” http://www.eurasiacritic.com/articles/new-security-configuration-caucasus 

Retrieved on January 3, 2010; F. William Engdahl “War, Oil and Gas Pipelines: Turkey is Wash-
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development which was considered as a warning to the 
architects of the Nabucco project, as Azerbaijan was 
seen as the key gas supplier of the Nabucco pipeline. The 
Turkish-Armenian rapprochement also produced an 
environment suitable for Russia-US collaboration. Arme-
nia’s isolation in the region increases the cost of trade 
for Russia. Similarly, Azerbaijan is an important partner 
of Russia, as it is a major gas supplier in the region; Tur-
key’s considerable influence on Azerbaijan is a key issue 
here. Also in the interest of Russia are the normalization 
of Turkish-Armenian relations and solving the issue of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

Turkey’s constructive involvement in the affairs of Geor-
gia dates back to March 2004; tension between Adjarian 
authorities and Georgian officials arose when Adjarians 
prevented Georgian President Mikhail Saakashvili from 
entering the independent region of Adjara. Turkey sent 
two officials to Tbilisi and Batumi as an attempt to ease 
the tension between the parties. When the tension 
between these conflicting parties continued to increase, 
Turkish Foreign Minister Abdullah Gül assured Georgian 
Prime Minister Zvania that Ankara was prepared to help 
the parties reduce the tension. 32 

Turkey’s assistance was also sought in the Georgia-
Abkhazia dispute. In June 2005, President of the Abkhaz 
parliament Nugzar Ashuba visited the Turkish Ambassa-
dor in Tbilisi, Ertan Gongor, asking for assistance in their 
troubled relations with Georgia. Ambassador Gungor 
said that Turkey was ready to mediate the differences 
between the Georgian government and Abkhazia, but 
that they would have to first observe the development of 
other mediation efforts taking place under the auspices 
of the UN. 33 Following the Georgia-Russia crisis in Au-

32  Turkish Daily News, “Turkey calls for calm in troubled Georgia,” http://www.turkishdailynews.

com.tr/article.php?enewsid=36313 Retrieved on May 5, 2004.
33  Radikal, “Abhazya’da rol arayişi” (“Searching for a role in Abkhaz conflict”), http://www.radikal.

com.tr/haber.php?haberno=154504 Retrieved on June 1st., 2005.
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gust 2008, Ankara initiated the Caucasian Stability and 
Cooperation Platform 34 with the involvement of Russia, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey. The aim of 
this initiative was to create an additional venue where 
the pressing issues of the region could be addressed, 
such as energy security, regional peace and stability, and 
economic cooperation. The platform was established as 
a complementary mechanism to the Minsk group.

In Conclusion

Turkey has served as a smart regional actor equipped 
with upgraded foreign policy instruments. The South 
Caucasus conflicts are of direct interest to Turkey. By 
deploying multiple foreign policy instruments and by 
crafting new functional interdependencies, Turkey has 
been able to create new relationship networks and po-
litical processes in the region. A flexible, adaptive, and 
agile foreign policy style has increased Turkey’s political 
leverage and has made it a critical player in the attempt 
to achieve security and stability in the South Caucasus. 

34  Muha rrem Ekşi “From the Process of Caucasus Cooperation and Stability Platform to 

the Normalization of Turkish-Armenian Relations” http://www.bilgesam.org/en/index.
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kafkaslar&Itemid=145 Retrieved on January 3, 2010.
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David ShahnazaryanProspects for Normaliza-
tion of Armenian-Turkish 
Relations and Settlement 
of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Conflict

Armenia’s foreign policy is strongly influenced by 
its domestic policy, which has the aim of restricting 
demo cratic freedoms and violating human rights. This 
policy culminated in the corrupt presidential election in 
Febru ary 2008, the subsequent human rights violations 
on March 1 during the protests, the arrests of opposition 
activists, and Armenia’s deteriorating international 
position.
 
Uncovering the truth about the events of March 1, bring-
ing the responsible parties to justice, and immediately 
releasing the political prisoners could have helped the 
regime overcome the deepening political crisis, gain 
some amount of domestic legitimacy and strengthen 
Armenia’s international standing. However, instead of 
mitigating the political confrontation at home, Arme-
nian authorities chose to seek legitimacy beyond the 
country’s borders. As a result they made unprecedented 
concessions both in the process of normalizing relations 
with Turkey and the Nagorno-Karabakh peace process.

The Normalization of Armenian-Turkish Relations 

The political force I represent supported the normaliza-
tion of relations between Armenia and Turkey from the 
very outset and made the first steps in that direction in 
1992. Since then we have considered the normalization 
of Armenian-Turkish relations to be an important political 
problem, rather than an ideological problem. Regard-
ing the two protocols presented on August 31, 2009, 
we find it unacceptable to include a provision on the 
establishment of an intergovernmental sub-commission 
of Armenian and Turkish historians.
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There are several reasons why we are against such a 
committee. Firstly, the existence of such a provision 
gives reason to say that the current policy is contin-
gent on history, which in our opinion is unacceptable. 
Secondly, as an intergovernmental body the proposed 
sub-commission would dominate the entire spectrum 
of Armenian-Turkish relations. Thirdly, the sub-commis-
sion would not promote Turkish-Armenian reconcilia-
tion. Instead it would hinder the process, because at any 
moment each side could refer to it and interrupt other 
processes. Fourthly, establishing such a sub-commission 
could potentially call into question the facts of the 
Armenian Genocide and delay its international recogni-
tion.

Incidentally, Turkey has already succeeded, as this 
process was damaged after Serzh Sargsyan agreed to 
the establishment of the sub-commission in return for 
Turkey’s promise to open the borders. Nonetheless, the 
Turkish parliament will not ratify these two protocols 
unless a tangible breakthrough is made in the Nagorno-
Karabakh peace process.

From the start the Armenian National Congress ex-
pressed its concerns over a provision on the mandatory 
ratification of both protocols by Armenian and Turkish 
parliaments, because it gave Turkey the opportunity to 
link the issue of ratification with the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Additionally, it would press 
Turkey to become involved in the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict settlement process as a full player. It is conceiv-
able that after the protocols are signed, the Armenian-
Turkish reconciliation process could transform into a 
new Armenian-Turkish conflict, full of accusations and 
insults by officials.

We also think that assigning the OSCE Minsk Group co-
chairing countries and Switzerland to mediate between 
Turkey and Armenia is incorrect, because it implies that 
this process is regarded as conflict resolution, rather 
than as a process for the establishment of normal rela-
tions between two countries.

The Armenian-
Turkish reconcilia-
tion process could 
transform into a new 
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We are confident that even if Turkey becomes a full 
player in the Nagorno-Karabakh peace process, the bor-
der with Armenia will not be opened until the conflict is 
resolved.

Nagorno-Karabakh

Recent developments have occurred in the direction 
of a settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. The 
process was officially launched on July 10, 2009 by a joint 
statement by Presidents Obama, Medvedev, and Sarkozy 
at the G-8 L’Aquila Summit.

The Armenian National Congress has stated repeatedly 
that it supports a compromise-based peaceful solution 
to the conflict. However, six of the main principles of 
the Madrid Document, unveiled by Presidents Obama, 
Medvedev and Sarkozy in their joint statement, clearly 
insist that Armenia makes unilateral concessions.

In our assessment, the proposed conflict settlement plan 
does not provide the people of Nagorno-Karabakh with 
the opportunity to exercise their right to self-determi-
nation, it does not arrange for an overland link between 
Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh and finally it does not 
guarantee international security for Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. This conclusion is justified as follows.

Firstly, in the provision on the future determination of 
the final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh, the origi-
nal word ‘referendum’ was replaced by ‘expression of 
will.’ Another major concern is that no timetable is in 
place for this process. The Armenian National Congress 
believes that the document should have specified the 
following issues:

 �  Who is to organize the referendum? The UN, OSCE, 
Azerbaijan, or Nagorno-Karabakh?

 � When will the referendum take place?
 � In what territory will it be held?
 � Who may participate?
 �  How are the questions going to be formulated on the 

ballot?
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 �  What legally binding consequences will the referen-
dum have?

Secondly, the status of the Lachin corridor, which links 
Armenia with Nagorno-Karabakh, is still uncertain. In 
particular it is not clear when the corridor’s status will 
be determined, how wide the corridor will be and who 
will control it. These are very important issues, which 
were omitted at this stage of talks with the permission of 
Armenian authorities.

The Armenian National Congress believes that the 
Lachin corridor status issue should have already been re-
solved at this stage of the settlement process. However, 
if the Madrid Document leaves open the solution of this 
issue, then the Lachin corridor should be placed until 
then under the control of Nagorno-Karabakh.

Thirdly, Armenian authorities also made many conces-
sions regarding the right of internally displaced persons 
and refugees to return to their former places of resi-
dence. If this referred earlier to only internally displaced 
people from the regions surrounding Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, now refugees from Nagorno-Karabakh proper are 
added to this list. It should be noted that the return of 
internally displaced person and refugees to their former 
places of residence is extremely dangerous in the first 
stage of the settlement. Therefore, this provision would 
be a serious blunder in terms of the implementation of 
the settlement process.

Fourthly, Armenian authorities made an impermissible 
concession regarding the issue of international security 
guarantees. A related provision of the Madrid Document 
promises ‘international security guarantees that would 
include a peacekeeping operation.’ What is implied by 
a ‘peacekeeping operation’? Are these international po-
litical guarantees of the OSCE Minsk Group co-chairing 
countries, or of the OSCE, the UN, or the EU? There is no 
way to ascertain that this clause ensures Nagorno-Kara-
bakh’s security by means of an international peacekeep-
ing force.
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According to some sources, the United States and Russia 
have agreed that international peacekeepers should be 
replaced in the conflict zone by international monitors; 
the force that can be expected would be a team of EU 
monitors, such as the EUMM in Georgia.

Obviously the US-Russian agreement is the outcome 
of their decade-long disagreements over the composi-
tion and strength of the peacekeeping force. Nonethe-
less, one should keep in mind that a withdrawal of 
troops from the zone of conflict without deployment of 
international peacekeeping forces would be extremely 
dangerous.

Apart from the international political guarantees, 
Nagorno-Karabakh and its people must also receive 
international military guarantees in the form of deploy-
ment of an international peacekeeping force.

Regarding the national composition of international 
peace troops, we believe that it must be composed of 
peacekeeping forces from countries with no direct inter-
est in the region, e.g. Scandinavian, Western, or Eastern 
European nations. The peacekeeping force should not 
be composed of troops from co-chairing countries or 
countries that are neighbors of the conflicting parties.

Russia has taken up the key role in mediating the settle-
ment of the conflict. However, Russia has always sought 
a solution that would result in a situation compatible 
with its regional interests. Otherwise Russia will try to 
maintain the current status quo. Therefore, we currently 
can say that no tangible progress is expected in the 
Turkish-Armenian reconciliation or Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict settlement.

Simultaneously we should not ignore the fact that the 
solution depends to a great extent on future develop-
ments in US-Russian relations. Consequently, significant 
progress in their relations may spark swift develop-
ments in both the Nagorno-Karabakh and the Armeni-
an-Turkish normalization processes. 

Nagorno-Karabakh 
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Leila Alieva Mapping the South Cauca-
sus Conflicts: Factors  
of New Dynamics in the 
Region
The last two years were marked by a sharp shift in the 
status quo of the South Caucasus security. The conflicts 
that erupted with perestroika at the end of the 1980s 
after passing the stage of active warfare have been “con-
served” or “frozen” since 1993-1994. The term “frozen” in 
relation to conflicts in the Georgian regions of South Os-
setia and Abkhazia and the Azerbaijani-Armenian con-
flict over Nagorno-Karabakh caused a justified criticism, 
as the continued state of “no peace, no war” was widely 
perceived as a serious threat to security, prone to being 
ignited even by an accidental exchange of fire. However, 
the regional balance of power was conducive for the 15 
years of ceasefire, supported without peacekeeping for- 
ces in Nagorno-Karabakh. In South Ossetia and Abkhazia 
the situation since the ceasefire agreements was under 
control of the CIS peacekeeping forces, OSCE missions, 
and the UNOMIG. However, the ceasefires in Georgia 
and Azerbaijan were not free of controversy due to the 
lack of progress in the actual resolution of the conflicts. 
The situation changed in August 2008, when the open 
war between Russia and Georgia led to the occupation 
of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, followed by Moscow’s 
official recognition of the independence of the au-
tonomous republics. In turn, the change of the security 
balance in the region prompted the progress in Turkish-
Armenian rapprochement, which if accompanied by 
the resolution of the Armenian-Azerbaijan conflict , may 
contribute to long term peace in the region.

The Nature and Causes of the Status Quo

It is a widely shared opinion that South Caucasus 
conflicts developed as a result of the Soviet “nationality 
policies”, leading to the prominence of ethno-territorial 
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divisions and the elite’s emancipation. The oppressive 
and manipulative Soviet approach to the historical 
grievances enhanced the nationalist sentiments during 
the periods of political gaps and in the context of politi-
cal struggle in the post-Soviet period. Once the conflicts 
were perceived as threats that undermine regional 
security and the domestic resources for warfare were 
exhausted, the ceasefire agreements were eventually 
signed in 1992 -1993 in Georgia and in 1994 in Azerbai-
jan. The region has experienced highly devastating 
consequences of the wars, including ethnic cleansing 
and extensive flow of refugees and IDPs from the neigh-
boring republics, breakaways regions and occupied 
territories, economic declines, interruption of trade and 
transportation links, humanitarian emergencies, politi-
cal instability, and stagnation of development.

Stability was reached by integrating the South Caucasus 
states in European multilateral institutions, first and 
foremost OSCE, which has taken an active role in resolv-
ing the conflicts. However, since then no significant 
progress has been achieved in conflict resolution; these 
unresolved conflicts represent an obstacle to the full-
fledged development of the region and its integration in 
the European and Euro-Atlantic structures. 

At the macro level, involvement of third party actors, 
e.g. Iran, Russia, Turkey, the US, has complicated the situ-
ation and affected the conflict’s dynamics. Russia direct-
ly (militarily, economically and politically) supported 
secessionist movements in both Georgia and Azerbaijan 
and was seen as manipulating the minority issues to 
weaken “ insurgent” republics as a way of preserving 
Russian influence in the region. Fearing a strong, secu-
lar and pro-Western Azerbaijan, Iran developed trade 
and economic relations with Nagorno-Karabakh and Ar-
menia, while Turkey, sharing security perceptions with 
Azerbaijan, joined it in closing borders with Armenia. 
Under the influence of the Armenian lobby, the US Con-
gress in an unbalanced act adopted sanctions against 
the democratically elected government of Azerbaijan in 
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1993. Thus, many observers concluded that the resolu-
tion of the conflicts are complicated by the competing 
and ambitious interests of outside powers. 

The domestic factors that contributed to the stalemate 
include a lack of democratic and conflict resolution 
institutions, the irreconcilable positions of the political 
elite of the breakaway regions inspired by third party 
support, lack of public discussions of the alternative 
options and insufficient involvement in dialogue with 
minority groups by the states’ leadership.

The involvement of third parties in some cases went as 
far as to qualify secessionist conflicts as interstate con-
flicts, such as in the cases of Armenia’s support for the 
Azerbaijani autonomous region of Nagorno-Karabakh 
and of Russia’s support for Abkhazia and South Ossetia, 
which resulted in open war with Georgia in 2008. In 
both cases, the involvement resulted in the establish-
ment of factual control of the third parties over the 
breakaway regions. 

The clash of interests of regional and extra-regional 
powers were reconciled and set on “the civilized” course 
with the establishment of the institute of co-chairmen 
under the auspices of the OSCE Minsk group. Since its 
creation in the early 1990’s, the long process of official 
negotiations between the governments of Armenia 
and Azerbaijan began, along with the participation of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh Armenian community as the 
concerned party. Lack of progress can be attributed to 
various reasons, most importantly the institutional con-
straints of the consensus-based OSCE, of which both Az-
erbaijan and Armenia were members. Each state based 
its claim on fundamental principles, which appeared to 
contradict each other in the context of conflict resolu-
tion; Armenia argued the principle of self-determination 
of nations, while Azerbaijan argued the principle of 
territorial integrity.

From a political perspective, the co-chairmanship of 
the US, France and Russia was rather unbalanced. In 
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the opinion of some analysts, Russia could not serve 
as a mediator, as it was in fact a party to the conflict as 
a security and military ally of Armenia. Furthermore, 
the Armenian lobby has been historically a significant 
political factor in both the US and France. At the same 
time, the same experts acknowledged that the “key to 
the Karabakh conflict was in Russia”, thus the selection 
of the mediators took into account the real interests and 
influence of the candidate-states. This bias of the mem-
ber states of the co-chairmanship was made particularly 
clear on March 14, 2008 during a United Nations vote for 
a resolution that would recognize Karabakh as part of 
Azerbaijan, when all three co-chairman states, France, 
the US and Russia, voted against the resolution. (The UN 
adopted this resolution nevertheless – L.A)

Due to its institutional and political constraints, the 
OSCE conflict resolution mechanism had an ambiguous 
effect on the negotiation process. On the one hand, it 
helped to preserve peace by offering the conflicting par-
ties a forum for civilized discussion regarding the settle-
ment of the conflict. On the other hand, it did not lead to 
any major breakthrough due to the mediators’ inability 
to prioritize one of the basic principles – territorial integ-
rity or self-determination – and thus contributed to the 
stalemate of the negotiation process.

Another external factor that contributed to the “no 
peace, no war” situation was that the level of regional 
stability achieved appeared to be sufficient for the  
third party actors to realize their major interests. The 
unresolved conflicts and absence of control over some 
parts of its territories did not prevent Azerbaijan from 
making the “contract of the century” in 1994, which  
met the energy interests of Europe and the US and, 
also  to the interest of Georgia, created major alterna-
tive transportation routes such as Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan. 
Similarly, the achieved level of internal stability allowed 
Azerbaijan and Georgia to transform from “consumers” 
into “producers of international security” by participat-
ing in peacekeeping operations in Kosovo, Afghanistan 
and Iraq. 
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The domestic factors were no less important in prevent-
ing a breakthrough in negotiations. In the case of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Azerbaijan’s resistance to 
reconcile the military “status quo” was legally justi-
fied, as Nagorno-Karrabakh was legally a territory of 
Azerbaijan, while Armenia’s refusal to accept the legal 
grounds was based on military gains and de facto con-
trol of Nagorno-Karabakh and the seven regions beyond 
it. The mutual compromises were associated with a 
higher risk of provoking protest mobilization, due to the 
questioned legitimacy of authority that resulted from 
the systematically manipulated elections, despite the 
seemingly firm power of the leaders of Azerbaijan and 
Armenia. 

Most importantly, the continued status quo in all cases 
of conflict was not conducive for greater confidence 
building between the autonomies and the capitals, but 
rather promoted greater disintegration of the states by 
allowing the autonomies to develop new dependencies 
on external actors. In the case of Azerbaijan, Nagorno-
Karabakh’s economy, finances, and politics were 
merging consistently with that of Armenia. In the case 
of Georgia, Russia’s distribution of Russian citizenship to 
the populations of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the 
lifting of the trade embargo with Abkhazia immediately 
before the war in 2008 led to a greater alienation of the 
elite and representatives of communities from Tbilisi. 
The Georgian authorities blamed the Russian / CIS 
peacekeepers for conserving the conflict and creating 
conditions for the alienation to occur. 

Despite its significantly drained population, Nagorno-
Karabakh tried to establish all the attributes and institu-
tions of an independent entity, taking advantage of the 
“no peace, no war” situation, while Baku was boosting 
its military budget using the flow of petrodollars in an 
attempt to change the conflict’s balance in its favor.

Another characteristic of the conflicts was an insuf-
ficient involvement of the EU, the US and the UN; the 
external pressure placed on the conflict parties to make 
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compromises was of little to no intensity in comparison 
to the conflicts in the Balkans. This can be attributed 
mainly to the fact that the South Caucasus is on the 
periphery of the European borders and interests.

Thus, two factors contributed to the increasing impor-
tance of a military solution as an alternative to peaceful 
negotiations: a lack of progress in the conflict resolution 
process and the precedent of the violation of interstate 
borders without serious consequences for third parties, 
as in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh. This factor was 
strengthened by the legitimization of military gains as 
the bargaining tool in the Minsk negotiation process, 
where the withdrawal of Armenian troops from the 
occupied territories was traded for Azerbaijani com-
promises on the status of Nagorno-Karabakh. The weak 
reaction by the international community and the ineffi-
ciency of the four UN resolutions regarding Armenia’s 15 
year occupation of Nagorno-Karabakh and seven other 
regions of Azerbaijan allowed Russia to feel undeterred 
to overtly cross Georgia’s borders and establish military 
control over Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 2008. 

The legal and political factors were complemented by 
an economic factor. Unresolved conflict justified Azerba-
ijan’s petrodollars being used for increased and rapid 
military spending, while the significant US military aid 
to Georgia created the impression of Georgia’s military 
self-sufficiency. 

Russia-Georgia War in August 2008:  
“Unfreezing the Conflict”

The regional developments in 2004-2005 – velvet 
revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine – raised Russia’s 
concerns regarding its influence in the South Caucasus, 
as the new political forces soon declared integration in 
NATO and the EU. Georgia’s new leader Micheil Saakash-
vili’s strategy was that of unfreezing the conflicts, firstly 
by decreasing the role and participation of Russia, while 
promoting greater involvement of the EU and the US in 
security issues.
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This change of the habitual political status quo in the 
South Caucasus, effected by Georgia’s rose revolution, 
has also had a positive impact on conflict resolution. The 
successful re-integration of the Republic of Adjara by the 
replacement of the pro-Moscow authoritarian leader 
Abashidze inspired Saakashvili to try to find a similar 
solution in the cases of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 
However, this appeared to be a more difficult task due 
to the higher nationalistic sentiments and more violent 
history of post-Soviet relations in these zones of conflict. 

The authors of the locally produced independent 
report 41 suggest that Russia’s resort to its traditional 
support for “breakaway regions” as a means to preserve 
Russian influence was a manifestation of “neo-impe-
rialist” ambition, expressed in reaction to the changes 
in Georgia’s political situation and Saakashvili’s rise to 
power. With the outbreak of war in August 2008, Rus-
sia’s previously covert support for the secessionist move-
ments transformed into an open violation of Georgia’s 
state borders. Regarding the reasons behind the military 
confrontation, Nino Burjanadze, leader of the opposi-
tion party Democratic Movement-United Georgia, said 
to the Associated Press that “it was absolutely obvious 
that Russia was trying to provoke Georgia in the military 
confrontation.” 42 

Various sources blame different parties for starting the 
military actions. Tbilisi officially blames Russia for start-
ing the war, while others accuse Georgia for its “large-
scale shelling of Tskhinvali by Tbilisi” in the night of the 
August 7, 2008. Although independent reports by local 
and international experts stressed the importance of 
the sequence of military actions, they nevertheless did 
acknowledge that the main casus belli was the preceding 
political aggravation of bilateral Russian-Georgian 

41  Crisis in Georgia, 2008: Preconditions, Reality, Perspectives. (Ed. By Soso Tsiscarishvili) Independ-

ent Experts’ Club. Tbilisi, 2009.
42  “Georgia: uneasy peace a year after war with Russia”, 7news, 2009, http://www.wsvn.com/news/

articles/world/MI127712/
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relations. As a matter of fact, the EU fact-finding mission 
labeled the beginning of Georgia’s shelling of Tskhinvali 
“only a culminating point of a long period of increasing 
tensions, provocations, and incidents” 43 and the result 
of deterioration of the security situation in the zone of 
the South Ossetia conflict since mid-June 2008. 

Among other factors that contributed to the outbreak 
of war in 2008, local experts stress the role of Georgia’s 
strategic miscalculations of the situation, Russia’s and 
the West’s intentions; its own military capacity, lack 
of diplomatic efforts by Georgia to develop a dialogue 
with Russia, and the reluctance of the West to become 
involved in the region.

Overall, both objective and subjective factors shaping 
Russian-Georgian relations made the open clash in 
August inevitable. 

What did the war change in the region and beyond?

Most importantly, it expanded the perception of region-
al security threats, unveiled the high level of insecurity 
that characterizes the current regional stability and 
status quo, and demonstrated the vulnerability of the 
legal borders and fragility of the ceasefires.
It also alarmed observers, primarily in Europe and the 
US, who assumed that the level of dialogue with Russia 
was a sufficient deterring factor in Moscow’s military 
behavior in the region. 

Despite the military intrusion, Russia failed to replace 
the regime of Saakashvili, who Russia perceived to be 
an American puppet. Russia failed to prevent Georgia’s 
devotion to NATO and EU integration as well as the EU’s 
and NATO’s interest in Georgia’s integration.

At the same time, it again became obvious that although 
united by common security objectives in the GUAM 
organization, each of the four member states preferred 

43  Report by the Independent International Fact Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia, Sep-

tember, 2009. Volume 1, p.12.
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to resolve their security problems through bilateral rela-
tions with Russia, rather than by means of a concerted 
and common multilateral strategy. 

Although the war undermined the security of Geor-
gian seaports and oil terminals, the EU confirmed its 
commitment to alternative gas supply options, such as 
the Nabucco gas pipeline, allowing Europe to avoid gas 
dependency on Russia.

With EU chairman Nicholas Sarkozy’s direct mediation 
during the Russia-Georgia war, EU involvement was 
unprecedented, however, it was limited to political and 
economic aid that included a mission of observers, a 
fact-finding commission and significant aid to recover 
from the aftermath of war. Locally, this was a disappoint-
ment as Georgia expected stricter measures or sanctions 
against Russia. 

For the most part, the war and the subsequent actions 
had little effect on the regional security situation, 
however, it nevertheless resulted in an intensification of 
Azerbaijani-Armenian negotiations and Turkish-Arme-
nian rapprochement.
 
Armenian-Turkish Rapprochement:  
Will it Lead to Peace in the South Caucasus?

One of the most obvious effects of the Russia-Georgia 
war was that it alarmed the regional actors, primarily 
Turkey, which helped to accelerate the mechanisms for 
regional stabilization. On August 11, 2008 Turkish Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan announced the initiative 
of Alliance for the Caucasus, including Russia, Georgia, 
as well as Turkey. The initiative was publicized on August 
13 along with the Caucasus Stability and Cooperation 
Platform, a regional cooperation framework that would 
bring together Azerbaijan, Georgia, Armenia, Turkey, 
and Russia in Moscow and the following day in Tbilisi. 

After the Georgia-Russia war, Turkish President Abdul-
lah Gül formally accepted the invitation of Armenia’s 
leader to watch a soccer game on September 6, 2008 in 
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Yerevan. This began the series of high level meetings 
that was dubbed “football diplomacy”. These intense 
and difficult diplomatic activities resulted in the signing 
of Turkish-Armenian protocols on October 10, 2009 in 
Geneva, which was assessed as the second most signifi-
cant event in the region since the collapse of the Soviet 
Union.

Turkish-Armenian rapprochement in 2008-2009 took 
place against the background of shifting relations 
and alliances that were formed after the Cold War. By 
this time, the region had been divided into alliances 
according to their security orientations, strengthened 
by energy transportation routes. Pro-Western Turkey, 
Georgia, and Azerbaijan were on the one side of the 
Caucasus, while Russia, Armenia, and Iran were on the 
other. Although this division was based on the genuine 
common interests of the parties, it contradicted the 
model of a “united” South Caucasus desired by many 
Western observers. The new security situation that was 
shaped by the Georgia-Russia war created conditions for 
the start of a new trend in regional relations.

At the same time, Turkish-Armenian rapprochement is 
another example of how, in addition to the momentum 
of the security situation, the changes of the domestic 
political status quo may help to untie the geo-political 
Gordian knot of the South Caucasus.

As a matter of fact, rapprochement coincided with the 
change of political power in Armenia – the winner of 
the 2008 presidential election was the pragmatic Serzh 
Sargsyan, who initiated the “football diplomacy” by 
inviting the Turkish Prime-Minister to a soccer game in 
Yerevan in July 2008. Although the external sources of 
this progress are obvious – fifteen years of Armenia’s 
isolation from the economy of the region on the one 
hand and the shift in the security situation after the 
Russia-Georgia war on the other hand – the political 
context was prepared by the new AKP stance towards 
domestic reform in Turkey, with several goals includ-
ing moving forward in the EU-Turkish integration talks. 
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According to some experts 44, the general liberalization 
as a result of AKP’s reform processes created conditions 
in Turkish society conducive to a greater acceptance of 
Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. On the other hand, it 
would be naïve to disregard the role of external pressure 
on Turkey and Armenia.

The two Turkish-Armenian protocols (firstly, the estab-
lishment of diplomatic relations and secondly, the devel-
opment of bilateral relations) addressed for the first time 
the main points of disagreement and the most contro-
versial issues between the two states; the protocols rep-
resent the basis for bilateral relations, where the parties 
can begin diplomatic relations without preconditions, 
recognize state borders and agree to establish a commis-
sion of historians to research the events of 1915.

However, the ratification of the Turkish-Armenian pro-
tocols remains a challenging task in both Turkey and in 
Armenia for several reasons.

Firstly, the reason for the closing of the Turkish-Arme-
nian borders is not yet resolved, namely Armenia’s 
occupation of Azerbaijan’s Kelbajar region (beyond the 
Nagorno-Karabakh autonomy). 

Secondly, due to the first reason, Turkish public opinion 
remains divided and due to its great influence on the  
decision-making process, as compared with the power of 
public opinion in authoritarian Armenia or Azerbaijan, 
it may be a serious challenge to ratify these protocols in 
parliament, despite the ruling party majority. 

Thirdly, Turkey’s closest ally in the region, Azerbaijan, 
has sent direct messages that the alliance may be dam-
aged if Turkey’s rapprochement with Armenia does not 
consider Azerbaijan’s interests as well. Specifically, this 

44  The idea was expressed at the conference “The European South Caucasus? EU soft power and 

challenges to the peace, democracy and development in the South Caucasus”. CIDOB, Barce-

lona, 06.10.2009. http://www.cidob.org/en/activities/europe/a_european_south_caucasus_eu_

soft_power_and_challenges_to_democracy_peace_and_development_in_the_south_caucasus
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concerns the major security threat caused by Armenia’s 
occupation of Azerbaijani territory and the fact that this 
issue is not addressed by the Turkish-Armenian proto-
cols. In August-September 2009, complications arose 
in Azerbaijani-Turkish relations due to Turkey’s lack of 
coordination of diplomacy with Azerbaijan as well as a 
general fear that Turkish-Armenian rapprochement will 
weaken Azerbaijan’s position on the issue of Karabakh.

Fourthly, although Armenia’s leader has a firm grip on 
power and, as proven by the 2008 presidential elec-
tions, would not hesitate in suppressing nationalist 
opposition, the radical forces both inside and outside 
the country may have serious reactions, as was the case 
in 1999 when Armenia and Azerbaijan were close to 
signing a peace agreement. 45 There is, however, a dif-
ference between the current situation and the situation 
in 1999. The current internal influence of the radical 
branches of the Armenian Diaspora, such as ARF, on 
Armenian politics is less significant than in the times of 
Robert Kocharian; today, the divisions among opposi-
tion are deeper and the Karabakh Armenians do not see 
overwhelmingly this change as a direct threat to their 
interests. Today the interests of Russia, who holds “the 
key” to conflict resolution in the region, do not seem 
to contradict the trend of improvement of Turkish-
Armenian relations. Serzh Sargsyan’s diplomatic efforts 
during his tour of the West, in an attempt to bolster the 
Armenian Diaspora’s opinion of the rapprochement 
with Turkey, had the additional effect of strengthening 
the support of the host countries, the US and European 
nations, for Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. 

The contradictions between the supporters and op-
ponents of this rapprochement reflect the common 
debate of the effectiveness of “sanctions versus integra-
tion”. The initiators and most active proponents of the 

45  On October 27, 1999 the prime minister and 7 more high ranking officials were killed in the 

Armenian parliament by the group of armed men.
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Turkish-Armenian rapprochement assert its eventual 
and inevitable positive effect on the regional security 
as a whole. They suggest that resolving the historical 
Turkish-Armenian enmity and establishing full-fledged 
bilateral relations, most importantly economic rela-
tions, would significantly change the regional dynamics 
by means of a more comprehensive integration and 
would promote resolution of the Armenian-Azerbaijani 
conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. It would also boost Tur-
key’s influence in regional affairs by making it a more 
non-partisan actor and allowing it to play greater role in 
conflict resolution; rapprochement would also weaken 
Armenia’s traditional dependency on Russia, which 
would allow Armenia to have more balanced regional 
relations. Ultimately, it would lead to the desired Baltic-
style cooperation of all three South Caucasus states 
without lines of division and opposing alliances.

According to this view, in order to achieve this Turkey 
should separate its narrowly defined national interests 
from those of Azerbaijan. This is naturally in the interest 
of Armenia, which has been trying for more than a dec-
ade to escape its economic isolation without conceding 
the Karabakh issue. However, for Azerbaijan, this will 
weaken the effect of the economic sanctions it uses to 
counteract the bargaining power of Armenia’s military 
pressure.

The opponents of the rapprochement have a similarly 
convincing logic. They suggest that abandoning the 
economic sanctions will strengthen Armenia’s intransi-
gence in regional behavior, especially in the actual and 
potential conflict areas. From this point of view, opening 
Turkish-Armenian borders and resuming economic 
relations may be perceived by Armenia as a successful 
escape from responsibility, if not a reward, for the viola-
tion and non-recognition of Azerbaijan’s borders and 
will remove one of the last incentives to compromise 
on the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh and become more 
responsible in relations to its immediate neighbors. In 
addition, it should not be forgotten that Turkish sanc-
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tions were imposed in 1993 also to balance the military 
support of Russia and US political support and aid to 
Armenia, which left Azerbaijan, having managed to 
force the withdrawal of Soviet troops, without a military 
ally or economic aid. 

With all of its complexities, the rapprochement involves 
an obvious diversity of impacts on the interests of vari-
ous states and actors, as well as short-term and long-
term implications. The absence of economic relations 
between Armenia and its rich and powerful neighbors 
has served as a signal of the close interdependency 
between the states in the region and as a reminder that 
the states are independent subjects and not satellites 
of other powers. Indeed, because all economic and 
trade relations in the Soviet Union were centralized 
and mediated by Moscow, the dependent republics 
were not aware of the degree, to which their economic 
survival was directly dependent on one another. The 
command economy separated the economic and politi-
cal sides of relations; thus, resource-poor Armenia was 
ensured, regardless of the state of affairs between it 
and its neighbour, that Moscow would always require 
Azerbaijan to supply oil and gas to its partner state. In 
this regard, post-Soviet Armenia’s attempt to bypass 
political relations with its neighbors, expecting Brus-
sels, Washington, or Moscow to require Azerbaijan and 
Turkey to cooperate regardless of Armenia’s stance on 
the Karabakh conflict, was a continuation of the satellite 
type of mentality, rather than that of an independent 
subject involved in international relations. 46

Another potential threat emanating from the improve-
ment of Turkish-Armenian relations, assuming there is 
not any substantial progress in Armenian-Azerbaijani 
relations, is an increase of the probability of a military 
confrontation over the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 
Opening the borders and establishing economic rela-

46 Leila Alieva “ Imperial Legacy: Economics and Conflict”, in Security Dialogue, 1996, Oslo.
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tions with Turkey would weaken the effect of a trade 
embargo and, in the event of Armenia’s intransigence 
in negotiations, narrow down the range of Azerbaijan’s 
peaceful options, prompting it to resort to military pres-
sure. 

Finally, by separating the Nagorno-Karabakh issue from 
Turkish-Armenian relations, the interested actors and 
mediators allow the conflict to become a hostage to the 
regional powers’ continuous manipulation. 

Thus, the successful impact of the Turkish-Armenian 
problems on the overall prospects of peace in the region 
(both short-term and long-term) are dependent on how 
it affects the progress of the Nagorno-Karabakh issue. 
This is also important for the prospects of Armenia’s 
integration in regional energy and transportation 
projects, which are not possible until resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh issue.
 
Conclusion

The recent developments in the South Caucasus demon-
strated the complexity of the long-term conflicts and the 
misleading stability in the region.

In terms of security and external sources of new dyna-
mics, the developments in 2008-2009 created a unique 
momentum of concurrence of the major parties’ inter-
ests for transforming the ceasefires, or “no peace, no 
war” situations, into more sustainable and long-lasting 
peace agreements.

At the same time, the events in the region demonstrated 
the importance of domestic political development as the 
driving force behind the critical changes in the pro-
longed status quo, which have an inevitable impact on 
the dynamic of the regional conflicts.

The limits of the recently emerged shift in geopolitics of 
the South Caucasus will be determined by the degree of 
domestic changes in the region’s states, which in turn 
will shape the openness of societies to inclusive and 
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compromising policies, which lower the costs of the 
risk-taking political decisions that can lead to a break-
through in the stalemates and deadlocks of conflict 
resolution. 

These events also proved that the absence of EU borders 
limits the incentive of the EU and its capacity to become 
involved, thus leaving the nations in a state of security 
limbo vis-à-vis the ambitious interests of the regional 
powers. However, in 2008 an actual threat of war caused 
an unprecedented, as compared to the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict, involvement of the EU in the conflict in 
Georgia.

The region’s problems and contradictions cannot be 
solved in isolation, as the South Caucasus’ history,  
geography and politics predetermined its closely 
intertwined nature. A comprehensive approach may be 
developed by the EU’s greater involvement in the region 
and the South Caucasus states’ greater integration in Eu-
ropean multilateral institutions, which would promote 
both peace and democratic reform. 
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