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Dr. Kuchins welcomed guests to CSIS for the launch of the new report The Big Caucasus: Between 

Fragmentation and Integration authored by Dr. Jeffrey Mankoff and opened his remarks by explaining 

that the term “Big Caucasus” was first coined by the CSIS Russia and Eurasia Program visiting fellow, 

Sergey Markedonov. To understand the Big Caucasus, one needs to look at the North Caucasus and 

South Caucasus in conjunction with major regional powers—first and foremost Russia, but also Turkey, 

Iran, Ukraine and others—to help better inform analysis and policymaking about the region. There are 

powerful centrifugal and centripetal forces in the Big Caucasus, which is a region in flux. This is 

manifested in so-called “frozen” conflicts over territories including Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia, which remain unresolved, threatening to further fragment the region. Indeed, if the 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict were to erupt again the results would be more devastating and destabilizing 

than the war twenty years ago. Key borders remain closed and a proxy conflict between Iran and Israel 

has spilled over into the region through targeted assassinations. These regional conflicts are a powerful 

check on the more positive forces of globalization that can enhance connectivity and prospects for 

prosperity. There are no easy solutions to these challenges, and our task as analysts is to be as rigorous 

as possible and try to provide some value added in trying to understand the challenges that we face and 

to think outside the box when it comes to solutions.  

Dr. Mankoff began by emphasizing the importance of the region- the Big Caucasus lies at the cross 

roads of major powers and strategic interests to its north, south, east and west. The Big Caucasus 

represents an important bridge in geopolitical terms, and acts as a link and a transit corridor between east 



and west, north and south, Europe and Asia. It lies at the crossroads that promotes connections, but also 

creates divisions, between Europe, Central Asia, the Middle East and other parts of the world. For that 

reason, if no other, developments in the Caucasus are of vital importance to these surrounding regions.  

There are centrifugal forces, such as the internal rivalries within the Big Caucasus and the competing 

geopolitical agendas of outside stakeholders, which have kept it fragmented and fractured for many 

years. These processes of fragmentation inhibit the connectivity of globalization and integration, which 

is the key to the future prosperity of the region. But they also pose dangers to the surrounding regions 

for the other non-Caucasian powers that comprise the Big Caucasus. More positively, there is a vision in 

which the region can play its historic role as a regional crossroad. It is a keystone in the creation of a 

“new Silk Road” and a critical piece of U.S. and EU plans for the establishment of the southern energy 

corridor. This is the vision that external stakeholders, the U.S. in particular, should be focusing on and 

promoting.  

Achieving that vision, however, requires overcoming several ingrained and severe challenges. The 

region faces significant challenges, particularly the threat of geopolitical fragmentation, which has 

prevented the region from achieving connectivity and integration in the twenty years since the collapse 

of the Soviet Union. Geopolitical fragmentation and “frozen conflicts” are largely a product of the 

Soviet legacy that drew borders in this highly ethnically diverse and divided region, and now risk 

potential for renewed conflict. In the region there are six states and a number of small statelets, many of 

which have closed borders, refugees and displaced persons and remain deadlocked in conflict. This 

fragmentation has resulted in different rates of development within the different political entities of the 

South Caucasus and has promoted the emergence of competing strategic axes. For example, Georgia, 

Azerbaijan and Turkey have been able to develop more rapidly and more successfully than some of their 

other Caucasus neighbors due to the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline. Unlike this prosperous east-

west axis, the north-south axis in the region has been excluded from this vision of economic 

development and as a result has not experienced such high levels of growth and development. This 

competition raises the risk of polarization and confrontation throughout the region. Given the larger 

regional context and number of outside players with interests in the region, there is a potential for 

regional consequences for any exacerbation of the fragmentation or instability or violence.  

But because of this political fragmentation, the governmental systems across the Big Caucasus have not 

developed to adequately respond to social needs and to resolve day-to-day problems. This is, in part, the 

result of the warping of domestic politics, where focusing on status issues and on questions of rivalry 

between political parties have distracted governments from addressing problems faced by people across 

the entire region. There is a worrying proliferation of political rigidity, authoritarianism, and 

dissatisfaction on the part of the people in both the North and South Caucasus. There has also been a 

breakdown in governance and rise of Islamic radicalism and militancy, a problem particularly acute in 

the North Caucasus. In the South Caucasus, Georgia remains in a standoff with its breakaway regions of 

Abkhazia and South Osseti. Such continued conflict and political tension in Georgia have the potential 

to affect political developments on the other side of the Caucasus. It was Russia’s provision of passports 

to populations in the breakaway regions that laid the foundation for Russia’s military intervention in 



2008, and conversely, Georgia has inserted itself in the politics of the North Caucasus. Thus, these 

political conflicts cannot be contained in one entity or another in the region, but flow across borders.  

Among all these various challenges and threats of political instability, the most dangerous conflict in the 

region is between Armenia and Azerbaijan. The disputed territory of Nagorno-Karabakh remains 

unresolved and contains the potential for the eruption of interstate military conflict. Given the failure of 

the normalization protocol between Turkey and Armenia in 2009, the international situation around the 

conflict has become less flexible. Moreover, ties between Azerbaijan and Turkey, Armenia and Russia, 

and the increasingly prominent role of Iran in the region heighten the severe impact a renewed Nagorno-

Karabakh conflict would have not just on Armenia and Azerbaijan but on the region as a whole.  

The notion of the “Big Caucasus” implies that there is a collection of diverse international actors 

involved in the region as well, including Russia and Iran. This has created a broader strategic canvass, 

such as the expansion of the Israeli-Iranian standoff into Azerbaijan and Armenia. This includes security 

cooperation between Azerbaijan and Israel, which overlays a longstanding close relationship between 

Armenia and Iran. This heightens the implications of the Armenian-Azerbaijani standoff for the broader 

Middle East region.  

Although Russia remains by far the most influential power in the Caucasus and is the status quo power 

in the region, its hold is waning, especially in the North Caucasus. It is no longer clear if Russia holds 

the dominant role in the South Caucasus either, given the increased strategic competition in the region 

and the increasing importance of other external players, such as Iran. Iran’s support for Armenia 

continues to underpin the difficult relationship between Tehran and Baku, even though Iran has also 

offered to mediate between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Turkey is arguably one of the rising powers in the 

region, and its pursuit of strategic independence makes it more of a wild card, particularly under the 

ruling AKP party (Justice and Development Party). The EU and Ukraine also play important—if at 

times underappreciated roles—in the region.  

The U.S. can play a significant role in the Big Caucasus. It is in U.S. interest to promote this idea of 

connectivity and integration throughout the region. The ideal which the U.S. has pursued since the end 

of the Cold War is to be an “honest broker,” a country without parochial interests, a non-regional player 

that can therefore play a dispassionate role in the region. However, in practice, the U.S. has fallen short 

of this ideal, and has only been engaged in the region to a limited extent, paying only sporadic attention 

to it since the region has often been an area of secondary focus. When the U.S. has decided to focus its 

intention on the region, it can and often does succeed. For example, the U.S. brokered the agreement 

between Georgia and Russia on Russia’s WTO accession and has promoted the Northern Distribution 

Network (NDN) in the region. However, the U.S. insistence on a narrow definition of territorial integrity 

has limited its engagement with many actors in the region and has made it more difficult to deal with 

specific problems on the ground.   

The U.S. approach to the energy question, first through its promotion of the BTC pipeline and now the 

Southern Corridor, has been relatively successful in terms of getting the pipelines built. At the same 



time, the way that the “pipeline politics” have been conducted in the region has contributed to the 

fragmentation by cementing the axes in a way that leaves Armenia and some of the other players 

outside.  

The U.S. strategy vis-à-vis Russia is less of an issue. Since the end of the war in 2008, there has been 

less of a focus on this region as an element in the bilateral relationship between the U.S. and Russia. 

However, the problems and fundamental issues that divide the U.S. and Russia have not disappeared, 

despite the NDN and the “agreement to disagree” on Georgia’s NATO membership. Nevertheless, 

between the U.S. and Russia there remains a fundamentally different view of the role that the Caucasus 

region should play. Even though the reset between the U.S. and Russia has set some of these issues 

aside, they will not go away. The U.S. must engage Moscow more effectively in addressing these 

questions. Above all, in terms of dealing with the region, the U.S. should promote integration and 

stability, prosperity and security. It needs to promote the idea of connectivity as a solution to the 

fractured nature of the region. This implies integration in all directions. To achieve this, pushing forward 

economic incentives is simply not enough. Politics must take precedence over all other issues in order to 

successfully address the challenges faced by the region. It is in this sense that the role of the U.S. is 

fundamental in bringing together the different actors in political dialogue and must come back to the role 

of the “honest broker” to which it aspired.  

Dr. Markedonov commented that the report in discussion has done an excellent job in offering a 

balanced view of the complicated situation that exists in the Big Caucasus. Moreover, the 

recommendations included in the report were a good observation of the real opportunities for the U.S. to 

be involved in the region, including substantive pluses and minuses of doing so.  

However, Dr. Markedonov continued, at times the report viewed the situation in the Big Caucasus too 

much through a Washington lens. This view lacks certain nuanced perspectives on particular issues. One 

example of this is describing Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov as a former warlord. Kadyrov cannot be 

characterized as just a warlord; he has been appointed the President of the Chechen Republic via legal 

mechanisms provided for in the constitution of the Russian Federation. As a leader, Kadyrov is an 

instrumental politician, an opportunist who uses certain tactics to his gain, for example imposing shari’a 

law in Chechnya only insofar as it serves his own political and personal gains. Thus, describing him a 

former warlord is overly simplistic. This tendency for oversimplification was also evident in the report’s 

assessment of the 2008 Russo-Georgian war, which was characterized as a Russian invasion. In reality, 

the term “invasion” is not appropriate, since responsibility for the conflict was shared between both 

sides. Moreover, the 2008 conflict is part of a longer, more complex tension dating back to the 1990s.  

Lastly, it would have been useful to include the normalization of U.S.-Russia relations as a key 

prerequisite for the U.S.’s role in the region as an “honest broker” in the recommendations. The role of 

the U.S. as an “honest broker” is an important one, but what is the price of this role? What are the costs 

and benefits for countries affected by this role? What are the mechanisms for transforming the U.S. from 

an interested party to the role of an “honest broker”? How could the U.S. and Russia cooperate to make 

this transformation real?   



Ambassador Evans lauded the report for emphasizing the fact that while there is a large energy 

dimension focus, it makes the point that political issues ultimately override other considerations. 

Ambassador Evans did note, however, that the report may have been too cautious, and could have used 

this opportunity for making bolder recommendations. There is also some hesitation in accepting the term 

“Big Caucasus,” as it can seem infelicitous somehow; perhaps a better term would be the “Greater 

Caucasus.” Nevertheless, the term draws public attention to the region as a result of calling it the “Big 

Caucasus” and that is crucial in increasing the region’s profile. 

What was rightly emphasized is Nagorno-Karabakh as the most dangerous flashpoint in the Caucasus 

today. The potential for real violence in the region is there, and the international community caught a 

glimpse of that briefly in 2008 during the clash between Russia and Georgia. Additionally, the report 

pays a good deal of attention to Iran’s increasing role in the region, which is particularly relevant given 

recent allegations in the media that Israel has acquired air bases in Azerbaijan. What is also worth noting 

is the distraction that Syria is proving to be for Turkey and others in the Big Caucasus region.  

 

Question and Answer 

The first question was on the normalization of relations between Armenia and Turkey, which has been 

included in a “package deal” on progress on the Nagorno-Karabakh issue. The U.S. has recently 

invested in Track II diplomacy on the Armenia-Turkey issue, which raises the question of its utility on 

the Armenia-Azerbaijan issue as well. Dr. Mankoff responded, saying that the lesson from the 

normalization protocol between Armenia and Turkey is too small to be significant. By the end of the 

process, Turkey was in a position where they couldn’t move forward on Armenian relations unless they 

got something out of the Nagorno-Karabakh negotiations that would appease Azerbaijan. Thus, there 

needs to be incremental steps in order to ensure a higher level of flexibility. 

A question was raised about the potential of a gas pipeline running from Armenia to Azerbaijan, and 

what the pragmatic implications, if any, there are of such a measure. Conceptually, integrating Armenia 

into pipelines and infrastructure is crucial for long term development. However, at the present moment 

political relations must take precedence. The political framework for progress on issues such as 

Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenian-Azerbaijani relations and Armenian-Turkish relations must be laid out 

first before there can be any economic cooperation or partnership. A positive step that could be taken in 

this would be for Turkey and Armenia to declare diplomatic relations at the executive level. This would 

be a huge step, and would only require action on the diplomatic level, for the ambassadors of Turkey 

and Armenia to meet and declare diplomatic relations.  

Another participant commented that there is no real connection between Armenian-Turkish relations and 

the Nagorno-Karabakh negotiations, simply for the reason that the Nagorno-Karabakh peace talks were 

ongoing long before the process of normalization between Armenia and Turkey began. While this is a 

salient point, the failure of the Armenian-Turkish normalization means that the momentum of diplomacy 

has to focus on the Nagorno-Karabakh negotiations; the two sides (Armenia and Azerbaijan) have to 



move forward on this issue, and if they do so it may help to ease the Armenian-Turkish impasse. 

Although the OSCE Minsk Group and President Medvedev have been actively facilitating the talks on 

Nagorno-Karabakh, this could be an area where the U.S. can play a greater role.  

A question was raised about the value or uniqueness of the relationship between Armenia and Iran. 

While the relationship between Armenia and Iran isn’t particularly remarkable, and the relationship is 

primarily based out of the geopolitical positioning of these neighbors in the Big Caucasus, the 

importance of this relationship comes from the events surrounding Iran. What happens to Iran, 

particularly as regards to Israel, can have significant repercussions for the region as a whole. 

A point was raised about the relationship between Azerbaijan and Israel, and what the consequences for 

the region might be if Israel were to actually use the reported air strips in Azerbaijan to stage an attack 

on Iran. In this discussion, there has been a gap; the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh has been completely 

ignored in the assessments of the Azeri-Israeli relationship. Azerbaijan would want to obtain equipment 

and leverage from Israel for use in a localized conflict with Armenia. Once we enlarge the problem, the 

relationship between Israel and Azerbaijan should not, in fact, be overestimated. The first reason for this 

is because Azerbaijan publicly and officially supports the creation of a Palestinian state. The second 

reason is that there has been an increase in Islamic activity in Azerbaijan. Third, Baku is a pragmatic 

actor and will pursue relations with other countries as long as it serves its national interest. The paradox 

of this relationship is that Israel does not, apparently, incorporate the Nagorno-Karabakh issue into its 

calculus, nor does it seem to truly understand the implications of its involvement in Azerbaijan on the 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. This is because Israel’s goal is to create a ring around Iran, and in this effort 

Azerbaijan is seen as a beneficial factor. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan views this as an opportunity to increase 

its military involvement in the region.  

The discussion then turned to the role of the United States in the region, and the question of what role 

the U.S. can play as an “honest broker” in the region was raised. The strategic focus of the U.S. in the 

region, despite the pivot to Asia and the imminent drawdown in Afghanistan, will be difficult to 

maintain given these other foreign policy priorities. The purpose of this report, then, is to keep the U.S. 

focused on the region. The U.S. vision for Afghanistan is encapsulated in its vision of a “new Silk 

Road;” for this vision to be materialized the Caucasus has an integral role to play, although whether or 

not the region has the capacity or bandwidth to play such a role remains questionable. As an “honest 

broker” the U.S. could open doors for relations to develop across the region by figuring out how to 

engage with local leaders. The U.S. has close relations with several actors in the Big Caucasus, which 

makes it difficult to maintain relations with others (e.g. U.S. ties with Georgia complicate recognition of 

South Ossetia and Abkhazia). However, it does need to be focused at the local level, emphasizing the 

need for progress on the ground rather than becoming caught up in diplomatic engagement that will 

produce few real results.  

Another point was raised about U.S. engagement with de facto states such as Nagorno-Karabakh, and 

whether or not such engagement could reduce the resumption of war between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Certainly engagement with the Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh would not hurt efforts to maintain peace 



in the region, but any condemnation, whether of Azeris or Armenians or both, must be done judiciously. 

No one is in a position to impose a solution; mediation has its limits and now it is time for both sides, 

Armenia and Azerbaijan, to take steps to move the peace process forward.  


