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With the dissolution of the USSR, in the former Soviet outskirts several situations of more or 

less latent conflict were opened, which in the nineties of the last century were termed "frozen 

conflicts": The tension linked to the badly endowed control exercised by the central authorities until 

the 1980s, dissolved ethnic distinctions in the name of the ideological unity and undermined territorial 

claims through the existence of borders perceived as administrative distinctions and not as state-

type separations. When the Soviet institutions began to weaken, the limits and contradictions of the 

decisions taken on the origins of the USSR for the management of nationalities and territories 

became known, generating conflicts potentially capable of triggering larger scale armed 

confrontation. 

This is the case of Transnistria (Moldova's separatist region in which Russia still holds 

weapons and a peacekeeping mission), the regions of South Ossetia and Abkhazia (self-declared 

independent from Georgia, but recognized only by Russia, which supports them economically), the 

border and water management disputes in Central Asia (currently, partially but not entirely over). 

Among all the hybrid situations of latent or potential conflict, however, Nagorno-Karabakh 

stands out for having gained in recent years the size of the waged war. 

In the 1920s, the Soviet government had created the Autonomous Region of Nagorno-

Karabakh, placing it within the borders of Azerbaijan, although an Armenian population inhabited it 

almost entirely. Conversely, within Armenia an autonomous republic inhabited by Azerbaijani people, 

the Nakhchivan was created (it is currently in complete isolation). In 1988, when the Soviet control 

on the periphery began to lose its effectiveness, the Nagorno-Karabakh authorities voted for the 

annexation to Armenia, and in 1991, when the Soviet Union progressively began to lose its territory, 

they declared independence. This decision resulted in a conflict that produced more than thirty 

thousand victims and tens of thousands of refugees. In 1993, Armenia gained the full control over 

Nagorno-Karabakh and occupied 20% of the surrounding area legally belonging to Azerbaijan. In 

1994, Russia promoted a ceasefire, which officially ended the armed conflict, which has since 

entered the so-called "frozen conflicts" framework. In fact, a low-impact military activity has remained 

steady even in the following years, and the ceasefire violations have since been almost daily 

denounced both by Armenia and by Azerbaijan. 

In order to deal with a situation that might explode again, in 1994 the Minsk Group, formed by 

the United States, Russia and France, was set up within the OSCE framework in order to seek a 

permanent negotiating solution for Nagorno Karabakh. 

Over the years, the Group has been able to impose the ceasefire in various occasions, to 

engage in meetings with conflicting parties, either individually or in joint meetings with the three 

negotiators, but the territorial issue underlying the conflict remained unchanged, in the face of an 

increased distrust between the Armenian and Azerbaijani authorities. 

In April 2016, clashes intensified, recording the highest number of victims from the official end 

of the conflict and maintaining, even after a reduction in direct confrontation, a high destabilizing 

potential. 

Around the issue of Nagorno-Karabakh, there is a multiplicity of interests that go beyond the 

mere bilateral confrontation between Armenia and Azerbaijan and the regional powers that are 

indirectly involved in the strategic importance that the South Caucasus holds both for international 

gas trades and oil, as well as for Azerbaijan itself as a supplier. Regarding the involvement of regional 

powers, Russia, Turkey and Iran have taken quite clear positions: Russia is allied with Armenia, 

where it has established its own military bases and being its main military equipment provider; Iran 

is also an economic partner of Armenia and maintains a critical neighborhood relationship with 
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Azerbaijan, due to the presence of a strong Azerbaijani minority in its northern (rich in oil) areas and 

the still open issue of sovereignty over the Caspian Sea waters; Turkey is an Azerbaijan’s 

fundamental economic partner and entertains poor bilateral relations with Armenia. 

Any possible escalation of the conflict would irreparably deteriorate the regional security 

framework, so that it would be incompatible with ongoing business and even more with the region's 

major infrastructural development projects. Oil and gas production of Azerbaijan, a crucial exporter 

for Europe, would be drastically reduced. Armenia, on the other hand, would be in a state of further 

isolation, which would significantly limit every possibility of economic growth, aggravating the 

marginalization that already penalizes it. In fact, the communication routes and, above all, the energy 

infrastructures already created for the commercialization of Azerbaijan gas bypass the Armenian 

territory, enhancing Georgia and the Azerbaijan-Turkey axis, according to the main pipelines routes: 

Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan (BTC), Baku-Tblisi-Erzurum (BTE) and the trans-Anatolian pipeline (TANAP, 

Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline). 
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South Caucasus is also of paramount importance for the development of civil and land 

commercial transport (whether road transport or by rail) and could benefit significantly from the 

strategic linkage between Europe and Eurasia and between North and South, which of course 

characterizes the region. The area is at the center of Chinese interests for its potential in 

communications (in the broader sense) as part of the infrastructure developing project of a new Silk 

Road (known as Belt and Road project) that Beijing is radiating from east to west and remains of 

fundamental importance also for north-south networks, which have Iran and Russia in the extreme. 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict holds, therefore, a regional dimension with far-reaching 

implications, determined by the interests linked to local energy resources and the transit 

opportunities that the South Caucasus offers (not just oil and gas) to businesses and to the west 

(Europe) and the east (China). Thus, the economic and commercial interests that gravitate around 

the South Caucasus and the potential that the region expresses in terms of new investment 
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opportunities lead to a scenario in which all actors in various respects affected by the Nagorno-

Karabakh conflict could benefit enormously from its resolution or, at least, stabilization. Otherwise, 

in case of an escalation, negative consequences would spread even at the extra-regional level (just 

consider the damage for European energy supplies). At present, after decades of failed negotiations 

and frequent clashes, even the only reduction in hostility seems difficult to reach, given the 

deteriorating relationship between Armenian and Azerbaijani leaderships’. 

 

 

 

 


