M/[
AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES AVIM Commentary * No: 2018 / 37 * June

SPEECH DELIVERED AT THE CONFERENCE TITLED 'GLOBAL AND REGIONAL
DETERMINANTS OF TRILATERAL COOPERATION', TBLISI, JUNE 5TH 2018

Aslan Yavuz SiR

Analyst

Every spot in the world has relative geopolitical importance in the eyes of those actors
(national, international, social, economic etc.) that have an interest there at that spot in
one form or another. And with the end of the Cold War, South Caucasus emerged as one
of those spots, where both regional as well as international actors displayed great interest
in the potential of the region or concern, the potential either to become a region of
prosperity and cooperation or the concern to become a major source for instability and
insecurity for the region and beyond.

This relative importance has not changed. But the relations in and beyond the region have
significantly improved. What we have today -and it is also the subject of our discussions
throughout the day- is a cooperation mechanism that possess a potential to do good not
only for the three countries involved in it, but also those that see the geopolitical
importance of the region. Thus, we have probably the best and most efficient cooperation
mechanism available in the region: Turkey-Azerbaijan and Armenia.

What | would like to mention today is a view from Turkey with regard to the increasing
importance of the region and this trilateral cooperation from a rather different perspective.

Turkey saw itself the easternmost of the west for a long time, during the cold war. But
with the end of the Cold War Turkey began to change its position, assess the potential in
the emerging neighborhood and the East and gradually adapt to it. The initial assumption
that the post-Soviet geography was left with a power vacuum and that it would be filled
with a great power competition seems to prove right up until today. The South Caucasus
region, as well as the Caspian and Central Asia, now extending to the east till China, its
resources and geopolitical importance invokes such processes of competition, and
cooperation thereof.

In that context, Turkeys position slowly transformed into becoming the westernmost of
the east, with ambitions, goals and a carefully defined vision.

Such a repositioning is important because facing the West while cooperating with the east
has been new modern Turkeys goal from the beginning. But the conditions set forth by
the Cold War forced Turkey to face east, being the southern flank of the Atlantic alliance




and therefore its relationship with Europe and the Transatlantic alliance could not have
been different from a predestined course, as is the case with most of the actors in such a
bilateral international system.

Today, the gravity of the world's economic growth and production is shifting from West to
East. Regional powers and outside actors, such as the United States, the European Union,
Japan, Russia and others, have developed many projects to engage with countries in
Eurasia in a framework to strengthen regional cooperation. Having direct connections with
Iran, Russia, the Black Sea region, China and Europe via Turkey, Eurasia stands at the
crossroads of old and emerging transportation corridors. Recently, with China's increasing
interests in connectivity projects, such as the New Silk Road and the One Belt One Road
(OBOR) initiative, the importance of Eurasia has again been drawing the attention of many
actors that particularly focus on the fields of energy transportation and the establishment
of trade routes.

In such a context, Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan trilateral cooperation is now of more critical
than ever.

The connectivity is the key term here.

The trilateral cooperation presents a working connectivity mechanism that already help
link the three countries in a one belt and one road of this region. This mechanism realized
three major projects -among others-, i.e. BTE natural gas, BTK oil and BTK railway
projects, that have now been categorized under Reconnecting Asia label. The last one of
those project that got realized, the BTK railway is one of the main connectors in
transportation projects, such as the European Union-led Transport Corridor Europe-
Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) and the BRI, and it not only promotes the role of Turkey but
also Azerbaijan, Georgia and even Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. These
uninterrupted lines will stretch from China to Europe and promote positive outcomes in
relations based on cooperation. The trilateral cooperation has a lot to offer.

For instance, BTE natural gas pipeling, i.e. the South Caucasus pipeline, TANAP and now
TAP, should be seen from the same perspective, that aims to connect the resources of the
Caspian and beyond, with the means and vision not only to transport the resources of the
region, but the goods and people together with further projects.

There are challenges to overcome with regard to the connectivity mechanism provided by
these projects, such as standardizing technicalities in integration, building infrastructure
and reaching a consensus on the legal status of the Caspian basin.

But again trilateral mechanism that already proved efficiency and value established by
Turkey-Georgia and Azerbaijan, can serve as a multilateral harmonization and
connectivity example for the projects to the east that will benefit all the parties including
the European Union and China. Remember, Turkey has pioneered work on harmonization
of customs and tariffs and measures to enhance smooth operation of the BTK railway
within the framework of the Kervansaray Project that began in 2009, and Azerbaijan and
Georgia have successfully adapted to the process. It shows the willingness to overcome
the obstacles to further integration is one of the most important factors that made it




possible to get going.
Thus, the regional trilateral mechanism is not limited to this region alone.

At this point, it must not be forgotten that in this illuminating picture of regional
cooperation, we still cannot talk about the South Caucasus region as a whole. There is one
country, i.e. Armenia, that is missing from this picture. | wont be going into details, such
as the reasons behind the lack of willingness, or independent political will, the economic
potential, security perspective or the credibility of Armenias politics. But let me remind
you of the fact that Armenias self-induced isolation does not stem from Armenias inability
to establish bilateral or regional relations with its neighbors. It is more of an anomaly for
western politics and a bad test of regional politics. Russias successful establishment of
control over the strategic industries, its economy and its security (remember the Iskandar
missiles) is also not the only problem. The problem is, even in the light of the problematic
relation between Russia and the West, both sides have encouraged Armenian position of
irreconciliation.

| believe, in this transregional outlook we tried to present here, Armenias isolationist
position will be soon disregarded, furthering its domestic instability, pushing it towards
Russia all the more and with its conflictual stance, and unquestioned support from outside
the region, either in the form of developmental aid, or association agreement with the EU,
invitation to NATO drills or ignoring its illegal occupation in Azerbaijans territories, will
produce the opposite result of marginalizing Armenia further.

The trilateral mechanism between Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan possess incredible potential
with a view to the East-West connection. | dont think Armenias position does have a
potential to hamper this regional mechanism; on the contrary, Armenia will be more and
more adversely affected by it.

In conclusion, the trilateral cooperation between Turkey, Georgia and Azerbaijan is now
looking to move beyond the South Caucasus region. Building on this experience, this
mechanism can and should be focusing on its role as the buckle of the belt, through which
the Eurasian region and its increasing potential meets the West.
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