AVIM

AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

ARMENIA'S NUCLEAR DILEMMA: CAUGHT BETWEEN
RUSSIA AND THE WEST

Bekir Caner SAFAK

Scholar in Residence

Analysis No : 2025 / 26

12.11.2025

This is the English translation of a Turkish language article that was originally published
by AVIM on 4 June 2025.

It is evident that Armenia has recently been trying to break away from Russias sphere of
influence and turn towards the West. One of the manifestations of this shift are the
negotiations and agreements in the energy sector. Between 30 and 40 percent of
Armenias energy needs are met by the Soviet-era Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant.
Armenia has signed an agreement with Russias Rosatom company to modernize
Metsamor and extend its operation until 2036. Therefore, Yerevan wants to build a new
plant by 2036 to meet its future energy needs and is in meetings and negotiations with
the Russian Federation, France, the US, and South Korea for this purpose. Before
evaluating the current developments in Armenias nuclear energy issue, it will be useful to
briefly look at its historical background.

Armenias Half-Century Nuclear History: The Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant

Construction of the Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant, consisting of two units, began in 1973.
The first unit began operating in 1976, while the second unit began operating in 1979. In
addition to having first-generation Russian technology that is no longer used today,
Metsamor poses a threat due to the inadequacy of the water used to cool the reactor and
its proximity to a fault line, while also damaging the ecological balance of the region. The
plant is technically inadequate due to the lack of a protective basin to store nuclear fuel
and is also architecturally flawed according to the Atomic Energy Agency. After the 1988
Spitak earthquake, the plants reactor suffered extensive damage and was shut down in
1989 due to seismic safety concerns, yet it resumed operations in 1995. After announcing
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that the plant, which continues to operate despite all these risks, would be shut down in
2016, Armenia announced that the reactors operation would be extended until 2026
under the agreement Armenia signed with Russia in 2014. The water used to cool the
reactors is discharged into the Aras River and from there reaches the Caspian Sea via the
Kura River. It has also been claimed that Armenia buried the nuclear solid waste produced
by the plant in the Upper Karabakh region during the occupation period. Azerbaijan has
appealed to the International Atomic Energy Agency, arguing that the plant should be
shut down and that it should issue the necessary warnings to Armenia. However, despite
reactions from both the international community and the Armenian public, the Yerevan
administration insists on continuing the plants operations. Located only 16 kilometers
from 1gdir, Metsamor poses a serious threat to Turkiye as well. According to international
law, a nuclear power plant should not be located this close to a residential area.[1] While
Armenia ignores the legitimate concerns of regional countries, primarily Tlrkiye and
Azerbaijan, as well as the international community, there are even proposals -devoid of
reason and disconnected from reality- that suggest Turkiye should provide funding for a
new nuclear reactor project in Armenia, despite Turkiye genuinely being concerned about
the situation and sincerely wanting to improve bilateral relations.[2]

Despite all international reactions and warnings, the Armenian government has continued
to operate the Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant, citing financial reasons and energy
shortages. Although Armenia had pledged to close the plant by 2004 under the
agreement reached with the European Union in 1999 and during its accession to the
Council of Europe in 2001, it did not fulfill this commitment, referring to the countrys
electricity shortage as the reason. In response, the EU proposed to provide 100 million
Euros in financial support to Armenia for the creation of new production opportunities
after the closing of the plant, but Armenia rejected this and demanded 1 billion Euros
instead. When the EU rejected this demand, Armenia announced that Metsamor would not
be shut down.[3] One of Armenias main arguments is that there are no energy
alternatives other than nuclear power, but one of the most important factors causing this
situation is being overlooked. The closure of border gates and the resulting regional
isolation due to Armenias unresolved relations with Turkiye and Azerbaijan negatively
impact the countrys energy supply security, which prevents Armenia from accessing
alternative energy sources and makes it dependent on Russia.

After Rosatom repaired and renovated the Metsamor Nuclear Power Plant in 2021 to keep
it operational until 2026, the latest development regarding the plants current fate is the
agreement signed between Armenia and Russia on 15 December 2023, which includes the
modernization of the plant to extend its lifespan until 2036. This development exposes the
great influence Russia has over Armenias infrastructure and economy, in spite of
Yerevans efforts to distance itself from Moscow. Despite its persistent efforts to diversify
its political alliances and establish closer ties with the West, Armenias economy remains
dependent on Russia, and this dependence is also evident in the energy sector. While
Metsamor operates entirely on uranium imported from Russia, the production at thermal
power plants is also carried out using Russian natural gas. This means that more than 70
percent of Armenias electricity is dependent on Russia. As the reactor will be
decommissioned in 2036, the Armenian government is in search of a new nuclear unit.
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Although Armenia is exploring the possibility of obtaining small modular nuclear reactors
from the US, France, and South Korea to diversify its energy sector, it has not made any
concrete progress in this regard so far.[4]

Small Modular Reactors as an Alternative to Metsamor and the Russia-US
Competition

Armenia is attempting to distance itself geopolitically from Russia and turn towards the
West. To this aim, it is seeking to attract the diplomatic interest of the US by increasing
investment opportunities in the mining and nuclear energy sectors. It has been suggested
that a US company could undertake the construction of a new nuclear reactor to be built
in place of the Metsamor plant. Although it has been reported that companies from
Russia, the US, and South Korea have submitted bids, no decision has been announced
yet. According to a statement by the Armenian government, the new nuclear facility is
expected to become operational within 10 years.[5] The decision to change this system
has been made in a context marked by growing concerns about the global climate crisis,
accelerated geopolitical competition in the region following the Russia-Ukraine War, and
the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources. Armenia is considering the
possibility of the construction of a new power plant based on small modular reactors
(SMR) by the US to limit and reduce its dependence on Russia in the energy sector. Since
Russia maintains the monopoly on gas supply and distribution to Armenia until 2043
under an agreement signed with Armenia in 2013, nuclear energy is seen as key to
reducing dependence on Russia. Although Armenia has shown interest in American SMRs,
it remains unclear how nuclear fuel would be supplied in an alternative scenario,
considering that it is currently being transported from Russia to Armenia by air.[6]

Armenian Foreign Minister Mirzoyan and the then US Secretary of State Blinken signed a
memorandum of understanding on strategic nuclear cooperation in May 2022. Afterwards,
Pashinyan announced that a delegation would visit the US to examine SMRs.[7] Despite
this memorandum of understanding, Armenia held negotiations with Russia in December
2023 regarding the construction of a backup reactor.[8] A potential cooperation between
Armenia and the US in the field of nuclear technology has caused concern for Russia.
Russia, aware that a new nuclear power plant built with Western technology would reduce
Armenias dependence on it, is proactively offering project proposals to Armenia through
Rosatom. In contrast, Pashinyan regards Western-made modular reactors as politically
more attractive.[9] US Secretary of State Blinken and Armenian Foreign Minister Mirzoyan
signed a strategic partnership agreement between the two countries in January 2025.[10]
Although this agreement was signed in the very last days of the Biden administration, the
process of finalizing the 123 Agreement[11] could take years, and the USs interest in the
South Caucasus remains uncertain under the Trump administration.[12] The US
Ambassador to Armenia met with Westinghouse Nuclear in April 2025 to discuss Armenias
nuclear energy sector. It is unclear whether the US company will receive the contract to
build a nuclear power plant in Armenia.[13]

Russias Ambassador to Armenia stated in May 2025 that Russia is ready to provide
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Armenia with nuclear power plants equipped with reactors of various capacities that
would enhance security and economic efficiency, emphasizing that nuclear energy
remains a strategic area of bilateral cooperation between Russia and Armenia.[14]
According to Russian experts, it is possible for Rosatom to build small nuclear power
plants, and Rosatoms advantage over other companies is that it can demonstrate its
capacity by highlighting its active projects. It is pointed out that if Armenia agrees with a
Western company other than Rosatom to build a nuclear power plant, this situation would
bring about other changes in economic relations.[15]

Conclusion

Armenias orientation in the field of nuclear energy reflects a delicate balance between
geopolitical equilibrium and energy security. While the modernization of the Metsamor
Nuclear Power Plant allows Russia to maintain its economic and strategic influence over
Armenia, negotiations with Western countries on small modular reactors can be
considered as an attempt by Yerevan to achieve energy independence. However, the
nuclear fuel supply process and the long-term investments required for technological
transition pose significant obstacles to the rapid realization of this transformation.
Although Armenia views its strategic cooperation with the US as an opportunity for energy
supply security, Moscows countermeasures could complicate this process. In this context,
how Armenias energy strategy will take shape is directly linked to both regional political
developments and global energy trends.

In general, the debate over the new nuclear reactor that will replace Metsamor reflects
the competition between Russia and the West in the South Caucasus. Considering that
Metsamor will cease operations in 2036, Armenia should start building an alternative
reactor as soon as possible, yet it continues to oscillate between the West and Russia.
Furthermore, Armenias regional isolation is one of the major obstacles to increasing the
diversity of its sources for energy security. In this regard, Armenia must take concrete
steps as soon as possible to sign a peace agreement with Azerbaijan and then improve its
relations with Turkiye.
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