A .
AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI

CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES AVIM Commentary ° NO. 2017 / 59 °

WHAT FUTURE FOR ARMENIAN-RUSSIAN RELATIONS?

S. Isik BORA

Salih Isik BORA¥*

Intern at AVIM

In September 2013, Vladimir Putin visited Baku accompanied by the Russian Caspian Sea
fleet[1]. Within the same month, the Armenian President announced in Moscow that his
country would join the Customs Union instead of signing an Association Agreement with
the European Union. This event is among many others that demonstrated that Russia is
exerting an undeniable influence over Armenia through leverage in the domain of
security. The Russian military presence in Armenia, materialised with the air base in
Gumru and the creation of a joint army command in December 2016, is extensive. Russia
has military commitments to protect Armenias borders, notably with Turkey and
Azerbaijan. Armenias political elites dependence on Russia may not even be limited to
external threats. Within the framework of the CSTO, there is a Rapid Reaction Force
mandate in case of internal instability; so Russia may provide armed support for Armenian
authorities should they be unable to suppress an opposition uprising[2].

However, this partnership is not solely based on Armenias interests and geopolitical
choices. In fact, the alignment with Russia and its Customs Union is not wielding benefits
for Armenia. Many economists argue quite the opposite[3]. As the withdrawal from the

negotiations about the Association Agreement with the EU shows, Russia does not
hesitate to use leverage against Armenia. These are not limited to the revocation of
security commitments but also include the blocking of the remittances from the Armenian
workers in Russial4], the increase of gas prices and even supporting regime change.

Armenia is deeply integrated to Russia on so many levels as Russian companies control
most sectors in the country whether it is energy or telecommunications. Technocrats from
these prominent Russian companies often rise to positions of power, notably illustrated
with the choice of the new Prime Minister Karen Karapetyan who was a Gazprom
executive for many years preceding his term[5]. In fact, the Armenian economys

dependency on Russia is such that the western sanctions have a destructive effect on
Armenia without intending to. Figures close to the Russian decision making circles openly
admit the importance of these leverages on the Russian-Armenian relations. Notably, in
Alexander Dugins words: Any anti-Russian sentiments in the post-Soviet area will sooner
or later result in an outcome similar to Georgias and Ukraines. [...] there is an alternative
for Armenia: Customs Union membership or bloodshed and disappearance from the map.
[6] Moreover, the military intervention in_Georgia in 2008 sent a clear signal that Russia
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will not back down from military confrontation if necessary.

Despite this influence Russia exerts over Armenia, the former Soviet Republic shows
interest in establishing other diplomatic ties, notably with the West. During the
resurgence of the Karabakh conflict on April 2016, Russia refrained from supporting
Armenias interests to the extent that it did in the previous conflicts. Arms sales to
Azerbaijan have also been increasing. As a result, Russia is not seen as a fully reliable
security guarantor. Along with this perception, other reasons also exist: the economic
prospects of proximity with the West are incomparably better and the public opinion is
leaning towards a more pro-Western attitude notably because of the perceived lack of
Russian support in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. The Armenian Presidents decision to
meet NATO secretary general Jens Stoltenberg in February 2017, the countrys
participation in a NATO exercise in Georgia in July 2017[7] and the announcement of a
new and less ambitious Trade Agreement with the EU[8] demonstrate Armenias
willingness to improve its ties with the West even if a real geopolitical shift towards it is
extremely unlikely to happen. Nevertheless, Armenia will continue to attempt balancing
Russias overwhelming influence.

Another actor that Armenia is seeking proximity with is Iran. In fact, the Islamic Republic
supported Armenia since the beginning of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict because of
various reasons. The Azeri minority in Northwest Iran is perceived as a threat since the
independence of Azerbaijan. More importantly, Azerbaijan is Israels closest ally in the
region[9] and Iranian officials repeatedly claimed that the country could open its air bases
for Israeli jets seeking to strike Irans nuclear facilities[10Q]. In return, Azerbaijan accused
Iran of supporting radical Islamist organizations and aiming to destabilize the secular
republic. Iran is currently seeking proximity with Armenia, although very gradually not to
upset its Russian ally which perceives Irans increased presence in the South Caucasus as
a threat. Apart from the perceived threat from Azerbaijan, Iran aims to transport some of
its natural resources to Europe through Armenia; recently a 3.7 billion dollar railway deal
is on the table despite Russias objections[11].

In conclusion, the current situation is one in which Armenia seeks to diversify its
diplomatic ties and decrease its dependence on Russia. However, the country does not
have the possibility to do so to a significant extent. The army along with the political elites
are aligned with Russia and they are unlikely to perpetuate their power otherwise.
Nevertheless, NATO is trying to cooperate with Armenia as much as possible and under
very favourable and lenient terms. The influential role of the lobby of the Armenian
diaspora in the United States Congress as well as the reluctance to recognise the Russian
dominance over the Caucasus are the main short term factors. In general, in the
foreseeable future, Armenia will cooperate limitedly with NATO while remaining within the
Russian sphere of influence. However, the circumstances could change in the medium to
long term. Some analysts argue that an increase of European trade through the Southern
Caucasus could embolden pro-western Georgia and neutral Azerbaijan while pushing
Armenia away from Russia to a certain extent. The end of sanctions on Iran and its
integration to the global economy could intensify trade that goes through the Caucasus
and draw an increased European and Iranian presence in the region. If the Nuclear deal
stands and cooperation deepens between them in the medium to long term[12]
, the European Union and Iran could even work together to balance Russia in the South




Caucasus. Currently, Russia is aiming to block infrastructure projects in the region that
doesnt involve itself. The Transanatolian railway and pipeline, nearing completion, that
involved Azerbaijan was a source of tensions between the two countries[13]. Russia also
has an interest in the continuing of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as the instability will
impede the connectivity of the South Caucasus to the rest of the world while also
providing leverage to Moscow against Yerevan and Baku. Another key variable for the
South Caucasus will be the One Belt One Road initiative that aims to connect China with
Europe through improved infrastructure. If important portions of trade between East Asia
and Europe start flowing through the Caucasus, an increasing number of actors would be
involved in the region and Russias objective to claim it as part of its sphere of influence
would become more difficult. Notably, China has been increasing its investments in the
region and this trend is likely to continue. In the meantime, Armenia doesnt have much of
a choice except remaining within the Russian sphere of influence, despite its overtures
towards the West in the recent years.
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