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THE ROLE OF THE MINSK GROUP IN THE NAGORNO-
KARABAKH CONFLICT: CURRENT CRISIS AND THE IMPOR-
TANCE OF PRESERVING THE EXISTING MEDIATION FORMAT
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OSCE Minsk Group has been the main mediating body to deal with the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict since 1992. For around 30 years the three Co-Chairs of the Minsk
Group- Russia, USA and France, have been productively cooperating on the matter.
Minsk Group was believed to be an exclusive forum where the Western and Russian
conflicting interests did not hinder the Minsk Group’s mission to provide ways to solve
the conflict. However, since the February 2022 Russian-Ukrainian war the cooperation
between these countries within the Minsk Group has been largely paralyzed.

Unfortunately, this coincided with the aftermath of Nagorno-Karabakh 44-day war
in 2020, constant border skirmishes and Azerbaijani aggression and invasion into sover-
eign territory of the Republic of Armenia. The more internal struggles the Minsk Group
experiences, the more regional security suffers. Different actors come up with individual
efforts trying to establish themselves as the main mediators between Armenia and Azer-
baijan. Under such circumstances there are no balancing mechanisms to restrain the medi-
ating sides from advancing mutually contradicting initiatives which stem from their inter-
ests. Hence, this article advocates the importance of the role of the Minsk Group as a body
uniting the main mediating actors at the same time being the only body that has the man-
date to mediate on issues relating to Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. The article analyzes all
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict resolution plans proposed by the Minsk Group Co-Chairs,
the Minsk Group activities during the 2016 and 2020 wars, the stalemate in the negotia-
tions after the 2018 “Velvet revolution” in Armenia as well as the current crisis within the
Minsk Group and the importance of preserving the Minsk Group as the main mediating
body in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.

Keywords: Nagorno-Karabakh, OSCE Minsk Group, negotiation process, aggression, re-
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The Resolution Plans Proposed by the Minsk Group

The formation of the OSCE Minsk Group (previously the CSCE), the main
mediating body of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict for the past 30 years, can be
traced back to 1992. The CSCE became involved in the conflict starting in February
1992, after a special mission of the CSCE, headed by former Chairman of the Inter-
national Helsinki Federation Karel Schwarzenberg, visited Armenia, Azerbaijan, and
Nagorno-Karabakh. Based on the results of the visit, a report was created, which was
discussed during sessions of the CSCE Committee of Senior Officials in February
and March of 1992. The first additional meeting of the CSCE Council on March 24,
1992, is of particular importance. During this meeting, a decision was adopted to
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hold a conference with the participation of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Germany,
Italy, Russia, USA, Turkey, France, Czechoslovakia, Sweden, and "elected and other
representatives of Nagorno-Karabakh as interested parties." Belarus proposed its
capital Minsk as a venue for the negotiations. Hence, the negotiation process became
known as the Minsk group (though the meeting in Minsk never occurred). Instead,
states met in Rome between the 1st and 5Sth of June 1992, at the invitation of Italy.
This was followed by four meetings (June 15-20, June 29 - July 6, July 31-August 5,
and September 7-10 in 1992). These meetings eventually led to the creation of the
Minsk Group, tasked with aiding Armenia and Azerbaijan in resolving the conflict.
In December 1994, during the CSCE summit in Budapest, a decision was adopted to
establish co-chairmanship, with the first co-chairs being Russia and Sweden. In April
1996, Finland replaced Sweden.'

In 1997, the permanent co-chairmanship of the OSCE Minsk Group was
established, being led by Russia and the USA. In 1997, Russia, the USA, and
France became the main mediating actors of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict
heading the Minsk Group. However, permanent members of the Minsk Group
also include Belarus, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Finland, and Turkey, along with
Armenia and Azerbaijan. Also, the OSCE Troika is a permanent member on a
rotating basis.”

According to the Mandate of the Co-Chairmen of the Conference on Na-
gorno-Karabakh under the auspices of the OSCE, the tasks of the Minsk Group
include but are not limited to

e the development of "a common basis for negotiations with the parties to
the conflict";

¢ conducting the "negotiations with the parties to the conflict for the con-
clusion of a political agreement on the cessation of the armed conflict";

e promotion of "direct contacts, as appropriate, including substantial talks
among the parties to the conflict;

e Joint visits or, when appropriate, separate visits on an agreed basis to
"the region of conflict to maintain contacts with parties to the conflict concern-
ing the aforementioned and other related issues," and so forth.?

OSCE Minsk Group has made several proposals for the resolution of the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Those proposals include the "package" deal, "step-
by-step" approach, and "common state" solutions. Nonetheless, the parties have
rejected these proposals for a variety of underlying reasons. The first proposal,
offered to the conflicting parties in July 1997, was called a "package" deal as it
sought to combine all the issues at stake and provide a comprehensive package
agreement for even the most sensitive problems.*

The package deal encompassed two agreements. In Agreement I, the par-

! The OSCE Minsk Process, MFA of Artsakh, http://www.nkr.am/en/osce-minsk-process,
(Accessed .03.2022)

2 OSCE Minsk Group, https://www.osce.org/minsk-group/108306, (Accessed 10. 03.2023).

3 Mandate of the Co-Chairmen of the Conference on Nagorno Karabakh under the Auspices
of'the OSCE ("Minsk Conference") Adopted by the Chairman-in-Office, Vienna, March 23, 1995,
https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/f/70125.pdf, (Accessed 10.03.2023).

* Terrence H. P., Minsk Group Mediation of the Nagormo-Karabakh Conflict: Confronting an
"Intractable Conflict," IFSH (ed.), OSCE Yearbook 2014, Baden-Baden 2015, pp. 167-179. https://ifsh.
de/file-CORE/documents/yearbook/english/14/Hopmann_2014-en_S.pdf, (Accessed 10.03.2023).
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ties were required to "end armed hostilities...to withdraw armed forces."
Agreement II dealt with the status of Nagorno-Karabakh. The document stipu-
lated that the parties to the conflict should recognize "the territorial integrity and
inviolability of the borders of Azerbaijan and Armenia." Regarding the status of
Nagorno-Karabakh, the document foresaw the status of "a state-territorial entity
within Azerbaijan" with the administrative boundaries of the former Nagorno-
Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (Region). Accordingly, Nagorno-Karabakh was
to form its legislative, executive, and judicial bodies independently and have its
own Constitution. Moreover, the laws of Azerbaijan were to be effective on the
territory of Nagorno-Karabakh "only if they did not contradict the latter's Con-
stitution and laws."

The “package” deal was doomed to fail from the beginning as it required a
solution to all the sensitive issues simultaneously, not considering that the sides
have different approaches to the same issue.

In order to overcome the shortcomings of the “package” deal, the Minsk
Group co-chairs brought forth the “step-by-step” alternative at the Lisbon Summit
in December 1997. This new approach aimed to reach an agreement on more
straightforward issues, which would enhance the confidence of the conflicting
sides concerning the negotiation process and only after then move to address the
more complex issues. However, this new approach required compromises on all
the issues at stake, sometimes hindering the negotiation process.’

The “step-by-step” approach implied the handing over of territories outside
the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region (NKAO) to Azerbaijan, except for
the Lachin region; deployment of OSCE peacekeepers on the ground; the return
of displaced persons to their places of former permanent residence. However, a
step-by-step approach postponed the final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh to
an indefinite future.”

The discussions over the “step-by-step” and “package” approaches became
a topic of bitter contention within Armenian political circles. The first RA
president Levon Ter-Petrosyan and his administration favored the “step-by-
step” approach as he thought that was the only way to overcome the insur-
mountable contradictions of conflicting parties. However, because of his ap-
proach to the conflict, Levon Ter-Petrosyan had to resign as his government
opponents declared his policies defeatist.®

In his speech during the Extended session of the Security Council held on
January 7-8 of 1998, where the resignation of Levon Ter-Petrosyan was de-
cided, Ter-Petrosyan asserted his position on the issue in the following way:
“Theoretically, I do not deny that maintaining the status quo perhaps might be
the best way out, because unlike the first two options [“package” deal and “step-
by-step” approach], which are based on the idea of compromise, it assumes an
exclusively victorious solution. However, this is only theoretical.” He doubted

> Minsk Group proposal (‘package deal) July 1997, https://www.legal-tools.org/doc/
4b2ddb/pdf/ (Accessed 13.03.2023).
Terrence H. P., supra note 4.
” Minsk Group proposal (‘stepbystep deal') December 1997, https://www.legal-tools.org/
doc/8760bb/pdf/ (Accessed 13.03.2023).
§ Zourabian L., The Nagorno-Karabakh Settlement Revisited: Is Peace Achievable?, De-
mokratizatsiya, 2006, 14(2) pp- 252- 265.

46



that those opposing the “step-by-step” approach had any intention of solving the
Karabakh issue in general. He was sure that the debate over “package” and
“step-by-step” was just a veil to delay the settlement process, to maintain the
current situation, that is, the status quo as long as possible. Ter-Petrosyan con-
sidered it “a terrible danger for the existence of both Karabakh and Armenia.”
According to him, “In case of disruption or even delay of the conflict settlement
process, we will not be able to get out of the current isolation. Moreover, we
will even deepen it. It is not just about economic isolation because it is self-
evident that economic isolation will also have unwanted political conse-
quences.”

Another solution that the Minsk Group Co-Chairs proposed was the idea of
a so-called “common state” proposed in November 1998. The origin of the idea
of the “common state” was explained by former Armenian Foreign Minister
Vartan Oskanian. On May 15, 1998, Vartan Oskanian and Armenian Defense
Minister Vazgen Sargsyan headed to Moscow to meet Russia’s Foreign Minis-
ter Yevgeny Primakov, Defense Minister Igor Sergeev, and the head of Russian
Intelligence. During the meeting, Oskanian mentioned that “a status for Kara-
bakh that makes it de-facto independent, but de jure not in Azerbaijan, would be
acceptable, and in that context, it would be worth considering a version of the
‘common state’ approach being proposed in the Transnistria conflict, where
horizontal relations would be secured between Karabakh and Azerbaijan.” Af-
terwards, the Russian Foreign Minister traveled to Baku to negotiate the Kara-
bakh issue, and in November the Minsk Group Co-Chairs presented the “com-
mon state” proposal.'’

In essence, the document implied that Nagorno-Karabakh would be a state
territorial formation in the form of a Republic and constitute a common state with
Azerbaijan in the latter's internationally recognized borders. Borders of Nagorno-
Karabakh were to correspond to "borders of the former Nagomo-Karabakh
Autonomous Oblast." Nagorno-Karabakh would have the right to "enter into direct
external relations with foreign states in economic, trade, scientific, cultural, sport-
ing and humanitarian fields, and with regional and international organizations as-
sociated with these fields" as well as participate in the implementation of Azerbai-
jan's foreign policy "on issues touching upon its interests." According to the plan,
it would also have its own Constitution, flag, national symbols, and national an-
them and form its legislative, executive, and judicial bodies independently. How-
ever, citizens of Nagorno-Karabakh would have Azerbaijani passports with a
stamp indicating Nagorno-Karabakh. Whereas "Citizens of Nagorno-Karabakh of
Armenian origin may emigrate to Armenia and in case of permanent settlement
they may receive Armenian citizenship in accordance with the laws of that coun-
try." The question of the Lachin corridor was the subject of a different agreement.
Armenian and Azerbaijani refugees were to return to Shushi and the town of

® Skp-NMkwpnuywih hpwdwpwlwip 4éntg Unduubqnipjut junphpnh thuwnp
hmuqup 7-8, 1998p, Lunt Stp-Nhkwpnywbh CULSCULE hwwnnphg, January 7, 2023,
https://www.aniarc.am/2023/01/07/1tp-7-8 January-1998/ (Accessed 14.03.2023).

19 Birth of the idea of “Common State,” March 5, 2012, https://mediamax.am/en/column/
12217/, (Accessed .03.2023).
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Shaumian.'" Azerbaijan quickly and categorically rejected this proposal of the
Minsk Group, though some points were also unacceptable for the Armenian side.'

The following active phase of the negotiations was met with significant op-
timism on the resolution in 2001— starting with French President Jacques Chirac's
mediation when he invited the Presidents of Armenia and Azerbaijan to Paris for
bilateral and trilateral meetings. After the first meeting, four more meetings would
occur with direct mediation and the participation of the French President. The
main idea of this negotiation process was to provide the final and complete solu-
tion to the conflict, accepting the principle of providing Azerbaijan with a stable
and uninterrupted corridor through Armenia's territory to Nakhichevan in ex-
change for handing over NK along with Lachin under the sovereignty of Arme-
nia. Based on the agreements reached in Paris, the United States organized a one-
week gathering in Key West to deal with the remaining disagreements and de-
velop a document to become the basis for the resolution. The negotiations started
with a meeting between Kocharyan and Aliyev with the participation of the U.S.
Secretary of State Colin Powell. There were a few days of intense negotiations
with one main principle as a basis in exchange for handing NK with the Lachin
corridor to the Republic of Armenia- Azerbaijan should gain free and unimpeded
access connecting to Nakhichevan through Armenia."

At the end of the negotiations, the sides seemed very close to reaching an
agreement. However, upon returning to Azerbaijan, President Aliyev refused to
follow the agreement as “he was not able to secure the approval of even his own
circle to a plan,” which implied the release of the adjacent territories in ex-
change for the de facto ceding Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia.'*

Later, the U.S. Co-Chair of the OSCE Minsk Group, Ambassador Carey
Cavanaugh, commented on the failure of this process, stating that the major
obstacle was that “neither side had done the necessary work to ready their popu-
lations for serious compromise.” According to him, in private, both the presi-
dents of Armenia and Azerbaijan were prepared to act, but they showed no indi-
cation of this in public. Also, in Azerbaijan, “this was doubly difficult” because
only a small circle had restricted knowledge of the proposed solution, and even
some key advisors were unaware of the process."

In November 2007, the Minsk Group Co-Chairs introduced the Madrid
principles to the parties. The content of the principles was presented by the
presidents of the Minsk Co-Chair countries- U.S. President Barack Obama,
Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, and French President Nicolas Sarkozy at
the L.’Aquila at the Summit of the Eight. The Madrid principles encompassed
three principles of settlement and six elements.

"' Minsk Group proposal (“common state deal”), November 1998, https:/www.legal-
tools.orzg/doc/DCZB/pdf, (Accessed 14.03.2023).

12 Supra note 10.

B, Ouljuiyul, £h dhup' shpwgdws htwpwynpnipnil, August 20, 2013,
https://mediamax.am/am/column/12454/, (Accessed 14.03.2023).

'Y Musabayov R., The Karabakh conflict and democratization in Azerbaijan, The limits of
leadership Elites and societies in the Nagorny Karabakh peace process, Conciliation Resources,
London 2005, pp. 60-63.

15 Exclusive Interview of Former U.S. Co-Chair of the OSCE Minsk Group (1999-2001),
Ambassador Carey Cavanaugh to Mediamax, April 4 2011,
https://mediamax.am/en/news/keywest/514/, (Accessed 15.03.2023).

48



The principles included the Helsinki Final Act principles of Non-Use of
Force, Territorial Integrity, and the Equal Rights and Self-Determination of
Peoples. The six elements were

1. “Return of the territories surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijani
control

2. An interim status for Nagorno-Karabakh providing guarantees for secu-
rity and self-governance,

3. A corridor linking Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh;

4. Future determination of the final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh
through a legally binding expression of will;

5. The right of all internally displaced persons and refugees to return to
their former places of residence;

6. International security guarantees that would include a peacekeeping op-
eration.”'®

After offering the Madrid Principles to the parties, there was still no pro-
gress toward peace. It was at this time, May 26, 2011, in Deauville during the
G8 Summit, the President of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, the President of the
USA, Barack Obama, and the President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy jointly is-
sued a statement on Nagorno-Karabakh conflict calling “upon the Presidents of
Armenia and Azerbaijan to demonstrate their political will by finalizing the
Basic Principles during their upcoming summit in June.”"’

The summit took place in June 2011 in Kazan with the participation of
Armenia’s President Serzh Sargsyan, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev, and
Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev. As a result, the peace plan became known
as the Kazan plan. The document stipulated the following points:

e The return of 5 regions of Aghdam, Fizulu, Jebrayil, Zangelan, and Ku-
batlu. Later, the Kelbajar district and non-corridor parts of the Lachin district
should also be returned.

e Until the legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh is determined, Nagorno-
Karabakh receives an interim status that gives its residents certain rights and
privileges.

¢ Deployment of peacekeepers

e The final legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh is determined by the free
expression of the will of the Nagorno-Karabakh people. The parties shall agree
upon the dates and details of the vote in future negotiations. The population of
Nagorno-Karabakh means all nationals living in Nagorno-Karabakh in 1988
with the same ethnic proportion as it was before the beginning of the conflict.'®

'8 Joint Statement on the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict by U.S. President Obama, Russian
President Medvedev, and French President Sarkozy at the L’Aquila Summit of the Eight, OSCE,
July 10‘7 2009, https://www.osce.org/mg/51152, (Accessed 15.03.2023).

'7 Joint Statement on the Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict by Dmitry Medvedev, President of
the Russian Federation, Barack Obama, President of the United States of America, and Nicolas
Sarkozy, President of the French Republic at the Deauville Summit of the Eight, The White
House, May 26, 2011, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-oftice/2011/05/26/joint-
statement-nagorno-karabakh-conflict-dmitry-medvedev-president-russ, (Accessed 15.03.2023).

18 Quuquith thunwipnmnpe (wohwanwpuyhtt wwppbpuly), June 23, 2016, https://www.aniarc.
am/2016/06/23/kazan-document-23-june/?fbclid=IwAR3TBKvKbCWrYtRnEMSZ5DSNfPESsua6ZCL-
qW-n_WgKphZBIkNvrrtr08, (Accessed 16.03.2023).
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The Kazan document can be noted as one of the working options negoti-
ated on the basis of the Madrid principles, which Azerbaijan rejected. In the
final moment, Aliyev proposed ten additional changes to an already agreed-
upon document. This meant the failure of the intensive work of the previous
three years."’

The following proposal that was presented to Armenia and Azerbaijan was
the so-called “Lavrov Plan.” This was the initiative of the Russian side. In es-
sence, this was another “step-by-step” solution. The solution was presented by
the Russian Foreign Ministry in 2016; the last edited version was presented in
June 2019. It was based on the Madrid principles and the Kazan document.
According to the proposal, the first stage encompassed the return of NK adja-
cent regions to Azerbaijan after the entry of the Russian peacekeeping mission
to ensure the security of the NK population. Then, during the second phase, the
remaining two regions were to be transferred to Azerbaijan with a simultane-
ously held referendum to establish the legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh. Fi-
nally, the consent of both parties was required to leave Lachin as a connecting
corridor between Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh.”® This offer from the Rus-
sian side was against the wishes of France, the United States, and other Euro-
pean countries that were inclined towards a multilateral solution to the conflict
and an international agreement.”'

Subsequently, the former U.S. Co-Chair of the OSCE Minsk Group, Rich-
ard Hoagland, commented on Lavrov's plan, stating that the Russian Foreign
Minister's proposed plan was similar to the existing Madrid Principles.”

At the end of the day, this plan also was rejected, indicating how increas-
ingly difficult a resolution to the conflict was becoming. After years of uncom-
promising negotiations, Azerbaijan resorted to force, which resulted in a four-
day war in 2016. The War came to an end through Russian mediating efforts.
The Minsk Group went into play and scheduled meetings between the parties.
Two critical meetings followed the April War. The first of which took place in
Vienna on May 16, 2016. During this meeting, the presidents of Azerbaijan and
Armenia agreed “to finalize in the shortest possible time an OSCE investigative
mechanism” and” to the expansion of the existing Office of the Personal Repre-
sentative of the OSCE Chairperson in Office.”*

19 Lintughtt CTwpwpwnh hupgny Ywquih ququptwdnnnyp. Ukpd Uwpqujuuh
hnnquép 10 wmwph whg, July 06, 2021, https://armeniasputnik.am/20210706/lernayin-
gharabaghi-harcov-kazani-gagatnajoxov-mtorumner-10-tari-anc-28190560.html, (Accessed
16.03.2023).

2 Pammn Hyprasnues pacckasai o pemenun 3acrapenoro konduukra B Kapadaxe, Poccwuii-
ckas rasera, January 20, 2021, https://rg.ru/2021/01/20/rashid-nurgaliev-rasskazal-o-reshenii-
zastarelogo-konflikta-v-karabahe.html, (Accessed 17.03.2022).

2l Waal T., A Precarious Peace for Karabakh, Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, November 11, 2020 https://carnegiemoscow.org/commentary/83202, (Accessed
17.03.2023).

2 Hoagland R., Does the Minsk Group Still Have a Role? International Conflict Resolu-
tion Center, March 26, 2021, https://icrcenter.org/does-the-minsk-group-still-have-a-
role/?fbclid=IwAR23K3jIqj8ftRk7Z0u8PuPASNv-RnVwwQkv6IlawvsOKtoyxBB2jeiCj Y Qk,
(Acessed 20.03.2023).

Joint Statement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Secretary of
State of the United States of America, and State Secretary for Europe Affairs of France, OSCE,
May 16, 2016, https://www.osce.org/mg/240316, (Accessed 20.03.2023).
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The second meeting took place in Russian city of Saint Petersburg in June
2016. During the meeting, the presidents “reiterated agreements reached on
May 16 Armenian-Azerbaijani Summit in Vienna” and “agreed, in particular, to
increase the number of international observers.””*

The agreed-upon incident investigation mechanisms that were considered a
“hard-won diplomatic success” by Sargysan, considered a 'straightjacket’ on Azer-
baijan, would later be abandoned by Nikol Pashinyan. Moreover, in 2020, Pashinyan
published the so-called 'Munich Principles,' a six-point outline of his "negotiating
position" parting from the Madrid Principles,” then contradicting this move on April
18th, 2023, after referring to them (the Madrid Principles) as a means of recognizing
Karabakh as a part of Azerbaijan, perverting the elements of the principles.*

On April 21, 2020, Lavrov stated that a new document was disseminated dur-
ing the April 2019 Moscow meeting of Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Russian for-
eign ministers. According to Lavrov, this document has no stark differences from
all other options discussed during the last 13 years; it is based on a phased ap-
proach. During the first phase, some territories should be returned to Azerbaijan,
and communications should be opened between Armenia and Azerbaijan. The
Armenian Foreign Ministry immediately rejected this statement, reiterating that
Armenia did not pursue negotiations based on the phased approach. The current
Armenian leadership disregarded all pre-2018 documents based on that logic.”’

The Resolution of the NK Conflict following the “Velvet Revolution” in
Armenia

The events in Armenia took a severe turn in 2018 when Nikol Pashinyan
came to power due to the so-called “Velvet Revolution.” This change of power
in Armenia was critical in terms of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. The OSCE
Minsk Group Co-Chairs seemed optimistic about the future of the negotiation
process. They assumed that the new leadership in Armenia would get involved
in the negotiation process more vigorously, be able to achieve tangible results,
and make concessions due to broad support from the Armenian population.

At the beginning, Pashinyan showed involvement as he met the Azerbai-
jani President three times within a short period of time before their first official
meeting in March 2019 in Vienna. Another misleading ‘positive’ sign was that
the number of casualties on the Line of Contact dropped significantly. However,
the initial optimism proved premature when Pashinyan began using controver-
sial populist rhetoric. One early example of such rhetoric was during Pashin-

* In Saint Petersburg, Presidents of Armenia, Russia and Azerbaijan made a joint state-
ment, The  President of the Republic of Armenia, June 20, 2016,
https://www.president.am/en/press-release/item/2016/06/20/President-Serzh-Sargsyan-meeting-
with-Presidents-o-Russia-Azerbaijan/, (Accessed 20.03.2023)

%5 Nikoghosyan V., Ter-Matevosyan V., From ‘revolution’ to war: deciphering Armenia’s
populist foreign policy-making process, Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, Informa UK
Limited, Taylor & Francis Group, pp. 1-21.

% Armenia Recognized Nagorno Karabakh as Part of Azerbaijan with Madrid Principles in
2007, says PM Pashinyan, 18 April 2023, https://armenpress.am/eng/news/1108961/, (Accessed
21.04.2023).

27 Poghosyan B., Opinion: Why is Lavrov pushing for a Karabakh agreement?, April 30, 2020,
https://www.commonspace.eu/opinion/opinion-why-lavrov-pushing-karabakh-agreement, (21.03.2023).
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yan’s visit to Nagorno-Karabakh. In his rally of August 2019 in NK, in order to
win the support of Karabakh Armenians, Pashinyan declared that “Artsakh is
Armenia — and that’s it” and called for the union (“miatsum”), meaning reunion
of Karabakh with Armenia, a central slogan for the 1988 Karabakh movement.
Which was warmly accepted by the crowd, who repeated the “miatsum.”*®

The then director of Armenia’s National Security Service warned Pashni-
yan to ‘refrain from using that language as it could jeopardize the peace process.
Nevertheless, Pashinyan ignored the advice of the NSS as he preferred to pour
fuel on the fire, trying to garner more support through the above-mentioned
“populist” rhetoric.”

As part of his populist rhetoric, Pashinyan continued with detrimental
statements. And, it soon became apparent from Pashinyan’s initial statements
that he intended to change the logic of negotiations established since the out-
break of the conflict by stating that he was starting the negotiations “not from
Serzh Sargsyan’s point, but from [his] own point.”*’

His intention of changing the existing negotiation format became more ob-
vious when he announced that he was “ready to negotiate with the President of
Azerbaijan within the framework of the co-chairmanship of the OSCE Minsk
Group, but [he] also [thought] that the negotiation format cannot be considered
complete until one of the parties to the conflict, the leadership of Artsakh, par-
ticipates in it.” Pashinyan considered that one of the reasons why the negotia-
tion process had not yielded any result by then was because one cannot imagine
successful negotiations “in an incomplete format.”"'

During a (N)SC session soon after Pashinyan took power, he ‘allegedly famil-
iarized himself with ‘the Karabakh folder’ inherited from the previous government,
asking his nearest allies: ‘Do you agree with the package we inherited?” All those
around him responded negatively with concern that being in support would make
them look like loyalists of the previous government.*> In essence, he neglected the
work of the past three decades to bolster his populist approach.

Simultaneously, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev proceeded with mili-
tant rhetoric inflating and aggravating the situation between the conflicting par-
ties. The OSCE Minsk Group did not welcome these kinds of statements and
sentiments. In this context, the Co-Chairs urged the sides “to refrain from
statements and actions suggesting significant changes to the situation on the
ground, prejudging the outcome of or setting conditions for future talks, de-
manding unilateral changes to the format without the agreement of the other
party, or indicating readiness to renew active hostilities.”

¥ Waal T., The Nagorny Karabakh Conflict in its Fourth Decade, CEPS Working Docu-
ment, No. WD 2021 02 / September 2021, pp. 1-16.

» Nikoghosyan V., Ter-Matevosyan V., supra note 25.
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As a result of Pashinyan’s short-sighted policy, the Nagorno-Karabakh ne-
gotiations eventually reached a stalemate paving the way for Azerbaijan to
launch a full-scale war against Nagorno-Karabakh. Azerbaijani President Ali-
yev justified the resort to force with ‘thirty years of negotiations yielding no
tangible results.” Moreover, according to him, “Since 2019, the new authorities
in Armenia began making absurd statements, which actually led to the end of
the negotiations. For example, “Karabakh is Armenia; that’s it.” After such a
statement, it was useless to speak about any negotiations.”*

This failure of negotiations led to the 44-day war in 2020 when Azerbaijan with
the military support and backing of Turkey launched a full scale aggression against the
Nagorno-Karabakh population. Moreover, Pashinyan’s government proved total in-
competence during the war, which directly stemmed from the dismissals of experi-
enced military officials, leaving the military order in chaos and bound to defeat. Fol-
lowing the war, the General Staff of the Armenian Armed Forces, along with political
parties, called for the resignation of Pashinyan, which Pashinyan ignored, suppressing
the opposition, completely contradicting his supposed ‘will of the people’ decision
making approach. The government's failures are also increasingly evident when com-
paring the 2016 4-day war to that of the 2020 war.*’

The Activities of the OSCE Minsk Group during the 44-day War

Starting from the first day of the 44-day war to the aftermath, the OSCE
Minsk Group, with the co-chairmanship of the USA, Russia, and France, regu-
larly issued statements at the level of Minsk Group Co-Chairs as well as Minsk
Group country leaders and foreign ministers. Furthermore, with the participation
of the Minsk group, several meetings were held between Azerbaijani and Arme-
nian Ministers of Foreign Affairs, individually and jointly.

On the first day of the war Minsk group appealed to the sides “to cease
hostilities immediately and to resume negotiations.””® Two days later, on Sep-
tember 29, Special meeting of OSCE Permanent Council was held on the situa-
tion in Nagorno-Karabakh with the participation of OSCE’s 57 States. During
the meeting, the same appeal was reiterated.’’

The next statement was made at the level of presidents of the Co-Chair
countries. More specifically, on October 1, French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and U.S. President Donald Trump put
out a joint statement calling on the leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan “to
commit without delay to resuming substantive negotiations, in good faith and
without preconditions.”® On October 5 a similar statement was made by the
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Foreign Ministers of the respective countries.”

The Minsk Group Co-Chairs also met with the Armenian and Azerbaijani
Foreign Ministers to stop the ongoing hostilities and resume the negotiations.
The meeting was organized on October 24 in Washington, D.C. The Co-Chairs
met with Armenian and Azerbaijani Foreign Ministers and participated in a
joint meeting with the Foreign Ministers and U.S. Deputy Secretary of State
Stephen Biegun.* The next meeting with Armenian and Azerbaijani Foreign
Ministers was held on October 30.*'

Apart from the joint efforts, the Minsk group Co-Chair countries also
made individual attempts in trying to establish a ceasefire. Behind the three
ceasefire agreements between Armenia and Azerbaijan during the 2020 war
were Russia, France, and the USA. The first ceasefire attempt was established
on October 10 through Russian mediation, the second on October 18 through
French mediation, and the last on October 26 through U.S. mediation (the rea-
son why Armenian and Azerbaijani ministers were invited to Washington).
However, all three ceasefires failed minutes after their launch.

The final ceasefire was established through Russian mediation, followed
by the November 9 trilateral statement signed by Armenian, Azerbaijani, and
Russian heads of state. On December 3, the OSCE Minsk Group addressed the
established ceasefire urging “Armenia and Azerbaijan to take advantage of the
current ceasefire to negotiate a lasting and stable peace treaty under the auspices
of the Minsk Co-Chairs.”** Subsequently, the Co-Chairs regularly made similar
statements calling on “the parties to resume high-level political dialogue under
the auspices of the Co-Chairs at the earliest opportunity.”*

In trying to take advantage of the situation, Minsk group Co-Chairs had a
couple of meetings with Armenian and Azerbaijani Foreign Ministers. During
the first meeting on February 16, 2021, the Co-Chairs spoke separately by video
conference format with Armenian Foreign Minister Ara Aivazian and Azerbai-
jani Foreign Minister Jeyhun Bayramov.** The first joint meeting between Ar-
menian Foreign Minister Ararat Mirzoyan and Azerbaijani Foreign Minister
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Jeyhun Bayramov since November 2020 was also hosted by the Minsk Group
Co-Chairs. It took place on the sidelines of the General Debate of the 76th ses-
sion of the UN General Assembly on September 24, 2021.* The second meet-
ing took place on November 10 in Paris.*

In essence, the meeting held in Paris became the last joint meeting in the
Minsk format. This was followed by an attack unleashed by Azerbaijan in
Syunik. Thus, on December 4, on the margins of the OSCE Ministerial Council,
the Co-Chairs of the Minsk Group only had a separate meeting with the Foreign
Ministers of Armenia and Azerbaijan, regretting that "it was not possible to hold
a joint meeting between the Foreign Ministers of Armenia and Azerbaijan under
their auspices.”"’

In order to continue the dialogue and get out of the deadlock, the last joint
statement by the Co-Chairing countries of the Minsk Group was made on De-
cember 7, 2021. U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken, Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergey Lavrov, and French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian ex-
pressed their support for "the resumption of direct dialogue between Armenia
and Azerbaijan under the auspices of the Minsk Group Co-Chairs" and continu-
ing the meetings held in New York and Paris.”® In essence, this became the last
joint statement of the OSCE Minsk Group Co-Chairs.

In February 2022 Russian-Ukrainian war broke out, straining the relation-
ship between the Co-Chair countries. While the West, led by the U.S., wages a
full-scale proxy war in Ukraine, with the U.S. alone sending $75 billion in as-
sistance, including state-of-the-art weaponry as well as their own special forces,
as revealed in recently leaked Pentagon documents, it is no surprise that rela-
tions are at an all-time low since the Cold War, presumably worse, essentially
leaving the Minsk Group non-operable.*

The Current Crisis of the OSCE Minsk Group

In the aftermath of the 44-day war in Nagorno-Karabakh, the effectiveness
and future of the OSCE Minsk Group have been strongly questioned. Neither
France nor the United States was able or maybe willing to broker a lasting
ceasefire during the 2020 war (Russian first attempt also failed, but it succeeded
in the case of the November 9 statement).

Following the war, Russia became the central mediator in this conflict af-
ter it brokered the November 9 trilateral statement, deploying its peacekeeping
forces in Nagorno-Karabakh. Now as Azerbaijan has had its way, taking territo-
ries by military force, they consider the conflict to be resolved. Hence, the con-

4 Statement by the Co-Chairs of the OSCE Minsk Group, September 24, 2021,
https://www.osce.org/minsk-group/498948, (Accessed 31.03.2023).

6 Statement by the Co-Chairs of the OSCE Minsk Group, November 11, 2021,
https://www.osce.org/minsk-group/504007, (Accessed 31.03.2023).

47 Statement by the Co-Chairs of the OSCE Minsk Group, December 4, 2021, https:/www.
osce.org/minsk—group/506813 (Accessed: 03.05.2023).

4% Joint Statement by the OSCE Minsk Group Co-Chair Countries, December 7, 2021,
https:// www.osce.org/minsk-group/507320, (Accessed 03.05.2023).

® Adams P., Wright G., Ukraine war: Leak shows Western special forces on the ground,
April 11, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-65245065, (Accessed 03.05.2023).

55



tinuation of the activities of the OSCE Minsk Group, per their argument, is
pointless. Meanwhile, for Armenia, the OSCE Minsk group remains an essential
forum for dealing with several unresolved issues.

The exacerbation of the situation due the Russian-Ukrainian war raised
doubts about Co-Chairs' ability to work together within this framework. More-
over, since the start of the Russian-Ukrainian war, several contradicting state-
ments have been made on the future operation and even the abolition of the
group operating for around 30 years.

In April 2022, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov stated that France
and the United States have tried to “exclude” Russia from the Minsk Group
calling that act “irresponsible.” Lavrov claimed that the U.S. and France said
they would not work with Russia in the Minsk Group format: “That is their
right. If they are ready to sacrifice the interests of the settlement in Karabakh, in
the South Caucasus, this is their choice. Not only this specific issue but all the
other issues are being held hostage to their Russophobe policy.””” Moscow went
on to appoint Igor Khovaev, the Russian Co-Chair of the OSCE Minsk Group,
as Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov's special envoy on "fostering the normaliza-
tion of relations" between the two South Caucasus states.”' In response to Lav-
rov's comments, during a visit to Yerevan, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State
Karen Donfried claimed that "'Russia is a Minsk Group Co-Chair...France, the
U.S., and Russia would continue in that format." However, Lavrov has re-
mained firm on his stance and has since repeated the claim that the OSCE
Minsk Group has “ceased its activities.”

Azerbaijan quickly added that the OSCE Minsk Group is finished, claim-
ing it to be ineffective in the last 30 years. Moreover, Azerbaijani President
ITham Aliyev stated, "It's time for them to retire” as Azerbaijan has already “set-
tled the conflict." On the other hand, Armenia sticks to the OSCE Minsk Group
as a negotiation mechanism.”

There is a strong tension between the OSCE Minsk Co-Chair countries,
which leads to the ineffectiveness and even impossibility of interaction between
them in matters of negotiating efforts. This becomes obvious in the continuous
mutual accusations of Russia and the U.S.”

The activation of Western involvement in resolving the NK conflict is also
highly alarming for Russia. While the U.S. claims their involvement is "not a
means for the USA to compete with Russia," their actions in the post-Soviet
space say otherwise. The latter conceives this to be a way of pushing Russia out
of the South Caucasus region.™

As a result of the ongoing tension around the Minsk Group, there are cur-
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rently parallel peace talks. On one side is the EU, and on the other is Russia (the
US is also trying to stay involved by holding meetings and frequent phone calls
with Armenian and Azerbaijani officials). The risk is that these efforts may
become increasingly competitive, negatively impacting the resolution overall.
At the same time, the EU seems to be mediating technical and economic issues
at the interstate level. In contrast, security issues and, more importantly, the
status of NK continue to lie within Russian and Minsk Group mediation.
Prominently neither December nor April EU readout of the meetings in Brussels
mention the term “Nagorno-Karabakh.” Thus, the core issue at stake remains
under the Minsk group's exclusive mandate.”

Thus, the OSCE Minsk Group is undergoing a severe crisis, with the Co-
Chairs having antagonistic geopolitical policies. As a result, there have been nei-
ther joint statements nor meetings within this format since December 2021; Rus-
sia is claiming that other Co-Chairs are unwilling to work with it; while Azerbai-
jan claims that the conflict is resolved, meaning that there is no need for further
existence of the group. Under such circumstances, there are even rumors of the
appearance of a successor of this mechanism, considering the vast experience the
group has accumulated throughout the years in trying to resolve the conflict.”

However, as of now, the appearance of such a body or a mechanism seems
unlikely, and one thing is clear for the Armenian side: this format continues to be
the most viable option for trying to advance the interests of Armenia and the NK
population as well as to balance the contradicting interests of other involved ac-
tors. With that being said, the above discussion highlights that the Minsk Group is
a powerful tool which prevented the situation from escalating into a full-scale war
for nearly thirty years. However, the destabilization of Armenia subsequent to the
Velvet Revolution calls attention to the fact that mediating bodies concern soft-
power and without a government that is able to uphold the negotiating format,
failure is inevitable, leaving the mediating body to be easily scapegoated.

Conclusion

As long as the Minsk format existed, the Nagorno-Karabakh problem con-
tinued to be an international conflict, where besides the directly conflicting par-
ties, three main mediators were involved: Russia, the USA and France, the latter
also representing the EU. The formal abolition of this format means that the
Nagorno-Karabakh problem becomes a subject of conflict between Armenia
and Azerbaijan. And if we take into account that the authorities of Armenia
have stated many times that there is no such solution where Artsakh is outside
of Azerbaijan, then this means presenting the Nagorno-Karabakh problem as an
internal affair of Azerbaijan. At the same time, against the background of ex-
treme tension between Russia and the West, the existence of the Minsk Group
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as such is also questioned by the Co-Chairs. In other words, due to the strained
relations between Russia and the West, the activities of the Minsk Group have
essentially halted. However, this does not entail the formal dismantling of the
Minsk Group, as it is still the only format that has an international mandate to
deal with the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. It is noteworthy that the USA and
France, on the one hand, and Russia, on the other hand, have repeatedly accused
each other of undermining the activities of the Minsk Group, but none of them
has yet taken any steps to formally suspend the group's activities in the OSCE.

It turns out that no one wants to dismantle the Minsk Group yet. The ex-
planation can be as follows: if there is a need for Armenia and Azerbaijan to
negotiate in future, the Minsk Group can undertake such an obligation. And
taking into account Azerbaijan's aggressive policy and aggressive rhetoric, it
can be concluded that in the future, even if a peace treaty is signed between the
states, it does not imply that Azerbaijan will stop demanding territories from
Armenia, or demand the so-called Zangezur Corridor, etc. At the same time, the
signing of a peace treaty between Armenia and Azerbaijan does not mean that
Armenia will completely abandon Nagorno-Karabakh, especially when there is
a change of power in Armenia.

This means that the Minsk Group may still have work to do if there are un-
resolved issues, territorial disputes, claims, disagreements, the need for negotia-
tions, etc. between the states.
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CYPEH CAPI'CAH, AHAUT MYPAJSAH, AUJIA TEBOPTSIH, BAXATH
MAHYKSH — Ponvy Munckoii zpynnsl 6 HA20pHO-KAPAOAXCKOM KOHAUKmMeE: meKy-
WU KPU3UC U 6AINCHOCMb COXPAHEHUSA Cyujecmeyuieo gopmama meouayuu. —
Mumnckas rpynna OBCE sBnseTcss OCHOBHBIM MOCPEIHUUYECKUM OPraHOM B IIPOLECCE
yperyaupoBanuss Haropno Kapabaxckoro kondiukra ¢ 1992 ropa. Bot yxe okono 30
JeT Tpu comnpencenarens Munckoi rpynmsl — Poccus, CIIA n @paHims mpoyKTHBHO
COTPYJHHYAIOT MO 3TOMY BOIIpocy. MHUHCKas IpylIa CUNTAIACh SKCKIIIO3UBHBIM (opy-
MOM, TJIe KOH(QIJIMKTYIONTHNE HHTEpechl 3anaaa u Poccun He Merann MUCCUU MUHCKOR
TPyIIBl B TOWCKE MyTeH yperynupoBaHus KoH(mkra. OJHAKO IMOCIE POCCHICKO-
YKpauHCKO¥W BOWHBI (heBpans 2022 roma COTPYIHUIECTBO MEXAY 3THMU CTpaHAMU B
pamMkax MHUHCKOH TPpyIIbl OBUIO B 3HAYUTEIHHON CTETICHH ITapain30BaHo.

K coxanenuto, 3To coBnajao ¢ nepuoaoMm mnociue 44-nHeBHoi BoiHbI B Haropnom
Kapabaxe 2020 ropa, MoCTOSSHHBIMH IIOTPaHUYHBIMH CTHIYKAMH U a3epOaiPkaHCKOH
arpeccueil n BTOP)KEHHEM Ha CyBEpeHHYI0 Tepputopuio PecnyOnmku Apmenus. Uem
OoJibllIe TPOTUBOPEYNH BHYTpH MUHCKOH TpYNIIb, TEM ys3BHMEe pPEernoHalibHast 0e30-
HNacHOCTb. Pa3zHble akTOpBI NPEANPHUHUMAIOT HHIUBUAYAIbHbIE YCUIINS, TIBITASICh YTBEP-
JIUTBCSI B KaYeCTBE OCHOBHBIX IOCPEIHHKOB Mexay ApMmeHued u AszepOaiimkanom. B
TaKUX YCIOBUSX OTCYTCTBYIOT YPaBHOBEIIMBAIOIINE MEXAaHU3MBI, CIACP)KHUBAOLIHE
MOCPEAHNYECKHE CTOPOHBI OT BBIABIKCHUS NIPOTUBOPEUALINX APYT APYTY MHUIUATHB,
BBITEKAIOIINX U3 COOCTBEHHBIX MHTEPECOB. TakuM 00pa3oM, B JaHHOM CTaThe OTCTaW-
BACTCSl BAXXKHOCTh POJIM MUHCKOH TpynIbl Kak OpraHa, OOBEIUHSAIONIET0 OCHOBHBIC
MOCPEAHNUYECKHE CTOPOHBI, U B TO K€ BPEMsI €AMHCTBEHHOTO OpraHa, 00JaJaroliero
MaHJIaTOM Ha IOCPEJHUYECTBO B BONpoOcax, Kacaromuxcs HaropHo Kapabaxckoro koH-
¢mkTa. B crathe aHanm3upyoTcs Bce IaHbl yperynuposanus Haropao Kapabaxcko-
ro KOH(QIIMKTA, IPEUIOKEHHBIE CONpecenaTe/iMi MHUHCKON IpyMNIbl, NeSTEIbHOCTD
Munckoit rpynnst Bo BpeMs BoiH 2016 u 2020rr., TynukoBasi CUTyallus B IEPErOBOpax
nociie «bapxaTHoi peBotorm» 2018r. B ApMeHHH, a TakKe TeKyIHMH KPU3UC BHYTPH
MuHcKOH TPYyNIbl U BaXHOCTh COXPAHEHUs] MUHCKOM IpyNIbl B KA4€CTBE OCHOBHOTO
nocpeaHnueckoro oprana B Haropao Kapabaxckom KoHQIIHKTE.

KunroueBsbie ciioBa: Haeopuwiii Kapabax, Munckas epynna OBCE, nepezosopmutil npoyecc,
azpeccus, pecuoHanbHble KOHPAUKMbL
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