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The geopolitical situation in the South Caucasus region has significantly changed 
following the Second Karabakh War. This commentary analyses the role of Turkey in 
regional cooperation with the aim of creating a stable and secure environment and further 
argues that Turkey has become a proactive actor and a game changer for the region. The 
commentary stresses the fact that Turkey is redefining its status and position in the 
South Caucasus. The key argument is that Turkey’s role, potential, and contribution can 
be evaluated within the framework of opportunities and challenges, and explained with 
reference to the nature of its bilateral relations with the countries of the region. 

Keywords: Turkey, geopolitics, Second Karabakh War, regional cooperation, security

*  Ayça Ergun is Professor of Sociology at Middle East Technical University (METU), Ankara, Turkey.

Ayça Ergun*

Role of Turkey in the 
Post-War South Caucasus

COMMENTARIES



132

CAUCASUS STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

The aim of this commentary is to analyse the post-war situation in 
the South Caucasus with specific reference to the role of Turkey in 
ensuring stability and security, and initiating regional cooperation. It 
argues that regional actors, when playing any potential role, should take 
into consideration the aggregated interests of the regional countries as 
well as those of their Western counterparts. The interests and foreign 
policy priorities of the regional countries are occasionally overlapping 
and interdependent – but often conflicting. In the context of such 
intersecting and conflicting interests, this commentary will analyse 
the evolving role of Turkey as a proactive actor and game changer in 
the region, with specific reference to its foreign policy priorities and 
its bilateral relations with regional countries. The argument is that 
Turkey’s role, potential, and contribution can be understood within 
the framework of both opportunities and challenges. Turkey’s role is 
context dependent, open to the impact of Western actors, and informed 
by the nature of its bilateral relations. Thus, its role should be discussed 
with reference to its needs, potential, and capacity. The first part of the 
commentary will provide a description of the post-war South Caucasus 
in order to portray a contextual framework where patterns of cooperation 
for security and stability can be achieved, and patterns of continuing 
clashes of interests persist. The second part of the commentary will 
analyse Turkey’s potential to contribute to regional cooperation. The 
last part will provide an account on how opportunities and constraints 
for regional cooperation can be understood.

The South Caucasus Post-Second Karabakh War

The South Caucasus has been, and still remains, a turbulent region since 
the declarations of independence by the region’s countries in 1991. 
The nature of the early post-independence period is challenging not 
only in terms of simultaneous processes of regime change, nation- and 
state-building, and the restructuring of the economic system, but also 
of territorial conflicts and wars. It was not an easy task for respective 
governments to handle the situation due to the fact that conflicts which 
started as bilateral went on to draw in regional, and later international, 
interventions. International involvement was crucially important, and 
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necessary for stability and security, yet proved to be unpromising and 
widely discredited through the failure of the OSCE Minsk Group in 
dealing with conflict resolution. 

Azerbaijan’s victory in taking back its occupied territories in the 
Karabakh region has now made the issue of security building a regional 
one. In the existing context, it seems that any potential regional 
cooperation for security building and ensuring stability will be based 
on (a) how the bilateral relationship between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
evolves and (b) the sustainability of the cooperative relationship 
between Turkey and Russia. As of late 2021, no Western initiative, 
either on the part of the EU or the USA, is on the table. Therefore, 
issues relating to any kind of cooperation are more regionalized rather 
than internationalized. Yet, there is an emergent need for a new vision 
for the South Caucasus to ensure post-conflict stability and security in 
the region.

Russian mediation led to the signing of the Trilateral Statement 
between Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Russia on 10 November 2020, the 
end of a conflict that had lasted almost three decades, and Azerbaijan’s 
restoration of its territorial integrity by liberating its occupied territories 
in the Karabakh region. The main themes that have dominated 
discussions in the year following the war have been a new format for 
regional cooperation, confidence-building, recovery, dialogue, and 
normalization of the relationships (if not reconciliation). The core ideas 
are establishing regional connectivity, promoting economic cooperation, 
underlining the importance of and necessity for transportation projects, 
building up trade relations, demining of conflict-affected territories, 
and ensuring the stability and well-being of the countries concerned.

The recent developments in the region were not predicted at all by 
observers of the region. Most commentators witnessed a more proactive 
engagement of Turkey in the region and a quieter and more distanced 
position of Russia in the early days of the Second Karabakh War, up 
until 10 November 2020. 

As of today, Azerbaijan is enjoying its victory. The Azerbaijani 
government has intensified its efforts to rebuild and reconstruct 
the Karabakh region in order to further underline and highlight its 
consolidated sovereignty in the previously occupied territories. 
Armenia, on the other hand, needs time to digest its failure not only 
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in terms of dealing with domestic resentment but also its increased 
dependence on Russia. The balance of power has changed, particularly 
after the involvement of Russia and Turkey, with the former’s troops 
now present on the soil of all three South Caucasian countries and the 
latter having consolidated its alliance with Azerbaijan. The Russian 
factor has strong potential to contribute to the fragility, and perhaps 
vulnerability, of the situation given its historical background in the pre- 
and early post-independence periods. The question is how this fragile 
condition would be accommodated – particularly knowing that Russia 
is on the ground with some ambiguity about its peacekeepers’ departure 
from the region. Turkey, on the other hand, which was considered as a 
proactive game changer during the Second Karabakh War, seems to be 
perceived more as a balancing actor, particularly by Azerbaijan. 

In terms of the involvement of the regional actors, namely Russia and 
Turkey, their potential to contribute to regional cooperation should also 
be analysed. Russia’s presence and influence in the region is in no way 
be neglected. Moscow does not welcome any influential involvement 
of Western actors in the region. Whether its alliance with Turkey is 
tentative, contextual, enduring, or stable is yet to be seen. Turkey, on 
the other hand, has redefined its position and role in the region through a 
more proactive involvement and coalition building with Russia. Turkey’s 
involvement is strongly backed up through its exceptional bilateral 
relations with Azerbaijan and its strategic partnership with Georgia. Its 
troubled relationship with Armenia can lead to normalization only if 
consent is given by Azerbaijan. However, whether the discussions on 
possible normalization are only wishful thinking, and to what extent 
this could be feasible and realistic, remains to be seen. 

Last but not least, the positioning of all regional parties could be 
redefined if Western involvement were possible. Although the region in 
general, and regional cooperation for security and stability in particular, 
do not seem to be on the agenda of Western actors, their roles should 
nevertheless be considered in possible scenarios. Therefore, the 
‘3+3’ format – the six-party cooperation platform with pacts among 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, Russia, Turkey, and Iran, seems to be 
the only proposed option, although to what extent its realization would 
be possible is still unknown. Moreover, the substance, terms, and 
conditions of the format should be presented in detail. There has to 
be real commitment to the normalization and reconciliation effort; for 
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example, it should proceed by little steps, through which the parties 
concerned can avoid potential conflict. Moreover, there has to be a 
significant change in reciprocal perceptions, thus leading to de-othering 
of the others and overcoming the stereotypes attributed to them.

Role of Turkey in Regional Cooperation

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Turkey’s foreign policy towards 
the South Caucasus and Central Asia was shaped according to: (a) the 
frame of brotherly bilateral relations; (b) Turkey’s relations with the 
West; (c) domestic, regional, and international economic interests; and 
(d) regional and international actors’ demands for ensuring stability 
and security in the region. Turkey’s role in the region as a successful 
model of a secular, democratic nation state was promoted by Western 
actors, namely the US and the EU, in order to decrease the potential 
influence of Iran and existing influence of Russia. Turkey is considered 
to be a reliable actor, a gateway, and a bridge connecting the post-Soviet 
territories to the West. Now, apparently, the suggested role has changed 
slightly. Turkey prefers to develop political and economic relations with 
the region’s countries, with emphasis on historical, ethnic, cultural, 
linguistic, and religious commonalities, where relevant; to initiate 
ambitious projects, particularly in the fields of energy, transport, and 
trade; and to intensify cultural and societal dialogue. 

Turkey’s bilateral relations with the South Caucasus states have evolved 
differently. Relations with Azerbaijan are considered exceptional on 
the basis of a privileged partnership and strategic alliance based on 
the strong commitment of the political elites and public sympathy 
and support. Relations with Georgia have evolved on the basis of 
strong collaboration in the energy and transport domains, and have 
resulted in the formation of a strategic alliance, thus making Turkey, 
since 2007, the country’s biggest trade partner. The relationship with 
Armenia has been problematic owing to Turkey’s refusal to build up 
diplomatic relations with Armenia because of its former occupation of 
Azerbaijan’s territories. Although attempts to normalize relations came 
onto the table a couple of times, they have remained unsuccessful. The 
trilateral cooperation format of Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey is a 
good example of success stories, for example, through the realization of 
the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan oil and Baku–Tbilisi–Erzurum gas pipelines. 
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Nothing substantial has changed since the Second Karabakh War in 
the discourse on and perceptions among Turkey’s political elite about 
this region. The Second Karabakh War was also a test for Turkey in 
its immediate neighbourhood in terms of strengthening its role in 
this region and becoming a more prominent security actor. Ankara 
cemented its position as one of the two leading regional actors along 
with Moscow. In the existing context, Turkey’s role in regional 
cooperation can be analysed with reference to its proactive and 
game-changing performance during the Second Karabakh War and 
to its potential as the initiator of, and one of the main stakeholders 
in, regional cooperation schemes, particularly in the fields of energy, 
trade, and connectivity, and to its capacity as an actor balancing 
Russian influence in the region.

Turkey’s improved status as an influential regional power during the 
Second Karabakh war has been strongly supported by Azerbaijan. To 
what extent this position will be consolidated depends on Turkey’s 
capacity to initiate and lead regional connectivity projects. Yet, its 
ability to further develop and sustain regional cooperation is also 
dependent on how other regional countries will perceive and welcome 
Turkey’s leading role. It is rather premature to predict the position and 
preferences of Armenia. Although the possibility of the normalization 
of relations is already espoused by the political leaderships of both 
countries, the terms and conditions are yet to be set. The situation is, 
based on previous attempts, not very promising; however, the future 
prospects are yet to be seen as the balance of power has changed 
significantly with the empowerment of Azerbaijan in the region. 
Moreover, in the absence of non-regional powers, particularly the EU 
and the USA, Turkey is the only actor balancing Russian influence in 
the region. 

Conclusion

The post-war situation in the South Caucasus is still fragile and relies on 
a delicate balance. Although regional integration is yet to be achieved, 
prospects for regional cooperation can be favourable if there is more 
extensive dialogue among the countries of the region. Transport and 
trade offer great opportunities to initiate and develop cooperation 
mechanisms. Yet, the historical memories and legacies could be more 
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persistent than predicted. Azerbaijan, with its consolidated nation and 
statehood thanks to the liberation of the occupied territories in the 
Karabakh region, enjoys a more powerful position than ever before. 
After the war, Baku directed its attention to the reconstruction of 
the liberated territories and re-consolidated its presence therein by 
solidifying its alliance with Turkey. Turkish companies have already 
been actively involved in the reconstruction of the Karabakh region. 
Bilateral visits by numerous institutions have intensified. Armenia, in 
contrast, seems to need more time to overcome the psychology of defeat. 
Georgia’s violated territorial integrity is one of the major obstacles for 
intensifying regional cooperation mechanisms, particularly in cases 
where Russia is likely to be involved.

In this wider context, Azerbaijan–Turkey relations are well consolidated 
and both countries are enjoying their glorious strategic partnership, 
which needs further deepening through strengthened institutionalization. 
The triangular relationship among Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey 
offers great chances for regional integration, extended cooperation, and 
the deconstruction of cultural and psychological borders in the region. 
Turkey’s proactive role during and after the Second Karabakh war was 
unanimously supported by the political and intellectual elite, as well as 
societal actors of this country. 

To achieve a more fully elaborated, extensive, and comprehensive 
cooperation in the region, territorial integrity and the principle of 
inviolability of borders should be respected by all parties involved. 
Although trade and transport appear to be the most relevant areas 
in which to initiate regional cooperation, societal dialogue, with the 
involvement of civil societal actors and intellectual communities, should 
also be secured. Thus, the voices and perspectives of the respective 
communities would be heard and this would help to overcome the 
memories of war and the impact of the history of conflict.

Confidence-building measures and dialogue for reconciliation, 
along with economic cooperation, developing trade relations, and 
facilitating transportation, seem to be easy measures with which to 
start. Yet, formulating the mechanisms and schemes needs more time. 
Thus, the identity and memory dimensions should not be in any way 
underestimated. A would-be format or scheme for regional cooperation 
should also address overcoming post-Soviet dichotomies, which is 
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likely to be a much more difficult task than initiating cooperation in the 
fields of economy, trade, and transport.

Although Western involvement in the region proved to be unsuccessful, 
ineffective, and discredited, regional actors need to reconsider, in 
particular, the EU’s role. Instead of rather top-down initiatives on part 
of the EU, regional actors may offer their national and local visions for 
a better, stabile, and secure South Caucasus and cause the EU to revisit 
its policies with sounder, more promising, and viable options. 

Turkey’s empowerment is strongly backed by its exceptional, privileged, 
and special relationship with Azerbaijan. As of 2021, the ‘3+3’ 
format seems to be the only notable coalition being built for regional 
cooperation. The formation of pacts between Azerbaijan–Armenia–
Georgia and Turkey–Russia–Iran may have potential, yet it is not an 
easy task considering the hesitance, reluctance, and, perhaps, potential 
unwillingness of some of the parties, particularly Georgia. Nor is it easy 
to predict the durability of the existing coalition between Turkey and 
Russia, whose bilateral relationship is often described as ‘competitive 
cooperation’. It seems that cooperation dominates the existing status 
quo. Yet, if the competitivity comes to the fore, then already fragile 
relationships among regional actors would be threatened. Therefore, 
alternative formats should also be considered instead of having a rather 
holistic scheme in which all parties’ participation is desired, but it is 
difficult to achieve anything. 

In this case, partial cooperation is easy to achieve, such as the tripartite 
strategic partnership among Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey, in which 
there is no hostility, conflict, or distrust. Their relationship has been 
called ‘exemplary’, ‘promising’, and ‘groundbreaking’. Though it 
is often referred to as a strategic partnership, the connotations of this 
relationship go beyond the notion of strategic goals. The countries’ 
trilateral relationship is an act of solidarity to counter external influence 
in the region, one in which the underlying principle is respect of territorial 
integrity. Although their focus is on the economic, defence, and trade 
sectors, cultural and inter-societal dialogue is also an important asset 
to provide intensification of the trilateral relations. Western circles, on 
the other hand, are not necessarily aware of the importance of such 
cooperation and, to them, this does not appear to be an issue that is 
particularly noteworthy. Yet, they should pay greater attention to the 
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region because of their potential to contribute to regional stability and 
cooperation. 

This trilateral cooperation could be considered concerning by Armenia 
and dismissed by Russia, which could argue that this will not lead to 
sound, effective, and promising cooperation. Currently, the presence 
of Europe and the USA in the region remains extremely limited and 
obscure. However, given Georgia’s declared goal of integrating into the 
Euro-Atlantic institutions, the troika should be more highly promoted 
through public diplomacy and made more visible in international policy 
circles. This would not only be multi-level and multi-dimensional 
cooperation; it would also be consolidated through the endorsement of 
Western policymakers. 

The Summit of the Turkic Council on 12 November 2021 provided a 
basis for the intensification of the relationship among Turkic countries. 
It has strong potential for bridging between the South Caucasus and 
Central Asia and contributing to the empowerment of both Azerbaijan 
and Turkey in the region. In the existing situation, Azerbaijan and Turkey 
are enjoying their strategic partnership through the intensification 
of bilateral ties, diversification of means of cooperation, and further 
institutionalization. There is no concern that this bilateral relationships 
will ever change, given the strong dialogue among the political elites 
and the reciprocal support and sympathy between the two societies. 
Interdependence, commitment to collaboration in all fields, declaration 
of common goals, and overlapping interests will continue to be the 
basis for the future of the existing pact-building and strategic alliance 
between the two countries. 


