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This article examines the nature of the peacekeeping missions conducted by the 
Russian Federation in the South Caucasus. It explores two cases of Russia’s peace-
keeping deployment in Georgia’s separatist region of Abkhazia and Azerbaijan’s Kara-
bakh region in order to draw conclusions about the role of peacekeeping missions in 
Russia’s foreign policy. It also briefly touches upon Russia’s involvement in peace-
keeping in Georgia’s breakaway region of South Ossetia (Tskhinvali). This article high-
lights the extent to which Russia’s peacekeeping policies differ from the established 
peacekeeping norms of the UN by portraying the unique features of the latter’s 
peacekeeping missions. The article concludes that, due to the distinctiveness of 
Russia’s peacekeeping concept that has been used as one of the country’s foreign 
policy instruments in its near neighbourhood, Russian peacekeepers have been more 
focused on a presence per se, rather than on preventing tension or maintaining sta-
bility in the areas of deployment. The article further elaborates the possible military 
challenges that the presence of Russia’s peacekeepers may pose in the deployment 
zones and beyond.

Keywords: Russian peacekeeping, peacebuilding, UN, Georgia, Abkhazia, Azerbai-
jan, Karabakh region 

*  Nina Miholjcic is an international relations specialist with a strong focus on the strategic analysis of the 
foreign policies of the South Caucasus, Russia, and Central Asia.

Nina Miholjcic*

Role of Russia’s Peacekeeping 
Missions in its Foreign Policy 
toward the South Caucasus

ARTICLES



102

CAUCASUS STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

The post-Cold War international system has witnessed a striking 
increase in both UN and non-UN peacekeeping missions. In the 
period between 1988 and 1993 alone, the United Nations managed 
more peacekeeping missions than in the previous 40 years combined, 
while non-UN missions also experienced a drastic rise, particularly 
after 1992, reaching 39 missions in 1999 and again in 2008.1 Such 
a proliferation of peacekeeping missions is associated with the rise 
of interstate conflicts after the end of the Cold War and the need 
for preventing those conflicts with more monitoring missions for 
the smooth implementation of ceasefires or paving the way for 
comprehensive peace agreements.2 With a rise in the engagement 
of individual countries3 as well as different organizations, such as 
NATO, the EU, OSCE, and the African Union, in addition to the UN 
in peacekeeping operations, the scope and role of peacekeeping have 
become more prominent yet more diffuse. 

Today, many individual countries use peacekeeping as a potent foreign 
policy tool. Although the core of peacekeeping mechanisms relates 

to maintaining international peace and security, 
the motivations of some countries for engaging 
in peacekeeping missions can vary. For instance, 
depending on the country’s foreign policy agenda, the 
decision to be involved in or conduct a peacekeeping 
mission can be based on range of goals, from 
common to individual. Thus, a mission that aims at 
lowering levels of violence and restoring peace and 
security in affected areas contributes to regional and 

global stability, which, consequently, contributes to strengthening 
international peace and security. Even though the effectiveness of 
peacekeeping remains a debatable matter, research on the efficacy of 

1  Meiske, M. and Ruggeri, A., “Peacekeeping as a Tool of Foreign Policy”, Oxford 
Research Encyclopedia of Politics, September 26, 2017, available at: https://
oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-
9780190228637-e-462 (accessed: February 27, 2022).
2  Ibid.
3  E.g., Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF), Indian peacekeeping operations in Sri Lanka 
between 1987 and 1990; The Australian/New Zealand-led Operation Helpem Fren in the 
Solomon Islands from 2003 and 2017; and the Australian-led Operation Astute in Timor-
Leste from 2006 to 2013.
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specific peacekeeping missions in Somalia, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, and Mali suggests that the missions did indeed manage to 
prevent major civil wars and large-scale conflicts.4 

Russia has its own well-defined policy of peacekeeping combined 
with extensive experience in implementing it in practice.5 Russia’s 
peacekeeping forces in Azerbaijan and Georgia are guided by Moscow’s 
foreign policy agenda, which implies the principle of non-interference 
in Russia’s near abroad by any other foreign power 
and entrenching control and presence in its backyard. 
As Berls claims, Russia perceives itself as a country 
surrounded by enemies, particularly by NATO in the 
west. Due to this stance, any attempt at rapprochement 
between the states in Russia’s near neighbourhood 
and the West is assessed as a belligerent move that 
needs to be addressed appropriately.6 The Kremlin’s 
primary interest is to increase its political and military 
control in the post-Soviet region in order to secure itself better against 
possible attacks, especially from the West, in the future. Perhaps Russian 
policymakers believe that their peacekeeping forces may somehow 
discourage foreign states from projecting backyard intrusion into the 
affected parts of Russia’s neighbourhood. However, Türkiye standing 
with Azerbaijan both before and after the war will continue to balance 
this point of view within Russia.

It is important to assess the particular motives and the role of 
peacekeepers in a country’s broader geostrategic agenda in order to 
understand the decision to conduct a peacekeeping mission. This is 
particularly interesting in the case of Russia’s peacekeeping activities 

4  Coning, C., “Are UN Peace Operations Effective?”, RelifWeb, November 14, 2019, 
available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/are-un-peace-operations-effective 
(accessed: May 4, 2022).
5  Bratersky, M., “Russia and Peacekeeping Operations: Conceptual and Practical 
Components of Russia’s Policy”, Journal of Bulletin of International Organizations, 
December 2017, available at: https://iorj.hse.ru/data/2018/05/23/1149410902/Russia%20
and%20Peacekeeping%20Operations%20Conce..l%20Components%20of%20
Russia%E2%80%99s%20Policy.pdf (accessed: March 14, 2022).
6  Berls, R., “Strengthening Russia’s Influence in International Affairs, Part II: Russia 
and Its Neighbors: A Sphere of Influence or a Declining Relationship?”, NTI, July 13, 
2021, available at: https://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/strengthening-russias-influence-
in-international-affairs-part-ii-russia-and-its-neighbors-a-sphere-of-influence-or-a-
declining-relationship/ (accessed: May 4, 2022).
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in the South Caucasus, where the prevailing national interests and 
desire to expand influence in the immediate neighbourhood play a 
major role. Analysis of peacekeeping processes in Georgia’s Abkhazia 
region and Azerbaijan’s Karabakh region renders Russia as a country 
that places its foreign policy interests above the traditional and official 
aims of peacekeeping missions, that is, calling for the restoration and 
preservation of peace and stability.

Uniqueness of Russia’s Peacekeeping Activities

The United Nations (UN) defines peacekeeping as “a unique and 
dynamic instrument developed to help countries torn by conflict create 
the conditions for lasting peace.”7 In respect of facilitating peace efforts 
in conflict areas, the UN firmly believes that peacekeeping missions are 
the most effective tool at its disposal for aiming to establish the basis 
for more effective and peaceful resolutions of hostilities. For example, 
the UN Peacekeeping remit is built on three fundamental principles: 
consent of the parties, impartiality, and non-use of force except in self-
defence and defence of the mandate.8 UN peacekeeping has gradually 
adopted a multidimensional approach, which has broadened the scope 
and role of the peacekeeping missions. Contemporary UN peacekeeping 
helps not only with maintaining peace and security, but also in 
promoting human rights and facilitating different political processes, 
such as assisting in the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 
of former combatants, as well as the repatriation of refugees.9  10 

Even though peacekeeping was created primarily as the UN’s tool for 
resolving global peace and security issues, today, many organizations 
conduct peacekeeping activities, including NATO, the OSCE, the 
African Union, the EU, the CIS, the Economic Community of West 
African States, and the Pacific Island Forum (PIF), as well as individual 
states that, in many cases, use peacekeeping operations to satisfy their 
own foreign and security policy objectives and ambitions.11 

7  UN, 2018 Theme: ̀ UN Peacekeepers: 70 Years of Service and Sacrifice, 2018, available at: 
https://www.un.org/en/events/peacekeepersday/index2018.shtml (accessed: March 9, 2022).
8  UN, What is Peacekeeping, available at: https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/what-is-
peacekeeping (accessed: March 9, 2022).
9  Ibid.
10  Meiske, M. and Ruggeri, A., op. cit.
11  Ibid.
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Since the 1990s, Russia has engaged in numerous 
peacekeeping missions in the post-Soviet space. 
Specific brigades of Russia’s armed forces are 
experienced in peacekeeping missions, especially in 
neighbouring countries, such as in eastern Ukraine, 
Georgia’s South Ossetia (Tskhinvali) and Abkhazia 
regions, Moldova’s Transnistria region, and, recently, 
in Azerbaijan’s Karabakh region. However, it is 
questionable whether such peacekeeping missions 
have always been aligned with the traditional 
understanding of such missions’ goals and methods. 
Interestingly, Russia has provided a very limited number of troops for UN 
peacekeeping forces. The only exception relates to the period 1992–97, 
when Russia supplied between 850 and 1,650 uniformed peacekeepers. 
However, Russia has consistently deployed many fewer than 100 UN 
peacekeepers.12 Moreover, Russia has always been reluctant to allow 
any potential UN peacekeeping missions in the former USSR. That 
leads to the conclusion about Russia’s zeal to retain an exclusive right 
to perform as the sole peacekeeper in the post-Soviet space.13

The Case of Russia’s ‘Peacekeeping’ Activities in Georgia’s Abkhazia 
Region

Despite the official Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 
coverage for the peacekeeping mission deployed in 1994 with the aim 
of supervising the implementation of the “Declaration on Measures for 
a Political Settlement of the Georgian–Abkhaz Conflict”, Russia played 
a decisive role in deploying and supervising the whole mission. This 
peacekeeping mission is referred to as being ‘Russian’ not in name only, 
but also substantially, due to the fact that the CIS’s Peacekeeping Forces 
predominantly consisted of troops from Russia.14 The CIS operation 
12  Williams, P., “Putin’s ‘Peacekeepers’”, IPI Global Observatory, February 23, 2022, 
available at: https://theglobalobservatory.org/2022/02/putins-peacekeepers/ (accessed: 
March 9, 2022).
13  Kuzio, T., “Why Russian peacekeepers are a threat to peace in the South Caucasus”, 
New Eastern Europe, November 25, 2021, available at: https://neweasterneurope.
eu/2021/11/25/why-russian-peacekeepers-are-a-threat-to-peace-in-the-south-caucasus/ 
(accessed: March 10, 2022).
14   Korkelia, K., “The CIS Peace-Keeping Operations in the Context of International 
Legal Order”, NATO Democratic Institutions Fellowships 1997-1999I, available at: 
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was terminated after a 14-year period that was marked by Russia’s 
ubiquitous management and dominance in the decision-making process 
as, in practice, only Russian troops carried out peacekeeping.15

After the war between Georgia and Abkhaz separatist forces ended on 27 
September 1993, Russia intervened and deployed its forces in the area 
of the previous conflict. It was in 1994, after signing the “Agreement 
on a Ceasefire and Separation of Forces” between the warring sides, 
that the CIS’s Council of Heads of States officially validated Russia’s 
deployment of a peacekeeping mission, whereas the approval by 
the UN Security Council’s Resolution 937 (1994) that followed was 
an additional endorsement for the mission.16 However, the USA and 
NATO showed a level of disorientation and distraction by instability 
and conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, and did not consider Russia’s 
foreign policy moves in the post-Soviet region as alarming, at least not 
in the beginning.17 The CIS remained the symbolic face of a seemingly 
multilateral endorsement of the Russia-led peacekeeping mission.18 It is 
highly questionable whether the Russian peacekeeping in the Abkhazia 
region earned genuine international support and legitimation or 
superficial approval due to the set of circumstances in world politics of 
that time, when the USA and NATO were focused on resolving issues in 
the Middle East and maintaining assumptions about Russia as still too 
weak to present a serious military threat in the region.

The 1994 Agreement on a Ceasefire and Separation of Forces 
determined more closely the key objectives of the Russian peacekeeping 
forces. These objectives were related to maintaining and observing the 
ceasefire, promoting the safe return of refugees and displaced persons, 
especially to the Gali district in separatist region of Abkhazia, as well 
as supervising the implementation of the abovementioned Agreement 

https://www.nato.int/acad/fellow/97-99/korkelia.pdf (accessed: May 5, 2022).
15  Ibid.
16  MacFarlane, S.N., “On the front lines in the near abroad: The CIS and the OSCE in 
Georgia’ s civil wars”, Third World Quarterly, Vol.18, No. 3, 1997, p. 514.
17  Socor, V., “Russia Discards its ‘Peacekeeping’ Operation in Abkhazia”, The Jamestown 
Foundation, October 14, 2008, available at: https://jamestown.org/program/russia-
discards-its-peacekeeping-operation-in-abkhazia/ (accessed: March 3, 2022).
18  Charap, S., Geist, E., Frederick, B., Drennan, J.J., Chandler, N. and Kavanagh, J., 
“Russia’s Military Interventions: Patterns, Drivers, and Signposts”, RAND Corporation, 
2021, available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA444-3.html 
(accessed: March 3, 2022)
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and its Protocol.19 However, Russia’s peacekeeping mission failed to 
fulfil fundamental international norms of peacekeeping, including the 
objectives set by the Agreement. First, the CIS mission should have 
been an international, or at least regional, mission; however, it was 
conducted under a monopoly of one country only. Despite the fact 
that Georgia appealed for the internationalization of the peacekeeping 
forces in the Abkhazia region, Russia managed the whole mission 
independently.20 Russia used this ‘peacekeeping mission’ under the CIS 
umbrella to preserve its military presence in Georgia.

Furthermore, during the Russian mandate, the peacekeeping forces 
did not show serious interest in resolving refugee issues and failed to 
create a secure environment for the safe return of refugees and IDPs 
to the Abkhazia region that they had been forced to leave, nor did they 
protect the refugees who decided to return. Even in 
the periodic voluntary returns of a small percentage 
of refugees that occurred in the following years, the 
returnees were exposed to substantial violations of 
human rights in the areas controlled by peacekeepers.21 
It was estimated that, out of at least 300,000 refugees 
and IDPs, only about 47,000 were allowed to return, 
exclusively in the occupied Gali district.22 However, many returnees 
faced renewed hostilities and, as a result, more than 1,500 homes of 
ethnic Georgians were destroyed and some 40,000 Georgians were 
forced to flee again.23 

A troublesome decision that additionally questioned the impartiality and 
aim of Russia’s peacekeeping mission was the so-called ‘passportization’ 
process. This process officially started in 2002 with Russia amending 
the “Federal Law on Citizenship of the Russian Federation”, however, 

19  United Nations, Agreement on a Cease-Fire and Separation of Forces, signed 
in Moscow, May 14, 1994, available at: https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.
asp?symbol=S/1994/583 (accessed: March 4, 2022).
20  Socor, V., op. cit.
21  MacFarlane, S.N., op. cit., p.515.
22  Human Rights Watch, Georgia/Abkhazia: Back Home, but in Limbo Abkhaz Authorities 
Curb Ethnic Georgian Returnees’ Rights, July 15, 2011, available at: https://www.hrw.
org/news/2011/07/15/georgia/abkhazia-back-home-limbo (accessed: May 5, 2022).
23  Shanahan Cutts, N.M., “Enemies Through the Gates: Russian Violations of International 
Law in the Georgia/Abkhazia Conflict, Case Western Reserve Journal of International 
Law, Vol. 40, Iss. 1, 2008, p.292, available at: https://scholarlycommons.law.case.edu/
jil/vol40/iss1/17 (accessed: March 4, 2022).
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it had been exercised in the Abkhazia region without legal basis 
since 1999.24 The Federal Law introduced a simplified procedure 
for the admittance to Russian citizenship for foreigners and stateless 
persons who were citizens of the former USSR. Such a simplified 
procedure allowed defined categories to be granted Russian citizenship 
without having, as previously, to live for five years on the territory 
of the Russian Federation, to have a legal means of subsistence, or 
to master the Russian language.25 Passportization was successful to 
the extent that more than 80% of the Abkhazian population received 
Russian Federation passports in 2015.26 This makes Russia’s role as 
an unbiased facilitator unclear when it is concurrently conducting a 

policy that encourages passportization as a fast-track 
extraterritorial naturalization en masse of citizens 
residing outside its borders, in this case favouring the 
residents of the Abkhazia region.

One of reasons why Russia deployed peacekeeping 
forces to Abkhazia region was to act as a regional power 
creating decisive rule in that part of its backyard. Even 
though Russia, through its peacekeeping activities, 
tried to establish itself as a major mediator in the 

Georgia–Abkhazia conflict, it still did not succeed in 
stabilizing the region as the peacekeeping mission terminated with 
a full-fledged war between Georgia and Russia that undermined the 
latter’s peacemaking capabilities. Russia could not accept that countries 
located within its very backyard had become western oriented, with 
NATO and EU membership aspirations. That is why Russia continued 
with other means to diffuse its presence in its neighbourhood.

Russia was also involved in a multinational peacekeeping contingent 
in another breakaway region, Georgia–South Ossetia (Tskhinvali). 
Albeit the Joint Control Commission (established in 1992 to preserve 

24  Iovu, A., “The role of the West in countering Russian Passportization in the Black Sea”, 
Middle East Institute, November 16, 2020, available at: https://www.mei.edu/publications/
role-west-countering-russian-passportization-black-sea (accessed: March 5, 2022).
25  Max Planck Institute, “Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict 
in Georgia”, Max Planck Institute for Comparative Public Law and International Law, 
Report, Volume II, September 2009, available at: https://www.mpil.de/files/pdf4/
IIFFMCG_Volume_II1.pdf (accessed: May 23, 2022).
26  German, T., “Abkhazia and South Ossetia: Collision of Georgian and Russian 
Interests”, Russie. Nei. Visions, Vol. 11, 2006, available at: https://www.ifri.org/sites/
default/files/atoms/files/germananglais.pdf (accessed: March 5, 2022).
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stability in South Ossetia) comprised, along with Russian forces (500), 
also Georgian (320) troops and North/South Ossetian (500) personnel,27 
Russia’s plans behind the peacekeeping mission did not change at all 
here, either. Thus, the relations between Russia and Georgia started 
deteriorating, because Georgia accused Russia of being partial and 
politically supporting the separatist forces of the Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia regions. In 2006, the Parliament of Georgia requested the 
withdrawal of Russian peacekeepers from South Ossetia and Abkhazia.28 
Just two years later, in March 2008, the local authorities of the Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia regions submitted formal requests to Russia’s 
parliament for their ‘recognition’, following the West’s ‘recognition’ of 
the Kosovo region of Serbia that was condemned by Russian officials. 
Russia was among the first countries harshly criticizing Western 
countries’ support for the province’s secession from Serbia, describing 
such a decision as a terrible precedent that disturbed the core of the 
whole system of international relations.29 However, soon after, Russia 
misused the ‘Kosovo precedent’ formula in regard to the Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia regions. In August 2008, the local hostilities escalated 
into a full-scale war between Russia’s peacekeeping forces together with 
Russia-backed Ossetian forces on one side, and Georgia’s armed forces 
on the other. Following the Russo–Georgian War, Moscow recognized 
the ‘independence’ of South Ossetia and Abkhazia on 26 August 2008. 
The case of Russian peacekeeping activities in Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia (Tskhinvali) regions testifies to how Russian peacekeepers can 
turn into a martial force and change their role quickly depending on the 
situation on the ground. 

 

Russia’s Peacekeeping Mission in Azerbaijan’s Karabakh Region

The Second Karabakh War between Azerbaijan and Armenia that lasted 
for 44 days in 2020 represents one of the most fundamental changes in 
the regional situation that impacted greatly the geopolitics of the South 

27  Peace Operations Review, South Ossetia-Georgia, May 2015, available at: https://
peaceoperationsreview.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/2007_sou_oss_georgia_
mission_notes.pdf (accessed: March 13, 2022).
28  Ibid.
29  The Sydney Morning Herald, Putin calls Kosovo independence ‘terrible precedent’, 
February 23, 2008, available at: https://www.smh.com.au/world/putin-calls-kosovo-
independence-terrible-precedent-20080223-gds2d5.html (accessed: May 25, 2022).
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Caucasus and wider neighbourhood.30 Azerbaijan 
managed to liberate its territories that were under 
Armenian occupation for almost three decades. At the 
beginning of the conflict, Russia and the West were 
surprisingly passive, calling sporadically for “peaceful 
resolutions” and “diplomatic efforts” to end the 
hostility, while Türkiye was very vocal in supporting 
Azerbaijan’s position throughout the conflict. Such a 
weak initial response of Russia might be interpreted 
as a sign of the country’s strategic thinking. Russia 
did not want to take sides and disturb the status quo 
in this region that was bringing more leverage to this 
regional hegemon. However, Azerbaijan’s armed 
forces succeeded in retaking most of their country’s 
formerly occupied territories. This caused a great 

deal of distress to Armenia, which at that point called for help from 
its traditional ally – Russia. Russia started gradually to interfere by 
demonstrating itself as an impartial mediator and meanwhile seeking 
to alleviate the effects of the boosted partnership of Azerbaijan and 
Türkiye that could diminish Russia’s dominance in the region, and 
eventually managed to facilitate the signing of a Trilateral Statement 
between the warring sides to terminate the war.

According to the Trilateral Statement (signed by Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Russia) that came into effect as of midnight on 10 November 2020, 
the peacekeeping forces of the Russian Federation, to be precise, 1,960 
armed troops, 90 armoured vehicles, and 380 motor vehicles and units 
of special equipment, were deployed in certain areas of Azerbaijan’s 
Karabakh region where ethnic Armenians were settled and along the 
path extending through Azerbaijan’s Lachin district (also referred as 
the “Lachin Corridor”). According to the Trilateral Statement, Russia’s 
peacekeeping forces would be stationed there for five years, with an 
automatic extension for subsequent five-year periods unless either 
party of the statement decides to terminate this provision.31 

30  Valiyev, A., “Karabakh After the 44-Day War: Russian Peacekeepers and Patterns”, 
Ponars Eurasia, August 23, 2021, available at: https://www.ponarseurasia.org/karabakh-
after-the-44-day-war-russian-peacekeepers-and-patterns/ (accessed: March 6, 2020).
31  Kremlin.ru, Statement by President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Prime Minister of 
the Republic of Armenia and President of the Russian Federation, November 10, 2020, 
available at: http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/64384 (accessed: March 7, 2022).
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Russia definitely benefited from the statement as it was the only foreign 
signatory of this document, which placed the Russian forces as the only 
peacekeepers responsible for monitoring its implementation.32 The 
rationale behind Russia’s involvement in peacekeeping in Karabakh was 
most probably related to Russia’s zeal to establish a military presence 
in yet another part of the South Caucasus and prevent the spread of 
Western, as well Türkiye’s, influence in this region.

The statement also proposed the phased withdrawal of Armenia’s armed 
forces from Aghdam, Kalbajar, and Lachin districts, as well as the areas 
that would stay under the temporary control of Russia’s peacekeeping 
forces.33 However, Armenia has not fulfilled, nor has Russia made any 
efforts towards the fulfilment of, Article 4 of the Trilateral Statement 
concerning the withdrawal of the armed forces of Armenia in parallel 
with the deployment of the peacekeeping contingent of the Russian 
Federation. Thus, some remnants of the armed forces of Armenia still 
act in the Karabakh region.34 Even though there were assumptions that 
Russia might at some point of time start implementing the passportization 
policy within Armenian community in the Karabakh region, Russia is 
still more interested in securing its presence and keeping the population 
“firmly attached to the land” in order for its presence to be justified 
and secured.35 Indeed, Russian peacekeeping forces have managed to 
organize secure transportation for the mass return of Armenian residents 
from Armenia to the part of Karabakh region that is under temporary 
control of its peacekeeping forces.36 Such actions can be interpreted in 
terms of  Russia’s efforts to alleviate or prevent massive outmigration 
from this region, which could make Russian peacekeeping forces’ role 
and existence in the Karabakh region irrelevant.

Russia’s peacekeeping forces have conducted many activities in the 
Karabakh region that go beyond their peacekeeping duties. Russia 

32  Gabuev, A., “Viewpoint: Russia and Turkey - unlikely victors of Karabakh 
conflict,” BBC, November 12, 2020, available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-54903869 (accessed: March 8, 2022).
33  Kremlin.ru, op. cit.
34  President.az, Statement by the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, Prime Minister 
of the Republic of Armenia and President of the Russian Federation, November 10, 2020, 
available at: https://president.az/en/articles/view/45923 (accessed: May 6, 2022)
35  Socor, V., “Russia’s Karabakh Protectorate Taking Clearer Shape (Part One)”, The 
Jamestown Foundation, March 18, 2021, available at: https://jamestown.org/program/
russias-karabakh-protectorate-taking-clearer-shape-part-one/ (accessed: May 6, 2022).
36  Ibid.
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established the Interagency Center for Humanitarian 
Reaction in this region – which was not presented 
in the Trilateral Statement of 2020 – in order to 
support the resettlement process of refugees, restore 
civil infrastructure, and set conditions for normal 
life. Russian peacekeepers have been very active in 
local schools and kindergartens, where they have 
propagated their mission by providing humanitarian 
aid to youngsters and interactive lectures regarding 
the importance and aims of peacekeeping missions.37 

In addition to humanitarian work, Russian peacekeepers have also 
conducted military parades38 and live-fire and anti-terror exercises39 in 
the region, which raises questions about whether peacekeeping forces 
are eligible to conduct such acts.

Whatever the outcome of the peacekeeping mission in Karabakh region 
may be, Russia might seek to shift its behaviour and strategy in order to 
align them with its foreign policy goals that support a constant spread 
of influence in the post-Soviet republics. In the case of Georgia, at first, 
Russia tried to maintain its influence through peacekeeping missions in 
the Abkhazia and South Ossetia regions, however, such an instrument 
of foreign policy proved to be insufficient and resulted in Russia 
shifting to other, more violent methods (i.e., warfare) for increasing 
and preserving its dominance in the region. Due to the distinct relations 
that Russia has with Azerbaijan, it is expected that official Moscow 
will put more effort into extending the presence of its peacekeeping 
mission in the Karabakh region. Such presence might prove to be a 
more effective method of foreign policy engagement than applying 
aggressive military strategies, which might lead to damaging relations 
with Azerbaijan – a mistake that was made in the early 1990s and that 
the Russian leadership does not want to repeat. 

It is interesting to note that, currently, Russia has troops in all three of the 
South Caucasus countries – Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia – either 

37  Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation, “Russian peacekeeping contingent in 
Nagorno Karabakh”, News, 2022, available at: https://mil.ru/ (accessed at: May 28, 2022).
38  KarabakhSpace.eu, Russian soldiers in Karabakh rehearse for Victory Day parade…, 
April 19, 2021, available at: https://karabakhspace.commonspace.eu/news/russian-soldiers-
karabakh-rehearse-victory-day-parade-stepanakert-airfield (accessed: May 28, 2022).
39  “Russian peacekeeping contingent in Nagorno Karabakh”, op. cit.

In addition to humanitarian 
work, Russian peacekeepers 

have also conducted 
military parades  and 

live-fire and anti-terror 
exercises  in the region, 
which raises questions 

about whether peacekeeping 
forces are eligible to 

conduct such acts.
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by invitation or occupation.40 Although, unlike the case of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia, Russia’s peacekeeping forces in the Karabakh region are 
not perceived as a direct military danger, their presence, nevertheless, 
causes a certain degree of anxiety within Azerbaijani society.41 Especially 
in terms of extending Russia’s peacekeeping presence, Azerbaijan 
might not be in favour of such arrangements. Previous experience of 
Russia’s presence in Moldova and Georgia suggests that Russia will 
probably seek ways to turn its current temporary military presence to a 
“de facto permanent” one in the Karabakh region to expand its military 
influence in the region.42

Russia has extensive experience in conducting peacekeeping missions, 
particularly in the post-Soviet space. Looking at Russian peacekeepers’ 
track records in Georgia, it is reasonable to conclude that they can act as 
a biased mediator and as an extended arm of the Kremlin’s foreign policy 
agenda that prioritizes a restricted set of goals concerning the expansion 
of influence abroad and increasing power and control, especially in its 
neighbourhood. Russia’s peacekeeping forces in the Karabakh region were 
welcomed by Armenia’s Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, who admitted 
after signing the November statement in 2020 that this deployment was 
“the best possible solution for the current situation”.43 However, there is 
always the possibility that the longer Russian soldiers stay in the zone 
of their temporary deployment, the chances of rising military threat, as 
well as zeal for an extended presence, will increase, as the examples of 
Russia’s peacekeeping engagement in Georgia and Moldova suggest.

Conclusion

Russian peacekeeping in the South Caucasus remains a controversial 
topic in the public political discourse. On the one hand, conflicts in 

40  Coffey, L. and Little, J., “Russia’s Influence in Azerbaijan Makes Lasting Peace 
Unlikely”, The Heritage Foundation, December 3, 2021, available at: https://www.
heritage.org/global-politics/commentary/russias-influence-azerbaijan-makes-lasting-
peace-unlikely (accessed: May 6, 2022).
41  Ibid.
42  Ibid.
43  RFE/RL, Russian Peacekeepers Deploy To Nagorno-Karabakh After Truce As 
Political Crisis Hits Armenia, November 10, 2020, available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/
russian-peacekeepers-deploy-to-nagorno-karabakh-after-truce-as-political-crisis-hits-
armenia/30940268.html (accessed: March 13, 2022).
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this region required resolution and a foreign mediator that would be 
capable of reconciling the warring parties. On the other hand, Russian 
peacekeeping methods in Georgia have not been focused on establishing 
a long-lasting secure environment in the conflict spaces per se, but 
rather on satisfying Moscow’s foreign policy interests. Establishing 
sustainable peace requires an unbiased and unsullied peacekeeper, a 
role that Russia has not been able to deliver. 

Experience with peacekeeping in the Abkhazia region shows that 
Russia can turn its peacekeeping forces into a serious military threat if 
the political situation dictates such a transformation. Due to the fact that 
Russia’s peacekeeping activities are aligned with the country`s foreign 
policy objectives, it is impossible to talk about impartial and peace-
oriented peacekeeping. Moscow tries to dictate foreign policy in order 

to strengthen Russian influence and power in the post-
Soviet space with the aim of preserving and boosting 
its position as a regional hegemon. 

Russia’s peacebuilding methods might not be 
completely aligned with the UN’s basic peacekeeping 
principles and aims. Unlike traditional peace missions 
that have to follow and respect fundamental ideas 
such as impartiality, orientation to long-lasting 
peace solutions, and contribution to global peace and 
security realms, Russia’s peacekeeping efforts are 
usually limited to the country’s narrow goals that do 

not necessarily align with the mentioned principles. 
While UN peace efforts are guided by principles and ideas that try to 
facilitate and strengthen international peacebuilding processes around 
the globe, Russian peacekeeping remains a distorted concept that 
seemingly promotes maintaining peace and security, but strictly follows 
Moscow’s instructions on how to expand and retain control in its near 
abroad. 

Analysis of Russian peacekeeping in Abkhazia and Karabakh regions 
reveals unique features of Russia’s peace efforts abroad. Particularly 
in the case of Georgia, the motives for conducting missions in the 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia regions were more about Russia’s 
military power projection and retaining control in that part of the 
South Caucasus than resolving political and military issues in these 

The resolution of issues 
in those zones and the 
establishment of long-

lasting peace signify the 
withdrawal and departure 

of peacekeepers, which, 
ultimately, would lead to the 
abandoning of the outposts 

of Russian influence 
established under its control 

in these areas. 
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areas accommodating ethnic separatists. Another significant reason for 
Russia’s active involvement in peacekeeping in the South Caucasus is 
to prevent the further spread of foreign influence, primarily that of the 
West and Türkiye. Previous cases of Russian peacekeeping, especially 
that in the Abkhazia region, suggest that Russia might not be genuinely 
interested in producing real security with its deployed forces, but rather 
on sustaining its military presence with the potential to turn it into a 
military threat or extend its presence in the region.  

Russia tries with its peacekeeping missions to consolidate its presence 
in the region. In the case of Georgia, especially during the initial phases, 
Russia sought to spread its influence over Georgia through peacekeeping 
missions in the separatist regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia to 
avert Tbilisi’s western path. Once this did not yield a result, Russia used 
different means (warfare) to restrict the Euro-Atlantic path of Georgia. 
In the case of Russia’s peacekeeping mission in the Karabakh region, 
Russia sees this an opportunity to anchor its presence in yet another part 
of the South Caucasus.  

Even though Russia’s peacekeeping has proven to be an effective tool 
of the country’s foreign policy, it has only contributed to a limited set 
of objectives and thus missed fulfilling its core value, that is, to assist 
in sustainable peacebuilding in the areas of deployment. However, it 
might not be, in the first place, Russia’s intention to resolve security 
and political issues in the zones in which its peacekeepers are deployed, 
but rather to exploit unstable situations and maintain its presence, as 
well increase its influence, by stationing its peacekeeping forces. The 
resolution of issues in those zones and the establishment of long-
lasting peace signify the withdrawal and departure of peacekeepers, 
which, ultimately, would lead to the abandoning of the outposts of 
Russian influence established under its control in these areas. That is 
why keeping peacekeeping forces in the South Caucasus for as long as 
possible represents one of Russia’s strategies for dominating its near 
abroad.


