Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics

Main Article

Relations between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan in the context
of interaction between geopolitical systems of the South
Caucasus and South Caspian region
Anton Ikhsanov
Introduction
The transformation in the global economy and the political balance of power has led to the
need to review some of the existing concepts of international relations, which in fact has
previously blocked integration processes, while the current situation provides more
possibilities for further interaction between individual states. In this regard, special attention
should be paid to the relations between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan—countries that are
situating at the intersection of several geopolitical “spheres”: the Greater Caucasus, Central
Eurasia, the Greater Middle East and the Caspian geopolitical system.
This situation makes both countries the objects for geopolitical influence originating from
several sources (Alekseev 2013: 637) which try to put a pressure on the rapidly developing
process of the intensification of the relations between these two states. However, this
concept and the first results of this interaction is supported by a number of strong extraregional players who have their own interests in the region.

Joint economic projects as the basis of relations between Turkmenistan and
Azerbaijan
According to research conducted by Farhad ‘Attayi, a researcher of the Faculty of Law and
Political Science, University of Tehran, Turkmenistan is a rentier economy country and the
main source of its income is the rent obtained from the exploitation of natural resources. The
countries of this type—as, first of all, the Persian Gulf countries—are divided into two types
according to the specifics of their foreign policies. The first type concerns small states, in
which the main task of foreign policy is the safeguarding of the security of export supply
routes of their hydrocarbons to the consumer markets.
The second type includes medium and large countries, establishing profitable contacts with
major geopolitical players and whereby they thus get the opportunity either to dictate their
conditions in the location of the region or at least to make these conditions more favorable
for their own business and other interests. Turkmenistan, in accordance with the point of
view of ‘Attayi, after coming to power of Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, redefined the
concept of foreign policy (‘Atay, Shadzha’yi, 1389). The new President declared the expansion
of international relations of the country as the main task of his foreign policy doctrine. This
idea became a reason of deepening of the cooperation between Turkmenistan and the UN,
EU, US, China and a number of Asian and European countries (Politics 2007: 105-126).
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Political activity of Ashgabat carried out in accordance with the task to diversify hydrocarbon
supply via all available methods—from pipeline transportation method to export
substitution—thus justified itself: indeed, Turkish researchers pay close attention to the
existence of a relationship between this process and the economic growth in Turkmenistan
(Berber, Birdişli 2012: 44; International relations 2011: 371).
It is also important that Turkmenistan is involved in the processes of creating transit
corridors and infrastructure with access to the regions of the world that do not adjoin directly
to the Caspian region. This is primarily the TRACECA (Transport Corridor Europe-CaucasusAsia) project. It was launched in 1993, but then Turkmenistan refused to participate in this
agreement (International Relations 2011: 365-366).
Now the situation has changed, and there is a clear comprehension that for countries of
Central Eurasia there are only two possible ways of developing relations with the EU—
through Russia and through the South Caucasus and Turkey—and the selection of the
second option makes principle the question of the development of cooperation with
Azerbaijan for all Caspian basin and Central Eurasian states.
For Turkmenistan, one of the first steps in this direction was the settlement of debt for
natural gas agreement with Azerbaijan. The debt was paid off in 2008. This situation has led
to further development of bilateral relations with Azerbaijan. According to some experts, this
improvement of relations with Azerbaijan strengthened the position of Ashgabat in the
negotiations with Moscow, making possible for Turkmenistan to achieve growth in the
higher price of gas supplied to Russia (Berber, Birdişli 2011: 44-45).
In 2010, at the summit of the Caspian states a number of joint agreements on security issues,
as well as an ecological framework agreement, were adopted for the first time between all
basin countries (which was attributed by experts to the aggravation of the situation around
Iran) (Pritchin 2013). Since 2008 the growth of trade between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan
had begun, and in 2012 among the Central Eurasian states, Turkmenistan was the second
trade partner of Azerbaijan (Turkmenistan also had strong economic relations with all
Caucasus states). This country conceded the first place only to Kazakhstan, whose exports
(not only hydrocarbons but also grain) is based on trade ways through the port system of
Georgia and Turkey (Tsertsvadze 2012: 3). This factor was a powerful incentive for the
development of the Trans-Caspian transit corridor, which includes sea transport and rail
lines (Baliev, Berezin 2012).
Turkmenistan began drafting its own Trans-Caspian corridor, based on the conception of
Trans-Caspian pipeline, which can become a key element of this project. In the system of its
external relations, Turkmenistan develops its own participation in international
organizations, which helps this country to avoid escalation of disputes in the course of
relations with other countries, including Azerbaijan. This is reflected in the implementation
of ESCAP (the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific) line joint projects,
for example, infrastructure and telecommunications (Profound study 2014). A survey
conducted in 2013, devoted to the prospects of integrating the interaction between the
former Soviet republics, showed the presence of the supporters of such interaction in both
countries (Integration Barometer 2013).
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We can assume that one of the reasons for a presence of the supporters of bilateral
interaction in both countries can be tied to the presence of Azerbaijani Diaspora in
Turkmenistan (it is rooted there for a long time, since the end of the 19th century AD;
however, in the 1990s a part of it repatriated to their homeland). This Diaspora was formed
during the incorporation of Turkmen lands into the Russian Empire by the developing of a
ferry line and railway system. Large numbers of Azerbaijani migrants can be dated by the
beginning of the 20th century (Azerbaijanis movement in Persia and the escape of its
participants to the Russian Empire) and the middle of the 20th century (common work on
gas and oil fields).
It should also be noted that the connection between Azerbaijan and Georgia, where
numerous Azerbaijani Diaspora have been living, was in the 2011–2012 period a leading link
among the countries of the former Soviet Union on the accumulated joint direct investment
(Monitoring 2013: 34).
Experts called Azerbaijan “the leader of the South Caucasus”. The government of Azerbaijan
carried out a serious program of economic reforms (Turan 2009), and has overcome the
world economic crisis of 2008–2010 and subsequent stagnation in 2011 (Friedman 2012).
Accordingly, it can reasonably be regarded as one of the regional centers of power. Evidence
of this new awareness and self-confidence can be found in the persistent attempts of
Azerbaijan to replace the Minsk Group on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict by the UN forces,
and the significant growth of the military budget of the republic.
In this context, one should pay attention to the interpretation of Azerbaijan’s active
participation in the organization of multipurpose transport corridors of KazakhstanAzerbaijan and Turkmenistan-Azerbaijan built by French experts. According to these
experts, one of the political goals of Azerbaijan is exerting pressure on Armenia (Atlas 2011:
210-211).
In this regard, the formation of the local alliance between Turkey, Georgia, and Azerbaijan in
the South Caucasus region is of interest for geopolitical studies specialists. This alliance
strengthens the position of its members in two ways—in their relations with Russia, the EU
and the US, and on the regional political scene. The most likely scenario of further
“extension” of its integration potential on the other coast is an intensification of interaction
with Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan on a more advanced level. Both of these states are major
players in Central Eurasia and periodically have been named as a possible candidate to take
part in regional integration.
Their movement in this direction is facilitated by the fact that Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan
cooperate in the framework of various strategies of creation of the “new Silk Road” project
through the Caspian region, which is expressed in the joint railway projects, and active
cooperation on the level of diplomatic missions of the countries placed in major seaports of
the Caspian Sea, including Baku (Baliev, Berezina 2012). In particular, Kazakhstan, due to the
fact that it has obligations to the partners in the agreement on the Eurasian Economic Union
project, is interested in the use of these projects to obtain greater benefits from existing
arrangements with the neighbors (Atlas 2011: 208-209).
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It should be stressed that Azerbaijan’s and Turkmenistan’s joint projects are primarily
economic. But it should be mentioned that in the post-Soviet republics economic interests
are closely intertwined with the political.
Obviously, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan have their sights set on diversifying their own
business activities and economic systems. For Azerbaijan it is growth of the investment flow,
strengthening cooperation within the region as an insurance against Iran and Russia,
countries with large-scale navy flotilla in the Caspian Sea. For Turkmenistan, it is a transit
“exit” outside the region, which can be viewed as a counterbalance against the growing
economic influence of China (Cutler 2013; Zhukov, Reznikova 2009: 14). These projects have
the potential to strengthen the position of Azerbaijan in the geopolitical space of the South
Caucasus and thus exert pressure not only on Armenia, but also on Iran, which is worried
about the pro-Western orientation of Azerbaijan.
As for Turkmenistan, the benefit of the implementation of bilateral projects with Azerbaijan
will be, firstly, a factor for further increase of its influence in the regional dimension;
secondly, will provide greater guarantees for investors; and thirdly, will be an additional
“plus” in the case of realization of its intention to join the World Trade Organization (WTO).
Moreover, we should not forget that both countries have increasingly been incorporated into
the system of international economic relations, which inevitably entails growing influence of
outside forces on this bilateral relationship.

Interests and actions of external actors
Turkey is one of the first countries that expressed its interest in the establishment of fullfledged relations with Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan. However, the period of the end of the
1990s–early 2000s was recognized by the Turks themselves as a period of trial and error
(Aydın 2012: 216).
The ideological component of Turkish policy caused the rejection of this by a part of the
elites of Central Eurasia. For example, during the 1990s Turkey was expected to occupy the
niche left by Russia, while this country was focused on overcoming the crisis in its economy
and internal politics. Some authors call this time a period of the struggle between Turkey and
Iran for dominance in Central Eurasia (see Zhukov, Reznikov 2001). An example of a
successful Turkish activity in Central Eurasia in the 1990s can be considered the emergence
of Turkish schools throughout the region (Demidov, 2002: 73-74).
Subsequently, the Turkish policy was reconstituted. Its economic component enhances this.
The desire of the Central Eurasian countries to increase their own welfare by the access to
the European markets with their need of hydrocarbons objectively creates the possibility for
Turkey to use its position as a bridge between Europe and Asia to benefit from it, both
economically and politically. The result is obvious: activation of Turkish policy in the Caspian
region, Turkey’s influence in the growth of the South Caucasus.
An impressive display of this influence is a long and successful lobbying of the pipeline
project Baku - Tbilisi - Ceyhan (BTC) which also received the support of the United Kingdom
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and the United States (Starchenkov 2003: 155-168). BTC is the first transit artery bypass of
Russia in the former Soviet Union, and even before its completion, Starchenkov noted that
the project will bring more political dividends than purely economic ones. At least, the
project has contributed to the convergence of the participants. It expresses it in:
• the increase of mutual investment;
• forming of a common position on the protection of the BTC, which does not prevent each
country i.e. participant of the “pipeline” Union to emphasize “their” risk sources (for Turkey
the main danger is the Kurdish movement; for Georgia it is Abkhazia and South Ossetia, as
well as the Javakheti Armenians; for Azerbaijan it is the Armenian threat in general);
• the emergence of new forms of cooperation (the creation of the unified energy system, the
system of military cooperation, etc.).
It should also be noted that in relation to the events taking place in Ukraine, members of the
alliance have expressed a common position based on the protection of the principle of
territorial integrity and have expressed support for the mutual recognition of the inviolability
of the territorial integrity of all members of the Union (Georgia, 2014). Thereafter, the foreign
ministers of Azerbaijan, Turkey, and Turkmenistan have expressed mutual support for the
independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of each other (Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan
and Turkey, 2014).
Getting back to the BTC project, we should recall that it is geographically and geopolitically
connected to Central Eurasia. Back in 2006, Kazakhstan started exporting its oil through the
BTC. In 2010 Turkmenistan joined BTC, on the background of the difficulties of the
Azerbaijani side with the development of its own fields. That was a path how Turkmenistan
got a good opportunity to gradually increase its stake in the filling of the pipeline
(Transportation 2014).
In 2011, in Izmir, was organized a meeting of the Strategic Cooperation Council at the highest
level (Yüksek Düzeyli, Stratejik İşbirliği Konseyi) between Azerbaijan and Turkey. It was
attended by representatives of a number of joint ventures, including those of Petkim
Petrochemical Company, 60% of which was owned by Azerbaijani SOCAR state oil and gas
company. The following year, a similar event took place on the territory of Azerbaijan in the
city of Gabala, and one of its deliberations was the development of relations with
Turkmenistan. Güntay Şimşek, an analyst of the newspaper Habertürk, suggests that in this
meeting could be worked out approaches how to create a relation with Turkmenistan based
on the work on joint energy projects and security issues in the Caspian region (Şimşek 2012).
Indirect evidence in favor of these hypotheses can be considered the fact that during the
presidency of Berdymukhammedov communication between the Turkish and Turkmen
business structures have become more extensive and more diverse. In many ways due to its
growth and the specialization of the most industrialized region of Turkmenistan, Balkan
province, was changed. Now it is not only the center of mining and processing of
petrochemical raw materials, but also a major transport hub with a significant role of the
coastal strip: on it stretches the railway line of the east branch of the “North-South” transport
corridor; furthermore, passenger and freight terminals have been created there (Regions 2012:
119).
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It should be noted that the Prime Minister of Turkey at that time, Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
personally participated at the opening ceremony of the construction of a trade terminal in
the city of Turkmenbashi. The opening of Turkmenistan consulates in all the port cities of the
Caspian Sea, the planned synchronization of activities at the new port in Baku and
Turkmenbashi and revitalization of the ferry service between the ports of the Caspian Sea
(Olja-Turkmenbashi and Baku-Turkmenbashi), is also noteworthy. At the same time, the reequipment of the Turkmenbashi oil refinery, construction of enterprises in the coastal village
of Kyyanly are justifiably considered evidence of the growing desire of Turkmenistan to
develop a policy towards Europe—again, through the Caucasus and Turkey.
It is worth noting that in addition to the symbolic elements of cooperation, such as joint
participation of the heads of the two states in various ceremonies or the use of the slogan
“one nation—two states” (tek millet iki devlet) and “Turkmenistan—homeland of our
ancestors (fathers)” (Atavatanımız Türkmenistan), closer Turkish-Turkmen cooperation are
expressed in numbers: 44% of the total value of Turkish overseas projects now falls on
Turkmenistan (Minister, 2013).
Overall, the Turkish policy in the region should be regarded as a factor conducive to
strengthening the integration trends in it, as well as a framework for enrichment of bilateral
relation between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan. In addition to traditional methods such as
visits of government officials at various levels, it now includes an exchange of experts and
training in Baku (as it was during the Soviet period) of national cadres for the Turkmen oil
and gas sector, and the development of joint plans for the creation of the Trans-Caspian
transit way (Turkmen students, 2014; University, 2015).
At the same time, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Russian Federation, are the major
players in the Caspian region that seek to prevent the strengthening of the influence of other
external forces on the situation in this region. This explains their strong reaction to any use of
the undivided part of the sea for economic projects, in particular, the Trans-Caspian pipeline
(Abdutalibi: 1378). On the other hand, the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Russian
Federation have the most numerous fleets in the Caspian Sea and a policy of modernization
and increasing of the number of navy vessels.
Global events in which they are actively involved—the situation in Syria and Ukraine—have
impact on their interaction in the framework of the Caspian region by consolidating the
positions of both states on common issues. But regardless of what comes to the fore of the
international agenda, there is, however, mainly on a theoretical level, the possibility of
competition between all players in the Caspian Sea as probable hydrocarbon suppliers for
the Southern Energy Corridor projects.
In particular, the Islamic Republic of Iran at one time considered the European Union (EU)
as a potential alternative supplier of hydrocarbons (Byrczek 2010). Another example is the
discussion between the Russian Federation and Turkmenistan regarding the cost of
hydrocarbons, thereby temporarily complicating relations between these countries which
have led to changes in Ashgabat policy within the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS)—to intensify relations with Ukraine and Belarus as well as a reversal in the direction of
China (Investment potential of Turkmenistan 2011: 50).
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However, we must bear in mind that in a situation of potential and actual competition
between the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Russian Federation, Azerbaijan and
Turkmenistan have different start positions. The first acts and considers itself as an essential
geopolitical bridgehead with access to the Middle East, a policy that has a stable support of
Turkey. Yet the second country is forced to maneuver between the interests of the major
players in an effort to provide a more developed basis for security of pipelines and
investment flows (Investment potential of Uzbekistan 2013: 69-70). This strategy is embodied
in the special doctrine of neutrality by Turkmenistan (Foreign Policy 2010).
However, the good-neighborly relations and mutually beneficial cooperation with Azerbaijan
and Turkmenistan—and among themselves—are deemed by Iran a vital necessity. This
country is interested in the presence of a relatively safe zone on or near its Northern borders.
Likewise, Russia's foreign policy is closely intertwined with the interests of Russian
businesses (Braterskiy 2012: 212-229), first of all, state-owned companies. And these subjects
of international economic relations provide further interaction with abovementioned
countries on the basis of mutual benefit, one of the examples of which is a business
relationship the Russian Lukoil company with Azerbaijani companies. On the whole, it can
be summarized that Iran and Russia are interested in a constructive cooperation with
Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan, but within the framework of the local geopolitical system.

Conclusion
The deepening of relations between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan is very likely. There is a
strong economic base and support of third-party players, above all Turkey and the EU, for
such development. The present conception of foreign policy introduced by Azerbaijan and
Turkmenistan to provide an active search for profitable partners in the CIS (Ukraine and
Belarus), bypassing Russia, should be noted with particular attention. It is unlikely that this
experience has been in vain; most likely, it will push for further rapprochement between
these two states, as well as to the development of bilateral and multilateral economic,
political and military relations with other countries, many of which are ready to support
political initiatives of the leadership of Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan (for example,
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in Central Eurasia and Georgia in the Transcaucasus).
The expansion and deepening of economic relations in the South Caucasus has already led to
a total restructuring of the entire geopolitical system of the Caucasus—the creation of the
alliance between Turkey-Georgia-Azerbaijan. Such a scenario could be possible in Central
Eurasia as well; however, its implementation requires not only strong-willed decisions on the
management of the region, but also the right choices regarding the global political and
economic conditions and time frames.
Going back to the two Caspian states, whose relations are the subject of this article, we note
that during the 2 April 2014 visit of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Turkmenistan in
Azerbaijan, the desire of both countries to develop relations in the framework of
international organizations and actively develop the issues of mutual interest was affirmed.
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This event confirms the growing interest of the two countries to deepen and expand
cooperation between them.
At the same time, let us not forget that the trend towards further convergence of
Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan can cause mismatched reactions from other outside actors,
whose interests intersect in the Caspian Sea region, and the reactions could be mismatched,
at least some of them.

Postscript
It is noteworthy that this article is based on the report made for the Moscow State Institute of
International Relations (MGIMO) in 2013 and was later published in Moscow as a part of the
digest “Big Caucasus: Perspectives of development” in 2015. Since 2015, the interaction
between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan has continued to increase.
For instance, in 2017 the Azeri side once more used the tripartite format (Turkey-AzerbaijanTurkmenistan) for the negotiations connected to the discussions over the interaction in the
spheres of transit, energy and humanitarian relations. After this Turkmenistan and
Azerbaijan signed numerous agreements (Signing, 2017).
The activity of Azeri administrators during the organization of the 2017 Asian Indoor and
Martial Arts Games in Ashgabat was also remarkable. The opening of Baku-Tbilisi-Kars
railway system was also tied to the mentioning of the potential role of Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan in future transit projects in Eurasia.
This year could be remarkable for the history of all the Caspian basin countries. The
agreement on the status of the sea is awaiting the signature during the next all-Caspian
countries’ summit in Kazakhstan, potentially taking place at the end of the summer—at the
beginning of Autumn 2018.
The final agreement and the opening of the Turkmenbasy seaport terminal should be the
starting point for a new period of relations between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan. This will
be important for the further development of transnational and transregional cooperation by
and between the two countries, and should be a relevant topic for further analytic
explorations.
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NB: do you have any comments on Anton Ikhsanov’s article (the peer-reviews remain both
anonymous and unpublished according to the reviewers’ wishes)? Please send your comments to
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(Advertisement)

After more than nine years since its inception, the new owner of the
Mayflower Bookshop in Leiden (www.themayflowerbookshop.nl) decided to
move the nicest bookstore in town from its original premise at Hogewoerd 107
to Breestraat 65 during 2015 in order to expand its size and repository. During
late 2016, the bookshop moved again, to the current address Breestraat 142.

Breestraat 142, Leiden, the Netherlands (© Mayflower 2016)

Often book presentations, lectures and poetry recitals held
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