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For last three decades NATO and Azerbaijan have demonstrated an efficient and
constructive partnership that can be measured by the fact that none of the sides have
engaged in a conflict against each other. This is a fact worth underlying because times
were turbulent, temptations were numerous, and the region concerned (South Caucasus)
remains interesting. | use interesting in a geopolitical way, which usually means being an
object of great powers activities, inspirations, and interventions.
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NATO and Azerbaijan never perceived each other as security challenges, let alone
enemies and never engaged in any initiative, formalized or not, against each other (unlike
like your neighbor Armenia, who is a member of a security organization whose leading
power has declared NATO main threat to its security). Relations were realistic (we know
what to expect from each other and what not to expect), stable (and not situational or
instrumental like in many other cases in the post-Soviet space), and based on common
interests. The common interests are peace, stability, and prosperity that would sound
trivial if not the fact that what we see in several regions around are war, chaos, and
poverty.

NATO-Azerbaijan partnership of the last 30 years is a success story and we have good
reasons to celebrate. At the same time, in the years to come, our relationship will be
exposed to certain challenges that will require both conceptual and logistical effort to
face. Those risks are each of a different nature, and will come from three different
structural levels.

Firstly, the internal level, that is to say, from inside NATO itself. The transatlantic
relationship nowadays is tense, complicated and exposed to multiple conflicts of interest
both inside each country and between the member-states. The old consensus between
the US and Europe is broken and the new one is under construction that will take time to
complete. The discussion on how to define threats, how to share responsibility, how and
where to react is ongoing, and given the difference of approaches between decision
makers, we are not close to a solution in the form of a consistent strategy towards
external partners. We do not know how to deal with our enemies, who directly threaten
some of the member-states with nuclear attack, let alone our partners and friends. There
are fundamental differences between the US and Europe but also between American
administrations, between Western and Eastern Europe, between European governments
and inside each country. All that makes todays NATO an uneasy partner and | think, we
shall thank Azerbaijan for its strategic patience and understanding.
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Secondly, the regional level. NATO-Azerbaijan partnership is operating in a specific space
that includes regions of increased risk. South Caucasus presents less security challenges
than it used to before the liberation of Karabakh, but the relationship between Azerbaijan
and Armenia is still not defined and may theoretically deteriorate into a conflict.
Unresolved territorial conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia may be de-frosted any time
Moscow perceives it as a rational scenario as it did with Donbass in 2022. NATOs Eastern
Flank is under a hybrid attack and additionally, there is a kinetic conventional war right on
the other side of the border. Central Asia is under a constant pressure both from the
former imperial center and from within and given the Afghan factor, the stability of the
existing order inside states and between them may be put into question. Black Sea, a
region crucial for the connectivity between Azerbaijan and NATO is in fact a theatre of
war. lran, especially starting from January next year, may also present certain challenges.
Situation in all those regions affects Azerbaijan and NATO-member states to varying
degrees and in different domains, but each one of them may potentially present a
substantive security risk to both sides and therefore requires attention and -in an optimal
variant- mutual response or at least coordination to avoid misunderstandings.

The third risk that we must face comes from the global level of the international system.
The framework and context of our cooperation is changed by structural forces that we
neither initiate nor control, which means that formats and approaches designed for the
old structure may show themselves inefficient or even counterproductive or provocative
inside a new structure. China and the US both declare that they intend to avoid a global
clash and at the same time they both take decisions that put them on a collision course
making the new global rivalry with its divisions, zones of influence, areas of conflicts, and
proxy wars inevitable. This confrontation is seemingly led by forces more powerful than a
will of this or that individual, group or institution in Washington and Beijing and makes us
all, in Europe, South Caucasus, and in all other strategically interesting regions affected
by the Sino-American confrontation. None of us, here or in Europe is able to convince
Beijing or Washington not to do what they do, because according to their own perception
and calculation, they are inside a zero-sum game. In these circumstances, our task is, to
my mind, to avoid seeing our countries and our regions being transformed into an arena
of this confrontation. If it has to happen, let it happen somewhere else. And let us try not
to find ourselves on the different sides of this process. The Partnership for Peace program
(PfP) may serve as a useful mechanism for consultations, but it needs adjustments.
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To sum up, in my opinion, in the coming years the above-mentioned factors of global,
regional, and internal character will shape relations between NATO and Azerbaijan
towards a closer one. Obviously, if it happens, it will not be a result of theoretical
speculations but of a political will conditioned by national interests expressed by
sovereign choices. One thing can be stated for sure: the NATO-Azerbaijan relation is an
element of an order and will remain as such, resulting in peace, stability, and prosperity of
our countries. And this is not a neglectable result given the number of challenges both
sides are exposed to. We live in peaceful, stable and progressing countries, which is not a
fact for many of our neighbors. This fact alone is a good reason to thank each other and
celebrate.

As political scientists dealing with security, we are professional pessimists. Our job is to
prepare decision-makers and societies for the worst possible scenario. We are fatalists by
nature and alarmists by profession. Studying wars, threats, risks and conflicts, every day
for many years, often results in a deeply pessimistic perception of the international
system. Personally, it often happens to me to think that the world is a deeply bad place,
and | suppose that many of you share this experience. But the relations with Azerbaijan
bring hope. These relations demonstrate that it is possible to constructively cooperate
despite all the differences and obstacles. Every visit to Baku permits one to experience
the vibrant optimism, relentless dynamism, and creativity of this nation. Being here and
looking around empirically proves that making the world a better place is actually
possible. Having stable, responsible, dynamic and progress-oriented partners such as
Azerbaijan is not just a political asset. It is also, above all, a source of intellectual
satisfaction and spiritual relief that people, nations, and states are able to produce good
relations. The fundamentals of these relations were constructed and given to us by
previous generations. The task of our generation is not to lose it. To keep it, develop it, to
make it fruitful for our nations and to give examples to others. Listening to you here
today, | am deeply convinced that we will get the job done.
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Fellow in October 2023.
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