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Today’s Global Security Situation around the Caspian Sea 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to address this important conference, and as a result to visit 

Azerbaijan and the beautiful city of Baku. 

 

Firstly may I make a disclaimer. The UK Defence Forum, of which I am the Director General, 

is a non partisan organisation which has no public position of its own. 

 

My remarks therefore are my own opinions, although I have been given great help by my 

research colleagues in their preparation.     And if they do not translate well, the fault lies 

with my English. 

 

They follow two broad themes: 

 

1. The security situation around the Caspian Sea Basin (which I shall call the CSB from now 

on) can be considered  by comparison with the ‘Great Game’ lens. 

 

2. Public opinion abroad and civil society at home are key drivers for respect for a nation in 

international relations, and therefore have impact upon a  nation’s security,   

 

What is or was the Great game? In the ‘Great Game’ of the 19th century, global powers 

attempt to gain political control of a key region and therefore access to its resources and 

exploit its geographical position. 

 

The expression was used particularly for what was in effect a confrontation between the 

Russian empire and the British Empire over the northern approaches to the Indian Raj – 

India, Pakistan, Afghanistan. 

 

The CSB is currently an arena for geopolitical competition amongst a range of players from 

both inside and outside the region. 

  

The perceived benefits of gaining the upper hand in political influence include opportunities 

to dominate the exploitation of the region’s natural resources.  
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This might include taking the lead role in exploration, production and ultimately 

transportation of the finished product.  

 

Political influence in the CSB could also lead to geopolitical influence over the neighbouring 

regions of the Trans-Caucuses and Central Asia.  

 

Furthermore, the CSB is also seen from a European standpoint as vulnerable to emerging 

security threats.  

 

These include terrorism, drug trafficking, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, 

environmental degradation and regional disputes. 

  

These combined factors help to explain why Russia, the United States, China, India, the 

European Union and even Turkey are players in this 21st century ‘Great Game.’  

 

In the immediate post-Cold War period the CSB was considered to be of little geopolitical 

significance by the West.  

 

Instead Russia was allowed to maintain a degree of influence over a region regarded as 

troubled by domestic political problems that deterred outside investment.  

 

However, by the mid-1990s Western perceptions of the CSB changed dramatically.  

 

With the discovery of an estimated 80 billion barrels of oil, the CSB was now seen as a 

significant energy producing region and potentially major supplier of natural resources to 

the West.  

 

In the case of Azerbaijan, the West is specifically interested in its estimated 7-13 billion 

barrels of crude oil and 30 trillion cubic feet of natural gas reserves.   

 

However Western interest in the CSB was complicated by the global re-emergence of Russia.  

 

At the beginning of the 21st Century Russia’s economic fortunes improved, mainly as a result 

of increased global oil prices.  
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This allowed Russia to consolidate its position as the world’s second largest producer and 

exporter of oil and a major producer of natural gas.  

 

At a conference I attended last week, a Russian diplomat also described his country as “an 

integral part of Euro-Atlantic civilisation.” 

 

He was also very aware of the impact on western opinion of what he called “the catastrophe 

in the Caucasus” for which he blamed irresponsible leaders and their military gambles. 

 

It is clear that Russia sees itself as a Great Power, seeking international respect, but it is a 

flawed one. 

 

President Medvedev himself recognised a few days ago that its democracy is weak, and it 

has problems of corruption, alcoholism and an ineffective economy. 

 

It has the enormous demographic time bomb of a huge country with a population declining 

below 140 million, weak infrastructure and a lack of economic diversity. 

 

But nobody should write off this nuclear armed bear with its seat on the United Nations 

Security Council, its veto, and its energy and raw materials resources. 

 

And it would be wrong to do so. 

It is determined not to be left out of the Great Game. As that Russian diplomat also said  

“Strategic discussion is not an option, it is an obligation.” 

Russia’s strategic location and control over most export routes for Central Asian oil and gas 

make it a very significant player on issues related to the CSB’s energy reserves. 

 

Of particular significance are battles for influence over the pipelines and transportation 

routes that connect the region with the consumer markets of Europe, Russia, the United 

States, China and Iran.  
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Oil enterprises are striving to develop pipeline routes that in the CSB  theatre not in Russian 

interests.   Russia has responded with, amongst other things,  the SOCAR-Gazprom 

memorandum of understanding to buy Azerbaijan natural gas next year. 

 

 

 

In terms of global institutions, the CSB has now become a rather crowded place.  

The West’s regional representation, for example, includes the Organisation for Security and 

Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and NATO.  

 

Such involvements have  increased in significance as Western oil companies continue to 

expand their business activities and financial stakes in the region. 

 

A significant NATO presence within and close to the CSB reflects not only its own strategic 

transformation but also the contemporary geopolitical outlook . 

 

Since the end of the Cold War NATO’s emphasis on territorial defence of its members has 

shifted to address conflict and instability beyond its treaty borders.  

 

These changes are mirrored in the desire of certain CSB states to rely on NATO to counter-

balance Russian influence.  

 

This has increased in significance since Russia’s conflict with Georgia in 2008. But how likely 

are such desires to be met? 

 

Russia’s removal of a Georgian military presence in the separatist regions of South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia was widely regarded as an attempt to consolidate its position in the Caucuses 

region.  

 

It is concerned that Georgian membership of NATO, with its Article 5 commitment to mutual 

defence, would put a much greater threat on one of its southern borders.    I remind you 

that a threat is an intention plus a capability. 

 



 

 5 

It is also made uneasy by a pro-Western Georgian government, and perceptions that the 

Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline is motivated more by geopolitical considerations than economic 

prudence.  

 

Please note: NATO did not interfere militarily despite capabilities in Turkey and the Black 

Sea.  

 

Public opinion in Britain would have had great difficulty with military intervention in the 

region. 

 

An opinion poll last week showed that as well as the expected 60% opposition to British 

troops in Iraq, our presence in Afghanistan is opposed by 53% of the people. 

 

Even military action which resulted in victories for the rights of self determination in 

Northern Ireland, an integral part of Britain, and the liberation of the Falklands Islanders 

from the invasion from the Argentine in the 1980’s now only have outright support from just 

over half of the British people. 

 

Aside from natural resources the CSB presents other security challenges that explain the 

West’s continued interest in the region. 

 

I shall not cover the Nagorno-Karabakh issue, still regarded as a tinderbox, except to say that 

Turkey’s role as a player may be confirmed if the President of Armenia goes to a football 

match in Turkey on 14th October, and the border reopens by Christmas, as some hope. 

 

Negotiations under the Prague process or otherwise must be better than the use of force in 

the resolution of this issue.   But I recognise that there may be no easy – or quick – 

resolution. 

 

It took thirty years of low level violence and ten years of political action in the public domain 

before a final settlement was implemented in the Northern Ireland region of Britain.  
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All CSB states regard terrorism as a key security concern. Terrorism, or religious nationalism, 

presents a particularly acute problem for Russia and its restive regions of Chechnya and 

Ingushetia.  

 

Yet as you know Azerbaijan has also experienced an increase in violent Islamic 

fundamentalist activity. In August 2008 Baku’s Abu Bekr mosque was attacked by a group 

known as the ‘Forest Brothers.’  

 

But may I respectfully submit that purchasing advance jet fighters will not help to defend 

against such things. 

 

Many might argue that a similar sum which you have invested in roads and bridges is money 

spent more wisely. 

As Western interests continue to develop within the CSB the potential for terrorist attacks 

on pipelines also increases.  

 

A further target for terrorist attacks might be the development of supply routes across the 

Caspian Sea for non-lethal cargo for US commitments in Afghanistan – perhaps as many as 

30,000 containers a month. 

 

Conversely, the CSB is also a major transit route for Afghan narcotics.  

According to the US State Department’s 2009 International Narcotics Control Strategy 

Report, Azerbaijan is a transit route for Afghan opiates on three fronts: from Central Asia 

and across the Caspian Sea, or from Iran through the south of the country or Nagorno-

Karabakh.  

 

Another to regional security is the legal status of the Caspian Sea.  

 

During the Cold War the Soviet Union and Iran were the only states states with a coastline 

on it.  

With the collapse of the Soviet Union five new states laid territorial claims to parts of the 

Caspian Sea.  
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Such issues may be challenges to the exploration of the Caspian Sea’s natural resources and 

pipeline routes. 

  

At this point I would stress that, despite viewing the CSB through ‘Great Game’ lenses 

regional cooperation IS desirable, IS possible,  and IS happening.  

 

In July, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan entered into talks to resolve a long-standing territorial 

dispute in the Caspian Sea.  

 

Resolution of this issue could allow Turkmenistan to divert some of its gas supplies away 

from Russian pipelines and into the proposed Nabucco project.  

 

To overcome the perceived geopolitical interference of such projects Russia is of course 

countering with its alternative South Stream pipeline.  

 

Since 2005 Russia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan have been part of the Central 

Asian Regional Information and Coordination Centre (CARICC).  

The overall objective of the centre is to facilitate information exchange and analysis, and to 

assist regional law enforcement cooperation in countering narcotics smuggling. 

  

With its headquarters in Almaty, Kazakhstan, CARICC is supported by the United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime in its law enforcement efforts. CARICC also works in partnership 

with such international players as Interpol.  

 

CARICC’s successes to date have included the seizure of Afghan narcotics in cooperation 

with regional partners. This has included 41 kg of heroin in Azerbaijan, and 28 kg in 

Turkmenistan.  

 

Operations undertaken by CARICC have also resulted in the dismantling of ten drug 

trafficking groups and the arrest of several traffickers. 

 

Both of these operations were coordinated with Turkish agencies, and although relatively 

small quantities were seized, they do prove the value of effective international co-operation 

on key issues.  
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Let us now turn to what people think and what they say. 

 

The measurement of public opinion about the political importance of the CSB to the 

international system is practically non-existent.  

 

But let us consider what information we do have. 

 

A 2005 opinion poll in The Times of London raised the issue of Britain potentially having to 

import half of its gas requirements from Scandinavia and Russia.  

 

According to the results of the poll, 83% of respondents considered this a cause for concern.  

  

To overcome potential shortfalls in energy supplies, 79% of respondents approved of 

investment in new energy generating plants and in particular renewable resources.  

 

People of the West now see nuclear power as a more reliable source of energy as well as 

being potentially cheaper. 

 

2008 also saw British popular support for nuclear energy increasing. For the first time there 

was more support nuclear power than opposition.  

 

A similar range of inferences can also be gauged from more contemporary American public 

opinion. 

  

A survey in March 2009 found  59% of Americans favoured the use of nuclear energy.  

  

Another survey  indicated that 77% of Americans endorsed increased government efforts to 

encourage the development of alternative sources of energy production.  

. 

Let us remind ourselves that Sheik Yamami of Saudi Arabia and OPEC said of the duration of 

the hydrocarbon age:  The Stone Age didn’t end because the world ran out of stones.  
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The CSB region is not widely regarded as a geopolitical region of essential importance to 

global security.  

 

A June 2009 poll found that 51% of Americans regarded North Korea as a direct threat to US 

security.    Only 11% regarded Russia as a major source of security concerns. 

 

Despite a lack of information regarding Western public opinion of CSB-related issues, the 

West is home to many influential state and non-state players.  

 

Through web searching and organisations like Human Rights Watch, the Western public is 

free to take whatever information it wants regarding democracy in the region and use it to 

mould its own  opinions and the opinions of its leaders.  

The world constantly changes.  May I quote from the doctoral thesis of the favourite son of 

Col Gaddafi of Libya ; “Citizens in undemocratic states are not represented in the decision 

making processes of intergovernmental organisations.” 

 

In the case of Azerbaijan, the prospects for Western public opinion regarding it as a model of 

democracy and good governance are slim.  

In 2008, for example, observers from the OSCE and the Council of Europe Parliamentary 

Assembly (PACE) declared that the 2008 presidential elections did not reflect all the 

principles of a meaningful and pluralistic election.  

 

Instead the elections were characterised by a lack of competition, little media discourse and 

government official interference in key electoral processes.  

 

Confirming such opinion are widespread perceptions that the Azeri government restricts 

freedom of assembly, extracts confessions via torture, imprisons journalists and continues to 

discriminate against women in the higher echelons of public life. 

 

If the country would like to be regarded in a different light, it has a lot of work to do. This 

conference is undoubtedly a step in the right direction. 

 

British, European and American publics are certainly ignorant of the situation in the Caspian 

basin. 
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If asked, they’d probably agree with the sentiments of a British Prime Minister from another 

era and another context who talked of “small countries, far away, of whom we know 

nothing.” 

 

But intuitively they understand the maths. They know that President Obama was elected by 

a majority of the popular vote – but only 53% of it. 

 

No British political party for more than half a century has received over 50% of the votes 

cast. 

 

In France they have to have a second vote when all but two candidates are eliminated  to 

ensure the President has a plurality of the voters support. 

 

Western democracy isn’t perfect. In the UK we get minor electoral fraud, but not enough to 

affect the overall result. 

 

So a reasonably clean bill of health from external monitors is absolutely essential in newer 

democracies. 

 

President Medvedev was said to have received 70% of the vote last year in the Russian 

elections. You can therefore imagine what some people think of that result. 

 

They might recall Joseph Stalin who said it didn’t matter who voted for whom, it was who 

counted the votes that was important. 

 

A particular concern expressed by the 96th Session of the United Nations Human Rights 

Committee was extensive limitations within Azerbaijan to the right of expression in the 

media, the closure of independent newspapers and the removal of licences to broadcast 

locally for a number of foreign stations.  

 

The Committee’s concerns are no doubt a response to the Azeri government’s decision to 

limit the transmission of BBC services, Radio Free Europe and the Voice of America to 

satellite and the internet. 
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Criticism was also levelled against the Government for its continued harassment of 

journalists and the recent arrest and detention of individuals who expressed opinions in 

non-conventional media.  

 

There is a clear need to differentiate between freedom of speech and criminal behaviour. 

 

As of 2008 there were an estimated 1.5 million internet users within Azerbaijan. This 

suggests that nearly 20% of Azerbaijan’s population have potential access to websites that 

may be critical of  government action or independent of its control.  

 

Yet this figure is small in comparison to the 63% of the European Union and 74% of the 

United States’ populations that have access to the internet.  

 

The implications of such disparities in internet usage are clear. Western public opinion has 

wider access to information that questions Azerbaijan’s commitment to democracy and 

human rights. 

 

I recommend to all countries the concept we have in Britain. That is the idea of the “Loyal 

opposition”. 

It is based on the premise that the Government of the day is not the same as the state, and 

so criticism of it is not the same as treason. 

Constitutionally, it is the role of our Opposition parties in Parliament to hold the governing 

party to account for its actions and to propose alternative policies. 

 

Such criticisms can be noisy, ill though out, unfair or just plain stupid.  They can also be right. 

 

As our greatest parliamentarian Winston Churchill once said:  “I disagree profoundly with 

what you say, but I defend to the death your right to say it.” 

 

They can be reflected through media which may or may not have bias, direct communication 

with the people, or through the Internet. 
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As a result, public opinion is better informed and Governments less inclined to be dictatorial 

where civil society is based on fair elections and free speech. 

 

A free people are more likely to be a secure people, respected by the international 

community, and more likely to have their support in international affairs. 

 

 


