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Introduction

Mounting tension between 
Armenia and Azerbai-
jan over the occupied Na-

gorno-Karabakh region and seven 
adjacent districts of Azerbaijan 
turned into a full-scale war on Sep-
tember 27, 2020. As a result of the 
six-week-long Second Karabakh war, 
the Azerbaijani army liberated con-
siderable parts of its occupied territo-
ries including Shusha city, considered 
a cradle of Azerbaijani culture.

Following the liberation of Shusha, 
the Armenian leadership had little 
choice but to accept a deal brokered 
by Moscow. The deal enabled Azer-
baijan to retain positions liberated 
since the beginning of the war and 
forced Armenia to withdraw from 
districts surrounding Nagorno-Kara-
bakh that they had controlled for at 
least 26 years. The trilateral deal also 
stated the restoration of the blocked 
transit corridors between the Nakh-
ichevan Autonomous Republic –an 
exclave of Azerbaijan– and mainland 
Azerbaijan, between Armenia and 
Russia, and between Armenia and 
Iran. Correspondingly, the planned 
corridor will connect Turkey with 
Russia, as well as establishing an al-
ternative route between Europe and 
Asia. 

The Second Karabakh war also drew 
the attention of the international 
community to the protracted con-
flict. Shortly after the break out of 
violence, almost all major powers, in-
ternational organizations, and neigh-
boring countries called for the fight-

ing parties to de-escalate the tension 
and engage in peaceful negotiations. 

The EU and the member-states were 
also among the forerunners of peace 
calls. Taking into account the EU’s 
norm driven foreign policy and com-
mitment to international law, it was 
expected that through their issued 
statements both Brussels and mem-
ber-states would step up in support 
of Azerbaijan, which had de facto 
lost control over one-fifth of its inter-
nationally recognized territory, and 
700,000 Azerbaijani Internally Dis-
placed People (IDPs) that for three 
decades had been deprived of their 
natural right to return to their homes. 

However, the EU adhered to its low 
profile and neutral stance in the reso-
lution of the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict and contented with statements 
calling the conflicting parties to ob-
serve an immediate ceasefire and 
political dialogue. Nevertheless, the 
stance of France –one of the found-
ing states of the EU, the architect of 
the Common Foreign and Security 
Policy (CFSP), the forerunner of fur-
ther integration in EU, and the only 
representative of the EU in the Orga-
nization for Security and Co-opera-
tion in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group 
mandated to mediate the conflict 
resolution– was of a different nature 
which puts its credibility as an impar-
tial mediator at stake.

This commentary examines the 
stance of Paris in the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and ana-
lyzes whether the stance corresponds 
with the EU interests and values. To 
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answer the given question, the pa-
per studies the Nagorno-Karabakh 
conflict from the context of interna-
tional law, the post-ceasefire period 
1994-2020, the EU treaties, policy 
strategies, the final declarations of 
the Eastern Partnership summits, 
the resolutions of the European Par-
liament, and statements of the EU 
officials, and contrasts them with the 
standpoint of France.

Nagorno-Karabakh: A Revival of 
Conflict

The conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh region is one of the most com-
plicated conflicts inherited from 
the Soviet Union. Encouraged by 
the Glasnost policy of Mikhail Gor-
bachev, the Armenian Soviet Socialist 
Republic (SSR) in the late 1980s orga-
nized petitions in the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh Oblast of Azerbaijan SSR, pre-
dominantly populated by Armenians, 
for its unification with the Armenian 
SSR, thus laying the seeds of separat-
ist demands in Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Even though, in compliance with the 
principle of inviolability of borders, 
the Soviet Politburo formally rejected 
the transfer of Nagorno-Karabakh 
from the Azerbaijani SSR to the Ar-
menian SSR, in practice, as part of its 
imperial divide and rule policy Mos-
cow kept inactive and turned a blind 
eye to the attempts to incorporate 
Nagorno-Karabakh into Armenia.1

Further to its illegitimate annexation 
demands, Armenia backed separatist 

groups in the Nagorno-Karabakh re-
gion with arms and supplies.2 How-
ever, the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union forced Armenia to switch its 
demands from annexation to the in-
dependence of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
so as not to be labeled as an aggressor 
state defying the Westphalian system 
and international law.3

The dissolution of the Soviet Union 
also exposed the stance of Russia to 
the conflict. With the aim to retain all 
three South Caucasian countries in 
its orbit, incorporate Azerbaijan into 
the Soviet Union’s successor organi-
zation Commonwealth of Indepen-
dent States (CIS), prevent the rein-
forcement of Turkish influence in the 
Caucasus, and ensure Azerbaijan’s 
oil export via Russian soil, Krem-
lin politically and militarily backed 
Armenia.4 

The early 1990s were years of political 
turmoil in Azerbaijan, and Armenia 
skillfully exploited the power vacuum 
in the internal governance of Azer-
baijan by occupying Nagorno-Kara-

The early 1990s were years of 
political turmoil in Azerbaijan, 
and Armenia skillfully 
exploited the power vacuum 
in the internal governance 
of Azerbaijan by occupying 
Nagorno-Karabakh and seven 
adjacent districts
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bakh and seven adjacent districts. As 
a result, 700,000 Azerbaijanis were 
expelled from their lands, and one-
fifth of Azerbaijani territories were 
occupied by Armenia. In response 
to ethnic cleansing and occupation 
of one-fifth of Azerbaijani territories, 
the United Nations Security Coun-
cil (UNSC) passed four resolutions 
–822, 853, 874, 884– demanding the 
unconditional and immediate with-
drawal of Armenian military forces 
and supporting the territorial integ-
rity of Azerbaijan. 

Notwithstanding the unilateral en-
deavors to mediate, the conflict did 
not attract the attention of the inter-
national community as a whole after 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 
Only in 1992, alerted by the violence 
and death toll, the international com-
munity decided to intervene. 

The meeting of the Foreign Minis-
ters of the Conference on Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) 
held in Helsinki in March 1992 agreed 
that the CSCE must play a key role 
in the peaceful resolution of the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict between 

Armenia and Azerbaijan and decided 
to call a conference in Minsk with the 
participation of Armenia and Azerbai-
jan, and other CSCE member-states. 

However, the efforts of the Minsk 
Group did not bear its fruits immedi-
ately. Finally in 1994, with Moscow’s 
mediation, Armenia and Azerbaijan 
concluded the ceasefire agreement 
and agreed to resolve the conflict by 
pursuing peace negotiations led by 
the OSCE Minsk Group. In 1996 the 
OSCE rearranged the Minsk Group 
and established a permanent troika 
co-chairmanship institute comprised 
of the Russian Federation, France, 
and the U.S. 

The OSCE Minsk Group throughout 
the negotiations came out with ‘step-
by-step,’ ‘package,’ ‘common state,’ 
‘land exchange’ peaceful settlement 
proposals. These road maps were 
either rejected by both sides or ac-
cepted only by one side.5

In 2007, the Minsk Group at the 
OSCE Ministerial Conference in Ma-
drid came up with a new proposal, 
later to be called Madrid Principles or 
Basic Principles.6 The Basic Principles 
embraced both territorial integrity 
and the right for self-determination 
principles, and thus, Minsk Group 
mediators asserted that the proposal 
addresses the demands of both sides. 
In 2009, the presidents of three co-
chair countries –Russia, France, and 
the U.S.– attending the G8 Summit 
released a joint statement calling Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan to finalize the 
peace agreement in accordance with 
the Madrid Principles.7

Armenia’s Velvet Revolution 
and subsequent democratic 
elections were perceived as an 
opportunity and impetus for 
a peaceful settlement of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 
Azerbaijan
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The negotiations based on Madrid 
Principles accelerated in 2008 with 
the unilateral mediation effort of 
Russian President Medvedev. In less 
than 2 years, President Medvedev 
arranged 10 meetings between Azer-
baijani and Armenian presidents. It 
was believed that the intensive round 
of talks between the presidents would 
result in the conclusion of a deal on 
Madrid Principles in the Kazan meet-
ing held in June 2011.8

However, like previous settlement 
proposals, the negotiations over the 
Madrid Principles did not come to 
fruition. Some political analysts ex-
plained this failure as a result of Ar-
menia’s discontent over one of the el-
ements that envisaged the withdrawal 

of its troops from the occupied 7 dis-
tricts before determining the final 
status of Nagorno-Karabakh.9

Armenia’s reluctance to engage in re-
sult-oriented negotiations, so aiming 
to prolong the occupation and at-
tempts to halt the process by provoca-
tions along the Line of Contact (LoC) 
resulted in the Four-Day war in April 
2016. The Four-Day war enabled 
Azerbaijan to liberate strategically 
important heights. Moreover, Azer-
baijan in words and deeds demon-
strated that it will not take part in ne-
gotiations for the sake of negotiations.

This defeat and ill-governance led 
to the uprise and overthrow of the 
regime in Armenia in 2018.10 Ar-

Meeting to discuss 
Nagorno-Karabakh 
situation, between 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin 
(R), Azerbaijani 
President Ilham 
Aliyev (2L) and 
Armenian Prime 
Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan (1L) 
in Moscow, on 
January 11, 2021.

Kremlin Press Service /  
AA
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menia’s Velvet Revolution and sub-
sequent democratic elections were 
perceived as an opportunity and 
impetus for a peaceful settlement of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 
Azerbaijan.11

However, any hopes of Azerbaijan 
in the democratically elected Prime 
Minister of Armenia, Nikol Pash-
inyan, were soon dashed. In the af-
termath of his election, Pashinyan 
attempted to change the format of 
talks, which was turned down by both 
Azerbaijan and the Minsk Group.12

On March 29, 2019, the Minister of 
Defense David Tonoyan in his meeting 
with American Armenians rejected 
the “territories-for-peace” proposal 
of Azerbaijan and instead alluded to 
Armenia’s readiness to launch a new 
war for new territories.13 The belli-
cose rhetoric was also continued by 
Armenia’s Prime Minister Pashinyan. 
The visit of Pashinyan to the occupied 
territories in August 2019, and his na-
tionalistic ‘unification’ (Miatsum in 
Armenian) and “Nagorno-Karabakh 
is Armenia” chants in front of the 
masses in the capital city of the so-

called “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic” 
hampered the negotiating process.14

Moreover, in July 2019 the Armenian 
government announced its decision 
to build a 150 km-long road to con-
nect Armenia with Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, which would pass through the 
occupied Azerbaijani districts of Gu-
badli and Jabrayil.15

The deliberate steps of Armenia to 
halt the peace process, and thus to 
prolong the occupation, reached its 
peak in July 2020 with violation of the 
ceasefire on the Armenia-Azerbai-
jan border. The clashes occurred in 
Tovuz province, which plays a crucial 
role as a hub for the critical energy 
and transportation infrastructure of 
Azerbaijan, connecting the Caspian 
Sea with Europe.16

Further to its military provocations, 
Armenia announced the settlement 
in Nagorno-Karabakh of Lebanese 
Armenian families who had suffered 
as a result of the explosion at the Bei-
rut port on August 4, 2020. The illegal 
settlement of Lebanese Armenians, 
for the purpose of changing the eth-
nic map in the occupied territories, 
caused fury in Baku and completely 
disrupted any prospect of a peaceful 
settlement process.17

The EU Stance on the Nagorno-
Karabakh Conflict

The settlement of ethno-territorial 
conflicts beyond its borders is one 
of the key foreign policy priorities of 
the EU. Owing to the fact that the EU 

The deliberate steps of Armenia 
to halt the peace process, and 
thus to prolong the occupation, 
reached its peak in July 2020 
with violation of the ceasefire 
on the Armenia-Azerbaijan 
border
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itself was born as a result of the long-
term conflict prevention policy, the 
mechanisms adopted by the EU in 
the resolution of the conflicts rests on 
the domestic norms and values of the 
Union itself. These norms and values 
have been clearly indicated in the 
treaties –Treaty on European Union 
(TEU) and Treaty on the Functioning 
of the European Union (TFEU)– of 
the EU as follows:

The Union’s action on the interna-
tional scene shall be guided by the 
principles which have inspired its 
own creation, development and en-
largement, and which it seeks to 
advance in the wider world: democ-
racy, the rule of law, the universality 
and indivisibility of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, respect 
for human dignity, the principles of 
equality and solidarity, and respect 
for the principles of the United Na-
tions Charter and international law.18

The Union shall define and pursue 
common policies and actions, and 
shall work for a high degree of coop-
eration in all fields of international 
relations, in order to:

(c) preserve peace, prevent conflicts 
and strengthen international secu-
rity, in accordance with the purposes 
and principles of the United Nations 
Charter, with the principles of the 
Helsinki Final Act and with the aims 
of the Charter of Paris, including 
those relating to external borders.19

Even though the treaties also retain 
the sovereignty of the individual 
member-states in foreign policy, the 

TEU obliges the member-states to 
support the CFSP and to refrain from 
any political act contrary to the inter-
ests of the Union.

The Member States shall support the 
Union’s external and security policy 
actively and unreservedly in a spirit 
of loyalty and mutual solidarity and 
shall comply with the Union’s action 
in this area.

The Member States shall work to-
gether to enhance and develop their 
mutual political solidarity. They shall 
refrain from any action which is con-
trary to the interests of the Union 
or likely to impair its effectiveness 
as a cohesive force in international 
relations.20

In addition to foreign policy norms 
mentioned in the treaties, the EU 
communicated additional interna-
tional norm-driven approaches, ‘A 
Global Strategy for the European 
Union’s Foreign and Security Policy,’ 
with respect to territorial disputes. 
These policy norms were developed 
to be projected by the actorness of the 
EU in the resolution of conflicts: 

The sovereignty, independence and 
territorial integrity of states, the in-
violability of borders, and the peace-
ful settlement of disputes are key 
elements of the European security 
order. These principles apply to all 
states, both within and beyond the 
EU’s borders.21

The above-mentioned policy norms 
have been substantially translated to 
the actorness of the EU in the set-
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tlement of conflicts. Apart from the 
Kosovo case and the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict, which are considered 
sui generis cases, the EU resists the 
demands for secession or two-state 
solution models. Instead, the EU ad-
vocates either a power-sharing model 
or integration of minority groups 
within a unitary state. 

The power-sharing model embraces 
the federative model of governance, 
and thus, meets both territorial integ-
rity and rights of self-determination. 
This model is also the most favored 
solution of the EU for the conflicts 
of the post-Soviet space. The latter 
model envisages the extension of the 
individual, cultural, and minority 
rights within a unitary state, and ex-
cludes political decentralization. This 
model is typical for the EU stance on 
Turkey’s Kurdish question. 22 

At the outset, the stance of the EU in 
the resolution of the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict was ambiguous. Sur-
prisingly this ambiguity was intro-
duced with the conclusion of Euro-
pean Neighborhood Policy Action 
Plans (ENP AP) with both Armenia 
and Azerbaijan in 2006, where the 
EU failed to take the responsibility of 
a new security actor in the region. 

While the ENP AP concluded be-
tween the EU and Azerbaijan sup-
ported the settlement of the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict, based on 
the resolutions of the UNSC that en-
dorse territorial integrity of Azerbai-
jan, the ENP AP concluded between 
EU and Armenia stated the support 
of the EU to the self-determination 

right of Nagorno-Karabakh.23 The 
ambiguity and uncertainty of the EU 
were mainly due to the reluctance 
and fear of member-states to antago-
nize Moscow in its backyard.

The ambiguous stance of the EU on 
the Nagorno-Karabakh issue caused 
a serious rift between Baku and Brus-
sels. Dissatisfied with the EU’s un-
clear stance on the issue of territorial 
integrity, Baku in 2013 refused to 
carry out negotiations on the Associ-
ation Agreement.24 Baku’s discontent 
became very evident in the EU-East-
ern Partnership (EaP) Summit held 
in Riga, where President Aliyev re-
fused to take part and Azerbaijan de-
clined to sign the joint declaration of 
the summit. Baku’s objection was due 
to the firm stance of the EU on the il-
legal annexation of Crimea by Russia 
compared to its failure to take a sim-
ilar stance on Nagorno-Karabakh.25

Nevertheless, the EU took into ac-
count the complaints of Baku and 
brought more clarity to its stance on 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. In 
this regard, the EaP Brussels Summit 
in 2017 was a breakthrough. Despite 
the protests and attempts of Armenia 
to block the Joint Declaration, the EU 
included the paragraph expressing 
the support to the territorial integrity 
of all EaP countries.26 The support 
for the territorial integrity issue was 
welcomed with satisfaction by Pres-
ident Ilham Aliyev: “Final Declara-
tion adopted at the Eastern Partner-
ship Summit of the European Union 
supported the territorial integrity of 
member countries, which is Azerbai-
jan’s diplomatic achievement.”27
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The support of the EU to territorial 
integrity was reiterated in the visit 
of the European Council President 
Donald Tusk to Baku and Yerevan in 
July 2019.

The EU supports Azerbaijan’s sover-
eignty, independence, and territorial 
integrity.28

The conflict [Nagorno-Karabakh] 
does not have a military solution 
and needs a political settlement in 
accordance with international law 
and principles. The EU continues to 
fully support the efforts of the Minsk 
Group Co-Chairs and their focus on 
a fair and lasting settlement based 
on the core principles of the Helsinki 
Final Act.29

Consistency in EU endorsement to 
Azerbaijan’s territorial integrity fol-
lowed in 2020 as well. On May 11, 
2020, the Foreign Ministers of mem-
ber states approved the conclusions 
on the Eastern Partnership policy 
beyond 2020 which reaffirmed the 
commitment of the EU to the prin-
ciples of sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.

The Council reaffirms the joint com-
mitment to building a common area 
of shared democracy, prosperity, 
and stability. It is anchored in our 
shared commitment to a rules based 
international order, international 
law, including territorial integrity, 
independence, and sovereignty, as 
also stated in the principles of the 
Helsinki Final Act and the OSCE 
Charter of Paris, as well as funda-
mental values.30 

The position of the Council stated in 
the Eastern Partnership policy be-
yond 2020 was restated by the High 
Representative of the Union for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy Josep 
Borrell at the UN Security Council 
on May 28, 2020. In his remarks on 
the EU’s role in international secu-
rity, Borrell said that “the support for 
territorial integrity and sovereignty 
of Eastern partners will remain the 
key elements of the EU’s relations 
with these countries.”31

The identical position was put by the 
European Parliament under the res-
olution 2019/2209 (INI). The resolu-
tion condemned the violation of the 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of 
the EaP countries, reiterated the com-
mitment of the EU not to recognize 
forcible changes in the borders of EaP 
countries. Moreover, the resolution 
restates the commitment of the EU to 
the peaceful settlement of conflicts in 
accordance with the norms and prin-
ciples of international law, the UN 
Charter, and the Helsinki Final Act.32

Notwithstanding, the 
unequivocal state-centric 
stance towards the territorial 
conflicts expressed in the 
treaties and policy strategies, 
the Union has not invoked 
its active engagement in the 
settlement of the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict
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Further to the EU’s general approach 
to settlement of the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict, the EU has also reacted 
to the specific developments hinder-
ing the peaceful settlement process. 
On June 9, 2020, the standing rap-
porteurs of the European Parliament 
on Armenia and Azerbaijan issued a 
joint statement on the construction 
of a new highway between Armenia 
and Nagorno-Karabakh. The joint 
statement condemned the decision 
of Armenia to build a new highway 
to Nagorno-Karabakh without the 
consent of Azerbaijan and called it a 
violation of international law. In ad-
dition, the statement expressed the 
anxiety that the construction could 
anchor the illegal occupation of Na-
gorno-Karabakh and surrounding 
districts.33

Notwithstanding, the unequivocal 
state-centric stance towards the ter-

ritorial conflicts expressed in the 
treaties and policy strategies, the 
Union has not invoked its active en-
gagement in the settlement of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. In the 
absence of coherent strategy, tools, 
and internal coordination, the mem-
ber-states pursue their parallel for-
eign policy which undermines the 
CFSP and prevents the Union to ma-
terialize its single voice in times of 
escalating tensions.

French Reversal: From Neutrality 
to Partiality and Biased Stance

The acquisition of the role as co-chair 
by France at the OSCE Minsk Group 
dates back to 1997. In fact, France 
along with Russia had been nomi-
nated to co-chair the Minsk Group 
at the Lisbon Summit of the OSCE 
held in December 1996. However, 

French President 
Emmanuel Macron 

(L) listens to the 
President of the 

Armenian Funds 
of France, Pierre 

Terzian (R), as he 
visits the 2020 
Phoneton, on 
November 21, 
2020 in Paris.

LUDOVIC MARIN / 
POOL / AFP via Getty 

Images
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Azerbaijan opposed the nomination 
of France stating that due to the large 
and influential Armenian community 
of France, Azerbaijan cannot con-
sider it as an impartial mediator. As 
a substitute for the French nomina-
tion, Azerbaijan nominated the U.S. 
Nevertheless, in February 1997 the 
parties reached a compromise and 
agreed to set up a co-chairmanship 
institute based on Russia, France, and 
the U.S.34

Despite the apparent rift among the 
troika countries on almost every in-
ternational issue, in 23 years of medi-
ation practice, they enjoyed surpris-
ing harmony in the settlement of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. While 
in theory, they recognized the oc-
cupation of Nagorno-Karabakh and 
surrounding districts by Armenia, in 
practice, they failed to hold Armenia 
accountable for its occupation and 
change the status quo. Nonetheless, 
thanks to its consistent diplomatic 
efforts Azerbaijan in recent years has 
improved political and economic ties 
with all three Minsk Group co-chair 
countries, and thus, accomplished a 
slight balance and neutrality in their 
stance. Azerbaijan has paid particular 
importance to the improvement of its 
relationship with France because it 
hosts the biggest Armenian diaspora, 
400,000 to 600,000, in Europe and the 
third-biggest in the world. Therefore, 
the Armenian community has always 
enjoyed influence over the shaping 
of French foreign policy toward the 
South Caucasus and Turkey.

Furthermore, the involvement of 
French energy giant TOTAL in the 

exploration and production of hy-
drocarbon resources in the Caspian 
basin was an important step to coun-
tervail the influence of pro-Armenia 
lobby groups against Azerbaijan. In 
addition to the cooperation in the 
energy field, Azerbaijan strengthened 
its political and economic ties with 
France by increasing up to 65, the 
number of French companies operat-
ing in various sectors of the Azerbai-
jan economy. 35

Moreover, to confine the Armenian 
lobby and secure French impar-
tiality in the resolution of the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict Baku even 
expressed its readiness to consider its 
participation in peacekeeping opera-
tions in the Sahel region.36

However, the bid of Azerbaijan to 
sustain the impartiality of France in 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict did 
not prevail. France’s stance in favor 
of Armenia, thus in violation of the 
mediator’s commitment to neutrality, 
has become quite apparent following 

France’s stance in favor of 
Armenia, thus in violation of 
the mediator’s commitment 
to neutrality, has become 
quite apparent following 
the escalation of tension 
on September 27, 2020, 
that resulted in the Second 
Karabakh war
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the escalation of tension on Septem-
ber 27, 2020, that resulted in the Sec-
ond Karabakh war. 

On September 30, 2020, the President 
of France Emmanuel Macron accused 
Turkey of its ‘warlike‘ rhetoric on the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict for en-
couraging Azerbaijan to ‘reconquer’ 
Nagorno-Karabakh.37 The stance of 
Macron was slammed by Azerbaijani 
officials saying that the statement is 
biased and not in compliance with 
international law. Yet, a few days 
later President Macron went further, 
claiming that Turkey deployed more 
than 300 Syrian jihadist fighters to 
Azerbaijan.38 The accusations to-
wards Azerbaijan and Turkey caused 
fury both in Baku and Ankara, and 
President Aliyev in his interview 
demanded proof or an apology for 
the groundless allegations and re-
sponsible behavior from his French 
counterpart.39

Bearing in mind that France, together 
with Russia and the U.S., is one of the 

three co-chairs of the OSCE Minsk 
Group mandated to mediate the Na-
gorno-Karabakh conflict, the reckless 
statement has undermined its role as 
an impartial mediator. Speaking to 
Al Jazeera on the Armenia-Azerbai-
jan conflict, President Aliyev called 
all co-chair countries to act in the 
capacity of the mediator and ad-
here to an impartial position or to 
step down from the Minsk Group 
co-chairmanship.40

Following the wave of criticisms from 
Baku, Paris had to re-adopt a neutral 
stance. Talking to Le Figaro the For-
eign Minister of France, Jean-Yves Le 
Drian, said that he had pressed the 
political leadership to adopt a neutral 
stance towards the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict. According to Le Drian 
due to its rich hydrocarbon re-
sources, Azerbaijan is of particular 
importance for international energy 
companies. Nonetheless, he admitted 
the affinity with Armenia, and thus, 
urged his government to remain neu-
tral. 41

The shift in France’s stance towards 
neutrality was welcomed in Baku. 
President Aliyev in his interview 
with France 24 expressed his satisfac-
tion with the neutrality of President 
Macron and characterized the latest 
approach of the French President as 
‘very positive.’42 In his tweet, the Am-
bassador of France to Baku Zacharie 
Gross also confirmed that the trou-
bled bilateral relations were fixed.43

However, the hopes that soured re-
lations between France and Azer-
baijan would be put back on track 

The deliberate actions of 
France, which have not only 
deteriorated the relations 
with Azerbaijan but also 
violated the basic principles 
of international law, can’t 
be explained entirely by the 
influence of the Armenian 
diaspora
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in the interest of French energy 
companies operating in Azerbaijan, 
and also the political commitment 
of a mediator state to maintain neu-
trality between the conflicting par-
ties were once more undermined. A 
day after the optimistic tweet of the 
French Ambassador, the UN Secu-
rity Council held a discussion on 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict that 
envisaged the adoption of a state-
ment on behalf of the President of the 
UNSC. The statement drafted mainly 
by Russia and France did not refer 
to the four resolutions of the UNSC 
on the conflict, and therefore, met 
with anger in Baku. Fortunately, the 
statement was withdrawn following 
the objections of the non-permanent 
members of the UNSC.44

The inconsistent stance of France 
with international law was also fol-
lowed in its comments on the liber-
ation of Shusha, and later the truce 
agreement brokered by Russia. Com-
menting on the statements of the 
French President and Foreign Min-
istert, Azerbaijani presidential aide 
Hikmat Hajiyev said that “France 
attempts to be more Armenian than 
the Armenians themselves.”45

The final straw in France’s biased 
stance became an adoption of a res-
olution by the French Senate en-
titled “On the need to recognize 
Nagorno-Karabakh.” Although the 
French Secretary of State at the Min-
ister for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 
Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne, in response 
to the non-binding resolution noted 
that “unilateral recognition of Kara-
bakh will do no good for anyone,”46 

the endorsement of the bill by Ma-
cron’s party –Republic on the Move– 
has been perceived as an apparent 
display of hypocrisy in Baku.

The deliberate actions of France, 
which have not only deteriorated 
the relations with Azerbaijan but 
also violated the basic principles of 
international law, can’t be explained 
entirely by the influence of the Ar-
menian diaspora. Turkey’s support 
for Azerbaijan was another strong 
motive for France to side with Arme-
nia. Scrambling with Turkey over the 
Eastern Mediterranean and Libya, 
France backed Armenia to forestall 
the strengthened security presence of 
Turkey in the South Caucasus.47

The aforementioned incidents have 
not irreversibly but seriously under-
mined the trust of Baku in Paris. Yet, 
it has not only endangered the rela-
tions between France and Azerbaijan 
but also the faith of Azerbaijan in the 
EU. As a member-state France is the 
only representative of the EU in the 
Minsk Group, and thus, is also sup-
posed to mediate the resolution of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 
accordance with the interests and val-
ues of the EU. 

Conclusion 

The paper has examined the stance 
of France in the resolution of the 
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with 
the central argument that the stance 
of France does not comply with EU 
norms and interests. Notwithstand-
ing the low-profile actorness, lack of 
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coherent strategy, tools, and inter-
nal coordination in the settlement 
of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, 
the EU in theory and practice up-
holds the principle of territorial in-
tegrity in the settlement process. 
The support of the EU to territorial 
integrity is provided on normative 
and interest-based grounds and has 
been clearly accommodated in the 
EU treaties, final declarations of the 
EaP summits, resolutions of the Eu-
ropean Parliament, and statements of 
the EU High Representative and the 
President of the European Council 
and is in line with principles of the 
United Nations and Helsinki Final 
Act. Hence, the unilateral standpoint 
of France is a flagrant violation of in-
ternational law, as well as EU norms 
and interests. 

Furthermore, by analyzing the 
post-ceasefire period 1994-2020, 
the paper comes to the conclusion 
that the responsibility for the erup-
tion of the Second Karabakh war 
lies with Armenia. Even though 
Nagorno-Karabakh and surround-
ing territories have been recog-
nized internationally as a sovereign 
part of Azerbaijan, since the cease-

fire agreement concluded in 1994, 
Azerbaijan had been committed to 
a peaceful settlement. On the other 
hand, Armenia was reluctant to en-
gage in result-oriented negotiations, 
likewise, with military and political 
provocations halted the negotiations 
so making the Second Karabakh war 
unavoidable. 

Therefore, the commentary finds the 
accusations of France groundless and 
demonstrates that the detached for-
eign policy of France from EU norms 
and interests in the settlement of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has 
eroded its credibility as a mediator 
state. In view of these considerations, 
the stance of France could potentially 
undermine the positive image of the 
EU in Azerbaijan. The latest opin-
ion poll held in Azerbaijan –before 
the military confrontation– shows 
that the EU is the most trusted in-
ternational institution in Azerbaijan. 
Likewise, the biased stance of France 
could undermine the role of the EU 
in the resolution of other ethno-terri-
torial conflicts and its reputation as a 
force for good. 
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