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On November 14th, an EU-Russia Summit was held in 

Nice, taking up, among other things, the proposal for a 

new European security architecture and the recent con-

flict in the Caucasus. Russia’s violation of Georgia’s 

territorial integrity and its unilateral recognition of 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia on August 26th have clearly 

been stated as unacceptable in EU declarations. However 

in the Summit, Russia did not flinch – and confused 

observers yet again with a twisted use of phrases, stating 

that "Russia fully recognizes the territorial integrity of 

Georgia, taking into account the recognition as independ-

ent subjects of international law of South Ossetia and 

Abkhazia." 

 

On November 18th, the “Geneva process” which was 

launched on October 15th and involves international 

discussions on security arrangements in South Ossetia 

and Abkhazia is being held. Other key dates on the hori-

zon are the OSCE Summit in Helsinki on 4-5 December 

and the NATO Summit of April 2009. Transatlantic unity 

is crucial and the Presidency of Barack Obama in the US 

is widely seen as an opportunity to this end.  

 

On the other hand, the EU in itself is far from on the 

same wavelength. Prague is a fitting place to discuss EU 

policy towards the Caucasus, with the Czech Republic set 

to take on the EU Presidency in January 2009. The Asso-

ciation for International Affairs in Prague provided an 

effective platform to do so last week with participants 

from the region, the EU, Russia and the US. I was the 

only participant from Turkey – however in the past, there 

have ordinarily been no Turks at such events, so this 

should be viewed as progress according to many of the 

representatives from the Caucasus. 

  

In the discussions of the conference about EU policy, a 

couple of themes were in the forefront: Can the EU be 

considered a player in the region especially since the 

August Georgia-Russia war? What does EU offer to the 

Caucasus countries in comparison to Russia?   

 

It is clear that more EU attention is now directed to the 

region then before August. The Medvedev-Sarkozy six-

point plan of 12 August 2008, its monitoring by an un-

armed EU Monitoring Mission (EUMM) in areas adja-

cent to South Ossetia and Abkhazia, an aid package for 

Georgia – one third of which comprises of donations 

from EU institutions and member states-  are some of the 

means through which the EU is intimately involved.  

Europe is the number one trade partner of all six coun-

tries included in the Eastern Partnership Framework and 

the EU is an important supporter of NGOs in this space. 

On the agenda down the line will be free trade, visa 

liberalization, ESDP involvement in the frozen conflicts 

of the region, and the formation of an energy community.  

 

However there are weaknesses. One is that EU policy is 

not « consistent and forceful » partially because of the 

differences the Union embodies. In the conference in 

Prague, EU Special Representative to the South Caucasus 

Peter Semneby underlined that there are indeed differ-

ences on three axes: small/large EU states, east/west (i.e. 

former communist states versus old Europe), big/small 

EU countries.  

 

Energy interests play a role however as Nicu Popescu, 

Fellow of the European Council on Foreign Relations, 

pointed out, this is sometimes overrated as we can see 

from highly “Russian energy dependent” states in the 

Baltics having been more sceptical than Italy, for exam-

ple, which has a diversified energy market.  

 

Another “shortcoming” of the EU, given the urgent needs 

of the countries in the South Caucasus, is that the EU 

offers long term promises while Russia specializes in 

short term carrots and sticks. Russia’s sticks rest upon, as 

pointed out by a participant from Armenia, its ability to 

exploit some weaknesses in the region such as frozen 

conflicts and the lack of legitimacy of the leaders in the 

Republics. Unfortunately the EU runs the risk of perma-

nent losses as Russia trades short term needs for sover-

eignty in countries like Armenia or Azerbaijan. Armenia 

and Azerbaijan have both adopted policies of balancing 

East with West, which often amounts to merely gaining 

time.  Both countries look to what happened to Georgia 

when it went out on a limb – and clearly re-adjust bal-

ances accordingly.  

 

As for Turkey, its influence is largely a factor of being an 

EU candidate and US ally. With both these tracks weak-

ened and Turkey’s partnership with Russia intensified, 

there is significant concern in the region as to which 

direction Turkey will tilt balances for the fragile calcula-

tions of the small but important states of the neighbor-

hood.    

 


