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Former Prime-Minister of the Republic of Armenia

Turkey tries to get everything for nothing
or

The white pieces begin and win the game

One can unmistakably claim that the normalization of the Armenian-Turkish relations thanks to the initiative of the President of the Republic of Armenia and the subsequent developments that have commenced between the two countries, immediately supported by the international community, has become today a major issue on the international agenda. It is urgent and promising for international community particularly because as a result of the settlement sufficient prerequisites for a dramatic enhancement of security will emerge, and a qualitatively new and reliable geopolitical environment in the region will promote multilateral and mutually beneficial interstate cooperation.
The expectations of the international community of these developments are quite reasonable and justified because the agreements reached by the two states (i.e., the protocols proper) do not contain any overt or covert preconditions which all Turkish authorities have been continuously heralding for 18 years and which, no doubt, would lead to insurmountable difficulties. And this is, first of all, the major political value of the reached multilateral agreements and signed protocols.

At the same time, the normalization of relations between the two countries in the current phase of developments suggests the establishment of interstate relations that enables the parties to solve their problems exclusively by contacts and negotiations promoting the establishment of mutually beneficial relations and natural development in a broad spectrum of bilateral interests. It does not take much insight to see that this situation is much more preferable than mutual threats and danger although it will be impossible to talk of good-neighbourly relations between Armenia and Turkey for a long time.

Obviously, all the above immediately concern the most vital interests of the two states and have been the most debated issues for two years both in Armenia and Turkey. The plenitude and diversity of attitudes and views both in Armenia and Turkey on this subject shall be considered to be quite legitimate.

However, to fathom the essence of the matter, it would be better to concentrate not on facts and chronology thereof but on the factors and deep motivations that can predetermine the parties’ behaviour and the subsequent course of developments.

Undoubtedly, for Armenia the urgency of the issue is first of all determined by the imperative to ensure sustainable long-term guarantees for national security and one’s own lasting place and role in the region.

Owing to the regional reality, it was necessary for Armenia to make it potently clear for both the neighbours and international community that it was not going reconcile with the geopolitical designs of some players in which the modest role of the outsider in regional developments was reserved for Armenia; that a policy “promising” regional stability, security and wellbeing, based on the doomed idea of segregation of one nation for the benefit of another is inadmissible. Instead, Armenia offers a most efficient and promising road to security and wellbeing to the regional nations: dialog and cooperation in the entire range of issues and problems of mutual interest. 
It is no secret that the actual threat to Armenia’s security emanates from Turkey. Although Azerbaijan threatens to resume the war the latter poses a serious danger to our security as long as Armenia is blocked by Turkey. Therefore, Armenia faces a clear dilemma: either to reconcile with the immediate dangers, and hope for other players’ benevolence and opportunities or to take measures to mitigate these threats as much as possible. One shall be very unwilling to disregard the second option in all respects.

It should be noted that this perception of reality has always been characteristic of our authorities and steps were made from time to time to start a dialog with Turkey. This author, also as a dedicated supporter of the normalization of Armenian-Turkish relations, has been trying to contribute to the establishment of this dialog since 1992. However, Armenia’s efforts aimed at the normalization of relations with Turkey, even when immediately supported by great powers, had no proper continuation because these initiatives were countered by the Turkish stance described as follows: relations with Armenia are of little value, they cater exclusively to Armenian interests and only Armenia is interested in them. Therefore, Turkey may agree to a compromise with Armenia and discuss the establishment of relations with the latter provided Armenia meets three Turkish preconditions that are well known nowadays. Obviously, Turkey’s stance stemmed from its own perception of the geopolitical configuration of the region, and as time has shown, these attitudes did not contribute to conflict mitigation in the South Caucasus, moreover, they exacerbated the tensions.

However, after the Russian-Georgian military conflict, a new geopolitical situation emerged in the region. Regional peace and security problems acquired a new significance in the global context and found themselves on the political agenda of all the influential players. As a result, the international community reviewed the issue of the responsibility of the regional states for stability and security, and imposed more stringent requirements upon the latter.

Obviously, the former approaches to differences and confrontations had exhausted themselves, and there was a need for political initiatives adequate to the imperative of time that would set off new constructive developments in the region.

The content and depth of the initiatives of the President of the Republic of Armenia with respect to the normalization of Armenian-Turkish relations promise such developments to the nations of the region, and utterly satisfy the expectations of the international community. Thus, in the case of Armenia, of no secondary importance is the fact that for the first time our vital interests after independence do not contradict the strategic goals of the influential players in the region and international community, but follow from the latter in the current historical period, associating Armenia’s security imperatives with regional security issues.

At the same time, the expectations of our neighbours from the current geopolitical situation and, hence the purposes they pursue, are quite different.
The Russian-Georgian military confrontation immediately stemmed from Russian-American disagreements and the evident, external manifestation thereof. Georgia’s failure essentially reduced the geopolitical significance previously reserved to it in the South Caucasus, reinforcing Russia’s influence and presence instead. This necessitated shifts and changes in the region’s geopolitical mosaic. 

And the first to respond to this necessity and thus to offer its new possible role to the parties (Russia and the US) was Turkey (the Turkish Prime Minister was in Moscow when skirmishes in Tskhinval were still going on.) In other words, the new situation offered an opportunity to our neighbour to play the new role of an influential state in the region, and Turkey would not miss it. It was no coincidence that Prime Minister Recep Erdogan arrived in Moscow with the initiative of drafting and adopting the South Caucasus security pact (which never materialized.)
However, the status of an influential state suggests not only rights but also certain duties. In this case, it is using one’s influence and authority for the establishment of stable peace and security guarantees in the region. In other words, to make its claims a reality, Turkey shall prove to the international community that it is capable of contributing to the resolution of the most complicated regional problems, as well as, coming to “common terms” with its Armenian neighbours thus promoting the mitigation of tensions and enhancement of stability in the South Caucasus.

Therefore, for Turkey, normalization of relations with Armenia means a qualitatively new role in the region and an exceptional opportunity to make it acceptable for the international community. And, obviously, Turkey is not less interested in this normalization than Armenia. 
Obviously, new developments in the Armenian-Turkish relations can commence only in case of the establishment of diplomatic relations between Armenia and Turkey, opening the Armenian-Turkish border or lifting the blockade of Armenia. In other words, unless these two problems are solved, all the other issues lose their meaning. Thus, the importance of the latter is also determined by its regional significance which is hard to underestimate since through the actual unblocking of Armenia it can initiate new promising geopolitical developments ensuring stable and peaceful regional development, at the same time, providing the irreversibility of this process.
The urgency of the normalization of Armenian-Turkish relations is determined by the imperative to establish sustainable security guarantees for peaceful regional development.

Moreover, the response of the Turkish authorities to the initiatives of the President of Armenia can be qualified as recognition of one’s responsibility and its practical manifestation by a country that pretends to play an influential role in regional stability.

That is why Turkey can not consider the normalization of relations between the two countries to be a manifestation of good will and compromise with Armenia but rather has to regard it as an opportunity to prove its immediate responsibility for regional stability, and, therefore, this can not be done with any preconditions.

Hence, there is a crucial historical window of opportunity in terms of serious prerequisites for the two countries to establish interstate relations in conformity with their long-term interests, and undoubtedly to miss this historical opportunity would be an unforgivable luxury for the two nations. And obviously, the ratification of the protocols will be a courageous and promising step towards opening of this window. This will enable the parties to make the first small but very promising step on the long and hard road to the establishment of civilized interstate relations in the 21st century.

Apparently, the parties should have done their best to mitigate the atmosphere of hostility and distrust between them and to prepare their societies for the adoption of crucial decisions.

After the publication of the protocols, the developments in Armenia have unequivocally shown that although both in Armenia and the Diaspora there is no consensus of opinion and political passions oftentimes are excessively inflamed, the official Yerevan, as represented by the President of Armenia and the Foreign Minister, have not yielded to these pressures, and have not digressed from the previously announced goals, thus proving that the new foreign policy of Armenia’s authorities is an informed choice and it is the authorities’ firm belief that their initiative is promising.

Moreover, the statements, comments and concrete actions of our authorities have contributed to their reputation of a reliable political partner who does not attempt to use the issue of ratification for speculations in their relations with the partners to reap additional dividends. In an issue that is so sensitive for Armenians, the weighted and reasonable political behaviour of our authorities has significantly contributed to international reputation of Armenia and its reputation of a reliable partner in international affairs.

However, the subsequent developments give grounds to believe that the Turkish political elite intends to use this situation not only to gain an influential position in the South Caucasus but it also believes the situation is opportune for undertaking a leading role beyond the latter, in the Greater Middle East and even in the Islamic world (Turkey has been decisively spoiling relations with Israel.)
For that reason, the Turkish leadership adopted an entirely diverse mode of operation that is neither constructive, nor conducive for the achievement of the logical destination at this stage of negotiations. In all probability, Turkey overestimated (and apparently still overestimates) its capability to play a new role in the new geopolitical reality that emerged in and around the South Caucasus after the Russian-Georgian military confrontation. The impression is that Ankara believed that the Russian-Georgian conflict would inevitably undermine the relations of the West and particularly the United States with Russia, and trigger a protracted period of distrust and frozen relations. In this situation real prerequisites were created to revive the “Cold War” role reserved for Turkey by the West in the new Turkish interpretation. 
Probably this explains why Turkey started to lay overt claims to become the most influential state in the region and in the Greater Middle East but also to play the role of the leader of the Islamic world. This abrupt change in foreign policy shows that Turkey is seriously intended to use the opportunity and alter its status in international affairs moving to a heavier “weight category” which suggests crucial shifts in the balance of forces, both in the region and on the international arena.

Perhaps Turkey has grounds for such claims but are they justified and sufficient enough for the international community and the great powers to accept such dramatic geopolitical changes. Surely, only time will give the final answer to this question, and in the not so remote future. However, up until now the international community has not indicated that it would appreciate Turkey’s intentions.

Especially as Turkey, to reach its disproportionate claims, mildly speaking, has chosen the “wrong card” when presenting tangible progress in the Armenian-Turkish relations to the international community as exclusively the result of the reasonable and peaceful Turkish policy (“zero problems with neighbours” according to their catchy definition.) Turkey claims that it adopted this policy first of all to satisfy the interests of the international community and as an act of good will towards Armenia “at an enormous cost for the Turkish society.”
And Turkey “demands fair compensation” for all that trying to squeeze out of the international community a favourable geopolitical position and opportunities that promise even more influence.
Turkey’s enviable doggedness in tying up the normalization of the Armenian-Turkish relations and the ratification of the protocols with the negotiations on the settlement of the Karabakh conflict can be considered only in this context.
Trying to hold the ratification of the protocols hostage to the “tangible” progress at the expense of Armenian concessions Turkey pursues the tactics of lopsided advantages by means of preconditions. Realizing that it can not impose these prerequisites quoting the text of the protocols (wherein there are no and can not be any prerequisites) our neighbour resorts to the old trick of “mixing business with pleasure.” Thus (interconnecting two processes) Turkey pursues several goals at the same time.
Posing as the faithful defender of the interests of its ethnic ally (which by the way is much appreciated in the West and is considered to be quite natural, especially when seasoned with the oil factor of Azerbaijan) Turkey tries not only to win Azerbaijan’s sympathies and to save the integrity of the Turkish-Azeri strategic union but also to secure significant geopolitical positions for itself and its natural regional ally.
However, no matter how important the maintenance of close relations with Azerbaijan is for Turkey, it can not overshadow Turkey’s far-reaching strategic goals and therein lies the entire meaning of the Turkish initiative to tie up the two settlement processes. Imposing upon the international community the demand of tangible progress in the Karabakh settlement by Armenia, Turkey overtly positions itself in the conflict resolution process as an immediate de facto participant, hence, entitled to become one of the responsible parties.

It is hard to imagine that Turkey does not realize that the geopolitical significance of the Karabakh conflict resolution goes beyond the South Caucasus proper, and its settlement is the sole responsibility and mission of the great powers. Therefore, Turkey’s “humanitarian and peace-keeping initiative” is not aimed at the fair conflict settlement but rather intends to poorly screen its new dream to join the South Caucasus club of great powers. This is the new geopolitical role Turkey tries to play at any price using the above considerations.

The case in point is the approval of the entry of the “New Turkey”, a new heavy-weight player to the international arena with all the ensuing consequences. This is the status Turkey single-mindedly strives to achieve so much. This status promises new horizons for Turkish policy, along with the status of the UN Security Council member. Apparently, today in terms of significance, the achievement of this goal for Turkey competes even with the strategic problem of combating the international recognition of the Genocide.

It is unlikely that the old-timers on the political Olympus will readily squeeze up to make room for the new heavy-weight, particularly given the fact that the latter traditionally has not demonstrated trustworthy behaviour at the most crucial moments. That is why the United States, the European Union and Russia unequivocally rejected their minor partner’s initiative which tied up two very important and complicated processes for the future of the South Caucasus.

However, Turkey would not be Turkey if it gave up its intentions so easily. It shall seek and use new arguments to safeguard its positions if not to reinforce them, and, on the other hand, find new ways for the achievement of its goals. Thus an attempt was made to use the famous Ruling of the Constitutional Court of the Republic of Armenia on the conformity of the Armenian-Turkish protocols to the Constitution of the Republic of Armenia. Immediately after the adoption of the Ruling, the Turkish Foreign Ministry made a statement to the effect that in this Ruling Armenia put forward preconditions which was contraindicated by the content of the negotiations and protocols, and that in such circumstances the prospects of ratification of the protocols at the Turkish Parliament became vaguer. 

Strangely enough, if since the publication of the protocols there was a party that has been continuously trying to use any opportunity to put forward its own preconditions, this party was Turkey. If the mediators of this process were silent, it was not because they did not see in the Turkish behaviour attempts to depart from the reached agreements, and not because they shared the approaches of the Turkish party. Probably, the mediators governed by the presumption of political reasonability believed that the parties realized their solemn responsibility for the logical continuity of the negotiations and would spare no efforts to adhere to all the achieved agreements as a result of their actions. This belief was reflected in the official stance of the intermediary states on the Ruling of the RA Constitutional Court.

Amazingly, in Armenia too there were political figures who insisted with no less fervour than the Turks that the Constitutional Court exceeded its powers, that the Ruling contradicted the RA Law on the Constitutional Court, and was, therefore, invalid and could not be binding. Moreover, an opinion was voiced to the effect that “even if the protocols indeed conformed to the Constitution, the main problem would not be solved yet since the stakes were higher and the actual question was whether the protocols conformed to the interests of the state and nation.” It looks like our Constitution does not follow from the interests of the state and nation and has nothing to do with the latter. Moreover, the Constitution allegedly does not even reliably safeguard our interests. One must be extremely embittered to make such statements.

Meanwhile, the Constitutional Court made the only right decision following from the legal content of the subject matter. First, in its Ruling the Constitutional Court stated that the documents in question regulated two subjects: the establishment of diplomatic relations between the states and the opening of the border between the two states. Indeed, when the protocols come into force, only these two issues shall be subject to immediate execution without additional negotiations; obviously, these two issues do not contradict the RA Constitution. Therefore, the protocols whose subject of regulation does not contradict the provisions of our Constitution can not be anti-constitutional and are subject to ratification by the National Assembly. This is essentially the gist of the Ruling made by the Constitutional Court.

At the same time, the Constitutional Court justly pointed out that the protocols whose provisions may entail commitments exclusively for the undersigning parties also contain entries about the intentions of the parties which are subject to execution in the future but whose execution, however, the parties may start only after the execution of the two above commitments. In the future each of these intentions will become a subject regulated by an individual interstate agreement and is subject to individual negotiations.

At the same time, the Constitutional Court, probably, taking into account that these protocols were the result of a compromise reached at the negotiations and as such the definitions contained therein are subjected to diverse comments by the parties, pointed out that the other provisions of the protocols of which each will become in the future a subject regulated individually and will be set forth in separate documents subject to ratification, shall not be interpreted otherwise than in the Preamble of the RA Constitution and in the Declaration of Independence of the Republic of Armenia; and Paragraph 6 of the Ruling provides that in legal and institutional approaches to the above issues the provisions of the fundamental documents of this country shall take precedence in the future. One shall have very wild imagination to label this as unclear or illegal.

It is another matter that for many the Constitutional Court Ruling was like a cold shower in the winter. But this is another story. It is simply ludicrous that many opponents of this process explain their concerns not referring to the content of the protocols but quoting this or that Turkish leader on the subject. The impression is that for these people the Turkish leaders are either the only reliable authorities on the subject or the comments of the latter are more valued by them. In either case it is distressing.

Anyway, with the adoption of the Constitutional Court Ruling the dialog between the two countries entered the final phase: that is protocol ratification. Although some hastened to announce that by having adopted this Ruling, Armenia has exhausted its capability of influencing the developments. Nevertheless, the subsequent steps of the Armenian leadership have shown that in the sphere of interstate relations the authors of such statements have poor knowledge of international experience and diplomatic resources. 

President Sargsyan’s message to Abdullah Gul during the visit to Great Britain, while being an open appeal for more decisive and responsible actions, at the same time was a step obliging him before the international community. No wonder, the response of the Turkish President confirming his willing responsibility in this important issue came promptly.

At the current stage, the developments have been significantly influenced by the speech delivered by the President of the Republic of Armenia at the Royal Institute of International Affairs in the UK. Although in terms of our current foreign policy goals this key note speech calls for a separate analysis, certain generalizations may be useful in the context of possible developments in Armenian-Turkish relations.

First, the invitation of the President of the Republic of Armenia to the UK and his speech at the Chatham House shows that the architects of Big Politics are seriously interested in the recent changes and developments favourable for security and stability in the South Caucasus, and wish to hear the comments of the author of the initiatives promoting these developments.

This surely demonstrates the tendency to the increase in Armenia’s weight and significance which in itself is a very meaningful fact for the establishment of our footing and lasting role in the region. And it should be noted that the speech of the President of Armenia was a speech of a regional leader, a manifestation of “new” mentality of the leader who is concerned about the future of the peoples of the region. Leading international media reports also confirm this.

At the same time, given that the audience was very special, the President of Armenia made an in-depth description of threats to the peaceful future in the South Caucasus hidden in any option of unfair settlement of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict. The RA President referred to the genesis of the conflict, made a clear and unbending justification of the Armenian stance on the pre-eminence of the right of the Artsakh people to self-determination, and argued that Azerbaijan did not meet the elementary requirements of international law.
However, the major message of this speech to the international community was that in Armenian-Turkish relations, thanks to Armenia’s constructive and consistent efforts, the chances to see the light at the end of the tunnel were becoming more realistic. And these chances shall not be endangered by quasi-settlement proposals, that guarantee no peace and security for Armenia’s other vital problem. Moreover, any attempt to exert pressure in this problem, particularly, involving economic considerations may nullify the positive results recently achieved in the region by so much effort and difficulty.

The speech of the President of the Republic of Armenia also delivered a message to us, Armenians, to the effect that we shall realize that the key to a favourable settlement for Armenians in the Nagorno Karabakh conflict is, first of all, in the success of Armenian initiatives in the sphere of Armenian-Turkish relations.

The second part of the speech was dedicated to Armenian-Turkish relations, to the possible response of the Armenian party to the artificial procrastination of protocol ratification by Turkey, and to proposals to induce Turkey’s partners to take more responsibility. It is not coincidental that only hours after the speech the Turkish Foreign Minister made a calming statement for the international community. This once again shows that Armenia skilfully uses all the options to achieve the logical outcome of its initiative to normalize Armenian-Turkish relations.

In this context, the decisive stance of Armenia’s authorities with respect to the recognition of the Genocide acquires special significance. Nowadays, the allegations that the RA President’s initiatives in Armenian-Turkish relations would diminish the international significance and urgency of this problem, also for the USA, have been shattered. Very few people seriously believe nowadays that the Armenian authorities sacrificed the historical problem of the Genocide to the big politics in order to keep power. No one doubts anymore that the Genocide recognition policy remains a most urgent issue on the political agenda of Armenia.

In addition, the Diaspora is more and more convinced that the Armenian authorities will continue to pursue the recognition of the Genocide since it is a major prerequisite of our security and the main bulwark of Armenian survival. No doubt, the changes in the Diaspora’s attitude and confidence-building towards Armenia were greatly influenced by the open and sincere comments on the new foreign policy made by President Sargsyan in Armenian communities. These contacts also convinced our compatriots to rely on their own efforts in any pro-Armenian initiatives. Nowadays, again, the resolution condemning the Armenian Genocide has resumed its circulation in the legislative body of the United States.

However, the reality to be taken into account is that the weights of Armenia and Turkey in influencing international developments are different. Unfortunately, our “keyboard” to “play and to be heard” is shorter than the Turkish one. But even in this situation we shall play this short keyboard so that to everyone our melody sounds more convincing, than that of our neighbours. This is a matter of mastery.

Anyway, today the Armenian-Turkish protocols are at the National Assembly of Armenia. Parliamentary hearings and debates will soon begin. The main and most disputable question in these debates may be not as much to ratify or not to ratify but whether to ratify the protocols with or without reservations. A correct and measured stance on this issue will be crucial for the negotiations and Armenia’s international reputation. 
The point is that although the famous convention on international treaties allows reservations in case of ratification of agreements and international documents, usually, in the international practice it is used with respect to multilateral documents. On the other hand, the concerns voiced about the intentions set forth in the protocols are not grounded at this stage of ratification since the Ruling of the Constitutional Court requires that the documents ensuring the materialization of these intentions comply with the Constitution. Therefore, our Parliament shall ratify the Armenian-Turkish protocols without reservations, realizing that otherwise the anticipated outcomes of the Armenian political initiatives will be quashed. Moreover, one shall take into consideration that the entire parliamentarian procedure of ratification and the questions raised during the discussion will also impact similar processes in Turkey.

As for the date of ratification at the National Assembly, indeed, it is more reasonable to ratify the protocols following unconditional ratification by the Turkish Parliament. However, one shall not rule out such developments when political expediency will dictate unconditional ratification by the Armenian National Assembly not waiting for Turkey’s steps, in order to intensify international pressure on the latter.

In any case, although Armenia still has influence to maintain the logical course of developments, it is getting more and more obvious that the main problem is Turkey. Or to be more exact, Turkey’s excessive claims. And the matter is that Turkey tries to achieve these claims without concession, to get something for nothing, as the saying goes. This is not only unwise but also dishonest, with respect to strategic allies, international community and its own people. I believe, this is Turkey’s major problem.

It is hard to say how long Turkey will continue to abuse the patience of the mediators. However, in this respect Turkey does not have much time left (April 24 is close). A lot will transpire after the anticipated visit of the Turkish Prime Minister to the United Sates on April 16. But anyway, one thing is clear: the stakes of the international community are very high and the state responsible for blowing this exceptional opportunity to create new and promising situation in the region for stable peace, is not going to be envied. I am sure this won’t be Armenia. At the same time, political expediency prompts us that it will be unforgivable luxury to lose this rare opportunity. And I believe that the Turkish Parliament will ratify the protocols without reservations.

Now, the final observation. These days, even the leading Turkish newspapers have become dubious about the legendary invincibility of the Turkish diplomacy. Although I am sure one shall not seek for winners in such processes, today the success of Armenian diplomacy is more than obvious, and our stereotypes of Turkish diplomacy have started to crack. One can surely argue that the myths about our neighbours’ diplomatic capabilities that threatened to turn into an inferiority complex, were only a way to hide our own inaction and incapability.

The developments show that when diplomacy is built on honest and universally known principles of national security, taking into consideration other party’s interests as well as the objective reality, success is inevitable. If from now on Armenia succeeds in maintaining its reasonable and constructive stance, which is undoubted, then regardless of the outcome, Armenia will benefit from this crucial “contest”. I believe this is the case when the white pieces begin and win.    
Yerevan
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