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promoting ideals of self-determination, international legitimacy, and 
diplomatic confidence in an effort to ensure cooperation and prosperity in the 
region. 
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Introduction 

In November 2020, Russia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan signed 

a ceasefire agreement ending the second Karabakh war. According to the deal 

Armenia was required to return control over 7 buffer territories around 

Karabakh to Azerbaijan.i Some of these regions border the southern Armenian 

provinces of Syunik and Gegharkunik, while the Soviet-era borders, which had 

never been designed as international boundaries, had never been properly 

demarcated. Following the second Karabakh war, a delicate process of border 

demarcation has been taking place under Russian supervision, using Soviet-era 

maps and GPS technology. However, the existence of a variety of 

contradictory maps has stalled these efforts and has prompted a number of 

new border tensions between Baku and Yerevan.  

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Issues of Demarcation and Delimitation of a Border Between Armenia and 

Azerbaijan 

In December 2020 the Kalbajar province was returned to Azerbaijan, but heavy 

snowfall prevented both Armenian and Azerbaijani border guards from setting 

up border limits in mountainous sections of the border. During the spring with 

the snow thawing, Azerbaijani soldiers rushed to set up at least one position 

around the borderline. According to reports, on May 12, Azerbaijani soldiers 

crossed into the internationally recognized territory of Armenia, in the area 

around Lake Sev to conduct ‘border adjustments.’ii Local Armenian forces 

halted the Azerbaijani servicemembers, who reportedly entered two miles into 

territory internationally recognized as part of the Republic of Armenia, and 

prevented them from digging entrenchments.  

 

 

 

Yerevan has claimed that Azerbaijan has violated borders, while Baku has 

emphasized that its troops have not crossed any borders, but have continued 

 

 

 

Lake Sev, area of reported Azerbaijani advancement into Armenian territory 

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons via Eurasianet 



 

 

a demarcation process that had been delayed by the conflict.iii Furthermore, 

Azerbaijani military engineers refused to return to their initial site, citing a 

Soviet-era demarcation depicting the entire area of the lake as part of 

Azerbaijan. Armenian authorities countered that claim with a topographic map 

of the area dating back to 1975. The Soviet-era map clearly showed the border 

between the two then-Soviet republics as crossing the northern third of the 

lake, with the other two thirds firmly inside Armenian territory.iv 

 

 

 

Despite Yerevan’s claims, Baku refused to pull out its troops. As a result, 

Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan formally invoked Article 2 of the 

Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), a Moscow-led mutual defense 

agreement that Armenia is party to. Under the treaty, any intrusion against one 

member state is perceived as aggression against all member-states. By 

invoking Article 2, for the first time in the organization’s history, Pashinyan 

tested both the CSTO’s resolve in fulfilling its treaty obligations, while 

simultaneously drawing a red line in the face of further potential violations of 

 

 

 

 

Russian peacekeepers monitoring roadway in Kalbajar district 

Image Source: Johanna Maria-Fritz via Der Spiegel 



 

 

Armenian territorial integrity by Baku. 

Even though Azerbaijan initially denied that its military personnel had even 

crossed into Armenian territory, international pressure continued to mount on 

Baku to pull back its troops across the official border. The CSTO convened an 

emergency session and declared that it was “monitoring the situation.” The 

official statement read that if necessary, action would be “taken in accordance 

with provisions of the Collective Security Treaty charter.” Russian President 

Vladimir Putin underlined that there was a need for strictly complying with all 

provisions of the November 9 ceasefire agreement. Moreover, the Kremlin 

reaffirmed “its disposition to continue active mediation efforts and maintain 

close contacts with Yerevan and Baku in the interests of ensuring stability in 

the region.” General Alexandr Dvornikov, Commander of the Southern Military 

District of the Russian Armed Forces was also dispatched to Yerevan where he 

met with Armenian Defense Minister Vagharshak Harutyunyan.v 

 

Navigating No Man’s Land 

For most of its existence, the modern Armenia-Azerbaijan border was an 

internal Soviet border. It was cartographically delimited in Soviet maps, based 

on surveys conducted up until the 1970s. As a border within the Soviet Union, 

the boundary line was never physically demarcated and, in many areas, lines 

of actual control do not correspond to the de-jure border. Over the past 

decades, optimal geographic positions controlled by both sides have been 

‘borderized’ with each country constructing defensive infrastructure in line 

with natural advantages in terrain. The contesting of ‘no man’s land’ between 

lines of actual control triggered a series of flare ups in July 2020, which in 

retrospect, can be considered a contributing factor for the emergence of the 

larger conflict.vi As border demarcation continues to be a problematic issue, 

more tensions can be expected in the efforts to align actual and de jure 



 

 

borders. Another complicating factor to this matter could be the issue of 

exclaves.vii  

In addition to Azerbaijan’s large exclave of Nakhchivan, frequently brought into 

the discussion about post-war developments due to the issues of connectivity 

and the development of a new ‘corridor’ the Armenia-Azerbaijan border is 

dotted with small enclaves dating back to Soviet times used to resolve local-

level disputes. There is one Armenian exclave in Azerbaijan and three 

Azerbaijani exclaves in Armenia. These settlements were deserted as a result 

of the first Karabakh war and the expulsion of Armenians and Azerbaijanis from 

each other’s territories, but Armenia and Azerbaijan still lay claim to the 

territories surrounded by each other’s internationally-recognized lands. 

However, these tiny fractions of land have immense significance due to their 

strategic location close to major roads in Armenia, notably one of its two 

highways to Georgia via Noyemberian, and the highway connecting Yerevan 

with southern Armenia.  

 

Challenges in Moving Forward 

Delimiting borders based on older maps would constitute great challenges 

that could undermine reconciliation efforts between Baku and Yerevan. On 

November 26, at the Sochi Summit, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev and 

Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan agreed on a document in which they 

pledged to “work towards the creation of a bilateral commission on the 

delimitation of the state border” between Armenia and Azerbaijan “with the 

consultative assistance of the Russian Federation at the request of [both] 

parties.”viii They also pledged “to intensify joint efforts aimed at the earliest 

possible resolution” to establish economic and transport connections in the 

region. According to Putin, the commission would be established before the 

end of 2021.ix  



 

 

Despite that, political conditions may still pose serious challenges. While both 

leaders have verbally confirmed their commitment to the ceasefire agreement, 

they have not taken any tangible steps with regard to border demarcation and 

delimitation, the status of the “Zangezur corridor” and the issue of Armenians 

detained in Azerbaijan remains an issue that has not been fully resolved. At the 

Brussels summit in December, the disagreements between the two leaders 

showed that the issue of the status of the Azerbaijan-Nakhchivan transport link 

via Armenia is another issue not yet solved.  

       

 

 

 

Aliyev and Pashinyan are not on the same page when it comes to the 

technicalities of border issues. For instance, during a press conference 

following a meeting with NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg in Brussels, 

President Aliyev stated that there should be no border control or customs 

checkpoints along the corridor between Azerbaijan proper and Nakhchivan 

and Azerbaijan “should be provided unrestricted access” to its exclave.x In 

his response on Facebook, Pashinyan stated that the attempts by the 

 

 

 

 

 

Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Armenian Prime 

Minister Nikol Pashinyan following talks in Sochi, Russia 

Image Source: Russian Presidential Press and Information Office via TASS 



 

 

president of Azerbaijan to “draw parallels between the opening of regional 

communications and the Lachin corridor have nothing to do with discussions 

held and statements signed on that topic to date.” He stated that Aliyev tries 

to “come to a dead-end in the issue of opening regional communications.”xi 

The prospect of an Azerbaijani rite of passage across Armenia’s narrow 

southern region under current conditions is perceived in Armenia as a threat 

to national security.xii Referred to as the ‘Zangezur corridor’ – a historical name 

for the area used by both sides – President Ilham Aliyev has threatened to 

establish the corridor by force if necessary,xiii an action that certainly would not 

promote dialogue and cooperation between Armenia and Azerbaijan to 

resolve other ongoing issues.  

 

Conclusion 

The establishment of an official, state border between Azerbaijan and Armenia 

is one of the fundamental elements needed to advance the normalization of 

relations between the two countries. The thirty-year, active component of the 

Nagorno-Karabakh conflict continued as a result of the occupation of territories 

internationally-recognized as part of Azerbaijan. With Armenia now claiming 

that some territories, legally part of the Republic of Azerbaijan, are occupied 

by Azerbaijani forces, neither side wants to cede an iota of land to each other, 

prompting a range of other issues, such as the development of transport 

corridors and establishing authority over certain matters. A new issue that has 

emerged in Azerbaijan is the fact that the Lachin corridor is de jure part of 

Azerbaijan, but under the control of Russian peacekeepers; that is, an external 

force is controlling the movement of passengers and cargo in and out of 

Azerbaijan’s territory. These issues, concerning to the people of Armenia and 

Azerbaijan, place additional pressure on authorities, ultimately stalling some of 

the efforts that Pashinyan and Aliyev have agreed upon under the supervision 



 

 

of Russia. Looking forward, it is likely that Russia will have to mediate the 

discussion on border demarcation and delimitation at every step. As 

demonstrated by the signing of the ceasefire agreement and the deployment 

of peacekeepers, Moscow has substantial control over this issue and influence 

over the leaders of Armenia and Azerbaijan. In 2022, it will be crucial to watch 

Russia’s actions and attitude towards this issue, as it will certainly be the 

guiding force for any form of agreement or resolution. Both Armenia and 

Azerbaijan should promote the benefits of establishing a border to their 

populations. While naturally each side will have to compromise on various 

issues, the benefits of making steps toward the normalization of relations 

outweigh the continued isolation with a closed border.   
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