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The Future of the Minsk Group in Nagorno-Karabakh 

*** 

 

The OSCE Minsk Group was formed in March 1992 in response to the hostilities in Nagorno-

Karabakh between Azerbaijani armed forces and ethnic Armenian militia. Its purpose is to 

propose and oversee a ceasefire and a peaceful settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 

The group is made up of 11 members and the OSCE Troika. The Minsk Group has officially 

stated that all agreements must be reached with the simultaneous consent of Azerbaijan and 

Armenia which also de facto represents Nagorno-Karabakh. Adoption and implementation 

of unilateral agreements are inadmissible. The OSCE Minsk Group has three co-chairs - the 

United States, Russia, and France. However, all three of them are members of the UN Security 

Council, which should further increase guarantee the implementation of the agreement 

reached with them. 

The conflict in Karabakh began in 1988. Although hotbeds of confrontation between 

Azerbaijan and Armenia have existed since 1918 and clashes have been taking place in 

Nagorno-Karabakh, the mixed population of Karabakh in the Soviet Union still manages to 

coexist relatively peacefully. Peace in the region lasted until 1988 when a local government 

of Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO) appeals to the USSR Supreme Soviet to 

transfer the NKAO from the Azerbaijani SSR to the Armenian SSR. This failed attempt was 

not supported by the Soviet authorities as a fear of potential precedent was set, which could 

lead to separatist and irredentist movements throughout the Soviet Union. All of this 

resulted in massive demonstrations in both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The demonstrations 

were gradually followed by radical rhetoric, ethnic slurs, and finally pogroms. The conflict 

remained in a relatively passive phase until the end of 1991 when the NKAO held an 

independence referendum, followed by the abolition of the autonomy status by official Baku. 

All of the above-ensued full-scale war in 1992. 

Despite several attempts, the ceasefire failed until 1994, when the Russian-initiated Bishkek 

Protocol was signed. In addition to a ceasefire, the document stated the demilitarization of 



Azerbaijani districts around Karabakh and the withdrawal of foreign troops, while the IDPs 

had to return home. Despite the signing of a document it was only partially enforced. The 

ceasefire was fragile, the refugees and IDPs did not return, and the seven districts around 

Karabakh were not demilitarized and did not leave by foreign or NKAO troops. On the 

contrary - militarization even more intensified after 1994. However, the agreement was still 

the first tangible attempt to stop the military phase of the conflict, which should pave the 

way for peace talks and solutions. 

Since 1994, the Minsk Group has been actively trying to resolve the conflict and propose 

peace plans. In 1997-1998 created three peace documents, which were never supported by 

both sides, the main reason for which was the mistrust between Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

Armenia was afraid of making any concessions. Official Yerevan perceives Baku as an 

untrustworthy political actor and in case of concession of some territories to Azerbaijan, a 

security dilemma would arise for Karabakh. In the absence of mutual trust, this dilemma 

would deepen and can lead the defensive or offensive actions. The second challenge was 

related to the existence of a precondition concerning the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan. 

Official Baku had previously stated that it would reject any proposal that violates 

Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. All the proposals put forward by the Minsk Group are 

intended to uphold the principle of territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, although it did not 

clearly define the legal status of the Nagorno-Karabakh and left room for speculation. 

From the Armenian side, the main precondition on the effective negotiations was the 

determination of the legal status of Nagorno-Karabakh and its international recognition. All 

of that should be acceptable to both Armenia and Karabakh. Without meeting this 

precondition, the Armenian and Karabakh armed forces refused to leave the seven occupied 

Azerbaijani districts around the NKAO. 

All these preconditions made effective negotiations even more difficult. However, the 

chances of negotiations in 1997-1999 and 2007-2009 became tangible when proposals put 

forward by the Minsk Group. The below presented article will be dedicated to the details of 

conflict resolution issues. 

 



The Package Proposal  

In June-July 1997, the co-chairs of the Minsk Group proposed the so-called Package Plan, 

which focused on the peaceful resolution of the conflict. Its first condition was to the 

warring parties that they renounce the use of force to resolve the conflict. Alongside this, 

the territories adjacent to Karabakh had to be completely demilitarized and the IDPs had to 

return to their places of residence, both inside and around the former Nagorno-Karabakh 

Autonomous Region. 

 

The plan also envisages the resumption of communication between the parties, the 

promotion of normalization of relations, and the deployment of an international 

peacekeeping mission. 

 

The second part of the proposal was about the definition of the status of the former 

Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region. The proposal stated that any decision on the legal 

status was to be supported by all parties at the same time and could not be determined 

unilaterally. In the proposal, some preconditions existed even before the legal status 

agreed between the parties: the restoration of autonomous status by Azerbaijan, the 

transfer of broad political rights to local authorities, the creation of symbols and attributes, 

and even a constitution for the Nagorno-Karabakh. Article X of the second part of the 

proposal defined the identity of the people of Nagorno-Karabakh “Citizens of Nagorno-

Karabakh have Azerbaijani passports with a special stamp indicating "Nagorno-Karabakh”. 

This meant the highest level of autonomy. 

 

Nevertheless, with the active opposition of the representatives of Nagorno-Karabakh, who 

had great political weight in Armenian politics, official Yerevan did not accept the plan. The 

reason was mistrust between the parties, potential destabilization after the return of IDPs, 

and dissatisfaction with the status of Nagorno-Karabakh.  

 

 



The Step-by-Step Plan 

The new proposal was submitted in September 1997 by the Minsk Group and called the Step-

by-Step plan. The idea from the name of the initiative meant the gradual liberation of the 

territories and the effective restoration of mutual trust. According to the plan, all parts of the 

Armenian army were returning within the internationally recognized borders of Armenia 

and demilitarizing the six districts around the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region 

except Lachin, which connected Karabakh with Armenia. Initially, Nagorno-Karabakh Armed 

Forces would maintain control over it. At the same time, the Azerbaijani units were moving 

away from the so-called line of contact, i.e. the de facto border of cessation of hostilities. The 

liberated Azerbaijani regions remained permanently demilitarized. 

The aspect of buffer zones was also important in the proposal - an international 

peacekeeping mission would be stationed on the administrative border of Nagorno-

Karabakh to control the border zone which would be depopulated. All this was to be followed 

by a second, peace phase, which meant restoring trust between neighboring states and the 

parties to the conflict, building and launching trade relations. At the final stage, the legal 

status of Nagorno-Karabakh was to be determined through negotiations. 

The proposal left open the issue of the return of Azerbaijani IDPs to the city of Shusha, and 

to the return of Armenian refugees to the Shuamyan district, which was controlled by 

Azerbaijan but was part of the Karabakh Autonomous Oblast during the Soviet era. The issue 

of the Lachin district and corridor also remained unresolved. And most importantly - the 

determination of the status of Nagorno-Karabakh was still vague. 

Although originally Armenian President Ter-Petrosyan backed the plan, as well as 

Azerbaijani President Aliyev, eventually the proposal failed because pro-Nagorno-Karabakh 

political forces in Armenia, led by Robert Kocharian, who was also the leader of the NK, 

ousted the president and seized power for himself. This event further aggravated the 

political situation and lead to deadlock in negotiations. Ter-Petrosyan's government 

understood that Armenia being held captive by the success of its war.  

The existence of a Turkish-Azerbaijani economic blockade and growing dependence on 

Russia implied strategic limbo for Yerevan. In oppose to this position Robert Kocharyan's 



government underlined the importance of maintaining Karabakh, therefore Step by Step 

plan was denied. Afterward talks to revitalize Package Proposal restarted, which may have 

been more or less acceptable to Nagorno-Karabakh, however, talks went nowhere. 

 

Common State 

The third proposal, known as the Common State, was put forward by Russia in the Minsk 

Group. The plan was to liberate all Azerbaijani districts around the former Nagorno-

Karabakh Autonomous Region except Lachin, which should initially be controlled by the 

Nagorno-Karabakh administration, although the area would eventually remain permanently 

demilitarized. The final determination of Lachin's status would have made later. 

The proposal called for the return of IDPs and internally displaced persons to both Shusha 

and Shaumiani districts. 

The main difference from previous proposals was the status of Nagorno-Karabakh. In the 

Common State plan, NK was granted the status of a republic within the de jure borders of 

Azerbaijan. NK would have security forces and police, could independently conduct cultural 

and social relations with any foreign entity and at the same time could participate in making 

of Azerbaijani foreign and internal politics. The Nagorno-Karabakh administration would be 

virtually independent to carry out the republic's internal affairs, and official Baku 

unilaterally could not change its legal status. 

According to the proposal, OSCE International Peacekeeping Mission would create a buffer 

zone around Nagorno-Karabakh that at the same time would be a no-fly zone and 

uninhibited by civilians. The official language of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic would be 

Armenian, and the second language - Azerbaijani. The Azerbaijani army and security forces 

would not be allowed to enter into NK without permission from Stepanakert. 

Official Baku would have a special representative in Stepanakert, and conversely, the 

Karabakh administration would have representatives in the Azerbaijani parliament and also 

into the executive branch. All of that would make communication and cooperation easier. 



In practice, the realization of this proposal would mean the establishment of a state within 

the state. Although the plan was actively supported by official Yerevan, Azerbaijan 

unequivocally refused to accept it. From Baku's point of view, this proposal is incompatible 

with its territorial integrity. 

After the failure of the Common State proposal, the negotiations between Azerbaijan and 

Armenia continued behind the scenes and were mainly related to the idea of a land swap. 

However, negotiations were suspended in 1999 after political destabilization and unrest in 

Armenia. 

 

Madrid Principles 

In 1999, an armed group invaded the Parliament of Armenia, killing the Prime Minister and 

Speaker. They wanted to destroy the liberal wing of the legislative body and stop 

negotiations with Azerbaijan. After this tragic event followed by political processes in 

Yerevan negotiations between Armenia and Azerbaijan on Karabakh did not resume until 

2002. At the 2002 Prague Conference, talks began on the liberation of the areas around 

Karabakh, and on the demilitarization of the Lachin and Kelbajar districts, which link 

Armenia to Karabakh. At the same time, IDPs were to return to their historic home places, 

and the final status of Karabakh was to be determined by free voting.  

 

Determining the legal status of Karabakh in terms of voting was unacceptable for official 

Baku, which is why the Prague talks did not move forward and were de facto postponed. In 

2007, the Minsk Group presented a new peace plan in Madrid, which in most cases was 

based on the principles established in Prague. The plan named after the city where 

presented - Madrid Principles which consisted following:  

1. The phasing out of the Armenian military unit from all areas around Karabakh; 

2. Demilitarization of all these liberated districts;  

3. Deployment of an international peacekeeping mission;  

4. Facilitate the reconstruction process and the peaceful return of IDPs;  

5. Determining the status of Karabakh through a referendum. 



 

The last condition was especially unacceptable for Azerbaijan, which brought the talks to a 

standstill. The self-determination in NK was opening the road to secession which was 

difficult to reconcile with the principle of inviolability of internationally recognized borders 

of Azerbaijan. 

 

The Madrid Principles were revised in 2009. The new amendment stipulates the 

requirement of withdrawal of Armenian troops from the five districts around Nagorno-

Karabakh. Two other districts - Lachin and Kelbajar - with which Armenia is directly 

connected to Karabakh, acquired the function of a corridor which is why Azerbaijani non-

military control over them did not take place immediately. The amended document also 

concludes the importance of granting temporary status to Nagorno-Karabakh, which 

ensures its security and self-government. The word referendum was replaced by the 

expression of the will of the people, which was to determine the final status of Karabakh 

after the population returned to their historic places of living. 

 

The agreement on the revised document also failed in 2010-11, as the Armenian side 

demanded more guarantees, while Azerbaijan saw the danger of violating its territorial 

integrity. 

 

Assessing the Activities of the Minsk Group and Its Future Role after the Second 

Karabakh War 

Azerbaijan does not have high confidence in the Minsk Group and its work. Several times 

there were statements from Baku regarded to the impartiality of the group co-chairs. As 

early as the first Karabakh war, Russia expressed indirect military support for Armenia, and 

since 1994, despite an internationally requested embargo, Russia has been supplying large 

quantities of arms to Armenia, most of which fall within the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Russia transferred weapons worth several billion dollars to Armenia in 1994-2018. 

However, the Kremlin also sold weapons to Azerbaijan, which increased the likelihood of the 

existing permanent tension and confrontation between the parties. 



In 1999 possible Russian links appear during the political unrest in Armenia, when an armed 

group broke into the parliament building ensued killings of high profile political figures and 

contributed to the disruption of the peace process. In 2005, Alexander Litvinenko, a former 

member of the Russian Security Forces, accused the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) to 

conducting of facilitating this event. 

Russia tried to prevent Azerbaijan and Armenia from withdrawing from its sphere of 

influence. Baku could deepen its ties with Turkey, and Armenia could get closer to the West. 

In the long run, Russia failed to foil Azerbaijan's plans to established military and political 

relations with Ankara. 

Besides, Russia has a military base in Armenia's city of Gyumri, which is the only legally 

established Russian military facility in the South Caucasus. At the same time, Armenia and 

Russia have political and military ties and the former always participate in military exercises 

planned by Russia. Moreover, due to Armenia's membership in the Russia-led Collective 

Security Treaty Organization, Russia's involvement in Armenia's security is particularly 

large. All this calls into question Russia's impartiality and makes it problematic for Baku. 

Azerbaijan has demanded an increase or replacement of the Minsk Group co-chairs, due to a 

significant number of Armenian Diasporas in Russia, France and the United States, which 

have noticeable influences over the regional or national level of within these countries. It is 

therefore difficult for any of these states to make a proposal that does not take into account 

the domestic political attitudes. At the theoretical level, Robert Putnam has well 

incorporated this reality into his two-level game theory. The theory asserts that every 

international negotiation also takes place in the context of the domestic political 

environment. 

During and after the Second Karabakh war in 2020, the role of France as a mediator was also 

problematic. France has a particularly large population of more than half a million 

Armenians and their political influences are high. During the earlier phase of clashes, 

president Macron condemns Turkey’s so-called "bellicose" stance on Nagorno-Karabakh, 

while both countries are members of the Minsk Group. Then the French Senate proclaimed 

and supported a non-binding resolution to call for recognition of the independence of 



Nagorno-Karabakh (Armenian: Artsakh), which gives the president the right to make a final 

decision. Afterwards, the Azerbaijani government appealed to the OSCE for the withdrawal 

of France from the co-chairmanship of the Minsk Group. Questioning of the impartiality 

diminishes the real effectiveness and potential of the Minsk Group.  

There has been no significant response from the US Presidential Administration and the 

State Department to the renewed conflict In Karabakh. It was only on October 23 when the 

US began to talk about the importance of negotiations between the two warring sides and 

initiate bilateral and trilateral talks. A ceasefire agreement reached by the US on October 26 

broke down within hours, to which President Trump assessed the disappointment. Also, it is 

important to note that before the negotiations Trump tweeted: "We're working with 

Armenia. We have a very good relationship with Armenia - they’re very good people, they’re 

so dedicated, they’re incredible people, and we’ll see what happens.” Even though nothing 

wrong is within this statement the timing was not ideal, especially before the negotiations.  

During the 2020 war, still presidential candidate Joe Biden criticized Azerbaijan for trying to 

resolve the conflict militarily and accused Turkey of inciting the warmongering. Moreover, 

Biden also made a statement against Russia, accusing it of supplying weapons and using 

mercenaries. And all this against the background that Turkey is a member of the Mink Group, 

while Russia is a co-chair. 

Finally, there is another important aspect - the conflict ended with the direct involvement of 

Russia and the deployment of its military units in the Karabakh. The Lachin corridor is also 

controlled by Russia at least five more years. All this gives Russia significant leverage against 

both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The Russian peacekeeping force was deployed in Karabakh 

not as part of the OSCE mission, but as a result of Russia-led negotiations. All this reduces 

the role of the Minsk Group in the conflict. At the same time, the representation of Turkey in 

the South Caucasus has increased, which completely changes the existing picture and the 

rules of the game. It is very likely that without the direct interest and acceptance of Turkey 

and Russia, OSCE Minsk Group's effective participation in the conflict resolution will be less 

possible. 



All of this creates a negative precedent, not just a region but for the world and further 

increases the chances of resolving conflicts by force.  
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