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A conversation with Elmar Mammadyarov 

H.E. Dr. Elmar Mammadyarov  
Foreign Minister of Azerbaijan  

Speaker 

Giji Gya  
Head of Office of the Deputy Director 

Geneva Centre for Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF)  

Moderator 

Elmar Mammadyarov has served as Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan 
since 2004. Mammadyarov was previously Ambassador of Azerbaijan to Italy and between 
1998-2003 served as Counsellor at the embassy of Azerbaijan to the USA. 
 
Mammadyarov began his career in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1991 as Director of Divi-
sion for State Protocol before serving as First Secretary in the Permanent Mission of the Re-
public of Azerbaijan to the UN in New York. In 1995 be returned as Deputy Director of the 
Department of International Organisations. 
 
Prior to his time in the MFA, Mammadyarov was an exchange scholar at Brown University in the Center for Foreign 
Policy Development. He holds a PHD in History from the Diplomatic academy of the MFA of the USSR and a degree 
from Kiev State University, School of International Relations and International Law. 

Giji Gya has been Head of the Office of the Deputy Director for DCAF since 2011. Gya also 
coordinates the Brussels office as Dr. Philipp Fluri’s deputy. 
 
She was previously Executive Director of ISIS Europe from 2007-2011, during which she cre-
ated the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) Mission Analysis Partnership, and was 
the editor of the European Security Review. Prior to moving to Europe, she worked for Inter-

national Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW) in Australia and consulted for the UN including the 
UN Mine Action Service in 2004 and UN Development Fund for Women in 2009. She was also Assistant Director of 
the Global Policy Forum in New York  in 2000-2001. 
 
Gya holds a Masters in International Development from RMIT University in Australia, and a degree in Public Policy 
and Management from the University of Melbourne. 
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Introduction 
 
Speaking to a packed Brussels audience, H.E. Dr. Elmar 
Mammadyarov, Foreign Minister of Azerbaijan, out-
lined the challenges and opportunities facing his coun-
try on the 20th anniversary of its independence. 
 
Chaired by Giji Gya, Head of Office 
of the Deputy Director for the Ge-
neva Centre for Democratic Control 
of Armed Forces (DCAF), the de-
bate ranged from internal matters 
of economic growth, energy and 
the fight against corruption to in-
ternational engagement in Afghani-
stan and tensions with Iran. When it came to the issue 
of Armenian occupation of the Azerbaijani territories, 
the Minister expressed a firm opinion that diplomacy 
remains Azerbaijan’s first and best option for address-
ing this long-term problem. 
 
Home affairs after 20 years of independence 
 
The Minister, noting healthy economic growth in Azer-
baijan over the past decade, was optimistic about the 
continued prosperity of the young Azeri nation. “In 20 
years of independence, my country has done a good 
job, not to only of becoming self sufficient, but of 
strengthening its institutions and human capital”, he 
declared. 
 
Energy issues have become a strong component of 
Baku’s economic strategy in this regard, with Azerbai-
jan’s strategic position at the fulcrum of Central Asian 
fields and European markets making pipeline invest-
ment a state priority. “This helps us a lot to build the 
economy, to make reforms, and invest more of the 
money coming from oil businesses into infrastructure 
projects - a priority for the government.” 
 

Indeed, the Minister maintained that Azerbaijan would 
not make the mistake of becoming a “single pillar” 
state, overly focused on energy revenue, rather than 
the education of its workforce and diversification of its 
economic activities. 
 
Questions came from the floor on Baku’s progress in 

dealing with allegations of state 
corruption, asking if this was a ma-
jor issue within the bureaucracy if 
it could cause foreign investment 
to stagnate. 
 
The Minister admitted that corrup-
tion is “an everyday fight”, and a 

difficult internal challenge. Nonetheless, he noted that 
“we have a special commission for this, and I do not 
think that it is hampering investments”. Affirming 
steady progress in this area, the Minister explained: “I 
don’t want to paint it as all good, there are problems. 
But realistically, the most important aspect is that we 
recognise it is an issue, an issue that needs to be seri-
ously addressed.” 
 
Foreign policy 
 
Turning to external relations, the Minister focused on 
Azerbaijani involvement in Afghanistan, where 154 
Azeri soldiers participate in NATO ISAF operations. Yet 
military forces alone cannot settle this difficult security 
issue. “What we must understand is that there is no 
single policy solution in Afghanistan”, he explained. 
Instead, Azerbaijan is engaged in a host of programmes 
in the war-torn country, from building up civil society 
to inviting Afghan officials to a diplomatic academy 
course. Azerbaijan has also become a key economic 
partner in the region. 
 
Perhaps most importantly, noting Azeri participation in 
the recent international conference on Afghanistan in 
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Bonn, the Minister avowed “a 
strong conviction” that the inter-
national community must continue 
to support the war-torn country 
beyond NATO’s 2014 pull-out. “I 
am absolutely sure the interna-
tional community, NATO, ISAF and 
all partners, should and must not 
leave Afghanistan alone”, he said. 
 
The discussion then moved on to regional tensions 
with Iran. Pascal Meunier, Senior Vice President of 
International Development for Thales asked, “What 
will your contribution be to finding a solution with 
Iran”, especially its increasing global isolation by the 
EU and US over alleged nuclear weapons programmes? 
 
To begin, the Minister explained that “strong connec-
tions with Iran” - where up to 30% of the country 
shares linguistic and cultural links with Azerbaijan - 
“provide us with access and bilateral agreements with 
which we try to build up more predictable and con-
structive relations with Iran.” This allows “personal 
connections” which perhaps elude European Ministers, 
the Minister indicated. 
 
Yet despite this, the Minister 
agreed that relations with Iran 
were not always easy. “Sometimes, 
there are different ideas and forces which cause quar-
relling between us”, he explained, “over how to deal 
with religious issues, or agreements on the use of the 
Caspian Sea”, for example. Yet over all, “we believe we 
can handle the situation” in a constructive manner. 
 
However, regarding the growing tension over Iran’s 
alleged nuclear ambitions, the Minister was firmly 
against the options currently being discussed in West-
ern capitals. “Seriously speaking, we are clear on one 
thing – we are not in favour of a military solution.” 

Claiming such a choice “could bring 
a humanitarian catastrophe” to 
the region, and “create a serious 
mess”, Baku stands fully behind 
ongoing UN and International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) di-
plomacy. “I think negotiations 
should go on, and that engage-
ment is one of the elements I be-
lieve can be extremely important 

for a solution.” 
 
The road to peace in the South Caucasus?  
 
Finally, a topic of some discussion was Baku’s “frozen” 
conflict with neighbouring Armenia, the result of pro-
tracted armed conflict in the early 1990s that today 
sees large swathes of territory under occupation. 
 
The Minister quoted a host of UN and international 
treaties and resolutions calling for Armenia to cede 
control of the occupied regions. Indeed, MEP Kirilov 
Evgeni Zahariev intervened to affirm the European Par-
liament had voted “conclusively” that Azerbaijan had 

the right to make these demands. The 
Minister was thus clear that only a full 
Armenian troop withdrawal from 
these territories could end this con-
flict, in his view. 

 
“We need to double or even triple our efforts to edu-
cate people that this is not the way a normal country 
can proceed”, he remonstrated. “That you cannot oc-
cupy the territory of another state, and that no-one is 
allowed to change the borders of a country through the 
process of ethnic cleansing.” 
 
However, the Minister was also clear that Azerbaijan 
neither desires nor prioritises a resumption of armed 
conflict to resolve this issue. “One single life of a soldier 

“We need to double or even triple our 
efforts to educate people that this is 

not the way a normal country can pro-
ceed”... “That you cannot occupy the 

territory of another state, and that no-
one is allowed to change the borders 
of a country through the process of 

ethnic cleansing.” 
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is too high a price compared to what we can do by 
peaceful means”, he avowed. Instead, he “hope[s] we 
can move and use diplomacy to reach this goal, as it is 
clear that there are enormous opportunities for the 
restoration of communities, and economic prosperity”. 
 
To this end, the Minister laid out some recent confi-
dence-building and “people to people” initiatives set up 
for Armenian and displaced Azeri civilians .. 

Yet ultimately the Minister felt that the “ball is in the 
Armenian court” on this issue. To relieve this tension, 
“decisions must be made by them”, he concluded. “We 
are simply trying to make proposals.”  
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For further information on SDA membership, contact us at: 

Tel: +32 (0)2 737 91 48 | E-mail: info@securitydefenceagenda.org 

The SDA gratefully acknowledges the generous support of the following governments: 
Belgium | Czech Republic | Finland | France | Italy | Netherlands 

Qatar | Romania | Russia | Sweden | Turkey | United States  | United Kingdom  
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