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Emerging debates over the Black Sea
It is my honour to address you from this rostrum today. I am very happy that today we are realizing the Harvard Black Sea Security Yerevan workshop together with the Institute for National Strategic Studies. I want to specifically express my gratitude to Dr.General Major Hayk Kotanjian and Dr. Sergei Konoplyov for co-organizing this even with me and the Armenian International Policy Research Group (AIPRG).  At approximately the same time I got acquainted with Sergei Konoplyov I was also introduced to a beer business manager named Serhiy with the surname Konoplenko. They both prefer to call and talk with friends over writing long emails. But due to the similarity of surnames when Sergei Konoplyov was calling me at the initial stage of organizing this lovely event, it was taking me a dozen or so seconds to discern that I am not going to talk about beer but about Black Sea Security!
I want to congratulate everyone here. As of last week Armenia has taken the helm of chairmanship of the Organization for Black Sea Economic Cooperation. For the six month term of this chairmanship I have no doubt Armenia will chair the organization in a successful manner.
AIPRG is a think tank involved in promoting debates over the Black Sea region, its concept and identity. In 2007, AIPRG was selected as a country consultant for an Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) publication. It was called the Black Sea and Central Asia Economic Outlook (BSECAO). It investigated how countries in Black Sea and Central Asia regions respond to the double challenge of integrating into the global economy and improving domestic welfare through the creation of more and better jobs. The launch of the final report will take place in June 2008. The AIPRG input regarding Armenia’s chapter in that study is crucial.

Beyond the economic scope, we covered the strategic aspects of Black Sea studies. Since ancient times of the great Greek colonization of the Black Sea coastline 2700 years ago, through the middle ages, the map from which period is here in front of you (from 15-16th century) up until now adventurers, statesmen and scholars have attempted to understand this region which, subject to varying interpretations, perceptions or misperceptions, unites or divides differing civilizations and political systems.
The identity of the Black Sea Region, however, has always been subject to various understandings, and in the last few years we have seen the concepts of the “Wider Black Sea” or the recent initiative of the EU called “Black Sea Synergy” emerging. But we need to understand the impeding factors that have so far hindered the economic, political and social integration in the area of the Black Sea region. This was the reason why AIPRG organized a security conference on the “Wider Black Sea Perspectives for International and Regional Security” this January. We had several revered guests in that event and in two days we debated over the security challenges facing the region. That event was rewarded by the attendance Mr. Peter Semneby, EU Special representative to the South Caucasus and that of Mr. Matthew Bryza, US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State, who wished to attend this event until at the very last moment his visit was not possible. The conclusion we reached was that the existing conflicts and tensions between the states around the Black Sea do not allow the region develop in a natural way. The Georgian-Russian conflict, Armenian-Azerbaijani tensions, non-existence of diplomatic relations and existence of close borders between Turkey and Armenia, unstable political situation in most of the post-Soviet republics around the Black Sea are all factors that prevent the regional development in this part of the world. 
Hence conflict resolution efforts and successful and linear democratization through reforms and implementation of those reforms are necessary ingredients for the healthy functioning of the Black Sea Region. Otherwise we would witness recurring conflicts, unjustified loss of lives, confronting alliances, and most dire of all, a rise of “illiberal democracies” as Fareed Zakaria would like to call failed democracies. Also, regional projects can not be called regional per se if they are aimed at excluding one or two states from that region, if they specifically circumvent this or that state in order to politically and economically weaken that state. Regionalism can not be reached through isolationism. This is an unhealthy mentality and can bring no long-term benefits to the region in totality. Indeed no nation can or should be forced to make this or that strategic choice, neither can a people’s right to self determination be crushed by force. 
But when one studies the Black Sea Synergy’s main cooperation areas, it would be hard to neglect the fact that in several of those areas Armenia, for natural or for political reasons, has no participation at all (energy, transport, maritime security and environment, fisheries). Almost in half of the areas notified in the Black Sea Synergy concept Armenia has no participation. This concept though gave ‘democracy, respect for human rights and good governance’ and ‘the “frozen” conflicts’ priorities (respectively being the first and third main cooperation areas out of thirteen).

The ‘Report on the First Year of the Implementation of the Black Sea Synergy’ makes it clearer that those areas that do immediately concern the littoral states of the Black Sea have been more successful and have gone further up in the list (such as environment, maritime policy and fisheries, energy, transport being the top four areas) of priorities pushing back those that were of foremost importance in the concept (such as democracy, respect for human rights and good governance (9th) and “frozen conflicts” (being 10th out of 10). Thus, long term regional strategic issues (such as the conflict resolution and democratization) gave way to geographical expediency issues in the Black Sea Synergy. Whereas Armenia is not a Black Sea littoral country geographically, it has no Black Sea identity as such, it feels more alienated from this project. No wonder that in Armenia discussions on the Black Sea Synergy are not so common or I would say, quite rare, which is an indicator of this estrangement. Surely I would encourage the Armenian official representatives from government to elaborate on this issue further.

I am happy to see representatives from almost all Black Sea countries present in our event. I am happy to see Ms. Deniz Cakar, MFA representative from Turkey as well and wish her an unforgettable stay in Yerevan. It is indeed unfortunate that representatives from Azerbaijan were not able to attend this event. Nevertheless I hope that the level of discussion would be as high as it has always been.

Finally, I would like to thank the US Embassy (Ambassador Yovanovitch and Deputy Charge of Mission Joseph Pennington) for their fantastic support in realizing this event, the Ministry of Defense and Minister General Seyran Ohanyan for embracing the initiative and supporting it by all possible means, as well as our long standing friends from Eurasia Foundation (and the USAID) and the NATO Public Diplomacy Division. 
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