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CHAPTER 4: Environmental Issues: Conflict and Cooperation 

Potential for the Caspian Sea20 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Chapter 3 revisited classical functionalism via social constructivist insights to introduce the 

relevant theoretical and conceptual instruments (e.g., common technical issues, interconnection 

between issues, and the role and leverage of multiple actors). This chapter examines the Caspian 

Environmental Program (CEP) using the analytical insights arising from the revised 

functionalism.  

Before a credible process of discussion can begin, it is crucial first to provide a brief 

account of the environmental problems that are being addressed by the CEP. The first of these 

environmental problems is the fluctuation of water levels, because it incurs the risk of flooding. 

According to environmental studies, the fluctuation of sea levels is an important environmental 

issue in the Caspian Sea region (Firoozfar et al. 2012; Glantz and Zonn 1996; Nadim et al. 

2006). Research has shown that sea levels fluctuate depending on changes in the temperature 

and amount of water flowing in from rivers (Chen et al. 2017). The water that flows into the 

Caspian Sea comes from three rivers, the Volga, the Ural, and the Kura, but it is not directly 

connected to the world’s oceans, which makes it the largest landlocked body of water in the 

world (Firoozfar et al. 2012). The quantity and quality of water flowing in from these rivers 

play an important role in the fluctuation of the water level in the Caspian Sea (De Mora and 

Turner 2004). This is especially true of the water from the Volga as it constitutes 80 percent of 

the Caspian Sea’s water inflow (Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010, 28-29). According to the 

Tehran Convention Secretariat (2010, 36) report, the sea’s water level rose by about 24 cm per 

year between October 1992 and June 1995, but later it abruptly dropped. Currently, the water 

level is between 26 and 27 meters below oceanic sea levels (State of the environment of the 

                                                            
20 Some parts of chapter 4 (e.g., Table 1 and Table 2, section 4.1.3) were published in the Caucasus Analytical 

Digest in 2019. 
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Caspian Sea 2010). There is a risk of flooding in urban areas and damage to industrial 

infrastructure on land in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Dagestan (Chen et al. 2017). 

Land degradation is the second environmental issue facing the littoral states. There are 

several factors that cause severe land degradation in the Caspian Sea, namely, significant 

droughts, salinity, population growth, fluctuation in sea level, and industrial developments 

(Ascher and Mirovitskaya 2000; Villa 2014). Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan face the highest 

risk of desertification due to the high salinity of their soil, their irrigation system and their oil 

and gas industries (Akiner 2004).  

Another environmental problem is the loss of marine biodiversity, which has serious 

economic consequences for the coastal areas, where fishing is the only source of income 

(Shadrina 2007). The loss of marine biodiversity is the result of overfishing and water pollution 

(Van Uhm and Siegel 2016). Due to its isolation and its climatological as well as geographical 

characteristics (such as the salinity of its soil), the Caspian Sea has a unique ecological system, 

which comprises of approximately 400 different species of flora and fauna (Nadim et al. 2006). 

There are about 40 species of fish that are important to the local fishing industry, of which six 

are valuable sturgeon fish that have produced between 80 and 90 percent of the world’s caviar 

in the past (State of the Environment of the Caspian Sea 2010). However, because of water 

pollution and overexploitation, the breeding-stock of Caspian Sea sturgeon  has declined 

significantly since the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Van Uhm and Siegel 2016; Zonn 2001).  

Apart from leading to a loss of biodiversity, water pollution is also an ecological issue 

in itself (Blum 2002). Scholars have argued that there are several causes for water pollution, 

such as industrial development, demographic growth, and coastal cities (Karataeva 2014; Villa 

2014; Yablokov 2010). Furthermore, this pollution has intensified due to the increase of 

extraction and transportation of oil and natural resources, and the accompanying increase in 

industrial incidents, such as oil spills, in the Caspian Sea region (Karataeva 2014). Because of 

the scope and interconnectedness of these ecological issues, they are mostly beyond the 

economic, technical, political, and social capacities of a single state and cannot be addressed 

adequately by individual state efforts.  

In order to address the common ecological issues and to facilitate sustainable 

cooperation, the CEP was established as a regional umbrella program by the governments of 

the littoral states specifically by their Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources and 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs. It was established with support from international agencies (e.g., 

the United Nations Environmental Program, the Global Environment Facility, the United 
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Nations Development Program and the World Bank) in 1998. The program has developed 

common regional and national measures to address the ecological issues and to promote 

environmental agreement among the littoral states. In 2003, the CEP was given more gravity as 

the littoral states signed the first ecological and legally binding agreement: the Tehran 

Convention.  

The Tehran Convention serves as an overarching framework laying down the general 

requirements and the institutional mechanism for the protection of the marine environment of 

the Caspian Sea (The Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010, 8). Through it four concrete 

ecological protocols have been developed, which have all been signed by the littoral 

governments. On 20 July 2018, the governments of the littoral states organized an extraordinary 

meeting in Moscow, which ended with the signing of the fourth protocol (Trend, July 20, 

2018d). One month after this event, the governments of the Caspian littoral states met in Aktau 

for signing the Legal Status Convention, which includes agreements about the legal division, 

naval security and environmental protection of the Caspian Sea, and the division of fishing and 

natural resource extraction and transportation rights among the littoral states.  

Previous scholarship on the CEP has tended to emphasize its scientific aspects and 

environmental effectiveness over the program’s efficacy in addressing implicit non-

environmental issues. By incorporating the scientific aspects of the study in a functionalist 

perspective, this chapter will show that the technical environmental cooperation has helped 

create suitable conditions for finding mutually beneficial interests among the littoral 

governments. In other words, this chapter aims to show that the shared environmental resources 

are one of the starting points for the current cooperation in the Caspian Sea.  

By using the toolbox of revised functionalism (see chapter 3), this chapter highlights 

three aspects of environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea that have so far been omitted 

from research. First, this chapter illustrates the first attempt of the governments at technical, 

pragmatic and issue-specific cooperation. More concretely, it shows how common 

environmental issues challenged the individual littoral states and brought their respective 

governments under the CEP umbrella in 1998. In doing so, the chapter illustrates how issue-

specific and technical environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea has reduced the frequency 

and severity of regional conflicts and has built a feeling of security in the region.  

Second, this chapter shows who is behind this dynamic and what do they discuss. This 

helps to show and highlight the key actors besides states involved in shaping the Caspian Sea 

politics and how their preferences both political and economic, and networks affect the 
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capacity, opportunity and will of governments (e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to 

cooperate. Third, this chapter explains the link between low environmental politics and other 

issues such as the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea. In doing so, the chapter shows that 

the CEP is subject to a spillover effect in that it causes changes beyond its original scope. More 

concretely, it illustrates whether and how issue-specific environmental cooperation has created 

suitable conditions for signing the Legal Status Convention.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. Following the introduction, the second section gives a 

descriptive account of the evolution of the CEP and the Legal Status Convention. The third 

section outlines the New Great Game views on the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea and 

environmental issues in the region. The fourth section analyses the CEP and its relation to the 

Legal Status Convention from the functionalist perspective. The conclusion presents the 

chapter’s findings.  

 

 

2. The Caspian Environmental Program and the Legal Status 

Convention 
 

Before analyzing the CEP from a functionalist perspective, it is necessary to briefly describe 

the history of the CEP and the Legal Status Convention first. The following two sections include 

the necessary details of the processes leading to the inception of the CEP, the Tehran 

Convention, the signing of the environmental protocols and the signing of the Legal Status 

Convention. This will provide background information for a detailed discussion and 

comparison of views on the New Great Game with the functionalist explanations.    
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2.1. Starting Point: Environmental Cooperation  
The early 1990s were not the best times for the newly independent Caspian Sea states because 

aside from having to contend with ecological issues, the littoral states were at varying stages of 

economic hardship, political instability, regional conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh) and socio-

economic transition. The littoral states, in particular Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan 

were limited in their ability to tackle (costly) environmental issues because of the economic 

hardships (The World Bank, August 10, 2019). Figure 1 below illustrates the GDP of the 

Caspian littoral states in the 1990s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This difficult situation was also reinforced by disagreement over the legal division of the 

Caspian Sea and the exploitation of its undersea natural resources. However, considering the 

high cost of addressing ecological issues, insufficient technical capacities and bureaucratic 

difficulties, the governments (mostly the Ministries of Natural Resources and Environment and 

the Ministries of Foreign Affairs) realized that the ecological problems could not be solved in 

any other way than through joint efforts. In other words, the leaders of the Caspian Sea states 

recognized the necessity of environmental cooperation as a starting point for further regional 

collaboration.  

Iran undertook the first formal initiative in 1992 by proposing a regional organization 

among the Caspian countries for environmental protection (Blum 2002, 166). Several proposed 

frameworks followed from this initiative, but the idea of ecological cooperation did not move 

beyond an abstract discussion phase until 1994 because of two reasons. First, the environmental 

 

Figure 1: The GDP of the Caspian littoral states in the 1990s.  

Source: The World Bank 2019. 
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discussion was forestalled by the desire to extract oil and natural gas (Blum 2002, 166-167). 

That is to say, accessing oil and natural gas wealth had a higher priority for Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan. Second, the governments of the littoral states did not have the 

financial means, advanced technical equipment, knowledge or institutions necessary for 

addressing ecological issues. Because of this, negotiations were slow, as ecological issues did 

not form the highest priority for the five states. To address these issues, the littoral states sought 

the help of a number of international organizations. By adopting the Almaty Declaration in 

1994, the littoral states expressed their willingness to cooperate on environmental issues and 

sought financial and technical aid from the international community (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16).  

Following this, the struggle for regional environmental cooperation began to decrease 

by a joint response from the UNDP, the UNEP, the World Bank, and the GEF in 1995 (Global 

Environment Facility 1998, 15). The specific role of these actors will be discussed in detailed 

in the following sections. During a joint mission, the international actors and the governments 

of the littoral states agreed upon at the draft of the CEP (Global Environment Facility 1998, 

16). Three years later, in May 1998, the CEP was officially launched in Ramsar, Iran. Table 1 

below details the timeline of the environmental cooperation from 1994 until 2018.  
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Table 1: Timeline of the CEP and the Tehran Convention  

Source: Author’s own compilation. 

The CEP is an issue-specific program, designed to deal with shared ecological issues 

and create the necessary circumstances for environmentally sustainable development. It has 

brought a number of the Caspian Sea governments together under its umbrella, such as the 

Ministries of Ecology and Natural Resources and the Ministries of Foreign Affairs. The CEP 

has received support from the EU’s Technical Assistance for the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (TACIS) program and other organizations such as the International 

Maritime Organization (Blum 2002, 167). Besides these intergovernmental organizations, 

British Petroleum (BP) has supported the CEP as a private actor. An important example of this 

•The Almaty Declaration on Cooperation of the Environmental Protection

May 1994

•The draft version of the CEP, initiated by the World Bank, UNDP, and UNEP, was agreed. 

June 1995

•The official launching of the Caspian Environmental Programme

May 1998

•Tehran Convention was signed by the littoral states

November 2003

•Tehran Convention entered into force

August 2006

•First Conference of Parties Meeting in Baku, Azerbaijan

May 2007

•Second Conference of Parties Meeting in Tehran, Iran

November 2008

•Third Conference of Parties in Aktau, Kazakhstan. The Protocol Concerning Regional 
Preparedness, Response and Coperation in Combating Oil Pollution Incidents was signed.

August 2011

•Forth Conference of Parties Meeting in Moscow, Russia. The Protocol for the Protection of the 
Caspian Sea against Pollution from land-based sources and activities was signed

December 2012

•Fifth Meeting of the Conference of Parties in Ashgabat,Turkmenistan. The Protocol for the 
Conservation of Biological Diversity was signed. 

May 2014

•Extraordinary Meeting of the Conference of Parties in Moscow, Russia. The Protocol on 
Environmental Impact Assessment was signed.

August 2018
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support is that BP provided a grant of USD 150,000 for the establishment of the Caspian 

Environment Information Centre (CEIC) (Bernstein 2015). Besides financial support, BP and 

other partners shared a range of offshore and near-shore environmental data with the Caspian 

countries helping to establish the CEIC.   

The UNECE Environmental Performance Review (2004, 30) mentions that the policy, 

the legal and institutional framework, and the technical capacities left in place after the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union were not designed to address shared environmental issues. By 

the late 1990s, the governments of the littoral states still had outdated national data centres, 

poor national environmental programs, weak national legislation mechanisms and regulation, 

and old-fashioned monitoring equipment and laboratories according to the Global Environment 

Facility report (1998, 6-7). To address this the CEP assigned particular Thematic Centres to 

each of the littoral states so that each state can tackle specific material and non-material issues 

regarding natural resource protection and determine action plans addressing pollution, data 

management, biodiversity, and water level fluctuations. In 1998, a Program Coordinating Unit 

was established in Baku to oversee communication and policy development among the different 

governments. To show their support, the littoral governments have issued several statements to 

endorse the CEP and complied with its agenda (Blum 2002, 169). Table 2 enumerates the actors 

involved in the program.   

 

Table 2: List of actors involved in the CEP and the Tehran Convention.  

Source: Author’s own compilation. 

To structuralize the cooperation and in order to be able to address the ecological issues 

systematically, the CEP launched three phases. Its first phase was launched in 1998 and lasted 

until 2002. It helped the littoral governments to establish suitable ecological mechanisms. This 

included: (a) developing  a regional coordination mechanism, (b) completing a Transboundary 

•Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 
Russia, IranStates

•the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF, the World 
Bank, the Thran Convention Secretariat IGOs

•BP
Private 
Actors
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Diagnostic Analysis (TDA) of the priority of environmental issues, (c) formulating and 

endorsing the Strategic Action Programme (SAP) and (d) adopting the National Caspian Action 

Plans (NCAPs) (the UNECE Environmental Performance Review 2004, 102). To implement 

these ecological plans, the CEP launched its second phase in 2003, which finished in 2007. This 

phase aimed to strengthen the governments’ legal and policy-related mechanisms and foster the 

discussions and adaptation of environmental documents of the first phase.  

The second phase thus led to the adaptation of the action plans, which created a clear 

pathway to the first legally binding framework in the CEP. In 2003, the governments of littoral 

states signed the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the 

Caspian Sea (referred to as the Tehran Convention) after a complex and politically sensitive 

bargaining process. It entered into force in 2006 after being ratified by the five littoral states. 

The Tehran Convention is an important success because the environmental program became 

the first regional and legally binding agreement between the littoral states. The Convention sets 

out to the basic principles and rules of international environmental law relating to the protection 

of the environment, including provisions concerning prevention, reduction and regulation of 

pollution, as well as protection, preservation and restoration of the marine environment (Janusz-

Pawletta 2015, 2005).     

Besides the general ecological duties, the Tehran Convention includes four concrete 

environmental protocols. These are (1) the Protocol on the Conservation of Biological 

Diversity; (2) the Protocol on the Protection of the Caspian Sea against Pollution from Land 

based Sources and Activities; (3) the Protocol concerning Regional Preparedness, Response 

and Co-operation in Combatting Oil Pollution Incidents and (4) the Protocol on Environmental 

Impact Assessment in a Trans-Boundary Context (Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010). The 

Secretariat and Conference of Parties (COP) were established under the Tehran Convention to 

further the environmental discussions, protocols and national action plans. They have become 

the main supervisory bodies of the Convention. The key purpose of the COPs is to continue 

ordinary meetings at regular intervals. Experts from different governments regularly meet 

outside of COP meetings to discuss the technical aspects, specific issues and find common 

points. In this sense, COP always oversees the final meeting which governments officials attend 

to sign final documents. To implement these ecological plans, the CEP launched its third phase 

in 2008, which concluded in 2012. 
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Since 2006, the CEP has organized six successful COPs (see Table 1), with the seventh 

one to take place in 2019 in Baku, Azerbaijan. Throughout this time, the littoral governments 

have discussed and signed the four protocols of the Tehran Convention as they were required 

to by the IGOs. The last protocol was signed in July 2018 one month earlier than the signing of 

the Legal Status Convention. Currently, the littoral governments and the IGOs are busy with 

the ratification and implementation of the protocols. The following section will describe the 

history of the legal status of the Caspian Sea.  

 

 

2.2. The Long Journey to the Legal Status Convention  
 

During the Cold War, the Caspian Sea was legally divided among two littoral states: the Soviet 

Union and Iran, and this division was based on a series of bilateral agreements. For example, 

Iran and the Soviet Union signed a Treaty of Friendship on 26 February 1921, which guaranteed 

the right to fish and the freedom of navigation in the Caspian Sea for ships flying under the flag 

of either of these states (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). On 25 March 1940, Russia and Iran signed a 

Navigation Agreement, which consolidated their rights and obligations regarding navigation, 

for military purposes as well as for fishing, in the Caspian Sea as it eliminated extra fees and 

offered the equal treatment of all vessels operating under the flag of either state (Zonn 2001).  

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the newly independent states Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan explicitly reaffirmed the validity of the treaties of 1921 and 

1940 by signing the founding treaty of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). They 

reiterated their adherence to these treaties on 20 December 1991 by signing the Alma-Ata 

Declaration (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). However, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan also 

questioned their legality because the treaties did not include the rights and interests of the newly 

independent states and they did not provide clear norms to regulate the division and extraction 

of mineral resources. Therefore, they argued that the Caspian Sea needs a new legal agreement 

that divides the rights, including the rights to natural resources, and obligations pertaining to 

the sea among the five littoral states. In light of this, the governments of the littoral states started 

bilateral and multilateral negotiations to decide whether it should be divided as a lake, a sea, or 

a condominium.    
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Azerbaijan supported the idea of treating the Caspian as a border lake (Garibov 2018). 

In this conception, the Caspian Sea would be divided into national sectors along the median 

line principle, which implies that all coastal states would have sovereignty over the biological 

resources, seabed, navigation, water column, and surface of the Caspian Sea (Janusz-Pawletta 

2015). Kazakhstan’s position was similar to Azerbaijan’s position but favored defining the 

Caspian as an enclosed sea detailed in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNICLOS). This would mean that only the seabed and its resources would be divided among 

the littoral states along the middle line. However, Russia and Iran held the view that the Caspian 

Sea should be understood as a condominium (Liakopoulou 2018). Turkmenistan initially 

supported this view but its position changed over time due to internal political changes. Under 

the condominium status, a border sea can be under the joint political authority of all coastal 

states, which are equally sovereign in the sea (Janusz-Pawletta 2015, 2005). This means that 

the littoral states would not be able to undertake individual action in managing their own natural 

resources. In other words, the condominium status would enable Russia and Iran to preserve 

their position of dominance in managing and exporting resources from the Caspian Sea.  

In order to end the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea to everyone’s satisfaction, 

the littoral states started negotiations in 1992. From 1992 to 1996 the states held five meetings 

with the deputy foreign ministers of the states, three expert meetings and a number of bilateral 

and trilateral meetings, where they discussed issues specific to the two or three countries in 

attendance (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). As a result of one of the Meeting of Ministers of Foreign 

Affairs of the Littoral States, held in Ashgabat in November 1996, the parties established an ad 

hoc working group tasked with developing the Legal Status Convention (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26, 2019). The governments of the littoral states organized more 

than 50 meetings of the ad hoc working group. In order to find common position, the Caspian 

states held consultations on a regular basis in various formats. Table 3 shows the timeline of 

legal status discussion from 1992 until 2018 which can be conferred with the outline of the 

negotiation process for the CEP in table 1.  
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Table 3: Timeline of the Convention on the Legal Status  

Source: Author’s own compilation 

As illustrated by table 3, a number of bilateral and trilateral agreements and protocols 

were signed between Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Russia for delimitation of the Northern part 

of the Caspian Sea between 1998 and 2004. It is argued that internal political changes in Russia, 

the firm position held by Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan and the investments of international 

energy companies were the main factors that moved Moscow to change its position in the early 

2000s (Liakopoulou 2018). Because of this, Russia signed bilateral and then trilateral 

agreements both with Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan between 1998 and 2003. However, these 

agreements were protested and not recognized by Iran and Turkmenistan.    

•The first stage of the negotiation was launched 

September/October 1992

•Ad hoc Working Group was established in the Almaty Conference 

May 1995

•Russia and Kazakhstan signed the first bilaterial agreement regarding division of the seabed of the relevant 
sectors of the Caspian Sea.

July 1998

•Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan signed a delimitation agreement.

November 2001

•The first Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Ashgabat.

April 2002

•The North Caspian region was delimited by the signature of a treaty between Azerbaijan and Russia on 
delimitation of adjacent areas on the Caspian seabed. 

September 2002

•Trilaterial agreement between Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan-Russia on the Convergence Point of the delimitation 
lines of the Adjacent Areas of the Caspian Seabed

May 2003

•The second Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Tehran. 

October 2007

•The third Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Baku. The Agreement on Security Cooperation 
in the Caspian Sea was signed. 

November 2010

•The fourth Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Astarkhan.

September 2014

•The agreement between the Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan on Delimitation of the Seabed of the Caspian Sea 
was signed

December 2014

•The fifth Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Aktau. The Convention on the Legal Status 
of the Caspian Sea was signed. 

August 2018
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The Presidents of the five Caspian littoral states met for the first time in 2002 in 

Ashgabat, Turkmenistan. During this First Caspian Summit, the littoral states agreed not to use 

force to solve the legal issue. However, the meeting ended without a joint communique, and 

the leaders did not make any decision on the regulation of natural resources (Radio Free Europe, 

April 24, 2002). Five years later, the Second Caspian Summit took place in Tehran, Iran, which 

led to the signing of a joint declaration (Pritchin 2019). The declaration acknowledged the 

sovereign rights of the littoral states in relation to the Caspian Sea and natural resources, and it 

asserted that only the littoral states can station their military vessels in the sea (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26 2019). In 2010, the Caspian Sea leaders met at the 

Third Caspian Summit, which was held in Baku, Azerbaijan. The summit was successful as the 

Presidents signed a joint statement and the Agreement on Security Cooperation in in the 

Caspian Sea (Kremlin, November 18, 2010). It was the second shared agreement that was 

signed after the Tehran Convention. Garibov (2018) argues that the littoral states moved one 

step forward because Iran softened its position to some extent. According to Garibov (2018) 

Iran became inclined to pursue a more amicable  relationship with the other littoral states and 

softened its position due to US sanctions, international isolation and Hasan Rouhani’s election 

as president of Iran in 2013. 

Four years later, the five leaders of the littoral states met in Astrakhan, where they signed 

another joint statement. More specifically, at the Fourth Caspian Summit, the parties also signed 

the Agreement on Conservation and Rational Use of the Aquatic Biological Resources of the 

Caspian Sea, the Agreement on Cooperation in Emergency Prevention and Response in the 

Caspian Sea and the Agreement on Cooperation in the Field of Hydrometeorology of the 

Caspian Sea (Kremlin, September 29, 2014). The five leaders also agreed to the creation of 

exclusive economic zones of 25 square miles, subject to exclusive sovereign rights. In the same 

year, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan signed a bilateral agreement on the delimitation of the 

bottom of the Caspian Sea, which is similar to the previous trilateral agreement between 

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Russia (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26, 

2019). On May 20 2018, the 52nd meeting of the ad-hoc working group took place in Astana, 

where a draft of the final document was agreed upon. Three months later, the leaders of the 

littoral states signed the Legal Status Convention at the Fifth Caspian Summit in Aktau, 

Kazakhstan, on 12 August 2018 (Kremlin, August 12, 2018). It is the third agreement that has 

been signed by all the littoral states after 22 years of negotiations.   
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The Legal Status Convention includes the previous documents signed by the littoral 

states, such as the Tehran Convention’s protocols and the Agreement on Security Cooperation. 

More concretely, if the littoral states would want to construct an undersea pipeline, they would 

need to meet the requirements of the Tehran Convention (see Article 14). Additionally, no naval 

forces other than those belonging to the littoral states are allowed in the Caspian Sea (see Article 

3). The agreement does not clarify whether it is a sea or lake, however, nor does it include a 

delimitation of the seabed, which still requires additional negotiations between the littoral states 

(see Article 8 of the Convention).21  

 

 

3. The New Great Game Explanation for the Caspian 

Environmental Cooperation and the Legal Status Convention 
 

Chapter 2 introduced the general picture and arguments of a New Great Game. However, to 

make the discussion more concrete and easy-to-follow, it is necessary to introduce specific 

arguments of the New Great Game literature with regard to the uncertain legal status of the sea 

and the ecological issues. This section therefore illustrates whether and how the New Great 

Game literature mentions and explains the above-mentioned environmental issues, the process 

of cooperation and the signing of the Legal Status Convention. This will also help to contrast 

the functionalist perspective with the arguments of the New Great Game literature.  

According to the relevant scholarship, the essence of the competition is the West’s 

attempt to create an uninterrupted flow of natural resources from the Caspian Sea to the Western 

energy markets by eliminating Russian and Iranian monopoly over transportation routes (Alam 

2002; Karasac 2002; Kubicek 2013; Labban 2009; Monshipouri 2016; Uddin 1997). In light of 

this, the literature has depicted both the environmental issues and the uncertain legal status as 

important tools for Russia and Iran to prevent transportation of natural resources.   

The relevant academic works from the early 2000s argued that the uncertain legal status 

of the sea is one of the main reasons for the military advancement in the region and naval 

                                                            
21 This chapter does not provide the legal explanation of the agreement but there are a number of works in 

existence that comprehensively address the legal status of the Caspian Sea (e.g., Janusz-Pawletta 2015; 

Zimnitskaya and Geldern 2011).  
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competition between the littoral states (Alam 2002; Cohen 2002; Haghayeghi 2003; Lelyveld 

2001). In July 2001, for example, an Iranian naval vessel forced two British owned oil 

exploration ships (BP-Amaco), that were jointly run by Azerbaijan, away from a disputed area 

in the Caspian Sea. At the time, local and international experts argued that this dispute between 

Azerbaijan and Iran may reach the point of employing military means (Alam 2002; Cohen 2002; 

Haghayeghi 2003; Lelyveld 2001; Yusin 2005). 

A year later, the littoral states met in Ashgabat for the First Caspian Summit in 2002. 

The relevant scholarship interpreted this summit as a failure since Russia announced military 

exercises in the Caspian Sea after the summit (Cohen 2002). It was argued that the military 

exercises were designed to show Russia’s muscle and to put pressure on Iran (Cohen 2002; 

Torbakov 2002). A few months later, Azerbaijan and Russia signed a bilateral agreement on 

the delimitation of the North Caspian Sea, which was criticized and rejected by Iran (Feifer 

2002). Similarly, Alam (2002, 22) argued that “there are two burning issues in the Caspian Sea 

Basin—the legal status of the Caspian Sea and the ethnic conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh). 

These two sensitive issues can at any time jeopardize the security of the region. Thus, these 

issues should be properly and carefully resolved.” In the same vein, Haghayeghi (2003, 36) 

claimed “Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan have small naval forces but are increasing 

them as the legal status of the Caspian continues to be contested.” Overall, due to these 

geopolitical issues, bilateral and trilateral agreements, the relevant literature has depicted the 

uncertain legal status of the sea as a threat to the regional stability and transportation of natural 

resources in the Caspian Sea region.  

Similar to the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea, it has been argued that ecological 

issues are an important pressure tool for Iran and Russia to obstruct the potential exploration of 

oil and natural gas fields in the Caspian Sea (Anceschi 2019; Garibov 2018; Gurbanov 2018; 

Ismayilov 2019; Ismailzade 2006; Pritchin 2019). For example, Nuriyev (2015) argues that Iran 

and Russia use the existing environmental concerns to block or hinder crude oil shipping and 

the construction of pipelines between Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. 

Although the littoral states signed the Legal Status Convention on 12 August 2018, the 

(neo)realist line of argumentation has not been changed. Considering the recent legal 

agreement, a number of scholars have argued that Russia and Iran have intentionally included 

environmental articles (see Article 3, 11, 14) in the agreement to be able to veto and/or disrupt 

the possible natural gas pipeline connection between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan (Anceschi 
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2019; Garibov 2018; Gurbanov 2018). According to Garibov (2018, 193), Russia and Iran have 

used environmental concerns to halt the construction of the Trans Caspian Pipeline (TCP) for 

about two decades and the wording of the convention seems to leave room for debate about the 

“requirements and standards for the pipeline.” This view is shared by Anceschi (2019) who 

argues that the convention does not satisfy environmental conditions for the construction of the 

TCP project. The convention provides Russia and Iran with extensive environmental 

monitoring powers, which they use to influence the construction of any transport infrastructure 

sidelining Russia or Iran (Anceschi 2019). In the same vein, Ismayilov (2018, 9), claims that 

“Russia and Iran have used environmental requirements in the past and could use them to 

oppose the TCP in the future.”  

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, caviar has been an important source of 

income for the Caspian Sea states. It has been claimed that “sturgeon of the Caspian Sea produce 

has been the source of most of the caviar in global trade from wild stocks historically” 

(TRAFFIC Report 2018, 13). Russia and Iran are still the largest caviar producers and exporters 

among the Caspian Sea states (Van Uhm and Siegel 2016). Considering the current biodiversity 

issues, it is also claimed that there is a real possibility that popular anger over accumulating 

environmental problems and disasters might turn into a significant channel for the expression 

of political discontent. By exaggerating the ecological issues, it is even claimed that they might 

lead to a Great Caviar Game in the Caspian Sea.  According to Shadrina,  

“we can clearly trace a link between regional security and the exploitation of 

aquatic bio-resources. The struggle over these resources could escalate into a 

conflict between the countries of the Caspian region or could evolve into a 

sturgeon war (2007, 56).”  

Considering these arguments, it can be seen that the relevant literature does not 

recognize the difference between the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea and the signing 

of the legal agreement, because Russia and Iran are depicted as the only ones to profit from 

both situations. Additionally, the relevant literature does not show an awareness of the history 

of environmental protocols leading up to the signing of the legal agreement (see Table 1). There 

are two possible explanations for this ignorance. First, the scholarship is not aware of the CEP 

and the Tehran Convention and does not recognize their added value in high politics. Because 

of this, the role of ecological issues and protocols are underestimated in the relevant debate. 

Second, the environmental issues also include politics because they might affect the exploration 
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of natural resources, therefore the New Great Game literature does not expect environmental 

cooperation and/or their institutionalization. Since the literature does not recognize the 

evolution of the Tehran Convention and the CEP, it fails to explain when, why and how 

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan agreed with the environmental protocols. It also fails 

to explain if ecology is a tool for Russia and Iran, why the three littoral states have signed the 

legal agreement. As a result, the literature produces a redundant picture of the Caspian Sea. 

 

 

4. Discussion: A Functionalist explanation for Environmental 

Cooperation 
 

 

Drawing on insights from a revised functionalist framework, this section analyses the three core 

aspects of the CEP. First, in contrast to insights derived from a geopolitical literature, this 

section shows that cooperation on environmental issues has functionalist characteristics for 

many of the actors involved (e.g., governments, private actors, intergovernmental, and non-

governmental organizations), which enables them to achieve their diverse and interconnected 

purposes. In this sense, this section explains and highlights the various actors’ significant 

contributions, such as economic leverage, networks and technical expertise, and how these have 

influenced the process of cooperation in detail. Second, this section shows that despite 

geopolitical uncertainty, the environmental cooperation has created suitable conditions for 

finding common interests and for constructing new ways of working together between the 

governments of the littoral states, such as the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and the Ministries 

of Ecology and Natural Resources. Finally, this section illustrates that the CEP has encouraged 

the governments of the littoral states to establish cooperation on other common issues namely, 

the legal status of the Caspian Sea. More concretely, it shows complex interconnection between 

the CEP and the Legal Status Convention.   
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4.1. Economic Leverage, Networking and Technical Expertise 
 

4.1.1. Economic Leverage  

 

The first important point that needs to be highlighted is economic contributions of the UNEP, 

UNDP, GEF and the World Bank made to the governments because of the CEP. As argued in 

revised functionalism, international organizations offer the government of a target states 

positive incentives (e.g., financial support) on the condition that the government accepts and 

complies with their requirements (Delmas and Young 2009; Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). In 

the 1990s, it was not in the interest of the all littoral states to address the shared environmental 

issues because of the uncertain geopolitical situation and internal political and economic 

transitions. However, with the strong financial help of the intergovernmental organizations, it 

was possible to start with solving the technical ecological problems impeding cooperation. 

More specifically, the economic assistance and benefit of participating in the CEP brought the 

governments to the bargaining table. 

As mentioned above the GEF, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank were the key 

actors that accepted the invitation of the littoral states. In June 1995 they presented the draft of 

the CEP, which includes a comprehensive environmental reform package (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16).  In order to receive the financial and technical support, the littoral states 

accepted the reform package and restated their invitation in Tehran (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16). Three years later, the CEP was officially established. The GEF, the UNEP, 

the UNDP and the World Bank have invested more than USD20 million over the three phases 

of the CEP (Lenoci 2012). This financial support enabled these actors to put pressure on the 

governments of the littoral states to discuss and sign the regional environmental policies, which 

the governments of the littoral states complied. For example, the Caspian Sea governments 

accepted a new environmental framework, such as the National Environmental Action Plan 

(NEAP) and the Strategic Action Plan (SAP). Later, the NEAP guided institutional changes in 

Azerbaijan, which led to the establishment its new Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources 

in 2001 (Lenoci 2012).   

Another important consequence of the economic support is the Tehran Convention, 

which was signed in November 2003 as a result of a complex and politically sensitive 

bargaining process. It was a remarkable achievement because in July 2001 a dispute had arisen 

between the Iran military vessel and BP Azerbaijan over the exploration of natural resources. 
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A year later, Russia held a military exercise in the Caspian Sea. In May 2003, Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan and Russia signed a trilateral agreement on the Caspian seabed, which was 

protested by Iran and Turkmenistan (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). Despite the complex geopolitical 

obstacles, the five littoral states signed the first legally binding common agreement, namely the 

Tehran Convention. The signing of the Tehran Convention was successful because it created 

conditions for the governments of the littoral states to continue to work together in addressing 

their common problems. According to an expert from the CEP,  

“in the early 2000s it created hope because even Turkmenistan, which is 

known for its isolationist policy and disagreement with Azerbaijan, signed 

one week after the convention. Turkmenistan waited and sent the Minister of 

the Environment a week later to sign the agreement after the four other 

Caspian Sea states signed (Interview, October 16, 2017).”  

To keep the five governments in the negotiations, the international actors have continued to 

finance the environmental projects. By 2006, the Caspian littoral states ratified the Convention 

and it entered into force on the 12th of August 2006, which was the most significant step for the 

CEP (Villa 2014). The fast ratification of the Convention confirmed that there was willingness 

and commitment among the governments of the littoral states to work together and to include 

environmental concerns in their planning of future development. 

By financing the CEP projects, the international community aimed to persuade the 

governments of the littoral states to sign and ratify the four protocols of the Tehran Convention. 

Because of this, the littoral governments have signed the four protocols and ratified one of them 

(the Aktau Protocol) and signed a number of crucial documents, such as the Strategic 

Convention Action Plan (SCAP) since 2003. According to Kvitsinskaia (2009), the approval of 

the SCAP allowed the COP-2 to launch an important tool to help achieve the national and 

regional goals of the Tehran Convention for a period of ten years. According to a former expert 

from the CEP:  

“as long as the money is paid by someone else, they are willing to work 

together to address the ecological issues. Therefore, financial support from 

international organizations was one of the incentives that encouraged the 

governments to talk to each other and cooperate (Interview, October 16, 

2017).”  
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The governments of the Caspian littoral states know that if they stop cooperating, the 

economic support and benefits will likely be suspended (Bernstein 2015). Since the 

governments of the littoral states accepted the financial contributions from the World Bank, the 

UNEP, the UNDP, and the GEF, they are required to comply with environmental reform 

packages, sign environmental protocols, policies, and action plans and need to work together in 

order to receive these contributions (Lenoci 2012). This is the case because if the decision-

making is blocked or suspended by the governments, these organizations will not see any reason 

to keep investing their economic resources for further developments. In this regard, it can be 

argued that the CEP has facilitated suitable conditions for stabilizing the relations among the 

governments because these international organizations have made stable cooperation a 

prerequisite for providing essential services (economic, technical, and administrative). 

By using financial grants international organizations have pushed the governments of 

the littoral states to work together to address their ecological issues. More specifically, these 

actors used their economic leverage to ensure the compliance of the governments with the 

Tehran Convention. For example, while the main discussants are the representatives of the 

governments, these meetings have been organized, monitored and guided through the 

systematic support of the UNEP (Villa 2014). One interviewee said that “if UNEP had not been 

in a position to support the (Interim) Secretariat, the governments would not have come to the 

table. These days it is even difficult to bring together local institutions within a country. But the 

UNEP has managed to bring different governments from five Caspian Sea states together 

(Interview, August 22, 2018).”  

However, following the third phase of the CEP, the IGOs started to decrease their 

financial support as the littoral states had started to generate significant financial income from 

their natural resources (Bernstein 2015). Additionally, two of the Caspian littoral states (Iran 

and Russia) are under constant international sanctions, which also implicitly influenced the 

decision of international financial organizations. An expert from one of the sponsor 

organizations highlighted that “direct sanctions against two of the Caspian Sea states make it 

difficult to find financial sponsors or receive international grants.” Third, there are also 

bureaucratic difficulties. According to an expert from the Ministry of Natural Resources of Iran 

“to increase the budget of this program each government needs to propose this issue to their 

Ministry of Finance and then to their Parliament, which is a long process. Due to this issue, the 

Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources of the Caspian Sea states are reluctant to 

do this.” This means that when evaluating the CEP and/or the actions of the governments of the 
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Caspian littoral states, it is necessary to include local, global and regional dimensions and their 

interrelatedness in the broader discussion because they mutually influence each other.  

 

4.1.2. Networking and Socialization under the CEP   

 

Besides economic benefits, another contribution of the CEP is the facilitation of international 

and regional networking among diverse interest groups. In doing so, it has created suitable 

conditions for socialization amongst the government officials and experts involved, which 

improved chances of success.  

First, after getting involved in the program, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank 

utilized their strong networks and lobbing capabilities to attract more financial support and 

mitigate economic risks (Global Environment Facility 1998, 1-2). For example, the World Bank 

received start-up funding for the CEP from the Japanese government and the EU/TACIS 

program in 1998 (Blum 2002, 167). Additionally, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank 

have used their privileged international positions, lobbying power and political capacity to gain 

support from different groups, such as Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the private sector (e.g., BP) (Lenoci 2012, 34). In this way, 

the organizations have brought different kinds of necessary resources and expertise to the table. 

Along with the governments of the littoral states, they have been actively involved in addressing 

technical, political and economic problems and they have conducted joint projects to facilitate 

the work of different stakeholders. For example, the CEIC was developed by GRID-Arendal 

with the financial support of BP in 2012 (Bernstein 2015). The CEIC is based on a network of 

collaborating institutions in Caspian littoral states, most importantly governments, ecological 

monitoring stations, actors from the private sector and NGOs. It provides these parties with an 

online collaborative information-sharing tool, making it easier to collaborate on environmental 

issues and to share information. It was recognized as an important collaborative tool by the 

governments of the littoral states at the COP5 meeting Ashgabat in 2014 (Tehran Convention 

Secretariat/COP6 2018a, 1). 

Second, the UNEP has helped the Secretariat to organize the six COPs, regional projects 

(e.g., CASPECO) and the regular meetings of experts from different governmental, non-

governmental and private institutions (Bernstein 2015, 65). The aim of these meetings and 
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projects is to bring a range of experts into frequent contact with each other, facilitate their 

networking and allow for the discussion of the four protocols and national as well as regional 

action plans. A quick glance at the attendance list of the six COPs reveals the systematic 

presence of diverse expert groups from the Ministries of Ecology and Natural Resources, the 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs, BP, scientists, and representatives of the UNEP, the UNDP and 

the World Bank (Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 4 2012). Considering the uncertain 

geopolitical situation of the early 2000s, it can be argued that the CEP has provided the 

governments of the littoral states with a suitable place to learn to share their different 

perspectives, concerns and arrange them accordingly. For example, an expert from the Ministry 

of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan mentioned that  

“in the early 2000s, the first meeting of different experts from the 

governments was very cold and official. The early 2000s was not the best 

time for the governments due to several political, economic and legal 

disagreements. However, due to this program we started to have regular 

meetings, which helped us to establish informal relations, trust and even 

friendship. Now, it is easy to foster consensus formation amongst different 

agents of the Caspian governments (Interview, August 22, 2018).”  

Additionally, the regular meetings have played a socializing function as they have 

facilitated the development of shared meanings and values which evolve through the use of a 

common language to deliberate on particular problems or issue areas. While preserving their 

national governments positions, officials in this program tend to socially construct a sense of 

collective identity and shared meaning due to regular meetings. For example, an expert from 

the Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of Iran mentioned that  

“these regular meetings among the government experts help to build certain 

connections, trust and consensus. I would call us Caspian Family because of 

these meetings. Everyone knows each other, familiar faces and experts attend 

every meeting. Since we meet regularly to discuss the same subject, we also 

prefer same experts rather than outsiders because this makes it easier to 

discuss and find a common point (Interview, August 3, 2018).”  

While checking the attendance list of the COPs and other meetings, one can see that since the 

beginning of the CEP, the same experts have been attending all the meetings and training 

programs. Although the Minister of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan has been 
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changed a few times, the CEP contact person within the Ministry has stayed same. This makes 

it easy to establish and maintain informal relations between experts, which can ease the 

negotiation process. The successful signing of the Tehran Convention, its ratification, and the 

signing of the four environmental protocols and the environmental action plans illustrate the 

success of the regular meetings under the CEP. Considering this, it can be argued that the CEP 

has offered a space of cooperation where the expectations and visions of the governments of 

the littoral states can be freely stated, redefined and exchanged. 

It is worth mentioning that each of actors has their own specific function and purpose 

within the networking meetings. One interviewee from BP mentioned that “BP attends these 

meetings to observe the discussion because environmental decisions directly impact on BP’s 

work (Interview, October 25, 2017).” In the same vein, different experts from the Ministries of 

Foreign Affairs of the littoral states participate in the discussion and decision-making every 

year. An expert from the Ministry of Ecology and Natural resources of Azerbaijan stated that  

“the reason for this is to observe the environmental experts’ discussion and 

prevent them from making wrong political statements by accident. These 

environmental experts do not know too much about the ecological issues, but 

their purpose is to observe our discussion because we are also not expert on 

foreign policy or legal treaties (Interview, October 28, 2017).” 

This aspect of the CEP came to the fore in the interviews I conducted with the employees from 

the different governments. When I asked an employee of the Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Ecology in Azerbaijan questions about foreign policy, the employee said that “they could not 

comment that much on foreign relations or political aspects (Interview, November 28, 2017).” 

In the same vein, when I asked an expert from a Ministry of Foreign Affairs a question 

pertaining to environmental security, that person also said that they could not “comment on 

ecological security.” Another participant from the UNEP mentioned that they “try to keep 

politics and political issues away from the discussion, but [they] also need the experts from 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs because of their internal influence (Interview, October 16, 2017).” 

However, the COPs and other meetings have provided the governments with a non-political 

platform to discuss specific issues. Several experts mentioned that during non-political or 

technical meetings, the representatives of the governments surreptitiously discuss political, 

economic or legal disagreements, which eases their further negotiations.   
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Overall, these examples illustrate that despite the complex geopolitical developments, 

the CEP succeeded in facilitating a dialogue among the five governments and created a sense 

of Caspian community. Since the early 2000s, the CEP has, with the support of the UNEP and 

under its authority, offered the five governments a functional platform for dialogue and of the 

coordination of solutions to shared ecological issues. By implementing regular, long-term 

training programs (e.g., CASPECO), the CEP has increased the likelihood of socialization 

occurring amongst national civil servants by grouping experts together in specific activities 

according to interests and acceptability.  

 

 

4.1.3. Technical Expertise and Construction of Environmental Protocols 

 

Besides economic incentive and socialization, the CEP has brought advanced technical 

equipment and knowledge to the region, and it has kept the discussion within the technical 

framework by avoiding politics.  

First, with their expertise the World Bank, the UNEP, the UNDP and the GEF have 

assisted the governments of the littoral states in improving their bureaucratic, technical and 

policy making skills, and in establishing a new set of ecological norms and understandings 

(Villa 2014). More specifically, the UNEP and the UNDP have formulated the National, 

Regional and Strategic Environmental Action Plans, the Tehran Convention, its four protocols, 

policy documents, regulations, and creating the concept papers under the CEP on behalf of the 

governments (Bernstein 2015). The World Bank has managed the CEP’s funding and 

investment projects (Bernstein 2015). According to an expert from the CEP, “the governments 

usually check draft version of these documents, give their feedback and then these 

intergovernmental organizations finalize the documents (Interview, September 21, 2018).” This 

is because the governments of the littoral states lacked technical expertise and ecological 

knowledge needed to introduce new regulations and existing regulations were based on Soviet 

regulations, which were not relevant anymore (Global Environment Facility 1998; the UNECE 

Environmental Performance Review 2004, 2011).   

Second, the CEP has sought to highlight the best technical ways of achieving its goals 

without implying a balance of power. The CEP started from scratch and aimed to construct a 
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new ecological base that the governments of the littoral states needed. When reviewing the 

language of the CEP documents, it can be seen that they emphasize the idea of shared 

environmental issues rather than focusing on environmental issues facing individual states 

because these documents influence the way governments perceive ecological problems and thus 

their solutions. Considering the perspectives of revised functionalism (see chapter 3), it can be 

argued that these environmental norms and rules socially influence or cause governments to do 

the things they do, and they provide the governments with new direction, obligations, 

regulations and goals for action. According to an expert from the UNEP,   

“In the early 1990s, there was a lack of common documents to refer while 

discussing the Caspian Sea ecological issues. Most of the documents were 

signed between the Soviet Union and Iran and did not include the new littoral 

states. In this regard, these environmental protocols and agreements offer 

common base for the governments and they can refer to these documents 

while discussing the Caspian Sea (Interview, October 6, 2017).”  

These protocols and scientific documents facilitate the littoral states’ negotiations with each 

other as there are common documents that they can cite or use as examples (Bernstein 2015). 

After signing four new protocols, the governments can refer to shared documents (Janusz-

Pawletta 2015).  

Third, when reviewing the language of the four protocols, one can also see that they 

were written with an awareness of the interwovenness of ecological issues with other areas 

(e.g., natural resources). This means that these protocols directly influence exploration and 

transportation of natural resources in the Caspian Sea. For example, Aktau includes the 

principle of “the polluter pays”, by virtue of which the polluter bears the costs of the pollution, 

including its prevention, control and reduction (see Article 4 of the Aktau Protocol). The 

governments of the littoral states (Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan) are thereby encouraged to be 

more cautious in their behaviour and to enhance their measures against spilling any fossil fuels.  

In the same vein, the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) protocol explicitly 

regulates the construction of underwater pipelines and the ecological impact they may have on 

the Caspian Sea (see annex I of the protocol). Before the signing of the last protocol, one 

interviewee from the Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan mentioned that 

“Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan currently want to change the language of the next protocol because 

it brings restrictions to their natural resource production and transportation (Interview, 
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November 26, 2017).” According the protocol, the littoral states need to inform each other when 

they plan on undertaking any of the activities listed in annex I, which include the construction 

of large diameter pipelines and production of natural resources. When reviewing the documents 

it becomes apparent that Turkmenistan suggested to take out the word “large diameter” and add 

the word “exploration” after “production” (see Annex I, list of activities 9 and 16). Iran and 

Russia supported these suggestions, but Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan were against them because 

the changes would restrict construction of all pipelines, large and small, as well as exploration 

activities. Because of this it took several years to agree upon its principles. When reviewing the 

documents of preparatory meetings (e.g., Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 5 2014), one can 

see that Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan opposed the protocol. To solve this disagreement, the CEP 

sent a letter to the Secretariat of the Espoo Convention, asking whether the protocol 

contradicted the Espoo Convention or limits its scope (see Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 

6 2015). Per the letter of 15 October 2015, the Secretariat of the Espoo Convention replied that 

the protocol does not limit the bilateral or multilateral activities of the littoral states. However, 

the letter could not solve the issue and in the end Turkmenistan’s suggestions were not accepted 

(Tehran Convention Secretariat/ECOP 2018b).  

In contrast to the New Great Game arguments, the disagreement illustrates that the 

ecological protocols have gone through systematic discussion process and each round of 

cooperation might incur resistance since the governments are now aware of upcoming 

obligations and restrictions. Unlike the geopolitical arguments, it is also good to emphasize that 

it was Turkmenistan, not Iran or Russia, who suggested these changes. In the end, Azerbaijan 

and Kazakhstan were able to reject the changes despite the support of Russia, Iran and 

Turkmenistan. They preferred to safeguard envisioned projects in adjacent areas to keep their 

autonomy and room to maneuver. What this situation also shows is that the language of every 

document is very important and that each country weighs every word because these documents 

can influence the littoral states’ ability to extract natural resources.  

Another important aspect of the CEP is the way in which it side-lines general political 

attitudes during the negotiation process. As mentioned above, in 2003, the GEF, GRID-

Arendal, the UNDP and the World Bank helped to establish the Secretariat under the Tehran 

Convention. However, the governments of the littoral states could not agree on the location of 

the Secretariat and therefore the UNEP has carried out the functions of the Secretariat, such as 

organizing meetings and drawing up documents and treaties (Bernstein 2015). One expert even 

said that “under the arrangement with the UNEP the staff of the interim Secretariat is employed 
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through GRID-Arendal (Interview, July 23, 2018). The organization has provided financial, 

technical and administrative support for the Secretariat.” According to an expert from the 

UNEP,  

“in 2003 the governments offered their own capitals as the place for the 

Secretariat. However, they could not agree on a place because of economic, 

administrative and political reasons. As a result, the UNEP intervened and 

temporarily took the responsibility (Interview, October 6, 2017).”  

In 2012, the governments finally decided to move the place of the Secretariat from Geneva to 

Baku and to change it every four years, but this has not yet been done due to political and 

economic disagreements.  An expert from the Ministry of Natural Resources of Azerbaijan said 

that “the UNEP did its best to prevent this delay and these political issues, and decided to 

continue the secretariat responsibilities (Interview, October 6, 2017).” As a result of this, 

sensitive questions have been deconstructed into acceptable piecemeal agreements during the 

CEP discussions, which has paved the way for broadly supported solutions. This example 

therefore shows that within the CEP, the preferable mode of problem solving is to find a way 

around general political attitudes of animosity and distrust between the governments.  

Overall, the CEP encompasses a vast and far-reaching network of actors, all of whom 

have their own motivation, policy goals, professional staff and preferences. Since the early 

1990s, these actors have served to initiate, acquire funding for, facilitate and extend the smooth 

communication, cooperation and information exchange among the governments of the five 

Caspian Sea states, and have tried to prevent direct regional competition between the state and 

misunderstanding while discussing protocols. In this regard, this environmental cooperation 

would never have been possible without systematic support of the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF 

and the World Bank. Additionally, despite serious geopolitical issues and disagreements among 

the littoral states, the environmental cooperation has continued and become institutionalised 

under the CEP umbrella, which has produced politically relevant treaties, norms and 

regulations.  
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4.2. Room for Ramification and Transferability: from environmental 

cooperation to the Legal Status 
 

When considering the dialogue, environmental cooperation, and socialization that took place as 

part of the CEP, one may ask whether these experiences have created suitable conditions for 

cooperating in other areas, such as on political, economic, legal and security related issues. 

What is the transferability of lessons learned in environmental cooperation to solving the legal 

status of the Caspian Sea? 

The Legal Status Convention is a comprehensive agreement, which covers diverse, 

interconnected areas, namely security, the environment, navigation, fishing rights and the 

construction of pipelines. In order to achieve this comprehensive legal agreement, the 

governments of the littoral states started to negotiate each issue step-by-step. In this sense, the 

CEP was the first step, which facilitated suitable conditions for the five governments of the 

littoral states to sign the first shared legal agreement among the five littoral states, namely the 

Tehran Convention. When one reviews Table 3 above, it becomes clear that the governments 

of the littoral states gradually moved from discussing ecological issues to discussing issues in 

the field of regional security, which is another component of the Legal Status Convention. In 

2010, the littoral states signed the Caspian Security Agreement in Baku, Azerbaijan (Kremlin 

November 18, 2010). It is the second agreement among all the littoral states, which brought the 

Legal Status Convention one step closer. The Legal Status Convention itself was finally signed 

in 2018. In this sense, the cooperation has gradually moved forward despite the geopolitical 

developments complicating it. However, while discussing the Legal Status Convention, the 

literature on the Caspian Sea region focusing on geopolitical influences neglects the complex 

interconnection between the three agreements.    

Although it is not explicitly mentioned in the CEP’s aims, the program offers an 

institutional framework for the negotiation of shared interests, mutual gains and common issues. 

While discussing the legal status, the governments of the littoral states highlighted the example 

of the Tehran Convention to show that they might pursue a similar line of agreement. More 

specifically, the CEP has been proposed by the governments of the littoral states as an important 

example of mutual cooperation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, January 25, 2017). 

Several interviewees highlighted that unlike the environmental meetings, the legal status 

discussions are closed meetings. Because of this, it is difficult to say anything about how the 
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legal status discussions are carried out but these environmental agreements play an indirect 

facilitative role.   

In 2010, at the Third Caspian Summit in Baku, the heads of the Caspian Sea states issued 

several statements to endorse the CEP and reiterate the urgency to sign and ratify the four 

environmental protocols (Kremlin, November 18, 2010). During this summit, the heads of state 

highlighted the importance of the environmental protocols as part of the legal status discussion. 

In the press statement, President Medvedev of Russia highlighted that they “agreed 

on the Protocols to the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment 

of the Caspian Sea, and soon they all will be signed by our colleagues” (Kremlin, November 

18, 2010). Following the Third Summit, the CEP organized three COP meetings between 2011 

and 2014, during which it achieved the signing of the three environmental protocols. One of the 

signed protocols (Aktau protocol) was ratified by the governments of the littoral states in 2012. 

The fifth COP took place in May 2014, as can be seen in tables 1 and 3 and it led to the signing 

of the Ashgabat Protocol. A few months later in September, the fourth summit of the heads of 

the Caspian states took place in Astrakhan. During the summit, the ratification and 

implementation of the two other protocols (those of Moscow and Ashgabat) were emphasized 

by the littoral states’ presidents (Kremlin, September 29, 2014; President, September 29, 2014). 

A similar parallel development occurred in 2018 as the last protocol of the Tehran Convention 

was signed one month before the Legal Status Convention was signed.  

These developments illustrate the explicit interconnection between the environmental 

cooperation and legal discussion. Because of this interconnection, environmental cooperation 

is not just standalone cooperation but it is one of the driving forces and conditions. Several 

interviewees mentioned that sometimes during the discussion of legal status, government 

officials mentioned minor issues that need to be agreed upon. On occasion, these minor issues 

are also related to the CEP and then the experts of the littoral states would work together to find 

a common solution and/or agreement. According to an expert from the Ministry of Natural 

Resources of Iran, “cannot say that the last protocol is directly linked to the legal status 

discussion, but the heads of the littoral states mentioned this protocol at their previous meetings 

and it can therefore be said that this protocol has indirectly helped the discussion of the Caspian 

leaders in August along (Interview, August 3, 2018).”  

When reviewing the Legal Status Convention document, one finds that article 1, article 

3, article 14 and article 15, explicitly refer to ecological concerns and article 3 refers directly to 
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the four environmental protocols of the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine 

Environment and highlights their importance. It states that  

“the parties may lay trunk submarine pipelines on the bed of the Caspian Sea, 

on the condition that their projects comply with environmental standards and 

requirements embodied in the international agreements to which they are 

parties, including the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine 

Environment of the Caspian Sea and its relevant protocols” (as cited in the 

Convention on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea, 2018).  

This shows first, the (legal) importance of the environmental protocols as the governments need 

to consider them when they want to build a pipeline. This also shows the interdependent 

relationship between environmental protocols and pipelines. The Legal Status Convention 

should be seen as a comprehensive agreement and the Tehran Convention should be seen as 

one of the parts of the big picture that comprehensive agreement paints. Contrary to the 

conclusions in the realist line of literature, this shows that the CEP is not just a standalone or 

unrelated cooperation. Rather, it has strong cooperative autonomy in the face of geopolitics 

because if this environmental cooperation had failed, that would have meant that one of the 

requirements in the Legal Status Convention would not have been fulfilled. These protocols set 

boundaries and limitations for future pipeline construction. In this regard, it is necessary to 

consider the low environmental cooperation in order to understand the complex dynamics of 

the Caspian Sea. However, while discussing this program, a UNEP expert mentioned that  

“it is important to be realistic because one should not compare this 

environmental cooperation with the EU or European style integration. This 

program will not lead to a new EU or the UN. However, it can be also argued 

that if there was no environmental program, the situation in the Caspian Sea 

could never have been as good as this. This environmental program is not 

perfect but it provides the place to talk, socialize, negotiate and increase trust 

(Interview, October 16, 2017).”  

This is a remarkable point because there is a tendency among the relevant scholars to mistakenly 

expect European style integration in the Caspian Sea region (Blum 2002, 171-172; Petersen 

2016, 151). In doing so, these scholars ignore the fact that regional cooperation in other parts 

of the world is driven by different functional pursuits than it is in Western Europe and that these 

other parts of the world have their own functional objectives and approaches to cooperation or 
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impulses peculiar to them. As argued in revised functionalism, international norms (e.g., 

solving ecological issues) influence different actors and regions differently, but this is either 

misunderstood or ignored in the relevant literature (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). Considering 

this, it can be argued that the CEP should be seen and interpreted through the lens of cooperation 

rather than integration. As it is also put forth in revised functionalism, integration by definition 

implies loss of sovereignty, voluntarily or through pressure (Acharya 2016). Taking into 

account the colonial history of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan, it can be argued that 

environmental cooperation is functional for them because it helps to preserve their autonomy 

and independence while establishing dialogue, trust, and a habit of cooperation.   

 

 

5. Conclusion   
 

Drawing on insights from the revised functionalist framework, I have analysed the CEP and its 

relation with the Legal Status Convention in this chapter. In doing so, I have identified three 

core aspects, which reveal a comprehensive picture of the Caspian Sea and distort the erroneous 

explanations of the New Great Game literature. 

 The first core aspect of the CEP is that it acts issue-specific and on the basis of technical 

cooperation. Because the environmental problems in the region had (geo)political dimensions, 

as the legal issue on the uncertain status of the seabed did, the New Great Game literature did 

not expect environmental cooperation to be easily reached, institutionalized and effective. 

However, the relevant ecological issues have been framed as issue-specific and technical under 

the CEP umbrella. Despite the complex geopolitical developments, the technical formulation 

has made the ecological issues relatively easy to cooperate on in the Caspian Sea region. 

Through these measures the CEP has created suitable conditions for the governments of the 

littoral states to sign the first common agreement (the Tehran Convention), construct new 

norms, draw up regulations, form regional identities and interests and to operationalize routine 

communication. In contrast to the New Great Game literature, which has depicted the ecological 

protocols of the recent legal agreement as a political tool used by Russia and Iran, this chapter 

has showed that the governments of the littoral states have been working on the four 

environmental protocols and other regulations freely and autonomously since the late 1990s. 
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By addressing shared technical and ecological issues, the CEP has offered the governments of 

the littoral states an indirect and apolitical starting point for establishing the habit of 

cooperation, a regional dialogue, socialization and for building trust. Additionally, it has created 

a channel for regular communication between the governments of the littoral states. In doing 

so, it has managed to mobilize respective actors successfully by avoiding power politics, 

nationalism and ideological differences. 

The second aspect of the CEP highlighted in this chapter is a catalytic advantage; lessons 

learned from environmental cooperation have spilled over into the discussion on the uncertain 

legal status of the Caspian seabed. In contrast to the conclusion offered in the New Great Game 

literature, this chapter has showed that there is a parallel and complex interconnection between 

the agreement reached on the environmental protocols and the agreement reached on the legal 

status of the seabed. The agreement is very comprehensive, as it includes consensus on security, 

navigation, fishing rights and ecological rules. To reach such a comprehensive agreement, the 

governments of the littoral states first started negotiating the ecological norms under the CEP 

umbrella. This culminated in the signing of the Tehran Convention, its four environmental 

protocols and additional regulations. Later, the successful cooperation on ecological issues 

spilled over into cooperation on regional security. More specifically, the governments of the 

littoral states took the ecological cooperation one step further by signing the Caspian Security 

Agreement in November 2010, which is the second document signed by all five littoral states. 

In this regard, the governments of the littoral states have built the legal agreement step by step. 

The signing of ecological and security agreements has created suitable conditions for enhancing 

cooperation by signing the Legal Status Convention. In this regard, the Legal Status Convention 

cannot be explained without reference to how the environmental interests of the Caspian Sea 

governments were expressed and worked on under the CEP and later the Tehran Convention 

during the early 2000s.   

However, it is important to note that the relevant studies should not expect European 

style cooperation in the Caspian Sea. Unlike European integration, the purpose of the Caspian 

Sea cooperation is to ensure autonomy and independence from colonial rule and limit the 

intervention of outside powers in regional affairs. In relation to this, this chapter has showed 

that the Caspian Sea has its own peculiar impulses, which should be considered by the existing 

scholars.    
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The third salient aspect of the CEP is that, despite the diplomatic role of the 

governments, the ecological cooperation among them is orchestrated by multiple international 

agencies like the UNDP, the UNEP, the World Bank and the GEF, which have offered the 

required resources and instruments that the governments did not have or could not afford. By 

using their economic, technical and networking advantages, these actors have kept the 

governments of the littoral states in the negotiations and pushed them to comply with the CEP 

requirements. More concretely, the economic leverage these actors possess is one of the key 

reasons that pushed the governments of the littoral states, in particular the Ministries of Foreign 

Affairs and the Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources towards trans-boundary 

cooperation. Environmental cooperation has brought them direct and indirect economic profit 

and development. This shows that unlike what is assumed in the New Great Game literature, 

states are not the only actors in the Caspian Sea region, but there are a number of private, non-

governmental, intergovernmental and semi-governmental actors, who play key facilitating 

roles. Therefore, when one discusses the recent political achievements of the governments of 

the Caspian littoral states, one has to consider the complex network of international actors 

around them.  

These three aspects also illustrate that the New Great Game literature not only presents 

an inaccurate but a false picture of the Caspian Sea region. While the CEP does include low 

politics, it is necessary to understand and explain the environmental cooperation of the 

governments of the littoral states in order to understand the complex picture of the Caspian Sea 

region.   

The next chapter will move from discussing the preservation of natural resources to their 

transportation as it will discuss transnational infrastructure. Chapter 5 illustrates that the phase 

in which cooperative habits formed under the CEP umbrella continued and strengthened 

through the process of realizing BTC pipeline. By using insights from revised functionalism, 

chapter 5 will outline the three phases (planning, construction and post-construction) of the 

process of realizing BTC pipeline. This will allow showing how, why and when transnational 

(pipeline) infrastructure influences the interaction of multiple actors within the three phases of 

its construction. More concretely, chapter 5 highlights and emphasizes the material power of 

the BTC oil pipeline in the broader picture.  
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