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Aleksandr KARAVAYEV,
Political scientist, 

Deputy Director General of the Center for the Study of Post-Soviet Space, 
Moscow State University IAC



6 www.irs-az.com

At the recent Summer Olympic Games 2016 in 
Rio, Azerbaijan managed to take eighteen med-
als in five sports. And last year, Baku became the 

capital of the first ever European Games ... Sport has al-
ways been perceived as an indicator of national success 
achieved from a combination of individual and collec-
tive (government and corporate) efforts. Azerbaijan’s 
achievements in the world of big-time sports became 
a logical continuation of the successful start in the 
world political arena and a result of a qualitative 
leap in socio-economic development. The Azerbaijani 
mosaic of the quarter of a century is made up of major 

energy infrastructure projects that provided Azerbaijani 
oil and gas with access to the world market, economic 
reforms and success in individual business, achieve-
ments in the introduction of new technologies in the 
economy and public administration, the development 
of high and popular culture, the first national brands, a 
qualitative change in the system of power and the state’s 
role as the driving force of the country’s modernization. 
All these are traits of a single fundamental process – the 
separation of the modern Azerbaijani political nation 
from the melting pot of the Soviet community and its 
transformation into an important player in regional and 
international politics.

In a quarter of a century Azerbaijanis managed to 
make a strong leap in the development of the state and 
society. One can argue whether it is more profound than 
the one that occurred during the 20th century. But ow-
ing to historical continuity and the collective historical 
memory of the nation in the time interval from the first 
Republic in 1918-1920 to Soviet modernization in the 
1970s under the leadership of Heydar Aliyev, it turned 
out to be integrated into a single process of national de-
velopment and not cast aside or forgotten.

During the years of independence, a number of sec-

25 years of independence
Not only sporting events, but also the victories of athletes 
show Azerbaijan as a sporting power

The new building of Baku International Airport 
meets all modern requirements and increased demand
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tors of the economy emerged and rapidly grew in the 
country: ICT companies open, the consumer sector 
grows (car market, real estate) and new businesses and 
industrial parks are created. New transport infrastruc-
ture integrated in international transport corridors has a 
great role in the “Azerbaijani surge”. The modernization of 
the road network and the construction of new highways 
change the face of cities, expanding the traditional eco-
nomic profile of regions. Today, Azerbaijan has turned 
into an international logistics hub. Besides Baku, the 
country operates six other international airports while 
the national airline AZAL has become a key regional car-
rier, connecting the South Caucasus with all the regions 
of the world (in the near future it is expected to sign an 
agreement on a Common Aviation Area with the EU). 
This picture can be supplemented with the boom in 
the Internet ongoing since the early 2000s - a lot of 
mass media and masses of other sources of information 
on social networks.

Economy of the “Azerbaijani surge”. During 2003-
2007, Azerbaijan’s economy grew by almost 96%, taking 
the leading position in the South Caucasus. By 2007, 
the GDP growth was the highest in the CIS and one 

of the highest in the world - more than 22% per year. 
According to the CIS Interstate Statistical Committee, 
from 2000 to 2007, Azerbaijan increased its GDP by 3.17 
times. Let’s compare: Russia increased its economy by 1.5 
times in the same period and Kazakhstan - twice. In the 
report of the World Bank and the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) Doing Business-2009 on the quality 
of government regulation and its impact on small and 
medium-sized businesses, Azerbaijan was recognized as 
a world leader in the implementation of reforms: 7 out 
of the 10 indicators improved and the country rose by 
a record 64 positions in the rankings taking 33rd place 
and coming close to South Africa, France and Israel. Even 
despite the fall in oil and gas revenues, in the Global 
Competitiveness Index of the Davos Economic Forum in 
2015, Azerbaijan took 40th place (first place among the 
CIS countries).

In the 20 years of independence, $ 100 billion were 
invested in Azerbaijan’s economy [1] - a clear indicator of 
a favorable business climate. It is noteworthy here that 
if in 2000 internal investments made up 47.5% of total 
investments, at the end of 2010 - 75.7%, an increase of 
16.3 times in absolute terms in 10 years. Thus, money in 
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The banking system is one of the fastest growing
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Azerbaijan is working for the national economy rather 
than flowing offshore. At the same time, the volume of 
foreign investment over the past decade has grown by 
4.7 times. EU countries alone invested about $ 20 billion 
in the fixed capital of Azerbaijan over the period.

Despite the global crises of the last decade, annual 
investments in Azerbaijan range from $ 12 to $ 16 billion, 
moving from hydrocarbon production and processing 

to sectors of the economy that are not resource-based. 
According to the forecast of the Ministry of Finance, 
40.3% of the investments in 2016 will go to the non-oil 
sector of the economy. It is precisely the mobilization 
of foreign investment in the non-oil sector of the 
economy that is designated as an essential element 
of the development concept “Azerbaijan 2020: Look 
into the Future”. [2] The government aims to double 

25 years of independence

Heydar Aliyev Center

Nighttime pictures are a good illustration of the scale of change in cities of the Republic. 
Pictured – interchange near the Olympic Stadium in Baku
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the non-oil GDP over the next 10 years. One of the 
mechanisms that encourage the inflow of investment is 
tax reform, which was initiated by the president of the 
republic and in fact transfers the country to Western 
standards of taxation under which taxes and customs 
duties are a major source of state revenues.

Azerbaijan as an international brand. The 25 
years of independence allowed the most active citizens 
and society as a whole to form a unique country brand 
from the potential of Azerbaijan with the support of 
public institutions and corporations. The formation of 
a country brand or at least the construction of a posi-
tive image affecting the development of tourism, at-
traction of investors and international public opinion 
as a whole are a complex process that is long-term and 
arduous. It involves a mass of objective and non-mate-
rial factors such as a conglomerate of national values, 
specific characteristics of the geographical location, 
the country’s economy, dynamics of social and politi-
cal processes, ethnic and cultural characteristics, tradi-
tions, manners and customs.

Ultimately, Azerbaijan, like other states, offers foreign 
companies and its nationals a system product - namely, 
itself as a suitable location for business or investments, as 
a center of global humanitarian dialogue between civi-
lizations, as a platform for free communication between 
the scientific, cultural and religious elites of the world, as 
a region of interesting multi-profile tourism and as a reli-
able supplier of energy raw materials and high-quality 
agricultural products.

If you look at the social life and culture of Azerbai-
jan, its economy and natural resources through such 
a prism, you can find a set of components that either 
have already become recognizable original international 
brands or are gradually becoming them.

Thus, Azerbaijan is almost the first country of 
commercial oil production in history. Qualitative char-
acteristics that differentiate deepwater Azerbaijani oil 
from other analogues by a number of parameters have 
allowed Azeri Light to become a real oil brand on the 
world market - aviation kerosene produced from this sort 
is highly rated by consumers. The development of the 
brand will continue in the products of new Azerbaijani oil 
refineries and petrochemical plants, including in Turkey.

Azerbaijan is presented as a unique Islamic country 
with a polyphonic culture receptive to new ideas. 
Through the purposeful presentation of the experience 

and values of Azerbaijani culture   to the outside world, 
an informal socio-political brand of the country - “a 
bridge between East and West” - has formed. The capital 
of the country - Baku - is rightly considered to be a lead-
ing carrier of the national brand “Azerbaijan”. A fusion of 
different styles of architecture and the atmosphere of 
hospitality and tolerance inherent in the city have cre-
ated unique dynamics of interaction between traditions 
and modernity.

The modernization of means of communication 
allowed an entire galaxy of successful Azerbaijani 
companies to emerge in the IT industry, supplying 
their products and services to Eastern Europe, Asia and 
South America.

The result of the modernization of agriculture and 
programs of socio-economic development was the 
emergence of modern agrarian processing holdings 
and plants. The Azerbaijani pomegranate has become a 
full-fledged consumer brand well known in Russia. Recall 
Naftalan - unique medicinal oil well known as a brand 
since the time of the Soviet system of spa treatment...

Clever foreign policy: multi-vector policy, flexibil-
ity, predictability. In 10 years, it was possible to promote 
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The launch of the country’s own artificial satellite turned 
Azerbaijan into one of space powers
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the major “brands” of Azerbaijan - hydrocarbon exports 
to the EU, small in terms of the global market, but 
stable and developing, and the availability of transit 
communications connecting Europe and Asia. These 
economic brands were recently supplemented with 
purely humanitarian - historical traditions of religious 
tolerance and the image of an initiator of inter-eth-

nic tolerance and intercultural dialogue. Azerbaijan 
managed to find ways to dynamic socio-political de-
velopment and a successful form of foreign policy pre-
sentation despite various stereotypes. This is one of the 
few countries in the CIS that has no obligations in any 
alliance and thereby preserves its freedom of maneuver. 
One example of such a strategy is the tripartite summit 

25 years of independence The volume of cargo carried 
by sea has increased significantly

Radical changes were made at the famous 
Oil Rocks – a town of oil workers in the high seas



www.irs-az.com 11

3(26), AUTUMN 2016

In the course of the diversification of the economy, new industries 
are being created and alternative energy sources are developing
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of Azerbaijan, Russia and Iran on 8 August 2016 in Baku. 
In fact, the summit achieved a fundamental understand-
ing of the possibilities of economic cooperation and 
political cooperation in the new format of the Caspian 

“troika”, which has the potential to qualify for the status 
of a flexible regional structure with a broader number 
of members capable of influencing the geopolitical pro-
cesses in this region of the Middle East for years to come. 
It should be emphasized that the central theme of the 
rapprochement between Baku, Tehran and Moscow is 
the economy, and major political interests go in parallel. 
Predicting the convergence of the positions of the three 
countries, many observers add Turkey to them. If the lat-
ter continues to drift away from Western dependence, it 
is likely that a Moscow-Ankara-Tehran trade and eco-
nomic association will form, in which Azerbaijan will 
play the role of a strategic connecting link.

This spring, Baku hosted the 4th Global Forum whose 
theme “Towards a multipolar world” sounds more rel-
evant than ever. The idea of   a multi-vector and multi-

25 years of independence
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polar world once again serves as the main political refer-
ence point for many countries. Azerbaijan, a recognized 
leader in this area, is one of the few countries that have 
managed to preserve and develop the practice of multi-
vector policy despite close proximity to the zone of the 
clash of long-term geopolitical interests and regional in-
ter-ethnic conflicts and the deep crisis and instability in 
modern international relations. The West is an important 
source of social, political, managerial and technological 
upgrading, but the danger of falling under external dik-
tat also comes from there. Iran is the closest neighbor, 
with which Azerbaijan has historical and cultural ties, 
but at the same time, it is a potential source of radical 
political Islam. Russia is the most important econom-
ic, military-political and scientific-cultural partner. This 
country has the largest Azerbaijani diaspora, but at the 

same time, it is the comprehensive support of Russia 
that leads to Armenian national militarism, and, as a 
result, the hard irreconcilable position of Yerevan in 
the Karabakh conflict.

Proceeding from the above, the experience of Azer-
baijan in building foreign policy balances becomes in-
teresting to many, and especially to small and medium-
sized countries that are often burdened with a number 
of obligations imposed by larger neighbors and interna-
tional organizations, including within the framework of 
questionable integration processes.

What is the secret of the success of the “Baku format”? 
The idea of   the country’s leadership to introduce a new 
Baku to the world as a discussion platform at the global 
level turned out to be almost a safe strategy. There are 
no cons except for organizational costs, but the pros are 
quite concrete. This format of public summits of world 
celebrities of the first magnitude in different fields makes 
it possible to raise the status brands of Azerbaijan across 
the whole spectrum - from economy and diplomacy to 
culture and sports. The participation of masses of “ce-
lebrities” (guest stars), i.e. current and former politicians, 
international officials, famous scientists, artists and well-
known media persons attracts the attention of a large 
number of foreign media and causes a long-term inter-
est in Azerbaijan among the elite of invited countries. 
And from the elite this interest extends to the general 
public. The result is obvious - significantly improving sta-
tistics of visits to Azerbaijan by foreign high-ranking of-
ficials, international celebrities and tourists. But most im-
portantly – in a quarter of a century Azerbaijan got 
a host of allies who have become real supporters in 
the defense of national interests, including on the is-
sue of the occupation of Azerbaijani lands by Armenia 
- the main security problem of Azerbaijan and the whole 
region today. The resolution of this problem depends on 
many international factors on which Baku has little influ-
ence. In this situation, the policy is to use the benefits of 
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Profound reforms were carried out in the military sphere
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globalization. The mission of a bridge connecting East 
and West and the organically related tenets of mul-
ticulturalism and tolerance as important parts of state 
policy should be considered in this context.

Today, strong Azerbaijan is seeking new areas for 
the expansion of external relations. Membership in the 
Non-Aligned Movement, more than active work in the 
Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the status of 
dialogue partner in the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion portend a possible new and quite effective foreign 
policy vector in Asia, especially as in 2013 Asian coun-
tries began to take leading positions in the foreign 
trade turnover of Azerbaijan in oil and gas for the 
first time, ousting Europe. China’s positions on the list 

of trade, investment and industrial partners of Azerbai-
jan have strengthened very significantly. Moreover, Azer-
baijan is actively involved in two global projects initiated 
and financed by China aimed at the construction of 
modern trade and transport infrastructure in Asia, con-
necting East and West in a new way. Yes, the leading po-
sitions in the economic cooperation and trade turnover 
of Azerbaijan are still held by European countries, Russia 
and Turkey. But the first manifestation of the new foreign 
economic quest is obvious.

Azerbaijan immanently feels like a regional power. 
The middle and older generation still remember life as 
part of a superpower - the Soviet Union, and they are 
accustomed to thinking globally. Today, the sense of 
the “globality” of the Azerbaijani world is also supported 
in the mass of the people by the extensive diaspora in 
many countries around the world. In addition, the devel-
opment of global communications is furthered by edu-
cational policy - through a foreign education program, 
the emphasis is on the education of a new globally ori-
ented elite. In total, to date more than 15,000 citizens 
of Azerbaijan have been educated abroad at leading 
universities of developed countries. In this indicator, 
Azerbaijan is ahead of Russia and Kazakhstan in relation 
to the population of the country.

Leaders of social reforms. In Azerbaijan, not only 

25 years of independence

The growth of the republic’s capital Baku led to the extension of the famous Baku Boulevard, 
which is gradually covering the entire bay

In the course of the diversification of the economy, 
new industries are being created and alternative energy 
sources are developing
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has the socio-political atmosphere changed dramati-
cally, modern institutions of power have grown - in par-
ticular, there are elements of “electronic government” 
(e-government). This is most clearly reflected in the 
quality of public administration and public services - 
a true breakthrough in this regard was the estab-
lishment of the ASAN xidmяt service (Azerbaijan 
Service and Assessment Network) under the State 
Agency for Services to Citizens and Social Innovation. 
Another important achievement of the social sphere, 
which cannot be ignored, is the reform of the educa-
tion system. If we compile a rating of social achieve-
ments over the quarter of a century, the two fields are, 
of course, in the lead.

Why should the emergence of electronic gov-
ernment services be considered a national break-
through and a source of pride? Those who lived in the 
Soviet period are well aware of this. Endless queues and 
visits to numerous departments for just one “useless 
paper” and personal time spent on this - all this some-
times turned everyday things into a hell of a hassle, for 
example, getting an extract from the house register or 
registering a relative. In the post-Soviet period, queues 
at the traffic police, tax office and other similar places 
were added to the list.

The intricate corridors of bureaucratic procedures 
come from common problems inherited by post-Soviet 
states. Therefore, ways to overcome them as we ap-
proach contemporary forms of meeting the needs of the 
citizens are very similar – from the change of the form 
to new contents. If you remember, the first thing that 

officials felt the need to do was to revamp the service 
premises. Ubiquitous refurbishment and the optimiza-
tion of the movement from one office to another were 
considered quite a sufficient measure. Then they went 
further – they facilitated logistics. For example, in the late 
1990s - early 2000s, housing and utilities payments were 
transformed into a single payment document, and ser-
vices began to be provided through a single information 
and billing center (SIBC). And finally, the last step associ-
ated with the large-scale development of the Internet 
and networking technologies is the emergence of multi-
service centers that provide services. In Azerbaijan, these 
centers are managed by the ASAN service that uses a 
computer system under the same name.

The use of a completely transparent monitor-
ing mechanism with the extensive introduction of 
information technologies and the “single window” 
principle contributed to the marked acceleration of 
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Much attention is paid to the development of the non-oil sector

Construction of the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
oil pipeline in progress
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the process of office work. And most importantly, 
it helped to get rid of the existing negativity in the 
public administration system - elements of corrup-
tion, red tape and other obstacles.

Today through the ASAN xidmяt service, gov-
ernment agencies and private companies provide 
the public with nearly 240 kinds of electronic ser-
vices. Among them is civil registration (obtaining 
certificates of birth, marriage, death, etc.), issuance 

of identity cards and passports, replacement of driv-
er’s licenses, payment of taxes or customs fees, etc. 
Among other things, it offers services provided by 
private companies and enterprises operating in the 
banking, insurance, consulting, health and other sec-
tors. It is not surprising that in a relatively short period 
of time, ASAN xidmяt proved its high efficiency and 
popularity among the population and almost imme-
diately gained the status of a new Azerbaijani brand. 

25 years of independence In agriculture, a lot of attention 
is paid to the creation of agricultural holdings

Tourist potential is enormous is really huge
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Incidentally, similar centers and services have been 
created abroad, but their activities are usually limited 
to the provision of services included in the powers of 
only one government agency. The concept of ASAN 
xidmяt is more extensive and unites services pro-
vided by various government agencies. The legal 
basis of this experience has been approved by the in-
ternational expert community.
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Country’s ecological, ethnographic, historical, gastronomic and tourist capacity is boundless
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In addition to standard identification data, the sys-
tem is also accessed using a digital signature. The virtual 
signature itself has integrated functionality outside the 
country too. For example, an Azerbaijani businessman 
who has such an interface can enter into a contract with 
any foreign partner via the Internet without wasting his 
time on the trip and reducing the legal status of the 
document. This technological innovation is a radical in-
novation for the South Caucasus and many other states. 
In order to study the experience of Azerbaijan in this 
sphere, offers have already been received from Georgia, 
Kazakhstan, India and other countries. Therefore, Azer-
baijan presents the ASAN imza system as its own in-
novative brand – last year the system of electronic 
signatures was presented to the European public at 
the European Parliament. Thus, the Azerbaijani know-
how for the formation of this element of e-government 
has the potential to grow into an international standard 
of quality public services.

Now on another important area of state activity - the 
development of the education system. A fundamental 
shift in the education system took place in 2004 -2005 
when a new reform program was adopted allowing 
Azerbaijan to create a qualitatively new image of univer-
sities and secondary schools.

From 2005 to 2016, the total amount of govern-
ment funding for the education system amounted 
to $ 18 billion. The share of investment expenditure in 
the total budget allocated for the reform of the educa-

tion system amounted to 17.7% or $ 3.2 billion. Educa-
tional institutions of Azerbaijan are equipped with more 
than 47,000 personal computers, around 11,500 laptops, 
2,300 netbooks, as well as 5,100 electronic boards with 
Internet access, and other hardware.

The first results of the second state program on 
the reformation of the higher and specialized sec-
ondary education system (2009-2013). In particular, 
the content and education technology were improved: 
the number and variety of specialties of higher educa-
tion were brought in line with labor market require-
ments (the State Agency for Vocational Education was 
set up to coordinate work in this area). The structure of 
universities and the whole system of their management 
were modernized to meet modern requirements: closer 
ties are being created with universities outside the coun-
try and between universities and schools in Azerbaijan.

The most important innovation of recent years is that 

25 years of independence

A real breakthrough has been the introduction of multipurpose ASAN 
service centers (Azerbaijan Service and Assessment Network)
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the process of accrediting Azerbaijani universities 
now involves international experts, and a system 
that determines the ranking of universities has been 
created. Also, the organization of scientific research in 
institutions of higher education, especially the training 
of specialists in the petrochemical industry and other 
leading industrial areas of the country have been put 

on a systemic basis. The Ministry of Education is prepar-
ing for a full transition to profile education in the upper 
grades of secondary schools (the beginning of the man-
datory 12-year cycle of secondary education is sched-
uled for 2017).

The education system has become a kind of show-
case for socio-humanitarian reform in Azerbaijan.  

3(26), AUTUMN 2016

The priority is to carry out educational reforms

Baku is the capital of independent Azerbaijan
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A group of popular universities that essentially forge 
the personnel reserve of the Azerbaijani elite have been 
formed: ADA University (Diplomatic Academy); Pub-
lic Administration Academy under the President; the 
Baku branch of Lomonosov Moscow State University; 
the Azerbaijani branch of the First Sechenov Moscow 
State Medical University; Baku Higher Oil School (BHOS); 
Azerbaijan State Economic University (ASEU) - in 2015, 
it was included for the first time in the top 5,000 univer-
sities by Webometrics, which ranks 25,000 universities 
around the world.

Choice of the nation: stability in development. 
Can you talk about the full establishment of the Azer-
baijani political nation? There can be no final answer yet. 
But the political class is already there. Azerbaijan needs 
a strong and authoritative state, it is an integral part 
of the historical tradition, the only way to run a large 
area of   the South Caucasus, especially in the face of 
acute challenges this place has never lacked. However, 
this state can be strong only if all institutions of govern-
ment meet the challenges of time, giving society and 
citizens more opportunities to achieve both individual 
and collective national success. Over the quarter of a 
century, Azerbaijani society achieved a lot, but the full 
disclosure of its potential, hidden reserves of the econ-
omy, the completion of the formation of the current 

socio-political system, strengthening of positive trends 
in culture, education and science - all this is yet to come. 
Azerbaijan is on the threshold of an entirely new phase 
in its development, which will require the utmost mo-
bilization of intellectual and technical potential. Being a 
modern and successful country is not easy for a young 
state: it is necessary to take new heights and respond to 
previously unknown challenges. But the experience of 
the way that has been covered is reassuring: Azerbaijan 
will certainly achieve results. This is the tenacity of Azer-
baijanis and their will to win. 
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