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W
hen I first visited the South Cau-

casus in 2021, the geopolitics of 

the region looked entirely differ-

ent. In the short time since my 

visit, many winds have changed, and many tides have 

turned.

Back then, Georgia was a pro-Western frontrunner 

with a track record of reforms. The Georgian Dream 

government was still pursuing a strategy of apparent 

determination to move the country towards Western 

alliances, pulling its institutions out of the swamp 

of corrupt Russian influences. 

Armenia, on the other hand, seemed firmly gripped 
in Russia’s fist and frozen in a conflict with its neigh-

bors. Russian troops were supposedly maintaining 
the fragile peace, but were in effect enforcing Arme-

nia’s subjugation and preventing any change of orbit. 

Armenia appeared hopelessly dependent on Russian 
energy sources and investment, and it seemed as 

if that would remain the case for a very long time.

Nevertheless, I used my visit to Armenia to underline 

the strategic benefit of reaching out to Europe. As 
Lithuania’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, my overall 

strategy was to support democratic forces wherever 

and whenever they needed a friend. Lithuania would 

be that friend. As a smaller state with few military 

options, I navigated a values-based, pro-democracy 

path, consistently defending the principle of the rule 

of law, whatever it took. I also chose to recommend 

this strategy to other small states in similar predic-

aments with large, aggressive neighbors.

And so I made the case in Yerevan: Europe can 

provide more stability and prosperity. During a tête-

à-tête meeting with the Prime Minister, I suggested 

reaching out to Brussels to request a European 

border mission to help patrol parts of the Arme-

nia-Azerbaijan border.

And with that mission, a gradual realignment process 

began. Five years after my visit to offer assistance in 

a “hopeless” situation — Armenia’s pivot to the West 

is no longer talked about in whispers. The work is 

progressing and gathering pace. I am convinced that 

this process can only strengthen Armenia and will 

certainly allow Armenians more freedom to flourish 

than Russia will ever provide to those who choose 

“partnership” with Moscow.

https://www.urm.lt/en/news/928/lithuanias-foreign-minister-gabrielius-landsbergis-begins-his-visit-to-the-south-caucasus:34664
https://lithuania.mfa.am/en/news/2021/04/26/Arm_Lithuania_Press_Conf/10916?mfa_news=1
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The illusion of safety that an imperi-

alistic oppressor attempts to sell to its 

smaller neighbors is not only a lie but 

also very fragile.

I am also certain that Armenia’s break with Russia is 
succeeding because, fundamentally, alignment with 

democratic values provides any country with more 

sustainable security and stability than other, more 

autocratic systems can offer. The illusion of safety 

that an imperialistic oppressor attempts to sell to 

its smaller neighbors is not only a lie but also very 

fragile.

Escaping the Spider’s Web

Many might have thought that the Armenian Prime 

Minister Nikol Pashinyan was choosing a risky path 

in trying to settle the decades-long conflict with 
Azerbaijan in the Nagorno-Karabakh region. Indeed, 
the risks were considerable, but in such conflicts, all 
paths are risky. When faced with unavoidable risk, 

he chose the path with the most reliable long-term 

mitigation strategy, even when easier short-term 

avoidance tactics were available.

Many would have expected a lengthy military con-

flagration after war broke out once again in 2020, 
but instead, Pashinyan chose to de-escalate, signing 

the ceasefire that ended the war. Far from a show of 
weakness, this decision to hold a steady course must 

have taken great strength. It is difficult decisions like 
these that build the foundations for future progress.

When Azerbaijan moved against Nagorno-Karabakh 
again in 2023, and Armenians were forced to leave 

their homes in droves, many experts were again 

expecting an escalation. Pashinyan chose to de-es-

calate on that occasion, too. Again, he avoided the 

paths that would lead back to square one, regardless 

of how convenient they might have appeared.

The fragile lie of Russian “protection” was cracked 
and exposed when Russia decided not to intervene. 

It did not matter that Armenia and Russia were in 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). 
It did not matter that Russia had pledged security 
guarantees. Any “agreements” made with an autocrat 

can be ignored or torn up at any time by the auto-

crat — this is the feature of autocracy that autocrats 

find the most attractive. That is the main reason for 
a smaller state to choose the risky path of democ-

racy: its risks are still smaller than the almost certain 

dangers of being a fly in a spider’s web.

Any “agreements” made with an auto-

crat can be ignored or torn up at any 

time by the autocrat — this is the fea-

ture of autocracy that autocrats find 
the most attractive.

Russia, the spider, was perhaps too busy trying to 
catch another fly in Ukraine to notice Armenia begin-

ning to wriggle free. The decision to keep wriggling 

came at a high political cost, but it now appears to 

be paying dividends. As Russia increasingly defaulted 
on its promises, Armenia gained room to cultivate 

ties with more reliable partners. The supposedly 

safe options proved unsafe, while the supposedly 

easy options grew harder with each passing year. 

And when a smaller state demonstrates persistence 

and a willingness to take risks for freedom, others 

take notice.

After a long and strained relationship, Türkiye is 

now extending a stabilizing hand to Armenia. Earlier 
this year, Turkish Airlines launched direct Istanbul–

Yerevan flights, followed by high-level government 
meetings and renewed efforts to restore railway 

links between the two countries. These steps are 

gradually rebuilding bilateral ties, strengthening 

Türkiye’s role in the region while providing Armenia 

with greater geopolitical options.

For years, Russia exploited Armenia’s diplomatic and 
economic isolation, presenting itself as an inevitable 

partner, a destiny, and the only rope keeping Arme-

nia afloat. But when the moment came, that rope 

https://www.turkishairlines.com/en-tr/flights-from-istanbul-to-yerevan
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/normalization-between-turkiye-armenia-sets-example-for-others-says-turkish-vice-president/3926887
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-78_-kars-gumru-demiryolunun-rehabilitasyonu-ve-faaliyete-gecirilmesi-amaciyla-olusturulan-turkiye-ile-ermenistan-arasindaki-ortak-calisma-grubu-nun-toplantisi-hk.en.mfa
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snapped. Moscow failed to deliver on its promises, 

exposing the fragility of the dependence it had spent 

decades cultivating. Once the rope broke, every-

one could see that it had never been as strong as it 

appeared.

For years, Russia exploited Armenia’s 

diplomatic and economic isolation, pre-

senting itself as an inevitable partner, 

a destiny, and the only rope keeping 

Armenia afloat. But when the moment 
came, that rope snapped.

Indeed, Russia thrives only in a geopolitically unsta-

ble environment, where neighboring countries are 

forced to seek its assistance. That means Russia has 

a vested interest in prolonging instability to remain 

relevant. This is why reducing diplomatic tensions 

in the region is already diminishing Russia’s influ-

ence there. Or, to put it simply, the farther away the 

Russians are, the calmer the region becomes. And 

that is very much in the interest of both Türkiye 

and Armenia.

When Europe Gets It Right

Despite many observers, myself included, expressing 

frustration with European passivity and ineffec-

tiveness, there are also important success stories. 

Europe’s powerful potential is sometimes put to 

good use. The European mission on the Armenia–

Azerbaijan border provided stability and reliability 

at a moment when both were badly needed. Yet that 

mission is only a small example of a much larger 

reality.

Europe has the instruments to achieve 

and sustain rapid progress for millions 

of people when it finds the political will.

When Europe commits itself to a country’s trans-

formation, the results can be remarkable. The 

experience of the Baltic States demonstrates this 

clearly. In little more than two decades, countries 

that emerged from Soviet occupation and economic 

hardship have become prosperous, stable, and secure 

members of the European family. Democratic insti-

tutions were strengthened, economies modernized, 

and living standards transformed. Europe has the 

instruments to achieve and sustain rapid progress 

for millions of people when it finds the political will.

That success carries lessons far beyond the Bal-

tic region. Armenia’s gradual realignment towards 

Europe is taking place because the European project 

still offers something Russia cannot: a pathway to 

greater sovereignty, prosperity, and stability. The 

attraction of Europe does not rest on coercion. It 

rests on results.

Vladimir Putin felt far more threatened 

by this explosion of European demo-

cratic prosperity than by NATO’s en-

largement. He found himself confronted 

not by a military threat but by an ideo-

logical embarrassment.

It is often said, and I would broadly agree, that Vlad-

imir Putin felt far more threatened by this explosion 

of European democratic prosperity than by NATO’s 

enlargement. He found himself confronted not by a 

military threat but by an ideological embarrassment. 

The supposedly “decadent” West was dramatically 

outperforming his attempts to revive the geopolit-

ical influence and imagined prestige of the Soviet 

past. The success of countries that escaped Mos-

cow’s orbit posed an uncomfortable question for 

those still trapped within it.

This helps explain why the Kremlin has invested so 

much effort in preventing others from following 

the same path. If democratic transformation could 

succeed in the Baltics, why not in Ukraine, Geor-

gia, Moldova, or Armenia? If countries on Russia’s 

periphery could become more prosperous, more 

secure, and more democratic without Moscow’s 
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guidance, the entire foundation of Russia’s regional 
influence would begin to erode.

Even threatening the world with nucle-

ar weapons has not always produced 

the capitulation Moscow expected.

Yet despite being labeled a “Great Power,” Russia has 
enjoyed only mixed success in its attempts to stop 

that process. Some countries have remained trapped. 

Others have broken free. It turns out that even great 

powers struggle to force determined nations to bend 

the knee permanently. Even threatening the world 

with nuclear weapons has not always produced the 

capitulation Moscow expected.

Armenia’s ongoing transformation is a reminder of 

that reality. The country is still navigating immense 

challenges, but its trajectory demonstrates that 

geography is not destiny. Countries are not con-

demned to remain forever within somebody else’s 

sphere of influence. Sometimes the web tears and 
the rope breaks. 

The Power of Example

Yet Russia has not failed everywhere. Russia had 
more success recently in Georgia. The Georgian 

government has been deliberately drifting towards 

Russia. A former candidate to join the European 
Union and NATO, the Georgian government refused 

to pursue the European integration path, converted 

its country into a major hub for Russian sanction 
avoidance, and a refuge for Russians fleeing the 
war. I had the privilege of participating in one of the 

pro-European rallies in 2024. Addressing the crowd, 

I said that the European Union is not a threat to 

any government. We have been and remain ready to 

help Georgia on the path to Europe. Unfortunately, 

the Georgian government kept choosing the other 

path. The Kremlin hasn’t won over the free people 
of Georgia, but its influence has successfully turned 
the government back towards the East.

The government might try to deceive 

itself that there is some third way pos-

sible, while the reality is very binary — 

if you are not on a track to Europe, you 

are on a track to Russia.

The region has changed dramatically, and the exam-

ples of Georgia and Armenia illustrate the two very 

different paths a smaller state can take. Despite 

ongoing and remarkable protests in Tbilisi, Georgia 

is no longer on an EU and NATO integration track. 

The government might try to deceive itself that 

there is some third way possible, while the reality 

is very binary — if you are not on a track to Europe, 

you are on a track to Russia.

The more you hold steady on the path westward, the 

further you will move away from Moscow. Armenia 

has democratically chosen the right path, and that 

has already made the country more independent 

and, therefore, more secure. Prosperity always flows 
from there eventually.

Yet Armenia’s progress should not lead us to roman-

ticize Europe or overlook its shortcomings.

As I mentioned above, it is unfortunately true that 

Europe is far from operating at its full capacity to 

assist, defend, and nurture democracies and those 

striving to become new allies aligned with the West. 

To cynics, it can easily seem that the European 

Dream is no less a mirage than the Russian one, and 
that betting on alliances with democratic countries 

can appear naïve or even a surrender of sovereignty.

Even well-established EU members express concerns 

about the centralization of power in Brussels; one 
member even left the Union entirely. Populist poli-

ticians in all countries have won votes and seats by 

whipping up suspicions of “unelected bureaucrats” 

and many, much darker conspiracies. Of course, 

such politicians have their popularity boosted by 

enthusiastic support from Kremlin propagandists, 

https://civil.ge/archives/638801
https://www.urm.lt/en/news/928/landsbergis-in-tbilisi-addresses-protesters-the-people-of-georgia-just-like-the-people-of-lithuania-believe-in-europe-whole-free-and-at-peace:42743


BY GABRIELIUS LANDSBERGIS Issue №31 | June, 2026

6

and sometimes by the same direct collaboration and 

corruption that recaptured Georgia and almost fully 

subjugated Hungary.

Yet despite these imperfections, there are reasons 

why countries on Europe’s eastern frontier continue 

to place their faith in the European project.

I can understand those who are cautious about the 

long-term prospects of aligning with the West and 

integrating into imperfect European institutions. 

However, as a representative of a Baltic State, I point 

to our own history in this struggle. We stood up 

for our own democratic freedom, against the same 

mammoth enemy, even when we were told not to, 

even when we were assured it was hopeless. Since 

regaining that freedom, we have been tireless advo-

cates for all those who also seek it, and I would argue 

that great progress has been made. 

That experience shapes how we view the choices 

now facing countries such as Armenia. Contrary to 

the desk research by Western analysts, we on the 

Eastern Flank have lived experience and understand 

the nature of existential threats; we are familiar with 
those who threaten us. We are best positioned to 

understand the current predicament of those in the 

South Caucasus. We also share the same interests — 

more democratic countries mean more democratic 

allies to protect all our democracies.

The Baltic States are ideally placed to advocate for a 

closer relationship and more assistance to Armenia. 

Our history, struggle for freedom, and shared geopo-

litical heritage provide us with ample understanding. 

The Baltics are the best example of a successful  

transition from Soviet occupation to a modern Euro-

pean society. Nowhere else is it as clear what the 

Western strategic direction, democratic reforms, 

and embrace of a market economy can do to a region.

European countries feel overwhelmed by the return 

of risky geopolitics. Not so long ago, the European 

continent seemed at peace — with Russia placated, 
the U.S. offering security, it seemed as if history had 

truly ended. The Baltic States, on the other hand, 

have consistently warned of the looming geopolit-

ical dangers. Today, the Baltics could (and should) 
best explain what leaving aspiring European Union 

members outside the Union would mean for their 

security.

Today, the Baltics could (and should) 
best explain what leaving aspiring 

European Union members outside the 

Union would mean for their security.

That is precisely why Armenia’s current trajectory 

matters far beyond Armenia itself.

Armenia is a shining example to the region, showing 

that a country can choose sovereignty even when 

threatened. When Armenians make that choice, 

Georgians are given an additional reason to believe 

that the pull towards Moscow is not inevitable. The 

world is watching, and each country is calculating 

and recalculating its own shifts. Leading by example 

is the strongest and most inspiring form of lead-

ership, and Armenia will certainly benefit from its 
decision to take this long, risky, and difficult path 
rather than the shortcut to disaster ■


