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Country Report
Politics: 

The Republic of Azerbaijan regained its independence following the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. The country had a turbulent beginning, as it was involved in the Nagorno-Karabakh War, which lasted from 1988-1994, and saw the Armenian-majority region of Nagorno-Karabakh declare de facto independence and several bordering provinces occupied by Armenia. The situation remains incredibly tense, and currently under observation from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group.
 

Azerbaijan is nominally a presidential republic, with a president as head of state, and a prime minister as head of government in nominally independent legislative and judicial bodies. However, the current president of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev, is the son of the previous president, Heydar Aliyev. This has caused many watchdog groups to fear the rise of a hereditary presidency.
 Aliyev was elected formally in 2003, and again in 2010. Amendments to the Azerbaijani constitution in 2008 abolished presidential term limits. Azerbaijan has a unicameral legislative body, the National Assembly (Azeri: Milli Məclis). There is only one major party in Azerbaijan, the New Azerbaijan Party, with other opposition parties lacking any real power.

Azerbaijan has several major political issues that it must overcome to encourage internal stability. Azerbaijani tensions with Armenia following the Nagorno-Karabakh, combined with diplomatic and political tensions with Iran, and the delineation of the Caspian Sea are major issues that face Azerbaijani sovereignty.
 Internally, Azerbaijan suffers from heavy social divisions between both the wealthy elite and the impoverished masses, and the divide between the secular government and more religious elements of society.
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Map of Azerbaijan (NOTE: Nagorno-Karabakh Republic not shown)

Economics: 

The economy of Azerbaijan has had a turbulent past. Like most of the post-Soviet states, the Republic of Azerbaijan suffered from hyperinflation and widespread inflation. However, starting in 2001, the government began making a formal transition towards an oil-based economy.
 The results of this were best seen in the growths of Azerbaijan’s GDP by leaps and bounds during the mid-2000s. 
	Year
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	GDP % Growth
	11.83
	28.78
	37.33
	27.24
	12.05
	9.46


GDP Percentage Growth of Azerbaijan between 2004 and 2009.

	Country
	1999
	2000
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010

	Azerbaijan
	1,770
	3,000
	3,500
	3,400
	3,800
	5,400
	7,500
	8,000
	9,500
	10,400
	10,900


GDP-per capita of Azerbaijan between 1999 and 2010.


Azerbaijan is an industrially focused nation, with industry making up 60% of the country’s GDP.
 Most of these industries are focused on the production of oil and natural gas, as well as petrochemical and metal production. Azerbaijan’s industry has been aided by the desire of the European Union for alternatives to Russian oil and natural gas. This has led to several pipelines, like the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan line
, and proposed projects, like the Nabucco pipeline.
 These natural resources are likely to remain the focus on the Azerbaijani economy for the immediate future.

Azerbaijan’s rapid economic expansion has had its side-effects. The transition to a transparent market economy has been delayed by serious government intervention in the private sphere. Likewise, many places where the government has intervened have been either corrupt, or simply inefficient. However, in 2008, Azerbaijan was considered the “top reformer” in terms of economy.
 These contradictions are hardly unique. Similarly, Azerbaijan must diversify its economy beyond the petrochemical field in order to free itself from the flux of the oil and gas markets.

Environment:


Azerbaijan, like many of the post-Soviet states, has suffered great environmental damage as a result of Soviet infrastructural policy. The soil of Azerbaijan, one of the more arable Soviet republics, has been severely damaged due to the number of pesticides used to aid the local cotton production.
 Similarly, the ecology of the Caspian Sea has been severely affected by the overfishing of sturgeon to feed the demand for caviar.


Pollution remains a major issue, and the huge petrochemical industry in Azerbaijan has not aided the situation. Oil-related pollution has heavily damaged the soil and water around Azerbaijan. Some scientists consider the Apsheron Peninsula, which includes Azerbaijan’s largest cities of Baku and Sumqayit
, the most ecologically devastated area in the world.
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