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Azerbaijan is a nation with domestic, regional 

and international difficulties, all of which pose 

challenges to the existing or prospective 

investor. Attempting for some years now to 

present a more acceptable political and social 

face to the international community, to 

accompany its significant oil reserves, the 

country has struggled to escape the shadow of 

the Soviet Union and the legacy of corruption 

(while mining new veins of its own) and faces close scrutiny over its actions in the contested 

Karabakh region. Whether wary of extended Russian influence, conscious of the proliferation of 

organised crime or interested in the global energy supply chain, Azerbaijan is ‘one to watch’. 

 

The Karabakh case is perhaps one of those rare instances of contested territory where the world is virtually 

united on who should control it. The Nagorno-Karabakh province was settled by both Azerbaijanis and 

ethnic Armenians but cleaved to a newly independent Azerbaijan after the fall of the USSR. Armenia 

immediately began a guerrilla conflict that flared up intermittently for the next thirty years, most strongly 

(and recently) in 2020, and which was only settled by a brokered peace deal and third-party peacekeeping 

forces. While Azerbaijan may be ‘in the right’ territorially, as far as global opinion goes, this does not give 

it the right to commit human rights abuses (and even arguably war crimes) in Karabakh against Armenians, 

nor is it right that the best development/land deals on the retaken provinces should, as has recently been 

discovered, go to firms connected to high-ranking government officials without transparent contract 

procedures. Such action will not only foster the ongoing resentment from Armenia, raising spectres of 

another war, but confirms that corruption and human rights abuses are standard practice by the 

government no matter how far their territory expands.  

 

Azerbaijan routinely rounds up protestors, intimidates journalists, uses torture, creates ‘political’ charges 

out of thin air to detain anyone for anything, and operates policies of state capture, corporate looting and 

crony capitalism that would make even the Kremlin blush. Consider the case of the banker Jahangir 

Hajiyev: married to the President’s daughter, escaped censure for the embezzlement of $1bn USD from 

the bank at which he worked, and was ‘cleaned’ so as to present an acceptable face of Azerbaijani 

business to the West.  



 
  

 

(For what it is worth, Hajiyev is now serving a prison sentence in Azerbaijan after falling foul of the 

President, and his wife has seen her London property and assets seized as the first recipient of an 

Unexplained Wealth Order). Or the €2.6bn USD in ‘dirty money’ that washed through the ‘Azerbaijani 

Laundromat’ between 2012 and 2014, not only used to launder Azerbaijan’s reputation worldwide but 

which itself came from highly questionable and murky sources – a two-for-one deal. And in general, stories 

of industrial-scale graft and bribery highlight just how embedded corporate malpractice is in the Azerbaijani 

political and business communities, and the regular security crackdowns (and utter pliancy of the law 

enforcement authorities and judiciary) confirm that the business environment for domestic and 

international firms alike is perilous. 

 

And then of course, the other sword of Damocles hanging over Azerbaijan is the identity of the nation 

which brokered the Karabakh peace treaty, and which provides the peacekeeping forces: Russia. Moscow 

had regularly supplied weapons to Baku for the conflict and now sees the peace deal as an excuse to 

exert greater control over a key strategic partner. But if Azerbaijan is courted by Western firms looking for 

alternatives to Russian oil, this relationship could fracture – with consequences for both business (as 

Russia will not take kindly to losing influence and control to a neighbour) and security, as a Russian-

supported peace cannot be said to be much of a peace at all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex 
cases of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field 
and help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers 
penetration testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency 
planning, and implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191 


