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Since the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, Russia has rapidly expanded its military footprint across Armenia,
developing a constellation of security outposts across the Syunik province. These security sites are concentrated
across two strategic zones: the Iran-Armenia border and Armenia's borderlands with Azerbaijan and Nagorno-
Karabakh.

Amid growing Moscow-Baku geopolitical cooperation and Russia's interest in carving out the so-called Zangezur
Corridor, the continued presence of Russian forces across swathes of Syunik poses a growing challenge to both
Armenia's sovereignty and national security capacity. Azerbaijan's recent territorial gains, including its occupation
of sovereign Armenian territory in September 2022, has left Armenia's southernmost provinces of Syunik and
Vayots Dzor outflanked and dangerously vulnerable. The next phase of Azerbaijan's military campaign likely
includes an assault on both provinces. To adequately prepare for the region's defense, mapping the activities and
risks of Russian military deployments is necessary.

This memo concludes with recommendations for an organized, prioritized, and resourced effort to
help Armenia restore sovereignty over Syunik.

SECURITY OUTPOST NETWORKS: AN EXPANDED LEVER OF STRATEGIC INFLUENCE

Following the 2020 conflict, Moscow, which helped choreograph Baku's victory, capitalized on Armenia's
security crisis and expanded its already-substantial military presence. Russia's military buildup was largely
concentrated on Syunik. Russia's newfound military outposts are composed of various Russian security services,
including border guards, which are managed by Russia's Federal Security Service, the FSB.

The "Treaty on the Status and Conditions of the Activity of the Border Guard Troops of the Russian Federation in
the Republic of Armenia," signed in September 1992, and the “Protocol N5 on Prolongation of the Presence of the
Russian 102nd Military Base in the Republic of Armenia,” ratified in 2011, established the legal basis for
Russia's military presence in Armenia. The 2011 protocol lifted restrictions on Russia's security presence,
authorizing the stationing of Russian forces across the country.

1. "Armenia, Russia Sign Extended Defense Pact," Azatutyun, August 20, 2010. (https://www.azatutyun.am/a/2132965.html)
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In May 2021 and September 2022, the Armenian government allotted land for Russia's expanding military
infrastructure. These land allocations, which included territories in Kapan, Meghri and Tegh, served to
accommodate additional troop deployments and the establishment of outposts for Russian servicemen.

Between March 2021 and June 2023, the FSB renovated, expanded, and established infrastructure for border
guards and other Russian military services permanently stationed across Syunik, particularly in areas adjacent
to the Armenia-Iran border. This includes territory along the Soviet-era railway route connecting the
Azerbaijan SSR to Nakhichevan. (This is Azerbaijan's designated route for the Zangezur Corridor.) Amid this
buildup of military infrastructure, Russia has deployed additional security personnel to the region. By August
2023, approximately 2,000 Russian security were stationed in Syunik.

In addition to the deployments in the Armenia-Iran border checkpoints in Agarak, Russian servicemen
control the entire Armenia-Iran borderline. Russian forces also occupy 3 kilometers along the Armenian-
Azerbaijan borderline starting from the point where the Armenian, Azerbaijani and Iranian borders connect
on the Arax River (marked with red in the following map).
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Newly built Russian military outposts along the Armenia-Iran border.

In the southeast of Syunik, across the Arax river (Armenia-Iran border) and the former Soviet railway line, Russia
maintains the 016 military site (38.889954, 46.524394). Russia also operates the 508th site of the Russian FSB
(38.898426, 46.442672) along the border below the village Nrnadzor.

Other Russian military facilities include the 21th FSB border guard site (38.917472, 46.338068) located
below the village of Alvank and the main FSB base (38.891307, 46.254642) in Meghri. The FSB headquarters
predates the 2020 conflict but has significantly expanded since 2021. In Agarak, near the customs facilities,
Russia maintains another FSB border guard site, the 411st outpost (38.854985, 46.204548), which underwent
renovation in 2022.

2.“Russian military in Armenia reinforce areas near Azeri border,” Reuters, May 3, 2021. (https://www.reuters.com/world/russian-
military-armenia-reinforce-areas-near-azeri-border-agencies-2021-05-03/)
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At the western end of the Armenia-Azerbaijan-Iran triangle near Nakhichevan, the Russians operate another
(unknown number) military outpost (38.843502, 46.156743). This military site is currently under construction, or
expansion, and will establish Russian control over the 3 kilometer borderline between Armenia and Nakhichevan.

Left: The Russian 016 military outpost near the eastern Armenia-
Azerbaijan-Iran triangle.

Right: The 508th site of Russian FSB below the village Nrnadzor.

The local FSB headquarters near Meghri. (The red roof buildings were built
between 2021-2023)
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A CREEPING DE FACTO OCCUPATION

The consolidation of the FSB's outpost network — and the occupation of vast swathes of territory — has raised
concerns of Armenia's loss of de facto control of Syunik to Russia, Yerevan's erstwhile security partner turned
adversary.

Since 2020, Russian security outposts have mushroomed across Syunik, extending far beyond Armenia's borders.
At present, Russian security services occupy 23 sites in Syunik. Moscow has established military outposts in the
strategic villages of Shikahogh and Tegh, located at the mouth of the Lachin Corridor. Russian forces likewise
maintain a large presence in Goris and surrounding villages — Davit Bek, Nerkin Hand and Khndzoresk. Russia
also operates sizable outposts at Meghri and Sisian airports, both critical logistics hubs for the defense of Syunik.
The forthcoming Russian diplomatic mission in Kapan is also poised to host 43-45 personnel.

Russia's near total takeover of Syunik's strategic sites and infrastructure has gradually eroded Armenian
control over the region. Russian security forces operate with complete autonomy, without the oversight of
the Armenian government or military. Territories occupied by Russian military outposts are likewise de facto
off-limits to Armenian security agencies. Russian forces routinely deny the Armenian military and European
Union monitoring mission access to borderlands, a striking violation of Armenian sovereignty.

Since 2020, Russian breaches of Armenian sovereignty in Syunik have escalated. Towards the end of 2021, the
Russian FSB service managed to install checkpoints along the Meghri-Kapan and Kapan-Goris motorways,
allegedly without the consent of the Armenian government. Two checkpoints were later removed, with Moscow
claiming the FSB's actions were previously coordinated with both Armenia and Azerbaijan. At present, several
Russian-manned checkpoints remain in operation.

Amid Moscow's pivot to Azerbaijan, Russia's de-facto occupation of Syunik has evolved into a serious
national security threat. Constrained mobility — restricted access to strategic sites and infrastructure — will
severely hamper Armenian defense preparations. Failure to reverse these skewed on-the-ground power
dynamics could result in Syunik's partial loss to a Russo-Azeri campaign.

RUSSIAN TROOPS: A NATIONAL SECURITY THREAT

As the Moscow-Baku axis forges ahead with its geopolitical agenda, Russia's lingering military presence in
Syunik is a major threat to Armenia's national security. The primary concern is that Russia will mobilize
its local security apparatus to sabotage Armenian defenses, while facilitating Azerbaijan's seizure of the
region. (The Russian "peacekeeping" mission similarly abetted Azerbaijan's creeping takeover of Nagorno-
Karabakh in 2021-2023.)

Syunik features prominently in the geopolitical ambitions of Russia and Azerbaijan. Both countries aim
to carve out the Zangezur Corridor — an envisioned extraterritorial, Moscow-managed corridor to Turkey
via Syunik. Russia is poised to leverage the transportation route to weather the economic fallout of the
Ukraine conflict and circumvent tightening international sanctions regimes.

3."Russian Border Guards Installed 5 Modular Checkpoints Months Ago - Mayor of Meghri," Azatutyun, August 9, 2022. (https://
www.azatutyun.am/a/31980300.html)

4."Russia Establishes Checkpoint at Chakaten. The Russian Side will Not Tolerate Anti-Russian Forces in Syunik," Armlur, November
14, 2021. (https://armlur.am/1147890/)
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Russian troops are a potent tool in Azerbaijan's arsenal. Russia's outposts are strategically stationed along the
Iran-Armenia border, Azerbaijan's proposed route for the Zangezur Corridor. Since the 2020 war, Baku has dashed
to restore Soviet era train lines connecting Azerbaijan proper with Nakhichevan, anticipating the restoration of
the route via Syunik. With de facto control of the route — and the absence of Armenian troops —
Russia could smoothly facilitate the transfer of the strategic route under the cover of an Azeri assault.

With an impending assault on Syunik, Armenia must acknowledge its precarious control over the strategic region
— a crisis of its own making — and develop plans to restore its sovereignty vis-a-vis Russia.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

As Azerbaijan seeks to consolidate its post-war geopolitical gains, a decisive, Russia-sanctioned assault on Syunik
is highly likely. Preparing for the successful defense of Armenia's southern heartland requires the total restoration
of Armenian sovereignty. To this end, Yerevan should focus on eroding Russia's security presence, while
expanding Armenia's own influence and capabilities. Failure to restore Armenian sovereignty will render a
defense of Syunik and Vayots Dzor nearly unfeasible and precipitate the occupation of the strategic province.

To avert such a scenario, Armenian policymakers — and society — should immediately:

Take bold action to erode the autonomy of Russian forces;

Pursue withdrawal of Russian forces fromall strategic sites, including the entire length of the Armenia-Iran border;

Undermine the capacity of Russian forces to conduct hostile activities;

Reestablish complete control over critical infrastructure, including logistics hubs;

Reorganize Armenia's force posture across Syunik and expand its military capabilities;
* Prioritize intelligence-gathering and analysis on Russia's local security capabilities; and

* Preparea comprehensive planto achieve the full withdrawal of Russian military forces from
Syunik and Vayots Dzor, while mitigating the risk of a Russian backlash.

RUSSIA'S GROWING MILITARY DEPLOYMENT IN SYUNIK: A CHALLENGE TO ARMENIAN SOVEREIGNTY AND DEFENSE 5



Institute for Security Analysis (ISA)

ISA is a Yerevan-based research institute focusing on national security and foreign policy.

Contact: info@securityandanalysis.net

Eduard Abrahamyan, Ph.D. is a political scientist and senior research fellow with Justice Armenia.
Abrahamyan earned his doctoral degree from the University of Leicester in 2022. He previously

served as a foreign policy advisor to former Armenian President Armen Sarkissian. Abrahamyan is
also a regular contributor to IHS Markit, The Jamestown Foundation, The National Interest, Foreign
Policy Research Institute and the Central Asia—Caucasus Institute.

ISA values diversity of opinion and the independent views of its scholars, fellows, and board members. The views of the
authors do not necessarily reflect the views of IS4, its staff, or its advisors.

RUSSIA'S GROWING MILITARY DEPLOYMENT IN SYUNIK: A CHALLENGE TO ARMENIAN SOVEREIGNTY AND DEFENSE



