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Ethnic Conflict in Caucasus Shows Its First Glimmer of Hope 

By STEPHEN KINZER 

In a week that saw the first high-level contact in years between Armenia and Azerbaijan, leaders of both countries said they were eager to resolve an ethnic conflict that threatens to ignite the Caucasus. 

The conflict is over the disputed enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh, which the world recognizes as part of Azerbaijan but which has been held by its ethnic Armenian majority since 1994. Fighting that ended that year took more than 35,000 lives and forced hundreds of thousands from their homes. 

A resumption of fighting could be disastrous, because the Caucasus today is delicately balanced between prosperity and chaos. Huge amounts of oil have been discovered under and around the Caspian Sea, but ethnic conflicts in places like Nagorno-Karabakh could abort the expected boom and plunge the region back into the anarchy of the early 1990's. 

There has been no substantial movement toward a settlement of the conflict, and the sides remain so far apart that some fear another war. But last Monday, the Prime Minister of Armenia, Armen Darbinyan, flew to Azerbaijan to attend a regional trade conference. 

Before meeting privately with his guest, President Heydar Aliyev of Azerbaijan told reporters that he looked forward to ''the restoration of friendship between Azerbaijan and Armenia in the context of a peaceful resolution in Nagorno-Karabakh.'' It was the first time in memory he had made such a statement. 

A team of diplomats from Russia, France and the United States has been searching for a solution to the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute. They want the mountainous enclave returned to Azerbaijan but given ''maximum possible autonomy.'' Armenia has rejected that framework, vowing never to allow Azerbaijan to rule there again. 

In an interview here after Mr. Aliyev's remarks, President Robert Kocharian of Armenia said ''nonstandard approaches'' could produce a ''unique solution'' in the enclave. 

He mentioned several possible models: Northern Ireland, which has broad powers to run its affairs but remains under British sovereignty; Bosnia and Herzegovina, where a joint presidency represents the three principal ethnic groups; New Caledonia, a self-governing ''overseas territory'' of France, and Andorra, a principality that holds a seat in the United Nations but whose nominal rulers are the President of France and the bishop of Seo de Urgel, Spain. 

Mr. Kocharian said he could accept a token role for Azerbaijan in the enclave to allow it a measure of ''face saving.'' But Azerbaijan, which is poised to earn billions of dollars from oil exports, is seeking to save much more than face. It wants Nagorno-Karabakh back, and could use its coming wealth to build an army capable of retaking it. 

Mr. Kocharian said he is not worried about such a counterattack. 

''Are you sure the rich man fights better?'' he asked. ''In 10 years, who will be ready to fight and die, and for what? In 10 years, any attack on Nagorno-Karabakh would be viewed by its residents as an aggression against their country. For the Azerbaijani Army, Karabakh will be just a memory. Who will be more willing to give their lives?'' 

Mr. Kocharian rose to power on the Nagorno-Karabakh issue. He is a former leader of the enclave, and was elected Armenia's President in March after the army forced his predecessor, Levon Ter-Petrosian, to resign. Military chiefs suspected that Mr. Ter-Petrosian was preparing a compromise with Azerbaijan. 

''We cannot accept anything less than Karabakh being de facto Armenian,'' said Armen Aivazian, a historian and foreign policy expert. ''It should be under unchallenged, permanent Armenian military control. After that, Andorra could be negotiated. All kinds of solutions are possible.'' 

Mr. Aivazian acknowledged, however, that there seemed little prospect of Azerbaijan's accepting such a formula. 

''I personally don't see any solution in the time ahead,'' he said. ''If the situation continues as it is, the chance of war is not 100 percent, but certainly more than 50 or 60 percent.'' 

Any peace accord would have to be accepted by leaders of the Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians, and because Mr. Kocharian is considered one of the enclave's heroes, he would presumably be able to influence them. 

''He has a lot of sway over Karabakh opinion,'' said a European diplomat in Yerevan. ''He is an astute politician and an astute string-puller, and as time goes on, he may have a chance to be a statesman.''

