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Ethnicity is an influential element in contemporary American domestic politics, and, one would argue, in foreign
politics as well. Some powerful ethnic interest groups - Jewish, Greek, Armenian etc. — have gained a lot of
influence in American domestic affairs and increasingly tried to exert more and more influence on the foreign

policies, which deal with their country or place of origin.

The issue of ethnic interest groups' influence incorporates broad range of topics on the domestic determinants of the
policymaking, including the nature of the domestic political system and state-society relations, the role of the public
opinion and societal groups, and even the importance of ideas and perceptions in policymaking process. What are
the policy impacts of public opinion and societal groups? How do domestic structures provide grounds for the
activities of various interest groups? How and by which mechanisms do various interest groups and public opinion
influence the policymaking process? What is the relationship between elites and public in U.S. political system and

who follows whom? All these larger questions constitute the research agenda of this article.

The purpose of the present article is to evaluate the role of the domestic ethnic interest groups on foreign
policy—-making, based on the example of the role of the Armenian lobby in the formulation of the U.S. foreign policy
towards Azerbaijan from early 1990s till present. To achieve this end, to what extent and by which mechanisms and
strategies the ethnic lobbies, the Armenian interest groups in this case, have influenced the U.S. foreign policies will
be identified. This article suggests that although ethnic groups may exert significant influence on foreign policy,
ethnic lobbying does not determine policy decisions and outcomes and can easily be sacrificed when broader
national interests are at stake. Likewise, it will be showed that the activity of the Armenian interest groups has had a
significant influence on U.S. policies, but the Armenian ethnic lobby was not the determining factor in U.S. policies

toward Azerbaijan and its influence was limited by the existence of obvious national interests.

To prove this thesis, first, the particularities of the U.S. political system and how it provides grounds for the activities
of various interest groups will be analyzed. Then the mechanisms and strategies by which ethnic interests exert
pressure on and influence the American policymaking process will be discussed. Finally, a case study will be
presented and the major developments in the history of the U.S.—Azerbaijan relations will be outlined, which have
relevance to the subject matter of the present article, i.e. to the activity of the ethnic Armenian interest groups in

America.
The Extent of Ethnic Groups' Influence: The U.S. Domestic Political Structure and State-Society Relations

This section is aimed to show that "the American political system not only permits, rather it actively promotes ethnic

group activism" (1). Therefore, in order to understand the role ethnic interest groups in general, and Armenian
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interest groups in particular, play in American domestic and foreign politics, it is necessary to analyze the U.S.

domestic structure.

From its beginning, U.S. society has been a multicultural society of people with different origins and backgrounds.
Therefore, it is natural that in a number of cases these ethnic groups sought to influence American policies toward
their country or place of origin. However, as Smith writes, "it is not only the social character of America as a nation of
immigrants that makes for the prominent role ethnic actors play in foreign policy deliberations; it is also the structure
of American democracy that allows ethnic communities, and much wider range of civic interest groups in general,
access to policymaking."(2) As it will be seen below, the factors that allow various interest groups, including ethnic
ones, to influence the U.S. policymaking lie namely on the nature of the wider state—society relations and the

country's political and party organization.

It is generally accepted that the U.S. has a largely decentralized policy—making structure. The U.S. founding fathers
have built the U.S. political system based on the principle of 'checks and balances'. This democratic principle
provided separate branches of government with powers to oversee the actions of the other, thus preventing any one
from becoming too powerful. This principle of 'checks and balances' enshrined in the U.S. Constitution provides
large freedom of action for the activity of various interest groups. Watanabe illustrates the sources of untidiness in

U.S. foreign policy making process in the following lines:

"While unquestionably lodging the political authority for the governance of foreign affairs in the president and
Congress, acting either apart or together, the actual demarcation of many responsibilities is left unclear. ...In the
effort to resolve imprecision and irregularity in the division of foreign affairs powers, the courts, especially the
Supreme Court, have been noticeably silent. ...The courts' reluctance to act has thrown these disputes into political
rather than judicial arena. In this context, the activities of organized interests, such as ethnic groups...may be as
decisive in defining the distribution of foreign policymaking responsibilities as would be a large body of court
judgements."(3)

Another factor that greatly enforces the role of social forces in American foreign policymaking is the specific system
of political party organization. As Smith indicates, "[b]ecause the Congress and the President can be of the same
mind or the same party, it is conceivable that the institutional struggle built into politics by the Constitution might not
occur and thus, the government would enjoy relative autonomy in the face of social pressures."(4) Therefore, the
party system has been built, in which the public officials are not named by the party but nominated through
primaries, whose results are decided by local electorates. "The consequence of such party discipline, — Smith writes,
— is that in practice public officials may well be as responsive to their constituents as to their party leadership"(5).
Moreover, Smith notes that given that the Congress is also a decentralized entity, even civic interests operating on a
small social base may find their concerns being reflected in legislation (6). Thus, the U.S. is usually characterized as
a typical "weak state" because of its federalist structure, the system of checks and balances between Congress and

administration, and the extensive network of group representation (7).

As seen from the discussion above, the U.S. is a society—dominated domestic structure in which public opinion and

the societal groups play an important role in formulation of domestic and foreign policies. Muller and Risse—-Kappen
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illustrate the importance of public opinion in society—dominated domestic structures in the following lines:

"...public opinion becomes a resource which competing elite factions try to mobilize for their purposes. Public opinion
defines broader or more limited boundaries on the range of options available to the political system, depending on

the degree and the specificity of the public consensus."(8)

However, this high degree of responsiveness to the public aspirations among U.S. policymakers does not exclude
the possibility of elite manipulation of public opinion. We cannot forget that elite, especially the ruling elite has large
material resources in its disposal and access to media, which is one of the most powerful instruments in shaping the
public opinion. Moreover, in a number of cases low level of knowledge about certain issues among public make it
easier for the elites to manipulate with the public opinion. Therefore, the question of interaction between public
opinion and elites is case and situation specific. However, the false dilemma of which one is more important, elites
or public and whether it is public that follows elite or vice versa can be easily resolved if we abstain from erroneous
approach of conceiving of both elites and public as distinct unitary actors. Domestic elites, as a rule, consist of
opposing groups struggling for power and use the public and its aspirations to achieve their goals. Likewise, the

public while may hold similar stance in fundamental policy issues, is, in many cases, divided on specific issues.

But what is more important is that viewing elites and public as relatively distinct and unitary actors lead to ignoring
an important causal role that interest groups play in influencing and even shaping both elite and public opinion. This
has long been a point ignored by scholars. As Skidmore and Hudson write: "Previous efforts to build
domestic—centered theories of foreign policy behavior have...suffered from inattention to the significant causal role of
societal groups"(9). Everts also observes that "[e]specially in the American case, the study of public opinion as mass
opinion has tended to overlook the role of parties and interest groups in shaping and mediating the connection
between mass opinion and foreign policy."(10) Risse—Kappen suggests distinguishing at least between (a) mass
public opinion, (b) the attentive public, which has a general interest in politics, and (c) issue publics, which are
particularly attentive to specific questions (11). In this case, the ethnic (including Armenian) interest groups in the
third category as groups particularly interested in the foreign policies, conducted toward their kith and kin can be

placed.

The similar approach can be applied not only to the public but also to the elites, viewing them as non-unitary actors,
which, certainly, may manipulate the public opinion, but which, at the same time, may be influenced and even
manipulated by various interests, including ethnic groups. As Smith rightly notes, "American politics is typically the
politics of organized interests — not only of the "power elite" (12). However, in most of the cases, the interest groups
and elites both use each other's support and resources for their own, and at the same time, mutual benefits. In this
regard Congress' high responsiveness towards the demands of its local constituents, including ethnic interest

groups, makes it especially attractive to various interest groups. As Watanabe writes:

"Ethnic organizations rely upon the responsiveness and legitimate policymaking authority of Congress to promote
specific policy propositions. Congress, to a great extent, relies upon the mobilization of nongovernmental opinion,
such as that which emanates from informed ethnic activists, in order to perform effectively and to promote its

enhanced foreign policymaking role."(13)
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Watanabe also characterizes public opinion as "a notoriously slippery concept, which is largely a manifestation of
the selective determinations of policymakers as to what is indeed representative"(14). This evaluation is correct, but
only in part, since it implies that policymakers are free to decide what constitutes a public opinion, which is not the
case in many instances. Moreover, as seen from the discussion above, interest groups play not lesser and, in
certain instances, greater role in shaping public opinion than do policymakers, which themselves operate within the

constraints of limited alternatives conditioned by this public opinion.

The Mechanisms and Strategies of Ethnic Group Influence:
Appeal to Mutual Interests

Having discussed the wider political structures, which provide the framework for the policymaking and ethnic groups
interaction we can turn now to the examination of various strategies that allow certain ethnic lobbies be more
effective than others operating within the same domestic political structures. As Watanabe writes, "the ultimate
measure of ethnic influence is the extent to which ethnic groups are successful in persuading officials to take
authoritative actions supportive of their positions"(15). There can be discerned a lot of factors, which make the ethnic
interest groups efficient and promote their ability to influence the policymakers' decisions. In this article, the ones

that are considered the most important will be referred.

Smith distinguishes three general ways in which interest (including ethnic) groups bring pressure to bear on the
political establishment: (a) through the vote, (b) by campaign finance contributions, and (c) by an organizational
body (16). In the U.S., similarly to many other democratic societies, small number of votes may make a big
difference. If to consider that ethnic groups, if well organized, are usually very vocal about their problems, especially
during the election period, as well as given the fact that their participation level in elections, as a rule, is much higher
than the average, then it becomes clear how even a small ethnic community can gain a critical influence in U.S.
policymaking (17). Through contributing money to the campaigns of candidates for the presidency and the
Congress, ethnic activists have another valuable source of access to decision-makers (18). As Watanabe notes,
"[o]rganizational requirements and the demands of the advocacy process place a premium on information

processing and communication skills that require substantial outlays of money"(19).

However, money and votes can be effective if ethnic interests posses a well-established organizational body, which
channels these popular forms of influence in specific directions targeted at specific issue areas. As Smith indicates,
ethnic organizations 1) ensure the organizational unity of the ethnic community, 2) form and supervise alliances with
other social forces and 3) advocate policy propositions and monitor the behavior of the government officials
responsible for formulating and implementing policy (20). Policymakers often view ethnic interest groups and
organizations as representatives of the larger ethnic communities and, therefore, prefer to cooperate with them in
order to get ethnic community's support during elections. Thus, as Watanabe points, "[I]n addition to serving as the
primary conduits for interaction with the policymaking structure, organizations are the primary contact points for

policymakers seeking advise, information, or a reading of ethnic community attitudes"(21).

Congress as the most responsive branch of government, which, as discussed above, is due to its decentralized

nature, the absence of strong party discipline, and most importantly, the role of primaries in congressional elections
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is "a more likely source of access to decision making for ethnic lobbies"(22). Ethnic activists understand that it is far
more difficult to gain access to the President and effectively influence his policies than it is to lobby members of
Congress, where the threshold of entry is far lower and a much closer working relationship can be established (23).
In this regard it is worthwhile to mention the congressional caucuses, which are the "entit[ies] composed of
interested members of congress who work together to further causes related to a special interest group" (24). The
congressional caucuses, which represent ethnic interests, work closely with these ethnic groups in promoting ethnic
interests. It is interesting to note that the Congressional Caucus on Armenian Issues created back in 1995 consists
of 126 members as of January 2003 (25) and is presently the largest caucus in the U.S. Congress (26), followed by
the Hellenic Caucus counting 117 members (27) with which it has close cooperative relationships.

Another significant function performed by the ethnic interest groups and organizations, as we saw above, is
advocating policy propositions and monitoring. Ethnic organizations perform the roles of surveillance and keeping
their membership and the larger ethnic community abreast of developments in the government and throughout those
areas of the world deemed critical (28). At the same time ethnic interest groups and organizations engage in what
Watanabe terms an "educative role" by providing ideas and usable data to policymakers. In fact, "the actual wording
of many resolutions and legislative proposals directly bears the mark of some ethnic organizations"(29). And here
we come to the importance of information providing in influencing policymaking process. Information is
communicated by ethnic groups and individuals in a variety of ways: through letters, telegrams, speeches, reports
and documents, newsletters, hearing testimony, telephone calls, meetings, demonstrations, and other formal and

informal devices (30).

Recently, with rise of Internet, web-based campaigns, such as launching "action alerts", which inform ethnic
community members about certain issues and urge to act either by sending Web-faxes or e-mails, have become
very popular. A recent interesting example for the effectiveness of such web-based campaigns was the American
government decision to exclude the Armenian nationals residing in the U.S. from a list of men required under the
new anti-terrorism program to undergo special registration at the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). In
November 2002 the INS and Justice Department designated a list of 18, mostly the Middle Eastern countries that
are considered high risks for terrorism, whose male nationals over 16 residing in U.S. had to undergo special
registration under the National Security Entry—Exit Registration System (NSEES). A month later on December 13 the
INS added Armenia, along with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, to the NSEES list, a notice was published in a Federal
Register on December 16, 2002. This move provoked a "furious round of lobbying" (31) by the government of
Armenia, which was the only post-Soviet country in the list, but most importantly, by the Armenian interest groups.
Within the first 24 hours of issues the action alert launched by the Armenian National Committee of America
(ANCA), —one of the largest Armenian interest group in the U.S., — over 10,000 web faxes were sent to the
President Bush expressing the Armenian American community's profound opposition to this action. "The ANCA,
along with a broad-based coalition of Armenian American groups, worked to resolve this issue with senior
Administration officials, Armenian Americans with close ties to the White House, the Congressional Armenian
Caucus, and key foreign policy figures"(32). These high-level contacts and grassroots level campaign made the
U.S. government to change its decision and to drop Armenia from the INS list in a matter of two days. The notice
from the Justice Department published on December 18 said that it is "only adding Pakistan and Saudi Arabia" and it

had "incorrectly listed Armenia as a designated country”(33). It is worthwhile to quote the chairwoman of ANCA's
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Fresno (California) chapter Hygo Ohannessian who said "You don't know how glad | am that the Armenian
community responded quickly on this because now the Bush administration knows Armenians will react to anything

negative being said or done towards Armenia"(34).

As we saw above, well-established organization and financial and information resources are essential elements of
efficient ethnic group lobbying. However, these factors, although necessary, are not enough. Rogers, who refers to
Martin Weil, gives a similar to that of Smith's three criteria necessary for an ethnic interest to influence U.S. foreign
policy: (1) an electoral threat, (2) a lobbying apparatus, and (3) a successful appeal to the symbols of American
nationhood (35). The first two criteria basically correspond to Smith's first and third measures, respectively, which we

discussed above.

The third criterion is also an interesting one deserving separate attention. It implies that the ethnic groups, in order to
influence favorably the policymakers' perceptions and make them receptive and sensitive to their ethnic concerns,
must formulate (if not to adapt) their demands and policies in terms of the broader national interests and according
to the existing public and elite preferences. Watanabe recognizes the importance of this factor when he writes that
"ethnic groups must consciously formulate their communications and build their cases in such a way as to stress the
compatibility between their positions and the overall public interest". (36) Examples of ethnic interest groups' using
of the existing public and elite discourses are abundant. Thus, one recent example is the "action alert" launched by
the ANCA urging Armenian community members to ask the U.S. postal service to issue a stamp commemorating the
so—called alleged Armenian genocide (37). The first sentence of the sample letter provided by ANCA in its web-site
says: "As an American who values the vital role of our nation in advancing justice and human rights around the
world, | am writing to urge the creation of a postage stamp on the American response to the Armenian
Genocide."(38) Here, the attempt to link the values of the American society and the historical events of which U.S.
postal service officials know little about is obvious. Another sample letter for the protest campaign against the
above-mentioned Armenia's inclusion to the NSEES list appealed to the national interests: "Armenia...continues its
staunch support for U.S. led efforts [against terrorism]... As an Armenian American, | urge you to continue your
cooperation with Armenia in the war against terrorism and remove that country from any list falsely linking its citizens

to crimes against our nation." (39)

Thus, a necessary element for the successful ethnic lobby influence to the policymaking process, along with strong
organization and rich resources, is the ability of the ethnic interest groups to formulate their demands and policies in
terms of broader public and national interests. Here the perceptions of the policymakers play a crucial role
determining the policymakers' responsiveness and sensitivity to the ethnic interests. This responsiveness and
sensitivity of the policymakers towards ethnic interests is conditioned by the degree these interests are considered
to be compatible with the broader national and public interests. Therefore, ethnic interests are likely to influence the

policymaking process if they overlap with, or at least, are not viewed as contrary to the national interests.
A Case Study: The Impact of the Armenian Lobby on the U.S. Policy Formulation towards Azerbaijan

Initially the U.S.-Azerbaijan relations were largely asymmetrical with Azerbaijan aspiring towards more cooperation

with the U.S. in both political and economic fields and the U.S. being somewhat incoherent towards enhancing its
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relations with Azerbaijan. There can be discerned two most important factors that had the strongest impact on the
U.S. foreign policy towards Azerbaijan during the initial years, i.e. in 1991-1994:

1) The U.S. initially lacked consistent foreign policy towards Azerbaijan, and the Caucasus region as a whole due to
the low level of awareness about the region and its problems;

2) The absence of clearly formulated policies and interests coupled with low level of awareness about the region
both among policymakers and broad public made the U.S. foreign policy towards Azerbaijan highly vulnerable to the

pressures of the ethnic, primarily Armenian, interest groups, especially during the initial years.

Apart from broad support for democracy in the successor states of the former Soviet Union and peaceful resolution
of conflicts, the United States did not seem to have a specific policy for the Caucasus. (40) The oil companies were
much more interested in Azerbaijan than the U.S. government, which tended to see the Newly Independent States

as a Russian sphere of influence. (41)

On the other hand, Azerbaijan's foreign policy was from the very beginning strongly oriented towards the U.S. This
foreign policy orientation was adopted based on two basic considerations:

1) Azerbaijan saw the U.S. as a balancing power against Russia, which was seen, especially during the first years of
independence, as a potential threat to the security, political independence and territorial integrity of Azerbaijan,
mainly, given Russia's active support for the Armenian government and the separatists during the Karabakh conflict.
2) Azerbaijan also viewed the U.S. as an important business partner and sought to attract the American investments

to the exploitation of its oil resources in the Caspian Sea.

During the first years of independence Azerbaijan, similarly to other former Soviet republics, have undergone severe
economic regression caused by the disruption of Soviet-time economic links. However, the situation was further
exacerbated by existence of ethnic and territorial conflict with neighboring Armenia over Mountainous (Nagorno)
Karabakh, a province of Azerbaijan with Armenian majority (42). The United States has been actively engaged in
international efforts to find a peaceful solution to the Mountainous Karabakh conflict. It has played one of the leading
roles in the Minsk Group, which was created in 1992 by the Organization (then called Conference) for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to encourage a peaceful, negotiated resolution to the conflict between Azerbaijan
and Armenia. In early 1997, the U.S. heightened its role by becoming a co—chair, along with Russia and France, of

the Minsk Group.

Conflict with Armenia has had a deep impact on the U.S.—Azerbaijan relations and it would not be an exaggeration
to say that the whole history of the bilateral relations between the two countries has been obfuscated by the activity
of the ethnic Armenian lobby in the USA, which became an influential force in U.S. domestic politics by 1990s. As
Smith indicates, "the end of the Cold War has allowed other [previously inactive or less active] ethnic communities a
new role in American foreign policy. Thus Armenian Americans gained critical influence on U.S. policy in the

Caucasus by virtue of the creation in 1991 for the first time of an Armenian Republic"(43).

Armenian interest groups especially succeeded in influencing the decisions on the U.S. foreign aid allocation to

Azerbaijan and Armenia. In the fall of 1992 the U.S. Congress passed the Freedom Support Act (FSA) to facilitate
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economic and humanitarian aid to the former republics of the Soviet Union, aimed at helping democratization
processes and fostering economic growth. However, a month after its adoption, on October 24, 1992 the Congress
pushed by the Armenian lobby introduced a highly controversial amendment to the FSA, most commonly referred as
Section 907, which banned direct American government assistance to the government of Azerbaijan. Given the
untidiness of the U.S. policy towards Azerbaijan, low level of awareness about the country and in the absence of
other interest groups, which could oppose Armenian lobby, the Congress responded in a highly sensitive way to the

ethnic Armenian demands. As John J. Maresca, the first U.S. mediator for the Mountainous Karabakh conflict writes:

"there was very limited effort to influence Congressional thinking, or to indicate that the U.S government was actively
seeking an impartial role in the solution to this conflict. Congress was left to the influence of lobbyists and as a result
Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act, banning direct aid to the Azerbaijan government, was passed. Congress
was simply ignorant of the issue at the time and of the implications of their actions. This early failure to inform and
influence Congressional thinking imposes a responsibility on the present Administration to rectify and correct the

results of that failure". (44)

Adoption of the Section 907 was undoubtedly one of the most significant victories of the Armenian interest groups in
the U.S. The Azerbaijanian government, which could get 50-60 million of aid annually, was deprived from this
assistance and Azerbaijan was the only former Soviet Union country to be sanctioned in such a way. In contrast, the
U.S. foreign aid to Armenia gradually increased and reached 95 million dollars in 1997 making Armenia the second
largest recipient of the U.S. foreign aid after Israel calculated on per capita basis (45). Since then the Armenian
lobby has managed to keep this high level of U.S. government aid. In January 2003 the U.S. Senate approved an
Omnibus Appropriations Bill for fiscal year 2003, which provided 90 million dollars in assistance for Armenia and an

additional 5 million dollars "to address ongoing humanitarian needs in Nagorno Karabakh."(46)

However, for Azerbaijan the moral side of Section 907, its distorted logic and wording were much more important
than its financial side. The Azerbaijanian officials repeatedly complained that Azerbaijan being a victim of aggression
was identified by Section 907 as an aggressor. Section 907 read: "United States assistance under this or any other
Act may not be provided to the Government of Azerbaijan until the [U.S.] President determines, and so reports to the
Congress that the Government of Azerbaijan is taking demonstrable steps to cease all blockades and other
offensive uses of force against Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh."(47) By Section 907 the Armenian lobby managed
not only to restrict significantly the American government aid to Azerbaijan, but also effectively succeeded to create
a negative image of Azerbaijan by assuming that it has played an offensive role in the conflict over Mountainous
Karabakh. Furthermore, another strategic victory of the Armenian lobby was the way the Section 907 referred to
Mountainous Karabakh region as an entity apart from Azerbaijan saying that Azerbaijan was using "offensive uses of
force against...Nagorno—Karabakh", i.e. a territory internationally recognized (including by the U.S.) as part of
Azerbaijan. The irony of the Section 907 was that "Armenian American lobbyists managed to exclude Azerbaijan
from receiving aid intended to support newly independent former Soviet states, despite the fact that the Armenian
government was highly authoritarian, that it was an aggressor state, and that it was friendly with Iran and Russia, the

two rivals of the United States in the region."(48)

The Azerbaijanian officials, as well as many independent American observers, have repeatedly criticized the U.S.
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government, and especially the Congress, for relinquishing its policies in the Caucasus to the hands of the ethnic
Armenian interest groups. Azerbaijanian government dismissed the Armenian claims on blockade, arguing that it
simply has exercised its legitimate right to defense by ceasing all economic relations and refusing to cooperate in
joint projects with the nation with which it considered itself in a state of war. Also, Azerbaijanian officials noted that
Azerbaijan is not the only country with which Armenia borders with, and therefore, it cannot actually blockade
Armenia. Section 907 was vehemently criticized by a number of U.S. high-ranking officials too. Thus, in words of

John J. Maresca, the first U.S. mediator for the Mountainous Karabakh conflict:

"Section 907 assumes that Azerbaijan has played an offensive role in the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh. The
wording of the restrictive clause refers to what it calls Azerbaijan's "offensive uses of force against Armenia and
Nagorno-Karabakh." But clearly Azerbaijan is not conducting offensive uses of force against anyone. On the
contrary, it is Azerbaijan, whose territories have been occupied, resulting in the suffering of hundreds of thousands
of internal refugees. Azerbaijan has been on the defensive now for at least six years. Section 907 is, therefore,

deeply unjustified and unfair and based entirely on faulty assumptions."(49)

Thus, at the beginning there emerged an unbalanced relationship between Azerbaijan and the United States with
the former aspiring greater cooperation and the latter being undecided and largely influenced by domestic ethnic
interest groups. As Smith writes, "beholden to the Armenian American lobby, U.S. policy in the Caucasus was long
rigid and shortsighted."(50)

However, the analysis of the U.S.-Azerbaijan relations suggests that the role of the Armenian lobby has been
gradually decreasing as American elite and public awareness about Azerbaijan increased and as the American
business and security interests have been increasingly tied to Azerbaijan. The U.S. strategic and business interests
in Azerbaijan and in the Caucasus region as a whole significantly increased with the signing in 1994 of a contract
between the Azerbaijanian government and the leading American and other Western oil companies on the
exploitation of the Azeri oil fields in the Caspian Sea. Also beginning from 1994, after cease-fire was achieved
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, there was a concern that the sanctions would impede political and economic
cooperation as well as delivery of humanitarian aid. The erosion of Section 907 prohibitions has been more serious
since 1997, partly because many did not want the United States to appear to be biased in favor of Armenia while
playing a role in the Minsk Group that oversees the peace talks, and, perhaps more importantly, because U.S.
economic interests in Azerbaijan have grown with the exploitation of oil resources by U.S. firms (51). Both the Bush
(father) and the Clinton administrations have repeatedly criticized the Congress for its sanctions against Azerbaijan,
arguing that these sanctions ran contrary to the U.S. strategic interests in the region. Thus, in words of John Herbst,
the State Department's deputy coordinator for the former Soviet states under Clinton administration, congressional
efforts to reward Armenia and punish Azerbaijan were foiling U.S. foreign policy efforts in the region (52). However,
in the absence of urgency, the president administration did not want to antagonize the Armenian American
community by exercising its legitimate power and waiving the provision by the executive decision. Instead the White
House tried to repeal Section 907 from within the Congress, but with little success because of intense opposition

from the Armenian lobby. Smith gives an example of one of these efforts in the following sentence:

"In a press release of September 18, 1998 the Armenian National Committee of America saluted its victory the day
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before in the House (by a vote of 231 to 182) over efforts to repeal Section 907, a measure backed not only by the
Clinton administration (in the person of Madeleine Albright, who launched a vigorous critique of the Armenian lobby),
but also by fourteen oil companies with interests in Caspian Sea (and so in Azerbaijan), an impressive assembly of
Jewish organizations (concerned to solidify Israel's relations with Turkey), and a segment of Republican leadership

in the House including the head of the Appropriations Committee."(53)

Nevertheless, under the pressure from the White House and efforts of the pro—Azeri disposed Turkish and Jewish
lobbying, as well as oil companies' efforts, the Congress gradually allowed for a few exemptions to Section 907.
Subsequent legislation has allowed U.S. assistance in key areas, including programs that support democracy,

humanitarian assistance, education and confidence-building measures between countries of south Caucasus.

September 11 attacks and subsequent war on terrorism have created new prospects for enhancing U.S.-Azerbaijan
relations. In view of Azerbaijan's important geostrategic location at the gates of Europe to the Middle East and to the
Central Asia and given Azerbaijan's support of the U.S. in war against terrorism (e.g. by allowing U.S. jets flying to
Central Asia to use its airspace and ground facilities), calls for lifting the U.S. ban on aid to Azerbaijan became more
vocal both on part of the Azerbaijanian government and the Bush Administration. On December 19 the House of
Representatives and on December 20 the Senate by the majority of votes approved the bill authorizing the President
to "waive the restriction of assistance for Azerbaijan if the President determines that it is in the national security
interest of the United States to do s0."(54) President Bush used this authorization on January 25, 2002 by effectively

waiving the Section 907.

It is no doubt that new realities after September 11 terrorist attacks have played a significant role in presidential
waiver of the Section 907. However, these new realities after 9/11 were more triggers rather than underlying factors
for waiving discriminatory sanctions against Azerbaijan. It would be more correct to view the presidential waiver of
the Section 907 as a continuation of the previous White House policies. In this sense, it is more probable that after
9/11, given the increased geostrategic importance of Azerbaijan and already strong American business interests in
the country, the Bush administration simply used favorable moment to get rid of long-lasting impediment in the
U.S.-Azerbaijan relations. By this time Azerbaijan managed to tie the American business interests closely to the
country, established good contacts with other interest groups in the U.S. (e.g. the Jewish and Turkish lobbies in the
Congress), the public and elite awareness about Azerbaijan and about the situation in the Caucasus region has
greatly improved in comparison to early 1990s and, consequently, the American political establishment came to
better realize the national interests associated with Azerbaijan. Ethnic Armenian interests became increasingly
viewed as a serious impediment for enhancing the U.S. strategic interests in Azerbaijan and in the Caucasus region.
"We have long wanted to do things in U.S.-Azerbaijan relations that Section 907 effectively prevents... — the U.S.
ambassador to Azerbaijan Ross Wilson commented after the waiver of the U.S. ban on aid to Azerbaijan — The cost
to the United States of our inability to do some of those things is now somewhat higher than the cost was before,

because of September 11."(55)

Another significant change in U.S. policy towards Azerbaijan after September 11 terrorist attacks was that the official
Washington became more vocal in demonstratively supporting Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. It has to be noted that

the United States have officially recognized Azerbaijan's territorial integrity when establishing bilateral diplomatic
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relations, when voting for the four UN Security Council resolutions adopted with regard to the Karabakh conflict back
in 1993, which reaffirmed territorial integrity of Azerbaijan (56), and also in a number of bilateral and multilateral
official meetings. However, the official Washington was always somewhat hesitant, especially before September 11
attacks, in the formulation of its support for Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. The most interesting example of this is
the abstention of the United States from voting on Azerbaijan's territorial integrity on December 15, 1999 at the UN's
54th General Assembly session. During discussions of the UN resolution on cooperation between UN and OSCE at
the 54th General Assembly session, a provision on Mountainous Karabakh was introduced to the section on
conflicts, which, in its turn, brought about the issue of Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. The provision on recognition of
the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan was approved by the majority of votes. However, many Western countries,
including the United States, abstained from voting implying that the question of territorial integrity of Azerbaijan was
still a matter of consideration for them (57). Due to the increased importance given to Azerbaijan after September 11
attacks, the official Washington have made a number of statements supporting Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. The
official position that the "United States supports territorial integrity of Azerbaijan and holds that the future status of
Nagorno-Karabakh is a matter of negotiation between the parties in the Minsk Process"(58) was increasingly voiced
by a number of high-ranking officials in a more explicit and unambiguous terms than before. The U.S. Ambassador
to Ross Wilson was quoted to saying on January 14, 2002 that the "goal of the U.S. government is to restore
territorial integrity of Azerbaijan and stability in the region"(59). On June 14, 2002 a State Department spokesman
said that Washington "does not recognize the so-called government... of Nagorno—Karabakh...[The United States]
supports the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan... and we believe that a political resolution to the conflict there must be
achieved."(60)

Thus, after September 11 attacks the U.S. policy towards Azerbaijan became more guided by 'national interests' and
less so by ethnic groups' interests. However, Armenian interest groups continue to enjoy a significant influence in
U.S. policymaking decisions with regard to Armenia and Azerbaijan. It is important to note that mainly because of
Armenian lobbying the Section 907 was not repealed but simply was suspended by the presidential decision. In
January 2003 President Bush extended the waiver of Section 907 for another year. The text of the presidential
determination on Section 907 signed on January 17, 2003 certified that the waiver extension was "necessary to
support United States efforts to counter international terrorism", "necessary to support the operational readiness of
United States Armed Forces or coalition partners to counter international terrorism", and "is important to Azerbaijan's

border security (61)

In sum, the U.S.-Azerbaijan relations have gone through a process of constant improvement, which had a gradual
character. Increasing economic and political ties between the two countries produced interests, which ran contrary to
the Armenian ethnic interests. Thus, the role of ethnic Armenian interest groups' influence on U.S. policy formulation
towards Azerbaijan has gradually decreased, in comparison to early 1990s, as the U.S." broader national, namely
business and security, interests became increasingly tied to Azerbaijan and as the importance of these interests

came to be realized by the U.S. policymakers.
Conclusion

This article was an attempt to show that although ethnic interest groups can exert a considerable influence on
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foreign policy, especially in such democratic and society—dominated domestic political systems as that of the United
States, the ethnic interests cannot surpass the national interests, which are obvious and the importance of which are
realized by the policymakers. Even in such "weak" society—dominated states as the U.S., which is highly responsive
to the societal pressures, superior organization and rich financial and information resources are not sufficient to
secure the success of ethnic demands. Since ethnic groups operate in a multicultural environment with a variety of
interests and given the fact that their successful activity depends largely on their ability to generate support and to
diminish the opposition from other groups, the ethnic interest groups always try to appeal to the broader public and
national interests. Likewise, since the ultimate measure of success of ethnic lobbying rests in influencing the
policymaker's decisions, the ethnic demands and policies must be compatible with the realities that these
policymakers operate, the realities in which there are contending public and elite preferences, which together
synthesize to a broader policy consensus called the 'national interest'. Thus, as Watanabe directly points,
"[plositions supported by ethnic groups seldom flourish in the absence of strong and reliable indications that their

views represent reasonable interpretations of the national interest"(62).

In case of the U.S.—-Azerbaijan relations the emergence of new interests, primarily business and security—-related in
nature, gradually tied the American 'national interests' to Azerbaijan and, consequently, diminished the role and
importance of the Armenian lobby in influencing the U.S. policy formulation towards Azerbaijan. That is not to say
that the role of Armenian lobby will gradually disappear as the U.S.-Azerbaijan relations improve further. And
certainly, it was not only Azerbaijan who improved its relations with the U.S., the U.S.—Armenian relations during this
period enhanced as well. The point is that with the improvement of the U.S.-Azerbaijan relations the Armenian
interest groups will not be able to influence the U.S. policy formulation towards Azerbaijan so easily as they did in
early 1990s. The Armenian interest groups still can, and probably will, have a significant impact on U.S. policies
towards Azerbaijan, but since the issues associated with the U.S. national interests in its relations with Azerbaijan

have increased, the opportunities for Armenian lobby influence have correspondingly narrowed.
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