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“When Russia sneezes, Armenia catches cold”. This was an

Armenian proverb often used to refer to the dominance of first

the Russian empire and then the USSR over the small Caucasian

republic during the previous two centuries, and how Russian

incompetence and warring would damage its hapless neighbour. 

Ironically, today, it is the opposite. It is the success, rather than

the hazardous sternutations, of Armenia’s neighbours that is one

of the reasons its business relations with Britain, and the west in

general, are hampered. Namely Azerbaijan and Turkey, as

today, Armenia is firmly pro-Russian.

Armenia is landlocked, has a population of three million, and

lacks any significant variety of natural resources, but there is a

pressing feeling among the Armenian community and politicians

both east and west, that these traits are not its only obstacles to

trade and commerce.

The country’s fractious relationship with its neighbours is bad for

business. This is due to a bloody tangle of geopolitical history,

characterised on one side by Ottoman Turkey’s genocide of the

Armenians during World War I, and bitter wrangling with

Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh territory on the other. 
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foreign policy interests in Azerbaijan and Turkey than in Armenia.

UK bilateral trade in goods with Azerbaijan in 2012 in January to

August have increased by 70 per cent compared with 2011.

Trade with Armenia is about $100m annually and only a handful

of British companies operate in Armenia.  It is very obvious where

British priorities would be.

“What are the main drivers of British-Armenian foreign policy? It’s

difficult to say. I don’t see any concrete development of the

relationship. 

“There is goodwill to grow and develop this positive relationship,

but both sides don’t know how, or in what areas, that would be.”

So is this goodwill purely symbolic, and therefore unlikely to open

Armenia up to the “concrete” area of economic growth via foreign

investment and exportation of its business? 

Aves is quick to defend the Anglo-Armenian bond: “I wouldn’t

underestimate the goodwill. It’s great to have friends in this world.

I have had to deal with countries where, when you try to talk to

them about political co-operation with the UN, or whether you’re

just talking about common values like human rights and

democracy, you don’t get a very good hearing. But with our

Armenian friends you do get a very good hearing, on a basic

level of common understanding and shared values.”

He suggests that this is a good platform upon which to build a

bilateral relationship between the two states, albeit explaining

that commercial relations “are not at a very developed stage”,

and lists some areas where he sees real opportunity for Armenia

and Britain, including the spreading of British outlets and brands

in Armenia, pharmaceuticals and construction materials.

There is also the British-based mining company, Lydian

International, which has a large gold-mining project planned in

Armenia; Aves and others are keen to explore the potential of

Armenia’s gold reserves when forging Anglo-Armenian relations.

At the beginning of this year, Armenia abolished visa

requirements for EU citizens, which has therefore made it easier,

and a more attractive prospect, for British businesses to visit the

country in search of opportunities.

Bedo Eghiayan, an Armenian businessman who lives in London,

owns a pharmaceutical manufacturing company in Yerevan

called PharmaTech, which he started in 1995, and he describes

how it has become easier to do business in Armenia over the

past 15 years, partly due to its government.

“Now it’s pretty well organised, in very much the western way of

doing business – the legal strength does protect you. Before,

there were no company laws or regulations and banking was

non-existent until HSBC went there. Now it’s a very strong

banking country.

“The government helps a lot, the laws are such that money

transfers are quite easy and there are no restrictions at all.

Taxations are very low. Slowly, organically, it’s opened up in the

past 15, 16 years, I suppose since it’s left Soviet Union. But I

think major improvement started since 2000.”

Eghiayan refers to Armenia’s advances in IT, and of course, gold

mining, as attractive prospects to Britain, as well as

pharmaceuticals. But it’s not all positive.

“The main obstacle is transportation,” he explains. “The

government needs to make exportation easy. We have grown as

much as we can with such a small population, but we need help

to export.”

Again, it comes down to the frustration of closed borders. He

explains gloomily that the cost of transporting from England to
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