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Azerbaijan’s transformation is particularly impressive 
considering that twenty years ago it was mired in 
deep political and economic crisis. Amid post-Soviet 
uncertainty, the economy was in free fall, with a severe 
contraction in output and rampant inflation. 

The revival of the country’s economy followed the 
introduction of a new oil strategy defined by Azerbaijan’s 
national leader Heydar Aliyev, which encompassed 
a series of production sharing agreements, and 
the opening of Azerbaijan’s historic oil sector to 
international investment. A 1994 agreement, hailed 
as the “contract of the century,” gave investors access 
to Azerbaijan’s rich oil fields in the Caspian Sea. The 
ensuing inflow of capital and expertise permanently 
altered the country’s fortunes. Large-scale production 
and the construction of multiple pipelines contributed 
to making Azerbaijan one of the world’s largest oil and 
gas exporters.

Since, Azerbaijan has experienced tremendous 
growth, which averaged 13.5 percent in the last decade. 
The country is flush with foreign exchange reserves 
and about half of Azerbaijan’s export oil revenues are 
collected in a state oil fund (SOFAZ), which finances 
long-term strategic investments in infrastructure and 
socioeconomic development. 

Azerbaijan’s biggest challenge today is diversifying 
away from hydrocarbons, which represent more than 
90 percent of the country’s total exports, a 60-percent 
increase from fifteen years ago. The country expects 
to capitalize on hydrocarbons for at least another forty 
years, but oil production is believed to have peaked 
and Azerbaijan must do more for its non-oil economy. 
For the government this is a clear priority. “In the last 
ten years, a portion of the revenues obtained from 
oil and gas production has been channeled into the 
development of the non-oil sector, the establishment of 

new high-tech industrial facilities and diversification of 
the national economy,” President Aliyev recently stated. 
“As a result, the non-oil sector has been registering an 
annual growth rate of 10 percent each year.”

Economic diversification is therefore a cornerstone 
of the country’s principal development concept, 
‘Azerbaijan 2020: A look into the Future’, adopted in 
2012. It positions Azerbaijan to become a politically 
developed and economically competitive country by 
2020, applying its regional leadership to a global scale. 
Particular emphasis is placed on the strengthening 
of non-oil industries, transitioning the country 
into a knowledge-based economy, and exploiting 
Azerbaijan’s strategic position along international 
trade routes. For investors, this opens a new chapter 
of opportunities, particularly in view of further regional 
integration and rapid progress in the development 
of Azerbaijan’s infrastructure and services. Leaving 
very little to chance, Azerbaijan appears to be on full 
course to meeting its 2020 targets.
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AZERBAIJAN 2020

“Our strategic goal is to further 
strengthen Azerbaijan’s independence 
and make it one of the most developed 
and competitive countries in the world.”
Ilham Aliyev, President of the Republic of Azerbaijan

Over the past ten years azerbaijan has been One Of the fastest grOwing ecOnOmies in 
the wOrld. rich hydrocarbon reserves and careful planning have enabled the country to build a healthy 
and forward-looking economy. azerbaijan is now preparing to take the next leap. a program for economic 
diversification and a clear vision for development are shaping the future of azerbaijan as a globally 
competitive player, creating abundant opportunities for investment along the way.
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In June 2015, Azerbaijan will host the very first 
European Games—a new format of a major 
multisport event for the entire continent, created 
at the December 2012 General Assembly of the 
European Olympic Committees—in its capital city of 
Baku. No other European nation had exhibited quite 
the same level of preparedness as Azerbaijan.

This will be a unique opportunity for Azerbaijan 
to showcase the country and to make ‘Baku 2015’ 
the standard for all future European Games. Azad 
Rahimov, Minister of Youth and Sports and CEO of the 
Baku 2015 European Games Operations Committee 
(BEGOC), notes that “it is very important for us to 
deliver the message to the world that Azerbaijan 
can achieve international sporting excellence and 
leave a strong legacy. Azerbaijan will deliver a first-
class event that will create positive memories and 
excellent facilities to inspire not only Azerbaijanis, 
but also future countries hosting the event.” 

The Baku 2015 European Games will be 
the largest multisport event ever to be held in 
Azerbaijan, even if the country has past experience 
in organizing large cultural events. A total of twenty 
sports will be represented at the Games, including 
sixteen Olympic sports. More than six thousand 
athletes from forty-nine nations are expected to 
take part in seventeen days of competition.

The Games are being given full government 
support. Azerbaijan’s First Lady, Mehriban Aliyeva, 
chairs the organizing committee that manages the 
event, in cooperation with the Baku City Executive 
Power and the National Olympic Committee of 
Azerbaijan. “We now have more than 1,000 people 
working for the Baku 2015 European Games, and 
this number will eventually increase to 1,500,” 
says Minister Rahimov. This includes international 
experts who have been recruited to ensure the 
highest level of professionalism. 

Built to Last
“To facilitate the European Games, Azerbaijan and 
especially Baku are undergoing huge changes,” 
says Minister Rahimov. “Preparations include the 
upgrading and modernization of existing sporting 
infrastructure, as well as the construction of 
new venues.” A total of eighteen venues will be 
made available for the competition, including five 
new constructions: the Baku Aquatics Center, the 
National Gymnastics Arena, the BMX Velopark, 
the Baku Shooting Center, and the Baku National 
Stadium. 

The long-term legacy of these investments is 
important for Azerbaijan. “I can honestly claim 
that we have one of the best legacy models among 
the big sport events in the world,” says Minister 
Rahimov. “We are not constructing new sport 
facilities that will become useless after the main 
event.” The National Stadium, for example, is a 
modern, multi-purpose venue that was planned 
well before the European Games and will be used 
as premium football stadium, seating 68,000 
spectators. Similarly, other venues are planned to 
fill gaps in the current infrastructure, such as the 
new Aquatics Center, which will give Baku citizens 
free access to first-class swimming facilities.

Making Sports a Priority
The government’s careful approach to sporting 
infrastructure reflects a broader policy to develop 
athletic facilities across the country. “We have 
invested heavily in sports infrastructure,” confirms 
Minister Rahimov. “In the past fourteen years we 
have constructed forty-one Olympic complexes in 
various regions of the country. This offers great 
opportunities especially for young people, taking 
into account that 66 percent of Azerbaijan’s 
population is under thirty-five years of age.” World-
class sporting events such as the European Games 
give impetus to providing the Azerbaijani youth with 
top-standard sports venues. This creates perfect 
ground for Azerbaijan’s next generation of athletes 
and strengthens the country’s credentials as a 
sporting nation. 

Neither does Azerbaijan’s program end with 
the European Games. In 2017, Azerbaijan will host 
the Islamic Solidarity Games, drawing athletes 
from fifty-seven countries. And for 2020, Baku was 
selected to host games of the UEFA Euro Football 
Championships, with one quarter-final and three 
group stage matches to be played at the new 
National Stadium.

Baku 2015: Proud Hosts 
of the First Ever European Games

“The European Games provide 
a great opportunity to showcase 
Azerbaijan as a modern European 
nation and further establish the 
country as a prime destination in 
Europe for sports.”
Azad Rahimov, Minister of Youth and Sports 
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Azerbaijan’s strong economic development, 
political stability, and commitment to dialogue 
and cooperation are dramatically changing the 
country’s international standing. Regionally, on 
the back of its economic power, it has become 
a key driver for further integration. Azerbaijan 
accounts for roughly 80 percent of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) of the entire South Caucasus 
and attracts more foreign direct investment than 
any other country in the region. “Azerbaijan’s 
geographical location and economic potential 
require us to be an active player in the regional 
integration process,” says Elmar Mammadyarov, 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. “Occupying a cross-
road between East and West, we have a long-
standing tradition of building bridges between 
people and societies.”

In the wake of developing its hydrocarbon sec-
tor, Azerbaijan has established close links and 
economic ties with neighboring states and other 
countries in the region. It participates in numer-
ous regional organizations and encourages closer 
cooperation. “Azerbaijan has been behind a number 
of regional projects, especially in the field of energy, 
transport and information communication tech-
nologies,” explains Mammadyarov. “Construction 
of the Baku-Tbilisi-Jeyhan oil pipeline paved the 
way for the completion and successful launch of the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline, as well as the 
Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railroad project and the Trans-
Eurasian Information Super Highway.” 

What holds true regionally also applies inter-
nationally. Azerbaijan is proving a reliable and 
committed partner, strengthening bilateral rela-

tions, and participating in international organi-
zations such as the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Council 
of Europe, the Non-Aligned Movement, and the 
Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). In 2011, 
Azerbaijan was elected a non-permanent member 
of the United Nations Security Council, reflecting 
its international credibility.

While Azerbaijan continues to deepen relations 
with key partners, it also seeks closer politi-
cal and economic cooperation with countries in 
Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Africa, where 
the Azerbaijan International Development Agency 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also imple-
ments humanitarian projects. Azerbaijan thus 
strengthens its international clout. In the words 
of Mammadyarov, “Azerbaijan’s development in 
recent years across all areas and its growing influ-
ence at the global level speak for themselves.”

A Home for Major Investments
Azerbaijan’s strong economic growth in the 
last two decades would have been impossible 
without foreign investment. The country’s 
economic success is attributable to an open-
door policy that invites investors to participate 
in the development of key sectors, including 
the lucrative hydrocarbon sector. This attitude 
prevails and has made Azerbaijan a preferred 
destination for foreign direct investment. 
“Political and economic stability, protection of 
investor’s rights, favorable geographical location, 
abundant natural resources and a highly skilled 
workforce have made Azerbaijan one of the most 

Azerbaijan’s Place in the World
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attractive countries in the region for foreign 
investments,” says Elmar Mammadyarov, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs.

Between 1996 and 2013, the country attracted 
more than $100 billion in foreign investment. 
In 2013 alone, investments amounted to $10.5 
billion. Traditionally, investment was directed at 
the oil and gas sectors, which continue to create 
significant opportunities. But Azerbaijan’s economy 
is diversifying. As Sahil Babayev, Deputy Minister of 
Economy and Industry, confirms, “diversification 
of non-oil sectors is our primary goal and we have 
already achieved results. Compared to 2007, when 
60 percent of GDP was generated by the oil sector, 
this has now been reduced to 43 percent.” 

Opportunities exist in a variety of sectors, 
including in particular agriculture, alternative 
energy, food processing and packaging, 
industrial production, information technology and 
telecommunications, logistics and transportation, 
and tourism.

A string of reforms has contributed to raising 
Azerbaijan’s attractiveness. The social, economic, 
and legal conditions of investment are clearly 
defined, the business registry system has been 
greatly simplified, and mechanisms are in place 
to protect the rights of investors. Azerbaijan offers 
a very liberal environment for investment and a 
range of special incentives. 

Regionally, Azerbaijan creates additional 
opportunities through integration, as Mammadyarov 
explains. “There is a strong will and financial 
commitment from the our side to implement 
economic projects of regional importance, 
especially in the fields of energy, ICT and transport, 
connecting continents, regions and countries by 

pipelines, rail and roads, and promoting economic 
development of our region.” 

Tomorrow’s Infrastructure 
Azerbaijan’s strategic location makes it an ideal 
hub and transit route for intercontinental trade and 
transportation. The country has invested heavily in 
building and expanding its road, rail, air and sea 
infrastructure. In the last decade, Azerbaijan has 
built four international airports and added more 
than five thousand miles to its road network. And 
this was only the beginning. Apart from ongoing 
work at Baku international airport for a new 
terminal with an annual capacity of three million 
passengers, one of Azerbaijan’s biggest projects is 
the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway. Also known as the 
‘Iron Silk Road’, the project will connect the railway 
systems of Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey with 
those of Europe and Asia. 

“The Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway project will be 
one of the most efficient transport corridors in 
terms of distance, speed and tariffs. It will not 
only contribute to internal cargo shipping, but 
also benefit Azerbaijan’s role in transit cargo 
shipping,” says Ziya Mammadov, Minister of 
Transport. Another major development under way 
is the construction of a new port facility. “The new 
Baku International Sea Trade Port will become 
the biggest seaport in the Caspian region and 
should be considered as a continuity of the Baku-
Tbilisi-Kars railway project,” says Mammadov. 
Eventually, the new port will have an annual 
capacity of twenty-five million tons of cargo or one 
million containers. The eagerly awaited project is 
expected to be completed by 2017 and will further 
enhance Azerbaijan’s regional importance.



Azerbaijan has played an important role in the history 
of oil production. It was the site of the first oil field, 
drilled in 1846, and of the first offshore oil field. More 
than 150 years later, Azerbaijan still stands among the 
world’s great oil- and gas- producing nations. Without 
the revenues from oil and gas production, Azerbaijan’s 
recent and phenomenal growth over the past two 
decades would have been unthinkable.

“More than one hundred billion dollars in revenues 
have been received since the establishment of SOFAZ 
in 1999,” says Shahmar Movsumov, President of 
the State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan (SOFAZ), which is 
responsible for collecting and managing oil and gas 
revenues. “Roughly 40 percent of these revenues have 
been saved and 60 percent have been invested into the 
economy of Azerbaijan.”

Large-scale oil production took off with the 
development of Azerbaijan’s most prolific oil field, the 
Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli (ACG) field, located offshore 
in the Caspian Sea. The field became operational in 
1997 and is managed by an international consortium 
headed by British Petroleum (BP), under a landmark 
production sharing agreement. Production at the 
field peaked in 2010, but it still accounts for about 80 
percent of the country’s total output, even as new oil 
fields are coming on stream. 

Most oil is exported via the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC) pipeline, which runs through Azerbaijan, 
Georgia, and Turkey and provides a crucial link to 
global markets. It has allowed Azerbaijan to massively 
increase production, reaching one million barrels per 
day (bbl/d) at its peak in 2010.

Now gas is quickly becoming a second major source 
of revenue for Azerbaijan. In 2006, production started 
on the offshore Shah Deniz field, one of the largest gas 
and condensate fields in the world. Almost overnight, 
this has turned Azerbaijan into a net gas exporter and 
a major energy partner for Europe. For Natiq Abbasov, 
Deputy Minister of Energy, this might yet reveal itself as 
“the contract of the twenty-first century.”

SOCAR Rises to International Status
Rovnag Abdullayev, President of the State Oil Company of 
the Republic of Azerbaijan (SOCAR), is duly enthusiastic 
about the prospects of gas. “In the bright oil and gas 
history of Azerbaijan, the Shah Deniz field development 
is ushering in a new era.” The state-owned SOCAR holds 
a major stake in the exploration and production of oil 
and natural gas in Azerbaijan. It produces approximately 
20 percent of the country’s total output and is part of 
the BP-led Azerbaijan International Operating Company 
(AIOC), which operates the ACG and Shah Deniz fields. 
SOCAR also manages the country’s oil and natural gas 

imports and exports. 
Developing the Shah Deniz field solidifies SOCAR’s 

role as an important energy provider to European 
markets. The Shah Deniz field currently has a capacity 
of 315 billion cubic feet (bcf), but after the second 
development stage will have an additional peak 
capacity of 565 bcf, making it one of the world’s largest 
gas development projects. Preparations are well under 
way, as Abdullayev confirms. “Master agreements 
for design, construction and supply works have been 
signed. Initial, and in some production areas even main 
works, have started,” he says, adding that “the Shah 
Deniz field is planned to deliver initial volumes of gas 
to Turkey by 2018.”

SOCAR strategically decided to grow supply to 
European rather than regional markets, which requires 
a significant upgrade and expansion of infrastructure; 
the consortium managing the Shah Deniz field agreed 
to make a total investment of $45 billion to support 
this shift. Money will be spent on expanding the field 
and constructing pipelines across Turkey and into 
Greece, Albania, and Italy. “This is a giant project 
and will establish a pipeline system of 3,500 km in 
length, stretching from Azerbaijan to Europe,” explains 
Abdullayev. “It will involve cutting-edge underwater 
production technologies at the Caspian Sea, expansion 
of the current Southern Caucasus Gas Pipeline, and 
construction of the Trans Anatolian Natural Gas 
Pipeline (TANAP) and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP).”

The project, also known as the Southern Gas Corridor 
(SGC), will be the first in decades to introduce new gas 
supplies to Europe, amid European Union efforts to 
diversify European gas supplies. “The initial expectation 
of gas production for Shah Deniz Stage II is sixteen billion 
cubic meters annually (bcma),” explains Deputy Minister 
Abbasov. “Ten bcma of this gas will be delivered to Italy, 
Greece, and Bulgaria, and the remaining six bcma will 
be delivered to Turkey. Agreements have been signed for 
the next twenty-five years.”

And this may only be the beginning. Azerbaijan 
expects a steep rise in gas exports, including from 
other domestic resources. “We hope to be able to 
produce gas from the Absheron gas field by 2020-
2021,” says Abbasov. “The initial figure of sixteen bcma 
is thus set to rise. Our target is to produce fifty-five 
bcma by 2025 and to export between thirty-five and 
forty bcma of this gas.” 

For SOCAR, gas-sector development is another 
stepping stone toward becoming an international 
and vertically integrated energy company. Recent 
acquisition of a controlling share of the Greek 
natural gas transmission network operator (DESFA) 
exemplifies SOCAR’s wider strategic orientation. The 
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move is expected to pave the way for other SOCAR 
activities in the European market.

SOCAR has business activities stretching from 
Europe to the United Arab Emirates and Singapore. 
It maintains fuel retail networks in Georgia, Ukraine, 
Romania, and Switzerland, and became a major player 
in the Turkish petrochemicals sector when it acquired 
a controlling share in Turkey’s sole petrochemicals 
manufacturer, Petkim, in 2008. Plans to grow Petkim’s 
Turkish-market share from 30 percent to over 40 
percent will see a heavy investment from SOCAR. This 
includes construction of petrochemical plant facilities, 
an energy plant, a container port, and a $5.5 billion 
refinery on Turkey’s Aegean coast.

SOCAR no longer feels confined by Azerbaijan’s 
borders. As Abdullayev states: “We are keen to 
expand our presence in international markets. In the 
coming years, we intend to focus more on overseas 
exploration and production and the expansion of 
foreign investment projects.”

Meeting the Challenge
Azerbaijan’s second largest natural gas field, the offshore 
Umid field, is a joint development by SOCAR and Nobel Oil, 
a private company. Nobel Oil’s exploration and production 
arm holds a 20 percent share in the project and has 
been involved in the field’s development, despite being 
a young entry to the market. “Nobel Oil was established 
in 2005 in the spirit of the business model applied by the 
Nobel brothers who created one of the most successful 
companies in the history of the oil industry,” says Michael 
Wring, CEO of Nobel Oil Services. “We soon grew into an 
active technical service provider, offering a wide range 
of services, including work over, drilling, installation, 
construction, engineering and maintenance, repair and 
operations services to the oil and gas industry.” At the 
same time, involvement in the Umid project allows the 
company to grow its upstream expertise and to stay 
ahead of the game.

Competition is steep and requires companies 
to continuously adapt to new challenges. “We can’t 
afford complacency or continue riding on our previous 
successes. We have an active organic and inorganic 
business development strategy and want to create 
partnerships by setting up joint ventures with local 
and foreign providers of technology and services,” 
Wring notes. “Our competitive advantage is our intimate 
knowledge of the local market and business realities, 
including our relationships with potential customers 
and service providers. We understand how to get results 
in a saturated challenging market.” Nobel Oil plans to 
continue diversifying in energy-related industries and 
grow its international business. “In May 2014 we started 
a trading business of crude, gas and refined fuels. We 
also established Nobel Oil Downstream which entered 

the retail stations market in Europe. Currently we are 
in the process of acquiring local fabrication capability 
to support our construction business and maintenance 
businesses,” adds Wring.

New Focus on Renewable Energies   
Despite the dominance of oil and gas in Azerbaijan’s 
energy sector, the country is no stranger to renewable 
energies. Azerbaijan’s geographical location offers 
unique opportunities for a range of alternative energy 
sources, including solar, wind, and geothermal. The 
potential for solar energy alone is estimated at ten 
thousand megawatt (MW), attributable to long hours of 
sunshine and clean air. And along the coastal waters of 
Azerbaijan, wind power is estimated to offer potential 
for another ten thousand MW. 

Azerbaijan established a dedicated State Agency on 
Alternative and Renewable Energy Sources (SAARES) 
in 2009 to develop its renewable energy sources. 
The agency is responsible for formulating the policy 
framework and developing a centralized approach to a 
country-wide and rapid uptake of renewable energies. 
“We want to avoid the problems that European and other 
countries have encountered,” explains Akim Badalov, 
Chairman of SAARES. “Just like a newborn baby is given 
the care of its parents, we provide state support to this 
newly established sector, to then set it free.” Following 
research, international consultations, and trial projects, 
SAARES has developed a national strategy that presents 
a detailed roadmap towards achieving a significant 
increase in the share of alternative energy sources in 
Azerbaijan’s energy consumption. 

“The strategy sets renewable energy targets by 2020, 
with accurate megawatt figures for solar, biomass, 
wind power, etcetera,” says Badalov. “No other country 
plans with such accuracy. To the last village we know 
the capacity of each of the stations we will build.” Once 
approved by the presidential office and by parliament, 
roll-out will be supported by Azalernativenerji Ltd. 
The organization will be responsible for the economic 
matters of renewable energy production, including 
distribution, sales, and management of infrastructure. 
Azerbaijan’s own brand of hybrid power stations, 
combining wind, solar, and geothermal energy and 
power generated from biomass, will equally be run 
by Azalernativenerji LLC, under the State Agency on 
Alternative and Renewable Energy Sources.

If implemented as planned, the strategy would 
achieve a drastic change in the country’s energy mix. “By 
2020, we will be able to achieve around four thousand 
MW of power generation, providing almost 50 percent of 
the total energy generated in the country,” says Badalov. 
“But considering our potential, we could even achieve six 
thousand MW.” He is confident that the sector’s growth 
will be limited only by Azerbaijan’s actual energy needs.
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The opportunities in Azerbaijan’s non-oil economy are 
most apparent in the portfolios of private investors. 
Synergy Group, one of the largest private investment 
holdings in Azerbaijan, has invested in the non-oil 
sector since its establishment in 2010. Its portfolio 
includes industries ranging from construction and 
construction materials to hospitality management, 
information and communication technologies, and 
agriculture. “We are proud to say that the group 
already includes dozens of separate businesses, now 
employing more than 1,500 people,” says Dayanat 
Guliyev, Chairman of the Supervisory Board. Many of 
the company’s investments are made in the regions 
outside of Baku—a deliberate choice, as Guliyev 
explains. “The social and economic development of 
the regions is a main drive behind our activities.”

Otherwise, Synergy’s investments are as diverse 
as Azerbaijan’s economy. One of Synergy’s interests, 
Caspian Coast Winery & Vineyards, produces high 
quality wines and cognac for export, while Azagro 
is a business growing fresh cut roses in modern 
greenhouses. Synergy Group also owns Azerbaijan 
University, one of the country’s first private universities.

Synergy’s largest investments, however, are in the 
construction and hospitality sector. “The construction 
sector represents an essential part of the Group’s 

operations,” says Guliyev. “Most of our larger projects 
are concentrated in this field.” Synergy operates 
AAC LLC, a highly modern production facility for 
aerated concrete products used in the country’s major 
construction projects. The facility is being upgraded 
for a two-fold rise in production capacity to meet 
growing demand from the local industry. And this 
is just one of many projects. “We have launched 
construction of a fibro-cement plant that will produce 
ecofriendly roof and facade coverings,” says Fakhriyar 
Jabbarov, Vice-Chairman of the Supervisory Board. 
“And we are preparing to open a plant based in 
Shamkir, the Zayam Technologies Park, specializing 
in the production of metal structures used in the 
construction of factories, buildings and bridges.” 

In 2010, Synergy Group established a partnership 
with leading regional contractor Renaissance 
Construction, in a bid to becoming Azerbaijan’s leading 
construction contractor. 

Synergy Group proves as true the tenets of 
Azerbaijan’s 2020 agenda that significant growth and 
development is possible in all sectors. “We will continue 
to contribute to the development of our country in 
every field,” says Guliyev. “We are honored to be one 
of the main actors in growing the attractiveness of 
Azerbaijan’s economy for international investors.” 



Azerbaijan is undergoing rapid socioeconomic 
changes, heralded by wide-ranging reforms, 
including the modernization of its public services. The 
ASAN-Service of the State Agency for Public Service 
and Social Innovations, which represents a quantum 
leap in the way public services are delivered, with 
equal access guaranteed to all citizens, is central to 
the country’s transformation. 

Since its establishment in 2012 as part of 
President Aliyev’s modernization initiative, ASAN-
Service has become a byword in efficiency and 
transparency. ASAN has significantly increased 
public confidence in state bodies and triggered 
a radical change in public perception of state 
administration. 

In a successful public-private partnership 
(PPP), ASAN service centers combine in a single 
administrative building state entities and private 
companies. Together they render over 200 services 
to more than 2,500 people per day. Available state 
services include the issuance of IDs and passports, 
residence and work permits, notarized documents, 
renewal of driving licenses and the payment of 
fines. Private companies offer banking, insurance, 
utilities, translation and medical services. 

ASAN is also paving the way for e-government in 
Azerbaijan through the use of modern information 
technologies and service-specific software 
developed by Azerbaijani specialists.

Convenient and Transparent
Introduction of a mobile ASAN service is the latest 
innovation in public service delivery. Well-equipped 
large buses offer services to residents in remote 
areas and regions that do not host ASAN centers. 
Intra-city mobile services are provided free of 
charge to people with disabilities and children 
under medical care. If citizens are unable to come to 
the centers, they can call and request that services 
be rendered at their current location—home, work, 
or elsewhere. This mobile operation facility will 
soon be offering the full range of services currently 
available at ASAN centers.

ASAN has proved a highly effective tool in 
fighting red-tape and corruption by eliminating the 
circumstances that allow it to flourish, such as the 
lack of transparency and responsibility. According 
to Inam Karimov, Chairman of the State Agency 
for Public Service and Social Innovations under 
the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, “ASAN 
has installed such a system where corruption 

is practically impossible. You cannot have any 
corruption in an ASAN Service Center with the 
ASAN model type. Therefore, the main target for 
us today is raising the level of efficiency of the 
services and to be always a step ahead of the public 
expectations placed on ASAN.”

The Customer is Always Right
Customer satisfaction is paramount in ASAN, acting 
as a barometer of the center’s success. Exit poll 
machines are available to garner feedback, and 
video-call machines enable people to voice their 
complaints or suggestions by contacting a dedicated 
call center free of charge. 

ASAN uses social networks to ensure public 
participation and raise citizen awareness about its 
work. Already, ASAN’s Facebook page has more 
than 250,000 followers.

Ethical behavior and politeness underpin ASAN’s 
success. Staff receive regular intensive training that 
includes customer service, corporate ethics, and 
time and stress management skills. The result is 
a customer satisfaction rate of 98 percent among 
more than 3 million served so far.

ASAN’s role as an advanced model for the 
delivery of public services is now widely recognized. 
Kamran Agasi, Director of the Innovations Center, 
notes that ASAN’s structure “can serve as a best 
practice for countries that would like to take their 
public service delivery to a qualitatively new level. 
We have proved that in a short period of time it is 
possible to transform public service delivery.” This 
sentiment has been echoed by the World Bank’s 
Executive Director Jorg Frieden, who stated that 
“the application of ASAN service experience in other 
countries would be very beneficial.”

A model of excellence in public-sector innovation, 
ASAN has become synonymous with Azerbaijan’s 
lasting achievements and the social and economic 
progress underway. 
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A Quantum Leap in 
Public Service Provision



Information and communication technologies (ICT) 
play a crucial role in Azerbaijan’s efforts to diversify 
its economy. Apart from a very real growth potential, 
ICT enables development of other industry sectors. 
“The ICT sector in Azerbaijan has been on the cutting 
edge of economic innovation,” explains Ali Abbasov, 
Minister of Communications and Information 
Technologies. “These innovations have spread across 
nearly every other industry, increasing efficiency and 
driving change in the way they operate, and the goods 
and services they produce.”

With annual growth rates between 20–25 percent, 
ICT has become the fastest growing sector in 
Azerbaijan. It is now the second largest recipient of 
foreign investment, after the oil industry, attracting 
due attention. “The presence of US companies such 
as Microsoft, HP, IBM and Oracle has contributed 
immensely to the development of the ICT sector in 
Azerbaijan,” says Abbasov. $3 billion have been invested 
in the sector in the last decade, with upward tendency. 

Azerbaijan has made significant technological 
advances. In 2013, the country launched its first 
telecommunications satellite, delivering services to 
customers internationally. Azerbaijan was also the first 
country in the region to digitalize its fixed telephone 
network, linking all residences with telephone lines 
and connecting regional centers to the backbone 
fiber-optic network. It is now committed to building a 
transcontinental super information highway between 
Frankfurt and Hong Kong.

Growing Mobile Phone Market
Citizens in Azerbaijan are among the most 
connected in the region. Seventy-three percent of 

the population uses the Internet and 55 percent 
has a registered broadband connection. Mobile 
phones are ubiquitous, with a penetration rate of 
110 percent. Three major mobile phone operators 
are competing in a market that grew by 25 percent 
last year. Baku-based Azerfon, operating under 
its brand name Nar Mobile, has been the fastest 
growing company in the market, attracting more 
than two million subscribers since 2007.

“We are the smallest of the three operators, and 
the newest one, and we currently have a market 
share of about 20 percent” says Kent McNeley, 
Chief Executive Officer of Azerfon. “We have been 
innovative in a number of different ways. We were 
the first to bring third-generation (3G) mobile 
technology to Azerbaijan. And we are now the first to 
allow the use of handsets during flight, cooperating 
with Azerbaijan Airlines for flights to and from 
Azerbaijan.” Nar Mobile also distinguishes itself 
by focusing on customer care and the quality and 
reach of its network. For McNeley, the future course 
is clear. “We will continue broaden the coverage of 
our network, build the capacity, build the quality of 
our system, strengthen indoor coverage; all those 
things that make our product better.”

Nar Mobile will be able to put its credentials to 
the test during the 2015 European Games. As an 
official telecommunications sponsor, it will provide 
the communications network for the event. “We have 
been working with the Games Committee for several 
months now,” says McNeley, “looking at all aspects of 
how to best meet the needs of people directly involved 
in the games and of visitors.” This presents a unique 
opportunity to grow recognition and expertise.
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Azerbaijan’s Technological Edge



Azerbaijan’s rich historic and cultural heritage and 
unique natural beauty, which covers nine climatic 
zones, make the country an ideal destination for 
international tourism. “We are currently engaged in 
rethinking strategies for the diversification of areas 
of tourism and services, adopting new standards and 
norms, revising marketing and market penetration 
strategies, and establishing new mechanisms 
for cooperation between the public and private 
sectors,” says Abulfas Garayev, Minister of Culture 
and Tourism, describing efforts underway to shape 
the sector’s development.

Visitors increasingly recognize Azerbaijan’s 
appeal, beyond being a business destination. The 
number of visitors continues to rise. 2.5 million 
tourists visited the country in 2013, while income 
from international tourism increased from around 
$200 million in 2007 to approximately $1.5 billion 
in 2013. 

Travelers to Azerbaijan find services of the highest 
standards. The world’s top hotel chains, including 
the Four Seasons, Marriott, Kempinski, Hilton, 
Fairmont and Jumeirah, have long established their 
presence among a growing number of hotels. 

Currently, 40 percent of tourists come to 
Azerbaijan from other countries in the region, 

particularly the countries of the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (CIS). Azerbaijan expects 
to attract more tourists from outside the region 
by investing in new types of events and tourism 
facilities. The upcoming 2015 European Games are 
part of this approach. “For Azerbaijan’s tourism 
industry this event is a long-term investment in the 
country’s image as an emerging tourist destination 
capable of catering to different tastes and 
expectations to highest international standards,” 
explains Garayev.

Meanwhile, one of the country’s largest 
development projects in the sector opened in 2012. 
The new Shahdag Tourism Complex is situated in 
the Shahdag National Park in the northeastern part 
of Azerbaijan and includes a choice of hotels and 
sporting facilities, including one of Europe’s largest 
ski resorts. Azerbaijan is open for business, but also 
for year-round holiday-making.

Tourism Discovers Azerbaijan 

www.foreignaffairs.com/azerbaijan2015

A Report by:
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“Our strategic goal is to further strengthen Azerbaijan’s 
independence and make it one of the most developed and 
competitive countries in the world.”
Ilham Aliyev, President of the Republic of Azerbaijan

“Political and economic stability, protection of investor’s 
rights, favorable geographical location, abundant natural 
resources and a highly skilled workforce have made 
Azerbaijan one of the most attractive countries in the region 
for foreign investments.”
Elmar Mammadyarov, Minister of Foreign Affairs

“The European Games provide a great opportunity to 
showcase Azerbaijan as a modern European nation and 
further establish the country as a prime destination in Europe 
for sports.”
Azad Rahimov, Minister of Youth and Sports

“We are currently engaged in rethinking strategies for the 
diversification of areas of tourism and services, adopting 
new standards and norms, revising marketing and market 
penetration strategies, and establishing new mechanisms for 
cooperation between the public and private sectors.”
Abulfas Garayev, Minister of Culture and Tourism

©
 B

EGO
C



“The ICT sector in Azerbaijan has been on the cutting edge of 
economic innovation. These innovations have spread across 
nearly every other industry, increasing efficiency and driving 
change in the way they operate, and the goods and services 
they produce.”
Ali Abbasov, Minister of Communications and Information 
Technologies

“The Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway project will be one of the most 
efficient transport corridors in terms of distance, speed and 
tariffs. It will not only contribute to internal cargo shipping, 
but also benefit Azerbaijan’s role in transit cargo shipping,” 
Ziya Mammadov, Minister of Transport

“Our target is to produce gas of fifty-five billion cubic meters 
annually (bcma) by 2025 and to export between thirty-five 
and forty bcma of this gas.”
Natiq Abbasov, Deputy Minister of Energy

“Diversification of non-oil sectors is our primary goal and we 
have already achieved results. Compared to 2007, when 60 
percent of GDP was generated by the oil sector, this has now 
been reduced to 43 percent.”
Sahil Babayev, Deputy Minister of Economy and Industry
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“More than one hundred billion dollars in revenues have 
been received since the establishment of SOFAZ in 1999. 
Roughly 40 percent of these revenues have been saved 
and 60 percent have been invested into the economy of 
Azerbaijan.”
Shahmar Movsumov, President of the State Oil Fund of 
Azerbaijan (SOFAZ)

“We are keen to expand our presence in international 
markets. In the coming years, we intend to focus more on 
overseas exploration and production and the expansion of 
foreign investment projects.”
Rovnag Abdullayev, President of the State Oil Company of 
the Republic of Azerbaijan (SOCAR)

“Our competitive advantage is our intimate knowledge 
of the local market and business realities, including our 
relationships with potential customers and service providers. 
We understand how to get results in a saturated challenging 
market.” 
Michael Wring, CEO of Nobel Oil Services



“By 2020, we will be able to achieve around four thousand 
MW of power generation, providing almost 50 percent of the 
total energy generated in the country. But considering our 
potential, we could even achieve six thousand MW.” 
Akim Badalov, Chairman of the State Agency on  
Alternative and Renewable Energy Sources (SAARES)

 “We will continue to contribute to the development of our 
country in every field. We are honored to be one of the main 
actors in growing the attractiveness of Azerbaijan’s economy 
for international investors.” 
Dayanat Guliyev, Chairman of the Supervisory Board of the 
Synergy Group

“We have launched construction of a fibro-cement plant that 
will produce ecofriendly roof and facade coverings. And we 
are preparing to open a plant based in Shamkir, the Zayam 
Technologies Park, specializing in the production of metal 
structures used in the construction of factories, buildings and 
bridges.”
Fakhriyar Jabbarov, Vice-Chairman of the Supervisory Board 
of the Synergy Group 
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“We will continue broaden the coverage of our network, 
build the capacity, build the quality of our system, strengthen 
indoor coverage; all those things that make our product 
better.”
Kent McNeley, Chief Executive Officer of Azerfon

“ASAN has installed such a system where corruption is 
practically impossible. You cannot have any corruption in an 
ASAN Service Center with the ASAN model type. Therefore, 
the main target for us today is raising the level of efficiency 
of the services and to be always a step ahead of the public 
expectations placed on ASAN.”
Inam Karimov, Chairman of the State Agency for Public 
Service and Social Innovations under the President of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan

“ASAN’s structure can serve as a best practice for countries 
that would like to take their public service delivery to a 
qualitatively new level. We have proved that in a short 
period of time it is possible to transform public service 
delivery.” 
Kamran Agasi, Director of the Innovations Center

“The application of ASAN service experience in other 
countries would be very beneficial.”
Jorg Frieden, Executive Director of the World Bank 
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AZERBAIJAN 2020
TURNING STRENGTH INTO 
SUSTAINABILITY


