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BY MARY ILYUSHINA

Relations between Russia and 
Azerbaijan, an oil-rich former So-
viet republic, have dramatically 
deteriorated after a campaign of 
arrests against each other’s citi-
zens that could herald a major 
realignment in a region once seen 
by Moscow as its backyard.

The two countries long enjoyed 
a close partnership in the politi-
cally sensitive South Caucasus 
region on the Caspian Sea, but 
with Russia distracted by the war 
in Ukraine, Azerbaijan has grown 
bolder in challenging Moscow’s 
dominance. It is also seeking clos-
er alliances with Turkey and Isra-
el.

The latest crisis began after an 
arrest operation against ethnic 
Azerbaijanis conducted by Rus-
sian law enforcement last week 
netted 50 people in Yekaterin-
burg, a city in Russia’s Ural 
Mountains. Police said it was a 
part of a decades-old investiga-
tion into contract killings in the 
city.

Two Azerbaijanis — brothers 
Ziyaddin Safarov, 55, and Huseyn 
Safarov, 60 — died in custody. 
When the bodies were trans-
ferred to Azerbaijan’s capital, 
Baku, autopsies revealed that the 
men had been beaten to death, 
local authorities said. The bodies 
had broken ribs, internal injuries 

and severe blood loss.
“A criminal investigation has 

been launched … concerning the 
torture and brutal killing of Azer-
baijani citizens and individuals of 
Azerbaijani origin in the Russian 
Federation,” the prosecutor gen-
eral’s office of Azerbaijan said in a 
statement Tuesday.

Russian investigators said six 
ethnic Azerbaijani men with Rus-
sian citizenship — four of them 
with the last name “Safarov” — 
were arrested as part of murder 
investigations. They maintained 
that one of the brothers died of a 
heart failure during the raid, 
while the cause of the second 
death remained under investiga-
tion.

Baku, in turn, lashed out with 
retaliatory actions. The Culture 
Ministry canceled all events tied 
to Russian institutions, con-
demning what it called “demon-
strative targeted and extrajudi-
cial killings” motivated by ethnic 
bias. Azerbaijan’s parliament 
withdrew from a planned bilater-
al meeting in Moscow, and the 
government scrapped a sched-
uled visit by a Russian parliamen-
tary official.

On Monday, Azerbaijani police 
raided the Baku office of Sputnik 
Azerbaijan, the local arm of Rus-
sia’s state-run news agency. Al-
though Sputnik officially ceased 
operations earlier this year after 

restrictions on foreign media 
ownership, it continued to pub-
lish content online.

Azerbaijan’s Foreign Ministry 
accused the outlet of operating 
with “illegal financing” and con-
firmed that several arrests were 
made during the raid.

Among the arrested were di-
rector Igor Kartavykh and editor 
in chief Yevgeny Belousov, who 
were charged with conspiracy to 
commit fraud and could face up 
to 12 years in prison. Russia’s 
Foreign Ministry summoned 
Azerbaijan’s ambassador to pro-
test what it called Baku’s “un-
friendly actions” and the “illegal 
detention of Russian journalists.”

Then on Tuesday, a court in 
Baku ordered the detention of 
eight Russians, mostly IT special-
ists, and accused them of cyber-
crimes and smuggling drugs from 
Iran. In courtroom footage, the 
defendants appeared to have 
been severely beaten, with one 
showing dried blood on his face 
and several others displaying visi-
ble bruises.

Relations began to nose-dive in 
December, after the crash of an 
Azerbaijani plane probably due to 
Russian actions. Azerbaijan Air-
lines Flight 8243 departed from 
Baku with 67 people on board 
bound for Grozny, capital of the 
Russian republic of Chechnya. 
After being diverted, the plane 

crashed in Kazakhstan, killing 38 
people.

Despite initial Russian denials, 
evidence mounted that it had 
been hit by a Russian surface-to-
air missile.

Azerbaijan’s President Ilham 
Aliyev demanded that Russia ad-
mit responsibility and pay com-
pensation to the state and fami-
lies of the crash victims. Russian 
leader Vladimir Putin apologized 
for the “tragic incident” in Rus-
sian airspace, but neither he nor 
his government would take re-
sponsibility for downing the 
plane, further aggravating Baku.

A few months before the crash, 
relations had seemed fine, with 
Putin exchanging hugs with Ali-
yev on a state visit to Azerbaijan 
before sitting down for an infor-
mal dinner.

This year, Aliyev snubbed Pu-
tin by skipping Russia’s Victory 
Day parade in May, an event that 
normally sees the leaders of the 
former Soviet republics flock to 
Moscow to mark the end of World 
War II. Later that month, Ukrai-
nian Foreign Minister Andrii Syb-
iha visited Azerbaijan, signaling 
closer ties between Baku and 
Kyiv.

“The conflict with Azerbaijan 
has sharply aggravated the mat-
ter of Russia’s loss of influence in 
the post-Soviet space,” said Tati-
ana Stanovaya, Russia analyst 

with the Carnegie Russian Eur-
asia Center.

“The geopolitical shallowing of 
the importance of the post-
Soviet space is a direct conse-
quence of the war with Ukraine, 
which of course will have serious 
long-term consequences, obvi-
ously not in Russia’s favor,” she 
said. “But today the Kremlin does 
not really want to think about it, 
and it does not have enough 
resources to fight on several 
fronts.”

Ukrainian President Volod-
ymyr Zelensky called Aliyev to 
express his condolences on the 
two deaths in Yekaterinburg. The 
Kremlin slammed the call as an 
“attempt to unbalance relations 
between Russia and Azerbaijan 
and provoke tension.”

“Kyiv will do everything to add 
fuel to the fire, to provoke Baku 
into emotional actions,” Kremlin 
spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said 
Wednesday.

The diplomatic fallout has ac-
celerated a broader realignment 
of alliances and underscored 
Moscow’s diminishing influence 
in a region it once undisputedly 
dominated.

Azerbaijan, emboldened by its 
crushing victory over archrival 
Armenia in 2023, has drifted clos-
er to Turkey, a key backer that 
supplied advanced military hard-
ware, including the drones that 

were crucial in its success.
Armenia had appealed to Rus-

sia for help in the conflict, but 
Moscow, preoccupied by the 2022 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine, of-
fered little assistance. Officials in 
the Armenian capital, Yerevan, 
accused Russia of abandoning its 
security commitments and sus-
pended their country’s participa-
tion in the Russia-led Collective 
Security Treaty Organization.

Azerbaijan also has strength-
ened its ties with Israel, leverag-
ing its position as a secular Mus-
lim-majority country bordering 
Russia and Israel’s nemesis Iran. 
Azerbaijan exports a significant 
portion of its crude oil to Israel, 
while importing its advanced mil-
itary weaponry. This partnership 
deepened while the Kremlin’s 
own relations with Israel frayed.

“It is clear that before the 
victory [against Armenia] and 
without [Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip] Erdogan behind his 
back, Aliyev would not dare to do 
anything like this. But it looks like 
a weighty slap in the face to the 
‘Russian world,’ ” said indepen-
dent Russian political expert 
Vladimir Pastukhov.

He added that the war in 
Ukraine has forced Russia “to 
bare its eastern and southern 
rears, exposing them to painful 
slaps, which will become even 
more numerous in the future.”

Relations between Russia and former close ally Azerbaijan take a nosedive

BY ANNABELLE TIMSIT

Denmark has become one of 
the few countries in the world to 
conscript women for military ser-
vice, as the country seeks to 
bolster its defense capabilities 
against the backdrop of rising 
tensions with Russia and increas-
ing pressure from Washington for 
European nations to invest more 
in their own defense.

The new rules, which came 
into effect this week, mean wom-
en who turn 18 after July 1 will be 
eligible for potential military con-
scription as part of a lottery 
system — the same rules that 
apply to young men. The duration 
of mandatory military service 
will also be extended from four 
months to 11 months starting in 
2026.

Denmark’s defense ministry 
has described the move as one 
that ensures “full gender equality 
in conscription,” a sentiment 
echoed by some Danish women 
who spoke to The Washington 
Post.

“I think it is unequal to only 
conscript men,” said Rosa Collet, 
16. Collet, who describes herself 
as a feminist, opposes military 
conscription as a whole but be-
lieves that where it exists, it 
should include both men and 
women.

Emily B. Rasmussen, 20, a stu-
dent of physics and philosophy at 
Aalborg University in Denmark, 
also welcomed the move as “posi-
tive … for the gender discussion.”

“It’s a huge leap in order to 
make women and men seem on 
the same level, [and] it also re-
duces the amount of people who 
do not want to join the military to 
be forced to,” she added.

Julie Christiansen, 23, who 
also studies at Aalborg, agreed: 
“It’s a great initiative because in 
Denmark there’s a lot of talk 
about equality between men and 
women and I think that should 
apply to everything.”

While Denmark scores rela-
tively well on gender equality, 
ranking third in the European 
Union, the motivation to con-
script women is not just ideologi-
cal but also practical.

Col. Kenneth Strom, head of 
the Danish Armed Forces’ con-
scription program, told the Asso-
ciated Press the change was based 
on “the current security situa-

tion,” with recruits potentially 
able to “take part in NATO collec-
tive deterrence,” while an earlier 
defense agreement reached by 
the government and other politi-
cal parties noted that a “worsen-
ing threat landscape” and recent 
crises including the coronavirus 
pandemic showed the need for 
conscripts to support the armed 
forces.

Gen. Michael W. Hyldgaard, 
Denmark’s defense chief, said 
earlier this year that compulsory 
military service for women would 
“strengthen our ability to attract 
the most talented and motivated 
young Danes,” adding that “the 
armed forces need all the combat 
power we can mobilize.”

Not everyone affected by the 
change is happy.

Othilie Fauerskov Jorgensen, a 

16-year-old student who, like Col-
let, will eventually be assessed for 
military service conscription un-
der the new rules, said she was 
“very angry and sad” about the 
change in regulation and believes 
that military service should be a 
personal choice.

“I don’t support it because it’s 
something I don’t see myself in,” 
she wrote in texts to The Post, 
adding that she didn’t feel that 
she, or most other women, were 
necessarily “suited for the mili-
tary.”

“I would rather be finished 
with my education than spending 
a year/months in military. I 
would rather get a job faster,” she 
added.

Collet says the argument she 
often hears from people who op-
pose the new rules is that wom-

en’s careers already tend to fall 
behind when they have children, 
and even in a country like Den-
mark, they are paid less and get 
promoted slower as a whole, so 
mandatory military service is 
seen as “setting us even farther 
back.”

“Yes, there’s still gender in-
equality in Denmark, the pay gap 
and still many things that keep 
women back,” she acknowledges. 
“But we’re also one of the coun-
tries that is most equal in terms of 
gender. … I don’t see why we 
should wait until everything’s ex-
actly equal to conscript women.”

Under the updated Danish sys-
tem, once men and women turn 
18, they must be assessed for 
physical and mental fitness. If 
they are deemed fit to serve, they 
must draw numbers through a 

lottery, and those numbers deter-
mine whether they are released 
from any military service obliga-
tion, or whether they might be 
called up to serve if the Armed 
Forces are not able to fill their 
quotas with enough volunteers. 
The first lottery under this new 
system will be held in 2026, the 
Defense Ministry said.

Before the change, women 
could volunteer to serve by enter-
ing into an agreement with the 
Armed Forces — and almost a 
quarter of 2024’s military cohort 
consisted of female volunteers. 
But future generations of women 
will automatically be entered into 
the lottery if deemed eligible, on 
equal footing with men.

According to the Danish 
Armed Forces, nearly all military 
service spots have been filled by 

volunteers in recent years. In the 
Danish defense agreement, polit-
ical parties acknowledged that 
expanding conscription “will 
place greater demands on young-
er generations and may potential-
ly reduce the level of voluntarism 
in conscription.”

Denmark is not alone in wid-
ening its military conscription to 
include women: Norway and 
Sweden both did so in recent 
years, as European countries 
have felt an increased threat from 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 
2014 and invasion of Ukraine in 
2022.

But globally, these countries 
are still outliers: In 2019, the Pew 
Research Center found that mili-
tary conscription was rare — few-
er than a third of countries had 
some form of active compulsory 
military service — and of the 
countries that Pew could deter-
mine had conscription, most 
drafted only men.

Polls show the Danish popula-
tion favors expanding the coun-
try’s defensive capabilities. An 
online poll of Danish adults con-
ducted in May for the European 
Council on Foreign Relations 
found that 70 percent of adults 
supported increasing national 
defense spending.

In that same poll, around a 
third of respondents said they 
were very or somewhat worried 
about the use of nuclear weapons 
and the possibility of a third 
world war or a major European 
war beyond the war in Ukraine.

In addition to fears linked to 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
many Danes have also been wary 
of President Donald Trump’s de-
mands to acquire the Danish 
island of Greenland, and his re-
fusal to rule out using the U.S. 
military to do so. “I think the 
whole Greenland kerfuffle … 
maybe had the government 
thinking, what are we going to do 
as a really small country if war 
breaks out?” Collet said.

Meanwhile, Rasmussen, the 
university student, said she felt 
that Denmark, as a small country 
with a population of 6 million, 
had to be “somewhat equally 
prepared” for the possibility of 
war.

“We are very singled out be-
cause of our smaller scale and our 
more loose military standing,” 
she said.

Denmark adds women to military draft amid fears of conflict with Russia
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Volunteers in the Danish Royal Life Guards rest during a training exercise in Hovelte, Denmark, on June 11. Before the country’s new 
conscription rules, which took effect this week, women could volunteer to serve by entering into an agreement with the Armed Forces. 

BY FRANCESCA EBEL

A Ukrainian strike in Russia’s 
Kursk region killed a decorated 
Russian naval commander, offi-
cials said Thursday, the latest 
high-ranking general to be killed 
by Ukraine since the war began.

Maj. Gen. Mikhail Gudkov was 
the deputy commander in chief of 
the navy and had previously led a 
brigade battling Ukrainian forc-
es. The Defense Ministry con-
firmed Thursday that Gudkov 
died while working in a border 
area with Ukraine. He was report-

edly killed Tuesday night.
Last August, Ukraine launched 

a major operation in Kursk, cap-
turing and occupying a large part 
of the region for nine months, 
until the area was mostly retaken 
by Russian forces in the spring. 
Ukrainian forces have since re-
mained on a sliver of land at the 
border, where fighting has con-
tinued.

Oleg Kozhemyako, the gover-
nor of Primorye, a region in 
Russia’s Far East, confirmed Gud-
kov’s death in a statement posted 
to the Telegram messaging app. 
Gudkov had commanded the 
155th Marine Brigade, which was 
stationed in Primorye, before be-
ing appointed to navy leadership.

The governor, who was person-
ally acquainted with Gudkov, 
wrote that he died “while per-
forming his duty as an officer 

together with his fellow soldiers.”
“He was a strong-spirited war-

rior who did not imagine himself 
anywhere but the navy,” Kozhe-
myako wrote. “Having become 
deputy commander in chief of the 
navy, he did not stop personally 
visiting the positions of our ma-
rines.”

The governor of the Kursk re-
gion, Alexander Khinshtein, also 
confirmed on Telegram that Gud-
kov had “tragically died while 
performing his military duty.”

Gudkov is the latest in a string 
of high-profile Russian officers to 
be killed since 2022, including at 
least 12 major and lieutenant 
generals. In April, Lt. Gen. Yaro-
slav Moskalik was killed by a 
vehicle explosion in Moscow. In 
2024, Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov, who 
headed the Russian army’s chem-
ical, biological and nuclear sec-

tor, died under similar circum-
stances. The Security Service of 
Ukraine asserted responsibility 
for Kirillov’s death.

On Thursday, Ukraine’s intelli-
gence service also claimed the 
death of Manolis Pilavov, a for-
mer head of the country’s Lu-
hansk region who was an ideo-
logue of the Russian-backed sepa-
ratist movement that began fight-
ing in 2014. The service said he 
died in an explosion.

According to Russian news re-
ports, President Vladimir Putin 
appointed Gudkov to the post of 
deputy commander at the end of 
March during a visit to the 
Arkhangelsk nuclear cruiser.

In fall 2023, Gudkov, who then 
held the rank of colonel, was 
awarded the “Hero of Russia” 
medal “for courage, heroism and 
skillful command of subordinate 

formations” in the combat zone.
Before the official announce-

ment of Gudkov’s death, a local 
Russian news outlet in Kursk 
reported that 12 servicemen from 
the 155th Marine Brigade had 
been killed in a missile strike on 
their headquarters.

Ukrainian forces have made 
good use of U.S.-supplied ad-
vanced missiles fired from the 
High Mobility Artillery Rocket 
System (HIMARS), but effective 
munitions such as these could 
soon disappear from the battle-
field if they are included in the 
Pentagon’s recently announced 
review of military aid.

The United States said this 
week it was pausing the delivery 
of previously promised military 
equipment to Ukraine, including, 
according to reports, air defense 
and missiles.

Speaking Thursday from the 
Danish capital, Copenhagen, 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky said his country needed 
U.S.-made munitions like the 
 antimissile Patriot system and 
continued U.S. military support. 

“I hope that maybe tomorrow 
or in close days I will speak about 
it with President [Donald] 
Trump,” he said.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry 
Peskov, for his part, welcomed the 
U.S. halt of military aid as the 
Russian summer offensive 
against Ukraine is underway.

“The fewer rockets are deliv-
ered from abroad to Ukraine, the 
closer to the end of the military 
operation,” he said Thursday.

Mary Ilyushina, Lizzie Johnson and 
Serhii Korolchuk contributed to this 
report.

Russian navy’s deputy commander is latest general to be killed by Ukraine
Gudkov was in his own 
country, near border, 
when strike occurred
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