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Introduction

Anti-Armenian discrimination has been and remains a persistent issue in Azerbaijan, and is
frequently noted by international bodies. Following the end of the 2020 War in Artsakh, Azerbaijan
took control over significant parts of the former Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO), a
region formerly controlled by its Armenian residents, who had rejected Azerbaijani control of the
former NKAO and exercised self-determination and self-rule since the First Nagorno-Karabakh War in
the 1990s.

None of the Armenians who lived in the areas Azerbaijan took control of in 2020 returned,
despite constituting the majority of the population in those areas before the war. All were aware of
extremely violent acts committed against Armenian civilians unable to flee during the war, as well as
the history of institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan, which often took the form
of hate speech and violence. The lack of ability for Armenians to return to their homes in communities
such as Hadrut makes this a de facto ethnic cleansing; those who remained in their homes were Killed,
with forensic evidence that indicates the brutal and intentional nature of such killings, and those who
fled before the conflict reached their homes were unable to return.

The blockade of Artsakh that began in December of 2022 was another act of ethnic cleansing.
The Azerbaijani military offensive of September 2023 marked the final catalyst that began the almost-
total forced deportation of the Armenians of Artsakh to the Republic of Armenia. This deportation was
forced in that it left residents of Artsakh with only two options: flight or death. Life for Armenians
under Azerbaijani rule became impossible due to the institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination in
Azerbaijan and the hateful rhetoric and violence it promoted. Azerbaijan claimed there was no blockade,
as they would allow the transport of goods to Artsakh from Azerbaijan, and they claimed the ethnic
Armenians of Artsakh would be able to live safely in an Artsakh under Azerbaijani control. For the
Armenians in Artsakh, putting themselves in a position of receiving aid from or being under the
sovereignty of a state that was the direct cause of an increasingly dire humanitarian crisis and which
actively promoted hate speech and violence against them posed an unacceptable risk to life.

The term “ethnic cleansing” was first used during the wars in former Yugoslavia in the 1990s.

13

A UN Committee of Experts formed to analyse the conflict referred to ethnic cleansing as, “...a
purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to remove by violent and terror-inspiring
means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic areas.”

Based on this definition, the entire chain of events in Artsakh, involving the blockade, military
offensive, and ethnic cleansing, can be viewed as one sustained process, the goal of which was the
ethnic cleansing of all the Armenians from Artsakh. This process involved numerous violations of
international human rights law and international humanitarian law, including the rights to movement,
education, healthcare, food, adequate standard of living, property, dignity, liberty, equality, and the
right to life. In addition, this included violations of the rights of children, as 30,000 children lived in
Artsakh prior to its ethnic cleansing and were hugely affected by the blockade, military offensive, and
ethnic cleansing.

Azerbaijani reactions to the blockade followed a similar pattern to their denials of violence by
Azerbaijani military personnel against Armenians, which was either outright doubt or denial combined
with the glorification of anti-Armenian discrimination. These contradictory responses, denying

https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n94/200/60/pdf/n9420060.pdf?token=jawZoxMINwAbWEs1zW & fe=t
rue


https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n94/200/60/pdf/n9420060.pdf?token=jawZoxM9Nw4bWEs1zW&fe=true
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n94/200/60/pdf/n9420060.pdf?token=jawZoxM9Nw4bWEs1zW&fe=true

discrimination while celebrating it, are no different than the anti-Armenian narrative in Armenian
Genocide denial, summarised as “there was no genocide, and the Armenians were to blame for it.””?

Connections have been drawn between this anti-Armenian discourse and the notion of “bad
faith” developed by Jean-Paul Sartre to describe anti-semitism following the Second World War and
the Holocaust, that a level of anti-Armenian hate has emerged in Azerbaijan that fuels itself in its desire
for the destruction of the “enemy,” in this case, Armenians.® This kind of racism denies a people their
personhood and seeks their total destruction, an attitude not arrived at rationally and not easily shaken
through rational arguments.

It is the result of Azerbaijan’s persistent institutionalisation of anti-Armenian discrimination,
both presenting itself as welcoming of multiculturalism while describing Armenians in such derogatory
ways that they are completely dehumanised. The horrific hate speech and extreme violence against
Armenians follow from this systematised racism, which condones and celebrates such acts.

Addressing this discrimination would take a concerted effort, beginning at the institutional level
in Azerbaijan and with the involvement of civil society; given the length of time it has been promoted,
its legacy would likely still linger. However, with civil society and independent media in Azerbaijan
facing an existential crisis from government crackdowns, all that remains at present is a state that exerts
near total control on media and society, which has incorporated this discrimination into the institutions
of the state. Without substantial and sustained international pressure, it is impossible to imagine any
meaningful changes to address this discrimination.

This anti-Armenian discrimination and the violent intolerance of any perceived
“Armenianness” manifested as the blockade of Artsakh, military offensive against Artsakh, and ethnic
cleansing of Artsakh. Armenians lived in a territory perceived as an integral part of Azerbaijan,
rendering the history of Armenians in this territory irrelevant, alongside the fact that the Armenians of
Artsakh shared the same fundamental human rights as everyone else. The institutionalisation of anti-
Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan is such that Armenians are not seen as people; the months of
extreme suffering they endured is the result of the actions of a state that fundamentally saw them as less
than people; it refused to tolerate their presence, and even in their absence, it refuses to tolerate their
cultural heritage sites and traces of their history. The ethnic cleansing of Artsakh was a manifestation
of anti-Armenian discrimination that only tolerates the destruction of Armenians.

Glossary

As control of different towns and regions changed in the former Nagorno-Karabakh
Autonomous Oblast (NKAO), so did their names. As such, since the deportation of the ethnic Armenian
population from the former NKAO, Azerbaijan refers to many titles by their Azerbaijani name. To clear
any uncertainty, we will be referring to towns and regions known by multiple titles based on which side
of the line of contact they fell under following the 9 November 2020 Trilateral Statement. There are
two exceptions to this. The first is Shushi/Shusha, which is referred to by both the Armenian and
Azerbaijani names, as demonstrated here. The second is Karin Tak, a historically Armenian village that
was razed to the ground by Azerbaijan between 2021 and 2024; as its physical destruction means it is
no longer an entity as such, it is referred to in this report as Karin Tak as the only way to refer to it is in
the past tense. The titles used are listed in Bold in this glossary and will be used henceforth. The
alternative names by which these places are known is presented here so as to avoid any confusion.

2 Suny, Ronald Grigor. “They Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else”: A History of the Armenian Genocide.
Princeton University Press, 2015. p. xii-xiii
3 https://evnreport.com/politics/baku-ganon-the-new-high-armenophobia/
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2020 War/44-Day War - These terms are used interchangeably for brevity; both refer to the conflict
from 27 September 2020 - 9 November 2020, what is commonly known internationally as the Second
Nagorno-Karabakh War.

Aghbulag - The Azerbaijani name for Sarnaghbyur.

Aghdam - The Azerbaijani name for a town and region bordering the former NKAO; it is sometimes
referred to by Armenians as Akna.

Aghdara - The Azerbaijani name for the town of Martakert.

Akna - the name the Armenian authorities of Artsakh gave to Aghdam.

Artsakh - Refers to the Republic of Artsakh, the name of the unrecognised state in the territory of the
former NKAO. The area of Nagorno-Karabakh inhabited by Armenians in the former NKAO is referred
to as Artsakh in this report, as it is the name given to the region by its inhabitants, was named as such
in international documents and treaties to which Azerbaijan is a signatory, and is the entity to which
Azerbaijani aggression was directed in the timeframe discussed in this report. The title “Nagorno-
Karabakh” is used in this report when the region is being referred to, but as the Azerbaijani blockade
and offensive were only directed at the Republic of Artsakh and its residents, the title “Artsakh” is used
instead of “Nagorno-Karabakh” or “Nagorno-Karabakh Republic.”

Asgeran - The Azerbaijani name for Askeran.

Askeran - A city and region in Artsakh, and one of the major population centres; known as Asgeran in
Azerbaijani.

Berdzor - The Armenian name for the town of Lachin, which the Lachin corridor passes through
between Stepanakert and Goris.

Boyuk Galadarasi - The Azerbaijani name for Mets Shen.

Chankatagh - An Armenian community in the Martakert region, referred to as Janyatag in Azerbaijani.
Childiran - The Azerbaijani name for Chidran.

Chldran - An Armenian community in the Martakert region; known in Azerbaijani as Childiran.
Daghyurd - The Azerbaijani name for Sarushen.

Dashalty - The Azerbaijani name for Karin Tak.

Giziloba - The Azerbaijani name for Karmirgyugh.

Gozlu - The Azerbaijani name for Vaghuhas.

Hasanriz - The Azerbaijani name for Haterk.

Haterk - An Armenian community in the Martakert region; known in Azerbaijani as Hasanriz.

Hin Shen - An Armenian community in the Shushi/Shusha region; geographically isolated during the
blockade, it is known in Azerbaijani as Kichik Galadarasi.

Horatagh - An Armenian community in the Martakert region, divided between Verin Horatagh (Upper
Horatagh) and Nerkin Horatagh (Lower Horatagh); known in Azerbaijani as Oratagh.

Janyatag - The Azerbaijani name for Chankatagh.

Karin Tak - A historically Armenian village in the Shushi/Shusha region which Azerbaijan took
control of following the 2020 War; known briefly in Azerbaijani as Dashalty, it was razed to the ground
by Azerbaijan by April 2024.

Karmirgyugh - An Armenian community in the Askeran region, known in Azerbaijani as Giziloba.
Karvachar - The Armenian name for Kelbajar.

Kelbajar - A city and region between Martakert and the Republic of Armenia; the Azerbaijani name
for Karvachar.

Khangutala - The Azerbaijani name for Khnkavan.

Khankendi - The Azerbaijani name for the city of Stepanakert.

Khnkavan - An Armenian community in the Martakert region, known in Azerbaijani as Khangutala.
Khojavend - The Azerbaijani name for the town of Martuni; also an Azerbaijani name for a district in
the territory of the former NKAO.




Kichik Galadarasi - The Azerbaijani name for Hin Shen.

Lachin - The Azerbaijani name for Berdzor; the Lachin corridor passes through this town and region.
Martakert - A city and region in Artsakh, and one of the major population centres; referred to as
Aghdara in Azerbaijani.

Martuni - A city and region in Artsakh, and one of the major population centres; referred to as
Khojavend in Azerbaijani.

Mets Shen - An Armenian community in the Shushi/Shusha region; geographically isolated during the
blockade, it is known in Azerbaijani as Boyuk Galadarasi.

Mokhrenes - An Armenian community in the Hadrut region, its residents fled during the 2020 War and
Azerbaijan took control of it; known as Susanlyg in Azerbaijani.

Nagorno-Karabakh - The broad name for the region; in cases where the region itself is referred to, rather
than the unrecognised state of Artsakh, Nagorno-Karabakh will be used.

Oratagh - The Azerbaijani name for Horatagh.

Qarabag - The Azerbaijani name for the region of Nagorno-Karabakh.

Sarnaghbyur - An Armenian community in the Askeran region; known in Azerbaijani as Aghbulag.
Sarushen - An Armenian community in the Askeran region; referred to as Daghyurd in Azerbaijani.
Sarybaba - The Azerbaijani name for Yeghtsahogh.

Shushi - The Armenian name for Shusha, a city and region in Nagorno-Karabakh; the site of the original
blockade was at a location where the Lachin corridor passed near this city. Referred to by both names
in this report as Shushi/Shusha.

Shusha - The Azerbaijani name for Shushi, referred to in this report as Shushi/Shusha.

Stepanakert - The capital of the Republic of Artsakh and the largest population centre in the region;
referred to as Khankendi in Azerbaijani.

Susanlyg - The Azerbaijani name for Mokhrenes.

Sznek - An Armenian community in the Askeran region, divided between Verin Sznek (Upper Sznek)
and Nerkin Sznek (Lower Sznek); known in Azerbaijani as Yemishjan.

Vaghuhas - An Armenian community in the Martakert region; known in Azerbaijani as Gozlu.
Yeghtsahogh - An Armenian community in the Shushi/Shusha region; geographically isolated during
the blockade, it is known in Azerbaijani as Sarybaba.

Yemishjan - The Azerbaijani name for Sznek.




This is the Nagorno-Karabakh region following the 2020 War.* The area of the former NKAO
is outlined with a dotted line. The area Azerbaijan took through military operations in the 2020 War is
coloured in blue, and the area Azerbaijan gained control of following the November 2020 Trilateral
Statement is coloured in dark green. The orange territory remained under the control of Artsakh
following the conclusion of the 2020 War, and was patrolled by Russian peacekeepers. The purple
territory between Artsakh and Armenia is near the town of Lachin, which Azerbaijan gained control of
following the 2020 War and which was patrolled by Russian peacekeepers. The purple area is
commonly referred to as the Lachin corridor, though it shares the name with the whole road between
Stepanakert and Goris as this was the primary land corridor between Artsakh and Armenia. In this
report, the “Lachin corridor” refers to the road as a whole that connected Artsakh to Armenia.

The road referred to as the Lachin corridor can be seen on the map originating from Stepanaket
and going south. It briefly passed through Azerbaijani-controlled territory near the city of
Shushi/Shusha before continuing again through the territory controlled by Artsakh, passing the town of
Lachin, and entering the territory of Armenia near Goris.

42020 Nagorno-Karabakh War, by Kalj, based of File:2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war map.png by User:Golden,
CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2020 _Nagorno-Karabakh_war.svg
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The blockade that began on 12 December 2022 took place as it passed through Azerbaijani-
controlled territory near Shushi/Shusha, though this blockade point was replaced after the construction
of an Azerbaijani military checkpoint on 23 April 2023 at the Hakari Bridge, the border between
Armenia and the Lachin area. This checkpoint was functionally identical to the previous blockade in
completely halting the flow of goods and persons between Armenia and Artsakh.

Methodology

Some of the evidence gathered in this report is very graphic. It contains evidence of racially
motivated hate speech and extreme violence in the form of witness testimonies as well as investigations
and discussions of recorded evidence. This report does not show any graphic imagery but does discuss
graphic elements of specific incidents, as is the nature of the extensive human suffering experienced
during Azerbaijan’s blockade and offensive against Artsakh. Due to the graphic nature of the topic,
reader discretion is advised for the report.

The data for this report has been collected through open-source methods. Sources include
articles from media organisations, reports from NGOs, witness testimony, official government
publications, and data published on social media accounts that have been verified to the best extent
possible.

Some of the sources were originally published in Armenian, Azerbaijani, or Russian; the report
provides links to the original or archived copies so readers can review the translations if desired.

In 2021, international media began being denied entry to Artsakh by Russian peacekeepers
responsible for approving entry to Artsakh; by 2022 international media had no access to Artsakh, with
reporters who had received prior approval to enter Artsakh being denied entry.®> Residents of Artsakh
themselves published much of the data during Azerbaijan’s attack due to the absence of independent
international media on the ground during the Azerbaijani military offensive against Artsakh. It is, at
present, difficult to verify some eyewitness testimony. Furthermore, the 9-month blockade, aggressive
Azerbaijani offensive, and deportation of Armenians from Artsakh are each traumatic incidents in and
of themselves, and taken as a whole, are still the source of considerable trauma for former residents of
Artsakh. Their testimonies reflect this and, taken together, inform the experience of living through what
was an ethnic cleansing.

Due to the inability for international media and organisations to enter Artsakh (with the
exception of the ICRC, who maintained an office in Stepanakert until April 2024°), the reporting on the
ground in Artsakh was primarily conducted by local journalists who were themselves suffering from
the blockade. The only access international media had to Artsakh during and following the blockade
was through interviews with residents of Artsakh. As such, verification was done by local journalists in
Artsakh while this was possible. The media environment in Azerbaijan has become increasingly
unfriendly for independent media organisations, leaving Azerbaijani state media or those aligned with
the government as the only media options. As such, Azerbaijani media has not been used as primary
sources for this report. The primary media sources are international media outlets, particularly those
focusing on the South Caucasus region, or those that have published testimonies from residents of
Artsakh.

The testimonies have been gathered from openly available sources. Some testimonies are
translations from Armenian to English. In these cases, the report provides access to the untranslated
originals. These are only a fraction of the testimonies from Armenians deported from Artsakh; many

5 https://blankspot.se/part-1-armenias-new-reality-report-from-the-borderland-between-war-and-peace/
6 https://www.1lurer.am/en/2024/04/07/Red-Cross-office-located-in-Stepanakert-moved-to-Barda/1105287
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are still being collected or have yet to be released. Over 100,000 Armenians were deported from
Artsakh, and it will take considerable time to collect all the testimonies. The testimonies in this report
are only based on the experiences of the Armenians deported from Artsakh in the six months since the
deportations occurred; the traumatic effects of the blockade, military offensive, and deportation will be
felt for some time by those who suffered through them, and it is impossible for the report to investigate
this lingering trauma.

Where possible, as standard practice, this report will not share direct links to the social media
posts displaying graphic content, so as to not contribute to their dissemination and/or use as
psychological propaganda. Instead, analyses of the graphic content are provided and referred to. In cases
where such analyses are not available, links are provided to an archive of the graphic content maintained
for evidentiary purposes.

However, unlike previous conflicts regarding Artsakh, and unlike the trend in many current
international conflicts, including the war in Ukraine, Gaza, and Myanmar, this conflict was marked by
a near-absence of photographic and video evidence published to social media by Azerbaijani military
personnel. These videos and photographs are often used for propaganda and psychological warfare, and
past conflicts between Armenia and Azerbaijan have included videos and photographs taken by
participants during the conflicts. Notably, during such conflicts in 2016, 2020, and 2022, these included
videos and photographs of war crimes being committed and recorded by Azerbaijani military personnel.

As the report will further discuss in sections Ill and IV, the Azerbaijani military prohibited
filming during its preparations and during the offensive itself. An abundance of social media posts
showing the Azerbaijani military mobilisation stopped suddenly as a result of demands for the end of
the dissemination of such posts on social media. Azerbaijani social media channels that shared
recordings from previous conflicts did not do so during this offensive. Recordings still exist but were
less extensively disseminated than in previous conflicts. The lack of such recordings does not mean
there were no incidents of abuses of ethnic Armenian civilians and military personnel during the
offensive and subsequent deportation of ethnic Armenians from Artsakh, as the witness testimony
gathered indicates.

As such, this report’ is limited by the information blackout by the Azerbaijani armed forces that
has prevented some open-source information gathering. The region of Nagorno-Karabakh as a whole
remains inaccessible for its residents and others, aside from Russian peacekeepers, Azerbaijani military
personnel, and those approved to visit by the Azerbaijani government. As such, it is impossible to
conduct information-gathering in Nagorno-Karabakh itself in ways that would guarantee the integrity
of such an investigation.

7 The organization thanks Alex Faurot, for authoring this report, and Arnaud Decombe and Emma
Kiladjian for their contributions.



| - Racial Discrimination Against Armenians in
Azerbaijan

Previous reports acknowledge Azerbaijan for its multiculturalism; however, even the very
reports that acknowledge this mention the extreme anti-Armenian rhetoric and discrimination in
Azerbaijan, as well as the forms in which this manifests.® Numerous reports recognize this extreme anti-
Armenian sentiment in Azerbaijan, in the rhetoric Azerbaijani officials espouse, in its indoctrination in
the Azerbaijani education system through discriminatory language, and in the ways it is displayed in
Azerbaijani society or online. New Lines magazine notes this pattern of institutionalised hate affecting
societal views, stating that,

“..unlike in Armenia or Nagorno-Karabakh, following the 1990s war the hatred of the
enemy in Azerbaijan became institutionalized, from popular culture to news. The official
virtual presidential library, ebooks.az, features regime-approved titles like “Armenian
Terror” and “Armenian Mythomania,” while books that acknowledge Armenian antiquity

and suffering — like prominent Azerbaijani author Akram Aylisli’s novella “Stone
’9

Dreams” — are banned on the president’s [Ilham Aliyev’s] orders.’

The blockade and military offensive against Artsakh, and subsequent deportation of Armenians

from Artsakh, was informed and motivated by this anti-Armenian sentiment. As a whole, the ethnic

cleansing of Artsakh is a manifestation through policy and action of institutionalised anti-Armenian
discrimination.

I. Institutionalisation of Anti-Armenian Rhetoric and Discrimination

A political authority cannot uphold the ideals of combating racial prejudice while at the same
time contributing to racial prejudice. Texts such as the UN International Convention for the Elimination
of all Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), whose article 4c reads as follows, assert this idea :

“[States parties to the Convention] shall not permit public authorities or public institutions,

national or local, to promote or incite racial discrimination.”

Despite encompassing a wide variety of ethnic minorities, the inclusion of which has been
assessed by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI),? Azerbaijan has also
shown blatant, profound, and repeated disregard towards the principles requiring the protection of said
minorities when it came to individuals of Armenian descent, as well as a severe intolerance of anything
perceived to be Armenian. Those violations of international law are only made more challenging to
properly evaluate given the crackdown on Azerbaijani civil society organisations from 2016 and the
barring through excessive regulation of international organisations visiting in the context of missions
(such as the UNSPT in 2014 and OCSE in 2015). Without adequate oversight or accountability from
civil society or international organisations, the institutionalising of anti-Armenian discrimination in
Azerbaijan includes Azerbaijani organisations otherwise designed to uphold human rights. Azerbaijan’s
Ombudsperson, Elmira Suleymanova, not only contributed to Azerbaijan’s fifth periodic report to the
CAT (whose 309th paragraph excuses the country from applying human rights in the Nagorno-
Karabakh region while the conflicts lasts, in blatant violation of Article 15 of the ECHR), but also
saluted Ramil Safarov, an Azerbaijani military officer and convicted murderer responsible for the brutal

8 https://rm.coe.int/sixth-report-on-azerbaijan/1680ab9e35
Shttps://newlinesmag.com/reportage/investigation-armenian-fears-of-a-concentration-camp-in-nagorno-
karabakh-may-have-been-warranted/

10 https://www.omct.org/files/2015/11/23478/azerbaijan_shadowreport_omct_iphr 27102015.pdf
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killing of an Armenian officer at a 2004 NATO seminar in Hungary, as “an example of patriotism for
the Azeri youth.”™

The treatment of Safarov himself by Azerbaijani authorities exemplifies institutionalised anti-
Armenian discrimination in many other aspects. Imprisoned following his conviction in Hungary for
the premeditated and racially-motivated murder of Armenian Lieutenant Gurgen Margaryan in his
sleep, Safarov would eventually be extradited to Azerbaijan to serve the remainder of his sentence there
at the request of Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev. Aliyev personally welcomed Safarov at the airport
and immediately granted him a pardon, excusing him from serving the remainder of his sentence.
Revered as a national hero solely for the murder of an Armenian, Safarov received a promotion to the
rank of major, as well as financial compensation for the eight years he spent in prison and was even
gifted living accommodations.*2

There were fears that the treatment of Ramil Safarov would foster a sense of impunity for anti-
Armenian violence;* these fears manifested in 2016 when hostilities briefly flared in Artsakh. There
were three documented cases of Armenian servicemen being beheaded by Azerbaijani military
personnel. In each of these cases, the perpetrators were open about their involvement in the beheadings,
but no action was taken against them to hold them accountable. These cases are examples of how the
institutionalisation of anti-Armenian discrimination not only led to acts of violence, but also to acts of
copycat violence as the original perpetrators of such violence as glorified.

One such example of this impunity involves Sarkhan Mammadov, an Azerbaijani officer who
confessed to the murder of an Armenian soldier and his driver in an interview for the nationalist
newspaper Yeni Cag.!* The scene, time, and context described by Mammadov correlate with the results
of the investigation into the killings of Private Hrant Gharibyan and Major Hayk Toroyan during the
2016 Four-Day War in Artsakh. A key feature left out of Mammadov’s story is how long Mammadov
was present at the scene; Mammadov claimed both Toroyan and Gharibyan were killed in combat and
that he his unit had moved immediately after their murders, though Toroyan’s autopsy showed evidence
of torture, including the severance of his upper limbs, as well as his beheading while still alive.’
Pictures of Azerbaijani soldiers posing with Toroyan’s severed head were shared online, further proving
that Mammadov did not simply kill his victim but also indulged in torture, a war crime under
international law. Given the control that Azerbaijan has over the content its citizens publish online,
the authorities had adequate means to know of the circumstances in which Toroyan died. Despite this,
Mammadov was, as reported in the aforementioned interview to Yeni Cag, awarded the "Igidliya gora,"
(“for heroism”) military medal by President Aliyev himself.

Another case is that of the beheading of Kyaram Sloyan. Sloyan was a serviceman who was
killed during combat in 2016. After his death he was beheaded by Azerbaijani military personnel, and
many videos and photos of Azerbaijani military personnel posing with his head were shared on social
media; in one such video, an Azerbaijani serviceman identified as Elnur Ferzeliyev claims to be the
individual responsible for beheading Sloyan.!” Despite this admission, no action was taken to hold
Ferzeliyev accountable. Sloyan’s head was taken as a “war trophy” to the Azerbaijani side of the line

11 https://web.archive.org/web/20120905071818/http://iwpr.net/report-news/murder-case-judgement-
reverberates-around-caucasus (Archived from the original)

12 https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-202524

13 https://rm.coe.int/fourth-report-on-azerbaijan/16808b5581 §38

14 https://yenicag.az/ermeni-zabiti-tapancasini-cixarib-dostuma-tusladi-aprel-doyuslerinin-gehremanlari-sohbet-
silsilesinden/
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of contact, where it was shown to residents of nearby Azerbaijani villages as such. In some of these
videos, Ferzeliyev received words of praise from these residents for his actions. Despite being publicly
identified as the person responsible for Sloyan’s beheading, Ferzeliyev was awarded a medal for his
service by President Aliyev.!8

These cases are indicative that the fears expressed by the ECRI regarding the potential for an
impunity to violence were both well-founded and prescient. Safarov’s celebration as a hero had a
causative effect on Azerbaijani military personnel carrying out acts of copycat violence. The public
admissions to these acts by their perpetrators reinforces this, as the case of Safarov made it known that
beheading Armenians was an act that would earn high praise and had institutional support in Azerbaijan.
Both Mammadov and Ferzeliyev received praise and publicity for their actions, and both were awarded
medals for their service by President Aliyev himself. This implies a tacit acceptance by Azerbaijan’s
institutions of their actions as normal to the conduct of war against Armenians. The many documented
cases of extreme violence against Armenians during the 2020 War indicates that this conduct had
become normalised among Azerbaijani military personnel.*°

Azerbaijan incites anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric through more than just condoning
or rewarding acts and manifestations of anti-Armenian hatred. State bodies and authorities play a direct
role in inciting this hatred; the Azerbaijani Parliament’s International and Inter-Parliamentary Relations
Committee releasing a public statement in March 2023 calling Armenians and the Armenian diaspora
“the tumourous cancer of Europe”® is one such demonstration of this. The Armenian diaspora’s
inclusion in that statement goes to show the extent to which the detestation pushed by the authorities is
targeting an ethnicity as a whole, implying that the Armenian people as a whole must be “removed” in
the case of their metaphor.

The anti-Armenian discrimination and discourse are indiscriminate; this not only reflects in the
ill-treatments that ethnic Armenians - whether soldiers or civilians - were subjected to during the 2020
War in Artsakh, but also in the many declarations and decisions made by Azerbaijani officials targeting
Armenians as an ethnicity rather than as citizens of a rival political power. Armenians and all things
perceived to be Armenian are framed as “the enemy,” making any assault against a perceived
“Armenianness” justified as a result of this institutionalisation. Numerous reports discuss the persistent
public narrative in Azerbaijan that frames Armenians as an enemy, a problem identified by the Advisory
Committee of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities in 2012.%* That same
year, the Caucasus Research Center published survey results showing that 91% of Azerbaijan’s society
considers Armenia their country’s “greatest enemy.”?? In their fifth monitoring cycle report on
Azerbaijan, the ECRI noted with concern, “An entire generation of Azerbaijanis has now grown up
listening to constant rhetoric of Armenian aggression.”?

Concerns from the ECRI about anti-Armenian discrimination have been a constant feature in
their monitoring cycle reports. Commonly mentioned is the anti-Armenian discrimination present in
Azerbaijani education, as well as hate speech directed at Armenians. Despite claims after the fact that
such speech is directed at Armenian leadership rather than Armenians as a whole, the ECRI noted that
this distinction is impossible to discern based on the content of the hate speech.?* Also noted was the
construction of the “Trophy Park” in Baku following the 2020 War, where mannequins depicting racist
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caricatures of Armenians were present along with Armenian military equipment seized during the war.?
Though Azerbaijan later removed the caricatures after intense criticism from many international bodies,
their initial presence indicates an intense pre-existing level of discrimination.

With this in mind, statements by those such as Ali Hasanov, the head of the Presidential
Administration's Social and Political Department, claiming that “We, as the Azerbaijani people, must
express public hatred toward these [Armenian] people,”? about the censorship of the Akram Aylisli
novella Stone Dreams,?’ reflects a conflation between anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric and a
general Azerbaijani patriotism. The actions of Azerbaijani military personnel acting in line with this
official and public rhetoric echo this blurred distinction. For example, Elnur Ferzeliyev edited himself
in front of an Azeri flag with a caption that reads “I have a love, it is my flag. I have an enemy, it’s an
Armenian.”?8

Further, the erasure of anything considered Armenian or representing “Armenianness” is part
of a narrative that replaces all Armenian cultural sites and objects with Azerbaijani, Turkic, or
“Caucasian Albanian” equivalents to instrumentalise these sites and objects and justify claims of
Armenian land as ahistorical. The results of this narrative appear in various contexts, such as mapping
sites. The Azerbaijani-supported GoMap, an online mapping and navigation service for the Caucasus
region, appears to abide by the demands of President Aliyev from 17 August 2021: “All other ancient
Azerbaijani settlements located in the territory of president-day Armenia should be called by their real
names... Therefore, I request that both journalists and the general public use real names of these
places.”® These methods deny Armenia’s history and Armenia's connection to the territory. One
element of this is the promotion of “Western Azerbaijan," an irredentist and revisionist promotion of
all of Armenia being historically part of Azerbaijan - an idea also used to advance claims on Armenian
territory by Azerbaijan.

The claims of a “Western Azerbaijan” are particularly concerning when taking into
consideration the pre-existing anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric for the implications implicit
in the claims. Aziz Alakbarli, a sitting Azerbaijani MP with the ruling New Azerbaijan Party and the
chair of the Western Azerbaijan Community advanced these claims in verifiably ahistorical and
irredentist ways. Among them, he claims that Gregory the Illuminator (the founder of the Armenian
Apostolic Church) was of Turkic origin and that the ancient Armenians were of Turkic origin (he further
claims they were displaced in the 15th century by what he terms as “Hay-Armenians,” and expresses
racial hostility against Armenians based on this). By association, he calls all ancient Armenian
monuments either Turkic or Albanian in origin.*>® Though clearly revisionist, ahistorical, and irredentist,
these theories have received institutional support in Azerbaijan. Alakbarli is a sitting MP, and the claims
to Western Azerbaijan have come from multiple members of the Azerbaijani government, including
numerous times from President Aliyev himself.3! These claims, in part, derive from statements from
Azerbaijan regarding ethnic Azerbaijanis who resided in Armenia and left as the Soviet Union began
to fracture and the First Nagorno-Karabakh War began. However, they ignore any mention of the
Armenians who once lived in Azerbaijan, including outside of the NKAO; following pogroms in
Sumgait, Baku, and Kirovabad, it was clear to Armenians that staying in Azerbaijan and being able to
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live as Armenians was impossible.®? While Azerbaijan claims “Western Azerbaijan” in part due to the
movement of forcibly displaced Armenians from this era, it refuses to acknowledge Armenian refugees,
as acknowledging them would mean acknowledging an “Armenianness” that was part of Azerbaijan.
Such an acknowledgment is impossible in Azerbaijan today. The other intent of this claim is to deny
any Armenian connection to the territory and supplant it with irredentist Azerbaijani claims. Given the
anti-Armenian discrimination already present, this implies, in the best case, an ethnic cleansing of
Armenians for the territories claimed by Azerbaijan.

The result of this institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination and propaganda is that, in
Azerbaijan, the dehumanisation of Armenians is a regular element of state-sponsored Azerbaijani
rhetoric, leading to tacit support for those who commit grievous crimes against Armenians. Further, it
denies Armenians even the recognition of a state in the region. As a result, the institutionalised view of
Armenians as “the enemy" implicitly calls for their removal or extermination, demonstrable in the
blockade of and military offensive against Artsakh and the deportation of the Armenian population of
Artsakh.

il. General and Online Displays of Hate Speech

The harassment campaign against Akram Aylisli following the publication of his 2013 novella,
Stone Dreams, is indicative of how anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric in Azerbaijan manifests.
A story that offers sympathy to Armenians and describes the massacres of Armenians in Aylisli’s
birthplace of Aylis, as well as the Baku pogrom of 1990, the novel produced an extremely negative
backlash in Azerbaijan. Aylisli’s wife and son lost their jobs, Aylisli was stripped of his many literary
titles and awards, and some even took to investigating his ethnicity. This last point is very revealing,
the implication being that the belief that a “true” Azerbaijani would not offer sympathy to Armenians
or acknowledge their suffering. The campaign against Aylisli also included Hafiz Hajiyef’s pro-
government political party offering a bounty of ten thousand manats for Aylisli’s severed ear, an
astronomical amount considering the average salary in Azerbaijan was roughly four hundred manats a
month. In addition, the bounty was reminiscent of a common practice of Azerbaijani military personnel
against ethnic Armenians. The campaign against Aylisli shed light on how anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric impact public discourse, where even acknowledging and recognising
Armenians as a people is an act met with public calls for violence.

This anti-Armenian sentiment is highly visible in Azerbaijani social media, and its perpetuation
provides a direct obstacle to the peace process in the South Caucasus and the application of normative
standards to combat discrimination. It is apparent in the social media posts Elnur Ferzeliyev posted after
beheading Kyaram Sloyan. Ferzeliyev not only flaunted his decapitation of Sloyan, mimicking the use
of Sloyan’s head for sport, but he additionally boasted that he avenged his uncle by doing so, echoing
Ramil Safarov’s claim that he lost his childhood home to the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. In each
case, the association of personal revenge with violence against Armenians illustrates the dependence
on said violence in narratives around the conflict. The effects of a persistent narrative promoting hate
speech and anti-Armenian discrimination are direct actions committed by those raised within this
narrative and inspired by its calls for violence and revenge.

News outlets have widely reported on societal expression of anti-Armenian discrimination in
everyday Azerbaijani life for over a decade. It includes folk tales taught in Azerbaijani schools that
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depict Armenians as the villains,* an incident in which Azerbaijan’s State Borders Service immediately
repatriated two football players from the Russian FC Armavir (“Torpedo Armavir” at the time) upon
their arrival in Azerbaijan due to their Armenian descent (and despite their Russian citizenship),® and
the denial of entry to Azerbaijan of an Azerbaijani-born citizen of Kazakhstan due to his previous visit
to Armenia.*® This discrimination is also evident in instances such as the refusal of two Azerbaijani
dancers in a Vienna dance company to perform Gayane, a ballet by Armenian composer Aram
Khachaturyan,® the denial of an Azerbaijani announcer to announce an Armenian contestant in the
OPUS international singing contest,® and the removal of an Azerbaijani TV presenter from his position
following his brief recitation of a section of a song in Armenian at a party.® There has been a persistent
normalisation of the denial of recognition of Armenians or Armenian heritage, and those who have done
so have faced punishment in some form as a result.

With or without the veil of anonymity available to social media users, anti-Armenian hate
speech is likewise very prevalent on social media platforms. One of the comments on Elnur Ferzeliyev’s
Instagram posts, dated 14 April 2018, stated, “Dear brother, we should put their heads in a meat grinder,
make lula [kebab] and feed Sargsyan and Pashinyan. Beheader of Armenians, may your hands be
blessed.” Ferzeliyev’s Instagram account still contains many graphic photos, including the aftermath
of Sloyan’s beheading, despite its depiction of a war crime motivated by anti-Armenian hatred. These
posts draw numerous comments from other Azerbaijani Instagram users, such as the one mentioned
above, who praise Ferzeliyev and call for further violence against Armenians.
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Ferzeliyev’s Instagram post, which is automatically blurred by Instagram but otherwise still publicly available,
with the quote from above.
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Azerbaijani social media channels often contain this type of anti-Armenian hate speech. Despite
the hate speech laws in Azerbaijan, Azerbaijani social media users face no punishment for online hate
speech against Armenians. Many public figures in Azerbaijan posted hate speech against ethnic
Armenians on social media platforms, the evolution of a pattern that was first visible with the public
support for Ramil Safarov in 2004, even before the common use of social media platforms. This anti-
Armenian rhetoric on social media has been the subject of numerous reports; the Human Rights
Defenders of Armenia and Artsakh noted the very likely causative effect this rhetoric had on explicit
calls for violence and the war crimes committed against ethnic Armenians during the 2020 war.** The
Human Rights Defender of Armenia further noted that the hate speech against Armenians on
Azerbaijani social media continued after the end of the 2020 War.*? It is not a coincidence that many of
the purported “eco-protesters” who blockaded Artsakh in December 2022 had extensive social media
histories that promoted acts of violence or hatred against Armenians.*?

The posting of anti-Armenian hate speech and videos or pictures of dead, mutilated, or
beheaded Armenians on Azerbaijani social media creates a grim and increasingly violent feedback loop.
With anti-Armenian hate speech being, at best, condoned or, at worst, glorified at the institutional level
in Azerbaijan, perpetrators of horrific crimes against Armenians have felt emboldened to post evidence
of the aftermath of their crimes to Azerbaijani social media channels. With a precedent set by the
glorification of Ramil Safarov, these perpetrators are similarly glorified on Azerbaijani social media
channels, despite the identities of the perpetrators either being known, based on their social media
accounts or interviews, or identifiable based on the Azerbaijani military’s knowledge of which units
were active in the theatres in which these crimes were committed. There has been no accountability for
those who commit these crimes, only glorification, inspiring further acts of racially-motivated violence
against ethnic Armenians by Azerbaijani personnel. In this way, there is a direct connection between
the institutionalisation of anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan, the proliferation of anti-
Armenian hate speech in Azerbaijani public discourse and on Azerbaijani social media platforms, and
the acts of racially-motivated violence committed by Azerbaijani personnel against Armenians.

ili. Acts of Racially-Motivated Violence

In part, this report discussed forms of violence inspired by anti-Armenian discrimination and
rhetoric, including the killings and beheadings of Gurgen Margaryan, Hayk Toroyan, Hrant Gharibyan,
and Kyaram Sloyan. It is important to note that these are not isolated instances of extreme violence, but
rather fit into a systemic pattern of racially motivated violence at the hands of the Azerbaijani state.
This violence takes the form of brutal killing and mutilation, as well as torture and mistreatment for
Armenians in Azerbaijani captivity. The glorification of the perpetrators at an institutional level
perpetuates this cycle of violence, carrying the implicit message that extreme violence against
Armenians is both heroic and patriotic. These acts of violence breach international human rights law
and international humanitarian law, in addition to being wholly predicated on ethnic grounds.

Even prior to the wars of 2016, 2020, and 2022, there were cases of violence against Armenians
at an institutional level in Azerbaijan. Due to the mountainous nature of the Armenia-Azerbaijan border,
which included unmarked boundaries, there were multiple instances of Armenians captured by
Azerbaijani personnel in the border region, with many of these cases presented before the European
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Court of Human Rights (ECHR). In 2010 Manvel Saribekyan, from the Gegharkunik region of Armenia,
was captured by Azerbaijani personnel close to the border, was accused of being an Armenian saboteur,
and taken to Baku; Azerbaijani authorities claim he committed suicide in captivity soon after, though a
forensic investigation of his body found evidence of extensive torture that lead to his death.** In 2014
Karen Petrosyan, from the Tavush region in Armenia, was captured in a situation similar to
Saribekyan’s; a day after being captured, Azerbaijani authorities announced that Petrosyan had
suddenly died, with a forensic investigation showing evidence of torture.* Also in 2014, an elderly
Armenian named Mamikon Khojoyan from the Tavush region was captured by Azerbaijani personnel.
Despite being in good health at the time of his capture, Khojoyan later appeared in an Azerbaijani
interview with extensive injuries, which investigations following his repatriation to Armenia
determined were incurred during his captivity.4

Reports by the Armenian Human Rights Defender’s Office repeatedly tied the violence
committed against Armenians by Azerbaijani military personnel to the persistent anti-Armenian
narrative institutionalised by Azerbaijan, the extensive anti-Armenian hate speech promoted on
Azerbaijani social media, and the glorification of figures such as Ramil Safarov. The ECRI concerns
that the glorification of Safarov would grant a sense of impunity in Azerbaijan*’ were seemingly
prophetic; less than a month after the adoption of the report including these concerns, Azerbaijan
suddenly attacked Artsakh in the Four-Day War of April 2016, during which the Azerbaijani military
committed numerous unpunished crimes against ethnic Armenians. These included the beheadings of
Kyaram Sloyan, Hayk Toroyan, and Hrant Gharibyan, with the perpetrators of these crimes again
attaining a glorified status on Azerbaijani social media, similar to Safarov. This war also lent itself to
the murder and mutilation of Armenian civilians, as was the case with three elderly members of an
Armenian family unable to flee from their village, later found executed and mutilated in their home.*

For Armenians held as captives of Azerbaijani personnel, whether civilians or POWSs, there are
longstanding patterns of severe mistreatment, torture, or killing by their Azerbaijani captors. Testimony
from civilians and POWs following the 2020 War report similar levels of mistreatment, which constitute
breaches of Geneva Conventions I, I11, and IV with regards to the treatment of POWs and civilians.*
The mistreatment's basis on anti-Armenian hatred provided further breaches of these conventions,
alongside violations of Articles 5 (prevention of torture) and 7 (anti-discrimination before the law) of
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which Azerbaijan is a signatory t0.° Many
civilians had lingering health issues due to mistreatment by Azerbaijani personnel during their captivity;
others were murdered.5! A notable case of the latter is that of Arsen Gharakhanyan, who was captured
in Hadrut while attempting to evacuate his father in 2020. Arsen was not released following the
cessation of hostilities and appeared in videos posted on Azerbaijani social media, being forced to repeat
Azerbaijani propaganda and being mocked by Azerbaijani personnel as late as 8 January 2021.
Following a 13 January 2021 ECHR order for Azerbaijan to provide information regarding
Gharakhanyan, ICRC personnel found his body near the village of Aygestan in Artsakh on 18 January;
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forensic analysis determined that he had been executed by gunshot on 15 January, after the ECHR order
was given for information on his whereabouts and condition.

During the 2020 War, Azerbaijani military personnel committed a huge number of extremely
violent acts against Armenians. Azerbaijan took control of a large amount of territory during the
conflict, including majorly populated settlements such as Hadrut and Shushi/Shusha with notable
civilian populations. Many elderly or disabled Armenian civilians in these areas were unable to flee due
to their conditions, making them the primary victims of this violence. These cases could only have been
racially motivated in nature, as either video, photographic, or forensic evidence made it clear that the
Armenians were in Azerbaijani captivity, were civilians, and were clearly elderly or disabled, therefore
posing no military threat. Following Azerbaijan’s occupation of Hadrut, videos were shared of the
capture and extrajudicial executions of two Armenians, 73-year-old Benik Hakobyan and 25-year-old
Yuri Adamyan,%? by an Azerbaijani firing squad at a park in Hadrut.>® Videos shared on Azerbaijani
social media shortly after the end of the war showed two separate beheadings of Armenian civilians,
69-year-old Gennadi Petrosyan and 82-year-old Yuri Asryan, by Azerbaijani personnel. Another video
shared of the aftermath of Petrosyan’s execution showed Azerbaijani military personnel putting his
severed head on a pig and mocking him in death.>* A report by the Artsakh Human Rights Defender
following the end of the war and the search and rescue operations noted the discovery of many remains
of Armenian civilians, with forensic investigations finding evidence of captivity, torture, mutilation,
and beheadings at the time of death in nearly every case.®

On 13 September 2022, Azerbaijan launched a military offensive against the Republic of
Armenia, with troops still occupying territory in the Vayots Dzor and Syunik regions following this
attack. Multiple videos and photos that emerged after the attack showed further atrocities against
Armenians by Azerbaijani military personnel. A video was shared on Azerbaijani social media channels
on 1 October 2022 showing the extrajudicial execution of multiple Armenian POWSs by Azerbaijani
personnel, with photos of the aftermath available on Azerbaijani social media as early as 13 September;
the Azerbaijani serviceman who opened fire appeared to have been ordered to stop shooting shortly
after opening fire, but continued firing along with other Azerbaijani personnel.>® Following this attack,
another video was posted on Azerbaijani social media showing the torture and mutilation of an
Armenian servicewoman.%” Her legs were mutilated, her fingers were mutilated and placed in her
mouth, a rock was placed in her eye socket, she was stripped naked, and the text “Yasma” was written
on her stomach. The special forces of Azerbaijan are sometimes referred to as Yasma, as they are based
in a city of that name in Azerbaijan. A report by the Armenian Human Rights Defender following the
attacks noted the widespread discriminatory treatment shown by Azerbaijani military personnel to
Armenian servicewomen in particular; multiple videos recorded by Azerbaijani military personnel and
shared on Azerbaijani social media following the attack demonstrated this, including the video of the
Armenian servicewoman.%®

The cycle of extreme racially motivated violence against Armenians by Azerbaijani military
personnel and the glorification of this violence in Azerbaijani discourse are symptoms of the underlying
and persistent anti-Armenian rhetoric and discrimination that are endemic to the Azerbaijani
government and its institutions. The Armenians of Artsakh were acutely aware of this pattern of racially
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motivated violence and its celebration in Azerbaijan. Under Azerbaijani rule, the reality of the people
of Artsakh would be one of inescapable violence, promoted and facilitated by their explicit labels as
enemies of the Azerbaijani state.

Iv. Destruction of Armenian Cultural Heritage in Azerbaijan

The destruction of Armenian cultural heritage sites in Azerbaijan has been ongoing since the
independence of Azerbaijan from the Soviet Union, most notably in the Nakhchivan exclave and in the
areas of Artsakh that Azerbaijan took control of following the 2020 War. Azerbaijani authorities have
systematically destroyed sites of Armenian cultural or religious heritage, including churches,
inscriptions in the Armenian alphabet, and khachkars, an Armenian carved stone monument used to
mark graves and commemorate important events.

Outside of the complete destruction of sites of Armenian heritage, a persistent risk is their
modification to remove any evidence of Armenian heritage. One of Azerbaijan's justifications for its
actions is the claim to a revisionist history of “Caucasian Albania.” In roughly the Hellenic era, a
civilisation now referred to as Caucasian Albania existed in the Caucasus region; however, that
civilisation never included the territory of modern-day Nakhchivan. Instead, Azerbaijan uses claims of
Caucasian Albania to relabel historical and well-documented Armenian sites and figures from that era
in Artsakh, attempting to separate Armenians from their historical ties to the land. A prominent example
of such sites is Amaras Monastery, established by Grigor Lusarovich, the founder of the Armenian
Apostolic Church. The monastery later housed the first school to teach the writing of the Armenian
alphabet, created by an Armenian theologian named Mesrop Mashtots in the 5th Century. The grandson
of Grigor Lusarovich, named Grigoris, was an Armenian who preached Christianity in Caucasian
Albania and became the Katholikos of the Albanian Church. After his death, he was buried at Amaras
Monastery.>® Rather than constituting a denial of the Armenianness of historical figures or cultural
heritage sites, the history of Amaras Monastery speaks to the interplay of cultures in the region.
Claiming that sites are actually Caucasian Albanian in heritage primarily serves as a revisionist tool
used to deny any connection Armenians have to the territory of Artsakh or Armenia, one that is
transparently ahistorical.®® Over time, Azerbaijan has made claims that sites are “Caucasian Albanian”
to initiate modifications or destruction before abandoning these claims as interest faded. This pattern
likewise occurred in Nakhchivan. Between 1997 and 2007, Azerbaijan denied the Armenian heritage
of sites, claimed that they were “Caucasian Albanian,” and then destroyed them entirely.®

The erasure of every site of Armenian heritage in Nakhchivan was a process that started in 1997
with the destruction of churches and cemeteries. Azerbaijani authorities detained foreign observers who
tried to photograph the damage, while making fantastical claims that Armenians had taken photos of
empty areas and edited the photos so that they showed Armenian heritage sites.% This destruction was
most apparent in Julfa, which housed the world’s most extensive collection of mediaeval khachkars at
the time. Azerbaijan began destroying the khachkars in 1998, first toppling them before eventually
bulldozing them into the nearby Araks River in 2006.% Azerbaijanis noticed this destruction at the time;
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Akram Aylisli, from the town of Aylis in Nakhchivan, sent a telegram to then-Azerbaijani President
Heydar Aliyev protesting this destruction which read:

“To the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan — Mr. HEYDAR ALIYEV

Honorable Mr. President

Recently it became known to me that in my native village of Aylis large-scale work is underway for

the eradication of Armenian churches and cemeteries. This act of vandalism is being perpetrated

through the involvement of armed forces and employment of anti-tank mines. | bring to your

attention my deepest concern regarding the fact that such senseless action will be perceived by the

world community as manifestation of disrespect for religious and moral values, and | express my

hope that urgent measures will be undertaken on your part for ending this evil vandalism.

Respectfully,

AKRAM AYLISLI

10 June, 199775

This destruction continued regardless of those who protested, until there were no sites of
Armenian heritage in Nakhchivan remaining.

ARGAM AYVAZYAN DIGITAL ARCHIVE (Courtesy Image)

Photos of the Julfa Cemetery and its khachkars before and after its destruction in 2005%°

Due to the difficulties in assessing the damage to Armenian heritage sites, including the
aforementioned issues with the Azerbaijani authorities in Nakhchivan, Caucasus Heritage Watch
conducted surveys and investigations in 2022 based on satellite imagery. These surveys showed the
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complete destruction of 98% of Armenian heritage sites that could be located by satellite imagery.%®
With the destruction of the sites of Armenian heritage in Nakhchivan, Azerbaijani authorities began to
promote Nakhchivan’s “ancient and mediaeval Turkish-Islamic culture,”®’ having destroyed any
evidence of its Armenian past.

Sites of Armenian heritage in the areas of Artsakh that Azerbaijan took control of following the
2020 War have similarly been destroyed or modified to remove their Armenian heritage. The Dadivank
Monastery, located outside the former NKAO and controlled by Artsakh, was outside of the jurisdiction
of Artsakh following the 2020 War; from 2020 until 2023, it was under the jurisdiction of Russian
peacekeepers. On 3 February 2022, Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Culture announced the creation of a
committee whose purpose would be to erase centuries-old engravings, crosses, and scriptures on the
walls of such landmarks, part of a process to remove evidence of their Armenian heritage under the
claim such sites were actually Caucasian Albanian.®® Dadivank Monastery is a notable Armenian
Monastery founded in mediaeval times - Caucasian Albania, as a political entity, had ceased to exist by
that point, and the Caucasian Albanian Church had long since joined into the Armenian Apostolic
Church and functionally and meaningfully been the Armenian Apostolic Church at the time of
Dadivank’s founding.

Caucasus Heritage Watch began regularly monitoring the status of Armenian heritage sites in
Artsakh following the end of the 2020 War. They published four reports prior to Azerbaijan’s blockade
of Artsakh in 2022, each containing further evidence of Azerbaijan’s damage to or destruction of
Armenian heritage sites in Artsakh. A focus of these reports is damage to Ghazanchetsots Cathedral in
Shushi/Shusha from Azerbaijani shelling in the 2020 War.%® Built in the late 19th Century,
Ghazanchetsots is one of the most famous Armenian churches in Artsakh and one of the most
recognisable Armenian churches in general. Following the shelling, Azerbaijan announced plans to
repair and renovate it, though these repairs and renovations erased the very prominent Armenian
features of Ghazanchetsots, and any further work appeared to have stopped in 2022.° Caucasus
Heritage Watch also tracked the Azerbaijani work on Ghazanchetsots in their reports, noting that the
recognisable spire on Ghazanchetsots, initially removed during the pogrom of Shushi/Shusha’s
Armenian residents in 1920, had again been removed.”™ Azerbaijan’s second removal of this spire is
one of the most indicative and noticeable changes to the cathedral. In 2022, Caucasus Heritage Watch
similarly documented the destruction of the St Sargis Church of Mokhrenes in the Hadrut region. It
notes that, despite St Sargis Church’s construction in the 18th or 19th Century and Mokhrenes’ history
of Armenian settlement dating back to the 5th century, Azerbaijan stated St Sargis Church was an
“Albanian temple” and destroyed it regardless, in addition to renaming the village to Susanlyg.”

Acrticle 4 of the 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in Armed
Conflict strictly prohibits any act of vandalism, theft, robbery, misappropriation, hostility, or reprisal
against cultural heritage, with the destruction of cultural or spiritual values in occupied territories also
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prohibited.” The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)’s
Convention on the Protection of World Heritage likewise prohibits State Parties to the Convention from
taking “any deliberate measures which might damage d irectly or indirectly the cultural and natural
heritage referred to in Articles 1 and 2 situated on the territory of other States Parties to this
Convention.”" Notably, both Azerbaijan and Armenia are ratifying parties to this convention.” The
ICJ has already condemned the destruction of cultural heritage sites in Nakhchivan based on the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD).”® Similarly, the
European Parliament passed a resolution on 10 March 2022 condemning the destruction of Armenian
cultural heritage in Artsakh’” and called for the involvement of UNESCO, with the following sections
particularly relevant:
2. Acknowledges that the erasure of the Armenian cultural heritage is part of a wider pattern of a
systematic, state-level policy of Armenophobia, historical revisionism and hatred towards Armenians
promoted by the Azerbaijani authorities, including dehumanisation, the glorification of violence and
territorial claims against the Republic of Armenia which threaten peace and security in the South
Caucasus;

3. Stresses that cultural heritage has a universal dimension as a testimony of history inseparable from
peoples’ identity, which the international community has to protect and preserve for future generations,
underlines the importance of the rich cultural heritage of the region; urges all states to take the necessary
measures to ensure the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage sites present in territory under
their control; deplores the fact that the conflicts in the Nagorno-Karabakh region have led to the
destruction, pillaging and looting of common cultural heritage, which has fuelled further distrust and
animosities;

7. Welcomes UNESCO'’s proposal to send an independent expert mission and calls for it to be sent
without delay; stresses that Azerbaijan must grant unhindered access to all cultural heritage sites in
order for the mission to draw up an inventory on the ground and to see what has happened to the sites;

8. Strongly insists that Azerbaijan enable UNESCO to have access to the heritage sites in the territories
under its control, in order to be able to proceed with their inventory and for Azerbaijan to ensure their
protection; urges Azerbaijan to ensure that no interventions on Armenian heritage sites occur prior to a
UNESCO assessment mission, and that Armenian and international cultural heritage experts are
consulted prior to, and closely involved during interventions on Armenian cultural heritage sites; calls
for the full restoration of these and other demolished sites and for greater involvement of the
international community, particularly UNESCO, in protecting the world heritage sites located in the
region;

9. Calls for the EU to actively participate in efforts to protect cultural heritage at risk in Nagorno-
Karabakh, notably by deploying mechanisms to facilitate UNESCO’s fact-finding mission; encourages
all initiatives, including private ones, to help preserve this heritage; suggests the use of the EU Satellite
Centre (SatCen) to provide satellite images in order to help determine the external condition of the
endangered heritage in the region;
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With all this in mind, the destruction of Armenian cultural and religious heritage sites in
Azerbaijan is an example of the manifestation of anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan. The intent
is to deny Armenian history and culture as well as its connection to a physical place. In this way,
Azerbaijani state rhetoric presents Armenians as a form of “invader” without connection to the territory
Azerbaijan claims as its own, in part through this denial of Armenian history and culture. Whether
presenting Armenians as “invaders” of the “Caucasian Albania” to which Azerbaijan claims a partial
heritage to, or presenting them as “invaders” in general, the effect is the same. This denial of Armenian
heritage and the presentation of Armenians as “invaders” underpins the justifications for the
discrimination and hate speech against Armenians, followed by the violence against Armenians.

v. Denying the Possibility of Reconciliation

From the methods in which it has been institutionalised, including the permissiveness for anti-
Armenian hate speech and violence, this racial discrimination against Armenians by Azerbaijan
amounts to a total denial of the opportunity for reconciliation with Armenia or Armenians by
Azerbaijan. Despite its statements on the peace process with Armenia, its acts of anti-Armenian
discrimination make it clear that the conception of peace and reconciliation promoted at an institutional
level in Azerbaijan is one that does not include Armenians at all, whether through destruction or forced
removal.

The institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination, combined with the displays of anti-
Armenian rhetoric and violence as well as the denial and destruction of Armenian heritage, make it
clear that “Armenianness” is not tolerated in Azerbaijan; even acknowledging ‘“Armenianness”
becomes something to oppose violently. Without naming specific parties, the ECRI adopted a statement
in 2021 regarding ultranationalist and racist hate speech and violence relating to Europe’s unresolved
conflicts, noting with alarm that “failure to prevent and combat ultranationalist and racist hate speech
and violence in this context further fuels hatred between communities.”’® Not only has Azerbaijan failed
to prevent or combat ultranationalist and racist hate speech and violence, it enthusiastically promoted
them; Azerbaijani ultranationalist and racist hate speech and violence have become a distressingly
common feature in the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict that persists to the present.

This fact has been abundantly more clear following the 2020 War. Azerbaijan not only took
control of the areas outside of the former NKAO formerly controlled by Artsakh, but also substantial
parts of Artsakh. Many Armenian civilians who remained in these areas were tortured and killed in
horrifically brutal and intentional ways. There is no possibility of a return to cities such as Hadrut for
their former Armenian residents, and even if it were permitted, hate speech and violence against
Armenians in Azerbaijan is either condoned or glorified.

Azerbaijan’s claims to the entirety of Artsakh, as well as “Western Azerbaijan,” then take a
genocidal tone. It has been made clear that, de facto, Armenians cannot live under Azerbaijani control
without significant threats to their lives as a result of sustained anti-Armenian discrimination, rhetoric,
and violence. Azerbaijani control over areas where Armenians live makes life for Armenians as
Armenians untenable and impossible. In the worst cases, Azerbaijani anti-Armenian discrimination
manifests itself as ethnic cleansing and genocide, whether by intent through the seizure of territory or
by proxy through its adoption by the State.
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Il - Conditions During the Blockade

The months prior to the Azerbaijani military offensive against Artsakh were primarily
characterised by a blockade of Artsakh that began on 12 December 2022, first by ‘eco-protesters’
(purported environmental activists) supported by Azerbaijani police and military personnel and later by
Azerbaijani military checkpoints, that prevented the flow of goods, people, and fuel between Armenia
and Artsakh. While humanitarian convoys from the International Red Cross were allowed to bring vital
goods into Artsakh, Azerbaijan prevented these from 15 June 2023 onwards, resulting in a total
blockade of all goods into Artsakh.

During this blockade, famine increasingly began to take hold as food could not be brought into
Artsakh. Further, agricultural workers in communities along the line of contact with Azerbaijan were
targeted by munitions from the Azerbaijani side of the line of contact, preventing agricultural work
from taking place.

Following Azerbaijan’s installation of a control valve on a fuel pipeline between Armenia and
Artsakh,’ a fuel crisis began that eventually led all public transportation in Artsakh to be halted, caused
emergency vehicles to be unable to operate, and was the cause of extensive suffering during the winter
of 2022-2023. The vital need for fuel during the deportation also led to a mass gathering of people at a
fuel depot near Stepanakert, which exploded, leading to the deaths of at least 218 people and injuries to
hundreds more. Hospitals and schools were also unable to operate, depriving the people of Artsakh of
the human rights to medical attention and education (Articles 25 and 26 of the UDHR).2° The
International Committee of the Red Cross was able to facilitate convoys to escort some ethnic
Armenians through the blockade and out of Artsakh for reasons such as medical attention. However,
during one such convoy on 29 July 2023, Azerbaijani military personnel kidnapped an elderly ethnic
Armenian citizen in need of medical attention due to his participation in the First Nagorno-Karabakh
War.

Supplying power to the region, especially without a gas supply, became an increasingly
pressing issue. A hydroelectric plant supplied by the Sarsang reservoir in the Martakert region could
provide some power to the region, but due to a lack of energy alternatives and the constant need for
electricity the reservoir began to dry in May 2023, leading to rolling blackouts to conserve electricity.5!
The reservoir supplies water to numerous communities along the Tartar River, which flows into the
Kura River in the Barda region of Azerbaijan. Contrary to any claims that the blockade of Artsakh was
motivated by “environmental concerns,” the blockade contributed to the serious environmental concern
of water insecurity in a region persistently vulnerable to water security issues.®

Ethnic Armenian communities in Artsakh were increasingly cut off from each other by the lack
of fuel, as well as by Azerbaijani attacks along transportation routes. On 5 March 2023, Azerbaijani
military personnel killed three ethnic Armenian police working for the Artsakh Ministry of Interior in
an ambush. It is impossible to separate all of these acts from the greater framework of extreme anti-
Armenian discrimination promoted at all levels in Azerbaijan, whichdirectly contributed to the blockade
of Artsakh.

 https://pace.coe.int/en/files/32878/html
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i. The Blockade
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On 3 December 2022, the Lachin corridor was briefly blockaded by Azerbaijani government
employees who approached a Russian peacekeeper checkpoint near Shushi/Shusha, claiming they were
attempting to inspect what they alleged to be “illegal mining” in the area. The road was reopened on
the same day.

Growing tensions regarding Azerbaijani “environmental concerns” characterised the following
week, including an attempt by Azerbaijanis to enter the Kashen mine, one of the primary mines in the
region.® At this point, the government of Azerbaijan stepped up its rhetoric regarding its concerns over
“environmental issues” in Artsakh.

12 December 2022 marked the official start of the blockade,® when a large group of
Azerbaijanis, describing themselves as “eco-activists,” blockaded the Lachin corridor along the
Stepanakert-Goris road at a location near Shushi/Shusha.®® A few days later, Azerbaijan installed a
control valve on a gas pipeline that facilitated gas flow from the Republic of Armenia to Nagorno-
Karabakh, at a location where it passed through Azerbaijani territory. As the “eco-protest” escalated,
Azerbaijani police arrived at the scene to offer protection to the “eco-protesters,” though not to end the
blockade. In response, the Russian peacekeepers set up a physical barrier on either side of the site where
the eco-activists gathered so they could not proceed further towards Stepanakert in Artsakh or towards
the ethnic Armenian villages between Shushi/Shusha and the Republic of Armenia.

8 https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijanis-again-block-the-road-to-karabakh
84 https://twitter.com/NKobserver/status/1651317808981061633
85 https://twitter.com/NKobserver/status/1603074979788197891
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The pretext of the blockade as an “eco-protest” immediately drew international suspicion.
Protests in Azerbaijan are heavily policed with frequent crackdowns and are often banned outright in
Baku.® In addition, social media posts from some of the “eco-protesters” explicitly stated their intent
to demonstrate that, in their view, Artsakh belonged to Azerbaijan.®” Furthermore, at the same time
Azerbaijan was blockading Artsakh under the pretence of an “eco-protest,” Azerbaijani police were
blockading the village of Soyudlu in Azerbaijan after its residents protested plans for the construction
of an artificial lake meant to contain runoff from a nearby gold mine, including dangerous substances
such as cyanide. The blockade continued for months, and many residents of Soyudlu and environmental
activists supporting the residents were arrested.®® In and of itself, Azerbaijan’s prior treatment of
environmental protesters undermines the claim that its support of the blockade of Artsakh was based
solely on environmental concerns, especially in the context of the conflict.

Furthermore, Azerbaijani civilians did not have unrestricted access to the territories Azerbaijan
gained control of following the 9 November 2020 Tripartite Statement. The Azerbaijani government
would have allowed the “eco-protesters” entry to those territories and the presence of Azerbaijani police
in support of the “eco-protesters” implies official government support for the blockade. The participants
of this “eco-protest” were not environmental activists; they included military personnel, employees of
various Azerbaijani government ministries or government-funded organisations, employees of
Azerbaijani state media,® and students transported by the Azerbaijani government to the site of the
blockade to participate in the blockade.” In addition, these participants’ online profiles and activities
featured many documented instances of anti-Armenian discrimination and derogatory statements about
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Armenia and/or Armenians; they included support for the Grey Wolves, a Turkic ultranationalist group
banned in France that the European Parliament has urged the European Union to designate as a terrorist
group, and during the blockade videos showed the alleged eco-protesters singing songs that promote
violence against Armenians. None of the prominent figures at the blockade had histories of
environmental concerns or protests; the common feature uniting them was their public support of the
Aliyev family or anti-Armenian social media posts.®* Azerbaijani military personnel and units
associated with the Azerbaijani Ministry of Internal Affairs were also present in uniform, again
demonstrating that the blockade had a significant measure of official government support or
coordination.®? Qutside of vague statements made by the Azerbaijani government regarding
“environmental concerns” as the motivating factor for the “eco-protest,” all available evidence indicates
this was a deliberate blockade of Artsakh by the Azerbaijani government, using those associated with
the Azerbaijani government or with pasts of anti-Armenian discrimination as proxies.

This stage of the blockade was characterised by regular breaches of the 9 November 2020
Tripartite Statement by Azerbaijan. They gradually began taking positions along the Lachin corridor
that were previously under the control of Russian Peacekeepers, as well as taking additional positions
in Artsakh overlooking roads that connected communities, including an under-construction road
intended to replace the road bypassing Shushi/Shusha prior to the blockade. These breaches culminated
in Azerbaijani military personnel taking land at the start of the Lachin corridor in the sovereign territory
of Armenia on 30 March 2023. On 23 April 2023, they again violated the 9 November 2020 Tripartite
Statement by building a military checkpoint on the Lachin corridor on the Hakari Bridge, the border
between Armenia and Artsakh. Days later, on 28 April 2023, the “eco-protest” officially ended, with
the installation of the military checkpoint given as the primary reason. From this point, the Azerbaijani
military controlled access to Artsakh. Throughout the blockade, Russian Peacekeepers refused to take
action to end the blockade or restrict the actions of Azerbaijani military personnel, and their only role
in the blockade was to accompany humanitarian convoys through the Azerbaijani blockade and later,
checkpoint.

Following an attempt by Azerbaijani military personnel to cross the Hakari bridge and raise the
Azerbaijani flag on the Armenian side on 15 June 2023, Azerbaijan blocked any movement into Artsakh
along the Lachin corridor; this included all humanitarian aid convoys and Russian peacekeeper convoys.
While Russian peacekeepers could still access Artsakh via helicopter from their base in the Republic of
Armenia, all humanitarian goods were blocked from Artsakh from this point on.

The only vehicle transport through the Lachin corridor at this point was ICRC convoys that
would bring Armenians from Artsakh to Armenia for vital medical treatments they could not access in
Artsakh; however, during one such convoy on 1 August 2023, a 65-year-old patient was kidnapped and
arrested by Azerbaijani military personnel. This patient, Vagif Khachatryan, was accused of having
committed war crimes in the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, though no evidence for this was provided.
Just days later, another ethnic Armenian was detained by Azerbaijani military personnel; Rashid
Belgaryan, a resident of Artsakh, was detained while intoxicated and accidentally crossing the line of
contact near the village of Hin Shen (according to authorities in Stepanakert), or while trying to enter
Armenia from Azerbaijan, according to Azerbaijani authorities.®® The claim by Azerbaijani authorities
is interesting in that it tacitly admits that ethnic Armenians were not legally allowed to cross the border
into Armenia, adding to the case that the Azerbaijani state was knowingly blockading Artsakh.
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Azerbaijan changed its rhetoric regarding the blockade as conditions changed; once the
Azerbaijani checkpoint was established, the claims changed from “environmental concerns” to
“territorial integrity,” and had become a “counter-terrorism operation” by the time they began their
offensive against Artsakh in September 2023. Throughout, Azerbaijan claimed that there was no
blockade that Azerbaijan had the right to erect a checkpoint regardless of whether there was a blockade,
and that even if they had blockaded the Lachin corridor, other routes were still available to bring in aid
or for free movement; all such points have been debunked.* Artsakh endured a blockade for over nine
months until Azerbaijan launched an offensive to remove it entirely.

il. The Conditions Created

The blockade halted the flow of food and essential goods from Armenia to Artsakh; only ICRC
humanitarian aid convoys were allowed into Artsakh until their restriction on 15 June 2023. Prior to the
blockade, 400 tons of food and medicine were transported daily to Artsakh from Armenia,®® and
Armenia transported 90% of the food in Artsakh before the blockade.®® Furthermore, Azerbaijani
military personnel deliberately impeded domestic food production in Artsakh; agricultural workers in
Artsakh in communities along the line of contact with Azerbaijan were routinely fired at, halting any
agricultural work for significant periods of time. Azerbaijani forces also fired on water trucks, leaving
border communities increasingly isolated.®”

Following Azerbaijan’s aforementioned installation of a control valve on the fuel pipeline
between Armenia and Artsakh, Artsakh became affected by an increasingly severe fuel shortage. During
the winter, many had to use wood-fuelled ovens for heating, and many larger buildings could not operate
during colder conditions, as it was impossible to heat them appropriately. The power for the region was
also severely affected, with rolling blackouts common. As the fuel crisis continued, public
transportation had to shut down, emergency services could no longer operate, and travel between
various communities became impossible, including the transportation of the few agricultural goods that
could still be produced in Artsakh.

There was a constant threat to the personal safety of everyone in Artsakh during this time.
People in communities along the line of contact faced the constant risk of Azerbaijani fire. On 5 March
2023, Azerbaijani military personnel attacked and killed three police from Artsakh along a road;* a
video of the incident showed that this was a deliberate ambush planned by Azerbaijani military
personnel. For the duration of the blockade, the people of Artsakh were subject to constant
psychological torture in the form of constant threats of harm.

These conditions directly led to deaths during the blockade, offensive, and deportation of
Artsakh. Severe conditions, such as malnutrition or lack of fuel, were compounded as time went on and
the offensive began, all of which was occurring under a cloud of intense psychological torment.
Incidents such as the fuel depot explosion during the deportation would not have claimed as many lives
as they did if the people of Artsakh did not have the desperate need for fuel that forced so many to
gather at the depot when the explosion occurred. The conditions created here were the start of a process
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that only became worse for the people of Artsakh and were directly caused by the government of
Azerbaijan.

iii. Denial of the Right to Education and Medical Attention

The blockade resulted in two significant breaches of the right to education and medical
attention. Exacerbated by the extreme shortages of food and fuel, the deterioration of the ability to
access these rights was severely affected and, in some cases, made impossible by the blockade.

Many schools in Artsakh could not operate for extended periods, especially when the weather
was cold; the lack of fuel meant that the schools had to remain closed as they could not heat the
buildings. The rolling blackouts added further difficulties even when the schools could operate. Due to
the blockade, international education organisations were also unable to assist, constituting a denial of
the right to education enshrined in the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child.

The conditions of the blockade, as well as its length, impacted the psychological development
of the 30,000 children of Artsakh. On 19 January 2023, Russian peacekeepers transported 19 children
to Artsakh who had been stranded in Armenia by the blockade, most of whom had been in Armenia to
attend the Junior Eurovision Song Contest. When the convoy was bypassing the blockade, around a
dozen Azerbaijanis in civilian clothes surrounded the convoy, with some opening the doors to the
vehicles to terrify the children inside.® This psychological assault on the children of Artsakh was part
of the effort by Azerbaijan to make Artsakh unlivable for Armenians.

Medical facilities were similarly affected by the blockade. Fuel shortages and rolling blackouts
affected their ability to operate effectively, and the fuel shortage eventually meant that emergency
vehicles were unable to respond to emergencies and offer assistance. The blockade also meant that
access to medicine was minimal. This medical crisis corresponded with the food shortages caused by
the blockade, meaning that emergency services were increasingly unable to respond as the need for
emergency aid grew.

The effects of these conditions on the Armenians of Artsakh were very noticeable. One of the
first deaths from chronic malnutrition occurred on 15 August 2023 in Stepanakert.!® There was a
noticeable increase in miscarriages in Artsakh due to a lack of nutrients available to pregnant women,
and many babies suffered from health conditions due to the lack of baby formula.

The most effective hospitals in the region were in Yerevan, so many residents of Artsakh would
travel from Artsakh to Yerevan for specific medical treatments. The blockade meant that this option
was rarely accessible, and only possible through ICRC convoys travelling through the blockade to bring
patients to Yerevan. These challenging conditions added to the psychological stress of many patients,
as they now had to worry if they would be able to return home, in addition to focusing on the treatment
of their conditions.

The transportation of people in need of medical treatment became an even more risky situation
after the 1 August 2023 arrest of Vagif Khachatryan from one such ICRC convoy; despite requiring
medical attention in Yerevan and despite being under the supervision of the ICRC, Azerbaijani military
personnel abducted him from an ICRC convoy and put him in criminal detention for his participation
in the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. As many men above a certain age are veterans of this war, it meant
that the right to medical attention was not available to them regardless of their medical condition.
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Iv. Anti-Armenian Discrimination During the Blockade

This blockade was occurring in conditions of extreme anti-Armenian discrimination in
Azerbaijani society that many bodies, including the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
and the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, have noted. As previously
described, many of the “eco-protestors” displayed anti-Armenian discrimination on their publicly
available social media pages, and some did not hesitate to terrorise anyone transported through the
blockade, including children. It is of particular note that the prior displays of anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric of many of those claiming to be “eco-protesters” at the blockade were almost
certainly the only reason they were part of the blockade, regardless of the supposed “environmental
concerns,” the lack of prior acknowledgement or environmental activism and the direct harm and
discrimination that resulted to Armenians from the blockade makes it likely that such anti-Armenian
discrimination was the point for many “eco-protesters.”

The actions of the alleged eco-protesters during the blockade, such as singing songs calling for
violence against Armenians while at the blockade site and making the hand symbol associated with the
Grey Wolves, ' supports this assertion. Other displays of support for the Grey Wolves, as well as calls
for violence, among the “eco-protesters” have been recorded during the blockade.%

Despite constant Azerbaijani claims on the entire territory of Artsakh, and regardless of their
claims to treat the Armenians of Artsakh equally within Azerbaijan, none of the statements by
Azerbaijani officials or the people they promoted indicate that there is any sincerity to these claims of
equal treatment. The blockade and the conditions it created were a material display of anti-Armenian
discrimination, meant to make it clear that Azerbaijan did not sincerely offer a place for Armenians in
Azerbaijan.

The anti-Armenian discrimination continued unabated during the blockade, in effect punishing
the Armenians of Artsakh for being Armenian. Azerbaijan’s exercise of sovereignty over Artsakh
during the blockade had its intended effect, enacting its goal that the Armenians of Artsakh would no
longer be in Artsakh or no longer be Armenian. During this time, the Lemkin Institute for Genocide
Prevention published a report on the risk of genocide in Artsakh resulting from the blockade, describing
many of the aforementioned examples of anti-Armenian discrimination. It also includes direct
statements by Azerbaijani authorities that add to this anti-Armenian discrimination and make clear that
the goal of the blockade was either the deportation of Armenians from Artsakh or their existence in
Azerbaijan as Azerbaijanis citizens devoid of their Armenian identities.%
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I11 - Escalation and Military Buildup

The final months of the blockade saw an escalation in the blockade and preparations by
Azerbaijan for a military operation. The shortage of fuel and essential supplies in Artsakh led to an
increasingly desperate situation in Artsakh, with residents becoming increasingly aware of the
construction of a concentration camp that awaited them on the Azerbaijani side of the line of contact. .
In addition, Azerbaijan increasingly insisted that any ICRC aid to Artsakh come from Azerbaijan, a
situation seen as unacceptable by the residents of Artsakh, who had been blockaded for months by
Azerbaijan.

At the same time, Azerbaijan began to amass its armed forces and ordered a mobilisation. Arms
shipments to Azerbaijan increased, and videos of Azerbaijan’s armed forces showed its mobilisation
before an Azerbaijani order banned such filming of Azerbaijani military personnel. However, it was
clear at this point that Azerbaijan was planning a military operation.

Many organisations and individuals with expertise in international affairs warned of the risk of
genocide against the Armenians of Artsakh, including the Lemkin Institute for Genocide Prevention
(on five separate occasions, from the initial blockade on 3 December 2022 to June 2023 following
Azerbaijan’s refusal to follow an ICJ order to lift the blockade!®) and Luis Moreno Ocampo,'% former
chief prosecutor for the International Criminal Court.

Azerbaijan’s message to the Armenians was abundantly clear - Azerbaijani President Ilham
Aliyev stated that Armenians in Artsakh needed to “bend their necks” and accept full integration as part
of Azerbaijan.” With this level of anti-Armenian rhetoric present at all levels in Azerbaijan, including
the public celebration of Azerbaijani military personnel who had committed gross atrocities against
Armenians, and alongside the deliberate blockade by Azerbaijan for months, the Armenians of Artsakh
faced an existential threat.

I. Situation in Artsakh Prior to Attack

Deprived of almost all humanitarian goods since June 2023 and fuel for even longer, the
situation in Artsakh was increasingly dire. Food lines were established to distribute what little supplies
were left, primarily flour.1%® Artsakh authorities reported that one in three deaths in this time was due
to malnutrition; pregnant women were disproportionately affected, primarily due to the difficulties with
reaching medical facilities due to the fuel shortage. There was also an acute lack of baby formula,
medications, and essential goods such as shampo0.1° Public transportation could no longer operate due
to the fuel shortages; supermarkets and shops were closed as all they had to offer were empty shelves,
and even in areas where goods such as fruits could be grown, they were impossible to transport due to
the fuel shortage.'® Anya Avanesyan, a resident of Artsakh, testified that there was nothing available
in the shops; the prices of staple foods increased exponentially, so a kilogram of sugar became 3000
AMD (~$7.50 USD), a kilogram of cooking oil 12,000 AMD (~$30 USD) and one container of gasoline
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cost 70,000 AMD (~$180 USD).!!* Due to the lack of gas and the terrible forced conditions Armenians
lived under, people were increasingly getting sick and, at the same time, less able to access medical
care. Karen Sargsyan, another resident of Artsakh, testified that his sister’s child’s arm was broken and
they had to beg for 10 litres of gasoline to take the child to the hospital; conditions were very dire, with
a lack of drinkable water, light, and gas, and no food or vitamins at all.*2

International media had no access to Artsakh itself, so the reports all came from residents of
Artsakh; local journalists there documented the effects of the blockade. In Stepanakert, the only hospital
was closed on weekends, unable to offer medications such as antiflu or even medical supplies such as
bandages;'*®* pharmacies similarly ran out of supplies, and even basic medical supplies such as
painkillers were unavailable.** Due to the lack of supplies, livestock could not be sufficiently fed,
which impacted their ability to produce milk.1*®> Running water was no longer available in many areas,
including Stepanakert, and public water tanks became the only source of clean water for many. The
situation outside of Stepanakert was similarly grim. Safety was a primary concern, with increasing
ceasefire violations leaving communities worried for the safety of themselves and their children, and
with agricultural workers targeted and livestock wandering across the line of contact and seized by
Azerbaijani military personnel !t

The food shortage was the most pressing issue; officials in Artsakh declared a state of
emergency at the end of July 2023, and the government began providing vouchers for bread and flour
as bakeries began running low.*® By the end of August 2023, many had begun queuing at bakeries
overnight in order to increase their chances of getting bread due to ever-increasing shortages,**® with
some bakeries not even not having enough flour to bake bread.'?° People walking or biking from bakery
to bakery hoping to find bread, often unsuccessfully, became an increasingly common sight.? The first
confirmed death of malnutrition was reported on 15 August 2023 in Stepanakert, and many feared for
the approaching winter.*?? Due to the targeting of agricultural workers in communities along the line of
contact, supplies of fruits and agricultural goods were also low, and the rainy season began at the end
of August, ending any hopes of getting more agricultural goods from that year’s harvest.}?® By the time
of the Azerbaijani offensive, the situation was incredibly dire. Greta Aghabekyan, a resident of
Stepanakert, stated that the last four months were the worst because they had nothing to eat. Artsakh’s
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officials could only provide 200g of bread, but the quality was increasingly poor due to a lack of
ingredients, and it was difficult to eat.’?

The effect of these conditions on children was catastrophic. Their previous school year was
interrupted by frequent school closures due to the blockade, and their next school year began in
circumstances not only defined by the previously mentioned lack of food, fuel, sanitary items, and
medical supplies, but also by an acute lack of school supplies. Some parents had to ask for spare school
supplies such as notebooks on Facebook groups;*? not only was their children’s attendance in schools
important from an educational perspective, but it also offered the children a diversion from constantly
being confronted by the realities of the blockade.'?® The authorities in Artsakh were committed to
reopening the schools for the next academic year while acknowledging the difficulties in doing so
without all the necessary materials due to the blockade. Gegham Stepanyan, the Artsakh Human Rights
Defender, noted that the right to education was about more than simply opening schools; it included
what was prohibited by the blockade, including food for school children, school materials, and sanitary
items.2” Due to the conditions created by the blockade, some schools were unable to open entirely; all
kindergartens in Stepanakert were closed at the end of August 2023 due to the lack of food.'?¢

Il. Humanitarian Convoys

The lack of humanitarian aid to Artsakh was directly responsible for the conditions there in the
final months of the blockade; the lack of food, fuel, medical supplies, sanitary items, and school supplies
all stemmed from Azerbaijan denying even humanitarian aid access to Artsakh. Despite multiple
humanitarian aid convoys sent to the Lachin corridor from the Armenian side, Azerbaijan allowed none
to pass through, even in the face of continuing international pressure.'?°

Azerbaijan demanded the opening of the road from Aghdam to Askeran and insisted on
allowing aid from Azerbaijan into Artsakh. At the end of August, Azerbaijan’s Red Crescent Society
sent an aid convoy to the Aghdam road as part of a plan to bring the aid convoy to Artsakh.** The
residents of Artsakh viewed the reception of this convoy as unacceptable. After suffering through nine
months of a blockade by Azerbaijan, they saw accepting an aid convoy from them as akin to a hostage
situation, where the captors offered supplies to the hostages rather than granting them freedom.

The community of Askeran blocked the road and did not allow the Azerbaijani convoy to enter
Artsakh; it was clear they did not see it as humanitarian aid.**! Russian peacekeepers separated the two
sides when it was clear that the people of Askeran would not allow the Azerbaijani convoy through.*?
Pointing to this incident, Azerbaijan denied accusations of imposing a blockade on Artsakh and shifted
blame for the resulting conditions. Azerbaijan argued that Artsakh rejected its aid rather than being
subject to a blockade.
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This incident highlighted both how the Azerbaijani government was attempting to exercise
sovereignty over Artsakh as well as punishing the Armenians of Artsakh for their Armenian identities,
creating a de facto hostage situation. The Azerbaijani government’s stated position was that Artsakh
was Azerbaijan, therefore, aid convoys could come from Azerbaijan to Artsakh freely, and, following
that logic, there was no blockade. This rationale ignores the history of the region, including international
treaties such as the Tripartite Agreement that ended the 2020 War, the fact that the dire need for aid was
the direct result of Azerbaijan’s actions and that the Azerbaijani government’s anti-Armenian policies
and rhetoric make it impossible to exist as an Armenian in Azerbaijan. In presenting the possibility of
aid from Azerbaijan, the Azerbaijani government attempted to force the Armenians of Artsakh to accept
that their land was in Azerbaijan and reinforced the unspoken but well known fact that Azerbaijani
policies and rhetoric make existing as an Armenian in Azerbaijan impossible.

As the situation in Artsakh continued to worsen, Russian mediation facilitated a deal on 9
September that would allow the Russian Red Cross, as opposed to the Azerbaijani Red Crescent, to
send a humanitarian aid convoy to Artsakh along the Aghdam road.** It finally reached Artsakh on 13
September,*3* after being held on the Azerbaijani side of the line of contact since at least 10 September,
when it was documented as being near the border.®

No further discussions of humanitarian aid convoys were announced with the 9 September
agreement, but on 17 September, another deal was announced with the hope that it would lead to the
opening of the Lachin corridor. Azerbaijan agreed to let simultaneous ICRC convoys into Artsakh along
the Aghdam road as well as the Lachin corridor;** the goods contained were agreed to be of
international origin, as the residents of Artsakh refused goods from Azerbaijan for the reasons discussed
above. The ICRC reported the successful delivery of both shipments, from the Lachin corridor and the
Aghdam road, on 18 September.**

This deal received praise from international mediators; US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken
welcomed the deal in a tweet that was posted at 1:27 local time in Artsakh;**® within 12 hours of this,
Azerbaijan launched a full scale military offensive against Artsakh along the entire line of contact.

ili. Military Escalations and Mobilisations

At the same time that the humanitarian situation was becoming increasingly dire in Artsakh,
the security situation began to deteriorate considerably. Ceasefire violations along the
Artsakh/Azerbaijan line of contact occurred daily from 17 August to 19 September; targets included
both civilians, such as agricultural*®*® workers'*° (with some communities, such as Sarushen, being
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targeted multiple times'#!), as well as Artsakh Defence Army?*? positions.'*® These regular ceasefire
violations only include those along the Artsakh/Azerbaijan line of contact; a count of violations that
includes the Armenia-Azerbaijan border would be significantly higher, indicating the tense security
situation at the time. Notably, even as humanitarian aid convoys were being discussed and delivered in
September 2023, the ceasefire violations did not stop, with some ceasefire violations mentioned above
even occurring on the same dates as aid deliveries.

Part of the tense security situation and a significantly higher rate of ceasefire violations than
before is likely due to the mobilisation of Azerbaijan’s armed forces to positions both along the
Artsakh/Azerbaijan line of contact and the borders of Armenia. Armenia had noted the military buildup
of Azerbaijan and warned that Azerbaijan was planning a military operation in early September 2023.24
The extent of Azerbaijan’s mobilisation initially surfaced through videos circulated on Azerbaijani
social media. NKObserver, which has been closely monitoring developments in Armenia, Azerbaijan,
and Artsakh since 2016, pointed out that the volume of videos depicting Azerbaijani mobilisation on
social media was on par only with the military buildup observed prior to the 2020 War.4

NKObserver reported on many such videos that Azerbaijani social media users shared, and
provided analysis when possible. Troop transports and military columns were some of the first observed
elements of the mobilisation.'#® Azerbaijani users seemed aware that the target of the military operation
would include Artsakh, as some videos shared included Azerbaijani songs about Nagorno-Karabakh.#
Fuel carriers, towed artillery, and armoured vehicles were also observed.*® Some footage provided
geolocation data, such as videos showing Azerbaijani military personnel mobilising from a base in the
Fuzuli region of Azerbaijan. Additionally, footage captured of Azerbaijani troop movements near the
borders of Armenia and Iran in an area Azerbaijan took during the 2020 War.'*° Azerbaijan’s special
forces units were also observed in mobilisation;*° these units have previously played large roles during
the wars in 2016, 2020, and 2022, with grave human rights violations against ethnic Armenians
associated with their actions in each of these conflicts.

While it is not possible to confirm that each of these videos is from September 2023 and not
previous mobilisations, none have been connected to videos previously shared on social media yet; the
Azerbaijani offensive that would occur within two weeks of these videos emerging also indicates that
some form of military mobilisation took place.

What has been confirmed are apparent weapons shipments from Israel to Azerbaijan. The Ovda
military base, the originating airfield for these flights, is the sole Israeli air base responsible for
exporting explosives.’ From early September 2023,%52 multiple flights between airports in Azerbaijan
and the Ovda air base were logged,'*® including in the days directly preceding the Azerbaijani
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offensive.’> It has been noted that there is an increase in such flights between Azerbaijan and the Ovda
air base preceding Azerbaijani military operations.'>

After 10 September, videos and photographs of the Azerbaijani mobilisation suddenly stopped
circulating, despite the prior dissemination of an alarming amount of content.?®® Many accounts
associated with Azerbaijani propaganda, which shared videos of Azerbaijani troop movements and war
crimes during the 2020 war, began to prohibit and delete such content. The Azerbaijani army reportedly
banned the filming of troop movements and activities. Consequently, many accounts that had previously
shared such content refrained from doing so during this period.™” This would also explain the lack of
videos recorded or shared by Azerbaijani participants in the 2023 Azerbaijani offensive, in contrast to
the numerous videos and photos shared during the conflicts of 2016, 2020, and 2022.

The Artsakh Defence Army noted the Azerbaijani military buildup on 5 September, observing
the presence of heavy artillery.’>® On 16 September, the Artsakh Defence Army was put on high alert,
mobilising some forces from Stepanakert to positions near Askeran.'>® While this could have been
related to the negotiations regarding the humanitarian aid convoy, which was announced on 17
September due to residents of Askeran previously blocking aid along the Aghdam-Askeran road, it
coincided with a period of extremely high tensions and daily ceasefire violations. General knowledge
of the Azerbaijani mobilisation was present in the replies to this announcement, with one Azerbaijani
X (formerly Twitter) user replying, “Yashma are coming;”'®® Yashma is the informal name for
Azerbaijan’s special forces, which were already mobilised and played prominent roles in past conflicts
in Artsakh. On 17 September, the Artsakh Defence Army reported actively monitoring the situation
along the line of contact with Azerbaijan, particularly concerning Azerbaijan’s military buildup.®!
Azerbaijan began its offensive two days later, shortly after noon on 19 September.
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iv. Construction of a Concentration Camp

Reports of the construction of a concentration camp near Aghdam began emerging in August
2023; an 11 January 2024 report by New Lines Magazines revealed that Azerbaijan had been
constructing what was almost certainly planned to be a concentration camp since the Spring of 2023,
when residents on the Artsakh side of the line of contact first heard the construction noise.*®

Géogle Earth

F R Image 24 40203!06.96" N - 46°5: 35E elev.  0om
2024 satellite imagery of the site of the concentration camp; the initial facility with structures arranged in a grid-
like pattern (40° 2'58.90"N, 46°54'27.66"E) can be seen south of the other site (40° 3'22.46"N, 46°54'38.46"E), a
tent camp that was temporarily constructed in September 2023.

eyealt: 1.32'km

There were legitimate fears that Armenians in Artsakh could be held in actual concentration
camps should Azerbaijan take the region, as opposed to the open-air concentration camp Artsakh had
become during the blockade. Alongside the detention of Vagif Khachatryan, an incident that instilled
fear in many veterans of the First Nagorno-Karabakh War who worried that they could be detained
solely for their past participation in the conflict, three Armenian men were detained on 29 August while
being escorted through the Lachin corridor by Russian peacekeepers to resume their studies in Armenia.
Their travel had been agreed to beforehand, and Azerbaijani authorities had given no indication that it
planned to detain them. The Azerbaijani government accused the three Armenian men of allegedly

162 hitps://newlinesmag.com/reportage/investigation-armenian-fears-of-a-concentration-camp-in-nagorno-
karabakh-may-have-been-warranted/



https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/investigation-armenian-fears-of-a-concentration-camp-in-nagorno-karabakh-may-have-been-warranted/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/investigation-armenian-fears-of-a-concentration-camp-in-nagorno-karabakh-may-have-been-warranted/

37

“insulting” the Azerbaijani flag. Although they were released and charges against them dropped, many
feared they could be detained without provocation by Azerbaijan.'¢3

The New Lines investigation located the construction site on satellite maps near the ruins of the
ancient Armenian city of Tigranakert, noting the psychological implications of building a concentration
camp near such important historical sites. Features common to detention facilities were observable in
satellite images of the site during its construction. New Lines also noted the site’s placement near other
Azerbaijani government structures and its exclusion from maps of planned civilian developments in the
region following Azerbaijan’s victory in the 2020 war, indicating its secretive purpose.

New Lines’ government sources from Armenia and Artsakh confirmed their knowledge of the
construction. However, they refrained from releasing information due to the inability to formally verify
its nature and concerns about the psychological impact it could have on the Armenians of Artsakh
Despite this, many were still aware of the construction, its likely purpose, and the future that awaited
them there if they remained in Artsakh once Azerbaijan began its military offensive.
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IV - Azerbaijani Military Offensive

On the morning of 19 September 2023, Azerbaijan reported that six Azerbaijanis, four of them
government employees and two of them electricians, were killed when their vehicle detonated a mine
allegedly planted by the Artsakh Defence Army in the Martuni region. A journalist familiar with the
area noted the considerable distance between the Artsakh and Azerbaijan lines of contact, making the
plausibility of Azerbaijani non-military personnel being close enough to the Armenian line of contact
to detonate a mine unlikely.%*

Using this pretext, around midday on 19 September 2023, Azerbaijani military forces launched
a military offensive across the entire line of contact against Artsakh; the Artsakh Ministry of Defence
stated that Azerbaijani forces began their assault with rocket artillery strikes around 13:00 local time, %
and local journalists began reporting on the assault on positions near Stepanakert at 13:10 local time.%®
Civilian areas were hit by artillery and munitions during the offensive, leading to civilian casualties.
Infrastructure was also attacked, exacerbating the fuel shortage and causing power outages, rendering
communication within Artsakh difficult, as the military offensive aimed to isolate each major
population centre in Artsakh from one another. Evacuations from some communities were ordered, but
the Azerbaijani offensive made evacuation impossible in certain areas. . Azerbaijan also encouraged
civilians in Artsakh to flee to “safe positions” they had created on the Lachin corridor, which was
viewed as the pretext for ethnic cleansing.

The offensive ended on 20 September 2023 with a ceasefire, as the leadership of Artsakh agreed
to surrender. Given the brief length of hostilities, both sides suffered an exceptionally high proportion
of casualties and combat fatalities; this indicates a particularly aggressive offensive and a desperate
defence.
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I. Directions of Azerbaijani Offensive
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Maps of Azerbaijan’s assault indicate an intent to surround and isolate major population centres
in Artsakh.'®” This strategy contrasts the Azerbaijani strategy in the 2020 war when civilians in Artsakh
could evacuate towards safer areas; the lines of contact were much closer to significant population
centres prior to the 2023 offensive, and civilians had little ability to evacuate due to this proximity and
the lack of fuel. As such, Azerbaijani forces, for the most part, did not directly assault major population
centres.

The Artsakh Defence Army was composed entirely of residents of Artsakh serving in their
government’s armed forces. Units of the Republic of Armenia’s armed forces had withdrawn as part of
the November 9th Trilateral Statement, leaving only the regiments of the Artsakh Defence Army
stationed in Artsakh as the official armed forces of the Republic of Artsakh. They primarily manned
positions on the Artsakh side of the line of contact with Azerbaijan. In addition to advances in specific
directions, Azerbaijani armed forces attempted to neutralise many of these positions; most of the
military casualties likely occurred during these assaults, as what little footage has emerged has shown
intense close combat.8

Maps created based on the reports of communities and Artsakh Defence Army outposts indicate
that a goal of the military offensive was the isolation of major population centres, with assaults on power
infrastructure limiting the ability of civilians in Artsakh to communicate with each other. The terrain of
much of Artsakh is mountainous; as such, Azerbaijani forces primarily advanced through valleys in
Artsakh, and residents of these communities had only one direction to evacuate, essentially forcing
residents of Artsakh towards a few major population centres. As a result of the Azerbaijani offensive,
concerns for the civilian population prompted authorities to order evacuations to major population
centres, and eventually of some major population centres themselves. The population of Askeran was
able to evacuate due to its proximity to the Russian peacekeepers’ headquarters, where many sought
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shelter. However, in communities such as Martakert, the Azerbaijani encirclement rendered evacuation
impossible. The communication difficulties compounded the psychological torment experienced by the
besieged people of Martakert, Martuni, and other encircled communities.

Even the capital of Stepanakert was unsafe; due to its extreme proximity to the line of contact
with Azerbaijan and Azerbaijani positions overlooking Stepanakert, munitions fire was clearly audible
for the duration of the conflict,’®® and there were various reports of Azerbaijani forces breaching the
city in places.

At the time a ceasefire was declared, the major population centres of Martakert and Martuni
were encircled, making evacuations impossible due to the proximity of Azerbaijani forces. Askeran had
been evacuated, with many of its residents seeking shelter in the Russian peacekeepers’ headquarters
or Stepanakert. Many residents of Artsakh who were able to flee converged on Stepanakert. Some
communities, such as Chankatagh, Yeghtsahogh, and Mets Shen, could not evacuate to major
population centres due to their isolation, either as a result of their geography or their proximity to the
Azerbaijani line of contact.

The Artsakh Defence Army reported over 200 combat deaths.'”® Official numbers are difficult
to calculate given the deportation of Armenians from Artsakh immediately following the offensive, the
official dissolution of many of its bodies, and the inability of independent organisations to access
Avrtsakh to search for remains. Azerbaijan reported its official casualty figures as 192 killed and 511
wounded.*™* These are staggering figures for a 24-hour military operation. In addition to losing much
of its arsenal, which was not replaced after the 2020 War, the Artsakh Defence Army suffered from the
sustained effects of a lack of food and medical attention.*’? These high casualty figures suggest both an
aggressive offensive aimed at achieving a swift ceasefire and the desperation of defending forces unable
to retreat due to Artsakh's isolation.'’®

Il. Targeting of Civilian Areas

Despite the 2023 Azerbaijani offensive avoiding direct assaults on major population centres,
Azerbaijani forces still targeted civilian areas. The Artsakh Ministry of Defence documented the
Azerbaijani use of artillery, rockets, drones, and aircraft,}’* and observers claim that Grad rockets were
used as well.}”® Hours after the offensive began, Azerbaijani munitions struck a site near the primary
hospital in Stepanakert.!”® Additional shelling occurred inside Stepanakert on 19 September.”” An
apartment complex in Stepanakert sustained damage due to these strikes,}”® and munitions were
observed to have landed in residential neighbourhoods in Stepanakert.'”® Further evidence of the
targeting of residential areas in Stepanakert includes damage to civilian vehicles parked on the streets'®
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and to shopping areas.'®! The Artsakh Ministry of Internal Affairs reported on unexploded artillery on
the streets of Stepanakert next to residential houses.®2

Damage to an apartment complex in central Stepanakert!8

Communities outside of Stepanakert were also constant targets, resulting in their evacuation
when possible.’® The village of Yeghtsahogh was completely surrounded, with its school destroyed by
Azerbaijani fire!® and no ability to evacuate the civilians to safety due to its position.'®® Residents of
the village of Sarnaghbyur, which was not near any military target, experienced a severe artillery
bombardment that Killed five civilians, including two children, and injured 16 more before Russian
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peacekeepers evacuated them.!®” Another eyewitness reported the deaths of five children in
Sarnaghbyur due to shelling.'®® Eyewitness accounts allege that Azerbaijani forces beheaded captured
civilians, including children.!8 However, these reports are difficult to verify, and due to Azerbaijani
control of the territory, no independent forensic investigation could be carried out. Nevertheless,
previous incidents during the 2020 War provide precedent for such claims, with video, photographic,
and forensic evidence indicating that Azerbaijani military personnel committed war crimes against
captured Armenian civilians, including mutilations and beheadings.

Testimony from residents of Artsakh includes frequent mention of casualties due to the use of
explosive weapons in civilian areas. Greta Aghabekyan, a resident of Artsakh, noted that many sought
shelter when the offensive began due to the use of explosives. When the situation momentarily calmed,
some went to see their homes. However, the violence resumed shortly after, killing three people in
Greta’s village when the building they took refuge in was hit by explosive munitions.*® Another
civilian, Arevik Sahakyan, received serious injuries and had to be evacuated to Stepanakert for what
treatment was possible after receiving shrapnel wounds from an explosive device that was thrown into
ayard in her village.’®* The harm inflicted on civilians and civilian areas indicates that, even though the
most intense combat was not focused on residential areas, Azerbaijani military personnel still used
explosives without regard for the potential of civilian casualties.

Azerbaijani forces had also advanced to the point that they were able to target civilians with
small arms fire in some places, including major population centres; it was reported on 20 September
that Aznavur Saghyan, the mayor of the town of Martuni, was killed by Azerbaijani sniper fire.12 This
indicates that, while they were not advancing into major population centres, Azerbaijani forces were
restricting movement within them through small arms fire and effectively placing them under siege.
The killing of Saghyan also indicates that civilians were considered fair targets by Azerbaijani military
personnel in these cases. Even after the ceasefire that concluded the offensive on 20 September,
Azerbaijani forces were reportedly advancing in Stepanakert, and small arms fire was heard.'%

Russian peacekeepers were also not entirely safe from the Azerbaijani offensive; Azerbaijani
gunfire killed four Russian peacekeepers between the village of Chankatagh and their nearby
observation post, including Captain Ivan Kovgan, the deputy commander of the Russian
peacekeepers.’® Photos released after the killings appear to show the Russian peacekeeping vehicle
riddled with bullets,with the bodies of the Russian peacekeepers pulled from the vehicle and allegedly
looted.'® This also relates to reports regarding Chankatagh from the offensive. After its encirclement,
atrocities were reportedly committed against civilians by Azerbaijani military personnel whom Russian
peacekeepers discovered.*®® Allegedly, the peacekeepers were ambushed and killed h on their way to
report their findings at their observation post, and their bodies were looted of their photos and equipment
used to document the scene at Chankatagh.®” Rescue teams discovered the bodies of two civilians in
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the area of Chankatagh a week after Azerbaijan’s offensive.!® Since this was the earliest investigation
possible, the full extent of what happened in Chankatagh cannot be confirmed.
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Map showing location of Chankatagh relative to Azerbaijani advance*®

Under normal circumstances, the Human Rights Defender’s Office of Artsakh would have been
logging and investigating each of these reports as they occurred. However, Gegham Stapanyan, the
Human Rights Defender of Artsakh, noted that this was impossible during the Azerbaijani offensive.
The frequent power and communication outages and the scarcity of fuel and transportation meant his
office could not pursue their remit to investigate human rights abuses during the offensive.?% In total,
at least 25 civilians were confirmed to have been Kkilled during the offensive between 19-20
September.2t

The targeting of civilian areas during Azerbaijan’s offensive resulted in the killing of civilians
and the destruction of property through the use of aerial explosives. Whether or not they were controlled
or uncontrolled munitions, the targeting of civilian areas with no military targets nearby directly resulted
in civilian deaths and the destruction of civilian property. Furthermore, it added to the conditions that
resulted in the deportation of Artsakh’s population following the offensive. Even though civilian areas
were not directly attacked in the same manner as in 2020, their targeting indicated Azerbaijan's lack of
regard for their safety and personhood as worthy of protection. After months of the blockade and the
aggressive assault, the people of Artsakh were under no illusions that this was a deliberate attempt to
force them from their homes.
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@ Siranush Sargsyan

After nine months of enduring hunger, we are now in a bomb shelter —
sleeping with kids who yesterday dreamed of bread & today dream of
waking up tomorrow. | don’t know if we will wake up but | hope you will
remember us for resisting this genocide with honor.

The Human Rights Defender of Armenia compiled a report on the Azerbaijani offensive,
conducted from 24-30 September 2023, noting several key points. The report highlighted numerous
civilian deaths, both from Azerbaijan’s use of explosive ordnance in civilian areas and the inability of
emergency services to provide care to those wounded.?%? Attention was also drawn to the 1977 Protocol
Additional to the Geneva Conventions, particularly Article 51 (2), which prohibits the targeting of
civilian populations and the infliction of terror upon them. 22 Testimonies collected from residents of
Artsakh unanimously described the offensive as causing widespread terror.? One journalist from
Artsakh described what the people of Artsakh were going through, from the blockade to this military
offensive, as a genocide.?®

Evidence of torture and mutilation were found on the bodies of 14 civilians returned to
Armenia, including children and the elderly.?% While the report does not specify the exact locations
where the bodies were found, it mentions civilian deaths in several of the communities mentioned
above. The report also notes the difficulty in recovering bodies due to the isolation of some
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communities?®” and due to Azerbaijan’s interference. In one instance, Azerbaijani military personnel
fired at an ambulance dispatched to Martakert to retrieve eight bodies, making their recovery mission
impossible.?® The report also documents numerous calls reporting missing persons, with 55 calls
recorded between 19-21 September. By 22 October, the Artsakh Human Rights Defender had logged
over 600 such calls involving civilians and military personnel.?”® As many missing persons were not
found during the rescue operations following the offensive, and with Artsakh remaining inaccessible to
further search operations, the likelihood that a high number of the missing persons are deceased or
disappeared is very high.

lli. Evacuations and Attempted Evacuations

Attempts were made to evacuate Armenian civilians where and when possible; to an extent,
this was even encouraged by the government of Azerbaijan, which distributed leaflets and SMS
messages encouraging residents of Artsakh to go to “shelters” allegedly established along the Lachin
corridor.?!® Azerbaijan’s efforts imply that it was already making plans for the removal of residents of
Artsakh and, as will be discussed later, had no intentions of permitting their return.

However, even if the claims of shelters along the Lachin corridor are taken at face value,
evacuations were impossible in isolated communities along the corridor, such as Mets Shen and
Yeghtsahogh. Russian peacekeepers attempted to evacuate women and children from Mets Shen to the
Republic of Armenia, but their vehicles came under fire from Azerbaijani military personnel, forcing
them to retreat.?*! This occurred despite Azerbaijani claims, even at the time of the attempted evacuation
that the road was open and accessible for anyone wishing to leave.?'? Firing at those attempting to
evacuate, in the territory supposedly allocated for such an evacuation implies that Azerbaijan, at that
stage, was preventing the evacuation of individuals from the besieged areas of Artsakh.
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As of 23:27 on the night of 19 September, the Human Rights Defender of Artsakh reported that
over 7000 people had been evacuated from 16 communities in Artsakh’s Askeran, Martakert, Martuni,
and Shushi regions.?** Evacuations from the major population centres of Martuni and Martakert, where
many from their surrounding areas had fled to, towards Stepanakert were not possible in many cases
due to the directions of the Azerbaijani advance.

As the Azerbaijani offensive continued, the major population centre of Askeran was
evacuated.?® Its positioning meant that it was possible for residents to evacuate towards Stepanakert,
though many residents took shelter at the headquarters of the Russian peacekeepers, situated near
Askeran. Thousands of residents of Artsakh waited there for aid from the Russian peacekeepers until
the deportation.?'® On 21 September, the day after the ceasefire was declared, many internally displaced
persons were reported to be in Stepanakert, as there was no ability to return to areas overtaken by
Azerbaijani forces.?!” What was hoped to be temporary evacuations from threatened civilian areas
would become a deportation in the following days, as none were able to return to the homes they had
left and the entire Armenian population of Artsakh was forced to leave.

Iv. Anti-Armenian Discrimination and Rhetoric During Offensive

The conduct of Azerbaijani forces during their offensive against Artsakh, on the few occasions
when it was shared on social media, continued to display anti-Armenian discrimination even as they
were engaged in hostilities against the Armenians in Artsakh. Images surfaced depicting Azerbaijani
forces making hand signs associated with the Grey Wolves, an ultranationalist Turkic organisation.?
These images, previously circulated on Azerbaijani social media, were reposted during the attack to
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show support for the offensive, often explicitly mentioning the killing of Armenians. One such image
featured a member of the Azerbaijani military wearing a patch of Enver Pasha, a key Ottoman figure
responsible for the Armenian Genocide, on his uniform. Accompanying this image was a caption calling
for the death of Armenians, regardless of whether they were fleeing or fighting.?°

Videos shared on social media also showed Azerbaijani military personnel firing at civilian
homes during their advance into Artsakh.?? These videos, and others recorded by the same person, were
geolocated to the village of Charektar in the northern Shahumyan region of Artsakh. Additional videos
from the same source indicate that there was no resistance in Charektar at that time and that the firing
at civilian homes occurred casually, seemingly for amusement. These videos also indicate that the
recorder and perpetrator likely belonged to an Azerbaijani special forces unit passing through
Charektar.??!

Despite prohibitions on recordings by the Azerbaijan Armed Forces, some videos still
circulated on Azerbaijani social media. These videos and photographs were saved as evidence of the
broader violence perpetrated against Armenians by Azerbaijani military personnel.??? Multiple videos
depict wounded service members of the Artsakh Defence Army being captured and tortured by
Azerbaijani military personnel. In one video, an Azerbaijani serviceman boasts about mutilating and
beheading an Armenian. Other videos and photos show the mutilation of deceased Armenians during
the offensive, and one captures two Azerbaijani military personnel armed with knives while searching
for Armenian civilians. Additionally, several videos of dead Armenian civilians were shared.

The patterns of extreme violence committed by Azerbaijani military personnel in previous
conflicts continued in the September 2023 offensive.. The mutilation?”® and beheading®** of some
Armenians killed during the offensive reflect a deep-seated manifestation of anti-Armenian hatred,
demonstrating the belief that even in death, Armenians do not deserve dignity. These incidents during
the September 2023 offensive were reminiscent of other cases from 2016, 2020, and 2022 that have
been discussed previously. Testimony from Lyudmila Petrosyan, who observed some of the combat
while fleeing from the Martakert region to Stepanakert during the offensive, reported that a tank ran
over the bodies of Artsakh Defence Army servicemen, making their identification impossible.??®
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V - Deportation of Armenian Population

Following the surrender of Artsakh, organisations such as the Lemkin Institute??® and Genocide
Watch??” gave warnings of the risk of an imminent genocide in Artsakh, with Genocide Watch noting,
“the silent genocide has become overt.”

On 24 September 2023, the first Armenians fleeing Artsakh were allowed to pass through the
Lachin corridor; within a week, almost the entire population of over 100,000 Armenians had fled
Artsakh. The conditions created by the blockade and Azerbaijani offensive left many in a dire situation,
and a number of Armenians died on the road to Armenia. The fuel shortage caused by the blockade
meant that many needed to access the first fuel shipments allowed into Artsakh; this urgent need for
fuel directly resulted in the death of over 200 Armenians when a fuel depot near Stepanakert exploded.

During and prior to their deportation from Artsakh, many Armenians experienced
discrimination from Azerbaijani military personnel, who at this time had begun arresting current and
former Artsakh political leaders. Despite vague promises made by Azerbaijani leadership for the
protection of Armenian rights, the treatment that Armenians in Artsakh endured during the blockade,
the offensive and immediately following the offensive coupled with the extreme anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric present in Azerbaijani social media networks were the primary factors for
the deportation of Armenians from Artsakh.

Despite claims that the Armenians of Artsakh would have the same rights as Azerbaijani
citizens if they remained in Artsakh,?? evidence of extreme anti-Armenian discrimination and hatred
prior to this suggests this would not have been the case had many Armenians been allowed to stay. The
treatment of Armenians by Azerbaijani military personnel immediately following the offensive made it
clear that there was no desire on Azerbaijan’s part for Armenians to stay in Artsakh. Many Armenians
were given explicit commands to leave and faced physical mistreatment and violence from Azerbaijani
military personnel, which led the Armenians in Artsakh to legitimately fear for their safety if they
remained. The use of these intimidation tactics by Azerbaijan makes it clear that what the Armenians
of Artsakh experienced was not a voluntary evacuation, but a deportation with no opportunity to remain
or return.

I. The Deportation

There is an extreme discrepancy between the apparent promises from Azerbaijan that
Armenians could remain in Artsakh and the actual treatment of Armenians in Artsakh by Azerbaijani
military personnel following the offensive. This treatment amounted to the use of intimidation tactics
and indicates that the deportation was almost entirely involuntary. The ultimatum given to the
Armenians of Artsakh was, “forced population transfer or forced integration, both on Azerbaijani
terms.”?? As established by the extensive reports of anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan, forced
integration would have meant death or being unable to be Armenian in any way, leaving the only option
a forced deportation of the Armenian population of Artsakh.

Following the offensive, Armenians living in communities further from Stepanakert were
forced to go to Stepanakert. In the case of the village of Vaghuhas, this was done by Azerbaiijani
military personnel threatening the residents with guns, firing them into the air and demanding the
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residents leave.?Residents of villages including Vaghuhas were also detained and brought to
Azerbaijani military bases in Kelbajar, where many were treated violently before being released back
into Artsakh.?! This was part of a broader strategy of intimidation to force Armenians from the region.

Others, including the elderly, reported being detained without explanation. Nunik Mardiyan,
86, from the village of Khachmach in the Askeran region, testified that upon encountering Azerbaijani
soldiers in Khachmach on 21 September, they demanded her money and valuables, after which she was
taken to an Azerbaijani military base in Fuzuli, held in isolation for four days without being able to
contact her family, transferred to Shushi/Shusha, and then released and brought to Stepanakert on 25
September.32 Elmira, from the village of Karmirgyugh in the Askeran region, testified that her 91-year-
old mother-in-law was unable to evacuate from Karmirgyugh during the Azerbaijani offensive. From
the heights above the village Elmira evacuated to, she observed her mother-in-law being detained and
taken away by Azerbaijani military personnel, and didn’t see her mother-in-law for a week until she
was brought to Stepanakert via Shushi/Shusha with other detained civilians.?3

Despite an uncertain future in Armenia, it was apparent that the conditions imposed by
Azerbaijan made living under Azerbaijani rule impossible for Armenians. Hayk Harutyunyan, a
journalist from Artsakh, said to Eurasianet, “We don't know where to go, we don't have a home there
(in Armenia)... We would rather sleep in the streets than live under Azerbaijan. They waged war against
us four times, invaded my country, they killed my brothers, my friends, our neighbors, our parents, and
we cannot live with them."#4 The extreme displays of anti-Armenian rhetoric and discrimination were
mentioned as key reasons many felt they had no choice but to leave Artsakh.?® There was no timeframe
for Armenians to flee, but it was common knowledge that they would need to do so quickly. The roads
were filled with people escaping to Armenia, scared for their safety.?*® Many were forced to leave
almost everything they owned behind, personal belongings such as family photos that could not be taken
along were destroyed for fear they would be found by Azerbaijani military personnel and mocked on
Azerbaijani social media sites.?’

Many of those who fled Artsakh have stated in no uncertain terms that what they experienced
was a genocide, and that the only options available to them were to flee or to die. Karen Sarsyan, who
served with the Artsakh Defence Army during the Azerbaijani offensive, stated that it was a genocide;
having seen the scale of the offensive against a starving population who had been blockaded for nine
months, the deaths of men, women, and children, and the mutilations of the bodies of the dead, he had
no other word for what occurred.?®® Erik Arushanyan, a resident of Artsakh whose two relatives served
in the Artsakh Defence Army and were buried in Yerablur, the Armenian military cemetery, without
their heads, noted that churches and houses were razed to the ground with tractors. He called the killing
of a people in their homes and forcible removal from where their families had been born and died for
generations “pure genocide.”?*® Zaruhi Hayrapetyan, whose family had to leave almost everything in
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Artsakh, also testified about the beheading of one of her cousins.?*> Maria Shahnazaryan noted that a
member of her family had a cross worn as a necklace taken from her while they were fleeing to
Armenia.?*! Noting the number of innocent people who had died and the family history being left behind
in Artsakh, Marianna Safaryan could only call it a genocide.?*> Many testimonies confirm that people
had legitimate fears for their safety and lives were they to remain in Artsakh, making the deportation
involuntary as the only alternative seen was death. Shura Ghulyan, from Chldran in the Martakert
region, also stated that what occurred was a genocide, observing that if people had stayed, “they were
going to slaughter everyone.”?** Samvel Sargsyan, a resident of Artsakh, stated that they had to flee
because that was the only possibility available to them to continue living.2*

The last to leave Artsakh were those without their own means of transportation and did so on
buses provided by the government, with the last arriving in Armenia on 1 October.?*® The ICRC,
responsible for assisting the Armenians who remained in Artsakh, estimated that there were around 25
Armenians who remained in Artsakh; Azerbaijan’s migration service stated that 15 Armenians from
Artsakh applied for Azerbaijani citizenship.?*® At least 64 Armenians died during the deportation, due
to a combination of health conditions exacerbated by the blockade and the length of time it took to reach
Armenia from Artsakh.?*” The journey could take over 30 hours, which worsened conditions and also
created conditions for further deaths from health conditions or accidents.?*® Over 100,000 Armenians
were deported from Artsakh, seeing the choices presented to them as flight or death.

il. Violence Against Armenians in Artsakh

Between Azerbaijan’s military offensive against Artsakh and the departure of the last
Armenians fleeing Artsakh, numerous Armenian civilians in Artsakh reported violent treatment by
Azerbaijani military personnel. This treatment significantly impacted their ability to remain in Artsakh,
as it became clear that they would receive discriminatory treatment simply because they were Armenian.

Physical abuse, including the use of extreme violence and torture, featured prominently in the
testimonies of Armenians from Artsakh following the deportation. These accounts closely resembled
those of Armenians captured by Azerbaijani military personnel during the 2020 War. The testimonies
described intense physical violence directed at captives, regardless of whether they were soldiers or
civilians, often lasting for extensive periods. Injuries of the captured individuals, whether sustained
prior to their captivity or as a result of the violence inflicted on them during captivity, were ignored,
including if they were knocked to the ground or immobilised due to their injuries.?*® Mavrik Pashayan,
from the village of Sznek in the Askeran region, testified about his captivity and the torture he endured
during that time.? He was captured while fleeing his village during the Azerbaijani offensive, and
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received beatings from Azerbaijani military personnel upon his apprehension. Pashayan fled with his
uncle, whom he had to leave when his uncle could not continue walking, and he still has no news of
him. Throughout his captivity, he endured beatings with shoes, hindering his ability to sleep. He was
forced to perform physically demanding tasks such as standing on one leg or doing pushups following
beatings, although his injuries often prevented him from doing so. In instances where he was unable to
comply with his captors' demands due to his injuries, he was subjected to further beatings and, on one
occasion, was kicked so hard in the chest he was unable to breath. He was also mocked during this
whole process. His relatives recognised him on Azerbaijani television in footage recorded for
propaganda, which purportedly showed him receiving first aid, despite his captors from the Azerbaijani
military and police being responsible for the injuries he sustained. When he was finally released, his
injuries were so severe that he was unable to walk.

Armenians from Artsakh were subjected to torture disguised as medical treatment. Civilians
from Sarnaghbyur and the Martakert region were taken to Aghdam under the guise of hospitalisation
but held in conditions more akin to a prison; despite their injuries, they were beaten by Azerbaijani
medical personnel, who appeared sympathetic and initially treated their injuries in front of cameras,
before assaulting them away from the public eye.?® Lernik Aghajanyan, a farmer from a village near
Chankatagh in the Martakert region, was captured while riding his horse near his home during the
Azerbaijani offensive. Azerbaijani military personnel surrounded him at gunpoint, pulled him by the
leg off of his horse, and started beating him without explanation. His partner, Mareta Sargsyan, was
captured separately; when she saw him hours after their capture, he was covered in cuts, blood, and
bruises, and struggled to move.?®? They were then taken to Aghdam with the civilians from
Sarnaghbyur; Lernik and Mareta attest both police and medical personnel were responsible for beating
and torturing the captured civilians, with the medical personnel displaying particularly egregious
cruelty.

Moreover, regardless of their civilian status, gender, age, or disabilities, everyone endured
violence and mistreatment. Liparit Mardanyan, a 37-year-old man from Sarnaghbyur, testified that he
had been subject to extreme violence for several days during his captivity in Aghdam. Despite his
attempts to clarify that he was a civilian, had a disability, and was unaffiliated with the Artsakh Defence
Army, Azerbaijani personnel ignored his explanations, and the beatings persisted during his captivity.?*
Liparit’s 72-year-old mother, Gemma Mardanyan, was captured with him and also subjected to extreme
violence. She recounted being taken to a location that appeared to be a medical facility in Aghdam.
However, it was more similar to a detention centre, where medical staff beat Mardayan for the duration
of her captivity.?* Similarly, many civilian men in Artsakh faced detention and beatings despite their
obvious non-combatant status. When Lernik Aghajanyan was captured close to his farm, he was
wearing civilian clothes and was clearly not participating in the armed hostilities; he was still detained
and tortured by Azerbaijani military personnel.®* As Azerbaijani military personnel approached their
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village during the offensive, EImira Arzumanyan, a resident of Karmirgyugh, fled with her husband to
the heights above Karmirgyugh, fearing for his safety as a potential target due to his perceived
association with the Artsakh Defence Army. They had to leave her 91-year-old mother-in-law behind,
who had mobility issues and who they assumed would be safe due to her elderly status. From the higher
ground, they witnessed Azerbaijani troops kidnap her mother-in-law and take her away in a vehicle,
returning her a week later. Her mother-in-law, who has memory issues, has not spoken about her
captivity.?%® Elmira Abrahamyan, an elderly woman captured in VVerin Horatagh in the Martakert region,
gave similar testimony; she endured beatings despite her old age, underscoring the indiscriminate
brutality inflicted upon civilians.?’

This violence directed at ethnic Armenians, regardless of age, injuries, or civilian status, reflects
an extreme anti-Armenian hatred. When considered alongside the blockade and Azerbaijan’s history of
anti-Armenian discrimination and hatred, this violence must be viewed as part of a broader context of
ethnic cleansing rather than in isolation. The intent was the removal of Armenians and Armenian culture
and history from the region, using increasingly brutal methods of terror and violence. Most of the public
testimonies affirmed that it was not a simple war but instead a genocide. While ethnic cleansing lacks
a legal definition comparable to genocide, a UN Commission of Experts, drawing from their analysis
of conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, defined ethnic cleansing as, “... a purposeful policy designed by
one ethnic or religious group to remove by violent and terror-inspiring means the civilian population
of another ethnic or religious group from certain geographic areas.”?®

Iii. Mistreatment of Armenians

Following the offensive, Armenians not subjected to violence still experienced mistreatment,
including deprivation of food and water - except for when cameras were present - mockery, blackmail,
and coercion to repeat offensive phrases under threat of violence to themselves or their families. This
has caused long standing suffering for many who suffered from this mistreatment, including in the form
of post-traumatic stress.

As noted, Azerbaijani personnel subjected many detainees to deprivation of food, water, and
medical treatment, except for performative acts when cameras were present. Mareta Sargsyan, the 56-
year-old woman from near Chankatagh who was in captivity with her partner Lernik Aghajanyan, was
in custody for seven days. She explained that whenever she requested water, her captors would take
multiple photos with several phones and then offer her sausage and bread, all while taking more
pictures. It became evident to her that they only provided food and water for show, to give the
appearance of offering humanitarian aid. After the videos, someone approached her and said “you have
no right to live, we will kill you.”?® Hayaser Safaryan, from the village of Khnkavan in the Martakert
region, received similar treatment from his Azerbaijani captors. After he and his family members were
captured, they were provided with milk, bread, and water in front of video cameras and treated
respectfully.However, after the display, they were not provided with any more food and were subject
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to frequent death threats and general violence during their captivity.?®° Various testimonies report that,
during their captivity, people were forced every night to repeat phrases such as, “Stepanakert is
Khankendi” and ““Shushi is Azerbaijan,” which referred to places in Artsakh, or Artsakh itself, as part
of Azerbaijan using only Azerbaijani names. Refusal to comply would result in beatings, with with
captors treating this as a form of humiliation while they drank, smoked, and laughed.?* This was a
common experience during the 2020 War as well; many Armenian prisoners, both POWs and civilians,
were forced to repeat similar statements under threat of violence.

Of the testimonies gathered, almost all include examples of psychological abuses inflicted by
Azerbaijani military personnel, including mockery, blackmail, and threats. These abuses, following
months of blockade and the imminent deportation of Armenians from Artsakh, had a profound
psychological effect. Those detained, in particular, endured these abuses on a much larger scale, unable
to escape from them until their release.

Even brief encounters with Azerbaijani military personnel during the deportation could become
hugely traumatic. In some instances, this psychological abuse was filmed and circulated on the internet.
For example, while they were fleeing Artsakh, Mher Zargaryan and his wife were forced to express a
preference for Azerbaijan, denounce Arayik Harutyunyan (a former president of Artsakh, currently
detained in Baku) and other generals as traitors, and repeat this demand 3 or 4 times. Mher was recorded
during this, as Azerbaijani soldiers had threatened to kill his child while he watched if he and his wife
disobeyed.?®? Marianna Safaryan, a young mother, recounted how Azerbaijani soldiers stopped her
family during their escape. The soldiers searched their car, separating and photographing the men.
Throughout the ordeal, the soldiers laughed at and humiliated Marianna’s family.?®® Anush Stepanyan,
from Martuni, noted that after hours on the road to Armenia from Stepanakert, Azerbaijani military
personnel put them through further humiliation at the final checkpoint. The soldiers took her children
from the car and repeatedly struck their vehicle. After this, her family was told they could stay and live
under Azerbaijani rule.?®* In the majority of the testimonies, those interviewed noted that they were
routinely laughed at and degraded by Azerbaijani military personnel.

This physical and psychological abuse and violence have more than just an immediate impact
on victims. In addition to the intense violence experienced after months of blockade, the victims now
have to rebuild their lives having left almost everything behind. Some have spoken of the difficulties
they face today as a result of post-traumatic stress. There is a significant body of research that
underscores the profound effects of war and forced displacement, particularly on children, who may
develop mental health issues as a result of such early trauma.?®> Approximately 30,000 children in
Artsakh underwent this harrowing experience.

According to his brother, Hayaser Safaryan continues to receive treatment in a psychiatric
centre as a result of his trauma. Hayaser's pre-existing health issues escalated significantly after his
captivity, and his brother notes that Hayaser developed a stutter since his time in Azerbaijani
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captivity.?® Elmira Arzumanyan still recalls the events of September 2023 with terror, saying the
situation was “an indescribable hell.”’?"

Iv. Arbitrary Detention of Political Leadership and Others

On 22 September, Azerbaijan promised amnesty to members of the Artsakh Defence Army,
with the exception of those accused of crimes during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War.2%8 This did little
to ease the concerns of those in Artsakh; as previously discussed, Armenians still faced violence and
mistreatment following the Azerbaijani offensive for the perception (often unsubstantiated) that they
had served in the Artsakh Defence Army. The detention of Armenian students travelling to Yerevan for
their studies in August also fuelled suspicions that these were not sincere promises from Azerbaijan.

There were also fears for those who had veritably fought in the First Nagorno-Karabakh War,
as Vagif Khachatryan remained in detention for allegations of crimes from the First Nagorno-Karabakh
War during this time. Though Azerbaijan claimed Khachatyran was a key participant in massacres
during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, multiple people claim he was only a driver during this war,
and the Armenian Human Rights Defender stated that no international prosecution was registered
against Khachatryan prior to his detention.?® In the absence of normative legal proceedings for the
treatment of Armenians associated with the Artsakh Defence Army, many worried for their future.

During this time, Azerbaijan began detaining the former officials of Artsakh, primarily the
civilian leadership. Beginning with the detention of former State Minister Ruben Vardanyan on 27
September,?° eight members of the leadership or former leadership of Artsakh were arrested. Davit
Babayan, the former Foreign Minister, turned himself in to Azerbaijani authorities on 28 September.?"
Three former presidents of Artsakh, Arkadi Ghukasyan, Bako Sahakyan and Arayik Harutyunyan, and
the Speaker of the National Assembly, Davit Ishkhanyan, were detained in the following days.?’> The
former commander and former deputy commander of the Artsakh Defence Army, Levon Mnatsakanyan
and Davit Manukyan, were also detained.?”

The case against Vardanyan is indicative of the arbitrary nature of their detention. Vardanyan
had been State Minister of Artsakh for less than four months, from November 2022-February 2023.
However, he faced charges from Azerbaijan that include financing terrorism, creating illegal armed
formations, and illegally crossing a state border. The terms of the first two charges have not been
elaborated. The charge of illegally crossing a state border is nonsensical in a variety of ways, including
that it violates the ceasefire agreement that ended the 2020 war. According to the agreement, travel
along the Lachin corridor required approval from Russian peacekeepers, which Vardanyan received.
Incidentally, Azerbaijan breached this part of the ceasefire agreement with its blockade of Artsakh.

These charges effectively criminalise travel between Armenia and Artsakh, potentially
targeting any Armenian from Artsakh due to their “illegal crossing of state borders,” as is the case with
the former political leadership of Artsakh. This part of the Azerbaijani Criminal Code that has come
under criticism, with the United Nations Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
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Workers and Members of Their Families recommending its repeal and decriminalisation, as these,
“should never be considered criminal offences, as they do not infringe upon fundamental, legally
protected values and, as a result, are not crimes per se against persons, property or national security.”?™

The public nature of the arrests of the former leadership of Artsakh, which included displaying
the former leaders in confinement through photographs and videos, was done in a humiliating manner
and increased the pressure for Armenians to leave Artsakh, as those who had represented them
politically were held in detention for that very representation.

v. Fuel Depot Explosion

On 25 September 2023, a fuel depot at Berkadzor, near Stepanakert, exploded as hundreds were
trying to get fuel for their flight from Artsakh. Medical centres in Stepanakert, already stretched thin by
the blockade and the Azerbaijani offensive, were immediately overwhelmed.?”® The death toll jumped
into the hundreds in the coming days, and some patients needed to be airlifted to Stepanakert to receive
medical attention.?’® The weakened and malnourished state of the wounded was an added concern that
made treatment even more difficult, and delays of over 24 hours in accessing medical care for the
victims added to this. Many eventually received treatment in Yerevan, though even there the primary
hospital for treating them was overwhelmed.?”” The final count on 22 December was that at least 218
people were killed, with hundreds more wounded and many left unaccounted for. Many bodies found
at the scene were so burned they needed to be identified through DNA samples, significantly prolonging
the search for missing persons as a result.?’®

Though the explosion was unrelated to immediate Azerbaijani actions, the severity of the
incident was the direct result of the Azerbaijani blockade of Artsakh. With access to fuel, the people of
Artsakh would not have needed to gather in such high numbers at the Berkadzor fuel depot. With access
to food denied to them by the blockade, the victims would not have been in weakened or malnourished
states that made their medical treatment and survival even more difficult. With access to medical
equipment, the medical facilities in Artsakh would have been able to offer more immediate care to the
victims of the explosion, which would have saved lives, reduced the stress put on medical facilities in
Armenia, and ensured immediate care rather than delays for transportation to Armenia for immediate
care.

The Berkadzor fuel depot explosion is a manifestation of the effects of Azerbaijan’s anti-
Armenian discrimination through the blockade and offensive against Artsakh. The disaster was
exponentially worse than it would have otherwise been as a direct result of Azerbaijan’s anti-Armenian
discrimination.
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vi. Anti-Armenian Discrimination and Threat of Violence

Anti-Armenian hatred was also evident more broadly on Azerbaijani social media at this time,
underscoring that, even with Azerbaijan taking control of Artsakh, the environment created by anti-
Armenian discrimination and rhetoric made it untenable for Armenians to live in Azerbaijan as
Armenians.

An open-source investigation into Azerbaijani- and Russian-language Azerbaijani social media
channels indicated that Azerbaijani social media still displayed significant hatred towards Armenians
in a number of ways following the offensive against Artsakh.?”® In the aftermath of the fuel depot
explosion, there was a notable surge in dehumanising rhetoric targeting the victims. Additionally, there
was a proliferation of extreme misogyny directed at Armenian women, including the dissemination of
their photos and personal information such as names and surnames, ages, and phone numbers; explicit
imagery and pornography, purportedly of Armenian women but impossible to verify, was also
disseminated for the purposes of misogyny and dehumanisation directed at Armenian women. Other
Azerbaijani social media channels advocated for the fabrication of stories involving the deaths of
missing persons to torture Armenians psychologically. The operator of one of these Azerbaijani
Telegram channels was observed comparing Armenians in Artsakh to trash and encouraging the
psychological torture that users of the Telegram channel could inflict on Armenians for their own cruel
enjoyment. The Human Rights Defender’s Office in Artsakh also reported that Azerbaijani social media
channels were encouraging the finding and raping, torturing, and killing of Armenians reported missing,
even offering financial rewards for such acts.?®

The Armenian population in Artsakh cited the anti-Armenian discrimination, rhetoric, and
violence displayed in Azerbaijan and by Azerbaijani military personnel as reasons that, de facto, they
could not live under Azerbaijani control. They explicitly mentioned the blockade of Artsakh and
atrocities committed against ethnic Armenians and Armenian military personnel in 2020 and 2022 as
contributing factors to the pervasive atmosphere of fear and absence of trust in the Azerbaijani
authorities.?®

As the deportation began, the first videos of Azerbaijani personnel looting Armenian homes
emerged.?® As many first fled towards Stepanakert, situated along the route to Armenia from most
locations in Artsakh, these looting incidents primarily occurred in villages or cities farther from
Stepanakert. Subsequently, after the deportation of Artsakh’s Armenian population, videos showing the
looting of Armenian homes became widespread.
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V1 - Current Situation

At present, almost the entire population of Artsakh has fled to Armenia, and the government of
Azerbaijan is taking steps to actively prohibit any possibility of return for the Armenians of Artsakh.
The political leadership of Artsakh remains detained in Azerbaijan, and cultural landmarks in Artsakh
are either being destroyed or stripped of their Armenian heritage. This includes centuries-old
monuments and significant buildings such as the National Assembly building in Stepanakert.

Furthermore, Azerbaijani military personnel are actively looting the homes of Armenians in
Artsakh and posting videos of these actions on social media. The destruction and removal of belongings
from Armenian homes in Artsakh indicate that Azerbaijan has no intention of allowing the Armenians
of Artsakh to return. This intention is further reinforced by explicitly anti-Armenian rhetoric and
actions.

What becomes clear from these events is that the blockade and offensive against Artsakh was
a blatant ethnic cleansing; from its initial stages as a blockade to the actions of Azerbaijan after the
offensive against Artsakh, the goal has always been the removal of the Armenian population of Artsakh
by any available means.

I. Continued Detention of Artsakh Armenians in Azerbaijan

On 7 November 2023, the Baku Military Court convicted Vagif Khachatryan of the crimes of
genocide and illegal deportation during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War and sentenced him to 15 years
imprisonment.?82 This verdict was in spite of his kidnapping while being transported for medical reasons
and his record as a driver during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War. Successive US State Department
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices raised concerns about impartial trials in politically
motivated or sensitive cases in Azerbaijan,?®* with the 2022 report stating, “Credible reports indicated
that judges and prosecutors took instructions from the Presidential Administration and the Justice
Ministry, particularly in politically sensitive cases.”?®® Remarkably, the 2023 report contained the same
quote, entirely unchanged,?® indicating persistent institutional issues regarding the independence of the
judiciary in Azerbaijan and its ability to adjudicate based on fair trials and the rule of law, rather than
through arbitrary and politically motivated judgments. The circumstances of Khachatryan’s detention
and charges against him can undoubtedly be considered politically sensitive, a concern that also applies
to the detention of the Armenians currently held in Azerbaijan.

In November 2023, Azerbaijan brought criminal charges, including for war crimes, against
Rashid Beglaryan, more than three months after detaining him in unclear circumstances after he crossed
the line of contact in Artsakh; the circumstances of Beglaryan being charged with war crimes was also
unclear, as they were added so long after Beglaryan’s initial detention.?®” On 12 July 2024, Beglaryan
was sentenced to 15 years imprisonment in Azerbaijan, on the same charges of genocide that Vagif
Khachatryan was sentenced for.28
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In January 2024, Azerbaijan announced a four-month extension of the terms of detention for
the former leaders of Artsakh.?®® Their trials have still not begun, and their cases would fall under the
same suspicions of lack of impartiality as Khachatryan’s case, if not more so due to their leadership of
Artsakh and the symbolic weight of prosecuting former Artsakh leadership. Azerbaijan had previously
stated that their anti-Armenian rhetoric was aimed solely at Armenian leadership, though the ECRI
viewed it as indistinguishable from outright anti-Armenian rhetoric.?® The decision to try members of
this leadership, who were publicly and frequently targeted with significant hatred by Azerbaijan, is
overtly politically motivated and sensitive. In this context, there is no chance that the detained former
leaders of Artsakh will receive fair and impartial trials in Azerbaijan.

On 5 April 2024, Ruben Vardanyan, the former State Minister of Artsakh detained in
Azerbaijan, began a hunger strike to protest the detention of Armenians in Azerbaijan. Whereas his
family had been in weekly contact with him in the past, authorities in Azerbaijan restricted contact with
his family. During the sole contact Vardanyan’s family had with him between 2 April and 23 April, he
informed them that his captors intentionally worsened the conditions of his detention following the
beginning of his hunger strike.?®* Vardanyan’s family also noted that one of his demands was for an
expedited trial date, as his detention and the detention of the other political leaders of Artsakh had
already been extended by four months with no trial date set.?®?> On 14 June 2024, Vardanyan’s family
announced via social media that, over the course of his hunger strike from 5 April to 25 April,
Vardanyan had been moved to a special cell as punishment, was denied access to water, deprived of
sleep, and denied access to communications with his family, legal counsel, and the Azerbaijani Human
Rights Defender’s office.?

On 16 May 2024, the Azerbaijani authorities announced the extension of Vardanyan and the
other former political leadership of Artsakh’s detention for an additional five months, with no trial date
announced.?®* By the end of this additional five months, the former political leadership of Artsakh would
have been held in pretrial detention for over a year; the lack of a trial date indicates that such a detention
is primarily punitive.
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ARMENIANS UNLAWFULLY HELD IN AZERBAIJAN
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The 23 Armenians detained in Azerbaijan include nine prisoners of war, six civilians, and eight
political prisoners, with five in detention since the 2020 War and eighteen in detention since the
blockade or period around the military offensive and deportation. The detainees from 2020, two of
whom are POWSs and three of whom are civilians, have not been included in any prisoner exchanges
since the end of the 2020 War, despite the ceasefire agreement explicitly stating so. The three additional
civilians, one of whom is Vagif Khachatryan, are likely to remain in detention or face similarly
politically motivated trials as with Khachatryan. The seven POWSs captured during the Azerbaijani
military offensive remain in captivity, with very little information available on their status. The eight
political prisoners, former leaders of Artsakh, await trial without announced dates. Without
international pressure, the Armenians currently held in Azerbaijan will likely face discrimination and
miscarriages of justice due to their ethnicity.
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il. Destruction of Armenian Religious, Cultural, and Political
Landmarks

The Destruction of Armenian monuments in Azerbaijan has been a longstanding issue, drawing
international attention. With Azerbaijan assuming control of Artsakh, this destruction is taking two
forms: first, through the falsification of history, where ancient Armenian monuments are labelled as
“Caucasian Albanian,” providing a pretext for the erasure of the Armenian history of these monuments,
and second, through the physical destruction of other monuments. The goal of both of these methods is
the destruction of both the history and cultural memory of Armenians in Artsakh. Rafael Lemkin noted
this practice during his formulation of the definition of the crime of genocide, noting that “An attack
targeting a collectivity can also take the form of systematic and organized destruction of the art and
cultural heritage.”?®

Local and international groups have and continue to observe the outright destruction of more
recently constructed cultural and political monuments. One of the first acts Azerbaijani military
personnel took upon entering Martuni after the conclusion of their offensive was the destruction of a
statue of Monte Melkonyan, a leader during the First Nagorno-Karabakh War who defended Martuni
and is revered as a national hero in both Armenia and Artsakh.?®® This demolition occurred while
Armenians still inhabited Martuni. For the people of Martuni, Melkonyan's statue was so important that
among the few belongings they could flee with, many took pieces of marble from the statue following
its destruction.?®” Additionally, Azerbaijani military personnel removed statues of Charles Aznavour?®®
and numerous other monuments celebrating Armenian heritage.?®® By early March 2024, the National
Assembly building and a nearby Armenian veteran’s association building in Stepanakert had been
destroyed, with Azerbaijani authorities citing them as “illegal” constructions without further
clarification on their legality.*® This ambiguity raises intense concerns about the future of other
Armenian cultural monuments in Artsakh, including the iconic “We Are Our Mountains” sculpture in
Stepanakert which was constructed in 1967.%

There are significant causes for concern for the historical and religious monuments in Artsakh.
Following the conclusion of the offensive, academics from Cornell University, also serving as directors
of Caucasus Heritage Watch, immediately expressed concerns about the preservation of cultural sites
in Artsakh. They highlighted the likelihood that Armenians in Artsakh, who had inhabited the region
for thousands of years, would be forced to flee, along with the imminent threat of Azerbaijan destroying
their cultural heritage, with 200-300 cultural heritage sites identified as being at risk.3%2 By December,
images taken from Azerbaijani media already indicated the removal of Armenian crosses from churches
in Stepanakert.®®® An Armenian priest, interviewed shortly after the offensive, believed that Azerbaijan
would exploit the claim that religious heritage sites were “Caucasian Albanian” to justify the destruction
of Armenian artefacts and historical records at these sites.3%
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These fears were realised immediately. On 7 October, Monument Watch noted with concern
that Azerbaijani media was already presenting the monastic complexes of Gandzasar, Amaras, and
Dadivank as “Caucasian Albanian,” contradicting all established historical consensus on the subject.3%
In February 2024, Azerbaijani state media interviewed at Amaras Monastery further claimed that the
site was an Albanian complex desecrated by Armenians. They claimed Armenians had even removed
the body of St Grigoris, a Katholicos of the Caucasian Albanian Church.®® This claim exemplifies the
historical revisionism at play; St Grigoris, the grandson of the priest who facilitated Armenia’s
conversion to Christianity, is considered a saint in the Armenian Apostolic Church. His grave is at
Amaras Monastery. Concerns regarding Azerbaijan’s stewardship of Amaras Monastery include the
possibility of Azerbaijan destroying St Grigoris’ tomb due to his Armenian heritage and recognition as
a saint in the Armenian Church. Simon Maghakyan, who published reports on Azerbaijan’s gradual
destruction of the Armenian cultural heritage sites in Nakhchivan, warned that something similar could
happen in Artsakh. Azerbaijan might first claim sites as “Caucasian Albanian” rather than Armenian
and proceed to destroy smaller Armenian cultural artefacts such as writings in Armenian or khachkars.
Complete destruction becomes more likely as interest or ability to observe the sites declines.®’

Caucasus Heritage Watch has used satellite imagery to monitor sites of Armenian cultural
heritage under Azerbaijani control in Nagorno-Karabakh, which now includes all sites in Artsakh.
Numerous incidents of destruction have been recorded since the Azerbaijani offensive in September.
They report that Azerbaijani military personnel fired small arms at Charektar Monastery, dating back
to the 12th century, during or following the Azerbaijani offensive, in direct violation of the ICJ ruling
from 2021.3% Caucasus Heritage Watch also noted damage to numerous Armenian cultural heritage
sites around Shushi/Shusha that occurred between October and November 2023, when they took their
satellite imagery. This includes the Meghretsots Holy Mother of God Church, constructed in 18383
and two cemeteries, the Yerevan Gate cemetery®® and the old Ghazanchetsots cemetery.®!! The
December 2023 Caucasus Heritage Watch Monitoring Report provides detailed accounts of humerous
Armenian cultural heritage sites that satellite imagery suggests were damaged, destroyed or altered to
remove their Armenian heritage by Azerbaijan since Autumn 2023.%12 Furthermore, on 18 April 2024,
Caucasus Heritage Watch reported the destruction of another Armenian church in Shushi/Shusha, the
177-year-old St John the Baptist Church, occurring between December 2023 and April 2024.32 In their
report from June 2024, Caucasus Heritage Watch noted with concern that the number of destroyed sites
rose by 75% and threatened sites by 29% between their Autumn 2023 and Spring 2024 reports.!

The erasure of the Armenian presence in Artsakh includes the destruction of cemeteries that
were still in use prior to the ethnic cleansing of Artsakh. A video was released in January 2024 showing
the destruction of an Armenian cemetery in the village of Haterk.®'> Armenian gravestones typically
have a carving in the deceased's image, along with their biographical information; gravestones such as
these in the Haterk cemetery were destroyed. Tigran Balayan, the Armenian ambassador to Belgium
and head of Armenia’s mission to the EU, noted that such destruction of village cemeteries was
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widespread following the ethnic cleansing of Artsakh’s Armenians. Similar destruction was observed
following the end of the 2020 War in areas Azerbaijan had gained control of.3!® The effect of this
destruction is that all Armenian heritage in Artsakh is being systematically destroyed, both historical
and recent. The destruction of cemeteries such as Haterk’s cemetery means that, even if Armenians
were able to return to Haterk, they would be unable to locate where their families and ancestors were
laid to rest.

With all of Artsakh under Azerbaijani control and no independent observers on the ground to
ensure the preservation of these heritage sites, it is likely that the removal of Armenian cultural heritage
sites in Artsakh will continue at an accelerated rate. Such destruction also facilitates irredentist claims
to the region, as the historical presence of Armenians in Artsakh contradicts the more outlandish
irredentist Azerbaijani claims to the area.

ili. Looting and Property Destruction

Some of the most common videos taken by Azerbaijanis in Artsakh following the deportation
of Armenians have been of Azerbaijanis looting the homes of Armenians, as most Armenians in Artsakh
were unable to bring many of their belongings with them. Azerbaijani military personnel and civilian
contractors have shared videos on social media of themselves going through the possessions of
Armenians in their homes and either taking, destroying, or throwing items into the streets.

There are too many examples of these videos to include. Many involve the looting of houses
and the emptying of cupboards, dressers, or closets, after which everything is thrown away®’ or
destroyed, in the case of objects like ceramics.®'® Many of the videos appear to have been recorded in
Stepanakert, which was the largest population centre in Artsakh prior to the deportation. However,
others have been recorded in places such as Martakert,®® making it probable that this is a widespread
phenomenon happening throughout Artsakh. A video from March 2024 provides an example of the
extensive looting and property destruction happening in the villages of the Martakert region.32°

These videos, often set to music with extreme anti-Armenian lyrics, often psychologically
torment the people of Artsakh. In certain videos people frequently recognise their streets, which are
now empty of people and cars and have belongings piled along the pavement.®?! Sometimes they also
recognise the homes of their families as they watch Azerbaijanis loot yet another Armenian residence
in yet another video.3??

The scale of the looting and destruction of property is apparent from satellite imagery. In May
2024, Google Earth updated their satellite images of Stepanakert, and these images, dated to 4 May
2024, clearly show property from people’s homes thrown into courtyards or alleys.®® A video later
emerged of this process in action in Stepanakert, showing the belongings ethnic Armenians being
thrown out of apartment buildings to a street below.3?* This is similar to videos showing personal
property scattered on the floor ready for disposal after the Azerbaijanis have looted the home, as well
as images and videos showing personal property deposited outside homes by Azerbaijani personnel for
collection as rubbish.
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The destruction of property in Artsakh has included entire city blocks, both in areas Azerbaijan
gained control of in 2020 as well as in areas it gained control of after September 2023. A video released
in May 2024 showed Armenian homes in Shushi/Shusha destroyed through the use of Azerbaijani
construction equipment; videos similar to this, coupled with updated satellite imagery on Google Earth,
make it clear that Armenian homes in Shushi have been systematically destroyed.®®® The same
phenomenon happened in Stepanakert in the months following the ethnic cleansing of the Armenian
population. Azerbaijani media and officials have triumphantly announced the opening of
“Karabakh/Khankendi University,” formerly Artsakh State University, in Stepanakert, and have carried
out significant construction work on the area of the university.*?® However, this construction work
destroyed an entire city block next to the university campus, including numerous residential buildings
and the city’s bus station. ** The destroyed area also included civilian residences damaged by
Azerbaijani explosive ordnance during the September 2023 military offensive. The damage to these
areas caused by the construction effectively erased the damage that Azerbaijani armed forces had
inflicted upon civilian areas during the September 2023 military offensive.3%

On 5 April 2024, updated satellite imagery revealed the complete destruction of the village of
Karin Tak, also known as Dashalty in Azerbaijani.®?® Karin Tak had been an exclusively Armenian-
populated village throughout its history, which extended back centuries as evidenced by its historic
architecture and church.®*® Monument Watch noted that President Aliyev had stated his intent to make
changes to the village in 2021; in 2022 the church was damaged, and the form of change the village
underwent was its total destruction, including its historical Armenian architecture, schools, community
and health centres, and a monument dedicated to the fallen from the Second World War. Monument
Watch further noted that the destruction of the village breached the 1954 Hague Convention on the
Protection of Cultural Property in Armed Conflict and could be prosecuted as a war crime in
international courts, in addition to breaching Article 8 of the Rome Statute as a grave crime against
humanity.

Karin Tak followingthe 2020 War (left) and in the updated satellite imgery (right)®!
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The destruction of Karin Tak is the most extreme example of the destruction of Armenian
villages. Satellite imagery from September 2023 indicates that numerous Armenian villages in the
Hadrut region, including Mokhrenes, have been destroyed in full or in part.3* In cases where villages
were not entirely destroyed, it was noticed that the roofs of many homes had been removed and that
buildings were deteriorating as a result.

These events make it extremely clear that Azerbaijan is not prepared to allow the Armenians of
Artsakh to return to their homes. They are in the process of destroying belongings inside Armenian
homes precisely for this reason, to guarantee the permanence of the deportation of the Armenians of
Artsakh, and to ensure that there would be no right of return, effectively preventing Armenians from
returning to their homes or lives. After their deportation, the people of Artsakh were left with almost
nothing. Anush Stepanyan, a resident of Martuni, noted, “I don't know how I will live now, there is no

house, no money, I don't know how we will do it.””%%

iv. Continued Anti-Armenian Discrimination

Azerbaijani President llham Aliyev was in Stepanakert to mark the first holiday of Nowruz
since Azerbaijan’s deportation of the Armenian population on 19 March 2024. His words to mark that
occasion, the caption to a post on X (formerly Twitter) stating that, “the Novruz bonfire is also doing
the final cleaning,” coupled with a video of him speaking about the destruction of the National
Assembly building in Stepanakert with aerial shots of the empty city of Stepanakert,** directly refer to
the ethnic cleansing of Artsakh in a positive light. The reference to a “final cleaning” is particularly
concerning and dehumanising to Armenians, because it implies a belief that Armenians need to be
cleansed through fire and destruction.

Even with a remaining population in the low double-digits, the small number of Armenians
who remained in Artsakh still face discrimination by the few Azerbaijanis permitted in Artsakh. A video
shared on Azerbaijani social media shows Azerbaijanis mocking and harassing an elderly Armenian
man from their car on the otherwise empty streets of Stepanakert.3* This speaks to the absence of any
efforts to promote reconciliation between Azerbaijanis and the very few Armenians left in Artsakh.
Even after Azerbaijan took full control of Artsakh and almost the entire population was deported, those
who remain still face mockery and discrimination because they are Armenian.This highlights the fact
that anti-Armenian rhetoric and discrimination in Azerbaijan continues undiminished, even from the
highest levels of government.

In April 2024, it was announced that the ICRC office in Stepanakert would be closed and that
its operations would be moved to the ICRC office in Barda, Azerbaijan.3*® The ICRC presence in
Stepanakert was supported by the authorities in Artsakh prior to the ethnic cleansing, as it was a major
international organisation - and during the blockade, the only international organisation - operating in
Artsakh, and was seen as being able to operate with independence due to its mandate from the ICRC
headquarters in Geneva, rather than being part of the Azerbaijani ICRC organisation.®*’ Following the
ethnic cleansing of Artsakh, one of the ICRC Stepanakert office’s primary responsibilities was ensuring
the wellbeing of the few Armenians who remained in Artsakh, with all of those remaining being
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elderly.>*® Artak Beglaryan, a former Human Rights Defender of Artsakh, noted that the removal of the
ICRC presence in Artsakh meant there would be no international monitoring in Artsakh and no means
to observe or halt anti-Armenian discrimination or the looting and destruction of Armenian property
and heritage sites.>* Not only would those Armenians who remained and needed support be further
from the primary international organisation providing such support, but any actions taken against them
or sites of Armenian heritage in Artsakh could be taken with impunity in the lack of international
monitoring.

Azerbaijan continues to make claims on territory in Armenia, both in the border regions in the
north of Armenia as well as through its irredentist concept of “Western Azerbaijan.” The threats against
Armenia in Azerbaijani media have been such that Toivo Klaar, the European Union Special
Representative for the South Caucasus, called them “unacceptable.”®® Azerbaijani claims on the
territory of Armenia remain worryingly frequent occurrences. Despite Azerbaijan initially backing
away from demands for the Zangezur corridor, with Azerbaijani foreign policy advisor Hikmet Hajiyev
stating in October 2023 that, “Azerbaijan has no plans to seize Zangezur,”**! and reaching an agreement
with Iran to connect Nakhchivan with Azerbaijan through a transport route that passes through Iran,3+
belligerent rhetoric threatening Armenia quickly returned. Azerbaijan renewed its claims to the
Zangezur corridor in the start of 2024, accompanied with hostile rhetoric and threats if this demand is
not met.3* Ilham Aliyev, in a speech on 10 January 2024, also reiterated claims to “Western
Azerbaijan,” claiming that significant territories in Armenia, including the Syunik province and even
the capital of Yerevan, are historical Azerbaijani lands.%**

Considering what has happened to Armenian heritage sites in Azerbaijan, Nakhchivan, and
Nagorno-Karabakh, and the deportation of Armenians from Artsakh, these claims amount to threats of,
at best, ethnic cleansing. The previous treatment of Armenian heritage sites discussed in this report and
elsewhere provides evidence that within the irredentist and revisionist claims of Azerbaijan, that the
territory of the Republic of Armenia is historically Azerbaijani, lies a threat of destruction of any and
all sites of Armenian history, culture, or religion. The ethnic cleansing of Artsakh discussed in this
report indicates that Azerbaijan would allow no future for any Armenians in these territories either,
meaning that such claims inherently include the threat of ethnic cleansing or genocide.

The 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide defines
it as such:

“...Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or
in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such:

(a) Killing members of the group;

(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;

(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its
physical destruction in whole or in part;

(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;
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(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”3*

The nature of anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan makes it impossible to be Armenian
in Azerbaijan, and for anything to bear even a trace of “Armenianness.” The ethnic cleansing of Artsakh
and the destruction of its monuments are a manifestation of this discrimination, and a demonstration of
how it is carried out. Azerbaijan’s actions in Artsakh, their removal of the Armenian population, history,
and culture, were genocidal in nature. As intent to destroy is a key part of the legal definition of
genocide, their actions themselves were legally not genocide, as the ethnic cleansing of the Armenian
population of Artsakh was carried out by forced deportations rather than mass killings. However, it
demonstrates that Azerbaijani sovereignty over an area includes the removal of any and every sign of
“Armenianness”. Given the continued Azerbaijani claims to the territories of the Republic of Armenia,
in the event Azerbaijan acts on these claims it is difficult to conceptualise any case that does not include
genocide.

v. De Facto Denial of the Right of Return and Reconciliation

The continued detention of the former leaders of Artsakh, denial of Armenian history in
Artsakh, the destruction and looting of homes in Artsakh, and continued anti-Armenian discrimination
and rhetoric all clearly indicate that Azerbaijan does not intend to allow Armenians to return to their
homes, regardless of its official statements.

Any conception of a right of return for the people of Artsakh would require security guarantees.
The pervasive anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan renders it impossible for the people of
Artsakh to simply return to their homes and continue life under the sovereignty of a different state when
that state institutionalises discrimination against them. The feasibility of the right of return extends
further than Azerbaijan providing legal avenues for residents of Artsakh to return; it necessitates
institutional reforms to ensure that Armenians can live in Azerbaijan as Armenians without
discrimination, a prospect Azerbaijan has shown no inclination to support. Additionally, it requires
international guarantees, which Azerbaijan has no interest in agreeing to or may simply ignore, as
evidenced by the ineffectiveness of the Russian peacekeepers in protecting the people of Artsakh. Until
these conditions are met, there is de facto no right of return.

As part of its media campaign before the COP29 climate conference in Baku, Azerbaijan has
organised tours of Artsakh for members of the media. The destruction of Armenian heritage sites has
been noted by journalists on these tours, with one receiving vague answers in response to questions
asked about the total destruction of the village of Karin Tak.2*® In these tours, there is much talk of
moving Azerbaijanis into the area and doing a complete rebuilding, though never of the possibility of
Armenians returning. A scholar at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace who was
interviewed by Climate Home News stated, “It’s greenwashing of an ethnic cleansing, pure and simple.”

The conditions created by Azerbaijan are solely responsible for this de facto denial of the right
of return. Even before considering the conditions post-deportation, the prospect of facing death or
ongoing extreme suffering under Azerbaijani rule following the blockade (and the anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric that came with it) left Armenians with no choice but to flee Artsakh. The
risks to life were too great for Armenians to remain in Artsakh with this persistent anti-Armenian
discrimination and hate speech, particularly as it would involve living under the sovereignty of a state
which had just blockaded them for nine months. The only practical possibility of a right of return
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involves institutional changes in Azerbaijan to combat this anti-Armenian discrimination. International
observers are also a priority to guarantee that anti-Armenian discrimination is not present; the moves to
remove international observers from Artsakh since the end of the 2020 War suggest Azerbaijan has no
desire for an international presence in Artsakh.

The continued detention of the former leadership of Artsakh not only serves as punishment for
those elected by the people of Artsakh to represent them, but also symbolically and psychologically
punishes the people of Artsakh for choosing their own representation. The Armenians currently held in
Azerbaijan would need to be released for a right of return to be practical. With the grave concerns over
the possibility of fair trials for Armenians detained in Azerbaijan given the political sensitivity of their
cases, the continued detention of Armenians in Azerbaijan appears to be arbitrary and punitive, meant
to punish them simply for being Armenian and sending the message that other Armenians in Azerbaijan
could be similarly punished for being Armenian.

The destruction of sites of Armenian cultural and religious heritage and of Armenian property
in Artsakh is the most prevalent example of Azerbaijan’s de facto denial of the right of return for
Armenians to Artsakh. This erasure of both the distant and recent history of Armenians in Artsakh by
Azerbaijan includes churches, cemeteries, homes, and even entire villages. It is akin to a scorched earth
policy in that any trace of Armenians in Artsakh, any part of what would be considered home, is
destroyed so that nothing remains to return to. It includes the destruction or modification of churches
or other cultural or religious heritage sites so that they are unrecognisable, if they even continue to exist
at all. The destruction of cemeteries, both historical and recent, make it difficult, if not impossible, for
Armenians to locate the resting places of their families and ancestors. The looting of homes removes
any trace of the lives of their former residents, so that if they were to return only the building would
remain and nothing of their lives in the building. This assumes the physical structures themselves are
not destroyed; the total destruction of Karin Tak demonstrates that this is never guaranteed. This
destruction is the clearest physical example that the right of return to Artsakh is de facto being denied
to Armenians.

The ongoing anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric in Azerbaijan makes it clear that such
discrimination is deeply rooted in its institutions, and that Armenians would be physically at risk living
in Azerbaijan simply because of their identity. This manufactured environment effectively prohibits
“Armenianness” itself within Azerbaijan. Each obstacle preventing the right of return for the people of
Artsakh is related to this discrimination. The blockade and ethnic cleansing of Artsakh were clear
manifestations of Azerbaijan’s policy of anti-Armenian discrimination. Despite Azerbaijan’s claims
that Armenians were subjects and citizens of Azerbaijan, the Armenians of Artsakh were punished
wholly because of their ethnicity. Azerbaijan’s rhetoric and policies of anti-Armenian discrimination
created conditions where Armenians in Artsakh were seen as enemies with no place in Azerbaijani
society, and where Armenianness itself is viewed as incompatible with Azerbaijani identity. This
extreme and institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric makes reconciliation
impossible. Reconciliation implies a mutual recognition of the Other, but the entrenched anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric in Azerbaijan promotes the destruction of Armenianness rather than its
recognition as anything but “the enemy.” The intent of the blockade and ethnic cleansing of Artsakh
then was to remove all Armenian people, alongside all traces of Armenian identity, of Armenian people,
culture, and history from the territories claimed by Azerbaijan.
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Conclusion

“Ethnic cleansing” is a term without legal definition. Its primary difference from genocide is
that genocide is legally defined as, “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national,
ethnical, racial, or religious group;”** In the final report from a UN Council of Experts on Yugoslavia,
in an analysis of the conflict where the term “ethnic cleansing” was first used, ethnic cleansing was
defined as, “...a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to remove by violent and
terror-inspiring means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group from certain
geographic areas.”® There has been no legal case to rule the blockade and forced deportation of
Armenians from Artsakh a genocide at this point. The key element of the legal definition relating to this
is on the “intent to destroy.” The result of the blockade and forced deportation is that nearly the entire
Armenian population of Artsakh was deported to Armenia. Testimonies from the Armenians of Artsakh
as well as evidence of the concentration camp near Artsakh make it clear that the Armenians of Artsakh
felt as though their lives would be at risk were they to remain in Artsakh.

Comparisons can be drawn to the genocide of Bosnians in the enclave of Srebrenica during the
Bosnian Genocide; Srebrenica, with its large Bosnian Muslim majority, had been blockaded by the
ethnic Serbian armed forces of Republika Srpska, causing a humanitarian disaster and calls for the
opening of a humanitarian corridor. This culminated with a military offensive by Republika Srpska
against Srebrenica which resulted in, among other crimes, mass Killings and ethnic cleansing in
Srebrenica, and which was ruled a genocide due to the attempted elimination of Srebrenica’s Muslim
population through the mass killing of its male Bosnian Muslim inhabitants.* In the conflict more
broadly, Bosnia alleged that Republika Srpska state policy included blockading Bosnian Muslim
communities and subjecting them to blockades and starvation, and Republika Srpska forces destroyed
Bosnian Muslim historical, religious, and cultural sites.>° One of the prime factors in the classification
of a genocide relates to the intent to destroy a group.®! Regarding Srebrenica, it was determined in
international courts that this intent was present. Artsakh differs from Srebrenica in that almost the entire
population of Artsakh was forcibly deported; however, from the testimonies collected, the alternative
to this forced deportation was understood by the residents of Artsakh to be concentration camps and
potential mass killings. Questions must also be asked as to the intent of the blockade of Artsakh, the
persistent institutionalised anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan, and the destruction of anything
deemed Armenian in Azerbaijan. The intent of these policies directly contributed to the understanding
of the Armenians of Artsakh of the risks to themselves were they to remain in Artsakh.

The European Parliament overwhelmingly passed a resolution recognising what occurred in
Artsakh as an ethnic cleansing on 5 October 2023.3°2 An opinion piece by an Azerbaijani from Karabakh
who was displaced in the First Nagorno-Karabakh War also recognised this as an ethnic cleansing,
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tracing it to the institutionalisation of anti-Armenian discrimination and rhetoric in Azerbaijan.®?
Others have gone further; Luis Moreno Ocampo, a former Prosecutor of the International Criminal
Court, stated that the ethnic cleansing of Armenians from Artsakh constitutes a genocide.*** Melanie
O’Brien, the president of the International Association of Genocide Scholars, also stated this was a
genocide, beginning with the blockade due to the conditions it created for the Armenians of Artsakh.3%®
The testimony from the residents of Artsakh presented above also made clear that they felt they had
experienced a genocide due to the impossible living conditions stemming from the blockade and
Azerbaijani offensive. It has been noted that “ethnic cleansing” has been referred to as a euphemism for
genocide as an act still to condemn, but without the responsibility of intervention for the international
community.®® It has also been noted that, regarding Srebrenica, the denial of genocide/ethnic cleansing
absolves the perpetrators of any liability for their actions and makes the ethnic cleansing permanent
through the denial of the right of return.®’

Whether the blockade and ethnic cleansing of Artsakh constitutes a genocide is ultimately
comething that would be decided in international courts; though not a member at the time of the ethnic
cleansing, Armenia formally joined the International Criminal Court in November 2023.3% The legal
precedent set by cases such as Srebrenica would likely impact whether the ethnic cleansing of Artsakh
constitutes a genocide.

That this constituted a clear case of ethnic cleansing is what this report presents. Based on the
definition that ethnic cleansing is, “...a purposeful policy designed by one ethnic or religious group to
remove by violent and terror-inspiring means the civilian population of another ethnic or religious group
from certain geographic areas,”** evidence of this can be seen in the anti-Armenian discrimination prior
to the offensive, the blockade and the conditions the blockade created for Armenians in Artsakh, the
forcible deportation of Armenians from Artsakh including elements of coercion, and the denial of the
right of return for Armenians to Artsakh. As more testimonies are gathered from those forcibly
displaced from Artsakh, the conclusion has been strengthened that what occurred in Artsakh between
2020 and 2023 was a deliberate ethnic cleansing by the authorities and institutions of Azerbaijan to
remove any trace of “Armenianness” from Artsakh. This conclusion is backed by extensive research
and testimony; a Freedom House report came to the same conclusion, noting, “The evidence
demonstrates that the Azerbaijani state acted upon a comprehensive, methodically implemented strategy
to empty Nagorno-Karabakh of its ethnic Armenian population and historical and cultural presence.”*®°
The Freedom House report also noted that Azerbaijani authorities demonstrated clear intent in their
actions to remove the Armenian population and presence in Artsakh, noting, “In a gradual process and
methodical manner, the Azerbaijani state-imposed conditions of life designed to either bring about the
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destruction of the Armenian population over time or render it impossible for them to stay and
survive.”%6!

As a case study of ethnic cleansing, there are a number of particular elements to note. The
institutionalisation of anti-Armenian discrimination in Azerbaijan frames this, creating the conditions
for the support of violence and mistreatment of Armenians as well as the impossible conditions for
Armenians to live in Azerbaijan. The blockade of Artsakh formally began this ethnic cleansing, being
the start of an intentional effort to force the Armenians of Artsakh into submission. The military
offensive against Artsakh was the culmination of this effort, with the offensive itself creating conditions
of terror for Armenians as well as other acts of violence and mistreatment towards Armenians following
the offensive. With the impossible conditions for Armenians to live in Azerbaijan in mind, the only
option for the Armenians of Artsakh was to leave. The destruction of any physical trace of Armenians
from Artsakh is the final part of this ethnic cleansing, as it makes any possibility of return to Artsakh
impossible for Armenians.

This ethnic cleansing must also be viewed in the broader context of the Armenia-Azerbaijan
conflict. Azerbaijani authorities continue to refer to Armenia as “Western Azerbaijan,” and occupy
territory in Armenia. If Azerbaijani authorities decide to act on these irredentist claims - which is
possible, given their continued occupation of Armenian territory following attacks in 2021 and 2022 -
this case study makes clear that living in Azerbaijan is impossible for Armenians due to the conditions
created by Azerbaijan’s anti-Armenian discrimination. Ocampo warned of this, noting that the
Azerbaijani institutional embrace of irredentist claims on Armenia constituted a future risk in addition
to what he was calling a genocide in Artsakh.%6? The possible outcomes of the continued anti-Armenian
discrimination and rhetoric by Azerbaijani institutions is ethnic cleansing or, if Azerbaijan decides to
act on its irredentist claims to “Western Azerbaijan” as a whole, another genocide.
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