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This fact-finding report examines the situation 
for ethnic Armenians living in Nagorno-Karabakh1 
from 2020 to 2024, starting with the ceasefire 
statement signed between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan at the close of the Second Nagorno-
Karabakh War on November 9, 2020 and ending 
with Azerbaijan’s military offensive launched 
against Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023 
and its aftermath. It aims to identify the reasons 
behind the mass exodus of the remaining ethnic 
Armenian population from Nagorno-Karabakh. 
The report is the product of an international 
fact-finding effort that uses extensive interviews 
conducted with ethnic Armenians who fled 
Nagorno-Karabakh and triangulates them with 
open-source data to answer the following 
question: why are there no Armenians in 
Nagorno-Karabakh? Based on the collected 
evidence, it concludes that the Azerbaijani 
state ethnically cleansed Nagorno-Karabakh 
of its ethnic Armenian population, using 
forced displacement as a means. In evaluating 
its attacks, intimidation tactics, imposed 
humanitarian crisis, displacement, and post-
displacement policies of cultural erasure and 
property destruction, this report also outlines 
a pattern of behavior that signals Azerbaijan’s 
intent to empty Nagorno-Karabakh of its ethnic 
Armenian population and historical and cultural 
presence. 

The findings of the report are presented in three 
chronologically ordered chapters: 

• From Ceasefire to Blockade

• The Blockade

• The Attack, Displacement, and Aftermath

They provide a closer look into the 
developments of these periods and illustrate 
how the report came to its conclusion. In 
addition to demonstrating an act of ethnic 
cleansing, these chapters provide details on 
specific violations of human rights carried out 
against the population of Nagorno-Karabakh. 

These observations culminate in a set of 
recommendations directed to different 
stakeholders, including individual states, 
international bodies, and civil society 
organizations. Their implementation will 
contribute to the efforts of restoring justice and 
building dignified peace between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan. Additionally, the report serves as 
a means of documenting evidence for further 
accountability and memorializing the experience 
of the people of Nagorno-Karabakh, whose 
suffering has unfortunately remained in the 
margins of discourses on global affairs.
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As of 2024, there are virtually no ethnic 
Armenians living in Nagorno-Karabakh. This 
fact-finding report aims to unravel the causes of 
this development. It examines the situation for 
ethnic Armenians living in the area for the period 
starting with the ceasefire statement signed 
after the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020 
and through the Azerbaijani military offensive 
against Nagorno-Karabakh in September 2023 
and its aftermath.

Through an international fact-finding effort that 
included hundreds of witness interviews and 
open-source data, the analysis aims to answer 
why there are no ethnic Armenians living in 
Nagorno-Karabakh as of 2024. The report uses 
the collected evidence to demonstrate how 
people in Nagorno-Karabakh were intentionally 
subjected to regular attacks, intimidation, 
deprivation of basic rights and adequate 
living conditions, and forced displacement. It 
also shows how these violations are part of a 
pattern of behavior, where 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 findings of the report are presented 
here in three main chapters that shed light 
on the developments in Nagorno-Karabakh 
since November 2020. They are ordered 
chronologically to show how the observed 
events are linked to each other within a chain 
of causation that saw how Azerbaijan made 
it impossible for the Armenian population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh to live safely and in a 
dignified manner. These chapters are followed by 
the concluding remarks, which demonstrate how 
above-mentioned events in Nagorno-Karabakh 
amount to human rights violations, including 
ethnic cleansing.

Despite the gravity of the situation, the events 
investigated in this report have received 
relatively little attention internationally. 
Therefore, this report also aims to show why, at 
a time when violent conflicts around the world 
are on the rise,2 the international community 
should focus attention on the plight of ethnic 
Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh. It serves as 
a record of their experiences while also aiming 
to strengthen awareness of the documented 
facts. This is critical in laying the groundwork 
for future accountability efforts and feeds into 
global accountability efforts that envision a just 
society for all.

Background
The period investigated in this report is a 
snapshot of a long-lasting conflict, the roots of 
which go back to the period of Russian imperial 
and Soviet rule in the South Caucasus. In the 
1920s, Bolshevik leadership decided to carry 
out territorial divisions in the region based on 
the principles of ethno-federalism, following 
years of violent clashes.3 In 1923, an autonomous 
oblast (region) was created in the predominantly 
Armenian-populated Nagorno-Karabakh, 
which was incorporated into the Azerbaijani 
Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) as the Nagorno-
Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO).4 It is 
noteworthy that the decision was a drastic 
reversal of a prior arrangement to incorporate 
Nagorno-Karabakh into the Armenian SSR.5

This development was followed by decades 
of frustration continuously silenced by the 
Soviet leadership that only became visible in 
the late 1980s in the context of the reforms 
introduced by Mikhail Gorbachev.6 In 1988, the 
NKAO local assembly—known as the Regional 
Soviet (Council) of People’s Deputies—passed a 
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resolution requesting the transfer of the oblast 
from the Azerbaijani SSR to the Armenian SSR.7 
The Azerbaijani SSR protested this resolution. 
Violence followed shortly after, with pogroms 
and localized inter-ethnic clashes giving way to 
a wider military conflict now known as the First 
Nagorno-Karabakh War between the Armenian 
and Azerbaijani SSRs, which would become 
sovereign nations with the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union in 1990. In 1994, Armenia emerged 
victorious and a ceasefire agreement was signed 
between the Armenian and Azerbaijani Defense 
Ministers and the Commander of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Defense Army.8 A de facto state was 
established in Nagorno-Karabakh with local 
Armenian authorities controlling the territory 
of the former NKAO and seven adjacent 
territories of the former Azerbaijani SSR. The 
war resulted in more than 25,000 casualties and 
the displacement of hundreds of thousands of 
ethnic Azerbaijanis and Armenians.9 

The ceasefire was followed by a decades-long 
negotiation process. The Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 
served as the primary institutional platform for 
the peace process, with its Minsk Group (co-
chaired by France, Russia, and the United States) 
serving as the mediator between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan.10 The OSCE Minsk Group became 
the internationally accepted format for solving 
the conflict,11 and the settlement process was 
to be based on “the Helsinki Final Act principles 
of Non-Use of Force, Territorial Integrity, and 
the Equal Rights and Self-Determination of 
Peoples.”12 However, its mediation efforts did not 
lead to a tangible result. The divergence between 
the Armenian and Azerbaijani positions often 
brought peace efforts to a stalemate.13

Alongside this protracted negotiation process, 
antagonistic sentiments deepened, and 
adversarial narratives developed and were 
disseminated.14 Since the early 2000s, the 
European Commission against Racism and 

Intolerance (ECRI) of the Council of Europe 
(CoE) has noted varying discriminatory and 
dehumanizing trends on either side. They were 
especially striking in Azerbaijan, where “political 
leaders, educational institutions, and media have 
continued using hate speech against Armenians; 
an entire generation of Azerbaijanis has now 
grown up listening to this hateful rhetoric.”15 
The grievances nursed from the period of 
the First Nagorno-Karabakh War since fueled 
dehumanizing images of the “enemy.” Such 
jingoistic sentiments were accompanied by 
tension on the ground. According to various 
estimates, several thousand Armenian and 
Azerbaijani servicemen were killed near the 
line of contact after the 1994 ceasefire.16 From 
2014 to 2015, local clashes became regular and 
culminated in a four-day war in April 2016.17 In 
the following years, “peace for land” became the 
underlying tone of the settlement process as 
Azerbaijan adopted a more assertive posture and 
made coercion its primary leverage.18 

Reaching an agreement in such an environment 
became increasingly difficult, and the Azerbaijani 
side decided to settle the issue with the use of 
force. Specifically, on September 27, 2020, it 
launched a large-scale offensive on Nagorno-
Karabakh. The Second Nagorno-Karabakh War, 
here also referred to as the 44-Day War, ended 
with Azerbaijan’s decisive victory. It gained 
control over the seven adjacent regions and 
part of the former NKAO, including several 
dozen Armenian-populated communities. The 
war ended with a ceasefire mediated by the 
Russian Federation, which also deployed its 
peacekeepers19 to the remaining Armenian-
populated areas in Nagorno-Karabakh that were 
under the control of local authorities.20

The ceasefire statement, here also referred to 
as the Trilateral Statement, signed by the heads 
of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Russia became the 
starting point of a new round of negotiations. 
While there were expectations that the prospect 

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

8



Figure 1. A map of Nagorno-Karabakh and surrounding areas.
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of a peace agreement had become more 
realistic, a peace treaty has not been signed 
yet.21 Moreover, acts of violence have become 
more frequent and deadly. Specifically, from 
2021 to 2022, Azerbaijan launched localized 
attacks on Armenia proper to gain control over 
strategic areas across the border. The offensive 
in September 2022 is especially noteworthy as 
it saw Azerbaijan occupy certain segments of 
Armenia’s territory inside its eastern borders.22 

In this situation, Azerbaijan steered the 
negotiations in a direction where questions 
concerning Nagorno-Karabakh were often 
sidelined. Specifically, Baku refused to engage 
with Yerevan on discussions concerning the 
fate of ethnic Armenians living in Nagorno-
Karabakh.23

In addition, the attempts at direct engagement 
between local Nagorno-Karabakh authorities and 
the Azerbaijani government were not successful, 
as the sides could not agree on the format 
of such talks.24 Furthermore, Baku imposed a 
blockade on Nagorno-Karabakh in December 
2022 and launched a military offensive on the 
territory in September 2023, leading to the mass 
exodus of more than 100,000 ethnic Armenians 
living there.25 During the blockade and the 
subsequent attack, it insisted that the issue of 
Nagorno-Karabakh was an internal matter, and 
it would not engage with other stakeholders to 
discuss the fate of Armenians living in Nagorno-
Karabakh.26 

Methodology
The findings are based on extensive primary 
and secondary data gathered by the fact-
finding mission, which was carried out during 
the period from November 2023 through May 
2024. The mission held in-depth interviews 
with 339 victims and witnesses displaced from 
Nagorno-Karabakh and residing in Armenia 
during the period of fieldwork. Here, the data-

collection process prioritized capturing a 
broad range of experiences, featuring an initial 
screening process and a snowball-sampling 
strategy designed to reach out to people in 
varying circumstances. As a result, residents 
of 71 communities27 across Nagorno-Karabakh 
were interviewed, out of 107 Nagorno-Karabakh 
communities where Armenians lived as of 
August 2023. These strategies ensured diversity 
in age, gender, household composition, types 
of experienced violence, types of encounters 
with different actors (e.g., peacekeepers, 
Azerbaijani forces), and types of movements 
(e.g., evacuation routes). 

The data collected from interviews were 
systematically cross verified against other 
testimonies to identify consistent patterns 
or discrepancies in the accounts provided by 
different witnesses. The information was further 
triangulated with a variety of verified open-
source data, including satellite imagery, videos, 
photographs, official documents, news reports, 
and social media posts. This approach ensured 
that the findings were corroborated by multiple, 
independent sources, enhancing the reliability 
and accuracy of the documented events. 

The fact-finding mission used the findings 
from the collected data to make conclusions 
based on the “reasonable grounds” standard 
of proof as defined by the United Nations (UN) 
international commissions of inquiry and fact-
finding missions.28 The standard is met when 
information has been gathered that would 
satisfy an objective and prudent observer that 
the incident occurred as described, with a 
reasonable degree of certainty.

Finally, regarding the wellbeing of vulnerable 
people, the mission adhered to internationally 
accepted research ethics standards.  Informed 
consent was a crucial component of this 
project, and the mission ensured that victims 
and witnesses fully understood the project’s 
goals and expectations before participating. 
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Figure 2: A map of Nagorno-Karabakh territories that remained under the control of local Armenian 
authorities after the war in 2020. The 71 communities where the interviewees lived before the 
displacement in 2023 are marked. 
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Only testimonies for which explicit consent 
was obtained were included in the report. No 
interviews were used without the interviewees’ 
permission to include their accounts. The 
mission strictly adhered to the principles of 
independence, impartiality, and objectivity and 
to the obligation to “do no harm,” and avoided 
putting the interviewees in vulnerable positions 
whenever possible. Accordingly, the report uses 
pseudonyms to maintain their confidentiality. 

Legal Framework
The factual circumstances presented in this 
report are analyzed considering applicable legal 
standards under international human rights law 
(IHRL), international humanitarian law (IHL) and 
international criminal law (ICL). 

Azerbaijan is a state party to the main human 
rights instruments, including the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESC), the International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination (CERD), the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT), 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD),29 and the European 
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR).30 No 
derogations to any of these instruments were 
made by Azerbaijan for the period covered by 
this report. Therefore, human rights norms 
continue to apply in their entirety concurrently 
with norms of IHL, where relevant. Azerbaijan 
has signed but not ratified the International 
Convention for the Protection of all Persons 
from Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED).31

The events presented in the report took 
place in the context of an international armed 
conflict that started in the early 1990s between 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Nagorno-Karabakh 
and continues to date. Notwithstanding various 
ceasefires, including two major ones in 199432 
and in 2020,33 a peace agreement has never 
been signed between the parties, military 
operations in the region have never ceased, 
and serious large-scale escalations have taken 
place.34 Therefore, according to standards set 
by the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY), IHL norms regarding 
international armed conflicts continue to apply.35 
Additionally, Azerbaijan did not have effective 
control over the whole of Nagorno-Karabakh 
throughout the period covered in this report. 
The presence of the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent and the Trilateral Statement signed 
between Armenian, Azerbaijan and Russia 
in November 2020 also demonstrate the 
international nature of the conflict.

Accordingly, Azerbaijan is bound by various 
IHL instruments, including the four Geneva 
Conventions of 1949, the Convention for the 
Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 
Armed Conflict of 1954,36 as well as customary 
IHL norms applicable to international armed 
conflicts.

In a situation of armed conflict, as recognized 
by international and regional courts, as well as 
by UN organs, treaty bodies, and human rights 
special procedures, both human rights and 
IHL norms apply and provide complementary 
and mutually reinforcing protection. In respect 
of certain rights, enshrined in human rights 
instruments, more specific rules of IHL may be 
relevant for the purposes of the interpretation 
of these rights.37 Moreover, certain violations 
of international human rights and humanitarian 
law constitute crimes under international 
criminal law. In this case, both the state, to which 
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the act is attributed, and specific individuals, 
who committed, ordered, instigated, or were 
otherwise involved in that act, are responsible.38

As the fact-finding mission sought to examine 
the causes of the mass exodus of the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh from September to 
October 2023 to Armenia and explore any 
allegations of violations of international law 
resulting from the mass displacement and 
immediate prior blockade, the events were also 
analyzed not only in light of stand-alone rights 
but also as a whole against the existing concepts 
characterizing forced displacement, such as 
ethnic cleansing and deportation.

Ethnic cleansing
The mass displacement of any population can be 
brought about by factors including persecution, 
conflict, violence, human rights violations, and 
events that seriously disturb the public order.39 If 
certain criteria are met, under the Rome Statute 
of the International Criminal Court (ICC), forced 
displacement itself may constitute a crime 
against humanity of deportation or forcible 
transfer, or a war crime of unlawful deportation 
or forcible transfer,40 but can also be a result of 
a policy of ethnic cleansing, that is, “rendering 
an area ethnically homogenous by using force or 
intimidation to remove persons of given groups 
from the area.”41

While ethnic cleansing does not have an 
agreed-upon definition and is not defined as 
a standalone crime, practices employed in 
such a context constitute either crimes against 
humanity or war crimes, and where a special 
intent is proven, a crime of genocide.42

In the context of the former Yugoslavia, the UN 
Commission of Experts examining IHL violations 
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.”43 
Acts signifying a purposeful policy of ethnic 
cleansing can include “murder, torture, arbitrary 
arrest and detention, extra-judicial executions, 
rape and sexual assaults, confinement of civilian 
population in ghetto areas, forcible removal, 
displacement and deportation of civilian 
population, deliberate military attacks or threats 
of attacks on civilians and civilian areas, and 
wanton destruction of property… [aimed at] the 
occupation of territory to the exclusion of the 
purged group or groups.”44 

The wording “in the context of” in the cited 
reports suggests that in every context of alleged 
ethnic cleansing, the surrounding circumstances 
leading to the forced displacement of a 
population shall be analyzed against the context, 
the policy, and the practice of the government 
in question and means employed that resulted 
in the displacement where people are moved 
against their will or without a genuine choice. 
As recognized in the jurisprudence of the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY), “fear of violence, duress, 
detention, psychological oppression, and other 
such circumstances may create an environment 
where there is no choice but to leave, thus 
amounting to the forcible displacement of 
people.”45

In other contexts, where situations were 
considered to amount to ethnic cleansing, 
the act was carried out by similar or varying 
means, through a combination of any of the 
following actions: threats, intimidation, a 
campaign of violence and forcible removal, 
extrajudicial executions, arbitrary detention 
including politically motivated arrests, torture 
and ill-treatment, enforced disappearances, rape 
and other acts of sexual violence, widespread 
pillage of crops and livestock, the looting and 
occupation of homes, destroyed sources 
of livelihood, burning homes, buildings, and 
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religious structures, and severe restrictions on 
freedom of movement, among others.46 

Analysis of the contexts suggests that ethnic 
cleansing may be carried out by various coercive 
means at the disposal of the perpetrator with 
the end-result of prompting the targeted 
group to flee their homes, i.e., leaving the area 
of residence. These most commonly include 
both direct means, such as the organization of 
deportation, and indirect means by coercing the 
victim group to flee and preventing its return. 
Indirect means include various violent acts 
or threats thereof, torture and ill-treatment, 
unlawful deprivation of life, arbitrary detention, 
and other forms of severe interference in the 
enjoyment of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms based on discrimination, removal 
from homes with no possibility of return, and 
destruction of property, among other factors. 

In this context, the targeted population often 
does not have access to effective remedy against 
acts of violence and intimidation.

In short, while ethnic cleansing is not defined 
legally as a standalone crime, it is helpful to 
understand ethnic cleansing as a policy and 
practice in which various crimes are carried 
out together to force people to flee. For the 
purposes of the report’s analysis, the lens of 
“ethnic cleansing” is a helpful framework to 
understand the series of crimes committed 
against the ethnic Armenian population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, the relationship between 
these crimes, and the ultimate result of this 
policy and practice: the purging of ethnic 
Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh.

International Criminal Law
Pursuant to Article 5 of the Rome Statute, the 
ICC has jurisdiction with respect to “the most 
serious crimes of concern to the international 
community as a whole,” specifically the crime of 

genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, 
and the crime of aggression. 

Crimes against humanity are defined in Article 
7 of the Rome Statute as any of the listed acts 
when committed as part of a widespread or 
systematic attack directed against any civilian 
population, with knowledge of the attack. These 
acts include, inter alia: 

[...]

(d) Deportation or forcible transfer of
population;

(e) Imprisonment or other severe
deprivation of physical liberty in violation of
fundamental rules of international law; [...]

(h) Persecution against any identifiable
group or collectivity on political, racial,
national, ethnic, cultural, religious, gender as
defined in paragraph 3, or other grounds that
are universally recognized as impermissible
under international law, in connection with
any act referred to in this paragraph or any
crime within the jurisdiction of the Court;
[...]

(k) Other inhumane acts of a similar
character intentionally causing great
suffering, or serious injury to body or to
mental or physical health.

Stand-alone violations of human rights and 
grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions that 
led to forced displacement may constitute not 
only separate crimes against humanity or war 
crimes, but also be considered as elements 
or methods of corpus delicti of other specific 
crimes envisaged in the Rome Statute—for 
example, deportation or the forcible transfer of 
a population—if the criteria are met. 

While Azerbaijan is not a party to the Rome 
Statute, under the caselaw of the ICC, the Court 
may have jurisdiction over the events that 
occurred in Nagorno Karabakh. Specifically, the 
Court may exercise jurisdiction over crimes 
when part of the criminal conduct takes place on 
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the territory of a State Party.47  The population 
of Nagorno Karabakh fled to Armenia, which 
is has been a party to the Rome Statute since 
February 2024, and which has indicated the 
retrospective application of the Rome Statute 
under Article 12.3 dating back to May 10, 
2021.48 In the context of the ICC’s decision on 
the Authorization of an Investigation into the 
Situation in the People’s Republic of Bangladesh/
Republic of the Union of Myanmar,  all or nearly 
all of the alleged violations analyzed in this 
report  are under the jurisdiction of the ICC as 
manifestations of policy and practice that led 
to the deportation of the ethnic Armenians of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. 

As defined by the Rome Statute of the ICC, the 
deportation or forcible transfer of a population 
“means forced displacement of the persons 
concerned by expulsion or other coercive acts 
from the area in which they are lawfully present, 
without grounds permitted under international 
law.”49 For these crimes to be established, it 
shall be proven that “one or more acts that the 
perpetrator has performed produced the effect 
to deport or forcibly transfer the victim.”50

Under the case-law of international tribunals, 
crossing “a de jure state border, or, in certain 
circumstances by the victims, a de facto border” 
is one of the key elements of the crime of 
deportation.51  The displacement is considered 
forced not only when people are moved against 
their will but also when they do not have a 
genuine choice. Moreover, as defined by the 
ICTY, “Displacement of persons carried out 
pursuant to an agreement among political or 
military leaders, or under the auspices of the 
ICRC or another neutral organization, does not 
necessarily make it voluntary.”52

Importantly, while acknowledging that 
international law provides for  certain grounds 
permitting forced removals, such as the 
evacuation of the civilian population for its 
security or for imperative military reasons, 

the courts stressed that in order to not to be 
considered forced, such displacement shall 
be temporary and ensure the return of the 
displaced persons as soon as the situation 
allows.53 The tribunals also addressed situations 
when evacuation measures based on imperative 
military reasons are used as a pretext to remove 
the civilian population and seize control over 
a desired territory, and concluded that such 
practice was unlawful. While acknowledging 
the possibility to organize forced removal of 
people for humanitarian reasons in certain 
situations, the tribunals stressed that it is “not 
justified where the humanitarian crisis that 
caused the displacement is itself the result of the 
perpetrator’s own unlawful activity.”54

International Human Rights 
Law
International human rights law, or IHRL, is a 
system of international norms designed to 
protect and promote the human rights of all 
persons reflected in several international human 
rights treaties, and in customary international 
law binding on all States, including those that 
are not party to a particular treaty. Many of 
the rights set out in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights are widely regarded to have 
a character of customary norms.55 IHRL sets a 
framework of State obligations to take measures 
or to refrain from taking measures, to respect, 
to protect, and to fulfill the human rights of 
everyone on their territory or within their 
jurisdiction.56 

Applicable human rights treaties prohibit 
arbitrary deprivation of life, arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty, torture and inhuman and degrading 
treatment, and guarantee the right to private 
and family life, the right to health, the right to 
food, and the right to adequate standards of 
living, among others.57
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International Humanitarian 
Law
International humanitarian law, or IHL, is a set 
of rules, both treaty and customary, which seek, 
for humanitarian reasons, to limit the effects of 
armed conflict. As aforementioned, all events 
contemplated in this report take place in the 
context of an international armed conflict, 
and thus all the four Geneva Conventions and 
respective norms of customary IHL apply.58 IHL 
protects persons who are not or are no longer 
participating in hostilities, including civilians, the 
wounded and sick, and prisoners of war, and 
restricts the means and methods of warfare. 
It requires humane treatment of all persons 
under the custody of an adverse party, including 
prisoners of war (POW) and detained persons,59 
provides for grounds for detention of civilians 
and POWs,60 and safeguards of fair trial, where 
applicable,61 and provides for the duty to account 
for the missing.62 Other important principles 
relevant to the context examined in this 
report include provision of humanitarian aid,63 
prohibition of forced displacement of civilians64 
and the targeting of cultural property.65 

The norms of customary IHL oblige all parties 
to the hostilities to “distinguish civilians and 
combatants, civilian objects and military 
objectives, and prohibit indiscriminate attacks.”66 
It also mandates a proportionality of attacks and 
to take precautionary measures to avoid—or at 
least minimize—incidental loss of civilian life.67 

The 1949 Geneva Conventions oblige all parties 
to the conflict to “respect and ensure respect 
for IHL by its armed forces and other persons 
or groups acting in fact on its instructions or 
under its direction or control”.68 The applicability 
of IHL norms does not depend on reciprocity.69 
Violations of IHL entail both State and criminal 
responsibility.70

All States have, under customary international 
law, the obligation to prevent, prosecute, and 
punish crimes against humanity71 and war 
crimes “over which they have jurisdiction and, if 
appropriate, prosecute the suspects.”72 

Chapter 1: 
From Ceasefire to 
Blockade: Nagorno-
Karabakh after 
November 9, 2020
The Second Nagorno-Karabakh War (also 
referred to as the 2020 war) was a shocking 
development for the people of Nagorno-
Karabakh. After decades of relative stability and 
localized skirmishes, the Armenian-populated 
territory experienced a full-scale military 
attack, which left thousands of people dead, 
residential areas devastated, and more than 
100 communities depopulated. The immediate 
aftermath of the armed conflict—the starting 
point of the period covered under this report—
was marked by a widespread sense of fear 
among Armenians who were living in Nagorno-
Karabakh after the Trilateral Statement of 
November 9, 2020. The events that followed 
exacerbated their anxieties. The trauma of 
the war, especially the graphic scenes of the 
extrajudicial killings of Armenians that were 
disseminated via social media,73 paired with the 
constant presence or proximity of Azerbaijani 
military servicemen, exacerbated the fears that 
the residents were under an imminent security 
threat. Among the collected testimonies, 68 of 
them emphasize the effects of the 2020 war as a 
traumatic experience.
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The fact-finding mission interviewed a former 
resident of Hadrut (who moved to Stepanakert 
after the 2020 war), whose recollection of the 
armed conflict and the treatment of her family 
members by Azerbaijani soldiers is illustrative of 
a broadly shared impression among Armenians 
in Nagorno-Karabakh:

My father died on December 18, 2022; he 
couldn’t bear it. He had been a captive. He 
saw Azerbaijanis on TV, recognized [them] 
and said that if they came here, they would 
slaughter us all. He was captured on October 
10, 2020. He and my brother were in Hadrut. 
When I called my son on the 12th, he said the 
Azerbaijanis were in Hadrut, there is no chance 
they will return my brother and father… The 
Russians came… they said that my dad would 
be among the 44 POWs that were returning 
on December 14… Before captivity he only 
had blood pressure issues, after captivity he 
had lung issues as well... They tortured him 
in Baku… he had a heart attack. We didn’t 
have any news about my brother. My dad said 
“Arsen is alive, I’ve seen him.” Nobody believed 
it. On January 6, 2021, I saw a video of my 
brother. He was standing in the building of the 
Hadrut Police, he spoke aggressively, maybe 
under some substance. He was standing by 
the window, he looked like an old man. A few 
days later, I saw another video. He was in a 
car; they were saying “say goodbye to Shushi.” 
The third video was the continuation; he was 
saying “Ethnicity doesn’t matter, a human stays 
human.” In another video his hands were tied, 
he was beaten. They were making him sing in 
Azerbaijani… I took the video to the Red Cross, 
the Ombudsperson [Human Rights Defender], 
and Russian peacekeepers. I remember my dad 
said they slaughtered everyone in Hadrut but 
not my brother. Somewhere below Hadrut, 
they found my brother’s body buried in 
the ground, with his head out. The forensic 
expertise showed that he was killed on January 
15, 2021.74

A woman from Drakhtik (who later moved to 
Stepanakert) shared how the experience of the 

armed conflict made her feel when encountering 
Azerbaijani servicemen several years later: 
“Reaching the checkpoint was a terrifying 
moment for us. We were afraid of all possible 
scenarios. We thought that they [Azerbaijani 
servicemen] might not allow the men to pass 
and take them.”75

A woman from Stepanakert stated how 
frightened she was when Azerbaijan launched a 
military offensive in September 2023 due to the 
traumatic experience of the Second Nagorno-
Karabakh War in 2020:

I was terrified, I thought we were going to die. 
It was on September 23, I went down to the 
basement with my children, but I thought that 
if the Azerbaijanis were coming it was useless, 
the basement wouldn’t protect us. I was crying, 
and my daughter was crying and saying “don’t 
cry, mommy, you are strong.” But I was afraid.76

Other interviews also demonstrated the 
prevalence of this sense of threat by stating how 
they considered it possible to live in Nagorno-
Karabakh only if provided specific security 
guarantees. Initially, many of them considered 
the presence of the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent to be that guarantor. For instance, a 
woman who was living in Stepanakert after the 
2020 war stated:

The 2020 war was terrible; we had many 
losses, and we also lost our house that we had 
just renovated. On September 27, we were 
at home in Hadrut when the war started. We 
took the kids and went down to the basement 
where we stayed till noon. When we came out 
of the basement, we went to Diana hotel in 
Goris [Armenia]. Then we went to Vedi with 
my sister, my brother’s wife and the children. 
We stayed with acquaintances until the end of 
the war. When they said that the Russians had 
come, we went to Stepanakert…77

Another interviewee recalls how she and her 
sister decided to return after the ceasefire 
statement was signed: 
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When we heard that the Russian peacekeepers 
had arrived, my sister and I went back to 
Artsakh78 via Shushi on November 15, 2020… 
We couldn’t breathe anywhere else, we 
wanted to live in our homeland. That is why we 
returned. After one month, we started cleaning 
the house and getting back to our routine; 
we started working and living... We could 
see Shushi from our window but couldn’t go 
there. Azerbaijanis shot fireworks in Shushi 
sometimes, as we could see. There was a big 
cross in Stepanakert on a hill. We would go by 
its side and watch Shushi to ease the longing 
and think that one day we would again be 
able to go to Kataro Monastery in Hadrut and 
Ghazanchetsots Cathedral in Shushi.79

On the subject of returning to the territories 
that had fallen under Azerbaijani control, such 
prospects were not considered realistic by 
those interviewees who had to flee their homes 
during the 2020 war, and they were not made 
aware of any viable or secure option of visiting 
their homes or their relatives’ graves.80 A few 
interviewees, who made requests to the Russian 
peacekeepers concerning such matters, were 
informed that their security would not be 
guaranteed if they decided to enter territories 
that were under the control of the Azerbaijani 
Armed Forces.81

This anxiety-inducing situation worsened 
during the two years following the 2020 war. 
This chapter demonstrates how people living 
in Nagorno-Karabakh were justified in their 
security-related concerns as demonstrated by 
Azerbaijani services’ regular acts of intimidation 
and attacks near the new line of contact, the 
Azerbaijani government’s belligerent rhetoric 
and policies of cultural erasure, and the Russian 
peacekeepers’ ineffectiveness in maintaining the 
security of people living in the areas under their 
observation.

Attacking and intimidating 
civilians
The 2020 war created a new line of contact, 
and Azerbaijani forces were stationed near 
several dozen Armenian residential areas and 
key communication roads. In the period of 
2021 through 2022, this proximity was used to 
intimidate the local population and disrupt the 
sources of their livelihood, making it increasingly 
difficult for the local population to live in their 
homes. 

It was a regular occurrence for Azerbaijani 
servicemen to shoot towards residential 
areas and toward people doing agricultural 
work. They had established military posts in 
areas from where they could directly target 
residential areas, orchards, and grazing lands. 
This positioning is especially visible in the vicinity 
of the Mkhitarashen, Shosh, Nerkin Sznek, 
Taghavard, Karmir Shuka, Myurishen, Harav, 
Sarnaghbyor, Karaglukh, Parukh, Khramort, 
Kichan, and Nor Ghazanchi communities, 
which were effectively at the gunpoint of the 
Azerbaijani military.

This advantage was used to disrupt agricultural 
work, a crucial aspect of self-sustenance for 
communities near the line of contact. Cases 
of attacks on livelihoods were frequently 
mentioned in the collected testimonies:

The cattle of one of our villagers passed to 
the [Azerbaijani] side in 2021. They killed 
them. They wouldn’t give [them] back. They 
shot at a tractor sometime later in our village. 
The Russians would come and stand by our 
villagers, but [Azerbaijani servicemen] still 
wouldn’t let them work.82

We could clearly hear their voices. The 
Azerbaijanis would shoot at our houses, at 
farmers working on the land, at tractors. They 
wouldn’t let us cultivate the land and collect 
the harvest. They were trying to scare us, 
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Figure 3: Satellite images of Azerbaijani military positions near Karmir Shuka.

saying that those were their lands, and we 
should get out.83 

We could hear the sounds. Our neighbors 
told us that when they shot to stop the work 
of the tractor; the neighbors would go to 
the peacekeepers and tell them that the 
Azerbaijanis were shooting. The peacekeepers 
would go to the Azerbaijanis and tell them to 
stop shooting. In response, they would shoot 
until the work in the orchard had stopped.84

The Azerbaijanis would even send the Russian 
peacekeepers to tell Armenians that they 
shouldn’t use a tractor or mow the land. 
It was impossible to cultivate the land in 

these circumstances. They would shoot the 
tractorists who were doing agricultural work.85 

After 2020, they would often shoot at our 
village and our house. The windows of our 
house were broken from bullets—it was in 
October 2021. At that time, they shot toward 
my son who was in the yard but managed to 
run into the house barefoot.86

Sometimes they would shoot to scare. They 
would shoot at the village with small caliber 
weapons, like [those] with bullets, but we 
didn’t have any casualties. There were cameras 
on military outposts. They were shooting at 
them to damage [them] but sometimes they 
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would hit a car or cattle or a yard. But I have 
not witnessed any casualties. For example, they 
shot at a car, and it burned down.87

Other sources also reported such cases. 
On August 24, 2021, a residential house in 
Mkhitarashen was damaged from shots fired 
at Armenian positions located in front of the 
village.88 On September 12, 2021, two houses in 
the village of Karmir Shuka and one in Taghavard 
came under fire from Azerbaijani positions. On 
January 10, 2022, shootings were reported in 
three villages. As a result of shootings at civilian 
communities, an UAZ off-road vehicle parked 
by a residential house near a kindergarten in 
Karmir Shuka burned down. The children were 
evacuated from the kindergarten for safety 
concerns. In Taghavard, a resident’s cattle were 
injured while in Nakhijevanik, shots were fired 
at four civilians carrying out agricultural work, 
damaging their farming equipment.89 

On February 11, 2022, shooting directed 
at residential houses in Karmir Shuka and 
Taghavard resulted in a damaged house in the 
former village.90 On March 9, 2022, gunshot 
fire damaged a tractor in an orchard in 
Nakhijevanik.91

On several occasions, the shootings resulted in 
casualties. On October 9, 2021, an Azerbaijani 
sniper shot and killed a 55-year-old resident 
of Martakert in the presence of Russian 
peacekeepers. He was cultivating the land with 
a tractor when he was shot dead. According to 
witnesses, the Russian peacekeepers present 
at the scene had assured him that he would 
be safe, and one of the officers had offered to 
drive around with him.92 On November 8, 2021, 
Azerbaijani servicemen fired at civilians fixing 
a water pipe near Shushi, even though the 
repair work was agreed upon with the Russian 
peacekeepers and the Azerbaijani military. One 
man was killed, and three were injured. A relative 
of the deceased civilian confirmed the incident 
in an interview with the fact-finding mission.93 

On December 3, 2021, Azerbaijani forces killed 
a 65-year-old farmer from Chartar village in the 
Martuni region.94 

In 2022, the scale of these attacks increased 
substantially, targeting the Khramort, Khnapat, 
and Parukh communities. Khramort had been 
under regular fire since February. On February 
5, Azerbaijani servicemen fired at three civilians 
repairing a tractor. On February 15, a villager 
was targeted when carrying out agricultural 
work in the presence of Russian peacekeepers. 
A similar incident was reported on the following 
day, and villagers working at a winery were 
evacuated. Azerbaijani servicemen accompanied 
the shootings with demands that the residents 
stop their agricultural work, delivered using 
loudspeakers. As seen in a Khramort resident’s 
video post, Azerbaijani servicemen stated:

A message to our compatriots: you are on 
the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan. 
Any activity here is regulated by the laws of 
Azerbaijan.… Obey the laws of Azerbaijan. 
Considering your security, we demand that you 
stop the work and immediately leave the area. 
Otherwise, force will be used against you. You 
will bear the responsibility for the laws. Do not 
endanger your [life] and your family members’ 
lives. Leave the area! Leave the area!95

On March 10, a 51-year-old resident of Khramort 
village was injured by shrapnel while working in 
his yard.96

In March 2022, Azerbaijani servicemen made 
regular attacks on the Khnapat and Parukh 
communities in the Askeran region. The villages 
were shelled on March 11.97 Two weeks later, the 
Azerbaijani military attacked and took control 
over Parukh and the nearby hills, killing three 
and wounding at least 15 soldiers from the local 
Nagorno-Karabakh Defense Army.98 Residents 
of Parukh and neighboring Khramort were 
evacuated for their safety. On March 27, the 
Russian peacekeeping mission reported that it 
had reached an agreement with the Azerbaijani 
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servicemen that the latter would retreat from 
the village.99 However, the Azerbaijani armed 
forces did not leave the area, and residents 
evacuated from the village were not able to 
return.100 

While the residents of Khramort managed to 
return to their homes months after the assault, 
they remained concerned about the proximity 
of Azerbaijani military positions stationed on a 
nearby hill.101 Their concerns were validated in 
November 2022; on November 6, Azerbaijani 
servicemen shot and damaged agricultural 
equipment.102 Several days later, people 
cultivating their fields came under fire, and one 
person was injured.103 

In addition to these attacks, there were cases of 
abductions of civilians. Namely, on July 26, 2021, 
a resident of the Machkalashen community was 
captured and returned with several injuries and 
apparent signs of torture.104 Interviewees also 
reported such cases to the fact-finding mission. 
For example, a resident of the Nor Ghazanchi 
community stated: 

In early 2021, one of our residents, by accident, 
crossed into the territory under Azerbaijani 
control. He was captured on the way to the 
pasture. Luckily, the man managed to give me a 
call before being taken by the Azerbaijanis, so I 
was able to seek help. We managed to get him 
freed.105

Intimidation also took other forms. Interviewees 
that had encounters with Azerbaijani servicemen 
stated that harassment and direct threats were 
commonplace. One of the interviewees, who had 
been involved in recovering the bodies of fallen 
soldiers, shared his experience of interacting 
with Azerbaijani soldiers: 

There were several incidents during our work. 
Without our consent, the Azerbaijanis would 
tear away the insignia on our uniforms bearing 
our flag. We didn’t make noise because the 
most important thing for us at that moment 

was continuing the work.… The presence of the 
Russians wasn’t solving anything. We couldn’t 
get used to the presence of Azerbaijanis. 
They were very bad to us. They were trying to 
intimidate us, for example, by saying that we 
shouldn’t look into their eyes when talking.106  

A woman from Karmir Shuka, a village located 
near the line of contact, stated: “Any time there 
was some movement in the village, Azerbaijanis 
would speak Armenian through loudspeakers 
from their positions and say ‘you are on the 
territory of Azerbaijan; leave the area or we will 
use force.’”107

Other interviewees also reported about similar 
acts of intimidation, showing the regularity of 
such behavior:

[The Azerbaijanis] drove their cars in the 
opposite direction of the residents [so the 
residents could see them], [and] they showed 
obscene gestures. They drove through the 
village specifically at an hour when the children 
were coming back from school. Their convoy 
did not stop, and children had to stop and wait 
until heavy vehicles would pass by. This was 
psychologically intimidating for the children.108

Every time they [Azerbaijani soldiers] passed 
by, [they] would show the gesture of cutting 
the throat or other aggressive gestures, 
particularly to the children whose road to 
school was the same one that they used.109

Such cases were also reported by other 
sources. For instance, in March 2021, Azerbaijani 
servicemen passing by in their military convoy 
accompanied by Russian peacekeepers threw 
stones at Armenian vehicles traveling on the 
same road, breaking the windshield of one car.110 
A few days later, a similar incident occurred on 
the same road: Azerbaijani servicemen threw 
rocks and broke the windows of a vehicle 
transporting bodies of deceased Armenian 
servicemen to Armenia.111 Other documentation 
initiatives have registered similar behavior as 
well.112
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The interviewees reported how these 
developments created substantial challenges for 
them. Several interviewees from communities 
near the line of contact had to stop or limit their 
agricultural work due to security concerns.113 For 
example, an interviewee described the situation 
in Sarnaghbyur as such:

After the 2020 war, the line of contact was 
very close to the villages. The space for 
farming shrank. For example, the cattle of 
one of our fellow villagers crossed the line of 
contact and found themselves on Azerbaijani 
territory. They slaughtered a part of it [the 
cattle]. My grandmother had to sell her cattle 
after the 2020 war, as it was not possible to 
take them to the pasture without risk.114

The continuous security threats also led to 
the partial or full depopulation of several 
communities. A resident of Nerkin Sznek shared 
with the fact-finding mission how it had become 
increasingly difficult to live in their village:

Until 2020, we all lived in Nerkin Sznek. My son 
got married in 2009. He lived in our house with 
his family, but after the war in 2020 he lived 
in Stepanakert … so that the child could go to 
school because the village school had closed, 
as the village was under fire. After 2020, there 
were no children left in the village.115

Another interviewee described the post-
ceasefire situation in Nagorno-Karabakh in the 
following words: “After the 2020 war, we did 
not see peace. They constantly shot [at the 
villagers], threatened the villagers, or attempted 
to capture them.”116

Finally, among those actions which significantly 
worsened the living conditions for ethnic 
Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, Azerbaijan 
targeted their gas supply, which had been a 
primary energy resource for the population of 
120,000 during the post-ceasefire period. On 
March 8, 2022, the only gas pipeline going into 
Nagorno-Karabakh—which, notably, comes from 

Armenia—was damaged in the territory under 
the control of the Azerbaijani Armed Forces. 
It happened during a period of heavy snow, 
depriving the population of Nagorno-Karabakh 
from heating.117 The gas flow was restored on 
March 19 but was cut again on March 21 for 
another week.118 During the repair of the pipeline, 
Azerbaijan installed a valve and used it to cut the 
flow of gas periodically before shutting it down 
permanently in spring 2023.119

In general, during the two years following the 
2020 ceasefire, the population of Nagorno-
Karabakh continued to suffer from Azerbaijan’s 
continued measures to create difficult living 
conditions, with those living in communities 
near the line of contact feeling the largest 
impact. Furthermore, these measures deepened 
the population’s post-ceasefire concerns and 
strengthened their association of the Azerbaijani 
military presence with a threat to their security.

An analysis of the period from the signing of 
the Trilateral Statement on November 9, 2020 
to December 11, 2022, demonstrates that the 
practices described above were regular and 
prolonged, and affected a significant number 
of civilians. Ninety-three interviewees stated 
that they and/or people they know witnessed 
shootings near the line of contact and/or 
became targets of intimidation by Azerbaijani 
servicemen. The fact that the Azerbaijani 
authorities did not address these actions or 
bring the perpetrators to justice suggests that 
they were planned and authorized, or at least 
received tacit consent from superior command. 
The fact-finding mission did not observe any 
public messaging from high-ranking Azerbaijani 
officials addressing or condemning such 
practices during the period under review.

When considered separately, the above-
mentioned incidents constitute violations of 
IHL and human rights law. When considered 
together, they signal a coordinated practice of 
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intimidation and terrorization of the population, 
with the intention of forcing them to leave the 
territory.

Acts or threats of violence with the primary 
purpose of spreading terror among the 
civilian population are prohibited under 
customary IHL.120 Article 33 of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention prohibits all measures of 
intimidation of a civilian population. Moreover, 
practices of intimidation and terrorization 
may amount to ill-treatment as they may have 
various manifestations. Violent, debasing, 
or threatening behavior can be considered 
inhuman and degrading treatment if it is clearly 
discriminatory, racist or homophobic; action 
driven by discriminatory intent per se is deemed 
to necessarily arouse “feelings of fear, anguish 
and insecurity which were not compatible with 
respect for [an individual’s] human dignity.” 
Other violations include arbitrary detention of 
civilians, instances of ill-treatment, and violations 
of the right to property.

Instances of deprivation of life or the targeting 
civilians described above constitute arbitrary—
and thus, unlawful—deprivation of life both 
under IHL121 and IHRL.122 Moreover, the practice 
of shooting to harass farmers and other 
villagers, even if does not result in any casualties, 
may constitute a violation of the right to life. 
According to the caselaw of the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR), the right to life is 
violated if the conduct, “by its very nature, puts 
the victim’s life at risk, even though the latter 
survived,” irrespective of whether the authorities 
intended to kill the victim.123 

Violation of the right to life may occur if 
individuals have been subjected to a life-
threatening situation, even though no actual 
injury was sustained.124 According to General 
Comment no. 26 on Article 6—right to life—of 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR): 

[T]he obligation of States parties to respect
and ensure the right to life extends to
reasonably foreseeable threats and life-
threatening situations that can result in loss of
life. States parties may be in violation of article
6 even if such threats and situations do not
result in loss of life.125

Erasing the Armenian 
presence in captured lands
After the 2020 ceasefire, there were no 
longer any Armenians living in the territories 
now controlled by Azerbaijan. Baku solidified 
this reality with its antagonistic rhetoric and 
policies of historical revisionism, demonstrating 
their intent to question the legitimacy of any 
Armenian presence in those areas. 

The President of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev, 
set this policy’s course with his statements 
denying the historical presence of Armenians 
in Nagorno-Karabakh. Several months after the 
ceasefire had been signed, he visited the newly 
captured Hadrut region, and made the following 
statement standing in front of the Holy Mother 
of God Church, an Armenian monastery located 
near Hadrut that was built in the twelfth century:

This is an ancient Albanian temple, an Albanian 
church. It is located in the village of Hunarli. 
The Armenians wanted to Armenianize this 
church and wrote inscriptions in Armenian 
here, but they failed.… All these inscriptions 
are fake, they were written later. They have 
created a false history for themselves in our 
ancient lands. But they failed because we 
exposed them. The fact that this church—the 
Albanian temple—is in this condition again 
shows Armenian fraud. If it were an Armenian 
church, they would have renovated it.126

During another meeting in the same area a few 
months later, Aliyev argued:
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Figure 5: Sghnakh Cemetery before and after destruction.

Figure 6: The Fine Arts Museum Sculpture Garden in Shushi before and after destruction.

Figure 4: Mets Tagher Cemetery before and after destruction.
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Their [Armenian] history, their past, their 
statehood, and their mythology are nothing 
but fake. Armenians of the world have simply 
created the false impression in the countries 
where they live that the Armenian people have 
allegedly lived on these lands for centuries. 
The Armenians were resettled to Hadrut from 
Iran in the nineteenth century. Everyone knows 
that. There were no Armenians here prior to 
that. They fabricated history and continue 
to falsify present realities… The extent of lies 
about Hadrut had reached its peak.127

Following Aliyev’s statements, Azerbaijan’s 
Minister of Culture announced that a working 
group would be established “to eliminate 
the fictitious traces written by Armenians on 
Albanian religious temples.”128 

On the ground, the Azerbaijani government   
started targeting specific Armenian historical 
monuments by either appropriating or 
demolishing them. For instance, the monasteries 
of Spitak Khach and Dadivanak were proclaimed 
as Albanian-Udi churches.129 Ghazanchetsots 
Cathedral in Shushi, which was bombed during 
the 2020 war, had its dome removed during a 
“reconstruction” process “in accordance with 
the original architectural style.”130 In addition, 
an inscription stone near the Cathedral was 
removed.131 In 2021, St. Hovhannes Mkrtich 
Church in Shushi, also known as Kanach Zham, 
was declared a Russian Orthodox Church.132 
Several months later, photos of the church 
appeared on social media, showing that it had 
suffered significant damage.133

Cases of the destruction of religious and 
historical monuments also appeared. During the 
spring and summer of 2021, several cultural and 
historical monuments were completely erased, 
including the Armenian cemetery in Mets Tagher 
and the nearby 19th-century Makun Bridge.134 
The 18th-century Armenian cemetery in Sghnakh 
met the same fate.

Satellite imagery acquired by the fact-finding 

mission shows that the Fine Arts Museum 
Sculpture Garden in Shushi was demolished as 
well. 

This policy of cultural erasure and revisionist 
narratives left little room for Azerbaijan to 
consider allowing Armenians to visit or return 
to those communities under their control 
as of the signing of the Trilateral Statement. 
As stated above, the Armenians of Nagorno-
Karabakh did not consider this prospect 
feasible against the backdrop of Azerbaijan’s 
antagonistic disposition. In addition, the first 
“Great Return” program135 launched by Baku and 
the administrative changes made in the country 
in July 2021 showed no pathways for Nagorno-
Karabakh Armenians to enter those communities 
which Azerbaijan had taken.136 

Grassroots initiatives from Nagorno-Karabakh 
that raised the issue of the right to return after 
the 2020 war were not paid any attention. 
Reportedly, they attempted to communicate 
their requests to the governments of 
both Armenia and Azerbaijan, the Russian 
peacekeeping mission, and the embassies of 
OSCE Minsk Co-Chair countries in Yerevan, but 
no progress was recorded.137 In addition, the 
Russian peacekeeping mission stopped individual 
requests and attempts at returning to the 
communities under Azerbaijani control, claiming 
that Armenians crossing the line of contact with 
Azerbaijan would be under security threats.138 
Indeed, there was one such case of a woman 
being abducted by Azerbaijani servicemen when 
she returned to her house in Shushi to collect 
her belongings, after the ceasefire had already 
been established.139 

Thus, several dozen Armenian communities 
remained depopulated, and their cultural 
heritage came under threat. These events also 
confirmed existing concerns that Nagorno-
Karabakh Armenians had with respect to 
entering territories that were controlled by the 
Azerbaijani Armed Forces.
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Russian peacekeepers and 
faltering security guarantees
The November 2020 ceasefire, which was 
brokered by Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
resulted in the deployment of a Russian 
peacekeeping mission to Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Provisions 3 and 4 of the Trilateral Statement 
signed by the heads of Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Russia defined the functional scope of the 
peacekeeping contingent:

3. [The] peacekeeping contingent of the
Russian Federation shall be deployed along
the line of contact in Nagorno-Karabakh and
along the Lachin Corridor, composed of 1960
servicemen with firearms, 90 armored carriers,
380 units of motor vehicles and special
equipment.

4. The peacekeeping contingent of the Russian
Federation shall be deployed in parallel with
the withdrawal of the Armenian Armed Forces.
The peacekeeping contingent of the Russian
Federation shall stay for a period of 5 years,
with further automatic 5-year extensions,
where 6 months prior to the expiry of the
time period, none of the Parties declares of its
intention to terminate the application of the
provision.140

On November 10, 2020, Putin signed an 
executive order “on measures to maintain peace 
in Nagorno Karabakh,” which provided further 
details on the number of personnel, equipment, 
and their rotation period and placement.141 
Several days later, the Russian government 
established an interdepartmental humanitarian 
response center with the following functions:

facilitating the return to their homes of people 
who left the Nagorno-Karabakh regions;

helping state bodies of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan and the Republic of Armenia 
to restore civil infrastructure in Nagorno-
Karabakh and create proper conditions for its 
people to live a normal life;

ensuring coordination of the activities of 
Russia’s state bodies and public organisations 
to provide humanitarian aid to residents of 
the Nagorno-Karabakh regions affected by the 
hostilities;

providing assistance to state bodies of the 
Republic of Azerbaijan and the Republic 
of Armenia in organising interaction with 
international humanitarian organisations.142

In February 2023, the Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty (RFE/RL) Armenian service publicized 
the content of a document signed between 
the Russian and Armenian Defense Ministers 
on November 21, 2020, defining the mandate 
of the peacekeeping contingent. According to 
the latter, the peacekeepers had a set list of 
obligations, including monitoring the ceasefire, 
contributing to the normalization of life in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, countering disturbances, 
ensuring safe transit of people, vehicles, and 
humanitarian aid, and assisting the release and 
return of hostages and prisoners of war. In 
addition, peacekeeping contingent personnel 
could use force in cases when an attempt is 
made to forcefully remove them from carrying 
out their tasks as well as when encountering 
a threat to a civilian’s life and health by armed 
groups or individuals.143 Notably, the Azerbaijani 
government refused to sign this document.144 
Nevertheless, it helped to shed light on the 
mission’s established scope of functions.

Upon their deployment, the peacekeeping 
mission began to facilitate the process of the 
Armenians’ return to those areas technically 
still under Armenian control and now under 
the mission’s watch. Over a period of several 
days, more than 10,000 Armenians returned to 
Nagorno-Karabakh.145 The numbers grew in the 
following several months.146

Testimonies collected by the fact-finding 
mission demonstrate that despite lasting 
security concerns, people in Nagorno-Karabakh 
considered the Russian peacekeepers’ presence 
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a viable guarantee for peace which allowed them 
to feel safe in returning to their homes:

After the war that started on September 27, 
2020, we returned to Artsakh, to Vank village, 
with the hope that Russian peacekeepers 
would protect our borders, and that there 
would be no large-scale war.147

The presence of Russian peacekeepers gave us 
a sense of security.148

I thought that the presence of Russian 
peacekeepers in Artsakh was a guarantee of 
security.149

When we returned to Artsakh after the war, 
everything was normal, it was not that bad, 
we did not have security issues at that time. 
We did not imagine that there would be a 
blockade. We were sure that while the Russians 
were there, everything would be normal. 150

We laid our hopes on Russian peacekeepers in 
terms of security. We didn’t even think about 
leaving.151

When the Russian peacekeepers came in 2020, 
we believed that they would protect us; they 
would be our defenders.”152 

To carry out its tasks, the contingent established 
23—later 27—observation points. It also 
provided daily updates to its actions on a 
dedicated section of the Russian Ministry 
of Defense website. In the period between 
November 12, 2020, and January 9, 2024, the 
mission published a total of 1,140 updates. When 
compared to the testimonies collected by the 
fact-finding mission and third-party reports, it 
became clear that Armenians’ initial expectations 
of the Russian peacekeeping mission were 
misplaced. During the period observed, there 
were multiple cases of attacks by Azerbaijani 
servicemen, captures of new prisoners of war, 
changes to the line of contact, and increased 
insecurity for those residents living in the 
communities under the peacekeepers’ watch.

The first instance proving the mission’s 
ineffectiveness in providing security happened 
just a month after the ceasefire statement had 
been signed. On December 12, 2020, Azerbaijani 
servicemen attacked and occupied the villages of 
Hin Tagher and Khtsaberd in the Hadrut region, 
killing 9 and capturing 62 Armenian soldiers.153 
The contingent did not take any measures to 
prevent the attack or restore the pre-established 
line of contact. On December 14, the villages—
which had been included on the map detailing 
the zone of the mission’s responsibility—were 
removed from the updated edition of the map.154

From 2021 through 2022, acts of violence 
became more regular as demonstrated in the 
report section on attacks and intimidation. 
Several of the observed cases of shootings 
happened in the very presence of Russian 
peacekeepers, one of which was the October 
9, 2021 incident, when a villager from Martakert 
was shot dead while mowing the land with his 
tractor.155 According to eyewitnesses, he was 
killed in the presence of Russian peacekeepers 
who had assured him that cultivating the land 
would be safe.156 The peacekeeping mission left 
this information out of their update published 
the following day.157 

The attacks on March 5, 6, and 11, 2022 
demonstrated that the mission’s assurance that 
residents could carry out agricultural work did 
not necessarily guarantee their safety.158 Similar 
incidents happened on November 6, 12, and 19, 
2022.159 Moreover, the peacekeepers’ presence 
did not deter Azerbaijani from carrying out the 
larger-scale military offensive on the villages of 
Parukh, Khnapat, and Khramort, as described 
above.

These regular violations challenged the 
perception that the Russian peacekeeping 
mission provided safety for the Armenian 
population in Nagorno-Karabakh. Interviews 
demonstrate that even before the blockade of 
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December 2022, people in Nagorno-Karabakh 
had begun to question the effectiveness of 
the contingent’s work, and the sense of safety 
that was directly linked with their presence 
had begun to falter. In this regard, one of 
interviewees who had lived near the line of 
contact noted:

When we were working in the orchard, there 
were Russian peacekeepers with us, and 
whenever the fire started, they would hide 
with us. One day, we were working in the 
orchard when [the Azerbaijani servicemen] 
started shooting at the orchard. One of the 
peacekeepers [named omitted] got mad and 
without a command, upon his initiative, got 
in their military vehicle and went toward the 
Azerbaijani positions and very angrily and 
loudly demanded that they stop shooting. 
The positions were very close so we could 
hear his voice clearly. He demanded the 
Azerbaijani servicemen call their commander, 
but they refused to call him. Then he returned 
and called his commander (he also was a 
commander and had five peacekeepers 
with him), reported about the situation and 
requested permission to shoot in the direction 
of the Azerbaijani positions if they fire at 
peaceful residents. He received permission to 
shoot in the air only.

A few days later, when there were shootings 
again, the same peacekeeper shot in the air, 
but when he saw that it was useless, he told us 
to pack up and go home.160

Another interviewee from Sos, a village near the 
line of contact, stated:

When the peacekeepers were asked to do 
something so that [the Azerbaijanis] would 
not shoot, they would justify that these 
were the conscripts shooting and if they 
were contracted soldiers, they would behave 
themselves. There were cases when after the 
shooting they would go to the Azerbaijani 
positions as if to negotiate, but they would 
come back and say that we should quit our 
work and leave the orchards.161

Such experiences increased the sense of 
uncertainty prevalent after the 2020 war. The 
following testimony illustrates this sentiment:

The peacekeepers gave lectures at the 
university about our actions in case of war. 
There were two such lectures held at our 
university. There were also some discussions; 
we would ask them questions about our 
security. But of course, they did not give much 
information; they just said that they were 
not well informed and that nobody is safe or 
insured.162     

Overall, the events that occurred from 2020 
through 2022—which saw the ineffectiveness of 
the Russian peacekeeping mission to maintain 
peace—demonstrates that the Armenians 
of Nagorno-Karabakh were living in a hostile 
environment. Many of their villages came under 
frequent fire while encounters with Azerbaijani 
servicemen were met with degrading behavior 
and harassment. Finally, those communities and 
cultural monuments which had fallen under 
Azerbaijani control after the 2020 war were 
being stripped of their Armenian traces in a 
policy that the government led with jingoistic 
narratives. 

Chapter 2: 
The Blockade
In December 2022, Azerbaijan imposed a 
blockade on the Lachin Corridor that lasted for 
over nine months, creating a humanitarian crisis 
for the 120,000 Armenians living in Nagorno-
Karabakh. The situation began when Azerbaijani 
state-affiliated media called for Baku to seize 
control of the corridor in late November.163 The 
following week, a group of Azerbaijanis in civilian 
clothing closed the road at the Shushi-Karin Tak 
intersection of the Stepanakert-Goris highway, 
the only paved road connecting Nagorno-
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Karabakh to Armenia and the outside world.164 
hey demanded an end to mining operations at 
the Kashen gold mine in Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Initially, Russian peacekeepers managed to 
reopen the road, and reports indicated that 
Azerbaijan was promised access to the mine. 
Additionally, a customs station was to be 
established, with special technical equipment 
jointly operated by Russian peacekeepers and 
Azerbaijani authorities to inspect cargo and 
vehicles passing through the Lachin Corridor.165

However, the corridor was blocked again 
by a group of Azerbaijanis identifying as 
“environmental activists” on December 12, 
2022. This time it was not re-opened. Multiple 
sources have verified that the activists were 
directly linked to the Azerbaijani government.166 
Several of the interviewees also stated that they 
had previously seen a few of the protesters in 
military uniforms.167 Moreover, at some point, 
Azerbaijani servicemen came down from their 
nearby posts to the road to ensure the safety of 
the protesters.168

Weeks after the blockade began, Nagorno-
Karabakh authorities suspended all operations 
in the mining sites in question and applied 
to international organizations to conduct an 
international ecological examination related 
to the activities of the company operating the 
Kashen mine.169 However, the situation did not 
change, and in April 2023 the government-
affiliated protesters were substituted with the 
Azerbaijani Armed Forces. Specifically, on April 
23, 2023, Azerbaijan installed a checkpoint along 
the Hakari Bridge on the Lachin Corridor.170 

On the same day, the Russian-peacekeeping 
contingent reported that Azerbaijani had 
unilaterally and without notice blocked traffic 
heading towards the Lachin Corridor by the 
contingent’s post near the Hakari River.171 
Just a few days after Azerbaijan established 
the checkpoint, on April 28, the government-
sanctioned protests ceased. This checkpoint 

was used to enforce the blockade, stopping the 
free movement of people and cargo to and from 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

Periodically, the Russian peacekeepers and 
the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) were allowed to transport humanitarian 
aid as well as patients in need of urgent medical 
treatment. However, the aid delivered was 
often insufficient in meeting the needs of the 
blockaded population, and it came with frequent 
delays. After several months, the severity of the 
blockade intensified: from June 15 to September 
18, 2023, no food crossed the Azerbaijani 
checkpoint.172

The obstruction of the transportation of 
goods and people via the Lachin Corridor 
was accompanied by the disruption of the 
operation of Nagorno-Karabakh’s vital civilian 
infrastructure, including its natural gas and 
electricity supply. On December 13, 2022, 
Azerbaijan cut off the gas supply via the only 
pipeline running from Armenia to Nagorno-
Karabakh.173 It was restored temporarily and 
cut for more than ten times before it was 
permanently shut down on March 22, 2023.174 

On January 9, 2023, the high-voltage power 
cable running from Armenia to Nagorno-
Karabakh—the main source of electricity 
supply—was damaged within the territory of the 
Lachin Corridor.  Reportedly, Azerbaijan did not 
allow the repair of the cable.175 The electricity 
supply was never restored and the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh had to depend on its 
domestic electricity generation infrastructure, 
with the Sarsang Reservoir accounting for nearly 
70 percent of the total capacity. However, the 
reservoir’s resources were gradually declining.176 
In order to preserve the electricity supply, 
regular blackouts were introduced on January 
10. On January 17, Nagorno-Karabakh authorities
introduced a four-hour rolling blackout
schedule to ensure the minimum energy needs
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of the population were met.177 As the situation 
worsened, on January 21, the rolling blackout 
schedule was extended to six hours per day. 
While there were variations in this schedule 
during the blockade, blackouts remained a 
regular occurrence.178 

Interviewees also talked about the disruption of 
the gas and electricity supplies:

During the blockade, the gas supply was cut 
off for a week, then provided again; they would 
constantly turn it on and off.179

They [Azerbaijan] would give us gas for ten 
days, then cut it off for five, and so on.180

Electricity was interrupted during the 
blockade. In the beginning, the light was on for 
three hours and turned off for one hour. Later, 
they gave it for two hours, one hour shutdown, 
then they gave it for three hours, shutdown 
for two hours. The Sarsang Reservoir was very 
close to our village, and we could see that the 
water in the reservoir was emptying.181

We used to heat the apartment with gas. 
Due to the lack of gas supply we switched to 
electricity which was not sufficient as there 
were daily blackouts. We also could not use a 
wood stove as there was no fuel for cars.182

There has been no gas in our village since 
December 2022 as Azerbaijanis cut off the 
supply. I think they were doing everything 
to disappoint [us] and [make us] leave our 
houses and Artsakh.183

During the blockade, communication lines—
including telephone landlines, cellular signals, 
and internet access—were severely disrupted. 
On January 12, 2023, communication wires from 
Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh were cut near 
Shushi, in an area under Azerbaijani control, 
which disrupted telecommunications and 
fixed internet across the entire region. After 
negotiations between Russian peacekeepers 
and Azerbaijani authorities, workers from 
Nagorno-Karabakh were permitted access to 

the site, allowing the restoration of internet 
connectivity.184

Azerbaijan also took measures to hide the effects 
of the blockade. Since 2021, both the Russian 
peacekeepers and the Azerbaijani authorities 
have prohibited access to Nagorno-Karabakh 
for foreigner, including journalists.185 As for the 
territories taken by Azerbaijan after the 2020 
war, only those media representatives approved 
by the Azerbaijani government could access 
them. In this regard, the International Federation 
of Journalists (IFJ) stated: “In Azerbaijan, 
journalists have to request special authorizations 
from the presidential administration to travel to 
Karabakh, authorizations that are rarely granted 
‘for security reasons.’”186 Such a procedure 
suggests tight control over access and coverage. 
It is also visible in the remarks made by the IFJ 
General Secretary:

Yesterday, together with the EFJ GS and the 
President of JuHI [Journalists Trade Union], 
as journalists, we tried to reach Khankendi / 
Stepanakert, a town located ten kilometers 
from Shusha, which is internationally 
recognized as part of Azerbaijan, but 
predominantly populated by ethnic Armenians. 
The town is under blockade, in a region under 
control of Russian peacekeepers. But it was 
the Azerbaijani army that prevented us from 
crossing, in accordance with government 
orders.187

It is noteworthy that Azerbaijan continued the 
blockade in violation of the Trilateral Statement 
signed on November 9, 2020, and the order 
of the International Court of Justice (IJC). On 
December 14, 2022, the Armenian government 
submitted a request with the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR) to indicate interim 
measures to the Azerbaijani government 
regarding the blockade of the Lachin Corridor 
under Rule 39 of the Rules of Court.188 Based on 
their request, the ECtHR, noting Azerbaijan’s 
obligation under Article 6 of the Trilateral 
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Statement, indicated an interim measure, 
requesting Azerbaijan to:

guarantee the security of persons, vehicles 
and cargo moving along the Lachin Corridor 
in both directions and reminding them of their 
obligations under the Convention,  decided […] 
to indicate to the Government of Azerbaijan, 
under Rule 39 of the Rules of Court, to take 
all measures that are within their jurisdiction 
to ensure safe passage through the “Lachin 
Corridor” of seriously ill persons in need of 
medical treatment in Armenia and others who 
were stranded on the road without shelter or 
means of subsistence.189 

Additionally, the Armenian government lodged 
a request for interim measures with the ICJ. On 
February 22, 2023, the ICJ ordered Azerbaijan 
to “take all measures at its disposal to ensure 
unimpeded movement of persons, vehicles 
and cargo along the Lachin Corridor in both 
directions.”190 On July 6, the ICJ clarified its 
order that Azerbaijan “take all measures at its 
disposal to ensure unimpeded movement of 
persons, vehicles and cargo along the Lachin 
Corridor in both directions” applied equally to 
the checkpoint.191 However, in defiance of the 
Court’s order, which has confirmed the existence 
of irreparable harm to the residents of Nagorno-
Karabakh, neither the Russian peacekeepers nor 
the Azerbaijani authorities took any effective 
steps to unblock the road. 

As a result, people in Nagorno-Karabakh suffered 
“acute shortages of food, medications, hygiene 
products, and other essential supplies.”192 
Azerbaijan obstructed the free movement 
of persons, vehicles, and cargo, including the 
supply of food to and from Nagorno-Karabakh, 
intentionally deprived Nagorno-Karabakh of 
gas and electricity, and attacked farmers to 
prevent the domestic production of food as 
demonstrated below. These actions constitute 
a set of gross human rights violations, which are 
elaborated below.

Right to an adequate 
standard of living
During the nine-month blockade, Armenians 
in Nagorno-Karabakh had their right to an 
adequate standard of living violated. Specifically, 
access to food, heating, electricity, and 
transportation was severely restricted. The 
paralysis of civilian infrastructure caused by the 
lack of necessary resources also halted the work 
of key service providers, including educational 
institutions.

The lack of food

The blockade of the Lachin Corridor led to an 
extreme shortage of food and other essential 
products for the livelihood of the local 
population of Nagorno-Karabakh. Reportedly, 
about 90 percent of the food sold in Nagorno-
Karabakh was imported from Armenia.193 
The limited humanitarian aid and products 
transferred by the ICRC or Russian peacekeepers 
were insufficient to meet the needs of residents 
who became fully dependent on their own 
scarce resources. Difficulty in accessing food 
was observed in most of the interviews. In 236 
of them, people talked about having severe 
shortages.

As reported by several interlocutors, the 
situation deteriorated dramatically, especially 
in the summer months leading up to the 
September 19 military offensive. The shops were 
emptied shortly after the blockade started, as 
confirmed by the collected interviews and open-
source data. 

When the blockade of the Lachin Corridor 
began, everyone was panic-stricken and went 
to buy groceries, including us. Within about 
ten days, all the shops were empty because we 
assumed that the siege could last long. There 
was no food. We used to line up for bread 
from three or five in the morning so that we 
could buy one or two loaves of bread.194
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The shops were generally completely emptied 
within a week or two after the blockade 
started. It was very difficult to get flour; 
there was no sugar at all. It was very difficult, 
especially in the village, because you had to 
go to the city to buy things, and there was no 
transport or fuel at all.195

To meet the population’s most essential needs, 
Nagorno-Karabakh authorities introduced a 
food rationing system that provided food to 
shops from the state reserve. On January 20, 
2023, a coupon system was introduced for 
residents to buy five essential food products—
sugar, rice, buckwheat, pasta, and oil—from 
stores in Stepanakert and the regions based on 
a government-set schedule.196 On February 21, 
2023, fruits, vegetables, and eggs were added 
to this system.197 Coupons were also provided 
for laundry detergent.198 From September 5 

onwards, due to dwindling supplies, residents 
could only purchase bread using state-issued 
ration coupons.199 

Despite the introduction of a food rationing 
system, due to the overall scarcity of resources, 
food was often unavailable in shops, leaving 
the coupons unused. The coupons became 
increasingly useless with each passing month, as 
stated in the interviews collected:

Shops were getting food in small quantities, 
and by the time you got to shop, the food was 
sold out. Lines for bread showed up at the 
bakeries because there was no flour; even in 
those bakeries, there was very little flour.200

The coupon system offered no real benefit. 
Initially, when there was some food available, 
the coupons had some use. But toward the 
end, they were utterly worthless.201

An empty grocery store in Stepanakert. (Photo by CivilNet/Ani Balayan, August 2023) 
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Meanwhile, the price of food and other goods 
increased dramatically: 

Grocery prices had also increased. We used to 
get coupons … but the groceries ran out. Then 
it got worse. Bread was only available with 
coupons, with half a loaf allotted per person.202

Gradually, the shelves in the shops grew empty, 
leading to a continual rise in product prices.203 

Throughout the two-month period during the 
blockade, my husband and I sacrificed our own 
bread to ensure our children were fed. During 
this period, food prices skyrocketed.204 

During the blockade, 200 grams of bread was 
allotted to one person a day, and we gave it to 
the children. We were cultivating a garden, and 
it was drying up because of the lack of water.205

Food and supplies were especially scarce in cities 
where agricultural products were not available 
due to a lack of fuel to transport those products. 
Furthermore, villagers could not effectively 
harvest their crops due to security concerns, and 
opted to barter what they could harvest for their 
own needs instead of selling them, contributing 
to the scarcity of agricultural products: 

People started bartering. I had a pack of 
diapers that I would exchange at a store for 
other products or food. Moreover, in those 
scarce conditions, we grew vegetables in 
greenhouses and raised cattle and chicken. We 
preserved the best vegetables to survive the 
winter because we didn’t know how long the 
blockade would last.206

I had some chicken, but we didn’t eat the eggs. 
We exchanged them for other food. I grew 
green beans in our orchard. I bartered that as 
well. For example, I would exchange 15 eggs for 
a box of salt.207

The food shortage led to cases of malnutrition, 
which were especially common in Stepanakert, 
where most of the people in Nagorno-Karabakh 
lived. The lack of fuel made it extremely difficult 
for farmers to harvest and transport food to 

Stepanakert and other urban areas. People had 
to walk dozens of kilometers or use animals 
such as horses and donkeys to bring food to 
their relatives. The interviewees shared their 
experience with the fact-finding mission about 
the challenges they faced when trying to access 
food:

During the blockade, [the situation] was 
comparatively bearable in the village thanks 
to agriculture and animals, but in the cities, 
people were starving and were fainting in 
the lines for bread. I was trying to help my 
daughter’s family. In Stepanakert, the situation 
was horrible. When the war started, on 
September 22 or 23, we went to the house of 
my son-in-law’s parents in Stepanakert; they 
had nothing to eat.208 

I put some food in a bag, including chicken, 
flour, cheese, and together with my 84-year-
old husband, we walked from Kaghartsi to 
Stepanakert. It was 18 kilometers. My son-in-
law came forward and took the food. We did 
so several times to provide my daughter’s 
family in Stepanakert with some food.209

My daughter was pregnant during the 
blockade. In Stepanakert, the situation with 
food was critical. One time, I sent her what I 
had, it sufficed for some time.210

It was very difficult to survive. We were 
thinking that at the end we would really starve. 
It is impossible to describe our feelings when 
there was no food, no hygiene items, no 
medicine.211

The situation was extremely difficult. People 
were thinking that they would not make it in 
December, there was no bread.212 

After Azerbaijan completely blocked the 
supply of humanitarian goods in June 2023, 
the shortage of essential supplies became 
more severe. Many interviewees told the fact-
finding mission about the complete lack of vital 
products like salt and coffee:
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My neighbor gave me a stone-like piece of salt 
which he used to give to his cows. I crushed it 
and used it…There was no coffee, so we made 
coffee from peas. Whoever had peas was 
considered a rich man.213

I bought sugar with a coupon. The Red Cross 
also provided four kilograms. But the issue 
with salt was serious. I bought sheep salt, 
boiled it, and made [edible] salt from it. 
Also, I bartered it with wheat—three to four 
kilograms of wheat for one kilogram of salt.214

There was already a shortage of coffee from 
the beginning of June. We got coffee from 
peas and chickpeas; we roasted them, grinded 
[them], and then roasted then again to make 
coffee.215 

During the last months of the blockade, 
there was also an extreme shortage of bread, 
especially in September. People stood in line 
for hours, including at night and in hot weather 
conditions. Often, they returned home empty-
handed. During this period, incidents of fainting 
were often reported—both among adults and 
children—due to malnutrition and conditions 
causing overstress.216 The interviews collected 
by the fact-finding mission demonstrate the 
severity of this situation:

Since July, there had been a severe shortage 
of bread; our family of five were owed two and 
a half loaves of bread based on the coupon 
ration, but it was not sufficient. My two adult 
children and I did not eat bread in order to 
give [bread] to our younger children. The lines 
for bread were very long; sometimes I stood 
in line for 24 hours or more to buy bread. It 
happened that we did not have bread for two 
to three days, because the bread produced by 
the bakeries was not enough for everyone. The 
quality of bread was also very bad for some 
time; it was made from bran. Some foods 
that were brought from the villages could be 
bought from time to time at very high prices.217

My husband was standing in line for bread 
from four o’clock at night. I was also waking 

up my daughter at 6 o’clock in the morning to 
stand in line too as the bread was small and 
insufficient. Since there was no other food, 
bread became the only food. My mother-in-
law was living in a village; she had chicken and 
some barley. She salted it, made bread, and 
brought it to us on foot.218 

In the beginning, they would give us bread in 
quantities of two loaves or three loaves. Then 
the situation worsened; in the last months 
there was almost nothing. There was no bread 
in the shops; we mostly bought thin black 
loaves that no one would eat, but what could 
we do? The bread was made from corn flour, 
they were thin black loaves. There was no salt; 
we ate tasteless things just to survive.219

People were very exhausted… People fainted 
while walking in the street.220

The worsening humanitarian crisis was also 
registered by the ICRC. On July 25, 2023, they 
made a public statement concerning the 
situation in Nagorno-Karabakh:

Despite persistent efforts, the ICRC is 
not currently able to bring humanitarian 
assistance to the civilian population… Tens 
of thousands of people rely on humanitarian 
aid reaching them through these routes. 
The civilian population is now facing a lack 
of life-saving medication and essentials like 
hygiene products and baby formula. Fruits, 
vegetables, and bread are increasingly scarce 
and costly, while some other food items, such 
as dairy products, sunflower oil, cereal, fish, 
and chicken are not available. The last time the 
ICRC was allowed to bring medical items and 
essential food items into the area was several 
weeks ago. Our humanitarian aid convoys are 
a lifeline for the population in this area. With 
these convoys blocked, our concern is that the 
humanitarian situation will further deteriorate. 
We are most worried about those who cannot 
help themselves.221

The lack of food particularly adversely impacted 
the most vulnerable segments of the Nagorno-
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Karabakh population. According to the head 
doctor of the Stepanakert Center for Maternal 
and Child Healthcare, malnutrition, vitamin 
shortages, and constant stress caused the 
number of miscarriages to nearly triple.222 Other 
sources also reported an increase in miscarriage 
cases.223 In August 2023, the Ministry of Health 
of Nagorno-Karabakh noted a roughly 90 
percent rise in anemia among pregnant women 
under medical supervision. From January to 
July 2023, the mortality rate from acute and 
chronic heart failures surged by 66 percent. 
Additionally, the mortality rate from acute 
myocardial infarction increased by 20.8 percent, 
while deaths from cerebral palsy rose by 8.8 
percent. Over this seven-month period, fatalities 
attributed to malignant neoplasms increased 
by 15.9 percent.224 Contributing factors to these 
rising mortality rates included shortages or lack 
of necessary medications, changes in quality 
of life, severe limitations on adequate medical 
assistance, and diminished viability due to 
malnutrition. Interviewees also highlighted the 
vulnerability of specific groups: 

The most difficult was the situation of the 
elderly, pregnant women and children. Due 
to the lack of transportation, they had to 
walk long distances. It was necessary to walk 
from home to the hospital for two to three 
kilometers; it was unbearable for elderly and 
pregnant women. There were frequent cases 
of fainting; people were losing consciousness 
due to exhaustion.225

The shortage of food was not so acute at the 
beginning of the blockade, but little by little, 
food decreased, starting with fruit, sweets, 
sugar, oil, flour, tobacco, and other products. 
The lack of sugar and sweets was especially 
harsh for children because they needed it, 
they wanted it, but we could not provide it. 
And during spring, at the end of May, food 
was very scarce. We were even eating less to 
make sure we were able to feed children at 
least twice a day… In August 2023, the problem 
with food became particularly acute, the 

available supplies of canned goods and flour 
also finished…. The hygiene products ran out 
too. Many, including us, used toilet paper as 
napkins.226 

All interviewees who had been pregnant during 
the blockade told the fact-finding mission that 
they had poor nutrition during their pregnancy. 
Their diet contained limited to no key nutrients, 
causing various complications during their 
pregnancies, including anemia and hemorrhages. 
A healthcare practitioner from Stepanakert 
stated: 

During the blockade, the number of 
pregnancies with suspicion of chromosomal 
or other abnormalities increased; it was due 
to the stressful situation. There was a need for 
specific tests and examinations which were not 
available in Nagorno-Karabakh, and women 
had to travel to Armenia. The number of 
miscarriages and premature births increased 
dramatically during the blockade due to the 
constant stress. Due to the malnutrition 
of pregnant women, cases of anomalies 
increased. Under my supervision there were 
100 or even more pregnant women, 60 of 
whom were malnourished. As a result of 
anemia, children acquired chronic hypoxia 
or were born with low weight; you can’t say 
what problems the children would have later. 
There were problems with medicines from the 
beginning, and although the hospital received 
some drugs, vitamins that were supposed to be 
food supplements, it was not sufficient. It did 
not matter whether there was a vitamin or not; 
women should have food.227

Another medical worker from Martakert 
expressed that finding food for pregnant women 
was extremely challenging:

The hospital, where I worked tried to provide 
food for pregnant women. Somehow, a cup 
of tea and an egg was given to them in the 
mornings. During the last stage of the blockade 
there was no food for the pregnant women. 
We tried to bake bread, cut [it], and distribute 
it to everyone. Pregnant women often became 

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

35



weak or sick and requested at least to have an 
intravenous drip infusion to be able to stand 
up. We discharged the pregnant women who 
we knew could procure food, and we tried to 
keep the ones who had no food at home in the 
hospital.228 

Interviewees who were pregnant during the 
blockade elaborated on these hardships:

I was pregnant during the blockade. The food 
was limited, there was no medicine or vitamin 
pills. In the fifth month of my pregnancy, 
the level of hemoglobin dropped [signaling 
anemia] and I periodically fainted. There was 
medicine that should be requested from the 
ICRC to buy. It was not possible to undergo 
all checkups, and one should go to Armenia. I 
tried to walk to the hospital. The distance was 
around one and a half kilometers, but I was 
feeling very sick. People were very exhausted, 
and cases of fainting had increased; people 
were fainting while walking in the street. Since 
I was starving for a long time, there was not 
enough food, and I could not stand it. I fainted 
more often. It was decided that a C-section 
would be conducted on September 19. So, we 
did it.229

During my pregnancy, I went for regular 
checkups to the doctor by walking as there 
was no transport and no fuel. I was pregnant 
with twins and could not eat enough. My 
mother was saving me; she was standing in 
lines to find some food for me and my child. 
Sometimes there was very little food, so I used 
to give it to my child, but we did not eat it.230

I found out about my pregnancy in August 
2023. I completely lacked food; it was very 
difficult both for me and my children. The 
summer was an especially difficult period, my 
children could hardly stand it, but that was our 
struggle. During pregnancy, I had anemia; I was 
not eating properly. I could not find medicine. 
I can’t imagine how we got through all that; 
there was nothing to cook. We endured every 
difficulty, but we could not overcome the 
problem of bread. A thousand to two thousand 
people were standing in line; we were waiting 

all night, the light was turned off, or the flour 
ran out and people did not get bread… During 
the last period there were days with no bread 
for several days at a time. There were families 
with five or more children waiting to get bread 
to eat. There was no dairy at all, and I was 
pregnant.231

The blockade affected access to food and health 
supplies for around 30,000 children living in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.232 Essential products such 
as baby food, formula, and hygiene products 
for children was scarce, as the supply had been 
disrupted and later completely blocked by 
Azerbaijan. Fruits, vegetables, and other nutrient-
rich products necessary for the healthy growth 
of children were in scarce supply or completely 
absent. The same was true for vitamins. Children 
suffered from avitaminoses and were at risk of 
developing chronic diseases due to the lack of a 
balanced diet necessary for both their physical 
and mental growth. 

More than 30 of the interviewed parents 
stated that during the blockade, their children 
experienced hunger and health issues due to 
malnourishment which had a noticeable effect 
on their quality of life, as well as their access to 
education. The interviews demonstrate how lack 
of food made it increasingly difficult for children 
to receive a good education:

It was extremely difficult to provide for kids. 
There were days when we did not have bread 
at all; the children stayed hungry. Quite 
often, my children would not go to school 
due to hunger. My daughter who was in the 
eleventh grade fainted on the way back home 
from school due to hunger. Luckily, some 
acquaintance saw her and accompanied her 
home.233

People had difficulties preparing their children 
for the 2023 academic year. We were not able 
to buy notebooks, textbooks, or new clothes.234

My younger daughter was an eight-grade 
student. She attended a school in Khnatsakh 
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[a neighboring village.] However, she had not 
attended since the blockade began, as it was 
not possible to heat the school building, and 
the teachers were not able to come to work 
due to the lack of transportation.235

My children’s education suffered a lot during 
the blockade. My older daughter studied in a 
college in Stepanakert. But she was not able 
to attend classes as there was no transport 
available. In addition, there was no food in 
Stepanakert’s shops, and the college cafeteria 
did not operate due to the lack of food. Two 
of my other daughters attended school in the 
village. However, there was a heating problem 
at that school. It was cold and children got 
sick regularly. The classes were shortened 
from 45 minutes to 30. At times, it was so 
cold that children were sent home earlier. For 
a month, our village school was closed due 
to lack of food. The blockade affected the 
quality of education, as a malnourished child 
would not be able to comprehend everything 
the same way that a full person could. There 
were incidents when children both in our 
village school and in the neighboring village 
Arachadzor fainted from hunger.236 

My children did not understand that there was 
no food. They would constantly ask for food 
whenever they stayed at home.237

I know of a family from my village; there are 
eight or nine children. The kids were starving. 
The neighbors were trying to provide them 
with some food. The situation was terrible.238

I used to work at a school during the blockade. 
I’d look at the face of a child; it was obvious 
that they were hungry. I would tell them to go 
home and would hear back [from them that 
there is no point going home; there is no food 
there.239 

A lecturer at the Stepanakert State Medical 
College recollects: “There were children from 
the regions that could not come to class. There 
were cases when children came to class and 
fainted due to malnutrition.”240 To deal with this 
difficult situation, parents often contacted each 

other to share the limited supplies they had. As 
one of the interviewees stated: “Parents were 
trying to help each other. I recall a parent gave 
me a piece of soap to give to a pupil from my 
class as she knew that that pupil had hygiene 
issues and was wearing dirty clothes.”241  

The operation of kindergartens was also affected 
by the lack of food:

The second meal was not provided for 
children. They were supposed to bring it with 
them from home. But that was not right; some 
of the children had no food to bring.242 

Initially, the children went to kindergarten, but 
the kindergarten was far away. When there 
was no fuel, we couldn’t take them there. The 
kindergartens closed down because of the 
absence of food; it was not allowed to take 
food from home. But then during the last 
period [of the school day], working parents 
would take food to the kindergarten so that 
the children could go there.243 

The lack of baby formula was an especially 
striking problem. Many mothers of newborn 
babies could not breastfeed due to malnutrition 
and stress. Hence, there was significant demand 
for formula during the blockade, and parents 
often went to social media to try to find it.244 
The interviews corroborate the severity of the 
situation:

During the blockade there was a lack of baby 
formula. There were many women in the 
community that had newborns. Peacekeepers 
and the ICRC tried to provide baby formula, 
but that was before the end of spring. In the 
beginning of summer, the road was completely 
closed, and baby formula and medicine for 
pregnant women were not available.245

Baby formula was not available in pharmacies 
from the beginning of the blockade. 
Sometimes they received it from Armenia 
through some means, but the quantity was 
limited. The same applied to baby diapers; they 
sold them by piece, at most 10 to 15 units, until 
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they received them again.246

My pregnancy was normal, however there 
was of course a need for vitamins. But there 
was widespread hunger; there was no food. 
And if there is no food, there is a nutritional 
deficiency. During the first months, I breastfed 
my child. But because of stress and a lack of 
food, I could not breastfeed him anymore. So, 
I had to switch to formula milk. There was no 
formula in the pharmacies. In the first days, 
it was provided by the hospital, but when the 
hospital ran out of formula milk, I tried to find 
it somehow [by other means]. For example, a 
woman whose child was grown already gave it 
[formula milk] to me, as she did not need it.247 

One to two months after the blockade, the 
difficulties began both with the food and with 
the medicine and hygiene products. I was out 
of diapers for my child. The real hell began 
after two months. I was breastfeeding my child, 
also feeding formula milk, but there was no 
formula milk. We also could not feed ourselves, 
but it was secondary as I had to feed the 
children. My three-year-old child wanted the 
most loved products, but I could not find one 
for him. You feel powerless, that you cannot 
fulfill your child’s little wish. But the child does 
not understand what is happening. He wants 
[food], he cries. Maybe you can explain to a 
10-year-old what a blockade is, but not to a
3-year-old.248

Given the food scarcity and the impending risk 
of starvation for children, the Nagorno-Karabakh 
authorities distributed the very limited amount 
of humanitarian aid they had stored in July 
2023.  They also stressed: “Due to the limited 
volume of state reserves, only families with 
children were provided 0.5 kilograms of sugar 
and 0.51 kilograms of cooking oil per child, while 
the rest of families were deprived of even this 
assistance.”249

Interviewees also talked about the risk of 
starvation among children:

There were cases of fainting in the school. I 

was informed by my parents that they had 
been lacking food, which resulted in children 
fainting. I had some sugar in the school and in 
such cases, we gave sweet tea to the children. 
Sugar became like gold during that period.250 

There was a child in our village that was 
starving and dying. I was told that she was 
not even able to drink water due to being 
malnourished for a very long time. She was 
urgently hospitalized and infused with glucose 
to be able to recuperate. After that, the whole 
village provided the family with some food to 
survive.251 

In September 2023, considering the desperate 
situation caused by the lack of food, the local 
authorities in Nagorno-Karabakh decided to 
accept humanitarian supplies via routes (i.e., 
through Azerbaijan) other than the Lachin 
Corridor, despite their concerns that such 
a precedent could be used to normalize the 
blockade and put further pressure on the 
Armenian population. On September 12, 2023, 
the Russian Red Cross Association delivered the 
first shipment of humanitarian aid to Nagorno-
Karabakh from the direction of Aghdam, after 
four months without any external aid.252 On 
September 17, 2023, the Nagorno-Karabakh 
authorities publicly stated that, “taking into 
account the deepening disaster and security in 
the country,” they had decided to accept the 
joint proposal of the Stepanakert office of the 
ICRC and the Russian peacekeeping mission for 
the simultaneous transfer of humanitarian cargo 
by the ICRC through the Lachin Corridor and 
the Aghdam-Stepanakert road.253 The following 
day, local authorities announced that around 23 
tons of Armenian-made flour was transported 
to Stepanakert through the Lachin Corridor 
and that Swiss- and Russian-produced medical 
and hygiene supplies were transported through 
the Aghdam-Stepanakert road.254 The very next 
day, Azerbaijan launched a large-scale attack on 
Nagorno-Karabakh, forcing the displacement of 
the entire population, as described below.

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

38



Restricted access to water, heating, 
electricity, and transportation

During the blockade, certain communities in 
Nagorno-Karabakh experiences significant 
disruptions in their water supply.255 This was 
primarily due toa lack of electricity and fuel, 
which hindered water pumps from operating at 
full capacity.256 Additionally, issues related to the 
provision of drinking water arose from electricity 
supply failures, affecting both the quantity 
and quality of water available to residents.257 
Prior to the blockade, residents of Stepanakert 
would often obtain their drinking water from 
alternative sources in containers.258 However, 
the absence of a steady water supply in multiple 
districts led some bakeries to shut down, as their 
operations heavily relied on water.259

Water was still available, but later, it was 
supplied by a diesel-powered engine in regions, 
which meant that water was distributed only at 
scheduled times.260

Since the water supply relied partially on 
electric pumps, there were also water 
problems due to the lack of electricity.261

During the summer, there were issues with 
irrigation water, while drinking water was 
available only at scheduled times; but it was 
sufficient.262

We had pumps for the village that supplied 
water for two to three hours at a time. Due to 
the blockade, this was reduced to every two 
days for two hours, and sometimes we went 
without water for up to four days.263

Interviewees also noted that, as Azerbaijan 
had control over certain water sources, they 
experienced water shortages:

We tried to grow such plants, greens, and 
vegetables that did not require much water 
because our supply of water was small. The 
main sources of water were on the Azerbaijani 
side [of the line of contact], and we were 
afraid to bring water from places far from 

us; we worried that they would kill us on the 
way.264

After the ceasefire, the source of our water 
was captured. We were bringing water from 
the forest.265

There was no irrigation water in Aygestan 
village; the river was located within the 
territory that had fallen under Azerbaijani 
control in 2020.266

Sixty-one interviewees told the fact-finding 
mission that it was not possible to ensure the 
heating of kindergartens, schools, and university 
buildings due to a lack of gas supply and power 
cuts. As a result, they were temporarily closed, 
or classes were shortened:

It was cold in winter. There was neither gas 
nor electricity due to blackouts. The children 
went to school on January 9, 2024, for a week, 
but then the schools shut down as it was cold. 
They installed a wood stove for the primary 
school classes and one more class, so they 
conducted classes in turns.267  

Due to the lack of gas supply, schools were 
closed. My three children were pupils. As there 
was no heating, they’d get sick. The classes 
were shortened to 25-30 minutes. It was winter, 
[it was] cold, and my older daughter attended 
a school in the nearby village. She had to walk 
and would freeze on the way and get sick.268

During the blockade, my children attended 
school and kindergarten. However, they 
would close [them] regularly as there was no 
heating and food at the kindergarten. Basically, 
the schools’ closure was directly linked to 
whether Azerbaijan shut the gas supply. They 
would create problems for us [by any means 
possible], so that the normal pace of life in our 
homeland was obstructed.269

The kindergarten would regularly close down. 
It was cold. It was not possible to install a 
wood stove, and heating was possible only 
with gas. However, the gas supply was cut 
off in the initial phase of the blockade; they 
would restore the supply and then cut it, and 
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eventually, the supply was permanently cut 
off as of March. My child had health issues, 
and it was a challenge for me as I had to go to 
work.270

Interviewees also noted that the cuts also 
affected the capacity of pupils and students to 
follow classes online: 

We would have electricity for a few hours a 
day, and it was difficult for children to follow 
classes online. However, Artsakhenergo [the 
closed joint-stock company managing the 
supply of electricity in Nagorno-Karabakh] 
would publish the timetable of blackouts, and 
the schooling process would be organized 
accordingly.271

In September, there were discussions to start 
the schooling or not, but then it was decided 
to start to not further depress people.272

The shortage of fuel prevented the teaching 
staff and children from traveling to school and 
back. Children living in communities that did not 
have schools had to travel to neighboring towns 
for their education. When public transportation 
stopped running, some schools began to offer 
classes online. However, increasingly frequent 
blackouts and other disruptions to the internet 
made even this impossible at times:

During the blockade, the university shortened 
the duration of classes. As of March, the 
students commuting from villages were 
not able to attend classes due to the lack 
of transportation. They joined the classes 
online.273

In our university, attendance dropped. Most 
of our students were commuting from the 
regions. And due to the lack of fuel, they were 
not able to attend.274

During the blockade, my youngest daughter 
was in school.… They had teachers who 
commuted from Stepanakert and Askeran 
and due to the absence of fuel, they barely 
held classes. It was also impossible to have 
the classes online, because we didn’t have an 
internet connection. They didn’t have classes 

due to the absence of electricity as well. They 
even had students who fainted from hunger.275

We only had an elementary school in our 
village, and my children were past the fifth 
grade, so they were going to school in the 
neighboring village, but we did not have 
transportation.… After the fourth year, the 
children would go to school in Nakhijevanik. 
Public transport would take them there. 
Starting from September 1, 2023, the children 
didn’t go to school at all because there was 
no fuel for the vehicle… Those who could not 
go joined the classes online but the internet 
connection was very bad.276

Starting from July 25, 2023, the operation of 
public transportation across Nagorno-Karabakh 
was suspended completely due to the absence 
of fuel.277

Disruptions of agricultural work

In addition to stopping the flow of crucial 
humanitarian goods, Azerbaijani also continued 
to obstruct the flow of agricultural work 
in the villages near the line of contact. As a 
result, during periods where resources were 
limited, these communities could barely 
sustain themselves. As Azerbaijani servicemen 
would shoot at farmers and their equipment 
arbitrarily and without provocation, gardening 
and agricultural work became dangerous.278 
Considering this consistent threat, Nagorno-
Karabakh authorities called on citizens to only 
farm in areas adjacent to the line of contact 
when Russian peacekeepers were present.279 
On the subject of these threats, interviewees 
recounted the following:

Whenever we went to work in the 
orchard, they would start shooting at the 
orchards from Azerbaijani positions. It’s true 
that we didn’t have any wounded or killed 
as a result of those shootings, but when we 
appealed to the Russians [for help], they 
wouldn’t take any action. There were even 
cases when the Russians themselves wouldn’t 
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let us work in the orchard, saying that the 
Azerbaijanis wouldn’t allow it.280

During the harvesting, villagers were shot at, 
with equipment being the primary target. 
Initially, the Russians were strict with the 
Azerbaijanis, which gave us a sense of security. 
But this changed as the Russian staff rotated. 
They had a post on the way to the village that 
started with two guards, [which was] then 
reduced to one, and eventually, there were 
none. During the blockade, they didn’t even 
come to accompany us during the agricultural 
work, leaving us vulnerable. Shots were fired 
at agricultural workers, and our cattle that 
crossed over into Azerbaijani territory were 
not returned. We also heard about a shepherd 
in the village of Chartar who was captured and 
killed during the summer.281

Although it was sometimes possible to work 
in the fields, vegetable gardens closer to the 
Azerbaijani post remained inaccessible due to 
fear. Our agricultural activities were conducted 
about one kilometer from the Azerbaijani 
positions.282

Economic hardships 

The standard of living in Nagorno-Karabakh 
also deteriorated due to the sharp increase 
in unemployment and the soaring prices of 
resources, which were becoming scarce. 
According to Nagorno-Karabakh authorities, 
by February 3, 2023, approximately 5,100 
citizens had already lost their jobs and sources 
of income due to the blockade, which also 
affected residents’ purchasing power as prices 
of goods increased.283 By April 25, 2023, 860 
economic entities representing 20.1 percent of 
the total economy had ceased operations due 
to the blockade’s restrictions. The remaining 
economic entities were either operating at 
reduced capacity or receiving state support.284 
Several months after the blockade had started, 
an estimated 10,300 people lost their jobs and 
sources of income (including cases of state-

supported temporary employment), which 
made up more than 50 percent of private sector 
employees.285 

These economic hardships are further evidenced 
by interviewees collected by the fact-finding 
mission:

I worked in the Drombon mine from 2009 to 
2016, then moved to Tsaghkashen. I worked at 
the Drombon enrichment factory. But due to 
the closure of the road in December 2022, the 
work was stopped.286

When the blockade started, I lost my job 
because construction materials were imported 
to Artsakh from Armenia. Since the road was 
closed, construction materials and goods did 
not enter Artsakh.287

Following the blockade, beginning from 
January, I did not work for eight months 
because the sewing factory was unable to 
obtain textile supplies. During that time, I did 
not receive a salary.288

The blockade had a big impact on my work. 
I was engaged in the cosmetic repair of cars 
in my own car repair shop. However, as soon 
as the blockade began, problems arose with 
finding materials and spare parts, which were 
regularly brought from Armenia. Also, there 
was a problem with electricity, which also 
hindered [my] work. As a result, I lost my job. 
Food prices, except for bread, had increased 
more than ten times.289

The blockade was very heavy. In February, after 
the shops were empty, harsh days began. My 
husband and I worked in a restaurant, but it 
was closed due to the lack of food.290 

Due to the lack of gas and fuel supply, those 
working in transportation lost their stable 
income.291 As one of the interviewees stated, 
their relative lost his job as a taxi driver because 
there was no fuel for the vehicles.292

The collected testimonies not only shed light 
on the ways in which Azerbaijan made life for 
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the Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh extremely 
difficult, but they also illustrated how the 
issues observed exacerbated one another, thus 
aggravating the effects of the humanitarian crisis. 
For example, the shortage in supplies also halted 
domestic agricultural production necessary 
for the population’s self-sustenance. Scarcity 
drove the prices for certain goods up, while 
many residents faced unemployment and loss of 
income. Similarly, the lack of food in urban areas 
necessitated the transport of produce cultivated 
locally in rural areas, but a low fuel supply made 
this nearly impossible. These factors together 
worsened living conditions for various vulnerable 
groups during the blockade.

Right to life
The fact-finding mission documented incidents 
constituting the violation of the right to life 
or threat thereof. Periodic shootings, which 
had become a regularity after the ceasefire, 
continued during the blockade. They threatened 
the lives of civilians, and several cases led to 
casualties. The crisis caused by the blockade also 
created situations that led to the loss of lives.

One major case happened in March 2023, when 
several local Nagorno-Karabakh policemen 
tried to use a dirt road to bypass the blockade 
imposed by the Azerbaijani self-proclaimed 
environmentalists. On March 5, 2023, the 
Azerbaijani military ambushed one of their 
Nagorno-Karabakh police vehicles on this road 
and killed three police officers and wounded 
one.293 The police officers were on their way 
from Stepanakert to Hin Shen and Mets Shen 
villages.294 Nagorno-Karabakh authorities 
released a video and several photos of the 
damaged vehicle transporting the policemen.295 
Azerbaijan’s Defense Ministry claimed that, for 
its part, a shootout broke out after Azerbaijani 
military personnel tried “to stop and inspect” the 

vehicle, alleging that it had been “transporting 
illegal military supplies.” Azerbaijan has yet to 
provide evidence of this claim.296 Moreover, 
the Azerbaijani Ministry of Defense stated in a 
press statement that “the only road that can be 
used between the Karabakh economic region 
and the Republic of Armenia is the Khankendi 
[Stepanakert]-Lachin road,” which was blocked 
at the time.297 

The incident also amplified the sense of threat 
among Armenians living in Nagorno-Karabakh; 
the pre-existing security mechanisms no longer 
seemed effective for them. As one of the 
interviewees stated: “When we were hearing 
about cases, and the news was spreading among 
the population that, for example, they were 
killing policemen in broad daylight on the road 
to Lisagor [a village near Mets Shen], we then 
started to not trust the peacekeepers.”298

Some interviewees explicitly stated that the 
attack, coupled with the deployment of the 
Azerbaijani military on nearby high grounds, 
made use of the road life-threatening to locals. 
They stated that cutting off this alternative route 
further tightened the blockade and negatively 
impacted the humanitarian situation:

Artsakh’s police officers were securing 
that road on shifts. However, one time the 
Azerbaijanis blocked the road for the police 
officers and killed them. Since then, no food 
was delivered via that road.299

Following the killing of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
police officers on that road on March 5, people 
were afraid to use [it]; additionally, it was not 
allowed.300 

Incidents of Azerbaijani servicemen shooting at 
farmers and villagers engaged in agricultural or 
gardening activities near the line of contact were 
also documented. While no cases of targeted 
killings were documented, these shootings posed 
a risk to life. Interviews with people who lived in 
communities near Azerbaijani military outposts, 
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including Shosh and Nakhijevanik, show the 
Azerbaijani servicemen’s consistent pattern of 
intimidation and attacks on civilians:

The Azerbaijanis did not allow us to sow spring 
seeds in 2023 at all. They would shoot at any 
agricultural vehicle they’d see. In June, when I 
was harvesting barley, they did not target me. 
However, the next day, I wanted to help my 
friend harvest, but they started shooting at the 
fields. We were not able to do our job.301

They shot at a tractor working near our village 
in the spring of 2023.… There was no casualty; 
however, there was significant damage.302

Around August 2023, Azerbaijanis shot at 
my sister’s husband, who was in his tractor 
working in the fields around Kropotkino village. 
He was not harmed.303

A man from our village, a father of four, was 
shot at regularly to scare him so that he 
stopped working in the field. They did the 
same during the blockade to scare people to 
force them not to work in the fields.304

In Nerkin Sznek, prior to September 19, it 
was not calm in our area. There was regular 
shooting; however, when they started targeting 
tractors or combiners working in the field, 
that was a serious problem. Their aim was 
to not allow the people to work in the fields 
so that they were not able to plant anything, 
harvest anything, and sustain themselves… 
Their aim was to constantly terrorize us so 
that people would leave. A father and his son 
from our village were targeted during the 2023 
harvest.305

These threats to life often forced families to 
move out of their homes. For instance, the fact-
finding mission obtained testimonies about a 
family from Karmir Shuka who, after witnessing 
the Azerbaijani army shell their neighbor’s house 
in March 2023, relocated to Karahunj.306

Similar incidents were documented by various 
media reports. On January 6, 2023, a resident 
of Hatsi village was targeted by Azerbaijani 

servicemen while operating a tractor doing 
agricultural work.307 On March 30, Azerbaijani 
servicemen opened fire in the direction of 
residents of Berdashen while they were working 
in the vineyard. On the same day, residents 
of Taghavard village were targeted by the 
Azerbaijani army. After irgular shots were fired in 
their direction from the military positions, they 
stopped their agricultural work.308 On April 5, 
2023, a resident of Khnapat village was targeted 
while driving his tractor and doing agricultural 
work in the field.309 On July 7, Azerbaijani 
servicemen violated the ceasefire by opening fire 
at a combine doing agricultural work in a field in 
Machkalashen village.310 On July 10, between 9:30 
a.m. and 10:45 a.m., Azerbaijani units opened
fire from small caliber arms at a harvester
doing agricultural work in the fields of Sarushen
village.311 On August 15, Azerbaijani servicemen
opened fire in the direction of a harvester in
the field near Avdur village. The farmer was
not injured, but the combine harvester was
damaged.312

In addition to the shootings, the circumstances 
created by the blockade also violated the right 
to life in Nagorno-Karabakh. The shortage 
of food resulted in at least one death due to 
hunger. On August 15, 2023, the Human Rights 
Defender of Nagorno-Karabakh announced 
the death of a Stepanakert resident. Forensic 
analysis demonstrated the cause of death to be 
starvation, driven by chronic malnutrition and 
protein and energy deficiency.313 

Lack of food paired with inadequate medical 
care during the blockade also caused loss of life, 
as documented in cases like that of three-year-
old Leo and six-year-old Gita, who went to a car 
to try and search for their mother on July 8, 
2023, and died of heat exhaustion. Reportedly, 
their single mother left them unattended to walk 
several miles from their village to stand in a line 
for bread.314 
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The fact-finding mission obtained accounts from 
other women who left their children unattended 
to go find bread:

There were lines for food. For example, I went 
out in the morning to get rice and returned 
at 4 o’clock. During that time, I left my four 
children alone at home. [One day], a mother 
from Aghabekalanj village next to us left her 
children to go and stand in line for food in 
Martakert. She returned home to find the 
children gone. It was discovered that the 
children got into the car on the road in a state 
of exhaustion and died in the heat. Those 
deaths were due to food shortages caused by 
the blockade.315

Overall, the blockade and the accompanied 
attacks on civilians created life threatening 
situations for the Armenians of Nagorno-
Karabakh. In several cases, they directly led to 
civilian casualties. The blockade also deprived 
people in vulnerable conditions of proper 
medical care and treatment, leading to more 
deaths. The following section provides more 
details on the documented cases in this category.

Right to health 
The right to health of Armenians living in 
Nagorno-Karabakh was violated in three key 
ways. Firstly, under blockade, local medical 
institutions could not access the resources 
necessary to provide people with adequate care 
and treatment. Secondly, individuals with chronic 
conditions encountered significant obstacles 
in accessing the necessary medication. Finally, 
as the hospitals in Nagorno-Karabakh were no 
longer capable of providing crucial healthcare 
services, residents needed to be taken to 
Armenia for treatment, but experienced delays 
and were often not able to cross the border at 
all. Among the interviewees who lived through 
the blockade, 195 stated that they had not had 
access to adequate healthcare.

The blockade caused facilities and pharmacies 
across Nagorno-Karabakh to encounter 
shortages of necessary supplies.316 They were 
fully reliant on the ICRC and the Russian 
peacekeeping mission for the transfer of 
medical products. On December 27, 2022, the 
first shipment of humanitarian aid, including 
medicine, baby formula, and other medical items, 
entered the territory.317 Due to the shortage, 
pharmacies rationed their supplies, selling 
medications such as painkillers and antipyretics 
in individual doses. For a time, hospitals were 
able to provide people with diabetes with the 
necessary medications, but their supplies had 
dwindled by summer 2023.318

Interviewees also talked about the shortage of 
medicine:

We had one nurse in the village. Since May 
2023, medicine for diabetes had not been 
brought from the Martakert hospital. On 
April 23, 2023, the Hakari Bridge was also 
closed. Until then, only the Shushi-Stepanakert 
Road had been closed. Under these [new] 
conditions, the blockade tightened, and 
Russian peacekeepers could not bring anything 
to the people.319

My husband had diabetes. My son-in-law was 
able to get [him] some medication. I believe 
he bought them through Russian peacekeepers 
and paid for the transfer. Similarly, he was 
getting medicine and vitamins for my pregnant 
daughter.320

The situation periodically worsened due to 
arbitrarily imposed restrictions. Specifically, 
between April 20 and May 17, the ICRC was 
not able to transfer any medical supplies to 
Nagorno-Karabakh.321 On June 15, Azerbaijan 
implemented a complete ban on all kinds of 
transportation, exacerbating the crisis. As a 
result, medical institutions in Nagorno-Karabakh 
had to postpone all non-urgent examinations and 
planned surgeries.322 They were also contending 
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with a shortage of available medications. On 
July 25, the Nagorno-Karabakh Republican 
Medical Center projected that medications for 
certain conditions would be depleted within 
ten days, including hemodialyzers, posing a 
serious risk to the lives of their patients.323 
There was also a shortage of blood pressure 
medications, treatments for chronic illnesses 
(such as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, 
oncology, and respiratory conditions), vitamins, 
dietary supplements, and medications for 
children.324 Medical supplies, such as diapers and 
hypodermic needles, were also scarce.325 

Many interviewees informed the fact-finding 
mission that they either skipped doses of 
medications meant to be taken daily or stopped 
taking them altogether:  

My grandmother had diabetes and eye 
pressure. There was no public transportation, 
and it was a problem to travel to Stepanakert. 
So, the healthcare was not accessible to my 
grandmother. She ran out of her pills. There 
was no medicine for [high] blood pressure. 
There were not even painkillers or antipyretic 
drugs in the pharmacies.326 

My husband needed medication. He suffered 
a brain and skull injury back in 2019, and since 
then, he has had frequent pain attacks. In 
such a case, the only remedy is to take strong 
painkillers. During the blockade, it was difficult 
to find medicine, and he had no medicine, 
so he had to suffer until the pain episode 
passed.327  

My husband has diabetes, and I have a thyroid 
problem. There were no medicines in the last 
two months of the blockade; we could not 
find the medicines we needed. I also have a 
malformation of a vessel in the brain, which 
results in severe headaches on a regular basis.… 
I couldn’t find the medicines I needed, so I 
went to the hospital. They injected me with 
painkillers; that’s how I endured…. There were 
many people in the village who were sick, 
and had various diseases—diabetes, chronic 

diseases, kidney problems—and people with 
different groups of disabilities who needed 
diapers and catheters. As time passed, life 
under the blockade became more and more 
difficult.328

I have cardiovascular disease and must take 
pills. Due to the lack of medication, I did not 
take them some days to save [them] for 
later.329 

There was a shortage of medicine. I was 
using drugs that improve my heart function 
and lower blood pressure, but in the last 
two to three months, there was a complete 
shortage of drugs in pharmacies. I could not 
get them, so I did not take them at all. Also, 
my mother-in-law has leukemia. She had to 
take “Leukeran” [name of brand] pills, which 
we were able to find until June 2023. But after 
that, she did not take the medicine until we 
arrived in Armenia.330 

I was diagnosed with malignant cervical 
cancer and have been undergoing treatment 
since 2016. I was constantly taking medicine. I 
refused chemotherapy, and when there was a 
shortage of medicines, I could not find any, so 
I would pick herbs in the village and use them 
[instead].331 

Around May 2023, my grandfather was 
complaining that whatever he ate got stuck 
in his throat. We went to the hospital in 
Stepanakert. After the tests, they said that 
my grandfather had a third-degree tumor 
of the esophagus. The only solution was an 
esophageal stent. I bought the stent from 
Armenia remotely, which was supposed to be 
sent to Artsakh. But, due to the road closure, it 
was never sent. He used to eat soup; he could 
not even do that. He was malnourished in 
those few months. Although he had a tumor, a 
month before his death he still cultivated the 
land. He would not have died so soon if he had 
eaten normally. Referring to my grandfather’s 
medicines, I should mention that even in 
Stepanakert there were no IV (Intravenous) 
fluids to replace food. My grandfather was 
deprived of that; he ate honey and drank tea. 
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That is all he lived on.... There was a problem 
with necessary medicines; the Azerbaijanis did 
not allow medicines to come to Artsakh.332

The situation with medicine was bad. I had 
a problem with blood pressure; my wife had 
vasculitis. There were no pills. The ICRC also 
did not provide anything. The village medical 
aid center was empty.333

I ran out of medicine in May. It was not 
possible to find the medicine I needed 
in the pharmacies. I found the medicine 
from a woman whose mother had also 
used the medicine, but had died, and some 
medicine was left. My sister’s medicine was 
also unavailable during the blockade. She 
had a serious blood pressure issue, and on 
September 18, she was hospitalized with a 
stroke. 334

The lack of fuel also disrupted access to health, 
especially for residents of small communities, 
who would travel to nearby towns for 
treatment and checkups.335 On July 25, 2023, 
Nagorno-Karabakh’s public transportation 
system completely shut down.336 Additionally, 
there was no fuel for ambulances to deliver 
emergency assistance.337 Doctors consulted 
patients over the phone in order to save fuel for 
the most urgent cases. By the blockade’s final 
months, ambulances weren’t even available in 
Stepanakert. 

The interviews collected corroborate this 
situation: 

The lack of fuel was felt the most. It was 
especially evident when there was a need 
to go to the hospital. We were making an 
appointment if there was a patient to be 
transferred. There was a person from a 
neighboring village in need of hemodialysis 
that was being transferred to Stepanakert 
once a week. A car would pass through the 
villages and take patients to Stepanakert. In 
August, he was transferred to Yerevan. We 
had stored fuel in the village that was used 
for extreme cases. For example, one of our 

villagers broke his leg and arm, [so] fuel was 
provided. From June to July 2023, there was 
almost a complete shortage of fuel, so it was 
kept for very urgent cases.338 

Since the public transportation service 
between the regions had stopped, there were 
cases where Russian peacekeepers transported 
the patients to hospitals. Sometimes the 
regional hospitals organized the transfer of 
their patients to Stepanakert and back; but 
after the shortage of fuel, this was not possible 
anymore.339 

Ambulance crews were cut for the last two 
months [of the blockade]. If the blockade had 
lasted longer, even if for a month, we would 
have had more or greater difficulties. It was 
already difficult to organize the ambulance 
work. There were electric cars that we used 
because there was no fuel. Individuals provided 
their electric cars free of charge to transfer 
patients to the hospitals, especially pregnant 
women living far from the hospital.340 

There was a problem with fuel. Due to this, my 
uncle could not go to the hospital for post-
surgery checks.341 

The heads of the villages oversaw the fuel 
reserves and provided them to residents 
for their most urgent medical needs. Some 
residents, especially those with known 
healthcare needs or who were expecting 
newborns, reserved some fuel in anticipation of 
emergency situations.

The lack of fuel also affected the availability of 
healthcare personnel in the hospitals. The Head 
Doctor of the Republican Medical Center told 
the fact-finding mission that:

Of the 611 employees working in the hospital’s 
three buildings, not all lived in Stepanakert, 
some commuted from villages, including 
elderly staff who found it difficult to walk to 
work. As a result, we had to grant leaves and 
adjust staffing, with a larger share of duties 
falling on Stepanakert-based staff, who had 
their own challenges, such as long bread lines 
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and caring for their families.342

One of the interviewees also stated: “My 
daughter-in-law had been working in Stepanakert 
Hospital, but since July there was no possibility 
for her to go to work due to the blockade.”343 

The absence of fuel made it impossible for 
doctors and nurses to travel to remote villages 
that did not have any medical institutions. 
In this regard, one of the interviewees from 
Tsaghkashat community stated:

There was no medicine available. Those who 
were sick should find the necessary medicine 
themselves. The nurse of the village was 
from Stepanakert and during the last months 
she could not come to the village. However, 
there were people in the village that needed 
injections every day. I had reserved two liters 
of fuel for the hospital just in case.344

These conditions also affected women’s 
and girls’ access to reproductive healthcare, 
including birth control, menstrual and hygiene 
products, and painkillers. Some 2,000 women 
were pregnant during the blockade. Many did 
not have access to adequate care and could not 
find the nutrients and vitamins necessary for a 
healthy pregnancy.345 

The maternity hospital in Stepanakert did not 
have equipment and medicines necessary for 
examinations essential to the monitoring of 
pregnancy. Additionally, due to a shortage 
of reagents necessary for chemical analysis, 
diagnostic processes for pregnant women were 
only conducted in extreme cases and when 
a pregnant woman was first registered in the 
hospital system.346 

Due to the complete paralysis of transportation 
services during the blockade, pregnant women 
were unable to access timely care. A pregnant 
woman from Haterk village was among many 
who lost their child because her transfer to 
the Stepanakert hospital was delayed by a 

fuel shortage.347  The testimonies show that 
women had to walk long distances to reach the 
maternity hospital. In the summer especially, it 
was extremely difficult for pregnant women to 
walk to the hospital to receive care:

I was pregnant during the blockade, and it was 
very difficult as there was no fuel. Also, the 
possibility of checkups was limited as there 
was a lack of fuel to travel to Martakert.… I 
needed to take vitamins, but I could not find 
them.348

My daughter-in-law was pregnant during the 
blockade, and we experienced difficulties 
taking her to the hospital as there was no 
fuel. Travel by regional transport was also 
impossible.... In some cases, we took her to the 
hospital by random cars driving in the same 
direction.... I don’t know [how], maybe due to 
malnutrition, stress or other circumstances, 
[but] my grandchild was born with one kidney 
in May 2023.349 

I was pregnant during the blockade, and I 
needed to go to Stepanakert for checkups, but 
there was no fuel. We would show the mayor 
our medical documents from a doctor to get 
fuel. There were instances when I needed to 
wait for days for a car traveling to Stepanakert 
that would transfer me and other patients to 
the Stepanakert hospitals.350 

I was pregnant during the blockade. During 
the last three months, the situation was so bad 
that I could not go for checkups.351

In January 2023, local healthcare officials 
reported that hundreds of children in Nagorno-
Karabakh were also in a vulnerable position 
due to the lack of medical supplies. They 
specifically stated that “847 children in Artsakh 
suffered from congenital health defects, 93 
from bronchial asthma, 66 from periodic fever 
syndrome, 80 from epilepsy, and 16 from 
diabetes.”352 Parents interviewed by the fact-
finding mission shared their challenges in finding 
medicine for their children:



My children were pupils. Due to the lack of 
heating, they were getting sick often, especially 
during winter. During the blockade, my 
daughter experienced issues with [her] health, 
including blood pressure issues. The medicine 
was hard to find, so we requested help from 
the head of the community.... The price of 
medicine doubled and tripled.353

Antipyretic drugs were lacking. Hygiene 
supplies were completely gone. I stopped 
using diapers for the child as they were not 
available. Occasionally, a pharmacy would get 
diapers through the Russian peacekeepers, 
but they would run out very quickly; one could 
not get them. During the blockade, some sort 
of lumps appeared on my child’s hands, but 
they disappeared after we came to Yerevan. I 
believe it was due to the lack of vitamins, as he 
did not eat fruits and other vitamins during the 
blockade.354 

There was a scarcity of medicine during 
the blockade. It was cold, and my son had a 
temperature of 40 degrees Celsius. I did not 
have medicine and put cold water on [his skin] 
to decrease the temperature. I was given one 
pill from the hospital. They said to return the 
pill if it was not used; maybe another person 
would need it.355

My son has epilepsy.... During the blockade, we 
could not buy medicines for him. That is why 
the fainting spells became frequent. Now, he 
has them almost every day.356 

During my third month of pregnancy, I had 
to come to Yerevan to undergo a doppler 
examination to see if everything was normal 
with my child, as my first child had been 
born with heart problems.... I had to go to 
Stepanakert for regular checkups, but there 
was no fuel, so I was undergoing checkups with 
delays—whenever my husband was able to 
buy fuel. Also, my eldest child had to undergo 
regular checkups in Yerevan. There was a 
cardio-simulator installed in his abdomen 
which should be checked every three months. 
During the blockade, we were deprived of that 
opportunity as it was possible only in Yerevan. 

I inquired whether such a check was being 
carried out in Stepanakert, but it turned out 
that it wasn’t.357 

Among the vulnerable groups, individuals 
with physical and psychiatric disabilities faced 
challenges in accessing healthcare services, 
medications, and other medical supplies due to 
the lack of fuel and transportation as well as lack 
of food. A relative of a disabled person told the 
fact-finding mission: “During the blockade we 
had a problem finding medicine for my brother 
who has first group disability358 due to child 
cerebral palsy.”359 

Furthermore, the operations of psychosocial 
healthcare and care institutions, including 
those for children, were impacted by shortages 
of medicine, food, and fuel necessary 
for outpatient services. The Stepanakert 
Rehabilitation Center suffered, facing issues such 
as lack of heating during winter and insufficient 
food for patients.360 A representative from the 
Assessment and Testing Center of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Ministry of Education described the 
challenges they faced when trying to reach out 
to people in need of special care:

During the blockade, we could not reach 
many places. We were not able to do a needs 
assessment in many places… There were 
alarming cases when parents applied and asked 
to work with their children. But they could 
not bring them. How do you walk with a small 
child? There was no fuel. But, for example, 
in the case of autism, this support is very 
important for the child. It was increasingly 
difficult to organize it.361

Mental healthcare services in Nagorno-Karabakh 
also faced significant challenges. There was only 
one specialized center, the Psycho-Narcological 
Dispensary in Stepanakert, where patients 
had to travel to receive treatment and care. 
During the blockade, particularly after June 15, 
2023, the Dispensary encountered shortages 
of both medicine and food for its patients. A 
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health practitioner from the center shared the 
difficulties they experienced with the fact-finding 
mission:

During the blockade, psychotropic drugs 
were transported through the Red Cross, but 
during the last period [of the blockade] there 
was not enough medicine; they could not 
transport [it]. During the blockade, patients’ 
conditions became complicated, aggravated 
due to the lack of food and medicine. The 
biggest problem was the lack of food, including 
bread and meat. There was no sugar at all. 
We were trying to provide the patients with a 
small amount of pasta and buckwheat. There 
was also a shortage of hygiene items. Due to 
the lack of gas and electricity cuts, patients 
were taking baths three to four times a month. 
There were around 45-50 inpatient patients 
during the blockade, but the Dispensary had 
around 2,200 registered [out]patients. During 
the last days, there were 26 patients in the 
Dispensary.362   

A representative of the National Center for 
Mental Healthcare in Armenia, the institution 
that received patients from Nagorno-Karabakh, 
made a similar observation:

Patients of the Dispensary were transferred 
to Armenia in extremely exhausted and 
dehydrated condition. It can be said definitely 
that the blockade had a serious impact on 
people’s physical health because they did 
not receive normal food and medicine. In 
Artsakh, during the last month, the patients 
were given only one potato per day. Before 
the displacement, for the last three days 
they didn’t even eat; they maybe even didn’t 
drink water. We began to feed them with IV, 
so as not to cause them harm as they were 
exhausted. Now we have positive dynamics in 
the patients’ health and physical activity.363 

Due to the lack of gas and electricity outages, 
it was difficult to heat hospitals. Although the 
Republican Medical Center, the largest hospital 
in Nagorno-Karabakh, had gas-based heating, 
the boiler house had to be shut down due to 

the gas shortage. The hospital switched to 
diesel, which then too became scarce and thus 
costly. Electricity was supplied using generators, 
which could not meet the full energy demand. In 
some medical centers, the heating was ensured 
through electricity, and given the power cuts, the 
hospital faced heating problems in winter.364 

Due to the severe limitations of healthcare 
resources in Nagorno-Karabakh, many patients 
were compelled to travel to Armenia for 
treatment. However, the blockade restricted 
free movement through the Lachin Corridor. 
For patients in particularly critical condition, 
transfers to and from Armenia were facilitated 
by the ICRC or, in some cases, by Russian 
peacekeepers. Between December 12, 2022, 
and September 15, 2023, the ICRC assisted in 
the transfer of 815 patients from Nagorno-
Karabakh to Armenia for medical care, while 70 
additional patients were transferred by Russian 
peacekeepers.365 

The transfer of any individual required prior 
authorization from the Azerbaijani authorities, 
leading to delays, as hospitals had to submit 
patient information to the Ministry of Health 
of Nagorno-Karabakh. The Ministry then 
forwarded the necessary documentation to 
the ICRC, which directly communicated with 
the Azerbaijani authorities to facilitate the 
transfers. A healthcare professional from the 
Republican Medical Center in Stepanakert recalls 
that transferring patients to Armenia involved 
multiple complications:

There were hundreds of registered patients for 
transfer to Armenia. However, the ICRC was 
[only] able to transfer patients to Armenia 
once or twice a week, eight to ten people 
each time…. They did not possess suitable 
vehicles for bedridden patients. The procedure 
was lengthy and complicated. There was an 
additional problem with getting permissions 
for the companions [or caregivers] of patients. 
Later, it was possible to transfer patients 

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

49



with 18-seat vehicles, including companions. 
There were cases when we had to transfer the 
person without any companion. The situation 
of patients with oncology was particularly 
difficult as the treatment was delayed. Delays 
in examinations or interferences led to the 
deterioration of patients’ health.366

Other interviewees also noted that 
transferring their relatives to Armenia for 
treatment was a lengthy process: 

During the blockade, my husband’s father was 
diagnosed with a stomach tumor. We applied 
to the ICRC for his transfer. The paperwork 
was very lengthy and there were many patients 
waiting for their turn. He died before his turn 
came.367 

In what was often a tedious process, caregivers 
were required to obtain separate permissions 
to accompany patients to Armenia and were 
frequently denied by the Azerbaijani authorities. 
This created additional barriers and posed 
significant risks to the patients’ lives. In this 
context, one of the interviewees remarked:

In the fifth month of the blockade, my father 
died of cancer complications, as he could 
not travel to Yerevan for further medical 
treatment. They allowed my father to be 
transported alone without a companion, but 
he refused to go alone in his condition. The 
doctors, of course, did everything possible to 
save his life.368

Following the installation of a checkpoint 
on the Hakari Bridge on April 23, 2023, the 
process for obtaining permission to travel to 
Armenia became more complicated. Azerbaijani 
authorities required checks of ICRC vehicles 
transporting patients, as well as the passports of 
both ICRC personnel and patients.369 

Azerbaijan also imposed restrictions arbitrarily. 
Beginning April 29, 2023, the Azerbaijani 
authorities suspended the transfer of patients 
by the ICRC for a month, citing security 
concerns.370 During this period, only nine 

individuals with severe health issues requiring 
urgent intervention were transported through 
the Lachin Corridor in ambulances, accompanied 
by the peacekeeping contingent.371 The ICRC 
resumed the transportation of patients and 
their caregivers on May 26.372 However, on 
June 15, Azerbaijan prohibited all humanitarian 
transport in both directions, which included 
the transfer of patients, as well as medicine 
and medical supplies by the ICRC and Russian 
peacekeepers.373 On the same day, Azerbaijani 
authorities prohibited the previously agreed-
upon passage of 25 patients and their 
companions at the Hakari Bridge checkpoint, 
forcing them to turn back. Additionally, the 
transfer of 27 other patients scheduled for June 
16 was canceled.374

On June 25, 2023, Azerbaijani allowed ICRC 
vehicles to transport patients from Nagorno-
Karabakh to Armenian hospitals for life-saving 
treatment.375 On July 11, the government once 
more prohibited the ICRC from using the 
Lachin Corridor, this time citing accusations of 
smuggling.376 Regarding these interruptions in the 
transfer of patients, a doctor from Stepanakert 
reflected: 

I crossed the bridge before as I had undergone 
heart surgery. I came to Armenia for a 
checkup, as far as I remember, in July 2023. 
They closed the road, so for ten days, I was not 
able to return and go to work.377

Although the ICRC resumed patient transfers 
later in July, Azerbaijani authorities imposed a 
new requirement: patients had to be examined 
by Azerbaijani doctors before their transfers 
could be approved.378 This process added further 
distress and delays for both patients and their 
caregivers:

As my child’s birth certificate was in Armenian, 
we had to wait at the checkpoint for some 
time. While waiting, I was told that they 
should examine me. I got scared as I was with 
a child. My eldest child was sleeping in the car. 
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Azerbaijani journalists were trying by all means 
to film my child, and I covered my child’s face 
so that it was not visible.379

Later, traveling through the Lachin Corridor 
became a security concern when Azerbaijani 
authorities arrested an elderly patient being 
transported by the ICRC. As with all other 
cases, his name and details had been provided 
in advance by the ICRC to all parties in 
accordance with the agreed-upon procedure. 
The Azerbaijani authorities did not disclose the 
grounds for the arrest at the checkpoint, and 
days later, he was charged in Azerbaijan. In a 
statement issued after this incident, the ICRC 
urged all relevant decision-makers to respect 
its strictly humanitarian mission, emphasizing 
that it operates with the consent of all parties 
involved.380 The interviews indicate that the 
arrest of the patient heightened security 
concerns among the local Armenian population 
regarding their safety when crossing the Lachin 
Corridor. The fact-finding mission documented 
instances in which seriously ill patients or their 
caregivers declined to be transferred by the 
ICRC to Armenia due to these security worries:

I got thrombosis during pregnancy. It was 
about the end of July, and I had a medication 
problem. There was no vascular specialist 
in the hospital treating pregnant women. I 
applied for transfer to Armenia, but there was 
fear, as not much time had passed since the 
capture of Vagif Khachatryan.381 

Due to the blockade, we were not able to go 
to Armenia to the hospital to do checkups for 
my daughter’s eye. We would usually go for 
checkups once a year. There was no specialist 
in Nagorno-Karabakh, but we refused to be 
transferred by the ICRC to Yerevan, as we were 
afraid of falling into captivity.382

People were also worried that they would 
be unable to return home after crossing the 
checkpoint into Armenia. By August 15, 2023, the 
ICRC had transferred 29 out of 41 hemodialysis 

patients to Armenia for life-saving treatment. 
Some patients declined to travel to Armenia 
despite their urgent medical needs, fearing they 
would not be able to return or be buried in 
their homeland.383 These concerns intensified 
after Azerbaijani authorities denied permission 
to repatriate the body of Helen Dadayan, a 
21-year-old student who tragically died in a
car accident in Armenia on August 14, 2023.
Efforts by the ICRC to facilitate this process
were unsuccessful.384 The fact-finding mission
documented other such cases. One interviewee
stated:

During the blockade, my boyfriend went 
abroad for treatment. Then he came back 
to Armenia but could not return to Artsakh. 
But even if he could return, the necessary 
conditions for his life and health were lacking 
as there was no medicine.385

The accounts shared by interviewed witnesses 
and victims, along with data collected from open 
sources, indicate that Nagorno-Karabakh was 
experiencing a healthcare crisis. Restrictions on, 
or complete bans of, the movement of people 
and goods created challenging and, at times, 
life-threatening situations for the residents of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Vulnerable groups—such 
as pregnant women, newborns, individuals 
requiring special care, people with chronic 
conditions, and patients in need of timely 
treatment—were particularly affected.

Freedom of movement  
The preceding sections illustrate how the 
blockade deprived the people of Nagorno-
Karabakh of adequate living standards, created 
life-threatening situations, and resulted in a 
healthcare crisis. In addition to these issues, 
the closure of the Lachin Corridor violated 
the freedom of movement for Armenians in 
Nagorno-Karabakh. First, the blockade restricted 
entry and exit to and from the region. Second, 
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it paralyzed the local transportation system, 
making it increasingly difficult for residents to 
move within Nagorno-Karabakh as well.

This issue became evident at the onset of the 
blockade. In December 2022, hundreds of 
Nagorno-Karabakh residents reportedly found 
themselves stranded in Armenia, unable to 
return home due to the road’s closure.386 The 
Armenian government provided funding to 
cover accommodation costs for those unable 
to return. Some interviewees shared that their 
family members had to remain in Armenia for 
months while searching for ways to return:

On December 11, 2022, we were supposed to 
go to Armenia. The Russians stopped [us] at 
the checkpoint by Shushi as the Azerbaijani 
military had closed the road. However, two 
hours later, we were allowed to drive toward 
Armenia.  I have cancer, and I needed an MRI 
examination. I was undergoing chemotherapy 
in Stepanakert and had to return to Nagorno-
Karabakh. We returned on the same day 
at around 3 o’clock; however, near Lisagor, 
Russian peacekeepers did not allow us to 
proceed. We spent the whole day in the 
car. Then, a young man from Lisagor took us 
to his house, where we stayed until December 
14. As the road remained closed, we decided
to go to Goris [back to Armenia] as we had
heard that those stranded were registered
[there] and provided accommodation free of
charge. We stayed in Goris for a month. During
this period, my husband’s 57-year-old brother
died of a heart attack [in Nagorno-Karabakh],
but my husband was not able to attend the
funeral.387

In July 2023, my father died in Moscow, 
and we were not able—or actually, we were 
not allowed to go to Armenia to attend his 
funeral.388 

As stated above, people began using off-road 
forest routes to travel to Nagorno-Karabakh 
during the initial months of the blockade. The 
testimonies support reports that this alternative 

route remained operational until March 2023:

I went to Yerevan on December 1, 2022. So, 
I was in Yerevan when the blockade started. 
I had not had an opportunity to return for 
three months. While in Yerevan, I was aware 
that my family and the population of Artsakh 
did not have food. I was able to return to 
Artsakh on March 1, 2023. I did not take the 
regular road, but the alternative one, through 
the forest. It was a terrible road, through the 
forest, mountains, a dirt road. This road was 
used to bring food as well. I was lucky that the 
weather was good. The driver told me that 
this road was challenging to take. There were 
instances when the vehicles got stuck in snow, 
and the car would move. There was a risk that 
the car would slide off of the road as it was 
wet from the snow or rain. As it was easy to 
get lost, the road was also dangerous, whereas 
the surrounding hills were in the Azerbaijanis’ 
hands. There was no network coverage for 
mobile phones either.389  

Due to the blockade, my father, who was 
supposed to return home on December 12 or 
13, was not able to do so. He had to stay at a 
relative’s place in Goris for three months. Then 
he left his car in Goris, and came home with 
other people in their car via forests, bypassing 
the Azerbaijani blockade.390 

My son went to Armenia for business and was 
not able to return home due to the closure 
of the road on December 12. In January, he 
managed to return using a back road, not the 
main one.391 

Movement within Nagorno-Karabakh was 
challenging as well:

During the blockade, we faced significant 
difficulties. The issue of fuel was extremely 
serious. We were not able to leave our 
village.392

As of December 14, 2022, the sale of fuel was 
prohibited. We had to walk everywhere. Our 
connection to Stepanakert was cut off.393
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The lack of transportation created additional 
hardships for the people of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
as illustrated by testimonies gathered by the 
fact-finding mission:

We had gas in our apartment and used it for 
heating. Because it was cut off, we had to heat 
our apartment with electricity. However, that 
was insufficient due to regular blackouts. We 
were not able to use a wood stove for heating 
as we had no opportunity to deliver wood 
because there was no fuel for transport.394

Until June, there was public transport going 
from Martakert to Stepanakert via our village. 
However, the buses were packed and came at 
long intervals. By June, the operation of public 
transport had stopped. People had to walk 
from the village to the city. The distance from 
our village to Stepanakert is 25 kilometers...395

We were also affected by the lack of transport. 
For example, in August 2023, my daughter 
needed to visit a dentist—she had a toothache. 
At that time, the Martnakert dental clinic 
was no longer operational, but we had no 
opportunity to take her to Stepanakert due to 
the lack of transport.396

My son hurt his leg; it was swollen. He didn’t go 
to school; there was no fuel, and we were not 
able to take him to hospital.397

In the summer, we felt a shortage of 
everything. We were not able to give any food 
to the kids. We would wander through all the 
shops but would not find anything. My father 
lived in the village. He would ride a horse for 
three to four hours to Stepanakert and bring 
us potatoes, tomatoes, so that my children 
did not starve. Then the horse died as it had 
nothing to eat, and as a result, my father was 
not able to bring us food.398

In March 2023, my father died. There was no 
fuel, we hardly managed to attend his funeral 
in another village.399

The situation was particularly dire for residents 
of the villages of Lisagor, Eghtsahogh, Hin Shen, 

and Mets Shen. People in these areas faced 
a double blockade, being cut off from both 
Stepanakert and Armenia. One interviewee from 
Lisagor told the fact-finding mission: “Around 
350 residents found themselves in an extremely 
hard situation.”400 Another interviewee 
stated: “On April 23, 2023, the Hakari Bridge 
was also closed—until then only the Shushi-
Stepanakert Road had been closed. Under these 
conditions, the blockade tightened, and Russian 
peacekeepers could not bring anything to the 
people.”401

Family separation
Azerbaijan’s blockade of the Lachin Corridor 
resulted in thousands of people being separated 
from their families, including children and minors 
who, in some cases, were left without parental 
care for extended periods.

Following the closure of the road, the Human 
Rights Defender of Nagorno-Karabakh reported 
that on December 13, 2022, 1,100 people 
were stranded on the roads in harsh winter 
conditions, including 270 children who were 
separated from their families.402

On January 29, 2023, the ICRC transferred 
19 individuals from Nagorno-Karabakh to 
Armenia,403 followed by 17 more on February 8, 
facilitating family reunification and bringing the 
total number of transfers since the onset of the 
blockade to 58.404 By March 27, 2024, this figure 
had risen to 400, and by August 20, the ICRC 
had facilitated the safe passage of 600 people, 
including 230 minors, across the Lachin Corridor 
to reunite separated families.405

The report published by the Human Rights 
Defender of Armenia on June 16, 2023, presents 
the following data: during the blockade, 3,900 
individuals (including 550 children, 60 of whom 
were left without parental care, while the others 
were with one parent) were separated from 
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their families. Of these, 1,669 were reunited 
with the assistance of the ICRC and Russian 
peacekeepers.406 

More than 120 interviewees reported being 
separated from their family members. Some of 
these cases are detailed below:

During the blockade, my son was in Armenia, 
studying in the twelfth grade. In January, my 
son fell ill with measles. They allowed me to 
come to Armenia to take care of him, but since 
I couldn’t take my daughters with me, I was not 
able to go.407

One of my daughters was studying in Yerevan, 
at the medical college. She wanted to come 
back for the holidays; we thought it would be 
a matter of days, but it was not. It was very 
difficult for us to stand the separation from 
our daughter; we wished to be reunited as 
soon as possible.408

During the blockade, my two daughters 
were in Yerevan, one for her studies and the 
other for work. They used to visit Artsakh 
regularly, but due to the blockade, this was 
no longer possible. Throughout the entire 
blockade period, we were unable to see our 
daughters.409

In September 2022, my 16-year-old son went to 
visit his uncle in Moscow. Due to the blockade, 
he was not able to return home and continue 
his education.410

Some individuals who were separated from 
their families left Nagorno-Karabakh for medical 
treatment in Armenia and were unable to return 
due to the blockade:

My husband went to Armenia prior to the 
blockade; he had problems with his kidneys. 
He never had an opportunity to return due to 
the blockade. He applied with the ICRC to be 
transferred back, but his turn never came. I 
also tried to transfer my child to Armenia with 
the assistance of the ICRC due to his health 
issues, but I was told that his condition was not 
so bad.411

My husband was stranded in Armenia 
during the blockade. He came to Armenia in 
November to have an eye surgery. After the 
operation the blockade began, and he could 
not return to Artsakh. Essentially, our family 
was separated because of the blockade.412

My daughter was in Armenia. We had sent her 
to her aunt for a break and when the blockade 
started, we could not bring her back. I went 
and talked to the Red Cross. They said this 
was the first case when a child was completely 
alone on the other side of the border and 
that either I or my wife would need to go 
and bring her [back]. But in such a case, our 
data—the copies of our passports and her 
birth certificate—would have to be sent to the 
Azerbaijani government. Only on March 9 were 
we able to get her back with the help of the 
Red Cross.413

My niece went to Armenia in March 2023 with 
the assistance of Russian peacekeepers; she 
had to undergo an urgent surgery. For two 
months after the surgery, she was not able to 
return to Artsakh to reunite with her family. 
Eventually, she managed to return with the 
assistance of the ICRC. Some of my colleagues 
who went to Armenia for treatment were not 
able to return to Artsakh at all.414

Other cases were also reported in the media and 
by other civil society organizations.415

The lack of fuel also contributed to family 
separations within Nagorno-Karabakh:

My two daughters studied in Stepanakert, at 
Artsakh State University, and rented a place 
to stay there. However, they couldn’t return 
to the village to reunite with the family due to 
transportation issues.416

During the last two months of the blockade, 
I couldn’t see my children and grandchildren. 
I lived in the village of Karahunj on my own, 
while my children lived in the cities of Martuni 
and Stepanakert, respectively. Lack of fuel 
prevented us from meeting; neither could I 
travel to them, nor could they come to me.417
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In addition to these challenges, families faced 
difficulties burying their deceased relatives in 
their homeland. According to data provided by 
the Armenian Human Rights Defender, during 
the blockade, the relatives of 36 individuals who 
died outside of Nagorno-Karabakh were unable 
to return their remains and were forced to bury 
them in Armenia, pending future exhumation 
and reburial in Nagorno-Karabakh.418

Arbitrary detentions

Instances of arbitrary detention of ethnic 
Armenians by Azerbaijani forces occurred, 
accompanied by the denial of fundamental 
rights, including protection against torture and 
the right to a fair trial. Additionally, threats of 
arrest, coupled with widespread and systematic 
violations of the human rights of Armenians in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, contributed to a coercive 
environment that resulted in their forced 
displacement.

On January 1, 2023, an elderly resident of Chartar 
did not return home after going to pasture. 
His whereabouts were unknown for a week. 
Azerbaijani authorities publicly confirmed his 
capture on January 8 and subsequently released 
him from custody.419 When he was handed over 
to Russian peacekeepers, he had to walk through 
rows of protesters and Azerbaijani media.420 
Such incidents further deepened the fear of 
residents.

The installation of the Azerbaijani checkpoint 
at the Hakari Bridge further intensified fears of 
arbitrary arrest. This concern stemmed from 
public statements by Azerbaijani authorities, who 
declared that the checkpoint, installed in April 
2024, would enable them to arrest approximately 
400 wanted Armenians.421 However, the list of 
those individuals was not made public. The lack 
of information, combined with the previous 
record of arbitrary actions by Azerbaijani 

authorities, made every resident of Nagorno-
Karabakh a potential target for such arrests, 
particularly male residents of a certain age. 

A few months after the installation of this 
checkpoint, Azerbaijani authorities began 
arresting some civilian residents of Nagorno-
Karabakh there. Within one month, five male 
residents of Nagorno-Karabakh were detained by 
Azerbaijani authorities.

On July 29, 2023, 68-year-old Vagif Khachatryan, 
a resident of Nagorno-Karabakh, was detained 
by Azerbaijani authorities at the Hakari Bridge 
checkpoint while he was en route to receive 
medical treatment in Armenia, facilitated by the 
ICRC. Khachatryan’s daughter was present at 
the checkpoint and witnessed him being driven 
away to an unspecified location by Azerbaijani 
officials. According to the ICRC, they had not 
encountered a situation like this before.422 
Later, Azerbaijani authorities stated that they 
had issued an international arrest warrant for 
Khachatryan in November 2013,423 a claim that 
was rebutted by the Human Rights Defender 
of Armenia.424 Khachatryan was charged with 
genocide (Art. 103) and deportation or forced 
displacement of the population (Art. 107) under 
the Criminal Code of Azerbaijan, in connection 
with events that allegedly occurred in December 
1991 in the Meshali settlement.425 On November 
7, 2023, three months after his arrest, the 
Baku Military Court convicted Khachatryan 
of genocide and deportation or forced 
displacement and sentenced him to 15 years in 
prison—the harshest possible sentence under 
Azerbaijani legislation, given his age.426 

A few days later, on August 1, 2023, a 61-year-
old civilian resident of Nagorno-Karabakh was 
reportedly detained by Azerbaijani authorities 
near Aghavno village in the Lachin district.427 It 
was reported that he got lost and inadvertently 
entered territory controlled by the Azerbaijani 
military. In late November 2023, almost four 
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months after the arrest, Azerbaijani media 
reported that Beglaryan was charged with the 
unlawful arrest or imprisonment of individuals 
in violation of international law (Art 112), torture 
(Art.113), torture of protected persons (Art. 
115.2), the creation of armed formations or 
groups not recognized by law (Art. 279.1) and 
illegal crossing of the border (Art. 318.1) under 
the Azerbaijani Criminal Code.428 In November 
2023, Azerbaijani TV broadcast a video in which 
Beglaryan allegedly confessed to torturing 
Azerbaijanis in 1992 and participating in the 
events in Khojaly in February 1992. In the 
footage, Beglaryan is seen walking around 
accompanied by Azerbaijani officials and 
reportedly pointing to locations where victims 
of his alleged crimes were buried.429 There was 
no publicly available information on the status 
of the case until June 6, 2024, when Azerbaijani 
media reported the commencement of a 
trial against Beglaryan.430 In court, Beglaryan 
withdrew his confession.431 

On August 28, 2023, Azerbaijani authorities 
detained three young Armenian football 
[soccer] players from Nagorno-Karabakh at 
the Hakari Bridge checkpoint, who were being 
transferred along with others to Armenia by 
Russian peacekeepers. Reportedly, all three were 
students meant to attend classes in Armenia 
beginning September 2023.432 Eyewitnesses told 
Armenian media that Azerbaijani servicemen 
subjected one of the men, Alen Sargsyan, 
to beatings at the checkpoint.433 According 
to one eyewitness, another young man was 
taken for interrogation by Azerbaijani forces 
at the checkpoint; however, he was released 
after negotiations with Russian officials. Later, 
Azerbaijani media stated that a criminal case had 
been initiated for inciting national, racial, social, 
or religious hatred and enmity committed by 
an organized group (Art. 283.2.3) and violation 
of the National Flag or the State Emblem of 
the Republic of Azerbaijan (Art. 324) under the 
Criminal Code of Azerbaijan. The three young 

men were arrested in connection to this criminal 
case.434 

The incident in question reportedly occurred 
in 2021 but became publicly known only after 
a video was published on social media in 2023. 
The footage shows what appears to be members 
f the Martuni football team stepping on the 
Azerbaijani flag.435 Shortly after the arrest of 
the three men, the Azerbaijani prosecutor’s 
office announced that the criminal case 
against them had been dropped due to “the 
age of the accused individuals, their sincere 
remorse, and compliance with procedural 
legislation.” The men were sentenced to ten 
days of administrative detention and were to be 
“expelled from the territory of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan.”436 After serving their detention, they 
were handed over to Armenia on September 7, 
2023.437 

This is a notable development, as all three 
men were permanent residents of Nagorno-
Karabakh but were not allowed to return home 
by Azerbaijani authorities. This marked the first 
explicit deportation of residents from Nagorno-
Karabakh by Azerbaijan since it took control over 
access to the territory.

Fear and uncertainty
The aforementioned developments heightened 
the sense of insecurity among the people in 
Nagorno-Karabakh. As the blockade continued, 
residents grew increasingly concerned and 
uncertain about their future. The collected 
interviews reveal the psychological toll of the 
crisis:

The most difficult [thing] for me during the 
blockade were psychological feelings and 
emotional distress as we did not know what 
would happen the next day. We had trusted 
Russian peacekeepers in terms of security, 
and we did not even think that we could be 
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displaced. The same emotions told everyone 
that something was going to happen, that we 
were hopeless; but it was our homeland.438 

I remember people were going out as if they 
were hunting—one line after another. People 
could stand for hours and get nothing. My 
aunt was calling me saying that she was sick 
and feeling unwell after staying in line for some 
food all night. She needed two days to get 
well. People were getting aggressive in the line; 
once, there was a fight in the line.439

I went to stand in line just once because the 
scene was very hard for me. I was in shock for 
several days. I would have preferred not to 
have bread, not to see how a small child faints 
while standing in line.440

This was very intense psychological violence; 
indeed, it was violence. And it was not like in 
the 2020 war. Back then we knew that we were 
fighting; something depended on us. This time 
they pressed us and were squeezing. This was 
more difficult for me.441

The sense of fear and apprehension was 
especially pronounced among people living in 
areas along the border. The close proximity of 
Azerbaijani servicemen to their homes made 
them scared to carry out their daily activities:

The Azerbaijani military positions were within 
a 300-to-500-meter distance from our house; 
our entire village was completely visible from 
their side. They would always shoot whenever 
they saw anyone cultivating the land. They 
were trying to scare us, so we left the village. 
They would also put on their music very loudly 
during the morning and evening hours. We 
even heard their conversations.442

We were already tired of this life, living 
in constant fear.... I remember that while 
working at the shop, I would ask the Russian 
peacekeepers whether we could feel calm and 
protected. In response, they stated that they 
[themselves] did not feel safe.443

Children were especially vulnerable to stress and 

fear of violence, with many parents reporting 
that their children experienced health issues as a 
result:

We used to walk from home to school during 
the blockade. We told the children that there 
was nothing to be afraid of, but they knew 
better than us anyway. My little daughter was 
often stressed; she started wetting the bed. 
After coming to Armenia, she went to school 
and did not communicate with anyone, did 
not eat, was aggressive, and could not study 
properly. We turned to a psychologist to work 
with our daughter. After working with her, she 
began to recover. The psychologist said that 
her situation was due to fear.444

Every day my children went to sleep crying and 
woke up crying.445

Other interviewees informed the fact-finding 
mission that they viewed the blockade and 
shortages as detrimental to their morale, 
rendering life unbearable:

The Azerbaijanis did everything so that we 
become disappointed with everything, tired of 
everything.446

My aunt is an 80-year-old woman. She was 
constantly suffering. She had always been 
strong, but she broke; many people were 
broken during this period.447

I recall, during the blockade, that the school 
principal told us to go and let it be. Whatever, 
we were tired of this situation. People were 
always waiting to see whether there would be a 
war or not, as the danger was approaching.448

Azerbaijan did everything to prevent the 
Armenians from having a normal life, so 
that we would leave Artsakh. However, 
we continued to live and struggle. We did 
not intend to leave our land even though 
we endured hardship. People would feel 
demoralized at times due to hardships and get 
angry, but our lives carried on.449

During the blockade, Azerbaijan launched 
a media wart against us. For example, they 
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would publish footage and would mention 
the location for us to notice it. In one of the 
videos, they compared us to a wild cat that 
was in a cage. The cat was held in a cage for 
so long that it became tame. They would 
disseminate many videos. They repeatedly 
tried to demonstrate that we were not facing 
humanitarian issues, and that we were faking 
everything.450

The last quote refers to a video published by 
an Azerbaijani outlet called Caliber.Az Media, 
reportedly related to the Defense Ministry of 
Azerbaijan.451 It published a video report on a 
proposed “reintegration” process of Nagorno-
Karabakh Armenians into Azerbaijani society 
with the title, “even a wild cat can be tamed.”452 

The aforementioned sentiments regarding 
the negation of Armenians’ suffering are 
corroborated by the rhetoric of Azerbaijani 
officials. A striking example is the statement by 
the Permanent Representative of Azerbaijan 
to the UN, where he claimed that “people are 
happy” in Nagorno-Karabakh and that they were 
enjoying “very tasty cookies.”453

Statements made by Azerbaijani government 
representatives further demonstrated that 
the blockade was a method of coercion. Aliyev 
himself asserted that the people of Nagorno-
Karabakh either had to submit to Azerbaijani 
control “or leave.”454 On May 28, 2023, Aliyev 
threatened the authorities of Nagorno-Karabakh 
with repercussions if they did not capitulate to 
Azerbaijan: 

Therefore, there is only one option left—to 
abide by the laws of Azerbaijan, be a loyal 
and decent citizen of Azerbaijan, throw the 
false state attributes in the trash ... everyone 
knows perfectly well that we have all the 
means to carry out any operation in that 
region today. Therefore, the “parliament” 
should be dissolved, the element calling 
himself “president” should surrender, and all 
“ministers,” “deputies,” and others should 
give up their positions. Only in that case can 

a concession be made to them.... Either they 
will bend their necks and come themselves or 
things will develop differently now.455

The distress among the people of Nagorno-
Karabakh intensified as they witnessed the 
Russian peacekeeping mission’s inability to 
open the blockade and its frequent failure to 
guarantee the effective movement of people and 
goods. Although collected testimonies indicate 
that the peacekeepers became a primary source 
of humanitarian aid, they often did not prevent 
the aforementioned violations. Additionally, the 
fact that peacekeepers began selling essential 
goods to the population under blockade led 
many to hesitate in viewing them as guarantors 
of their safety. For instance, some interviewees 
stated:

Peacekeepers would bring some goods and 
distribute them to school children—for 
example, potatoes, oil, apples, sweets, and 
stationery. This lasted until the end of April. 
Then, the peacekeepers stopped bringing in 
goods for a week. There were rumors that 
peacekeepers had started selling goods. 
According to my information, petrol, sausages 
or sweets were being sold at prices three to 
four times higher than before. Peacekeepers 
did this until September. I did not buy anything 
from them as it was a matter of dignity to 
me.456

Russians were doing business—selling fuel, 
food. There was no trust in them. They did not 
do their job but were doing business.457 

During the blockade, the Russians would sell 
a pack of cigarettes that cost 500 AMD for 
4,000 AMD, an egg for 500 AMD, and a bottle 
of Jermuk [mineral water] for 2,000 AMD.458

Overall, the humanitarian crisis, the Azerbaijani 
side’s denial of its impact, and the ineffectiveness 
of the peacekeeping mission to open the 
Lachin Corridor created an atmosphere of 
uncertainty and anxiety. These feelings were 
already prevalent in the post-ceasefire period. 
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The blockade, which not only caused significant 
hardships and violated basic rights, further 
intensified these emotions and instilled a 
sense of terror among the people of Nagorno-
Karabakh.

Considering these factors, the fact-finding 
mission observes that the blockade resulted 
in gross violations of numerous human rights 
of the residents of Nagorno-Karabakh. An 
analysis of the actions taken by Azerbaijani 
authorities suggests that the blockade and 
the resulting shortages were pre-planned and 
well-coordinated. These actions were part of 
the government’s objective to create living 
conditions that would compel the residents of 
Nagorno-Karabakh to leave their homes.

The circumstances of the blockade, intentionally 
created by the Azerbaijani government, were 
deliberately designed to inflict mental suffering 
on ethnic Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
effectively subjecting them to psychological 
torture. The fact-finding mission makes this 
observation in line with the findings of the 
Committee against Torture, which stipulates that 
conditions or policies applied to large groups of 
people can constitute torture. Additionally, living 
in inhumane and degrading sanitary conditions 
has been deemed a breach of obligations 
under the Convention Against Torture (CAT).459 

According to the ECtHR, torture constitutes 
“deliberate inhuman treatment causing very 
serious and cruel suffering,” while inhuman 
treatment merely constitutes “the infliction 
of intense physical and mental suffering.”460 
Degrading treatment is defined by the Court 
as ill-treatment designed to arouse in victims 
“feelings of fear, anguish and inferiority capable 
of humiliating and debasing them and possibly 
breaking their physical or moral resistance.”461 
Azerbaijani officials’ treatment of ethnic 
Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh during the 
blockade constitutes, depending on the specific 
set of factual circumstances, ill-treatment in 

the form of psychological torture, physical 
torture, or inhuman or degrading treatment 
as interpreted and defined under international 
human rights law.

“Psychological torture” should be interpreted 
to include “all methods, techniques and 
circumstances which are intended or designed 
to purposefully inflict severe mental pain or 
suffering without using the conduit or effect 
of severe physical pain or suffering.”462 The 
blockade itself created conditions that, along 
with the employed methods, encompassed 
all the key elements of psychological torture, 
including (1) mental suffering and the severity of 
mental pain, (2) powerlessness, (3) intentionality, 
and (4) purposefulness. These methods 
included, but were not limited, to isolation of 
the population, deprivation of basic supplies 
such as food and medication, disruption of 
gas supplies—particularly during freezing 
temperatures—and deliberate acts aimed at 
terrorizing the population (e.g., playing loud 
Azerbaijani music and urging residents to leave).

Torture, cruel or inhuman treatment, and 
outrages upon personal dignity—particularly 
humiliating and degrading treatment—are 
prohibited under both treaty law and customary 
international humanitarian law (IHL).463 “Torture 
or inhuman treatment” and “willfully causing 
great suffering or serious injury to body or 
health” constitute grave breaches of the Geneva 
Conventions and are considered war crimes 
under the Statute of the ICC.464

In the context of the blockade and the 
prolonged restrictions or bans on the delivery 
of humanitarian aid, the ongoing practice of 
regularly shooting at farmers to obstruct their 
agricultural activities—such as harvesting 
essential for their sustenance—may constitute 
an attack on objects indispensable to the survival 
of the civilian population, which is prohibited 
under customary IHL.465 
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Azerbaijani authorities violated the right to 
adequate food for the entire population of 
Nagorno-Karabakh by failing to uphold their 
obligations regarding this right. According to 
the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, states are required to respect 
“existing access to adequate food,” meaning they 
must not take any actions that obstruct such 
access.466 Additionally, by not intervening to stop 
the protests and roadblocks, Azerbaijan failed 
to protect the right to food, neglecting to take 
necessary measures to ensure that enterprises 
or individuals do not deprive people of their 
access to adequate food.

The blockade and the lack of access to food and 
medicine in turn violated the right to life. The 
ECtHR provides that an issue may arise under 
Article 2 of the Convention where it is shown 
that “the authorities of a Contracting State have 
put an individual’s life at risk through the denial 
of the health care which they have undertaken 
to make available to the population generally.”467 
According to ECtHR case law, Article 2 of the 
Convention “enjoins the State not only to refrain 
from the intentional and unlawful taking of life, 
but also to take appropriate steps to safeguard 
the lives of those within its jurisdiction.”468 
Furthermore, the failure to ensure access to 
specific medications intended to alleviate pain 
and suffering may constitute a violation of the 
right to protection against cruel, inhuman, and 
degrading treatment if the level of suffering is 
deemed sufficient.

The right to the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health is safeguarded under 
IHRL and IHL. The UN Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights states: 

[The fulfillment of the right to health is] 
closely dependent on the realization of other 
human rights, as integral components of the 
right to health. These include the right to food, 

adequate housing, work, education, human 
dignity, life, non-discrimination, equality, 
prohibition against torture and freedom of 
movement.”469 

By imposing the blockade, Azerbaijan failed 
to fulfill its obligations to provide accessible, 
acceptable, and quality health services, as well 
as to safeguard the living conditions necessary 
for protecting and promoting health and well-
being for all. This action undermined the living 
conditions of the residents of Nagorno-Karabakh 
and obstructed their ability to meet essential 
needs, such as access to nutritious food, clean 
water, sanitation, housing, and protection from 
health risks. Under the right to health, States’ 
core obligations include ensuring “access to the 
minimum essential food, which is nutritionally 
adequate and safe, to ensure freedom from 
hunger to everyone.”470

The blockade and its consequences resulted 
in widespread violations of children’s right to 
education. It can therefore be unequivocally 
asserted that the actions of the Azerbaijani 
government during the blockade—such as 
the termination of gas supplies, continuous 
electricity cut-offs, and attacks on villagers—
were intentionally aimed at inflicting mental 
suffering on Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
with the ultimate discriminatory goal of 
displacing them from their homes. In these 
besieged conditions, the residents were 
rendered powerless, lacking any control over 
their situation. The only perceived form of 
resistance to their suffering was surrendering 
to the Azerbaijani government. As a result, 
those living in Nagorno-Karabakh faced an 
impossible choice: to endure deprivation of 
their fundamental rights, including the right 
to personal security and other political, civil, 
economic, social, and cultural rights, or to 
abandon their ancestral home.
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Chapter 3: 
The Attack, 
Displacement, 
and Aftermath
The nine-month blockade of Nagorno-Karabakh 
was followed by Azerbaijan’s military operation 
in the Armenian-populated territory. The one-
day offensive, which began on September 
19, 2023, resulted in 229 deaths, including 34 
civilians, five of whom were children. Two 
hundred and forty-four were wounded, including 
31 civilians, 10 of whom were children. According 
to Armenian government forensic specialists, 
14 mutilated bodies were identified, with some 
featuring dismemberment and infliction of cuts 
in the flesh of corpses. By June 2024, 15 people 
had been reported missing, including 5 civilians.471

The attack was accompanied by Azerbaijan’s 
demand for the dissolution of Nagorno-Karabakh 
as a distinct entity. On the day of the military 
operation, the Presidential Administration of 
Azerbaijan issued a statement declaring that 
local government bodies were to be dissolved 
and threatening to continue “antiterror 
measures until the end.”472 The following day, 
Russian peacekeepers brokered a deal between 
the Azerbaijani government and local authorities, 
wherein the latter agreed to fully disarm all 
Armenian self-defense forces in the region and 
vacate their military positions, including the 
handover of all artillery and munitions to Russian 
troops. Samvel Shahramanyan, the de facto 
President of Nagorno-Karabakh at the time, 
stated that they had no choice but to agree to 
this for the sake of the “physical safety of the 
population.”473 Shortly thereafter, on September 
28, in accordance with demands from Azerbaijani 
authorities, Shahramanyan announced that 

he had signed an order dissolving all state 
institutions, effective January 1, 2024.474

These safety concerns resulted in the 
displacement of approximately 120,000 
Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh. Following 
the attack, the territory experienced rapid 
depopulation, as the native Armenian population 
felt they had no option for secure and dignified 
lives in their home communities. This section 
highlights their experiences of fleeing to 
Armenia, along with the policies that contributed 
to this outcome.

Armenians flee their homes
Azerbaijan initiated its military operation by 
shelling various areas of Nagorno-Karabakh. The 
Armenian population in the region was already 
grappling with a humanitarian crisis, facing 
severely limited supplies and barely functioning 
communication and transportation systems. This 
attack occurred during a period of heightened 
distress caused by a prolonged blockade, with 
no end in sight. In this context, the assault—
targeting residential areas, transportation routes, 
and communication channels—intensified fear 
and panic, prompting many to flee their homes 
in search of relative safety. Given that Nagorno-
Karabakh was surrounded by the Azerbaijani 
military, with all exit routes blocked, the situation 
triggered a chaotic mass evacuation. Evidence 
from interviews and open sources illustrates the 
profound terror experienced by the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh.

The mass shelling began around 1:00 p.m. on 
September 19, following earlier strikes near 
Harav village that morning. At 1:22 p.m., the 
Azerbaijani Ministry of Defense announced the 
launch of “anti-terrorist operations,” asserting 
that civilian populations and infrastructure 
were not being targeted and noted that 
Russian peacekeepers and the Russian-Turkish 
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monitoring center had been informed of the 
actions. The communities affected in the 
initial round of shelling included Stepanakert, 
Martuni, Vank, Charektar, Shosh, Sarnaghbyur, 
and Khachmach. Interviewees recounted their 
experiences of these early attacks:

On September 19, I came home at noon 
to have lunch. My child came and told me 
they had heard an explosion. I saw through 
the window that they were shooting at the 
residential area.475

We didn’t know what was going on. Everybody 
was running away in panic from these sounds. 
I took my son and went to my daughter’s 
school to see where she was. We did not 
manage to get to the school. The kindergarten 
building was next to the school. The shelling 
was very close. I took my son and went into 
the basement of the kindergarten.476

The initial round of strikes also damaged 
cellular and telecommunication towers across 
various areas. In these conditions, the only 
reliable means of communication for the 
civilian population were a limited number 
of handheld transceivers, which functioned 
solely in a peer-to-peer mode. Testimonies 
show that the attempts to call emergency 
services and to request assistance from the 
peacekeepers’ deployment locations failed due 
to communication disruptions:

The communication tower was visible from 
the village [Kolkhozashen]. The tower was hit 
just before the fighting started. By damaging 
the tower, they had cut access to television, 
telephone, and radio, which were used only by 
civilians.477 

I was at my neighbor’s house when two 
shells fell on the communication unit near 
the Stepanakert cemetery. After that, the 
telephone communication was interrupted, 
and an intense bombardment began. 
Explosions were heard from all sides; shells 

were falling and exploding everywhere. There 
was confusion in the city. There was panic 
among the people.478

On September 19, I took the children to a 
cafeteria—there was a place in Stepanakert 
where they gave food to the children of poor 
families… While the children were eating, 
we heard an explosion.... I took the children 
home.... We were almost home when we 
saw a shell fall on one of the houses located 
approximately 10 to 15 meters away from us…. 
There was no military object nearby, only the 
tower and the office of Karabakh Telecom, 
which were also hit.479

Now that I remember, I cannot imagine how 
I got through it all. A telephone tower was 
blown up, and all the debris was scattered in 
the forest. They said they were being hit with 
heavy artillery. After hearing the rustling of 
the trees from the debris, we quickly ducked 
for cover.480

Shells also landed near or directly on inter-
community roads and bridges, obstructing the 
transportation of civilians to relatively safer 
areas. For instance, the vicinity of the bridge 
over the Karkar River, which connects Askeran 
city to the villages toward Sarnaghbyur, was 
targeted with shelling.481 Subsequent reports 
revealed that the bridge over the Khachenaget 
River, also in the Askeran region, was shelled. 
Many inter-community roads had been under 
the direct surveillance of the Azerbaijani Armed 
Forces, and numerous incidents of gunfire 
targeting passing civilian vehicles were recorded 
during the data collection process. As discussed 
below, these circumstances significantly 
hindered the safe transportation of the civilian 
population, resulting in casualties and injuries. 

The shelling from multiple directions, disruption 
of communication systems, and compromised 
safety of transportation routes—coupled with 
the rapid advance of the Azerbaijani military 
taking over nearby villages—created widespread 
panic among the population of Nagorno-
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Karabakh, which had already been enduring a 
prolonged humanitarian crisis. Consequently, 
residents fled their homes in a chaotic manner, 
with evacuations either haphazard or, at best, 
coordinated at the community level.

The map above illustrates the evacuation 
routes taken by Armenians from Nagorno-
Karabakh who were interviewed, who came 
from 71 different communities. It highlights the 
various areas they reached, designated here 
as “end points.” Most of them sought refuge 

in Stepanakert, Ivanyan, and Askeran. It also 
illustrates how individuals relocated to nearby 
villages or towns—referred to as “mid points”—
which later had to evacuate as well. Additionally, 
this visualization highlights how many of the 
key routes were subsequently blocked (marked 
as “blocked”), preventing local residents from 
returning home or evacuating those who 
had not managed to leave in time. The maps 
presented below provide a more detailed view of 
the evacuation from various geographic areas of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

Figure 7: Evacuation routes of interviewed residents of Nagorno-Karabakh from their communities.
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Such chaos was evident in Stepanakert, the most 
populous city in Nagorno-Karabakh. Previously 
regarded as a relatively safe area, the community 
came under heavy fire on September 19. The 
interviewees recollect how they were either 
seeking refuge in basements or looking for their 
family members:

I went to get my older daughter [from 
school] because there was no basement 
in her school… When I got to the lyceum, I 
saw the children outside with the teachers. 
We went to the basement of the dormitory 
nearby… We counted; they would shoot 27 
times then load the Grad [multiple rocket 
launcher] for 20 minutes. So, we would 
count and run during this period, hiding in 
the basements of houses. That is how my 
older daughter and I got home and hid in 
our basement with our neighbors—some 15 

people, mostly children.482

On September 19, the three of us were home 
and my grandchild was in school. They had 
told them to go home early that day. We 
heard an explosion a few minutes later. We 
looked out the window and saw that the city 
was being shelled. The air sirens went on; we 
went down to the shelter of the building and 
stayed there all day.483

The children started screaming and crying. 
Our school did not have a shelter. That is why 
I took them to the ground floor, which was 
somewhat safer. The shelling did not stop. We 
couldn’t leave the school until around 6:00 
p.m.484

Interviewees also reported experiencing or 
witnessing injuries.485 Many of them recalled that 
accessing first aid was challenging due to the 

Car damaged in Stepanakert due to shelling by the Azerbaijani Armed Forces.
(Photo by Hayk Harutyunyan, September 2023) 
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lack of medical supplies. The fact-finding mission 
interviewed one of the nurses working at the 
Republican Medical Center in Stepanakert, who 
recalled: “There were many wounded and no 
help from anywhere.”486 One of the interviewees, 
a civilian who had been injured during the attack, 
stated:

They [the peacekeepers] took me to their 
hospital by ambulance. They took an X-ray of 
my leg and said that an urgent operation was 
necessary.... They bandaged my leg to send 
me to Stepanakert for surgery. In the evening, 
together with other wounded civilians, I was 
transferred to the Stepanakert hospital. I was 
told at the hospital that it was not possible 
to have surgery due to the lack of medicine 
and necessary conditions. There were many 
corpses, wounded people; there was no 
medicine.487

Another interviewee recalls:

At around 11:30 we reached the Stepanakert 
hospital, and I was treated there. There was 
turmoil in the hospital; there were people in 
much worse conditions. There was a problem 
with medication. They treated my wounds 
with iodine, but said that they could not 
remove the fragments, as there were much 
more seriously wounded people at that 
time.488

On September 19, the ICRC made the statement 
about the situation on the ground:

Following today’s escalation of hostilities, 
we are extremely concerned about the 
humanitarian impact on civilians in the coming 
hours and days. In the last few months in 
particular, basic commodities have been hard 
to find and access to health care extremely 
limited. These events are likely to deepen their 
suffering.489

The situation in other communities was 
considerably more challenging. Sarnaghbyur, 
a small village northeast of Stepanakert, came 
under intense fire on September 19. The attack 

left over a dozen people injured, mostly children, 
and five people, including three children, were 
killed.490 On the day of the offensive, many adults 
from the village had gone to nearby cities to 
gather food, leaving a few behind to care for the 
children. When the village was shelled at around 
1:00 p.m., the residents gathered in an area they 
deemed relatively safe, as there was no shelter 
available. The fact-finding mission interviewed 
survivors of the attack, who recounted their 
experiences of coming under fire and fleeing 
their community:

The nine of us, myself, my sister, my brother 
and six of our neighbors’ children, reached 
the tree. The family of the village head was 
there—his wife, two children, his father and 
his mother-in-law. Shortly after, other villagers 
with children joined us, around 15 people.491

I was surrounded by children and tried to 
prevent panic. I told them not to be afraid 
and suggested they pray. And right at that 
moment we heard an explosion near us.492

There were many casualties after the 
explosion. The village head’s 15-year-old son, 
his wife’s mother, his father, our neighbors… 
aged 8 and 10, were killed. All the inhabitants 
of the village were in ordinary civilian 
clothes.493

The interviewees stated that they fled the village, 
managing to fit 17 people into one of the few 
available cars—12 children and five adults, mostly 
wounded women. They first drove to the nearby 
Russian peacekeepers’ post, then proceeded to 
a hospital in Askeran. Later, they made their way 
to Stepanakert. In addition to the other children, 
two wounded men were evacuated in another 
vehicle.494 Meanwhile, four adults—three women 
and a seriously injured man—remained in the 
village, awaiting assistance. 

An interviewee reported that the evacuation 
routes were not safe, as vehicles were frequently 
targeted by Azerbaijani servicemen:
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We told the peacekeepers that there were 
other villagers remaining in the village, 
including the dead and wounded. However, 
the peacekeepers responded that they had 
not received an order to interfere; thus, 
they could not help us. According to the 
peacekeepers, the had Azerbaijanis told them 
that it did not matter to which party a vehicle 
belonged—Russian or Armenian. That vehicle 
would be targeted anyway in case any attempt 
was made to pass by the road to the village.495

Residents from other communities in the north 
and northeast of Stepanakert faced similar 
experiences. They witnessed shelling in civilian 
areas, sought shelter by moving from place to 
place, and were evacuated along roads under 
gunfire. Ultimately, most of them found their 
way to Stepanakert. 

The situation in Vank was also alarming, as 
indicated by testimonies and reports from open 
sources. At least four civilians were reported 

Figure 8: The evacuation from north-western communities in Nagorno-Karabakh according to 
the collected testimonies.
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injured, and two were confirmed dead. The 
fact-finding mission interviewed a resident of 
Vank whose 16-year-old son was killed during the 
shelling:

We went out and saw people going to the 
shelters. I went back to get some clothes, 
documents, bread, and chargers. Then there 
was an explosion. I fell onto the ground. I 
heard my husband scream “my Serozhik, my 
Serozhik” [their son].… My older son was on 
the floor with his head on my husband. My 

hands were injured, I was bleeding. I went 
outside to call for help. Nobody was there.496

Another resident was killed when a shell landed 
near his house, as recounted by his daughter:

Less than three minutes after we parted, there 
was a rocket explosion near our house… Then 
it turned out that my father had died on the 
spot from the explosion.497

Other interviews also detailed the ways in which 
civilian lives were threatened during the attack 

Figure 9: The evacuation from north-eastern communities in Nagorno-Karabakh according to 
the collected testimonies.
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and evacuation.498 One interviewee told the fact-
finding mission that she had sustained serious 
injuries during the shelling, including internal 
bleeding, a broken rib, and a torn lung. During 
the attack, her family was unable to evacuate 
her disabled, bedridden father from their house. 
Two days later, they discovered that her father 
had passed away. They had to bury him in their 
backyard before leaving the village, fearing the 
advancing Azerbaijani forces.499 

People from several other villages in the 
northern part of Nagorno-Karabakh shared 
similar accounts. The testimony of a resident 
of Verin Horatagh illustrates the evacuation 
experience:

On September 19, the head of our community 
told us that the residents of Getavan had 
been evacuated to our village, but [that] 
now it was necessary to evacuate our own 
villagers. My sister reached our village with 
five other families…. At night, some 30 of us 
barely squeezed into a Ford Transit van and 
went to Kchoghut village with the lights off. 
We stayed there for a few hours and heard 
from the residents that [the Azerbaijanis] 
were now there and we had to evacuate from 
there as well. The children were scared.... 
We wanted to go to Stepanakert, but the 
Armenian servicemen told us that it was 
dangerous; there was shooting on the roads. 
On September 20, the military took us to the 
basement of a building in Stepanakert. But 
later they told us that it was also unsafe.500

To the northeast, residents of Martakert, Nerkin 
Horatagh, Chankatagh, and Nor Ghazanchi 
reported life-threatening situations, including 
the direct targeting of civilian vehicles and 
indiscriminate shelling. An interviewee from 
Nerkin Horatagh recalled that a shell struck his 
house around 9:00 p.m. on September 19. He 
and his family members had taken refuge in 
the basement. Tragically, part of the basement 
collapsed on his nine-year-old nephew and 
mother, leading to their deaths.501 In another 

nearby village, Chankatagh, the residents sought 
refuge in a pit, which had been dug out after 
the 2020 war to serve as a shelter. One of them 
recalls:

Some of the people hiding with us in that 
pit were even barefoot… We were heading 
towards the peacekeepers’ post. The minivan 
[transporting around 40 people] left the 
village with difficulties. I saw that our vehicle 
was hit.  I turned around and saw that my 
mother-in-law was bleeding. We reached 
the peacekeepers’ post. It appeared that my 
mother-in-law’s hand was wounded. My seven-
year-old child was injured from a window 
splinter as well.502

The story is corroborated by another interview 
with the injured woman.503 Other residents told 
the fact-finding mission that they had to leave 
the village on foot through the forests with their 
children: 

We found refuge in a forest and constantly 
heard UAVs in the sky. I was pregnant and 
had to carry my baby as well. I asked my 
other two children to hold me by my dress 
so they wouldn’t get lost.... There was a 
pit in the forest where we found refuge 
for several hours. It was dirty and cold; we 
were freezing down to our bones. I did not 
allow my children to sleep so they wouldn’t 
freeze further. We later managed to get to 
Vardadzor (Gyulatagh). On September 20, we 
left Gyulatagh village, too, as the Azerbaijanis 
had entered the village. When we reached 
Drmbon, we ran into a civilian truck, a very 
dirty and rusty one. But we had to be saved 
as we were exhausted; we had walked for 
about 70 kilometers. We were taken to the 
Stepanakert airport. When I think of it now, I 
cannot imagine how I managed it all.504

A woman from Nor Ghazanchi shared a similar 
story with the fact-finding mission: “It became 
clear that there was no safe village in Artsakh—
the Azerbaijanis shelled everywhere.”505
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Even the bunker of the Russian peacekeepers, 
where dozens of residents from Chankatagh 
sought refuge, offered them no sense of 
security:

Russian peacekeepers asked us to stay away 
from the windows. They told us that if the 
Azerbaijanis entered the territory and killed 
us, they would not be able to help. Our 
anxiety escalated. We did not even go to the 
bathroom.506 

Interviewees from communities in the southern 
regions of Nagorno-Karabakh reported that 
heavy shelling in and around residential areas 
began on the afternoon of September 19. This 
attack prompted a rapid evacuation of nearby 
border communities to what they believed were 
safer villages. However, these villages had to 
flee shortly after as well. While the interviews 
indicate that the Russian peacekeeping 
contingent assisted with the evacuation, their 
presence did not ensure the safe transportation 
of civilians from these areas.

Figure 10: The evacuation from southern communities in Nagorno-Karabakh according to 
the collected testimonies.
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There were also reports of injuries and fatalities 
in these areas. Interviewees from Shosh village 
recalled that the local school building, where 
residents of the neighboring Mkhitarashen 
community had sought refuge, was struck by the 
Azerbaijani military. As a result, three adults and 
one child were injured:

We were helping to accommodate the 
displaced from Mkhitarashen in the school 
basement, unarmed, in civilian clothes, when 
a projectile fired by Azerbaijani forces landed 
in the schoolyard and detonated. I sustained 
three shrapnel wounds in the left elbow. 
Another person sustained shrapnel injuries 
in the back. A third man sustained shrapnel 
injuries in both legs and a minor sustained 
shrapnel injuries in the throat and leg.507

We stayed in the basement until 8:00 p.m. 
in Shosh. We were waiting for the Russian 
peacekeepers to come and say something 
so we understood what to do, [that] the 
war would end. We were waiting for the 
Russians to come to help. There were 
elderly people, children, pregnant women, 
newborns. Everyone was crying—there was 
panic. I had to run from the school shelter to 
the basement of the village hall [and then] 
back to the school shelter to look after the 
wounded who had lost a lot of blood.508

The presence of the Russian peacekeepers in the 
area did not guarantee the safety of the civilian 
population. One interviewee notes:

At around 9:00 p.m., Russian peacekeepers 
arrived and parked near the school. The 
entire village gathered there to understand 
what was going on. I personally approached 
the peacekeepers and asked in Russian why 
they did not do anything. A peacekeeper 
replied that they did not have an order to do 
anything. They simply came to evacuate the 
village… The Russians inspected all the vehicles 
before we left and asked us not to use the car 
lights, though it was very dark at that time.509

Residents of Karmir Shuka shared similar 
experiences. On September 20, they requested 
the peacekeepers to escort them during 
their evacuation to avoid being targeted by 
Azerbaijani servicemen. However, the presence 
of the peacekeepers did not guarantee safe 
passage. As one of the interviewees from Karmir 
Shuka noted:

But even the presence of peacekeepers did 
not calm the shooting. The projectiles were 
flying over the cars. Our car was the last 
one in the convoy, and we had not started 
moving yet when the projectile exploded 
behind our car and damaged it. My husband 
asked the head of the peacekeeping unit to 
do something so that they would not shoot 
at the convoy. The peacekeeper said that 
they could not even guarantee [that they] 
themselves would not be shot… We continued 
[on] our way through shelling and reached 
Kolkhozashen village.510

Evacuating villages under these circumstances 
made it challenging to transport residents in an 
organized manner. In some cases, individuals had 
to be left behind, while others sought safety in 
nearby forests. One interviewee shared how she 
was unable to evacuate her parents from Shosh 
in time and had to return several days later:

My father could not walk, and my mother 
would not be able to carry him to the school 
building. They would not be able to do that 
without help. I asked around, and no one had 
seen them, meaning that they had stayed in 
the village. I applied to the village head, to the 
Red Cross, to the rescuers to take them out 
of the village. But it was not allowed to go 
there; the Turks [Azerbaijanis] were already 
stationed by “Maz” Bridge. The village head 
would call me several times saying that today 
they would go and take them out. Then he 
would call and say that it was not possible as 
the Turks would not allow it. Eventually, they 
were evacuated on September 24.511
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The challenges and safety concerns surrounding 
the evacuation of civilians were echoed by 
residents of other villages in the area. On 
September 19, amid shelling and with Azerbaijani 
forces advancing, the residents of Nerkin Sznek 
village attempted to flee to the neighboring 
village of Khachmach, located several kilometers 
away, in search of refuge. One resident recalls:

Only three cars were able to leave the 
village. The road was shelled; people fled 
through the forest. We did not have even 
an hour to organize a proper evacuation. 
The entire evacuation was under shelling.… 
It was not possible to take anything with 
us—documents, photos, valuables, my car. 
Everything was left in the village. I did not 
manage to say goodbye to our house...512

When they reached Khachmach, the situation 
there had already deteriorated:

We saw that the situation was bad and 
decided to evacuate women, children and 
people with disabilities. There were around 
220 people living in the village. Nine of them 
got in one of my vehicles, and around 60 got 
in my truck, including people with disabilities. 
There were vehicles in the village, but no fuel. 
I got fuel as I had reserved it in advance. If we 
had not had that truck, I have no clue how we 
would have managed to evacuate so many 
people from the village. As we had to flee very 
quickly, no one was able to take anything with 
them, neither cash nor gold. In addition to 
our villagers, there were villagers from Sznek 
in our village. I transferred three women from 
Sznek in my vehicle.513

At least one person fleeing Nerkin Sznek village 
fell victim to a deliberate killing. Part of a group 
of six, mostly elderly, the 88-year-old initially 
sought refuge in Khachmach but had to flee 
again as Azerbaijani forces advanced. Along the 
way, two men from the group separated. One 
was captured by Azerbaijani forces, while the 
body of the 88-year-old was later discovered 
during a search and recovery operation in the 

forest near Karmir village after hostilities ceased. 
The location was indicated by Azerbaijani forces. 
According to forensic examinations, the elderly 
man had sustained a head injury from a blunt 
object.514

The attack also resulted in civilian casualties in 
other areas. The fact-finding mission gathered 
testimonies from a family member and witnesses 
regarding the death of a civilian man killed in 
the center of Martuni on September 20, 2023, 
by a shell explosion when he reportedly left 
the shelter to fetch bread. This incident was 
also reported by Armenian media.515 The attack 
caught residents off guard, leaving some with 
little time to seek shelter. Additionally, a civilian 
was found dead in the pasture of the village of 
Murishen. As one resident stated:

Around 12:30 p.m. on September 19, we heard 
the sound of shooting. I am not sure what 
kind of weapon it was, but not rifles—the 
sound was louder. On that day, one of our 
villagers… was killed. His son later found his 
body during a search and recovery operation 
with the rescue service.516 

These testimonies illustrate how people in 
Nagorno-Karabakh were forced to flee their 
homes en masse under duress. The proximity 
of shelling and frequent gunfire along 
communication routes compelled civilians to 
leave their houses quickly and seek safety farther 
from the frontline. Although a ceasefire was 
established the day after the attack, localized 
shootings continued.517 

Civilians sought shelter at the posts of the 
Russian peacekeeping contingent. Thousands 
fled to the airport near Stepanakert, where 
the main base of the peacekeeping force was 
located.518 As an interviewee from Sarnaghbyur 
recollects:

The village [Sarnaghbyur] mayor told us to go 
to the Russian peacekeepers, where it would 
be safe for us. We went there and saw that 

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

71



some of our fellow villagers were also there. 
I told the Russian peacekeepers to go to our 
village and save the people still there. But they 
told me that there was no order to help the 
Armenians. The Russian peacekeepers took us 
to the airport.519

A woman from Haterk shared her experience 
of being transported to the main base of the 
peacekeeping contingent:

I was asleep at the hospital [in Martakert] on 
the 19th, when I saw everyone running. 

The doctor opened the door and said that 
I should run to the basement since there 
was a war … On the 20th, the doctor came 
and said that if I am not delivering the baby 
now, she will take me to Stepanakert…  My 
husband came with a loaf of bread, six eggs, 
and a box of medicine. I was not in labor, so 
the doctor took me to the airport. We didn’t 
enter the airport; there were too many people 
gathered mostly from villages but also from 
Stepanakert… There was no water or food 
at the airport. My husband told the Russians 
that we needed food, but they did not give us 
anything. We did not stay there.520

Some interviewees also reached out to the 
peacekeepers to inquire about the possibility 
of returning to their communities and whether 
peacekeepers could be stationed there for 
safety. In this context, the head of the Harav 
community stated:

I asked to leave one Russian APC [armored 
personnel carrier] in the village. Our side 
[Nagorno-Karabakh officials] turned to 
Kulakov [the commander of the peacekeeping 
contingent]. They asked for an APC to stay 
so that people felt safe… This was on the 21st. 
They agreed, and one Russian APC remained 
in the center of the village.… But then on the 
23rd I came to the center of the village and 
saw that the Russians—who were standing 
there by the APC—were getting ready to 
leave. I asked them:  “Where are you going?” 
They said: “That’s it; we have an order to be 

at the base at the airport at 2 o’clock.’ I asked 
them to wait; I went up the hill to get a signal 
to be able to call. I called the state minister. He 
told me that maybe it was just a shift change.… 
Just pointless. I got back. They left at around 2 
o’clock. Nobody came back.521

Overall, the attack on September 19 led to the 
exodus of most of the population of Nagorno-
Karabakh from their communities. As evacuation 
routes indicate, many fled to Stepanakert, hoping 
to find temporary refuge there. Testimonies 
reveal that the aftermath of the attack was 
marked by several days of uncertainty. Many 
were unable to return home, as the roads 
were blocked by the Azerbaijani Armed Forces 
following the evacuation. As one interviewee 
stated, “Even if we wanted, we would not be able 
to return to Khachmach as Azerbaijanis [had] 
blocked the road. If we tried, I believe we would 
have been killed.”522 Furthermore, it remained 
unclear where they could go next.

The parties to an armed conflict are not 
completely free in their choice of means and 
methods of warfare, and they must “at all times 
distinguish between civilians and combatants, 
civilian and military objects, direct attacks only 
against combatants.”523 IHL prohibits both direct 
attacks against civilians524 and indiscriminate 
attacks.525 Moreover, the parties must adhere 
to the principles of proportionality and military 
necessity during attacks. States are obligated 
to consistently take measures to protect the 
civilian population and civilian objects during 
military operations. IHL prohibits the launch 
of “an attack which may be expected to cause 
incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, 
damage to civilian objects, or a combination 
thereof, which would be excessive in relation 
to the concrete and direct military advantage 
anticipated.”526 IHL mandates the parties to take 
all feasible precautionary measures “to avoid, 
and in any event to minimize, incidental loss 
of civilian life, injury to civilians and damage to 
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Residents of Nagorno-Karabakh seek refuge at the Stepanakert airport. 
(Photo by Ashot Gabrielyan, September 2023)
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civilian objects.”527 Concurrently, IHL mandates 
that parties to a conflict must “avoid locating 
military objectives within or near densely 
populated areas, to the extent feasible.”528

The Azerbaijani Armed Forces failed to adhere to 
these principles. Even before the offensive, since 
the end of 2020, they deliberately positioned 
military outposts in close proximity to villages 
and towns throughout Nagorno-Karabakh, 
sometimes as near as a couple of hundred 

meters, as highlighted in other sections of this 
report. This action endangered the lives and 
safety of residents rather than minimizing risk. 
Given the proximity of military outposts to 
residential areas, the Azerbaijani military had a 
responsibility to exercise particular care in their 
choice of means and methods of warfare to 
avoid, and at the very least minimize, incidental 
loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, and damage 
to civilian objects.

Figure 11: The evacuation from south-eastern communities in Nagorno-Karabakh according to 
the collected testimonies.
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The prohibition of “arbitrary deprivation of the 
right to life” under human rights law includes 
unlawful killings during hostilities, specifically the 
killing of civilians and persons hors de combat 
who are not under the control of a party to 
the conflict, and that are not justified under 
the rules governing the conduct of hostilities. 
The killing of civilians resulting from direct 
attacks, indiscriminate attacks, or attacks against 
military objectives that cause excessive civilian 
casualties constitutes unlawful killing, all of which 
are prohibited by the rules on the conduct of 
hostilities. As defined by the ECtHR, failing to 
take all feasible precautions in the choice of 
means and methods against an opposing group 
to avoid, or at least minimize, incidental loss of 
civilian life may lead to a violation of the right to 
life.529 

The situation was further exacerbated by a 
lack of fuel and the exhaustion of civilians due 
to the months-long blockade, which hindered 
their ability to flee—a fact well known to the 
Azerbaijani authorities planning and executing 
the offensive.

As demonstrated above, the Azerbaijani military 
launched a large-scale military offensive across 
the entire territory of Nagorno-Karabakh on a 
weekday in the afternoon. They failed to fulfill 
their obligation to take all feasible precautions 
to protect the civilian population and civilian 
objects under their control from the effects 
of attacks. No advance warning was provided 
to civilians to evacuate or seek shelter. No 
precautionary measures were implemented to 
minimize incidental loss of life, and the fact-
finding mission documented numerous incidents 
of indiscriminate shelling throughout Nagorno-
Karabakh, resulting in casualties, including 
among children. Moreover, all potential escape 
routes were targeted, with civilian vehicles 
coming under direct attack, leading to loss of life 
and injuries. As a result of the military operation, 
most roads between communities were cut off, 

disregarding the need to facilitate the evacuation 
of civilians. Even those attempting to flee on foot 
through the forests fell victim to indiscriminate 
attacks, leaving civilians with no safe routes.

Even in cases where peacekeepers facilitated 
the evacuation of civilians, their safety was 
not guaranteed, and they were attacked by 
Azerbaijani servicemen. Documented incidents 
included instances of loss of life due to direct 
attacks on civilians, indiscriminate attacks, or 
strikes against military objectives that caused 
excessive civilian casualties, all of which are 
prohibited by the rules governing the conduct 
of hostilities. Moreover, under human rights law, 
the right to life is violated if actions inherently 
put a victim’s life at risk, regardless of whether 
the authorities intended to kill the victim, even 
if the individual ultimately survived.530  According 
to General Comment no. 26 on Article 6 (right 
to life) of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights, “[t]he obligation of States 
parties to respect and ensure the right to life 
extends to reasonably foreseeable threats and 
life-threatening situations that can result in 
loss of life. States parties may be in violation of 
article 6 even if such threats and situations do 
not result in loss of life.”531

Thus, the military operations conducted by 
Azerbaijani forces in Nagorno-Karabakh on 
September 19 and 20, 2023, resulted in serious 
violations of the right to life under international 
humanitarian and human rights law. Despite 
claims by the Azerbaijani government that 
their actions targeted only legitimate military 
objectives, evidence and eyewitness testimonies 
reveal a troubling pattern of indiscriminate 
attacks that failed to distinguish between military 
and civilian targets. The shelling of villages 
and towns led to significant civilian casualties, 
including the deaths and injuries of numerous 
non-combatants, among them children and 
elderly individuals. In some instances, civilians 
and civilian objects were directly targeted. 
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Furthermore, the blockade of external borders 
and the lack of escape routes from Nagorno-
Karabakh contributed to a sense of being 
trapped, compounded by explicit messages 
from the peacekeepers indicating their inability 
to protect the population. This situation 
significantly heightened fears and panic among 
residents.

Detentions and enforced 
disappearances 
People in Nagorno-Karabakh were particularly 
apprehensive about encountering Azerbaijani 
servicemen during and after the attack on 
September 19, given the treatment of civilians 
in 2020, which included torture, arbitrary 
detention, and extrajudicial executions. These 
fears were heightened by the potential threats of 
detention and prosecution facing Armenian men 
in Nagorno-Karabakh who had participated, or 
could have participated, in military operations. 
This anxiety was further fueled by Azerbaijani 
authorities’ claims that they possessed a list of 
wanted Armenians.532 Since they did not specify 
whom they intended to arrest, this uncertainty 
led to the proliferation of various theories 
among the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh.533 

Many interviewees believed they and their 
family members could be potential targets. 
Considering this possibility, along with the 
experiences of the 2020 war and the subsequent 
developments, most civilians rapidly evacuated 
their communities. However, some were unable 
to avoid encounters with Azerbaijani servicemen. 
This section highlights those cases, which 
resulted in both short and long-term detentions, 
arrests, and enforced disappearances.

Civilians detained

The collected testimonies reveal that Azerbaijani 
servicemen rounded up civilians and transported 
them to their bases, including those in Aghdam, 
Shushi, and Kelbajar, where they were detained 
for up to ten days. The fact-finding mission 
has collected evidence of 13 such cases from 
interviews with detainees or their family 
members. Most of these detainees were women, 
the oldest of whom was 91 years old. In all cases, 
the detained civilians were forcibly transported 
out of their communities with no opportunity to 
return. Additionally, all the interviewed former 
detainees reported experiencing or witnessing 
harassment and/or physical violence.

One of the female civilians, who was detained in 
Sarnaghbyur, stated:

I was lying there [in the house], injured, when 
four to five Azeri soldiers entered the house. I 
was scared that they were going to kill us, but 
there was nothing we could do. Judging by the 
flag on the soldiers’ uniform, I realized that 
they were Azerbaijanis. Scared, I went under 
the bed so that they could not see me. They 
came in, walked towards us and instructed me 
to stand up, speaking in Russian. I responded 
that I was injured, that I was unable to get up. 
They took me by the arms and dragged me 
outside, to the yard. While we were seated 
there, I looked around and saw Azerbaijanis 
walking around the village. They had entered 
people’s houses and taken their belongings, 
including ours.... They took everything. Then 
they saw my ID as a member of an electoral 
commission and started asserting that I was 
a sniper. I answered that we were peaceful 
residents, that I was not a sniper. I was 
trying to explain, in Russian, that I had never 
participated in a war.… They drove us away 
from the village. On the way, we stopped at 
a military post. There, they started checking 
my documents again, asking whether I was a 
sniper again. I was frightened that they would 
take me to prison, like they did with Vagif 
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Khachatryan. They were trying to bandage my 
injury, but I was scared. There, an Azerbaijani 
serviceman told us that they could kill us 
should they wish to do so.  I told them we 
were peaceful civilians; they should not kill us. 
He started swearing at us but did not assault 
[us] physically. They dragged me to another 
military post, swearing at me all the way. In 
the evening of September 22, we were driven 
to Aghdam.534

Another interviewee, who was captured near 
Chldran, stated that he was subjected to physical 
violence: “They captured me and dragged me, 
beating [me] along the way. Each of them came 
and hit me… There were lots of them. I do not 
want to say much in detail.”535

The testimonies indicate that Azerbaijani 
servicemen specifically targeted men in their 
acts of physical violence:

There [at the Azerbaijani base] I saw two 
Armenians, a woman and a man. The man had 
also been severely beaten. They called me to 
interpret the conversation with the detained 
man into Russian. They asked whether his 
pants were military, but he said that he was 
simply a pastor and was wearing military-like 
[camouflage] pants. The other man… was also 
beaten simply because he had military-like 
clothing. I explained to them that those men 
were pastors. Both men were not in very good 
condition, as they had been beaten.536

We were taken to Shushi, inside a building. 
There were two elderly Armenian women 
and four to five Armenian men. [I could tell 
that] all the men had been beaten, because I 
saw bruises on them. One of the Azerbaijani 
soldiers was talking to one of the Armenian 
women in the Azerbaijani language—I have 
a bit of understanding of the Azerbaijani 
language—and accusing Armenians of having 
initiated the war. While there, they threatened 
that they were going to kill us.537

They hit my face with a rifle. I had an injury on 
my head. I had marks of ill-treatment all over 

my body upon release. But we did not take 
photos of them. Who had any battery left on 
their phones at that time so that we could do 
that?538

Additionally, the interviewed former detainees 
reported instances of degrading treatment:

Azerbaijanis started bandaging my hand, 
though I did not have any injury on my hand. 
When I asked about the reason for bandaging 
my hand despite not having any injury, I was 
told to remain silent and was hit on my hand. 
They were recording the process, and once 
they were done recording, they loosened the 
bandage in a manner that hurt. Then they 
started laughing at us. One of the nurses told 
me that I had to sing so that she could sleep. 
In this manner, they were making fun of us.539

When they were giving us food—and 
recording the process—, they told us that we 
were going to be interviewed on TV. When the 
interviewers came, they asked us questions 
about how we were being treated there. I told 
the truth, that we were being treated well, but 
that in Aghdam a doctor had hit me on the 
head a couple of times. My neighbor did not 
feel well, because they had tied a ribbon to 
her hair during the recording and they were 
laughing at her. They told us in advance to 
smile when we were filmed but I was not able 
to.540

The testimonies gathered from the family 
members of the detained individuals also 
provide insights into mistreatment. For example, 
Azerbaijani servicemen forced one detainee to 
do push-ups despite both of his hands being 
injured, and they did not allow him to sleep.541 
Other interviewees stated that their family 
members were in a state of trauma upon their 
release.542

The experiences shared by the interviewees 
align with testimonies from other former 
detainees provided to media outlets. They 
reported being subjected to humiliation, sleep 
deprivation, and physical violence.543 One former 
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detainee recounted that Azerbaijani servicemen 
asked him where he wanted to go, to which he 
responded that he wished to return to Artsakh. 
They responded: “No, no Artsakh anymore.” 
Then he asked to be sent to Yerevan, and they 
responded: “Yes, we will send you to Yerevan.”544

No grounds for their detention were provided at 
any stage, nor were they given the opportunity 
to inform their families of their whereabouts. As 
one interviewee noted:

All this time, they did not tell us why they took 
us to Aghdam but did not hand us over to the 
Armenians or Russian peacekeepers. Neither 
did they tell us anything about our future at 
any point… For the entire period, they did 
not tell us what they were going to do with 
us. When they recorded a video of us, I felt 
relieved. To me, that meant that they would 
most probably not kill us as the video would 
be shared on social media, and my family 
would see it.545

In all cases observed, those who had encounters 
with Azerbaijani servicemen were eventually 
handed over from their areas of detention to 
the ICRC, the peacekeepers, or the Nagorno-
Karabakh Rescue Service.546 They were not 
permitted to return to their communities and 
instead ended up in Stepanakert or one of the 
few areas where civilians sought refuge following 
Azerbaijan’s offensive. 

The treatment of Armenians taken hostage—
including acts of beating and mocking 
prisoners—constitutes degrading treatment and 
punishment. Both international IHRL and IHL 
stipulate that detention must not be arbitrary 
(Art. 9, ICCPR; Art. 5, ECHR). To determine 
whether the detention of a person in an armed 
conflict is arbitrary, both branches of law are 
applicable. However, a person’s status under IHL 
is crucial for establishing the legitimate grounds 
for detention. IHL permits a party to an armed 
conflict to detain individuals for non-criminal 
reasons, known as internment. The Fourth 

Geneva Convention specifies that a civilian may 
only be interned or placed in assigned residence 
if “the security of the Detaining Power makes it 
absolutely necessary” (Article 42) or, in occupied 
territory, for “imperative reasons of security” 
(Article 78). Detention that is not in conformity 
with the various rules provided by the Geneva 
Conventions is referred to as “unlawful 
confinement.”547 “Unlawful confinement” of 
civilians is a grave breach of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention (Article 147). The need for a valid 
reason for the deprivation of liberty concerns 
both the initial reason for such deprivation and 
the continuation of such deprivation. As defined 
by the UN Human Rights Committee, “detention 
which continues beyond that provided for by law 
amounts to arbitrary detention.”548 Both IHL and 
human rights law prohibit inhuman treatment of 
persons deprived of liberty that is incompatible 
with lawful detention.549

In all documented instances of civilian detention 
by the fact-finding mission, Azerbaijani 
authorities failed to provide justifiable grounds, 
rendering these detentions arbitrary under both 
IHL and IHRL. The practice of arbitrary detention 
of remaining residents in Nagorno-Karabakh 
villages, coupled with the ill-treatment of civilian 
detainees, validated the population’s concerns 
about potential human rights violations if they 
were to fall under Azerbaijani custody. This 
includes violations of the right to liberty and 
security, as well as the right not to be subjected 
to torture and ill-treatment.

Arrests and persecution

In certain cases, encounters with Azerbaijani 
servicemen led to long-term detentions, 
contributing to the number of Armenians held in 
Azerbaijani prisons. As of May 2024, Azerbaijan 
acknowledges the detention of 23 ethnic 
Armenians.550 Of these, five have been detained 
since 2020, two elderly civilians were arrested 
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during the blockade, and 16 were captured on 
September 19 and in the immediate aftermath. 
Among the 16 detainees, eight are former 
high-ranking officials of Nagorno-Karabakh. All 
detainees are men, and most face charges of 
terrorism and similar offenses. While the charges 
against nine of the 16 have been made public, 
there is no available information regarding 
the status of the remaining seven men. One 
serviceman captured during the September 19 
attack was handed over to Armenia along with 
31 other previously detained Armenians as part 
of a deal between the Armenian and Azerbaijani 
governments in December 2023.551

Many detention cases have remained opaque, 
with little access to fair justice. For instance, 
on November 2, 2023, the Azerbaijani State 
Security Service released a video announcing 
the detention of 71-year-old Madat Babayan, a 
resident of Getavan village in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
during the military attack on September 19. 
In the video, Babayan is seen handcuffed to a 
uniformed member of the Azerbaijani special 
forces, flanked by three other Azerbaijani 
officials. A voiceover states that Babayan 
confessed to the mass killing of Azerbaijanis 
in Khojaly in February 1992.552 According to 
his family, he was last seen in his village on the 
evening of September 19, 2023.553 Babayan was 
considered missing until October 9, 2023, when 
Baku contacted his family, informing them of his 
detention. Since November 2, no information 
regarding the criminal investigation or Babayan’s 
status has been made publicly available. 

Another example is the detention and arrest 
of Davit Allahverdyan, Garik Martirosyan and 
Gurgen Stepanyan. All three were members 
of volunteer units formed to defend their 
villages. They were last seen on September 19, 
2023, in Nerkin Sznek, and their whereabouts 
remained unknown for over two weeks. Davit 
Allahverdyan’s family received a call from 
Baku and spoke with him for a few minutes on 

October 7, 2023. They learned about the charges 
against him through the European Court of 
Human Rights, as this information was shared 
during communication exchanges. He is accused 
of terrorism, the creation of illegal armed 
groups, and the illegal acquisition of arms,554 
charges that are commonly applied to Armenian 
detainees in Azerbaijan.555 There is no publicly 
available information regarding the grounds for 
his detention, and the other two detainees face 
similar circumstances.

After their military offensive, Azerbaijan 
also arrested eight representatives of the 
former political and military leadership of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. On September 27, 2023, 
Ruben Vardanyan, who served as the State 
Minister (equivalent to a Prime Minister) of 
Nagorno-Karabakh from November 2022 to 
February 2023, and David Manukyan, a former 
Deputy Chief Commander of the Nagorno-
Karabakh Defense Army, were apprehended 
by the Azerbaijani State Security Service while 
attempting to cross from the Lachin Corridor 
into Armenia. The following day, David Babayan, 
a former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Nagorno-
Karabakh, announced on his Facebook page that 
he would voluntarily surrender to Azerbaijani 
authorities, citing threats of repercussions 
against others if he did not comply.556 The 
Azerbaijani General Prosecutor’s Office later 
announced that Babayan was arrested on 
September 29.557 On September 30, Azerbaijani 
media reported the arrest of Levon “Lyova” 
Mnatsakanyan, the former Defense Minister 
of Nagorno-Karabakh, at the Hakari Bridge 
checkpoint.558 Unlike other high-ranking officials 
who were filmed by Azerbaijani authorities 
and whose footage was widely disseminated, 
Mnatsakanyan was not seen for extended 
periods. It was only months after his arrest 
that photos and videos of him were released 
by Azerbaijani authorities. Finally, on October 
3, Azerbaijani media reported the arrests of 
three former presidents of Nagorno-Karabakh: 
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Bako Sahakyan, Arkadi Ghukasyan, and Arayik 
Harutyunyan, as well as Davit Ishkhanyan, the 
Speaker of the Nagorno-Karabakh Parliament.559 

The pre-trial detentions of the eight former 
officials were repeatedly extended.560 Finally, 
on June 24, 2024, the Azerbaijani Prosecutor 
General announced that the investigation into 
15 Armenians—including the eight former 
officials and seven other men from Nagorno-
Karabakh—was complete and would soon be 
sent to court.561 Throughout this period, there 
has been little publicly available and credible 
information regarding their wellbeing and 
treatment. The detainees also refrain from 
discussing their treatment with family members. 
However, testimonies from repatriated Armenian 
prisoners of war (POWs) indicate a systematic 
practice of ill-treatment, including instances of 
torture.562

Interviews with former captives reveal these 
practices:

They would open the door of the cell and 
demand that we say “Karabakh is Azerbaijan,” 
and in case we refused to say so, they would 
beat us. They blindfolded us during transfers 
to court, and kept our eyes open only in the 
presence of ICRC representatives. The ICRC 
representative told me that I could file a claim 
in relation to my broken arm and require 
transfer to the hospital, but I was afraid 
because the ICRC representatives were not 
always present, so I was not sure what would 
happen if I did file such a claim.563

All the prisoners were subjected to violence. 
Everyone had different injuries. One had a 
broken nose; another was beaten so severely 
that he lost his sight. The violence was 
predominantly carried out by military police—
one could hear how other captives were being 
beaten in neighboring rooms.564

Notably, concern about torture and other ill-
treatment perpetrated by Azerbaijani military 
against ethnic Armenian prisoners/captives has 

been voiced by the Committee Against Torture. 
In its concluding observations on the fifth 
periodic report of Azerbaijan, the Committee 
stated that it is:

Deeply concerned by reports of severe and 
grave violations of international humanitarian 
law and human rights law committed by 
Azerbaijani military forces against prisoners 
of war and other protected persons 
of Armenian ethnic or national origin, 
including extrajudicial killings, torture and 
other ill-treatment, and the recording and 
dissemination of videos that appear to depict 
horrifying acts.565

Enforced disappearances

As of May 2024, data from the Investigative 
Committee of Armenia indicates that at least 
15 residents of Nagorno-Karabakh, including 
four civilians, are missing as a result of the 
September 19 attack.566 Additionally, at least 20 
residents are missing due to the explosion of 
a fuel tank in Haikazov, Nagorno-Karabakh, on 
September 25, 2023. The fact-finding mission 
contacted witnesses and family members of 
several missing persons to gather information 
about the circumstances surrounding these 
disappearances.

The testimonies shed light on several missing 
persons, some of whom may have been victims 
of enforced disappearances. Two elderly men 
attempted to flee Nerkin Sznek on foot with 
other residents when the Azerbaijani offensive 
began, but they were forced to stay behind 
due to exhaustion.567 Eyewitnesses reported 
that the area where they remained was quickly 
taken over by the Azerbaijani military, and since 
then, there has been no information about their 
whereabouts. The other two missing individuals 
were part of a volunteer unit that armed itself to 
defend their village from advancing Azerbaijani 
forces; eyewitness accounts indicate that 
their position was captured, leading to their 
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detention.568 A search operation, which included 
a relative of one of the missing men, visited the 
site but found no evidence of their deaths.569 
Despite these circumstances, Azerbaijani 
authorities have claimed they do not have these 
two men in custody.

Participants in the search and rescue missions 
reported to the fact-finding mission that their 
movements were severely restricted by the 
Azerbaijani Armed Forces. Although search 
operations were conducted across Nagorno-
Karabakh, access to specific locations was often 
limited for these groups. 

In this context, a member of one of the search 
teams stated:

The Russians told us that there were 
restrictions. They specified some locations 
beforehand, so we were only supposed to 
go to those specific locations. We were not 
allowed to move in any other direction. On 
September 29, the Azerbaijanis did not allow 
us to go for search operations. They stated 
that all those who were meant to be found 
had been found… September 28 was the last 
day for the search operations.570

These issues were also raised by the family 
members of the missing persons:

I learned from the woman who was captured 
and then released that my father had stayed 
behind—not in the village, but in the forest. 
During the search operations, they only 
looked for him in the village. When I later 
applied to the ICRC, they told me that they 
did not have the right to search outside the 
village—in the forest.571

They searched for Marat and Albert at the 
post, but found no body, no blood, no clothes 
there. There is a gorge over there; however, 
they were not allowed by the Azerbaijanis to 
search in that area. They authorized search 
operations only in the area where the post 
was.572

In addition to geographic restrictions, Azerbaijan 
permitted search and recovery operations 
for only a limited duration and took no steps 
to determine the whereabouts of the missing 
residents of Nagorno-Karabakh. Displaced 
residents involved in these operations informed 
the fact-finding mission that activities lasted 
approximately five days, concluding on 
September 28, 2023. A few days later, the final 
group of officers from the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Ministry for Emergency Situations, who had been 
conducting these efforts alongside Azerbaijani 
officials and representatives from Russian 
peacekeepers or the ICRC, were forced to leave 
Nagorno-Karabakh.573 

The lack of information about these individuals 
has caused significant distress for their families. 
One family member expressed her anguish to 
an Armenian outlet: “This uncertainty makes 
me crazy. The waiting is unbearable. I wish I had 
learned he was in captivity.”574 Due to the rapid 
displacement, families did not have the chance 
to stay and search for their loved ones. Another 
relative of two missing individuals shared: “We 
were on the road for 48 hours. I was in a very 
poor psychological state. I was crying during the 
entire trip. I was thinking I left them there and I 
am leaving.”575

Enforced disappearance is prohibited under 
both IHL and IHRL.576 Similarly, the UN 
Human Rights Committee and the ECHR have 
determined that the enforced disappearance 
of a close family member constitutes inhuman 
treatment for the next of kin.577 Furthermore, the 
UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 
Disappearances has emphasized that States 
“cannot restrict the right to know the truth 
about the fate and the whereabouts of the 
disappeared as such restriction only adds to, and 
prolongs, the continuous torture inflicted upon 
the relatives.”578
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Analysis of the conduct suggests that 
Azerbaijan did not fulfill its obligation to ensure 
accountability. This is evident in the failure of 
Azerbaijani authorities to conduct search and 
recovery operations in conflict-affected areas, 
as well as their prohibition of such activities 
by other parties, including third-party actors. 
Although Azerbaijan permitted search and 
recovery operations for a limited time, it did 
not take continuous steps to determine the 
whereabouts of missing residents of Nagorno-
Karabakh. A similar pattern of withholding 
information about individuals who disappeared 
under circumstances suggesting they were alive 
when they came under Azerbaijani custody was 
documented during the 44-day war in 2020. 
Following Azerbaijan’s non-compliance with 
information requests under interim measures 
granted by the ECtHR—which ordered the 
country to disclose the whereabouts of missing 
Armenians—the court notified the Committee 
of Ministers of the Council of Europe on March 
9, 2021. The ECtHR concluded that Azerbaijan 
had not complied with these measures, 
characterizing the information provided as 
too general, limited, or outright denying the 
captivity of victims.579 This lack of engagement 
suggests a deliberate intention either to cover 
up potential war crimes or to inflict additional 
suffering on families by keeping them in a state 
of uncertainty, demonstrating a disregard for 
their anguish.

Additionally, Azerbaijan’s practice of not 
notifying families and the opposing party about 
the capture of civilians and servicemen for 
extended periods heightens the risk of enforced 
disappearances. Dozens of such instances have 
been documented in relation to the 44-day war 
and its aftermath.580

The mass exodus 
The days following the September 19 attack were 
harrowing for the people of Nagorno-Karabakh. 
Most fled their homes within matter hours or 
days, seeking refuge in basements, forests, and 
Russian peacekeeping posts, as they witnessed 
the Azerbaijani Armed Forces take control of 
the entire region. All interviewees viewed this 
as a life-threatening situation for themselves 
and their families, making the difficult decision 
to flee to Armenia the only viable option once 
Azerbaijan opened the road.

Many viewed the attack as part of a broader 
effort to drive Armenians from their ancestral 
homes. As one individual remarked: “They 
starved us for nine months and waged a war 
to scare us, so that people are terrified, so 
that they want to leave on their own, to run 
away.”581 Other interviewees expressed similar 
sentiments, indicating that the sense of threat 
was widespread:

How could I live with them after what I saw 
with my eyes? We buried my brother [who 
was killed while in Azerbaijani captivity] on his 
birthday.582

I cannot put the lives of my children in danger. 
I was afraid that if we stayed in Artsakh, there 
would be nobody to help us in case we were 
taken captive by Azerbaijanis.583 

How could we stay? If we stayed, they would 
humiliate us. There would be murders in the 
villages. To stay would mean that you must live 
in fear that at any moment someone could 
enter and do whatever they want. Living with 
such fear is more difficult than to be at war. In 
this case, you will be a victim. I believe this is 
why people fled.584

We left Artsakh because otherwise, the 
Azerbaijanis would have killed us…585 

Azerbaijanis are a threat to my family. They 
shot the vehicle transporting my mother. Can 
you imagine what would happen if we stayed? 
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They would have killed us. Such incidents have 
happened before; the entire internet is full of 
those videos.586

Our life was in danger; that is why we decided 
to flee. To stay with someone who killed your 
friend, your neighbor, your classmate, means 
that they would kill you one day.587

I believe that there was a risk of falling in 
captivity or being killed had we stayed, 
considering the atrocities committed by 
Azerbaijanis and Azerbaijan’s genocidal 
policy.588

If we stayed in Artsakh—considering all these 
years, there has never been such a case when 
someone encountered Azerbaijanis and has 
not been injured or killed or taken prisoner. 
They would have killed us if we had stayed. I 
feel that I’ve aged during those few days.589

The fact that Nagorno-Karabakh was no longer 
safe for Armenians became evident when some 
interviewees attempted to return to their homes 
to collect their belongings or visit the graves of 
their loved ones.590 As one interviewee recalls: 
“I was not able to say farewell to my husband’s 
grave. There were Azerbaijanis stationed there. 
When my son attempted to visit the cemetery, 
a Russian peacekeeper told him not to take a 
risk as the Azerbaijanis were there.”591 Similar 
remarks were made in other testimonies:

My father-in-law wanted to go to our house 
to take photos, but he saw that Azerbaijanis 
had already surrounded the village. Russian 
peacekeepers by the Khachen Bridge told him 
not to return to the village, as the Azerbaijanis 
were already there. Azerbaijanis even 
deployed a post in the forest. Seeing all that, 
my father-in-law returned to Stepanakert.592

On September 26, I left Martuni, alone. [I] 
went to Stepanakert to find buses and return 
to be able to transport all the residents.... 
There were no obstacles on my way to 
Stepanakert, but the Azerbaijanis did not 
allow me to return; they said the road was 
closed.593

After the ceasefire, we were never able 
to return to the village and collect our 
documents and personal belongings. Only the 
head of the village was allowed to return—
accompanied by Russian peacekeepers and 
rescuers—to take out the bodies of those 
killed and evacuate three residents who had 
stayed in the village.594

As many others recalled, people were in a state 
of panic and no longer felt safe in Nagorno-
Karabakh.595

The overwhelming sense of fear became evident 
when the Azerbaijani government opened the 
Lachin Corridor for Armenians in Nagorno-
Karabakh to leave. Within just a few days, more 
than 100,000 Armenians fled to Armenia. 
Uncertain about how long the Corridor would 
remain open, thousands rushed to cross it as 
quickly as possible. As of October 2023, only 
several dozen Armenians reportedly remained in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.596

The exodus begam on September 24, 2023, as 
the Azerbaijani Armed Forces established several 
checkpoints along the roads, with the final one 
located at the Hakari Bridge. The peacekeeping 
contingent facilitated the process: 

We left Martakert for Stepanakert in a convoy 
accompanied by the Russians. It was a Sedan 
with six of us in it. We took some of our 
clothing and a blanket. We saw Azerbaijanis on 
the way from Martakert, around Drmbon—
there was a checkpoint. They did not stop 
us, but the servicemen at the checkpoint 
made insulting gestures at us, showing their 
weapons.597

On September 24, I saw Azerbaijani vehicles 
accompanied by Russian peacekeepers 
go through our village in the direction of 
Martakert to evacuate people—two Russian 
military vehicles and two Azerbaijani military 
buses.598

People who stayed in Martakert were taken 
directly to Armenia by Russian peacekeepers. 
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Initially, we thought they would not allow 
anyone to leave, that they would kill everyone. 
Then we saw that people were moving to 
Armenia, and there was no choice.599       

Explosion at a fuel depot

During the displacement, the state of panic 
and depleted resources led to a tragic incident. 
Due to the blockade, fuel was in short supply, 
prompting many to rush to the Haykazov fuel 
depot in the Askeran region. On September 25, 
2023, an explosion occurred at the depot, likely 
because people did not follow safety protocols 
in their panic. As one interviewee noted: “Just 
imagine: people are in panic, petrol is the only 
means for salvation; there are rumors that the 
road will be closed, so you must hurry.600

Approximately 1,000 people were in the area, 
and 290 were admitted to nearby hospitals 
with varying degrees of burns. Most were 
transferred to the Republican Medical Center 
in Stepanakert.601 Testimonies collected indicate 
that medical institutions in Nagorno-Karabakh 
were understaffed and lacked the necessary 
resources to effectively respond to such a crisis, 
a situation exacerbated by the blockade:

It was an indescribably hard period. People 
were burned, naked. The… level of burns were 
extensive. There was no place on the body 
where we could make an injection. There 
were only 45 staff members in the hospital, 
and it was objectively impossible to provide 
assistance to a large number of people under 
such conditions, but with immense difficulty 
we managed to provide medical assistance 
to everyone. There was an extreme need for 
specialists as only 15 out of 45 were doctors. 
Nineteen deaths from burns were recorded in 
one day. [The] next day we received around 
50 patients from Arevik medical center. The 
scene in the hospital was terrible; it was very 
difficult for the staff to get over it. Our staff 
was working in an emergency mode. Starting 

from September 19, we did not even have 
time to eat properly for several days. Many 
of the employees themselves had health 
problems, losses in their own families.602 

My daughter was working in the maternity 
hospital; she was helping victims of the 
explosion. When she returned home, she was 
exhausted, psychologically disturbed and in 
very bad condition.603

I was in the hospital on the day of the 
explosion; it was a terrible scene. It was 
already evening, people were burned and 
naked, there was no free place in the hospital, 
people were lying everywhere possible, even 
on the floor. Everyone was helping them 
however they could. Medicines were brought 
from various hospitals, but there was no 
medicine to heal the burns and to soothe 
them. I was scared. I called my husband to 
come and take me out of the hospital because 
I couldn’t see it all. My husband went to get 
fuel from the place of that explosion—the 
wave of the explosion threw him to the other 
side. However, my husband was not physically 
injured; only his clothes were torn. He 
somehow made it out of the area. My husband 
came and took me away.604 

Fortunately, my friend was there and took 
me to the hospital. There was a traffic jam; 
we could not reach the hospital for an hour. 
In the hospital, the situation was very bad. 
There was a lack of medicine and doctors. I 
was injected with morphine, and I slept. I was 
taken from Artsakh in a helicopter on the 
third day. I spent 25 days in intensive care in 
Armenia and 25 days in the outpatient clinic. 
Then I was discharged and now I regularly go 
for checkups. I was operated on six to seven 
times.605

The explosion claimed the lives of 220 people, 
and around 20 individuals are still considered 
missing.606
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Explosion at a fuel depot located in the Askeran region. 
(Photo by David Simonyan, September 2023)

People gathered at the emergency unit of the Republican Medical Center in Stepanakert after 
the explosion at the fuel depot. (Photo by David Simonyan, September 2023)
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The long road to Armenia

The journey to Armenia was incredibly 
challenging. The distance from Stepanakert 
to Kornidzor, the first village in Armenia 
after crossing the Lachin Corridor, is only 80 
kilometers. However, due to severe traffic 
congestion, it took thousands of people nearly 
two days to make the crossing. Many were 
on the road without food, which was in short 
supply due to the blockade. They were scared, 
exhausted, and hungry, and 69 individuals died 
before reaching Armenia.607 The fact-finding 
mission collected witness testimonies regarding 
several of these cases:

Before reaching the bridge, my grandfather 
put his head on my mother’s shoulder. Already 
at the Hakari Bridge, my mother realized that 
my grandfather had died, but she did not say 
anything so that the people on the bus would 
not be afraid.608

On the way from Stepanakert to Yerevan, 
there was a 45-year-old woman in the car 
ahead of us. She got out of the car to get 
some fresh air. I saw how she felt on the 
ground.… She got a stroke and died.609

Before we reached Shushi, there was a lot of 
traffic. A woman approached me and asked 
for water. I gave water to her. In a couple of 
minutes, she fell on the ground. Her son ran 
to her and shouted “Mama! Mama!” She died 
from a heart attack.610

On the way, near Lachin, we heard how a man 
was screaming, “People, I feel bad, I feel bad!” 
People could not help him, and he died. Then 
Russian peacekeepers approached to help, but 
he was already dead. They asked for a sheet to 
cover him.611

In the car next to ours, an elder died. We 
knew it from the voices—they were screaming 
“Grandpa, Grandpa!” There were also four- to 
five-year-old children and a pregnant woman 
in their car. They brought a blanket from 

another car, took out the corpse, wrapped it 
in the blanket, and put it in the trunk.612

The interviews also reveal that harassment, 
intimidation, and threats were common in 
encounters between Armenian civilians and 
Azerbaijani servicemen, similar to previous 
incidents:

Azerbaijanis were telling us in Armenian on 
our way out: “Kina, kina (Go, go).” If we had 
stayed, we would have been massacred. We 
fled out of this fear and [sense of] threat.613

On the road there was an Azerbaijani truck 
with servicemen ahead of us. They were 
mocking us, pointing the weapons at us and 
filming.614

When we were leaving Martakert, they were 
entering it [Martakert] from Drmbon. They 
turned up the music loud, yelled something 
at us, insulted us with finger gestures and told 
us: “Leave, leave!”615

When people were leaving, Azerbaijanis would 
not allow them to repair a car that would 
break down on the way. The tire of my son-
in-law’s vehicle was damaged. They pointed a 
gun at him and told him to leave the car and 
go.616

There were Azerbaijani roadblocks on the 
way. They stopped us and asked where we 
were coming from. They insisted that we call 
out the locations in Azerbaijani names. For 
example, Chartar is called Chertaz. My father 
called out the name in Azerbaijani. We had to 
humiliate ourselves to be able to pass.617

They are armed. If you do not say what they 
want, you do not know what will happen.618

“When crossing the Hakari checkpoint, the 
Azerbaijani officers behaved very badly; they 
laughed, kicked the car. They hurried us, 
asking how many people were left to cross the 
checkpoint. Their uniforms had the flags of 
both Turkey and Azerbaijan.619
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Traffic congestion on the Lachin Corridor in September 2023. 
(Photo by Photolure Agency, September 2023)
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We were stopped twice near the villages of 
Nngi and Krasni. We rolled down our windows; 
they looked inside and let us pass. There were 
around a hundred cars coming from our 
village. They took the ring off a woman from 
our village and tore the gold chain off of her 
neck.620

While most of the population in Nagorno-
Karabakh sought to move to Armenia as quickly 
as possible, some individuals attempted to 
remain. Later, they requested transportation 
from the ICRC as well. The fact-finding mission 
interviewed several of these individuals, who 
reported that harassment, intimidation, and 
pressure to leave Nagorno-Karabakh were 
common. As one of them recalled:

…on September 23, they caught me on the 
road, twisted my arms, and took me to their 
superiors.… When they took me away, they 
asked “why aren’t you moving out of here?” I 
explained, “It’s my house, it’s my land; where 
can I go? … Then there were other times 
when they came to our house. I was not at 
home. Papa was told to leave… So, we did. 
The Red Cross called us twice to take us 
out of Karabakh. I said no. We agreed for 
the third time… We did the right thing… The 
circumstances were such that it was necessary 
to leave.621

There were also reports of movement 
restrictions in Stepanakert for those who 
chose to stay, particularly during visits by 
the Azerbaijani President and related media 
coverage activities.622

Overall, people in Nagorno-Karabakh could no 
longer live secure and dignified lives in their 
homes. They were forced to flee to Armenia, 
leaving behind their houses, most of their 
belongings, and the graves of their loved ones. 
As noted in the section on the legal framework, 
deportation or forcible transfer of population 
refers to “the forced displacement of the 
persons concerned by expulsion or other 

coercive acts from the area in which they are 
lawfully present, without grounds permitted 
under international law.”623 Such coercive acts 
may include measures designed to compel 
the affected group to flee and prevent their 
return through various means, where actions 
taken by the perpetrator directly resulted in the 
deportation or forcible transfer of the victims. 

Azerbaijan’s actions, including the large-
scale military offensive, sweep operations in 
villages, arbitrary detention and ill-treatment 
of civilians, and the arbitrary prosecution of 
Armenians, contributed to a climate of fear and 
psychological oppression. Blocking roads and 
entrances to villages, preventing the return of 
local residents after the cessation of hostilities, 
and harassing Armenians further exacerbated 
the situation. These actions, coupled with a 
failure to hold violators accountable for human 
rights abuses, including war crimes against 
Armenians, left ethnic Armenians in Nagorno-
Karabakh feeling they had no choice but to 
leave. Consequently, these actions constitute the 
forcible displacement of people.

Nagorno-Karabakh erased
A year after the displacement of the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh, President Aliyev stated: 

If we analyze all our steps and the work we 
did from November 2020 to September 
2023, we can see that each step was a logical 
continuation of the previous step, and the 
ultimate goal of each step was September 20, 
State Sovereignty Day.624

The statement reflects the overall tone and 
attitude of the Azerbaijani government, 
suggesting that a deliberately planned policy 
reached its final “resolution” in September 
2023.625 A symbolic nod to this sentiment, Aliyev 
made a speech from Stepanakert on March 18, 
2024, stating that “The Novruz bonfire is also 
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Figure 12: Kanach Zham Church before and after destruction.

Figure 13: Karin Tak village before and after demolition.

Figure 14: Belongings in Stepanakert apartments are thrown outside.
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doing the final cleansing.” He later shared this 
line on his X account.626

These words are accompanied by historically 
revisionist narratives that challenge the 
legitimacy of the Armenian presence in Nagorno-
Karabakh—a trend that has become common 
in Azerbaijani media and government discourse. 
Aliyev frequently asserts that Armenians never 
lived in Karabakh in pre-modern times, a talking 
point used to promote an exclusionary sense of 
ownership over the contested territory.627

The questioning of the Armenian presence 
in Nagorno-Karabakh is further coupled with 
ongoing policies of cultural erasure, as well as 
the destruction and appropriation of private 
properties.628 Actions taken by the Azerbaijani 
state in the newly captured territories serve 
as additional evidence of its intent: Nagorno-
Karabakh was not meant for Armenians to 
remain.

Open-source materials, including satellite 
imagery from various periods acquired by the 
fact-finding mission, demonstrate the planned 
destruction of cultural monuments, cemeteries, 
and residential buildings previously inhabited by 
Armenians. The patterns of destruction following 
the displacement mirror those observed in 2021, 
immediately after Azerbaijan took control of 
territories as a result of the 44-day war. At least 
two 18th and 19th-century cemeteries have been 
demolished.629 

The Kanach Zham Church in Shushi, which was 
damaged during the war and later designated 
as an Orthodox religious monument, was also 
demolished.630

Additionally, the entire village of Karin Tak was 
razed to the ground.

According to the Caucasus Heritage Watch, two 
historic schools located in Chrag (Chirag) and 

Tsar (Zar) villages were destroyed as well, a claim 
supported by satellite imagery acquired by the 
fact-finding mission.631

The destruction of private property has been 
widespread, particularly in Stepanakert. Satellite 
imagery, along with photos and videos shared on 
social media, show apartment buildings stripped 
of their owners’ belongings.

Azerbaijan has also begun the destruction of an 
entire residential neighborhood in Stepanakert.632 
Residential areas have been demolished in other 
formerly Armenian-populated communities in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.633

This policy of erasure stands in stark 
contradiction to Azerbaijan’s proclaimed 
“reintegration plan” for Armenians, the details 
of which were only revealed on October 2, 
2023, by which time most of the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh had already fled.634 The 
“plan” lacks specifics regarding the potential 
reintegration process and merely asserts 
“equality of rights and freedoms.” Furthermore, 
the destruction of property and cultural rights 
directly contradicts Aliyev’s claim that “Their 
property is duly protected. All the historical 
and religious sites are duly protected.”635 The 
collected testimonies and open-source data 
present a different narrative. The experiences 
shared by over 330 interviewed Armenians from 
Nagorno-Karabakh raise serious questions about 
the statements made by Azerbaijani government 
representatives.



The analysis of the situations described above 
leads to the conclusion that the population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh has faced ongoing 
and widespread human rights violations by 
Azerbaijan in various forms. Beyond acts of 
physical mistreatment, the entire population 
endured significant psychological suffering 
due to the nine-month blockade imposed by 
Azerbaijan, which resulted in shortages of food, 
medicine, heating, power, and fuel. This blockade 
also imposed severe restrictions on freedom 
of movement, hindered opportunities for 
income generation, harmed physical and mental 
health, and led to loss of life. The prolonged 
psychological distress was exacerbated by 
a coordinated campaign of harassment and 
intimidation along the line of contact, involving 
regular gunfire, explicit calls for evacuation, 
prevention of agricultural activities, and 
threats of imminent attack, all contributing to 
profound anguish. The ICJ acknowledged that 
the “operation commenced by Azerbaijan in 
Nagorno-Karabakh on 19 September 19 2023 
took place in the context of the long-standing 
exposure of the population of Nagorno-
Karabakh to a situation of vulnerability and social 
precariousness.”636

The fact-finding mission documented a 
pattern of arbitrary detention, torture, and ill-
treatment of Armenians who fell into Azerbaijani 
custody, highlighting a clear discriminatory 
dimension. The reported incidents also included 
violations of the right to life, such as the willful 
killing of civilians—even in the presence of 
peacekeepers—and individuals hors de combat, 
with perpetrators enjoying absolute impunity 
for their actions. While these instances may 
not have been large-scale, they were widely 

publicized and had a chilling effect, heightening 
feelings of insecurity among many, particularly 
in light of past experiences, including those from 
fall 2020.

Regular military escalations by the Azerbaijani 
military, along with ongoing harassment of 
residents along the line of contact, led to loss of 
lives and the displacement of the local civilian 
population prior to the September 19 offensive. 
This pattern of behavior, combined with the 
blockade and deliberate violations of basic rights, 
fostered a pervasive sense of insecurity and 
mistrust in the Azerbaijani authorities’ stated 
commitment to safeguarding the rights of ethnic 
Armenians. The actions on the ground starkly 
contradicted these declarations. 

All the aforementioned acts represent severe 
interference with the enjoyment of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, rooted in 
discrimination. Some constitute gross violations 
of the 1949 Geneva Conventions and qualify 
as war crimes. Additionally, due to their nature 
and intent, these actions resulted in the mass 
forced displacement of the Armenian population 
of Nagorno-Karabakh, which constitutes a 
crime of deportation under the Rome Statute. 
Furthermore, the conduct of Azerbaijani 
authorities and its consequences amount to 
ethnic cleansing, given the context, policy, and 
practices aimed at intimidating and driving the 
Armenian population out of Nagorno-Karabakh.

The available information, including the public 
statements of high-ranking Azerbaijani officials, 
indicates that the practices used to attack 
and intimidate the civilian population were 
well-organized, coordinated, and systematic. 
These actions aimed to drive Armenians out 
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of Nagorno-Karabakh by creating conditions 
of severe insecurity, hardship, psychological 
duress, and genuine threats to life, health, and 
liberty for those remaining under Azerbaijani 
jurisdiction. The blatant denial of existing human 
rights violations by Azerbaijani authorities 
further solidified the perception that they had 
no intention of effectively addressing these 
issues or ensuring respect for the human rights 
of Armenians, nor providing access to effective 
remedies in cases of violations under their 
jurisdiction.

As previously mentioned, the term “ethnic 
cleansing” refers to the practice of rendering a 
region ethnically homogeneous by using force or 
intimidation to remove specific groups from that 
area.637 The methods employed can vary based 
on context and the resources available to the 
perpetrators. Ethnic cleansing can be executed 
through direct means, such as organized 
deportation, or through indirect means that 
coerce the victim group to flee and prevent their 
return. Azerbaijan has employed such practices, 
including the use of violence or the threat 
thereof, unlawful deprivation of life, torture, 
arbitrary detention, and a nine-month blockade 
that severely interfered with the enjoyment of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms based 
on discrimination. These actions were coupled 
with a narrative asserting that Armenians did 
not belong in the region, alongside the alteration 
or destruction of cultural property and the 
looting of private property. Furthermore, these 
practices occurred despite an explicit, legally 
binding commitment made by Azerbaijani 
authorities before the ICJ not to engage in such 
actions, in addition to their existing obligations 
under international human rights instruments.638 

In contexts where ethnic cleansing has been 
established, perpetrators often resort to large-
scale violent actions. However, in Nagorno-
Karabakh, Azerbaijani authorities have employed 
a more insidious approach, utilizing prolonged 

intimidation and blockade to wear down the 
population. Fears and anguish were regularly 
heightened by acts of violence, incitement to 
hatred, and threats shared on social media. 
These fears were further exacerbated by the 
absence of any escape routes for the population, 
as the entire territory was surrounded by 
Azerbaijani military forces, who made it clear 
that they were prepared to “solve” the issue 
through military action at any moment.

In the context of Nagorno-Karabakh during the 
reviewed period, the policy of ethnic cleansing 
was executed through a combination of 
meticulously planned violent and non-violent 
measures that have been in place since 2020. 
Violent actions included targeted killings, 
shootings, and military offensives. Non-violent 
coercive tactics involved harassment of farmers 
and residents along the line of contact and on 
routes used by Azerbaijani servicemen, as well 
as cutting off access to water and pastures. The 
blockade and its dire consequences severely 
interfered with the exercise of fundamental 
rights and freedoms, leading to arbitrary bans 
on humanitarian aid deliveries and the transfer 
of patients, arbitrary detention of civilians with 
instances of ill-treatment or death in custody, 
and forced displacement following military 
offensives. These actions were accompanied by 
repeated threats of force and public statements 
from the President of Azerbaijan indicating that 
access to and from Nagorno-Karabakh was only 
permissible in one direction—outward. 

These practices culminated in the large-scale 
offensive on September 19, which affected all 
residents of Nagorno-Karabakh. The Azerbaijani 
authorities failed to prevent or punish previous 
mistreatment of Armenian civilians and prisoners 
of war by their servicemen. The destruction 
and alteration of Armenian cultural sites and 
cemeteries, alongside a deliberate policy of 
erasing Armenian heritage and other acts of 
intimidation—actions that Azerbaijan committed 
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not to undertake under both international 
human rights and humanitarian law, as well as 
explicitly before the ICJ—became commonplace 
after the 2020 war. As a result, Armenians 
were compelled to flee Nagorno-Karabakh in 
September 2023. 

Public statements from President Aliyev 
confirm the planned nature of the actions 
mentioned above. Furthermore, Azerbaijani 
authorities facilitated the movement of fleeing 
Armenians by providing fuel to those unable 
to leave otherwise, although many reported 
experiencing intimidation and harassment along 
the way. Similar to the situation in the former 
Yugoslavia, the ethnic cleansing of Armenians in 
Nagorno-Karabakh was executed “in the name 
of misguided nationalism, historic grievances, 
and a powerful driving sense of revenge.”639 This 
sentiment is echoed in the words of Aliyev: “We 
are filled with anger, and this anger will not let up 
even after 300 years, not just 30.”640

Azerbaijani authorities have repeatedly claimed 
that all Nagorno-Karabakh Armenians left 
voluntarily. They even produced video footage 
at the Hakari checkpoint showing fleeing 
Armenians being prompted to state on camera 
that their departure was of their own accord. 
However, testimonies collected indicate that 
these statements were made under duress, with 
interviewees perceiving a real threat to their 
lives. An analysis of case law from international 
criminal tribunals reveals that in previous 
instances of ethnic cleansing, perpetrators often 
employed similar defenses, asserting that the 
population’s departure was not forced and that 
they were merely “facilitating the voluntary 
movement of people wishing to leave the 
territory,” thereby ensuring “a decent departure 
at their personal wish and request.”641

As mentioned above, case law clearly indicates 
that the term “forced” encompasses not only 
physical force but also the threat of force or 

coercion, which can take various forms. The 
absence of a genuine choice for the victim 
renders the displacement forced. Even if victims 
express consent or request to leave the territory, 
this does not negate the forced nature of their 
displacement if such consent or requests are 
not given voluntarily and do not reflect a true 
expression of free will. In such instances, the 
assessment must consider the broader context 
and surrounding circumstances. Testimonies 
regarding these circumstances suggest that the 
population believed they had no genuine choice.

The ICJ’s assessment of the events indicates 
that the surrounding circumstances compelled 
more than 100,000 Armenians to leave their 
homes and reach the Armenian border since 
Azerbaijan’s operation began in Nagorno-
Karabakh on September 19, 2023. The Court 
determined that both those of Armenian ethnic 
origin who left Nagorno-Karabakh and those 
who remained were in a vulnerable position.642 
The prevalence of fear of violence, along with 
concerns about being deprived of their rights, 
language, and religion, among the Armenians of 
Nagorno-Karabakh was acknowledged by the UN 
Security Council.643 Additionally, the European 
parliament recognized that the exodus of the 
Armenian population from Nagorno-Karabakh 
was forced, constituting ethnic cleansing.644

While ethnic cleansing is not a standalone crime 
under international law, the actions leading to 
it—specifically, the forced displacement of the 
population—constitute a crime of deportation. 
The conduct described above includes all 
the elements of the crime of deportation: 
Azerbaijani authorities forcibly expelled 
one or more individuals to another state—
Armenia—without any grounds permitted under 
international law. Azerbaijan has failed to provide 
any justification to demonstrate that such 
displacement was lawful, such as claiming that 
the civilian population was moved for security 
reasons or imperative military necessities. 



In such cases, the displacement is considered 
temporary, with the expectation that the 
population will return to their homes as soon 
as the situation allows. However, no steps were 
taken to facilitate the return of the population 
either immediately after the ceasefire or in 
its aftermath. On the contrary, organized 
“evacuations” occurred after the cessation 
of hostilities. As demonstrated above, the 
internal displacement of the population served 
as a prelude to the subsequent deportation 
of individuals. In fact, Azerbaijan used these 
evacuation measures as a pretext to remove the 
civilian population and unlawfully seize control 
over the desired territory. As noted in the legal 
section, displacement conducted under an 
agreement between officials or organized by 
the ICRC or another entity does not imply that 
it is voluntary. In this case, the involvement of 
Russian peacekeepers and, in some instances, 
the ICRC in facilitating the displacement does 
not render it voluntary. 

The displaced residents of Nagorno-Karabakh 
were lawfully present in the region, and the 
officials involved were fully aware of this 
fact. The Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh 
were protected persons under the Geneva 
Conventions of 1949. The conduct occurred 
within the context of an international armed 
conflict, and the perpetrators were cognizant of 
the circumstances that established this conflict. 
Furthermore, according to the case law of the 
ICTY, there is no minimum number of displaced 
individuals required to qualify for a crime of 
deportation, and the mens rea of the offense 
does not necessitate that the perpetrator 
intends for the individual to be displaced 
permanently across the border.”645

In summary, the displacement of the ethnic 
Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh (1) was 
not voluntary, (2) was not permitted under 
international law, (3) continued beyond the 

period of active hostilities,  and (4) the victims 
were ultimately unable to return to their original 
places of residence.

The conduct and means employed by Azerbaijan 
were explicitly condemned. The ICJ has 
recognized that:

… individuals forced to leave their 
own place of residence without 
the possibility of return could be 
subject to a serious risk of irreparable 
prejudice. It is of the view that similar 
considerations apply to the persons 
of Armenian national or ethnic origin 
who found themselves compelled to 
flee their place of residence for fear 
that they will be targeted because 
they belong to a protected group 
under CERD.646

Despite clear condemnation of the use of 
force to resolve the dispute, Azerbaijani 
representatives repeatedly suggested—
especially in the period immediately preceding 
the September 2023 displacement—that similar 
actions could be expected in the future. They 
showed no remorse for their actions and 
dismissed allegations of rights abuses, framing 
the situation as an internal issue.647

The collected information leads to a reasonable 
conclusion that more than 100,000 Armenians 
from Nagorno-Karabakh were deported by 
Azerbaijan to Armenia in 2023 through a range of 
coercive acts and intimidation. This has resulted 
in significant suffering and serious injury to the 
Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh by violating 
their right to return to their places of permanent 
residence.
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Displaced people from Nagorno-Karabakh in Goris, Armenia.
(Photo by Avet Avetisyan, September 2023)
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To Individual States:

• Support international efforts to prosecute
crimes against humanity and war crimes
committed against the population of
Nagorno-Karabakh, including by making a
state referral to the International Criminal
Court (ICC).

• Advocate within the Human Rights
Council for the establishment of a country
mechanism and a Special Procedure
to investigate systemic human rights
violations in Azerbaijan and report them
to the Human Rights Council, General
Assembly, and other UN bodies.

• Urge the UN Human Rights Council and
OHCHR to investigate the war crimes and
human rights violations documented in
this report. Request that they recommend
referral of these matters to the ICC by
the UN General Assembly and Security
Council.

• Implement targeted sanctions, such as
travel bans and asset freezes, against
Azerbaijani officials, military leaders, and
individuals implicated in gross human
rights violations and war crimes. Extend
sanctions to include key Azerbaijani
entities and companies involved in these
crimes.

• Act collectively and individually to halt
the sale, supply, or transfer of offensive
military equipment, technology, and
intelligence to Azerbaijan. This measure is
critical to preventing further aggression
and human rights violations.

• Urge Azerbaijan to immediately release
and repatriate all detained ethnic
Armenians, regardless of their ascribed
status.

• Leverage diplomatic channels to urge
Azerbaijan to uphold international cultural
preservation standards and prevent
further destruction or modification of
Armenian cultural properties. Advocate
for Azerbaijan’s cooperation with
UNESCO and other relevant bodies
to facilitate independent monitoring
missions and promote international
dialogue for the protection and
restoration of these sites.

• Urge governments to keep the issues
of war crimes, crimes against humanity,
and the destruction of Armenian cultural
heritage in Nagorno-Karabakh at the
forefront of international attention.
This includes raising these topics during
major international events, forums, and
initiatives to build leverage and pressure
for decisive action, such as accountability
measures, protection of cultural sites,
and support for the rights of displaced
persons.

To the Government of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan:

• Ensure accountability for those
responsible for war crimes, crimes
against humanity, and other human
rights violations, including both direct
perpetrators and officials under the
principle of command responsibility. This
includes conducting thorough, impartial
investigations, prosecuting those involved,

Recommendations



and ensuring justice for victims and 
adherence to international legal standards.

• Engage in negotiations with Armenia, 
including the involvement of relevant 
international bodies and Armenians from 
Nagorno-Karabakh, to establish conditions 
for the safe, dignified and voluntary 
return of the displaced population to 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Ensure that this 
process is transparent and includes 
robust safety guarantees, protection 
from discrimination and respect for the 
fundamental rights of returnees.

• Implement comprehensive measures 
to monitor, prevent, and address hate 
speech and incitement to racial hatred 
and discrimination against individuals 
of Armenian national or ethnic origin, 
including by high-ranking officials. 
Ensure that such actions, including 
those perpetuated by public officials and 
institutions, are thoroughly investigated 
and, when warranted, prosecuted with 
appropriate penalties.

• Ensure unrestricted access to Armenian 
religious and cultural monuments as 
well as cemeteries in Nagorno-Karabakh 
for the displaced Armenian population. 
Guarantee their right to visit, preserve, 
and maintain their cultural and religious 
heritage without discrimination or 
restriction.

• Ensure the protection and preservation 
of Armenian cultural and religious 
heritage in Nagorno-Karabakh and 
adjacent territories. Prevent any acts of 
destruction, alteration, or appropriation, 
and cooperate with relevant international 
organizations to safeguard these sites 
and maintain their historical and cultural 
integrity.

• Conduct thorough investigations into 
the reported destruction and damage 
to Armenian cultural and religious 
heritage sites in Nagorno-Karabakh and 
surrounding areas, including churches, 
monuments, and cemeteries.

• Provide access to international 
monitoring initiatives to investigate the 
state of cultural and religious monuments 
in Nagorno-Karabakh and adjacent 
territories.

• Provide secure access to Armenians from 
Nagorno-Karabakh to visit their homes 
and collect their belongings, while their 
safe, dignified and voluntary return is 
being addressed.

• Provide adequate financial compensation 
and remedies to displaced Armenians 
from Nagorno-Karabakh who choose not 
to return to their homes. These measures 
should include compensation for lost 
property, livelihoods, and other damages 
incurred as a result of displacement, 
ensuring their dignity and right to an 
effective remedy.

• Ensure that activists and individuals 
exercising their rights to freedom of 
speech and peaceful assembly, including 
those opposed to the war in Nagorno-
Karabakh or in favor of person-to-person 
relationships with Armenians, are not 
censored, silenced, or detained. 

To the Government of the Republic of 
Armenia:

• Continue pursuing international legal 
avenues to seek accountability measures 
and remedies for the gross violations of 
human rights, forced deportation, and 

WHY ARE THERE NO ARMENIANS 
IN NAGORNO-KARABAKH? 

97



ethnic cleansing in Nagorno-Karabakh. 
This includes ongoing efforts at the 
International Court of Justice (ICJ) and 
the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR), as well as the need to use 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) 
mechanisms.

• In partnership with international donors,
strengthen the national judicial and
prosecutorial capacities to investigate
and prosecute gross violations of human
rights, war crimes and crimes against
humanity, ensuring adherence to the ICC
standards.

• Continuously report the destruction
and alterations of the Armenian cultural
and religious monuments in Nagorno-
Karabakh to UNESCO, the Council of
Europe’s Committee for Culture, Heritage,
and Landscape, and other institutions,
and seek international support for the
restoration and protection of those
monuments.

• Engage in negotiations with Azerbaijan
and relevant international organizations
to establish conditions for the safe and
voluntary return of displaced Armenians
to Nagorno-Karabakh. Ensure that this
process is transparent and includes
robust safety guarantees and assurances
of non-discrimination and respect for
fundamental rights from Azerbaijan.

• Cooperate with Armenian civil society
organizations in their accountability
efforts and avoid censoring anti-war
activists for exercising their rights and
freedom of speech.

• Incentivize more effective engagement
of the refugee population from Nagorno-

Karabakh in processes aimed at upholding 
their rights and meeting their fundamental 
needs.

To the Governments of the Republic of 
Armenia and the Republic of Azerbaijan:

• Facilitate reconciliation between
Armenian and Azerbaijani societies by
actively engaging in transitional justice
mechanisms, such as truth-seeking
initiatives, dialogue platforms, and
reparative processes. Collaborate with
civil society, international organizations,
and affected communities to address
grievances, acknowledge past injustices,
and promote mutual understanding.
Implement measures that ensure
accountability, provide reparations for
victims, and prevent future conflicts,
thereby laying the groundwork for
sustainable peace and coexistence.

To International Organizations and UN 
Bodies:

To the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD):

• Utilize the follow-up procedure to
rigorously monitor Azerbaijan’s
compliance with the recommendations
from the 2022 concluding observations.
Request detailed updates from Azerbaijan
on specific measures taken to address
anti-Armenian racism, including
the prevention of hate speech and
discrimination. Encourage the state to
adopt effective policies and practices in
line with CERD’s recommendations, and, if
non-compliance persists, consider further
actions, such as notifying the Human
Rights Council, the General Assembly,
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and other State Parties to escalate 
accountability measures.

To the Committee Against Torture (CAT) and 
the Committee on Enforced Disappearances:

• Inquire, investigate, and demand 
remedial action from Azerbaijan for 
documented acts of mutilations, torture, 
and ill-treatment of ethnic Armenians, 
including civilian hostages, POWs, and 
others. Demand the immediate release 
and repatriation of all ethnic Armenians 
detained by Azerbaijan, irrespective of 
the status ascribed to them by Azerbaijan. 
Investigate Azerbaijan’s failure to provide 
notification of these detentions and 
report to the Human Rights Council, 
the General Assembly, and the Security 
Council, recommending the establishment 
of a Special Procedure on the human 
rights situation in Azerbaijan.

To the Subcommittee on the Prevention of 
Torture (SPT):

• Conduct immediate country visits to 
Azerbaijan to assess the conditions of all 
ethnic Armenians detained in Azerbaijan, 
regardless of their assigned status, to 
ensure their humane treatment. Advocate 
for their release and repatriation without 
delay.

To All Relevant UN Committees:

• Encourage and facilitate comprehensive 
documentation and reporting of 
human rights abuses committed by 
Azerbaijan, ensuring that all violations are 
systematically recorded and analyzed for 
future accountability efforts.

To the Special Rapporteur on Contemporary 
Forms of Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance:

• Conduct a country visit based on 
the standing invitation by Azerbaijan; 
monitor and document incidents of 
racial discrimination, hate speech, and 
xenophobia targeted at individuals of 
Armenian ethnic origin in Azerbaijan, 
including in public discourse, media, and 
official statements. Report these findings 
to the Human Rights Council and relevant 
UN bodies to highlight systemic patterns 
of racism and promote international 
awareness and action.

• Recommend that the Human Rights 
Council, the General Assembly, and the 
Security Council take concrete actions 
to establish accountability, potentially 
by creating a Special Procedure on the 
human rights situation in Azerbaijan.

To the Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural 
Rights:

• Monitor and document the destruction, 
damage, and alteration of Armenian 
cultural heritage in Nagorno-Karabakh and 
adjacent territories, including churches, 
monasteries, monuments, and cemeteries. 
Compile and present evidence in thematic 
reports to the Human Rights Council and 
the General Assembly, highlighting the 
cultural rights violations and the impact 
on the cultural identity of displaced 
Armenians. Advocate for increased 
international attention and cooperation 
to safeguard these sites and preserve 
the cultural heritage of the Armenian 
community.



To the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion of 
Truth, Justice, Reparation, and Guarantees of 
Non-Recurrence:

• Advocate for the establishment of
a comprehensive accountability
framework to address the grave human
rights violations committed against
the Armenian population in Nagorno-
Karabakh. Recommend the creation of
independent truth-seeking mechanisms
to document and acknowledge past
atrocities, ensuring victims and their
families have access to justice, reparation,
and guarantees of non-recurrence.

• Highlight the importance of including
the voices and testimonies of victims
and affected communities in these
processes. Encourage the development
and implementation of transitional justice
initiatives aimed at fostering societal
healing and reconciliation between
Armenian and Azerbaijani communities.

• Promote dialogue between all
stakeholders, including civil society
and affected communities, to address
grievances and prevent future violence.
Advocate for the inclusion of these
measures in any peacebuilding efforts,
emphasizing that sustainable peace is
not possible without truth, justice, and
accountability for past violations.

To UNESCO:

• Conduct an on-site mission to Nagorno-
Karabakh and adjacent areas to
document and report on the status of
Armenian cultural and religious heritage,
monuments, and cemeteries.

• Establish a fund that protects these
cultural assets, along with other measures
to prevent further destruction and ensure
preservation.

To the Council of Europe Committee of 
Ministers:

• Maintain enhanced supervision over the
execution of ECtHR judgments against
Azerbaijan, particularly those relating
to violations during armed conflicts
and those based on racial hatred and
discrimination against Armenians.
Demand specific actions and detailed
reports from the Azerbaijani government
regarding their compliance and execution
of these judgments.

To the Council of Europe Commissioner for 
Human Rights:

• Call for an urgent, comprehensive
investigation into the human rights
situation following the ethnic cleansing of
Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh. Issue a
public statement urging member states
to take coordinated action to address
the ongoing human rights violations and
ensure accountability. Advocate for the
implementation of protective measures to
prevent further abuses, while promoting
dialogue and reconciliation between
affected communities.

To the European Commission on Racism and 
Intolerance (ECRI): 

• Considering Azerbaijan’s long history of
anti-Armenian racism, the recent war
crimes as a manifestation of such racism,
and President Aliyev’s continued hate
speech and incitement to discrimination
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and violence, call upon the Committee 
of Ministers to take up this and related 
issues and to create accountability for 
Azerbaijan’s continued violations.

To the European Committee for the Prevention 
of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment (CPT):

• Conduct immediate and regular 
inspections of detention facilities in 
Azerbaijan where ethnic Armenians and 
other detainees are held. Report on the 
conditions and treatment within these 
facilities and advocate for adherence to 
international standards, including the 
humane treatment and timely release of 
detainees.

To the International Council of Museums 
(ICOM):

• Include Armenian cultural and religious 
portable monuments of Nagorno-
Karabakh into ICOM’s Red List. Publicly 
denounce the destruction of Armenian 
monuments in Nagorno-Karabakh and 
adjacent territories.

To the International Council of Monuments and 
Sites (ICOMOS):

• Pass a resolution condemning the 
destruction and vandalism of the 
Armenian cultural and religious heritage 
in Nagorno-Karabakh and adjacent 
territories. Mobilize ICOMOS Scientific 
Committees and National Committees to 
assess and confirm the significance and 
threats to at-risk cultural and religious 
heritage. Utilize ICOMOS networks to 
raise public awareness and selectively 
support conservation efforts for 
endangered cultural sites.

To Civil Society and Donors:

Azerbaijani Civil Society:

• Advocate for a dignified peace deal 
between the governments of Azerbaijan 
and Armenia that ensures long-lasting 
peace in the region.

• Lay the groundwork for a broader societal 
acknowledgment of the human rights 
violations against the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Armenians and work towards dispelling 
hateful rhetoric and discrimination against 
the community at social, political, and 
educational levels.

• Recognizing the challenges faced by 
Azerbaijani civil society in speaking 
openly at home, Azerbaijani civil society 
in exile should take a more proactive 
role in supporting the peace process 
by countering nationalist rhetoric and 
promoting people-to-people dialogue.

Armenian Civil Society:

• Promote people-to-people dialogue and 
advocate to the Armenian government for 
greater involvement in the peacebuilding 
process for various segments of society, 
including women, people living in the 
border regions, and the displaced 
population from Nagorno-Karabakh.

• Continue initiatives to safeguard the rights 
of forcibly displaced people through 
active engagement with international 
mechanisms, including the European 
Court of Human Rights. Advocate for 
the implementation of robust legal 
protections and support services, 
ensuring that the voices of the affected 
population are heard and their rights 
upheld in all relevant international forums. 
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Utilize strategic litigation and advocacy 
to secure justice and effective remedies 
for violations of refugee rights and 
collaborate with international partners to 
amplify these efforts.

• Collaborate with international
organizations to create archives that
memorialize the experiences and
testimonies of Nagorno-Karabakh
Armenians.

Global Civil Society:

• Continue efforts targeted at
remembering, documenting, and raising
awareness regarding the experiences,
memories, and testimonies of Nagorno-
Karabakh Armenians.

• Engage with Nagorno-Karabakh
ethnic Armenian cultural workers
and community members to hold
installations, exhibitions, and cultural
initiatives aimed at raising awareness of
the experiences of Nagorno-Karabakh
ethnic Armenians.

• Engage in advocacy efforts with their
governments to ensure perpetrators
are held accountable, including through
targeted sanctions and engagement via
international legal mechanisms.

• Advocate for the establishment of
transitional justice initiatives, such as
truth and reconciliation commissions, to
address grievances on both sides of the
conflict to heal societal wounds and pave
the way toward sustainable peace.

Donors:

• Pool funds to support forcibly displaced
people from Nagorno-Karabakh through
activities aimed at legal and rights
awareness and support civil society
organizations that work closely with
them.

• Target funding and support aimed at
Nagorno-Karabakh civil society, ensuring
their access, awareness, and training on
how to apply for such funds. Focus funds
on refugee-led initiatives and community
building so that Nagorno-Karabakh civil
society leads efforts on livelihoods,
adaptation to the host country, and
protection of their fundamental rights.
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