December 14, 2023

STATEMENT OF THE ARMENIAN BAR ASSOCIATION UPON THE RELEASE
OF 32 ARMENIANS

The Armenian Bar Association recognizes that--finally, albeit incompletely, and after
more than 3 years of illegal incarceration and prosecution in Azerbaijan’s sham judicial
system--32 Armenian soldiers and civilians have been released from Azerbaijan’s
custody. We are gratified that they are reunited with their long-suffering families and
communities within the borders of Armenia. We do, however, forewarn about the flaw of
continuing to refer to those who were released as Prisoners of War or POWSs, long after
the hostilities ended more than three years ago. Upon the cessation of hostilities and
after Azerbaijan refused to release the then-POWSs, Azerbaijan began holding the
Armenians as hostages.

The Geneva Convention refers to POWs as combatants held by an opposing side
during the pendency of actual and active hostilities. The Convention is clear that
immediately upon the cessation of active hostilities, all POWs must be released and
repatriated. The November 9, 2020 tri-lateral agreement among Russia, Armenia and
Azerbaijan also expressly mandated the POW releases. Known to all, Azerbaijan both
snubbed the requirements of the Geneva Convention and shunned the mandates of the
tri-lateral agreement.

After Azerbaijan’s failure to release the POWs in 2020, those POWs became hostages
and, to be clear, the taking of hostages is widely recognized as a war crime. A hostage,
as evidenced by the 32 Armenian detainees, is someone held back only to be liberated
for a concession or ransom exacted under coercion. This is illegal under all forms of
domestic and international law and that’s what happened here.

Here, the massive concession sought and secured by Azerbaijan was the Republic of
Armenia’s repudiation of Artsakh’s independent and inalienable right to its own
existence, as well as Armenia’s release of two Azerbaijani criminals, one of whom killed
in cold blood an Armenian civilian on Armenian territory. We note with great
disappointment that the Republic of Armenia is for the first time in modern history
disavowing the right to an Armenian national presence on territory which has been
Armenian-populated and dominated for over 3,000 years. That native land in Artsakh
contains the most sacred cultural heritage of our nation, including for example the



monasteries and cathedrals of Amaras, Dadivank, Gandzasar, Ghazanchetsots and
Tsitsernavank.

In exchange for this renunciation of Artsakh’s contemporary rights to its ancestral
patrimony, we welcomed home our dear 32 hostages, with many more still unaccounted
for by Azerbajian. We caution what the ransom will be for the release of the other
hostages and the price tag that we cannot, as an Armenian nation, afford to pay.

About the Armenian Bar Association

The Armenian Bar Association is a non-profit organization dedicated to promoting justice,
human rights, and the rule of law. With a commitment to the Armenian community and the
broader principles of justice, the Association works to uphold the rights of Armenians
worldwide.



