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On the cover: 

Saint Hovhannes Mkrtich (St. John the Baptist) or Kanach Zham Church was located in the city of Shushi, Art-
sakh, (also known as Nagorno Karabagh) in the western perched segment of the plateau, from where the whole 
panorama of the city was visible. The church was originally built in 1847 by the local Armenian population who 
had moved to Shushi from the villages of Artsakh, giving it the more common name Kharabaghtsots Church 
(Church of Karabakh residents). The church and the belfry were a holistic complex. At the top of the entrance of 
the belfry, on the right and left, the building inscription had been preserved on two polished slabs. The church 
received its name “Kanach Zham” (“Green Church”) as the dome of the building was once of green color. 

Kanach Zham was significantly impacted during the Second Artsakh War in 2020. As reported by Caucasus Her-
itage Watch (CHW), the church originally possessed two cupolas, both clearly visible in baseline imagery from 
October 25, 2020. In April 2021, CHW Monitoring Report #2 showed the wartime damage to the structure which 
included the removal of the western cupola and a hole in the roof where the eastern cupola had been. Subsequent 
imagery, including the December 2023 image on the cover indicated that the debris left by the 2020 fighting had 
been removed and some effort had been made to stabilize the eastern cupola and perhaps repair the hole in the 
roof. However, imagery released on Google Earth from April 4, 2024 clearly shows the complete demolition of the 
church. (Photographs on the cover are from the Caucasus Heritage Watch Monitoring Report #7, June 2024)



Executive Summary

For the past four years, under petro-dictator Ilham Aliyev, Azerbaijan has implemented a strategy to seize the 
Armenian-populated land of Artsakh (also known as Nagorno-Karabagh) by:

1)	 Blockading and starving the predominantly Armenian population there for a period of almost a year;
2)	 Waging war against the unarmed civilian population of Armenians in Artsakh;
3)	 Arresting and unlawfully imprisoning the political leadership of the Armenians, now for more than a 

year;
4)	 Forcing the displacement of the 120,000 Armenians living in Artsakh, as their ancestors have for more 

than 2,000 years;

And, now, Azerbaijan has begun the last step of its plan,
 

5)	 Completing the destruction and  appropriation of all cultural, historical and religious structures, includ-
ing monasteries, churches, monuments, and cemeteries, or removing all structural and inscriptive ele-
ments that are Armenian and re-classifying remaining Armenian structures as “Caucasian-Albanian” to 
further remove all traces of the Armenians from their ancestral homeland.

Yet, the UN Climate Change Conference (COP-29), scheduled to begin in Baku on November 11, 2024, moves 
forward without conscience or compunction, despite the incongruous placement of a climate change meeting 
in a country that prioritizes profits over responsible management of natural resources, with its huge exports of 
fossil-fueled petroleum,1 that is an authoritarian regime perpetrating ongoing human rights violations against 
Armenians.  

Recent History Since September, 2020

In September 2020, Azerbaijan launched an unprovoked military offensive against the Christian Armenian 
population of Artsakh in the middle of the Covid pandemic and within weeks of the US Presidential election.2 
The aggression was unreported in most of the world. After two months of Azerbaijan’s armed drone attacks and 
other military offensives and use of illegal Jihadist mercenaries against the Armenians, Russia stepped in to 
broker a ceasefire statement which mandated that Armenians cede control of portions of Artsakh to Azerbaijan, 
leading to an uneasy standoff. 

Beginning on December 12, 2022, until September 2023, Azerbaijan continuously blockaded the Lachin Cor-
ridor3, the only road that connected Artsakh to neighboring Armenia, completely cutting off all of the civil-
ian population’s access to food, medicines, gasoline, and other goods from Armenia, the main and often only 
supplier of these items to Artsakh. During that very cold winter, heating supplies were interrupted periodically, 

1	 Estimates are that more than 90% of Azerbaijan’s exports are oil and gas. It is not unnoticed that Azer-
baijan has worked closely with Russia to avoid international sanctions on Russian oil by claiming it to be gener-
ated in Azerbaijan. 
2	  This Report is the latest in a series of reports drafted by the Armenian Bar Association, on a variety of 
human rights violations. Among other reports, see https://armenianbar.org/programs/united-nations-initiative/
safeguarding-armenian-cultural-and-religious-heritage-in-artsakh/ 
3	  The November, 2020 ceasefire statement between the Republic of Armenia, Azerbaijan and the Rus-
sian Federation provided that Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabagh) was to be left connected to the outside world by a 
single road, the Lachin Corridor, which was to be protected by a peacekeeping contingent of the Russian Fed-
eration. Under that statement, there was to be “road safety along the Lachin Corridor of citizens, vehicles and 
goods in both directions.”    



food supplies and medicines were in very short supply, and as internet was also interfered with, there was limited 
communication with the outside world. 

In September, 2023, Azerbaijan acted with unrestrained impunity to arrest and to incarcerate on trumped up 
charges the freely elected political leadership of Artsakh, which had been self-governing since 1991. For decades 
before Artsakh’s realization of its right to self-determination, Azerbaijani authorities had institutionalized their 
discriminatory tendencies against ethnic and Christian Armenians who lived in the former autonomous oblast of 
Soviet Azerbaijan. At this time, the political leadership is still in prison in Azerbaijan and even the International 
Red Cross has experienced challenges meeting with and providing for these prisoners. No rule of law protections 
are available or have been extended to Artsakh’s former heads of state and ministers.  Their fate remains precari-
ous and unknown.

Then, in the course of a single day in September, 2023, further military action was unleashed  against the un-
armed Christian Armenians of Artsakh. The besieged Armenian population was compelled  to leave the region 
and flee to Armenia. Within the span of one week, 120,000 Armenians were forcibly displaced from Artsakh. 
They left behind their homes and villages, their vineyards, their businesses, their churches and 5th – 7th century 
treasured monasteries, their cemeteries filled with intricately carved khachkars, ie. large carved stone crosses – 
every one exhibiting a different intricate pattern asserting the Christian faith of the decedent4, their museums, 
their monuments, their lives. Azerbaijan has completely ethnically cleansed Armenians from Artsakh, the home-
land of Armenians for over two millennia.

Now that there are no Armenians left in Artsakh, as Armenian structures become occupied by Azerbaijanis, the 
precious cultural and religious monuments of the Armenians are in danger of complete destruction. 

Azerbaijan’s Discriminatory State Policy Against 
Christian Armenians 

Since 1991, Azerbaijan has actively promoted hatred and discrimination against the Armenian Christians. This 
is an intentionally-created, toxic environment where racial hatred of Armenians is taught in the schools, as early 
as in the primary grades. Racial and religious discrimination is widely practiced by the indoctrinated population 
and encouraged by the leaders of the country against the Armenians. Religious persecution is rampant against the 
Armenian Christians by the Azeri Muslims, disrespect of the cultural and religious heritage of the Armenians is 
not condemned and remains unpunished, and destruction of the Armenian people, their communities, and culture 
is rewarded.5 6

4	 “Armenian cross-stones art. Symbolism and craftsmanship of Khachkars,” UNESCO Inscribed in
 2010 (5.COM) on the Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.
5	  Comprehensive report from the Human Rights Defender of Artsakh, www.ARTSAKH/ARTSAKH%202023/
HR%20Defenders%20Armenia%20Artsakh%2012.222/AZ%20Hate%20Speech%20HR%20Defenders.pdf

6	  In 2004, at a NATO sponsored training seminar in Budapest, Azerbaijani Ramil Safarov, axed his class-
mate, Armenian Gurgen Margaryan to death while he was sleeping. Extradited to Azerbaijan after serving an 
eight year prison sentence in Hungary, Safarov was freed and given a hero’s welcome by Ilham Aliyev, placing his 
approval on this hate crime.  https://www.amnestyusa.org/blog/prisoner-without-conscience-pardoned-and-pro-
moted/



Azerbaijan’s Long Track Record Of Destruction of 
Cultural And Religious Heritage

Azerbaijan has a lengthy documented history of denying the existence of, and intentionally destroying, Arme-
nian cultural and religious heritage and monuments.7 From 1997 until 2006, Azerbaijan deliberately obliterated 
nearly all traces of once-prevalent Armenian culture in an area known as Nakhichevan.8 At the order of the 
Azerbaijani government, Azeri soldiers razed Armenian medieval churches, thousands of ancient carved khach-
kars (cross-stones) and historical tombstones. Video footage from 2005 shows Azerbaijani soldiers destroying 
the surviving portions of the medieval necropolis of Djulfa, where tens of thousands of khachkars were smashed 
to pieces. The khachkars are listed on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Heritage of Humanity, 
and are used for worship and devotional purposes by Armenian Christians and pilgrims in addition to document-
ing the history of the region.

Continuing Reports Of Cultural And Religious Devastation 

Caucasus Heritage Watch, a non-profit research organization led by archeology professors from Cornell Uni-
versity and Purdue University, utilizes satellite imagery to monitor and document destruction in Artsakh since 
the November, 2020 ceasefire statement. Many acts of ruin and destruction have been documented since then, 
including vandalism, graffiti, desecration, disfigurement of key features of religious monuments (removal of 
domes and crosses) and the destruction of cemeteries and khachkars. 

In 2021, the BBC documented the complete destruction of Zoravor Holy Mother of God Church located near 
the Artsakh village of Jebrayil. Notably, many of the photographs and video stills of vandalism and destruction 
feature Azerbaijani military personnel. 

The June, 2021 Monitoring Report of Caucasus Heritage Watch documented its observation that “two primary 
areas where significant damage to heritage is most clearly visible” were in the town of Shushi/Shusha and along 
two corridors in the southern part (one corridor from Fuzuli to Shushi and another corridor along the Hakari/
Agavni River Valley). Further, it was noted that 51 sculptures in the park of the Shushi Museum were removed 
or destroyed; many of these had spiritual and Christian themes. In July 2022, Caucasus Heritage Watch docu-
mented the complete destruction of St. Sargis Church, and partial destruction of other sites.

7	 Special investigation: Declassified satellite images show erasure of Armenian churches, The Art Newspaper (June 1, 2021); 
Christina Maranci, “The Medieval Armenian Monuments in Nagorno-Karabakh Must be Protected,” Apollo Magazine (December 9, 
2020); Dale BerningSawa, “Monumental loss: Azerbaijan and ‘The Worst Cultural Genocide of the 21st Century,’” The Guardian (March 
1, 2019); Nora McGreevy, “Why Scholars, Cultural Institutions Are Calling to Protect Armenian Heritage,” Smithsonian Magazine (No-
vember 24, 2020). 

8	 Simon Maghakyan and Sarah Pickman, “A Regime Conceals Its Erasure of Indigenous Armenian Cul-
ture,” Hyperallergic (February 18, 2019); “Destruction of the Armenian Cemetery of Djulfa,” ICOMOS Heritage 
at Risk; “Azerbaijan: Famous Medieval Cemetery Vanishes: IWPR reporter confirms that there is nothing left of 
the celebrated stone crosses of Jugha,” Institute for War & Peace Reporting; “When the World Looked Away: 
The Destruction of Julfa Cemetery,” Radio Free Europe (December 10, 2020); Kate Fitz Gibbon, “World Heritage 
Committee Meeting in Baku Will be Hosted by Cultural Destroyers,” Cultural Property News (March 19, 2019); 
“Azeri Soldiers Vandalized a Cemetery in Nagorno-Karabakh, Rekindling Fears of Destruction of Armenian Her-
itage,” Archyde (November 27, 2020); “Silent Erasure: A Satellite Investigation of the Destruction of Armenian 
Cultural Heritage in Nakhichivan, Azerbaijan,” Caucasus Heritage Watch (September, 2022).



Despite the International Court of Justice provisional ruling in December, 20219, calling on Azerbaijan to pre-
vent and punish acts of destruction against Armenian cultural heritage, Azerbaijan has demonstrated a flagrant 
disregard for the ruling, as it has announced it extensive plans for the city of Shushi, which, if implemented, will 
result in further destruction of Armenian heritage sites.

Monitoring destructive activities against Armenian cultural and religious in an area that is devoid of Armenians 
is difficult but not impossible. Caucusus Heritage Watch reported the destruction of the iconic Church of St. 
John the Baptist in Shushi/Shusha, known as Ganach Zham, in late 2023, early 2024. 

At the moment, perhaps the most-threatened Armenian cultural heritage sites are cemeteries in Artsakh. The 
September, 2021 Factsheet on the Destruction of Cemeteries prepared by USCIRF noted the destruction of 
cemeteries in Mets Tagher and Northern Shushi. Desecration of the dead is a crime. Destroying the cemeter-
ies is another attempt at destroying evidence that Armenians lived and died in the region and also an attack on 
Armenian Christian religious burial practices. It is reminiscent of the total destruction of Armenian khachkars in 
Djulfa, Nakhichevan. 

Currently, in its June, 2024 Monitoring Report,10Caucasus Heritage Watch has documented increased destruc-
tive activity in several cemeteries, specifically the cemetery at the Holy Savior Cathedral of Ghazanchetsots. 
Not only has the church structure been disfigured and its dome removed11, but the adjacent cemetery has been 
flattened. It has been reported in Azerbaijani media that the cemetery grounds will become residential housing.

In addition to implementing its plans for destruction of Armenian cultural and 
religious heritage, Azerbaijan is reclassifying certain structures as 

“Caucasian-Albanian”

Azerbaijan believes that there is more than one way to destroy Armenian cultural and religious heritage. 

For many years, a myth has been asserted as the truth by the Azerbaijani government that the Armenians never 
lived in the area of Nakhichevan, the same area where the cemetery at Djulfa was completely erased. With all 
traces of Armenian cultural heritage destroyed, there is no evidence that Armenians once lived there as their 
homeland.

Now there is a new myth, a more sophisticated form of disinformation, that asserts that the “Caucasian-Alba-
nians” created the 5th – 7th century monasteries and churches that are unmistakably Armenian architecture, that 
the Armenians defaced these structures by adding Armenian inscriptions on the edifices, and that the Azerbaijan 
authorities are “restoring” the structures as “Caucasian-Albanian” by now erasing all Armenian writing and in-
scriptions from the sides of all structures that are magnificently and irrefutably Armenian architecture. Russian 
and Azerbaijani scholars are busy writing academic papers about this supposed defacement by the addition of 
Armenian inscriptions, all funded by Azerbaijani petrodollars.   

9	  https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/180/180-20211207-ORD-01-00-EN.pdf

10	  Caucasus Heritage Watch, Monitoring Report #7, June, 2024  
https://indd.adobe.com/view/b1b54fc0-dce2-4eb0-ba83-eb728c49dd20

11	  In October, 2024 Azerbaijan completed its controversial “renovation” of the Holy Savior Ghazanchetsots Cathedral, yet it has 
not returned the Cathedral to the Armenian Apostolic Church. Since Ghazanchetsots is not old enough for Azerbaijan reclassify it as 
“Caucasian-Albanian,” Azerbaijan cannot claim that the church is not Armenian. The Church should be returned to its rightful owner, 
the Diocese of Artsakh of the Armenian Apostolic Church.



Azerbaijan’s Illegal Detention Of Political Prisoners And Hostages

Known so far, the number of Armenians from Artsakh or Armenia, who are officially confirmed as being de-
tained in prison by Azerbaijani authorities, is 23.These prisoners and hostages are being held in flagrant viola-
tion of international humanitarian law, including but not limited to the Third Geneva Convention on Prisoners of 
War. Perhaps the most well-known of the political prisoners is Ruben Vardanyan, formerly a Russian citizen and 
successful business owner, who renounced his Russian citizenship early in 2022 to obtain Artsakh citizenship 
and cast his lot in with the beleaguered Armenians of Artsakh. For four months, he acted as State Minister (akin 
to Prime Minister) of the Republic of Artsakh. 12

Azerbaijan’s “Greenwashing” Of Its Abysmal Human Rights Record 
In Advance Of  COP29

The decision to hold COP29 in Azerbaijan, like the earlier decision to hold last year’s UN Climate Change Con-
ference in Dubai, is governed by the votes of regional parties as the Conference rotates from region to region. 
Azerbaijan required the consent of the Republic of Armenia to obtain the prize of hosting the event in its capital 
Baku, in exchange for which the Republic of Armenia was able to obtain the release of some but not all of the 
Armenian political prisoners. There have been no Armenian political prisoners since that time. 

Since the decision to hold COP29 in Baku was made, Azerbaijan has spared no expense in upgrading all sites 
that might be visited by foreign attendees of the Conference, has announced plans to install giant solar farms 
(conveniently on land in Artsakh owned by Armenians), and has continued to closely monitor all in-country 
media to obtain the most favorable reporting on its activities.  A recent article in the September 28, 2024 edition 
of The Economist highlights the hypocrisy in allowing the Conference to be held in a country where the media 
is controlled, dissent is silenced, and where there is such blatant disregard for human rights.13

Conclusion

Over the past four years, Azerbaijan has blockaded and starved the Christian Armenian population of Artsakh; 
attacked them with armed drones and waged war against them despite the fact they were unarmed civilians; 
arrested and illegally detained the political leadership of Artsakh, now for more than a year; and ethnically 
cleansed Artsakh of its Christian Armenian population by forcibly displacing all 120,000 people. Now it is 
implementing its plan to further separate the Armenian people from their homeland by removing all traces of 
Armenian cultural and religious heritage, either by complete destruction, or by removing Armenian inscriptions, 
defacing the edifices and reclassifying the structures as “Caucasian-Albanian.”

International criminal law, as stated in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC), recognizes 
“forcible transfers of populations committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any 
civilian population” as a crime against humanity.

Azerbaijan must be held accountable.

12	  https://youtu.be/0OeKxcvjVng?si=c9c2fYjSDaCc9sJ6
13	 https://www.economist.com/by-invitation/2024/09/26/cop29-is-greenwashing-a-dictator-
ship-writes-azerbaijans-main-opposition-leader



The Armenian Bar Association is a non-profit, non-partisan organization formed in 
1989 to enable attorneys of Armenian heritage and other interested individuals to bet-
ter serve the law, the legal profession, and the Armenian community.

The association provides pro bono services and legal education in Armenian commu-
nities across the country and abroad and sponsors programs to promote democracy 
and the rule of law in the Republics of Armenia and Artsakh.
 
  Coming together socially and professionally, members from around the world have 
the opportunity to learn from one another as they join their different backgrounds and 
experiences in Association activates.

The Association is a democratic organization. It is supported and directed by its mem-
bers. who approve its By-Laws. Elect its  Board of Governors, nominate prominent 
jurists as honorary members, and set the Association’s annual goals and policies.

The Armenian Bar Association is committed to serving the profession of law, address-
ing the legal concerns of the Armenian community and fostering respect for human 
and civil rights.

To learn more. visit: www.ArmenianBar.org/Artsakh


