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Re: Parliamentary Inquiry into the Destruction of Cultural Heritage in 
Nagorno-Karabakh 

 
Dear Ms. MacDonald, 

 
We are writing in response to your request for information dated January 26, 

2026 regarding the destruction of cultural heritage in the region of Nagorno-Karabakh 
(also referenced herein as Artsakh). This letter constitutes the Armenian Bar 
Association’s submission of written evidence in support of your inquiry. Our library of 
sources is attached hereto as an Appendix, with sources detailing how the Armenian Bar 
Association has engaged with civil society, governmental and international organizations 
to ensure cooperation and transparency. We remain available to answer any further 
questions or provide additional information at your convenience.  
 
The Destruction of Armenian Cultural Heritage in Artsakh: Access, Evidence, and 
Obstacles to Verification 

 
Artsakh, also known as Nagorno-Karabakh, is a historically Armenian-populated 

region in the South Caucasus that has had a majority Armenian population and a unique 
Armenian cultural heritage for over two millennia. The region contains an estimated 
4,000 Armenian cultural heritage sites and monuments, including nearly 400 churches, 
dating from the fourth to the twenty-first century, as well as invaluable archaeological 
sites such as the ancient city of Tigranakert, dating back to the first century B.C. 
Following Azerbaijan's military offensive in September 2020 and the Russia-brokered 
ceasefire of November 2020, most Armenian defense forces were forced to withdraw out 
of Artsakh while Azerbaijan militarized adjacent territories and imposed a total blockade 
of Artsakh. In September 2023, Azerbaijan launched a further military operation against 
the unarmed civilian population, resulting in the forced displacement of approximately 
120,000 ethnic Armenians from Artsakh within the span of a single week. With the 
complete ethnic cleansing of the Armenian population now accomplished, the cultural 
and religious heritage left behind faces an existential threat. 
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Severely Limited Access to the Region 
 

Since Azerbaijan seized control of territories in Artsakh through military force, 
access for Armenians, international observers, and independent monitors has been 
systematically curtailed. Between 2020 and 2023, an estimated 150,000 Armenians, i.e. 
virtually all ethnic Armenians of Artsakh, were ethnically cleansed from their historic 
homeland. The ethnic Armenian population has been understandably reticent to return to 
territories now controlled by Azerbaijan, as their physical security is not assured. This 
lack of basic security has made it impossible for civilians of Armenian origin to maintain 
any presence in Azerbaijani-controlled areas, which means they can no longer practice 
their religion, visit sacred sites, or tend to cemeteries.  

Even before the full displacement in September 2023, Azerbaijan imposed 
increasingly severe restrictions on access. At the Dadivank Monastery, a monastic 
complex dating from the seventh to thirteenth centuries and one of the most significant 
Armenian religious sites in the region, Azerbaijan blocked all pilgrimages beginning in 
April 2021. The handful of Armenian clergy remaining at Dadivank were confined within 
the walls of the monastic complex, unable to leave the grounds for fear of altercations 
with Azerbaijani soldiers, and were left with unsteady phone access and no electricity. 
Azerbaijani officials used a series of shifting pretexts to deny pilgrim access, including 
citing the pandemic, claiming that roads were impassable due to flooding, and 
demanding reciprocal access to unknown or nonexistent holy sites as a precondition. No 
reliable proof or valid reason was ever given for these restrictions.  

Foreign nationals of Armenian descent seeking to conduct religious pilgrimages 
or humanitarian missions have also encountered arbitrary denials and delays. Professor 
Heghnar Watenpaugh, an Armenian-American academic seeking to visit the historically 
significant Amaras Monastery, was denied permission to enter the region. Members of 
International Christian Concern, a U.S.-based humanitarian organization, were subjected 
to repeated delays at every checkpoint, with no reason provided. Beginning in December 
2022, Azerbaijan blockaded the Lachin Corridor, the only road connecting Artsakh to 
Armenia and the outside world, cutting off all civilian access to food, medicine, and other 
necessities for nearly ten months. In late April 2023, Azerbaijan escalated by installing a 
military checkpoint on the corridor, further restricting movement into and out of Artsakh 
and isolating the population entirely. This complete blockade preceded the final military 
operation in September 2023 that emptied Artsakh of its entire Armenian population. 

 
Evidence of Cultural Heritage Destruction 
 

Despite the severe access restrictions, multiple organizations have documented 
extensive and ongoing destruction of Armenian cultural heritage in the territories under 
Azerbaijani control. Caucasus Heritage Watch, a research initiative led by archaeology 
professors from Cornell University and Purdue University, has utilized high-resolution 
satellite imagery to monitor and document endangered and damaged cultural heritage 
sites since the November 2020 ceasefire. Their monitoring reports have identified two 
primary areas of significant heritage damage: in and around the town of Shushi/Shusha, 
and along road construction corridors in the southern part of the region.  
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The documented destruction is extensive and takes multiple forms. During the 
2020 hostilities, Azerbaijan used precision-guided weaponry to strike the Holy Savior 
Ghazanchetsots Cathedral, a landmark of Armenian cultural and religious identity in 
Shushi, twice within four hours. Following the ceasefire, further acts of vandalism were 
documented at the cathedral, including graffiti and destruction of exterior religious 
imagery. Azerbaijan subsequently undertook a purported “reconstruction” of the 
cathedral, during which its architecturally distinctive Armenian conical domes were 
removed without any consultation with the Armenian Apostolic Church. The United 
States Commission on International Religious Freedom admonished Azerbaijan for 
conducting this reconstruction “without input of [the cathedral’s] congregation.”1  

In 2021, the BBC documented the complete elimination of the Zoravor Holy 
Mother of God Church near the village of Mekhakavan (Jebrayil). By October 2022, 
Caucasus Heritage Watch documented the complete destruction and erasure of the 
Saint Sargis Church, the flattening of several cemeteries, and the destruction of and 
threats to other sites. In late 2023 and early 2024, the iconic Church of St. John the 
Baptist in Shushi, known as Kanach Zham (the Green Chapel), was destroyed. The 51 
sculptures in the park of the Shushi Museum of Fine Arts, many with spiritual and 
Christian themes, were reported removed or destroyed. The destruction of cemeteries, 
most notably in Mets Tagher and Northern Shushi, has been particularly alarming, as 
desecrating and erasing burial sites constitutes both a crime and a deliberate attempt to 
destroy evidence that Armenians lived and died in the region. As of June 2024, 
Caucasus Heritage Watch documented increased destructive activity in several 
cemeteries, including the cemetery adjacent to the Ghazanchetsots Cathedral, which 
has been flattened, with reports in Azerbaijani media indicating the grounds will become 
residential housing.  

Notably, many of the photographs and video stills documenting vandalism and 
destruction originate with and feature Azerbaijani military personnel, suggesting these 
acts are carried out with impunity and the assent of Azerbaijani authorities. Additional 
documented acts include the intentional destruction of a cross-stone by a military truck in 
the village of Arakel in the Hadrut region of Artsakh, the removal of Armenian crosses 
from churches, and the vandalism of the Armenian church of St. Yeghishe in Artsakh’s 
Mataghis region. 
 
Obstacles to Verification: Lack of Transparency and Control of the Historical 
Narrative 
 

Efforts to verify and document the full scope of the destruction face formidable 
obstacles, beginning with Azerbaijan’s refusal to allow independent monitoring in 
Artsakh. UNESCO proposed sending an independent technical mission to assess the 
status of cultural property in and around Nagorno-Karabakh shortly after the November 
2020 ceasefire. Azerbaijan has not responded to this request, effectively blocking the 
mission, and to date has denied UNESCO monitors access to the area notwithstanding 
multiple requests. The Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights wrote to 

 
1 “Azerbaijan’s Destruction of Armenian Cultural and Religious Monuments and Suppression of 
Religious Freedom,” U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee Full Committee Hearing: 
Assessing U.S. Policy in the Caucasus, November 16, 2022, at p. 3.  
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Azerbaijan’s representatives on two occasions in 2021 concerning these issues, but 
those letters remain unanswered. Azerbaijan has also blacklisted and attempted to 
prosecute individuals who entered the region without its express permission, including 
members of the European Parliament, foreign dignitaries, and humanitarian aid workers, 
creating a chilling effect on independent verification.  

The destruction of Armenian cultural heritage in Nagorno-Karabakh is also a 
violation of binding orders of the International Court of Justice (ICJ). A December 2021 
provisional measures order from the ICJ directed Azerbaijan to “take all measures at its 
disposal” to protect Armenian cultural heritage, including “terminating, preventing, 
prohibiting and punishing their vandalization, destruction or alteration, and allowing 
Armenians to visit places of worship.”2 Azerbaijan has willfully disregarded this order. 
Following the ICJ ruling, Azerbaijan announced the creation of a special committee 
whose stated purpose was to purge traces of Armenian heritage from the region. Indeed, 
during the ICJ proceedings, Azerbaijan “indefensibly denied the very existence of 
Armenian cultural heritage.”3  

Beyond obstructing access, Azerbaijan has pursued a sophisticated 
disinformation campaign to rewrite the history of the region. Since the 1950s, Azerbaijani 
scholars have advanced the claim that Nagorno-Karabakh’s earliest cultural and 
religious monuments were not Armenian in origin but rather “Caucasian Albanian,” a 
confederacy of semi-nomadic tribes near the Caspian Sea. This practice of historical 
revisionism, known as “Albanization,” aims to eradicate Armenians’ historical roots in the 
region and disguise their ties to the land under an alternative Azerbaijani historical 
presence. Azerbaijan’s President Ilham Aliyev has publicly endorsed these claims, 
stating that Armenians “changed the origins of the religious heritage of the ancient Udi 
people” and “turned the churches of Old Caucasian Albania into Armenian churches.”4 
These assertions are easily rebutted by reference to obvious Armenian cultural 
hallmarks, including inscriptions in the Armenian alphabet on church walls, distinctively 
Armenian church architecture, and historical discrepancies such as the fact that 
Caucasian Albanians were Islamized in the eighth century and assimilated into Muslim 
ethnic groups by the eleventh century, while many of the Armenian churches in question 
were built in the following centuries.  

Reporting confirms that, under the guise of “restoration” efforts, Azerbaijan is 
now removing Armenian inscriptions and architectural features from surviving structures 
and reclassifying the structures as “Caucasian-Albanian.” Russian and Azerbaijani 
scholars, funded by Azerbaijani resources, are producing academic papers to support 
this false narrative. A recent report by the Human Rights Network documented that this 
revisionism has extended to a successful campaign to rename Armenian churches and 
publish falsified historical data on platforms such as Google Maps. Construction projects 
are also being used as a tool for cultural erasure, with roads built through Armenian 

 
2 “Letter calling attention to the destruction and desecration of Armenian religious and cultural 
heritage property by Azerbaijan and the denial of right to exercise religious rites,” December 14, 
2022, at p. 6. 
3 Id. 
4 “Ad Hoc Public Report: The Armenian Cultural Heritage in Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh): Cases 
of Vandalism and at Risk of Destruction by Azerbaijan,” Stepanakert, January 26, 2021, at pp. 21-
22.   
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cemeteries, heritage sites destroyed in the path of development, and residential housing 
planned atop the remains of Armenian sacred grounds.  

Satellite imagery, while the most effective tool currently available, has inherent 
limitations. As Caucasus Heritage Watch has acknowledged, satellite monitoring can 
detect physical destruction and large-scale changes but cannot identify more subtle 
forms of erasure such as the removal of inscriptions, the defacing of religious imagery, 
or acts of desecration. Without access to the region for ground-level verification, the full 
extent of the cultural devastation remains difficult to assess. The combination of 
Azerbaijan’s aggressive rhetoric, its unwillingness to allow unfettered expert oversight, 
and its active campaign to rewrite the region's history constitutes what Caucasus 
Heritage Watch has characterized as “a clear and immediate threat to the region’s 
Armenian heritage.”5 As the organization has observed, “forensic accounts of cultural 
genocide are typically elegies of loss, where accountability is clouded by distortions of 
the historical record by those in power.”6 By attempting to document events in real time 
through satellite monitoring, researchers are “sounding an alarm rather than writing an 
elegy.”7  

The precedent of destruction of Armenian cultural heritage in another region of 
Azerbaijan, Nakhichevan, looms large. From 1997 to 2006, Azerbaijan destroyed 
virtually all traces of Armenian culture in that region, including more than 89 medieval 
churches, 5,840 carved cross-stones, and 22,000 historical tombstones.8 After the 
destruction was complete, the site of the medieval necropolis of Djulfa, which prior to its 
destruction contained the world’s largest collection of medieval khachkars (Armenian 
cross-stones), was converted to a military firing range, providing a pretext to bar 
UNESCO and other bodies from visiting and investigating. Although the destruction of 
the cemetery was visible and recorded by videotape from across the Iranian border,9 
Azerbaijani authorities thereafter denied that the Armenian cemetery had ever existed at 
all. This pattern, ethnic cleansing followed by cultural destruction, followed by denial and 
revisionism, is now being replicated in Artsakh, and the international community faces a 
narrowing window in which to act before the remaining Armenian cultural heritage of the 
region is permanently erased. 

 
Recommended Preventative Measures to Ensure that Cultural Heritage Sites are 
not Subjected to Reinterpretation, Repurposing, or Neglect 
 

The Armenian Bar Association proposes a framework of preventive measures for 
the protection of Armenian cultural heritage sites in Artsakh.10 Core concerns include: 

 
5 Caucasus Heritage Watch Monitoring Report #1, June 2021, at p. 18.  
6 Id. 
7 Id. 
8 “Report: Urgent Call for Action In response to the destruction and desecration of Armenian 
religious and cultural heritage property by the Azerbaijani Armed Forces and the denial and 
erasure of Armenian cultural heritage,” January 21, 2021, at p. 5. 
9 See, e.g., “Julfa,” YouTube (uploaded Sept. 26, 2012), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4OHVFNePaI,  at 14:20 et seq. 
10 A similar framework has been proposed in other contexts. See Letter from the Armenian Bar 
Association to U.S. Dept. of State, “Meeting of the Cultural Property Advisory Committee 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4OHVFNePaI
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state-led reinterpretation, exclusion of source communities, and the absence of 
institutional safeguards. The proposed framework includes:  

 

• Carve-outs for minority cultural heritage. Insist that international agreements 

or frameworks explicitly recognize the Armenian provenance of cultural heritage 

in the Artsakh region, preventing Azerbaijan from unilaterally reclassifying or 

claiming ownership over sites whose Armenian character is historically 

established. 

• Case-by-case provenance review. Require independent, expert-led 

assessments of specific heritage sites before any “restoration” or reclassification 

is undertaken; precisely the type of assessment Azerbaijan has blocked by 

refusing access to UNESCO monitors. 

• Community consultation protocols. Conduct meaningful consultation with 

representatives of the Armenian religious or cultural community, including 

diasporan stakeholders where appropriate, before any repatriation or 

stewardship decisions are made. Azerbaijan has undertaken reconstruction of 

the Ghazanchetsots Cathedral without input of its congregation and excluded the 

Armenian Apostolic Church from decisions about its own sacred sites. 

• Proactive physical protections. In Artsakh, where entire Armenian cemeteries 

have been flattened and churches demolished, demanding physical preservation 

measures and enforceable penalties for destruction is a foundational preventive 

recommendation. 

• Prohibition on destructive activity. Demand a moratorium on construction 

projects that destroy heritage sites, such as road construction through 

cemeteries and the planned conversion of sacred grounds into residential 

housing. 

• Expansion of heritage registries with community participation. Create a 

comprehensive, internationally recognized inventory of Armenian cultural 

heritage sites, building on the work of organizations like Caucasus Heritage 

Watch, that cannot be unilaterally altered by Azerbaijan. 

Application of Specific International Legal Frameworks 
 
The 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 
Armed Conflict 

 
Both Armenia and Azerbaijan ratified the 1954 Hague Convention in 1993 and its 

Second Protocol in 2001 and 2006, respectively. The Convention’s Article 4 imposes 
several obligations on High Contracting Parties, including: (1) refraining from any use of 
cultural property for purposes likely to expose it to destruction or damage during armed 
conflict; (2) refraining from any act of hostility directed against such property; (3) 
prohibiting, preventing, and putting a stop to any form of theft, pillage, misappropriation, 
or vandalism directed against cultural property; and (4) refraining from any act directed 
by way of reprisals against cultural property.    

 
Regarding Proposal to Extend the Cultural Property Agreement Between the United States and 
Türkiye, 90 Fed. Reg. 38196 (August 7, 2025),” September 8, 2025.  
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Azerbaijan’s documented conduct violates each of these provisions. The 

deliberate, precision-guided strikes on the Ghazanchetsots Cathedral in Shushi, a site 
located in the city center, entirely outside the range of any conceivable military targets, 
and struck twice within four hours while civilians sheltered in its basement, constitutes a 
flagrant violation of Article 4(1), (2), (3), and (4) of the Hague Convention. Human Rights 
Watch characterized this attack as a possible war crime.  

 
The Second Protocol to the Hague Convention (1999) reinforces these 

obligations. Article 7 requires each party to a conflict to: (a) verify that objectives to be 
attacked are not protected cultural property; (b) take all feasible precautions to minimize 
incidental damage to cultural property; (c) refrain from launching attacks expected to 
cause excessive damage to cultural property relative to anticipated military advantage; 
and (d) cancel or suspend attacks when they target cultural property. Azerbaijan’s 
targeting of multiple Armenian cultural sites during the 2020 war was carried out “in 
direct violation of the Second Protocol to the 1954 Hague Convention.”11 
 
The December 2020 Declaration by the Hague Convention Committee 

 
On December 11, 2020, the Committee for the Protection of Cultural Property in 

the Event of Armed Conflict, established under the Second Protocol, issued a formal 
declaration specifically addressing the situation in Nagorno-Karabakh. The declaration 
recalled that “damage to cultural property belonging to any people whatsoever means 
damage to the cultural heritage of all mankind,” and it recalled Security Council 
Resolution 2347 (2017), which emphasizes that “the illegal destruction of cultural 
heritage, looting and smuggling of cultural property in the event of armed conflicts…can 
fuel and exacerbate conflicts and impede post-conflict national reconciliation.”12 The 
Committee called for the protection of cultural heritage in and around Nagorno-
Karabakh, appealed to all parties to undertake “all the immediate and necessary 
measures to prevent looting and protect cultural property in all its forms,” and welcomed 
UNESCO’s initiative to carry out an independent technical mission to assess the status 
of cultural property as “a prerequisite for the effective protection of heritage.”13 
Azerbaijan has not responded to this request, effectively blocking the mission. 
 
The Rome Statute and Customary International Law 

 
Article 8(2)(b)(ix) of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court defines 

as a war crime “intentionally directing attacks against buildings dedicated to religion, 
education, art, science or charitable purposes, historic monuments, hospitals and places 

 
11 “Report: Urgent Call for Action In response to the destruction and desecration of Armenian 
religious and cultural heritage property by the Azerbaijani Armed Forces and the denial and 
erasure of Armenian cultural heritage,” January 21, 2021, at p. 9.  
12 “Declaration of the Committee for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed 
Conflict of the Second Protocol to The Hague Convention of 1954 for the Protection of Cultural 
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict – ensuring cultural property protection in and around 
Nagorno-Karabakh and setting-up an independent technical mission,” December 11, 2020, Part 
II, Declaration, at p. 1. 
13 Id. at p. 2. 
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where the sick and wounded are collected, provided they are not military objectives.”14 
While neither Armenia nor Azerbaijan is a party to the ICC, the reports emphasize that 
“the rules to respect and to protect cultural property during an armed conflict are 
considered norms of customary international law established by state practice and thus 
are binding.”15 The Al Mahdi case before the ICC, in which a defendant was sentenced 
to nine years' imprisonment for the war crime of intentionally directing attacks against 
religious and historic sites in Timbuktu, Mali, is cited as a precedent demonstrating that 
individual criminal liability attaches to the destruction of cultural heritage. 
 
The International Court of Justice Provisional Measures Order 

 
In December 2021, the ICJ issued a provisional measures order directing 

Azerbaijan to “take all necessary measures to prevent and punish acts of vandalism and 
desecration affecting Armenian cultural heritage, including but not limited to churches 
and other places of worship, monuments, landmarks, cemeteries and artifacts.”16 
Azerbaijan has flagrantly disregarded this order; indeed, it subsequently announced the 
creation of a special committee whose purpose was to purge traces of Armenian 
heritage, and during the ICJ proceedings themselves, Azerbaijan “indefensibly denied 
the very existence of Armenian cultural heritage.”17 
 
The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

 
The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (“ICERD”) provides an additional and significant framework through which 
Azerbaijan’s conduct in Artsakh may be assessed. Azerbaijan is a party to the 
Convention, and in September 2022, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination (“CERD”) issued concluding observations on Azerbaijan’s combined tenth 
to twelfth periodic reports that directly addressed the situation in and around Nagorno-
Karabakh. The Committee emphasized that, even in situations of armed hostilities, the 
applicability of international humanitarian law does not preclude the application of 
international human rights law, including the Convention, which “operates 
independently.”18 The Committee also expressly recalled the December 2021 provisional 
measures order of the International Court of Justice in the case of Application of the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(Armenia v. Azerbaijan), underscoring the direct nexus between ICERD obligations and 
the cultural heritage destruction documented in Artsakh. 

 

 
14 “Ad Hoc Public Report: The Armenian Cultural Heritage in Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh): Cases 
of Vandalism and at Risk of Destruction by Azerbaijan,” Stepanakert, January 26, 2021, at p. 30.   
15 Id.  
16 “The Threatened Armenian Religious Heritage of Artsakh,” January 2024, at p. 9. 
17 “Azerbaijan’s Destruction of Armenian Cultural and Religious Monuments and Suppression of 
Religious Freedom,” U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee Full Committee Hearing: 
Assessing U.S. Policy in the Caucasus, November 16, 2022, at p. 5. 
18 “United Nations International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination: Committee of the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding Observations,” 
September 22, 2022, at p. 2. 



International Bar Association 
February 28, 2026 
Page 9 
 
 

The CERD Committee’s concluding observations identified several areas of deep 
concern that map directly onto the pattern of cultural erasure documented in Artsakh. 
First, the Committee expressed concern over “reports on the destruction of and damage 
to Armenian cultural heritage, including to churches and other places of worship, 
monuments, landmarks, cemeteries and artefacts, and the lack of information on 
investigations carried out into such allegations.”19 Second, the Committee flagged 
“incitement to racial hatred and the propagation of racist stereotypes against persons of 
Armenian national or ethnic origin, including on the Internet and social media, as well as 
by public figures and government officials, and the lack of detailed information on 
investigations, prosecutions, convictions and sanctions for such acts.”20 Third, the 
Committee noted “the lack of an independent and comprehensive mechanism to 
investigate such reports of violations and to provide victims with redress and support.”21 
The Committee further expressed concern about reports that school textbooks in 
Azerbaijan “promote prejudice and incite racial hatred, particularly against ethnic 
Armenians,” and that ethnic minorities are marginalized in history education.22 
 
Other Human Rights Conventions 

 
We can also identify violations of broader human rights instruments to which 

Azerbaijan is a party, including: Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(freedom of religion); Article 27 of the UDHR (right to participate in cultural life); Article 
18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (acceded to by Azerbaijan 
in 1992); and Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (also acceded to by Azerbaijan in 1992), which recognizes the “right of everyone 
to take part in cultural life,” including the obligation of States to respect and protect 
cultural heritage.23 
 
Challenges and Strategies in Raising International Awareness 

 
Efforts to bring the destruction of Armenian cultural heritage in Artsakh to 

international attention face a wide range of challenges. Azerbaijan’s military offensive in 
September 2020 was deliberately timed to coincide with the COVID pandemic and the 
weeks preceding the U.S. Presidential election, ensuring that the aggression drew little 
attention and that Azerbaijan evaded accountability. To this day, Azerbaijan’s aggression 
remains unchecked. Azerbaijan presents itself to interfaith communities, the United 
Nations, and the U.S. State Department as a model of religious freedom and tolerance, 
a fiction vigorously promoted by a public relations campaign funded with oil money that 
is directly contradicted by reality. This amounts to gaslighting on an international scale. 
The challenge is compounded by Azerbaijan’s sophisticated disinformation apparatus, 
which produces falsified academic papers funded by Azerbaijani petrodollars to support 
revisionist claims that Armenian heritage is “Caucasian Albanian,” successfully 

 
19 Id.  
20 Id.  
21 Id. 
22 Id. at p. 8.  
23 “Azerbaijan’s Continuing Violations of Rights of Armenian-Christians to Exercise Freely Their 
Religion and its Continuing Destruction of Armenian-Christian Religious and Cultural Heritage,” 
September 14, 2021, at pp. 24-25.  
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campaigns to rename Armenian churches and publish false historical data on platforms 
such as Google Maps, and manipulates international organizations into whitewashing its 
crimes, as when a UN press release omitted clearly salient evidence of damage to 
civilian and cultural infrastructure and was immediately exploited by the Aliyev regime to 
claim absolution. Meanwhile, the silence and apathy of the broader international 
community have allowed these abuses to continue. As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, 
and as one report quoted: “In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, 
but the silence of our friends.”24  

 
Among the most effective tools for raising awareness have been the publication 

and broad dissemination of detailed, evidence-based reports by bar associations, 
cultural organizations, and academic institutions. The Armenian Bar Association, 
together with the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin and a growing coalition of 
organizations (including the Association Internationale des Études Arméniennes, the 
National Association for Armenian Studies and Research, the Society for Armenian 
Studies, the Lemkin Institute for Genocide Prevention, Save Armenian Monuments, and 
lawyers' associations from Argentina, France, and Germany) has issued a sustained 
series of reports, letters, and testimony directed at UN Special Rapporteurs, the U.S. 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and other international bodies (see Appendix to 
this letter). These reports have been reinforced by video testimony and witness accounts 
from Armenian religious leaders, including clergy confined at the Dadivank monastery 
who described the psychological intimidation they endured and the isolation imposed 
upon them by Azerbaijani forces. Coverage by news and opinion outlets spanning the 
political spectrum, from the New York Times to the American Enterprise Institute, the 
BBC, The Guardian, and Smithsonian Magazine, together with calls to action from 
international heritage organizations such as Europa Nostra, the European Association of 
Archaeologists, and the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, 
underscore the elevated awareness that these coordinated advocacy efforts have 
generated.  

 
Civil society and academic institutions can continue to play a critical role in 

providing credible monitoring and data to counter Azerbaijan’s campaign of erasure. 
Caucasus Heritage Watch, led by archaeology professors from Cornell University and 
Purdue University, has demonstrated the power of rigorous, university-based satellite 
monitoring to provide forensic evidence that counters state denialism and falsification. 
Partner organizations such as Monument Watch, the Research on Armenian 
Architecture Foundation, and Save Armenian Monuments provide complementary 
expertise and eyes on the ground. The dissemination of authoritative research to 
relevant national and international agencies and publics serves not only to document 
destruction but also to deter it; as Caucasus Heritage Watch has noted, “satellite-based 
monitoring has the potential to discourage or restrain state actors from intentional 
erasure both through the act of bearing witness, and by the dissemination of 
authoritative research.”25 At the same time, the international academic community must 
exercise heightened vigilance in vetting scholarship on the region, given that Russian 
and Azerbaijani scholars are producing academic papers (funded by Azerbaijani 
resources) to support the fraudulent “Caucasian Albanian” narrative. The vast majority of 

 
24 “Briefing: Religious Persecution and Ongoing Ethnic Cleansing in Artsakh 2023,” at p. 7. 
25 Caucasus Heritage Watch Monitoring Report #1, June 2021, “Introduction, Our Goals,” at p. 8.  
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independent experts in the region’s art, architecture, and archaeology have rejected 
Azerbaijan’s revisionist claims as patently false, but the continued production of state-
funded pseudo-scholarship underscores the need for rigorous peer review and the active 
engagement of learned societies in safeguarding the integrity of the historical record. 
 
The Compounding Risk 

 
The acute difficulty in Artsakh is twofold: (1) there are no longer any Armenians 

present in these lands to prevent or protest the destruction; and (2) there are limited 
measures available against governments that destroy cultural heritage within their 
territory during times of peace. Azerbaijan has repeatedly refused to nominate Armenian 
cultural heritage to the UNESCO World Heritage List, refused to grant UNESCO access 
to examine the state of Armenian cultural heritage, and accused UNESCO of 
partisanship when the organization sought to fulfill its mandate. This leaves the heritage 
“vulnerable and entirely at the mercy of a government, which promotes Armenophobia 
and a false narrative of history for its political gains.”26 As one report concludes, without 
accountability, “impunity makes the repetition of a new cycle of crimes possible, if not 
likely.”27 

 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide written testimony on these issues. We 

remain at your disposal to answer any further questions or provide additional 
information, including oral testimony, at your convenience. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
The Armenian Bar Association 
 
[Enclosures] 
 
 
 
  

 
26 “Ad Hoc Public Report: The Armenian Cultural Heritage in Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh): Cases 
of Vandalism and at Risk of Destruction by Azerbaijan,” Stepanakert, January 26, 2021, at p. 28.   
27 Id. at p. 8.   


