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Introduction: Nagorno Karaback Report

I. William Zartman

The Nagorno Karabakh! dispute is complex and multilayered, arguably more so than any
of the previous conflicts visited by the SAIS Conflict Management Field Trips.? It is a
conflict on the personal, national, state, and international level, posing a compound
challenge of understanding. It was to meet that challenge that the 2013 Field Trip sought
an on-the-ground exposure to conditions and viewpoints of the three conflicting entities,
Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Nagorno Karabakh,® throughout the fall 2012 semester and
then in the field between 15 and 26 January 2013, where the group of 16 upper level
graduate students with two professors was given full tours and briefings by the host
authorities.* In addition to officials, and notably Foreign Ministers, we are particularly
grateful to the Center for Strategic Studies and the Diplomatic Academy of Azerbaijan

and the Caucasus Institute of Armenia.

The conflict emerged in the dying days of the Soviet Union, in 1988, in a peaceful
call for independence that immediately escalated to inter-ethnic violence. On the human
level the result was the rupture of longstanding personal relations and the expulsion of
1.5 million people from their homes as either Internally Displaced Persons or Refugees
into new and often salubrious locations. Given attitudes in their former neighborhoods, it
is impossible for many of these people to return to their homes and homelands, and
although many say they want to, most are concerned above all about conditions of life

wherever they are.

The trigger for the conflict in 1988 was the call of ethnic Armenians in Nagorno

Karabakh for national self-determination, written as independence or integration into

! There are various spellings of the name. The Azeri spelling of the first name and the Russian spelling of
the Persian last name are generally used instead of Nagorni (Russian) Karabagh (Persian).

2 Other January Field Trips were to Tunis, 2012; Mindanao, 2011; Kosovo, 2010; Cyprus, 2009; Northern
Ireland, 2008; and Haiti, 2006 and 2007. Reports from previous Field Trips are available at
http://www.sais-jhu.edu/graduate-studies/areas-of-study/details-4

® The Nagorno Karanakh Republic refers to itself as Artsakh.
* A list of interviewees is appended.



Armenia. The population of the Soviet Oblast of Nagorno Karabakh was some 70%
Armenian; the rest were Azebaijanis, and Armenians lived here and there elsewhere in
Azerbaijan. The call attracted an Azerbaijani military response, initially successful, but
by 1993 the Nagorno Karabakh forces, aided directly or indirectly by Armenians and
Russians, had not only retaken their oblast’s territory but also an even greater amount of
territory around Nagorno Karabakh falling outside the autonomous oblast and inhabited
primarily by Azerbaijanis, giving the Mountainous Black or Beautiful Garden® defensible
boundaries and contiguity with Armenia. No state, including Armenia, has recognized the
claims of independence, although Armenia supports the Nagorno Karabakh position and

works closely with the now-self governing territory.

For Azerbaijan, on the state level, the territorial conquest and expansion runs
directly counter to the principles of the illegitimacy of territorial conquest and of
territorial integrity, regardless of the population. Towns such as Shusha, in the center of
Nagorno Karabagh, and Aghdam, in the conquered territories, were largely Azerbaijani
populated before the war. Azerbaijan has instituted a comprehensive economic and
communications blockade of Armenia and has declared illegal (by Azerbaijani law) any
contact with Nagorno Karabakh, with threat of being declared persona non grata in
Azerbaijan, a policy that is ultimately counterproductive to its own position and interests.
In all the hostile propaganda and bad blood running between the two neighbors, its

handling of the Safarov affair stands out as a case of incredible insensitivity.

On the regional level, the conflict is not without connections in the South
Caucasus and environs. Armenia has long had bad relations with Turkey, which enjoys
good relation and ethno-linguistic similarity with Azerbaijan.  Azerbaijan maintains
good relations with its neighbor Russia, whose nose it has tweaked on occasion, and
cooler relations with its other neighbor Iran, but proclaims an independent position and
good relations (largely over oil) with the West. To counter the blockage, Armenia has
entered into close relations with Russia, which dominates its military and economic
affairs, although it also has close relations with Iran as well as with its diaspora in North

America and Western Europe, both financially and politically. This mesh of relations is

® “kara” is usually translated as “black” but it can also mean “beautiful” in Persian, a term more appropriate
to the valley even if not often used.



of importance for the checkerboard conflict parties of the South Caucasus but often

embroils them beyond their own interests.

Finally, on the international level, the conflict has been under the surveillance of a
special committee of the Organization for Security and Cooperation (OSCE), called the
Minsk Group and co-chaired by Russia, the U.S. and France. The Minsk Group has been
criticized for inaction but Russia did mediate a conflict management ceasefire to the war
in 1994 that has held ever since and the Group did move the parties close to an agreement
on several occasions, and established a framework for settlement termed the 2007 Madrid
Principles: 1) return of conquered territories to Azerbaijan, 2) interim self-governing
status for Nagorno Karabakh with security guarantees and 3) eventual referendum on
final status, 4) territorial connection between Nagorno Karabakh and Armenia at the
Lachin (Berdzor) “corridor,” 5) right of return for IDPs and refugees, and 6) international
security guarantees including peacekeeping forces. Other proposals have included a land
or communications link between Azerbaijan and its western region of Nakhchivan, now

separated by Armenia.

Current feelings in the diplomatic community expect no progress until the 2013
elections in Armenia have been resolved and those in Azerbaijan have been held, in both
cases an indication of how the public support that the leaders have generated has turned
into a sorcerer’s apprentice that captures its creators. At the same time, not only is the
OSCE faced with deep problems in trying to mediate this conflict, but the conflict itself is
spilling back and potentially weakening the very foundations of OSCE conflict

management capabilities as they have developed over two decades.

In sum, Azerbaijan, stronger in hard power, is in the weaker position as
demandeur. Armenia, in some ways weaker, is strengthened by the suffocating embrace
of the Russian bear in the midst of regional isolation. NK has all it wants but recognition.
All the parties would benefit from regional cooperation, particularly economic. The two
states in conflict could indeed be in a mutually hurting stalemate if they would recognize
it, buth they are too busy hurling hatred at each other to notice. Of the Minsk Group’s
three chairs, Russia has more interest in the conflict than in its resolution and the U.S. has

little motivating interest in either.



In this conflict there is no one truth, only many “truths”. Our task is not to decide
among them, but to try to help find a way out of the thicket to the deeper management of

the conflict so that final resolution may be brought closer within reach.



The Flexible Barrier of History: Moving Peace Forward
Through the Past

Kristoff Kohlhagen

The conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia over the territory of Nagorno Karabakh
(NK) is based in the last hundred years. Some historians, politicians, and scholars gesture
even further back, toward the opaque mists of past centuries and millennia citing ancient
texts, inscriptions, and folklore. Each “fact” is used to back differing national claims and
interests while vehemently dismissing the “proofs” of the other. As violent conflict came
to characterize the majority of interactions between independent Azerbaijan and
independent Armenia during both the beginning and ending decades of the 20" century,
each side has focused on their differing histories in an attempt to prove their legitimacy
over the other’s claims to NK. In order to reach a solution to the NK conflict that all three
parties (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and The Nagorno Karabakh Republic-NKR) can accept,
the view and understanding of the conflict must be transformed. An integral part of this
transformation should be a realization and focus upon the shared histories and shared
stakes for both the Azerbaijani and Armenian peoples and their nations. As those who
study and point to ancient histories should realize, the opportunity for relatively small
nation states in the South Caucasus to choose their own destinies without the direct

dominant hand of an outside empire, is not only rare, but an opportunity to be seized.

In order to defend their opposing narratives both sides have actively attacked the
legitimacy of the other’s history in the region. In reference to Azerbaijan’s 1918
declaration of independence, Claude Mutafian (1994, 115) writes, “This represented the
birth of a totally artificial state whose name did not correspond to any prior historical
entity and whose diverse population (Tartar, Russian, Armenian) could not lay claim to
the concept of a nation.” In reference to Armenians, it is said in Azerbaijan and certain
circles that the Armenian population was not present in NK before a Russian resettlement
in 1828. As Elnur Aslanov, head of the Political Analysis and Information Department,
Administration of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan wrote of the Karabakh

Armenians, “The small group of Armenians that arrived [with the Russian resettlement]



in 1828 has grown, and by the start of the conflict in 1988, it already exceeded the
number of Azerbaijanis” (Soltanov 2012, 51). Clearly both sides have attempted to use
the convoluted study of history to justify their claims, actions, and inability to find a more
permanent solution to the conflict.

1918-1920: The First Wave of Independence

To assert that the conflict stretches back before the 20™ century is quite defensible.
Shifting empires and violence have ebbed and flowed like ocean tides through the South
Caucasus; however, before the year 1918, neither Armenia nor Azerbaijan existed as
modern states. In fact, before either of these nations had declared independence, a
Democratic Federative Republic of Trans-Caucasia was formed. This Republic
incorporated the peoples and lands that today make up Armenia, Azerbaijan, and
Georgia. However, this Trans-Caucasian Republic was plagued by weakness due to the
competing and differing interests of the Armenians, Georgians, and Azerbaijanis. This
led to the Republic’s demise in only five weeks (O’Balance 1997, 31). Georgia declared
its independence under a German protectorate on 26 May. Azerbaijan declared its
independence on the 28™ under the Musavat party with Ottoman support. Armenia
headed by the Dashnaktsutiun (Dashnak) party declared its independence in Thilisi on the

same day.

With Baku controlled by the Baku Soviet (the Bolsheviks), Azerbaijan’s original
capital was located in the city of Ganja. Stepan Shaumian headed the Baku Soviet, an
Armenian for whom the capital of NKR is named, a city name not recognized by
Azerbaijan, which instead refers to the city as Khankendi, translated to mean village or
city of the king. When the Azerbaijani population revolted against the Baku Commune,
both Armenian Dashnak and Bolshevik troops killed thousands. However, in August of
1918 when a thousand-man British force, invited into Baku by the Baku Soviet to keep
the Ottoman’s at bay, retreated from the city, the Azerbaijani population rose up and
killed thousands of Armenians. Nearly 20,000 Armenian and Azerbaijani lives were lost
during this period of interethnic fighting (de Waal 2003, 100). Once the Azerbaijanis had

established firm control, Baku became the new capital of the Azerbaijani nation.



From the first days of independence, Armenia and Azerbaijan disputed mutually
held territories and boundaries. Ethnically mixed areas such as the regions of
Nakhchivan, Zangezur, and NK saw fighting and unrest. On 5 August 1918 the first
“Congress of the Armenians of Karabakh” convening in Shusha/i® declared their
independence from Azerbaijan refusing to recognize Musavat rule (Walker 1991, 91).
Even with the aid of 2,000 Ottoman troops occupying Shusha/i, the Azerbaijani Musavat
was unable to fully reign in NK (Walker 1991, 92). With the Ottoman Empire’s surrender
at the end of World War One, the British moved into NK. As one of the first orders of
business, the British, apparently (at least marginally) aligned with Azerbaijan, convinced
Andranik, an effective Armenian guerilla commander, to leave NK and not travel to
Shusha/i. Andranik was assured that as a result of Germany’s recent surrender, all
territorial decisions would be made at the Paris Peace Conference. Following this, on 15
January 1919, the British appointed the Azerbaijani Khosrov bek Sultanov to the post of
NK’s Governor-General, a man despised by the Armenians (Walker 1991, 94).

In protest and rejecting the authority of Azerbaijan’s Governor-General, the fifth
assembly (congress) of Armenians in Karabakh met in Shusha/i on 25 April 1919, and
drafted a letter to General Shuttleworth, head of the British contingent. In the letter the
assembly “...believes it is its obligation to declare that Azerbaijan has always been and
remains today an accomplice and ally of the Turks and of all the cruelties committed by
the Turks against Armenians in general and Karabagh Armenians in particular”
(Libaridian 1988, 17). This sentiment held by Armenians, that of equating Azerbaijanis
as essentially Turks, continues into today. During a tour of the Republic of Nagorno
Karabakh Museum of Perished Azatamartiks (Armenian “freedom fighters”), the
proprietress pointed to a photo of a captured Azerbaijani soldier and referred to him
simply as a Turk. She then spoke of how an Azerbaijani soldier in NK during the recent
war had told her that the Azerbaijani army was there to finish what the Ottoman Turks
had started in 1915. This was a reference to the mass slaughter of Armenians often
referred to as the Armenian Genocide. This enduring portrayal of Azerbaijani as Turk
continues to hamper the ability of everyday Armenians to separate the current conflict

with Azerbaijan from the greater historical narrative of its community’s struggle against

® Azerbaijanis refer to the city as Shusha. Armenians refer to the city as Shushi.



total annihilation and their retreat from what they consider to be a heartland of Armenia,

in what is now northeastern Turkey.

The letter of the Fifth Assembly of Armenians in Karabakh went on to reject
provisional Azerbaijani rule, and the assembly washed its hands of any “bloodshed which
may result from the forced establishment of Azerbaijani power on Armenian Karabagh”
(Libaridian 1988, 19). General Shuttleworth made no major changes to British policy,
and on 14 August 1919 the Azerbaijani Governor General Sultanov arrived in Shusha/i.
The next day, the Seventh Assembly of Karabakh Armenians convened and accepted the
provisions of Azerbaijani rule. The document that they produced has some telling
sections. The very first line states that “...the fate of Mountainous Karabagh shall be
determined by the Peace Conference” (Libaridian 1988, 21). This clearly shows the belief
(held at least by the Armenians) that the Paris Peace Conference would decide the
definitive demarcation of borders, and that a permanent granting of control to Azerbaijan
would only be accepted through a decision taken at the Conference. The Paris Peace

Conference would in fact never decide the issue.

The 19" point of the document stipulates “the disarming of the Armenian and
Muslim population shall be suspended in Karabagh until the question of Karabagh is
resolved by the Peace Conference.” The 20" point continues that the “government of the
Azerbaijani Republic is to give material and moral assistance to the population of
Karabagh for the rapid restoration of the devastated Muslim and Armenian villages”
(Libaridian 1988, 23). The state of violence and mutual hurting in the region is evident in
both of these requests. The Azerbaijanis and the Armenians were armed, with both
groups having had villages “devastated.” The British soon after withdrew from NK, and
by the end of March after an Armenian uprising in Shusha/i, the violence culminated in

the killing of hundreds of Armenians and the expulsion of hundreds more.

Soviet Domination
With much of Azerbaijan’s military forces engaged in NK, the 11" Red Army entered
Baku on 27 April 1920, ending the Musavat government and instituting Bolshevik rule.

The Bolsheviks represented the newest incarnation of Russian imperial domination, and



the short-lived violent episode of the independent states of Azerbaijan and Armenia was
at a close. By May the Red Army was in NK, and it arrived in Armenia before December.
The fate of NK was now to be decided by far more powerful players than the recently
subjugated nascent states of Azerbaijan and Armenia. Soviet Russia, still consolidating
power, saw if not a potential ally in Atatiirk’s Turkey, at least the opportunity to secure

one of its borders, a situation that worked to Azerbaijan’s territorial advantage.

At first it appeared that NK would be handed over to Armenian control, as Stalin,
then Commissar of Nationalities, granted the territory to Soviet Armenia in December
1920 (O’Balance 1997, 34). This decision favoring Armenia was interpreted as positive
recognition for their conversion to Bolshevism (de Waal 2003, 129). However, this was
not to be the last word. In 1921 the Caucasian Bureau of the Communist Party (CBCP) in
charge of deciding the status of NK voted to make it a part of Soviet Armenia. One day
later it reversed its decision citing the need for national peace through economic ties
between the Azerbaijanis in the plains and the Armenians in the mountains, albeit
granting NK wide autonomy, and thus effectively securing NK within the Azerbaijani
Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) (de Waal 2003, 130). In a nod to Turkey, the disputed
area of Nakhchivan (with a majority Azerbaijani population) located mostly within the
Armenian SSR, was granted to the Azerbaijan SSR. This occurred with the signing of the
Treaty of Kars between Turkey and Russia in 1921, and placed these two nations as the

guarantors of Nakhchivan’s security.

In 1923 NK was designated as the Nagorno Karabakh Autonomous Oblast
(NKAO), which though located within the Azerbaijan SSR, had an Armenian majority
and the Armenian language as its designated official language (Chorbajian 1994, 13). In
the first volume of the Soviet encyclopedia, a map labeled the Lachin corridor as part of
the NKAO, effectively connecting NKAO with the Armenian SSR. However, by 1930
subsequent maps labeled this area as under direct Azerbaijani SSR control, and thus
placed NKAO completely within the boundaries of the Azerbaijan SSR (Cornell 1999, 9).
With the USSR’s consolidation of power in the South Caucasus, overt violent clashes
within NKAO abated. Though, as is evidenced by numerous petitions and letters sent to
top Soviet leadership between 1945 and 1987 requesting NKAO’s incorporation into the
Armenian SSR, NK Armenians were not satisfied with the Soviet status quo. The Soviet



status quo would not last, and under Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost, the tightly held

reigns of central authority were loosened.

Soviet Disintegration: A Second Round of Independence and Conflict

Demonstrations in Yerevan and Stepanakert over the status of NK began to surface in
1987 and 1988. The very first protest on 17 October 1987 in Yerevan seemed fairly
benign and similar to other soviet-era protests, in that it focused on environmental
grievances. However, the next day close to 1,000 people again gathered to protest, this
time in support of the rights of Armenians living in NK (O’Balance 1997, 35). With a
lack of central soviet repression of these protests, and a growing sense of the weakness of
the central soviet state, the numbers of protesters swelled. As the numbers of participants
increased, the primary focus shifted from environmental concerns to political grievances,
especially the status of NK. In the midst of the protests, on 20 February 1988, the local
soviet of the NKAO demanded integration into the Armenian SSR; the Communist
Central Committee in Moscow denied this request the next day. In an angry reaction to
the NKAO soviet’s request, a group of Azerbaijani men departed from Aghdam and
headed to Stepanakert. At the village of Askeran a violent confrontation erupted between
the group and policemen backed by Armenian villagers. Both sides suffered injury, but
the Azerbaijanis suffered what may have been the first loss of life in the resurfacing
conflict. Two Azerbaijanis were dead. One of them was only sixteen (de Waal 2003, 10-
15). Nationalist rhetoric grew on all sides and the flow of Azerbaijanis out of Armenia
and primarily from Stepanakert in NK began to grow (Golz 1988, 83). Two days later
gangs of Azerbaijanis attacked hundreds of Armenians killing at least 26 in the
Azerbaijani Caspian Port city of Sumgait (de Waal 2003, 40).

The debate of who started the ethnic cleansing that largely cleared the
Azerbaijanis from NK and Armenia and the Armenians from Azerbaijan is almost
impossible to decipher. The fact that both sides committed violent acts is certain.
Between 1988 and 1994 it is estimated that 1.5 million Armenians and Azerbaijanis were
displaced from their homes (International Crisis Group 2012, 2). Between 1991 and 1994
approximately 530,000 Azerbaijanis fled from NK and bordering territories, territories
that today are held largely under the de-facto control of the NKR (de Waal 2003, 285).

10



Most of these Azerbaijanis are still referred to as Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and
many told us they still want to return to their former homes. The Armenians who left
Azerbaijan are less interested in returning. Many of them fled in the wake of the bloody
mob violence that swept both Sumgait and Baku in 1988 and 1989 respectively.

In May 1988, a few months after the violence in Sumgait, NK again demanded for
an immediate separation from Azerbaijan and incorporation into Armenia. The request
was rejected once again by the Communist Party Central Committee in Moscow. As
violence worsened, NK was put under direct Moscow rule in January of 1989. In
September the Azerbaijan Supreme Soviet voted for a sovereignty law declaring their
rightful possession of NK. On 28 November, direct Moscow rule of NK ended. In
December the Armenian Supreme Soviet and the ‘National Council’ of NK proclaimed a
unified Armenia (Herzig 1999, 66). In August of 1990 the Supreme Soviet of Armenia
declared a new Republic of Armenia, in charge of its own armed forces and the only
legitimate claimant of NK.

In March of 1991 a referendum was held on the preservation of the weakening
Soviet Union. Armenia boycotted the vote, while Azerbaijan voted to continue the Union.
This vote was soon followed by an Azerbaijani-led, Soviet-backed (tanks and artillery)
offensive into NK in a reported attempt to disarm illegal militias (de Waal 2003, 115).
This action marked an increase in the intensity of the war and is better known by its code
name operation “Ring.” Although unusual at first, Soviet and then Russian direct
involvement in the war became fairly common. Russian soldiers and weapons fought on
both sides, as was proven in 1992 when the Azerbaijani army captured six Russian
soldiers in Kalbajar fighting for the Armenians (de Waal 2003, 200). But much like the
Russian contributions to the fighting, rather than tamp down violence or land a decisive
blow against the Karabakhi Armenians in NK, the aftermath of “Operation Ring” led to

further escalation.

With the Soviet Union losing its ability to assert control, the Azerbaijan Supreme
Soviet declared Azerbaijan’s independence on 30 August 1991. NK responded on 2
September by declaring its own independence, which until today has not been recognized
by any state. In response to this declaration, Azerbaijan abolished NK’s autonomous

status. Armenia declared independence in late September, and pointing to the newly

11



formed NKR, claimed that it was not directly involved in the conflict, and that the
conflict was between the people of Azerbaijan and the people of NKR. However,
political statements aside, it is clear that Armenia did directly support NKR during the
conflict. As the former Armenian defense minister Vazgen Manukian stated about the
war, “You can be sure that whatever we said politically, the Karabakh Armenian and

Armenian army were united in military actions” (de Waal 2003, 210).

Armenia and NKR were more cohesive internally and their militaries had higher
morale throughout the conflict. During the war Azerbaijan was mired in a “warlord-type”
struggle for control of the nation. Azerbaijani commanders at the front such as Surat
Husseinov (who in 1993 was sentenced to death in Azerbaijan for surrendering Shusha/i
and Lachin) often headed armies that they had equipped and paid for (O’Balance 1997,
87). These armies owed their allegiance more to their commanders than to any central
Azerbaijani army (Cornell 1999, 33). As the current President of Azerbaijan llham
Aliyev stated in a speech to the Upper Karabakh Azerbaijani community in 2010, “We
had no army. There were different armed formations, bandit detachments; every alleged
party leader had his own armed units. Fighting with each other they were also struggling

for power, while we were losing our lands” (Agababayeva 2010, 43).

In terms of land lost Aliyev was correct. For all of the military offensives and
counter-offensives launched by both sides throughout the war, NKR and its ally Armenia
were not only able to retain control of 92.5% of the original NKAQ’s area, but between

1992-93 wrested total control of five of seven “occupied regions™’

representing some
13.4% of Azerbaijan’s total pre-war area (International Crisis Group 2005, 1). After
many failed ceasefires, a ceasefire brokered by Russia in May of 1994 was signed by
Azerbaijan, NKR, and Armenia. The most active and bloody phase of the war had ended,
with more than 20,000 Azerbaijanis and Armenians having been killed (International
Crisis Group 2007, 1). This ceasefire has held into today, though sporadic violence has
and does erupt along the line of contact. Dozens of deaths are reported each year. Those
killed are predominately soldiers from Azerbaijan, the NKR, and Azerbaijani civilians

who live and travel within range of NKR sniper fire.

" NKR today controls all of Jebrail, Kelbajar, Kubalty, Lachin, and Zengelin regions. NKR also controls
approximately 77 % of Aghdam region, and 33 % of Fizuli region (de Waal 2003, 286).
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Today the populations of Armenians and Azerbaijanis live in separate echo
chambers, each one affirming their own story as to what really happened and how their
side is right and just. Each side condemns the other as the purveyor of sadistic violence.
The Armenians point to the ethnic violence in Sumgait and Baku as their proof, while the
Azerbaijanis invoke the brutal 1992 killings of hundreds of civilians by Armenian forces
in Xodjali/Khojali (Goltz 1998, 130). Armenian Karabakhis tell of cowering in
basements as shells and missiles fired from Shusha/i rained down upon their homes,
whereas displaced Azerbaijanis can only look at photos of their ruined homes in Shusha/i
and Aghdam, still not able to return. Azerbaijanis assert there is no real difference
between the government of NKR and Armenia, pointing to the fact that the previous and
current sitting presidents of Armenia were both born in Stepanakert. Armenians point
back to the pardoning and lionizing of convicted murderer Ramil Safarov, who viciously
killed an Armenian fellow student during a NATO led English course. This constant
sharpening of spears, this unceasing rhetoric of war, of who is right and who is wrong,
will never bring the displaced persons home, or economic prosperity to blockaded lands.
A focus on this mutually hurting history, one that empowers the extremists, simply
perpetuates a counterproductive stalemate at best, emboldening the Safarovs of society,

and increasing the possible resumption of war.

Conclusion

The NK conflict was born in the 20" century and lives on well into the 21%. For
Azerbaijan it has been a tragic story fraught with loss, humiliation, displacement, and
violence that has left them demandeurs. For NKR it has also been a violent and tragic
era, punctuated by a victory and a palpable sense of de-facto independence. For Armenia
it has had a crippling effect not only on the economy due to the Azerbaijani and Turkish
blockade, but also on the nation’s politics, both in terms of questionable autonomy from
Russian influence, and domestic intimidation and bloodletting. While the Armenian
people have won a victory on the battlefield, their state is none the more secure or
prosperous. For Azerbaijan, its menacing threats and arms build-up has done little to
further its position in the struggle. Aside from uniting its populace into a militant

cohesion (with all of the possible blowback effects this entails), the line of contact has not
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shifted since 1994. With this in mind it is hard to claim that Azerbaijan has furthered its

interests in NK in almost two decades since the cease-fire.

The Armenian and Azerbaijani people still acutely feel the trauma of history.
Armenian groups continue their campaign for the recognition of their massacre at the
hands of the Ottoman Turks to be declared a genocide. For Azerbaijanis the main
domestic focus is on the trauma generated in the loss of a proclaimed cultural heartland
through a brutal war with no gains. In the recounting of their histories, both Armenians
and Azerbaijanis see themselves as victimized. This victimized historical view of the
Armenians and Azerbaijanis, and the constant rhetoric employed by both sides of
selectively citing history both old and painfully new to justify hardened positions, seems
to miss the true point. The Azerbaijanis and the Armenians have a long shared history,
but it is a longer more prosperous future that should be their mutual focus. Both of these
ethnic groups have struggled for independence while in the shadows of monolithic states
and empires. Typically forced under the rule of another, both of these peoples now have
their own states. However, yet again, as in 1918, when they would be wise to be one

another’s shield bearer and business partner, they are one another’s worst enemies.

The situation today however is markedly different from these states’ first attempt
at modern independence in 1918. The horrific human practice of ethnic cleansing has
already taken place. In a land that was ethnically mixed, ethnic boundaries have been
violently established through intimidation and warfare. While never to be lauded or
embraced, it is a fact on the ground. A settlement of mutually agreeable borders should
be a possible task, one that takes into account these realities on the ground and the awful
realities of the consequences of renewed warfare. In order to prepare all three populations
involved in this conflict to be able to accept a peace settlement, there must be a retelling
and changing of the view of both recent and ancient history, a retelling that dampens the
vitriol, allowing neighboring nations to work for mutual protection and development.
There needs to be a historical interpretation and narrative that recognizes and embraces
this astonishingly unique moment in history, a moment when both Armenia and
Azerbaijan are not directly under the jurisdiction of foreign empires, but are able to be

independent and recognized within the international community. It is said that those who
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do not know their history are doomed to repeat it. It can just as easily hold that those who

repeat their history are doomed to never know all the potential they will have lost.

Recommendations

Short-Term

Snipers should be removed from the line of contact. This “show of good faith”
would not greatly change the calculus at the line of contact and would lower

violent incidents that threaten to provoke greater escalation.

Lessen the focus on the historic role of “victim.” While it is true that all sides
have suffered greatly in their respective pasts, this constant focus and reiteration
of this victimization only breeds continued militarism and distrust. Moving
forward, both political and historic messages need to highlight the possibilities of
a shared Caucasian future endowed with prosperity and security.

Azerbaijan should temper militaristic rhetoric and threats. The constant
threat of possible war coupled with a massive weapons build-up has done nothing
to further a peaceful settlement. Instead it has forced NKR and Armenia into a
“back against the wall” entrenched defensive position. This allows NKR and

Armenia little leeway in domestic politics for resolving the issue.

Medium-Term

Reinstate NK’s autonomy that was stripped in 1991. Though purely symbolic,
it would signal Azerbaijan’s willingness to change the dialogue from its current

zero-sum stance toward truly seeking a peaceful solution.

Release a detailed economic plan for NK and the territories. Along with the
reinstatement of autonomy, Azerbaijan should release a detailed economic plan
for NK and the territories. According to our contacts at the Center for Strategic
Studies in Baku, a plan like this exists and offers huge enticements to the citizens
of NK. This economic plan should be coupled with IDP resettlement plans, and
development funds should be clearly labeled to show both current NKR residents
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and IDP communities receiving similar funding. Make NKR an offer that benefits

them enough to entice them away from the current status quo.

Bring NKR back to the negotiating table. NKR has been de-facto independent
for the last twenty years. To deny its existence as an actual party to the conflict
ignores a simple reality on the ground. It seems inconsistent with history to
believe that it is not at least marginally independent from Armenia in its actions.
It is questionable how free in its actions the Armenian government is, in terms of
reacting to events and decisions made in NKR. To exclude NKR from peace talks

removes a key player that will be needed to reach any final consensus.

Involve Georgia as a mediator. Georgia has a major stake in seeing this conflict
resolved in terms of its own security and prosperity. Georgia also has fairly good
relations with all three actors, and therefore can play a powerful role in mediating

an agreement that all sides could live with.

Create a consensus on long-term peacekeepers. The international community
along with the Minsk Group should facilitate an agreement for the deployment of

long-term peacekeepers to NK that are seen as neutral by all three actors.

Long-Term

Form NKR into an autonomous Trans-Caucasian free trading zone. Instead
of allowing the NK conflict to divide the South Caucasus, use NK and part of the
contested territories to form a new entity. The citizens of the new entity will enjoy
a large degree of autonomy, yet be a recognized part of, and hold citizenship in
Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. Whatever the final status of the surrounding
territories, the Lachin corridor will remain as a part of NK to guarantee an open
trade route to Armenia, just as the Aghdam sector guarantees open trade with
Azerbaijan. To facilitate trade with Georgia an airport should be constructed. In
this plan, NK would in effect be an autonomous part of the South Caucasus, its
cultural glories shared by Azerbaijanis, Armenians, and Georgians. NK’s security
and prosperity would be a cooperative project that will help these three nations to

strengthen relations, economics, and mutual security.
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Armenia should create an open unrestricted trade corridor between
Azerbaijan and Nakhchivan. In recognition of the Lachin corridor’s becoming a
part of NK, Armenia should devise a way to insure a duty-free road-corridor, but

not a pipeline, between the two areas of Azerbaijan to allow for the unfettered
travel of goods and people.
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Part I: Conflict in States
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The Role of Civil Society in the Nagorno Karabakh Conflict

Jamie Pleydell-Bouverie

This paper addresses two main questions. First, what roles do civil society actors play in
relation to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict, both directly and indirectly? Second, what
potential is there for civil society to play a positive and transformational role in the
conflict? Having explored these questions, | set out a number of recommendations aimed
at facilitating the development of civil society in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno

Karabakh, and using civil society to build bridges between the parties to the conflict.

The concept of civil society is diverse. Furthermore, it is often used without clear
explanation of the meaning being ascribed to it. This necessitates clarification and
definition. I define civil society as an intermediate sphere or sector of voluntary action,
which is distinct from the political, economic and private sectors but is oriented toward
and interacts closely with them. The essential characteristic of civil society is its
autonomy vis-a-vis the state and the public sector (Spurk in Paffenholz [ed.] 2010, 7). It
consists of voluntary associations and organizations, including NGOs, religious groups,
youth associations, student bodies and unions. But there is an important sense in which
civil society is more than just organizations and associations. In a representative
democracy, each and every citizen is by definition part of a civil society that is
represented and governed by the state.

It is clear that civil society is far from being homogenous with regards to interests,
objectives and ideologies. It is equally clear, and pertinent to this present study, that civil
society is by no means made up of entirely “civil” actors. The concept of “uncivil
society” is a salient aspect of any polity, particularly in conflict areas where ethnic and

religious identity mechanisms play important roles.

Part 1 of this chapter explores the theoretical basis of civil society in conflict
resolution and peacebuilding, particularly as it relates to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict. |
then turn to the two research questions that this chapter is concerned with. Part 2 gives an
overview of civil society in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh. | analyze the
context of civil society activity in each republic, identify civil society actors that play

important roles in relation to the conflict, and discuss civil society activities that are
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oriented to the conflict. Part 3 explores the potential that civil society actors have to

positively transform the conflict. I conclude with a number of targeted recommendations.

Civil Society and Peacebuilding

In both theory and practice, the involvement of civil society in conflict resolution and
peacebuilding is largely undisputed. There may be plenty of debate regarding the
importance, relevance or most appropriate role for civil society in certain conflicts, but
terms such as “bottom-up peacebuilding” and “track two diplomacy” have firmly
established themselves as part of the conflict management lexicon. Paffenholz (2010, 60)
has noted that “Civil Society has emerged from a marginal actor in peacebuilding during
the Cold War (with some exceptions) to an accepted key actor in almost all peacebuilding

theories.”

The Conflict Resolution school of thought gives greatest weight to civil society
action, arguing that solving the underlying causes of conflict involves fundamentally
rebuilding relationships between parties, not just at the top level but within society at
large. This observation resonates particularly well with the findings of our field research
in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh. The history of this conflict is such that
dialogue between Armenians and Azerbaijanis is virtually absent, trust has been eroded,
and hate narratives are ubiquitous. Of course, a politically negotiated settlement would be
the singular most important step in resolving the conflict. But it would not be a silver
bullet. Perceptions and attitudes will need to change if this conflict is ever to be truly
resolved. Civil society actors are the key protagonists here. They may not be party to
efforts to attain a negotiated settlement, but they can be party to the much larger process
of building the capacity for peace in society. They may also provide political support for
leaders, should they decide to make compromises in an effort to reach agreement.

The key functions that civil society can perform in building the capacity for peace
are 1) Monitoring; 2) Protection; 3) Advocacy; 4) In-group Socialization; and 5) Social

Cohesion (Paffenholz 2010, 381-403).2 Monitoring is the means of keeping governments

® I have omitted “Intermediation and facilitation” and “Service Delivery” because of their inapplicability to
the particularities of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict.
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accountable; Protection is directed against the despotism of the state; and Advocacy
includes promoting themes on the public agenda and putting public pressure on political
actors. In-group socialization concerns the activities of associations, networks and other
movements and can play a positive and a negative role. Positive in-group socialization
promotes a culture of peace, tolerance and understanding. Negative in-group-
socialization propagates radicalism and consolidates in-group identities. Finally, Social
Cohesion is about bridging divides between adversarial groups. In the case of the
Nagorno Karabakh conflict, the challenge is to bridge divides in a context where
adversarial groups have little or no contact with each other. My analysis of the actual and
potential roles of civil society actors in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh will
focus on these functions. Some clearly have a more direct link to the conflict than others,
but each can influence the manner in which the capacity for peace is shaped in each
polity.

On the one hand, the Nagorno Karabch conflict — stuck as it is in a political
stalemate — is an environment where track two diplomacy may have a significant role to
play: A “top-down” solution to the conflict in the form of a negotiated settlement
unfortunately seems extremely unlikely in the current political climate. This means that
“bottom-up” processes hold the only possibility of progress (however limited) being
made in the short term. Civil society is the key to such efforts. Even if progress is slow
and dialogue projects fail to gather momentum, at least this process keeps communication
between opposing sides alive; something that political elites cannot be relied upon to do.
On the other hand, there are a number of factors that make “track two” practices very
difficult. First, there is minimal contact between civil society actors in Armenia and their
counterparts in Azerbaijan. Laws and security considerations which prevent Armenians
from traveling to Azerbaijan (and vice versa) exacerbate the problem. Secondly, the
sphere of civil society in Azerbaijan is severely constrained and often repressed by the
state, presenting a major obstacle to civil society initiatives. Armenia’s civil society is

freer but poorly organized and not well-developed.

Thus, it is not the objective of this paper to argue that civil society holds the key
to — or the most promise for — the resolution of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict. This

chapter does argue, however, that civil society can play an important role in transforming
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the conflict. This role can be conveyed with reference to John Paul Lederach’s (1997)
paradigm of “sustainable peacebuilding,” which reconciles the dichotomy of short-term
conflict management and long-term relationship building by insisting on the relevance
and importance of multiple levels of action. Top level negotiation is certainly essential
for seeking a political settlement. But it is grassroots leaders who represent the masses,
and “middle-range” leaders — such as academics, religious business and NGO leaders —
who are more likely to have the means to realize peacebuilding initiatives, while being
freer of political constraints than government officials. It is civil society actors that
dominate these two levels. It would be a mistake, therefore, to disregard the importance

of the sphere.

Civil Society in Azerbaijan: Struggling for Recognition

Civil society in Azerbaijan is weak. It has never been vibrant, but opportunities for civil
society to flourish began to close more definitively in the mid-2000s after the color
revolutions in Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, which — it has been suggested — the
Azerbaijani government “associated with international foundations and non-profit
organizations” (Cosby 2012). Today, civil society operations are curtailed and limited by
the repressive policies and acts of an authoritarian regime. The international NGO
Freedom House has consistently ascribed low scores to Azerbaijan for civil liberties over
the last decade. 2012 saw a downward trend due to “widespread attacks on civil society”
(Freedom House 2012). These were particularly prevalent during and in the wake of the
Eurovision Song Contest, which Azerbaijan hosted in May 2012. Civil society was vocal
while the international spotlight was on Azerbaijan, demanding the release of political
prisoners and advocating for the removal of restrictions on freedom of speech and
assembly under the banner of the “Sing for Democracy” campaign. The government
responded firmly, dispersing demonstrators violently and detaining scores of protesters
(CIVICUS 2012).

NGOs have to apply for legal status to be officially recognized as a legitimate
organization. This is a significant hurdle for many NGOs. The Institute for War and
Peace Reporting (IWPR), which has itself has been denied registration, has recorded

numerous failed applications, including the Human Rights Club that coordinated the Sing
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for Democracy campaign, which has applied for legal recognition and been turned down
three times (Kazimov 2012). Without legal status, NGOs struggle to obtain funding and
can face difficulties with the authorities, especially when organizing events or
coordinating campaigns. Presently, there is much concern in Azerbaijan about the
prospect of the authorities’ amending legislation in order to further restrict the activities
of NGOs. Under proposed changes, NGOs may face large fines and confiscation of
property if they receive any sort of donation above 200 AZN (USD 250) without a proper
agreement. A local NGO, Institute for Reporters’ Freedom and Safety (IRFS), has
reported that this would simply “allow the government to easily close down unwelcome

NGOs in a few days” (IRFS 2013).

Some academics have argued that this sort of repressive climate should prevent
one from even talking about civil society. In a recent article, Sarah Kendizor (2012)
argued that talking of civil society is a distraction from the real problems in authoritarian
states, claiming that civil society is a Western concept that has little application to
authoritarian states because “to declare oneself as apolitical in an authoritarian state is a
political stance.” Hence, what civil society actors see as an impartial focus on the citizen,
the government sees as a determination to act outside of the parameters of the State.
Kendizor concludes that this reality means that civil society ceases to function as a
category, adding that the very process of talking about civil society in relation to such
countries — as this chapter is doing — gives authoritarian states far too much credit: It is
precisely the repression of authoritarian regimes that denies the existential realization of
the sphere.

This critique brings up important issues, and the underlying call for the
international community to focus more attention on the repression and abuses of
authoritarian governments like Azerbaijan is correct. But discarding the concept of civil
society in States such as Azerbaijan is a mistake. Civil society may be weak and
constrained in Azerbaijan, but it does exist. And it ceases to be a “Western” concept as
soon as it is used by local actors in their own context. Political activism among the
student bodies that we met at the Azerbaijan University of Languages and the Azerbaijan
Diplomatic Academy was disappointingly meager, but they did speak about “civil

society” and largely saw themselves as being part of it. In an interview (18 January
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2013), Dr. Samad Seyidov, MP of the ruling party, conceded that Azerbaijan had
“problems” concerning human rights and the repression of civil society which needed to
be addressed. The sector struggles to operate. But struggle it does; and this means that

civil society is alive even if not well.

Protection against the repression of the State is a function that reflects this
condition well. On the one hand, clear evidence of civil society repression shows that
civil society struggles to be effective as a protective actor in Azerbaijan. Yet on the other
hand, the fact that NGOs such as the Institute for Reporters’ Freedom and Safety are free
to report situations of abuse, organize meetings and conduct press conferences shows that
civil society is functioning, monitoring state activity and disseminating information

effectively.

There is little evidence that the Azerbaijani government has taken heed of any
advocacy or lobbying. But on the matter of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict, there is little
discord between the government position and the position of the majority of Azerbaijanis.
In fact our field research suggests that much of Azerbaijani civil society is just as — and
sometimes more — hard-line on the issue than the government. British journalist Thomas
de Waal told us that the intelligentsia is often the most radical in society — a statement at
least partially supported by our own research — meaning that they can play a negative role

in building the capacity for peace.

This opens up the issue of “uncivil” society in Azerbaijan and the problems that
civil society might pose in relation to the conflict. Hate narratives are certainly prevalent
in Azerbaijan, as they are in Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh. This does mean that there
is a lot of what Paffenholz calls “negative in-group-socialization.” But our research found
a number of cases of positive in-group-socialization, including efforts to promote a
culture of peace, dialogue, tolerance and understanding. Students at the Azerbaijan
University of Languages, for example, spoke not only of the need for tolerance and
collective understanding, but also of their own personal readiness to do “whatever it
takes” — including participating in future student exchanges with Armenians — to promote
such a culture. The university itself has great potential as a locus for positive in-group
socialization. Comprised of intelligent and cosmopolitan young students, the University
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recently opened a department of Armenian studies and has started to teach the Armenian

language.

It is also a place where social cohesion initiatives could be initiated, if only the
political and security situation would permit it. The Rector of the University, ruling party
MP Dr. Samad Seyidov, declared in our interview, “We need Armenians here” as he
spoke of the university’s Armenian studies department. It is extremely unfortunate that
Azerbaijan maintains a policy of denying Armenians entrance to the country (a policy
effectively reciprocated on the Armenian side). These policies may reflect legitimate
security concerns, but they severely hamper efforts at social cohesion between Armenians
and Azerbaijanis. The result is that there really is very little contact between the two

countries’ civil society actors.

But there is some. For example, at the same time as our research trip, 20
participants from Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Nagorno Karabakh, including representatives
of non-governmental organizations and civil society, met in Thilisi for a two-day
workshop ran by the Imagine Center for Conflict Transformation, the Caucasus House,
and the School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution of George Mason University. Events
like these allow dialogue, confidence building and mutual understanding. The Imagine
Center is an example of “international civil society” facilitating social cohesion through
an online platform called “The Neutral Zone,” which offers a forum for alternative voices
from Armenia and Azerbaijan to write on issues such as, culture, education, society and
the NK conflict.

The overall prognosis of civil sector in Azerbaijan is not encouraging, particularly
in the immediate future, as the government moves to clamp down on any form of dissent
ahead of the upcoming elections. But if the political weather changes for the better, the

sector could grow quickly.

Civil Society in Armenia: Free to Operate but Undeveloped

In Armenia, the sphere of civil society is under fewer constraints. Alexander Iskandaryan,
director of the Caucasus Institute think tank, wrote last year that Armenian NGOs operate

in “a generally favorable legislative climate and are respected in society” (Iskandaryan
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2012). The constitution of Armenia explicitly protects fundamental democratic freedoms,
which are generally upheld. Furthermore, legislation regulating the work of NGOs “does
not have provisions that would explicitly restrict the capacities (including resources and
independence) and potential for the development of organizations” (Transparency
International 2011, 5). Yet these generally favorable conditions have not translated into a
particularly strong or effective civil society sector. In our meeting with Mr. Iskandaryan
in Yerevan, he said that only some 10% of NGOs in Armenia really function with any
degree of operational effectiveness.

The reason for this is not immediately clear. A research project by Transparency
International (2011) written up in a report entitled “Risks and Opportunities for the NGO
Sector in Armenia,” suggests that a number of factors help explain the stunted evolution
of civil society, including a lack of experience, weak governance, strategic
mismanagement, limited funding (especially domestically), and the lack of a “culture” of
civil society whereby citizens are aware about their rights, freedoms and the political

processes that shape their lives.

Any analysis of civil society in the Caucasus must acknowledge the fact that a
culture of civil society has existed in the region for only a little over two decades. Before
the breakup of the Soviet Union, “civil society” barely existed. “Developing civil society
is a process,” Mr. Iskandaryan said, underlining that “time is needed in order to establish
a culture of civil society” in Armenia. This, of course, is a consideration equally
pertinent to civil society in Azerbaijan, but it carries greater significance in Armenia,
where civil society could be more vibrant and effective, if only it were better organized
and more efficient. Transparency International, while refraining from formal
recommendations, notes that the key to the solution “lies within the jurisdiction and

capacity of the NGOs themselves” (2011, 22).

This is not to say that the government does not or cannot play an important role in
the evolution of Civil Society. Cooperation with government actors is a major enabling
factor for NGOs. The inverse is also true: a lack of government cooperation can be a
disenabling factor for NGOs. Many NGO leaders do cite this as a factor stymieing their
effectiveness and impact (Transparency International 2011, 17). Armenia is also by no

means free of allegations of trying to control the civil society sector. In November 2012,
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NGOs reacted strongly to a newly published strategy for developing the NGO sector,
released by the Public Council, an ostensibly non-partisan advisory body set up by the
President. Whilst it was touted by the Council as providing an efficient mechanism for
the government to allocate money to NGOs, a number of NGO leaders reacted angrily,
claiming that the plan is “part of a whole process of controlling civil society” (IWPR
2012). Avetik Ishkhanyan, head of the Armenian Helsinki Committee, which does
extensive reporting on human rights issues, noted with concern that the preamble to the
plan “says that the state provides freedoms to society — a formulation characteristic of

authoritarian systems, since democracy presupposes freedom” (IWPR 2012).

As with Azerbaijan, the well-publicized negative NGO response to such
government moves is itself a sign of life in the civil society sector. Protection, monitoring
and advocacy are all functions that Armenia’s some 4000 NGOs do fulfill, albeit in a
rather ineffective manner. Two organizations that we met with, the Caucasus Institute and
the Center of Regional Studies both publish and disseminate reports which present
findings of various monitoring activities and advocate specific agendas. Some advocacy
is related to the NK conflict. For example, Richard Giragosian, an American of Armenian
descent and Director of the Center of Regional Studies, told us that he was advocating for
a “freezing” of all issues related to the NK conflict in order to refocus on

democratization.

In-group socialization and social cohesion in Armenia mirrors that of Azerbaijan.
Negative in-group socialization dominates: hate narratives are much more easily
perpetuated than calls for understanding and tolerance. Although this volume contains a
paper dealing specifically with religion’s role in the NK conflict, it is apt to note here that
there is little evidence of the Armenian Apostolic Church conducting any major
initiatives aimed at transforming attitudes, beliefs and perceptions in relation to the NK
conflict. Unfortunately, this is a forum where negative in-group socialization is more
prone to occur, with the Church functioning to consolidate the Armenian ethnic identity,
so often defined in negative relation to the “Turkic” identity of the Turkish and

Azerbaijani people.

But our field research revealed positive in-group socialization also. Students and

graduates that we met at the Caucasus Institute clearly represented a more objective and
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enlightened tranche of Armenian society, with many working on initiatives aimed at
building a culture of tolerance and understanding towards their eastern neighbors. One of
the graduate students was actively searching for Azerbaijani counterparts to help
participate in track two diplomacy projects. Hence, there is by no means a complete
absence of motivation for Armenian-Azerbaijani social cohesion from the Armenian

perspective.

Civil Society in Nagorno Karabakh

Civil society in Nagorno Karabakh is an especially interesting topic, since in the absence
of the NKR’s participation in top-level negotiations; the only forum for dialogue
available to Nagorno Karabakhis is — at present — in the civil society sector. This, at least,
is how civil society representatives in NK talked about their role when we met with them
on 23 January 2013. Civil society is certainly alive in NK, but the NK government makes
worryingly little effort to engage with them. There are reportedly some restrictions placed

upon civil liberties such as freedom of assembly and association (Freedom House, 2012).

The number of representatives of various NGOs and civil associations that we met
indicates that the Armenian people of NK ascribe an important role to civil society. They
want to participate, as citizens, to the processes by which the future of Nagorno Karabakh
will be determined. While the official position of NKR is that an independent NKR is the
final and consummating goal, we heard a very different story from the civil society
representatives that we met. The people of NK are Armenian, we were told, and as such
they would like to NKR to become part of a greater Armenia or — as one journalist put it
jokingly — a “United States of Armenia.” Independence, for them, was a goal only in so
far as it might lead to this end.® The main agenda for civil society as for the NK
government seems to be the preservation of Nagorno Karabakh — or “Artsakh” as they
refer to their country — as the Armenian homeland. We were told on more than one
occasion that NK was a “Holy Land” for Armenians as Jerusalem is for Jews. While

some expressed openness for the possibility of living side-by-side with Azerbaijanis

° The NKR government says that its polling shows that 87-88% of Karabakhis want independence, and
only some 10% want reunification with Armenia (Meeting with the NKR Minister for Information).
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again in NK, security concerns came to the fore, and the general view was that they
wanted to preserve the status quo. Arman Melikyan, former minister of foreign affairs of
NKR put it bluntly in an interview: “The truth is that no one wants Azerbaijanis there.

And no one expects them.”

As with Azerbaijan and Armenia, the citizenry of NK tend to be at least as hard
line as their government. The Armenian Revolutionary Council was an archetype of
“uncivil society” in the context of peacebuilding. It is a small student group with little by
way of practical agenda, but a startling expansionist vision for a greater Armenia
extending down to the Mediterranean. The academic community in NK was also radical,
if perhaps to a lesser extent. At Artsakh University, a professor talked about Armenia as
the only buffer preventing a complete Turkic empire from spreading from Northwest
China down the eastern Mediterranean coast. This geopolitical analysis was followed by
a defiant defense of continued Armenian possession of NK, with the professor declaring
exuberantly “We are not afraid of war.” Fortunately, greater objectivity and forward-
mindedness was to be found in the student body and in other professors, one of which did
speak about creating the conditions for Azerbaijani or Turkish students to visit the
university on exchanges. A young English teacher talked publicly about her readiness to
have dialogue and relayed anecdotes of some contact that a Karabakhi Armenian friend
had had in a peacebuilding project with Azerbaijanis, yielding positive results. Civil

society is clearly not monolithic in NK.,

Our conclusion of civil society in NK is not dissimilar to that of Armenia. The
sector is alive; it monitors government activity and is allowed to express itself through
limited media outlets (which are, however, mostly government controlled). But it has
very limited, if any, impact on government policy. NK’s civil society is generally more
hard-line on the question of NK’s status and its expansion into the surrounding
“liberated” territories. But it does not speak with one voice. There are instances of

positive in-group socialization and social cohesion initiatives have been piloted.
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The Potential of Civil Society to Have a Positive Impact on the Nagorno Karabakh
Conflict

This chapter has diagnosed the civil society sectors in each republic with various ailments
and weaknesses. In each case, the sector is alive but not vibrant, functioning though
struggling to be effective, and generally sharing a hard-line government-propagated
position on the question of the NK conflict. We should not hold our breath for fast
progress in civil society initiatives. Conditions in each republic are not presently
conducive to a flourishing civil society that might be able to have a positive
transformational effect on the conflict. In a recent edited volume on Civil Society and
Peacebuilding, based on research in 11 conflict areas, Thania Paffenholz (2010, 405)
underlines four core “enabling” or “disenabling” factors for civil society peacebuilding:
1) state behavior; 2) media freedom and role; 3) civil society diversity; and 4) the role of

external political and civil actors. Let us explore each in turn.

State Behavior

The state sets the parameters for civil society activity. In Azerbaijan especially, these
parameters are very constraining. With civil society struggling to develop and operate, it
is hard to be optimistic about the sector having a positive impact in relation to the NK
conflict. But Azerbaijan is, at least ostensibly, a democratic state with democratic
institutions whose presence provides a crucial enabling condition for civil society, despite
the misuse of democratic processes by the government (Paffenholz 2010, 407). In
Armenia and NK, state behavior vis-a-vis civil society is less restricting, but neither is it
particularly proactive about engaging civil society. Lacking this, the largely ineffective
civil society sector in Armenia also holds little promise for having a positive influence on

the conflict.

From the perspective of conflict resolution, one of the most important aspects of
state behavior impacting civil society is the manner in which civil society is conditioned
by inflammatory government rhetoric over the NK conflict. All sides are guilty on this
charge. Government personnel routinely appeal to fears and hatreds of “the other” to

garner support. The rhetoric used is extremely damaging in how it shapes public opinion
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on all sides. With Azerbaijani government officials vilifying “Armenians,” and Armenian
officials doing likewise regarding “Azerbaijanis” or “Turks,” civil society becomes
further radicalized, hate narratives become cemented, and fears are stoked. The worst part
is that often the rhetoric is directed against “Azerbaijanis or “Armenians” rather than
political actors, meaning that the “innocent civilian” on the other side of the conflict is
easily forgotten — that person is the “enemy”. This is one reason why the very idea of

young Azerbaijanis’ and Armenians’ meeting is often considered taboo on all sides.

Perceptions and attitudes will not change in any significant measure as long as
politicians appeal to their citizen’s base fears and identity mechanisms with fiery rhetoric.
Two decades of such rhetoric has created citizenries that are very hard-line on NK. This
has created a structural quagmire whereby political elites have become prisoners to their
own rhetoric. Even if they wanted to make concessions to resolve the conflict,
governments would then have a tricky time selling those concessions to a public and
electorate that they have radicalized. The all-important challenge, in hope and preparation
for a future negotiated settlement of some kind, is to de-radicalize citizens on all sides.
The importance of de-radicalization cannot be overstated. Recent history shows that
leaders on both sides have gotten close to striking a deal before getting cold feet when

faced with having to explain concessions to their domestic audience.

Media Freedom and Role

The role of the media has its own chapter in this volume, but it must be mentioned here
as a crucial enabler of civil society activity. It is through media outlets that civil society
actors can fulfill their functions, particularly monitoring, protection and advocacy. Online
forums are key media through which in-group socialization happens and through which
social cohesion can take place. The media and civil society are very much interlinked,
with the former giving much potential to the latter, especially in the form of “new media”

such as social networking sites, blogs and internet forums.
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Civil Society Diversity

Diversity within civil society is an important determinant of the strength of identity
mechanisms and the presence or absence of a culture of tolerance and openness. In most
conflict areas, Paffenholz (2010, 414) notes, “High emotional salience is attached to
group identity.” This is most certainly the case in the South Caucasus, where civil society
really lacks diversity: Azerbaijan and Armenia have been ethnically homogenous since
the forced migrations two decades ago. Many young Armenians have never seen an
Azerbaijani and vice versa. This situation undoubtedly hinders the potential for civil
society social cohesion initiatives. But it also might mean they can achieve a lot with a
little. Students who had been part of Thilisi-based initiatives said that despite the
apprehension of meeting people form the other “enemy” state, they were quick to
establish common humanity. A problem is that participants in these meetings usually
“self-select” meaning that they generally are more empathetic and cosmopolitan than
most in their societies. Involving a wider range of participants in these events will be a

challenge moving forward.

Role of External Political and Civil Actors

The role of external political and civil actors is another important enabling factor of civil
society activity. There has been a lack of political pressure on Azerbaijan to democratize
and liberalize. But external civil actors in the form of international NGOs are working on
civil society initiatives in relation to the NK conflict. UK-based NGO Safer World
(2012), for example, has undertaken a comprehensive study to identify fruitful
Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) which include working with civilian
administrations. They identified the Armenian-Azerbaijani border (excluding NK) as an
area to focus CBMs, arguing that local NGOs and civil administrations could play an
important role in agreeing on a number of locally-important cross-border issues such as
the terms of water-sharing and the reconstruction of irrigation canals. These are small
steps, maybe, but this is the nature of CBMs — they are small parts of a bigger and
complex picture, which can hopefully come together to induce changes in perception and

trust.
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Conclusion

Despite the weaknesses of civil society in each republic and generally unfavorable
conditions to Civil Society peacebuilding initiatives, there are some reasons to be
cautiously optimistic looking forward. Perhaps the main reason is demographic. In
Armenia especially, but arguably in Azerbaijan as well, the younger generation seems to
be generally less hard line than the older, which is often not the case in enduring
conflicts. Time, therefore, in and of itself, may work in favor of positive civil society
development, as people tire of the conflict and it no longer serves a purpose. As a new
generation takes up leadership positions in government and civil society over the next
decade, fresh ideas and different attitudes may come to alter conditions for the better.

Civil society initiatives should not be given up. The positive efforts of civil
society, whether fulfilling functions that impact the NK conflict directly or indirectly,
should be supported. Bottom-up processes are certainly not sufficient by themselves for a
lasting peace. But they are necessary. To only focus on top-down efforts would be to
commit a grave error. After all, a negotiated political agreement is only a success if it
sticks and is implemented. Civil society will have a key role in determining the

sustainability of any potential future deal.

Recommendations

To the Government of Azerbaijan

e Recognizing that public legitimacy is what keeps any party in power, engage
with civil society ahead of forthcoming presidential elections, and ensure
citizens’ right to freedom of expression, association and assembly.

e Encourage the development of a vibrant and cosmopolitan civil society
sector.

e Cease using threatening, virulent and overly-hostile rhetoric directed at
Armenia. If vitriolic rhetoric is to be used, it should be directed against the
Armenian Government rather than against “Armenians.”

e Recognizing that NK is legally part of Azerbaijan, seek to engage with the civil

society in NK and recognize their stake in the conflict.

35



e Revise legislation preventing Armenians from entering Azerbaijan and

address security issues associated with travel.

To the Government of Armenia

e Encourage the development of a vibrant and cosmopolitan civil society
sector.

e Cease using threatening, virulent and overly-hostile rhetoric directed at
Azerbaijan. If vitriolic rhetoric is to be used, it should be directed against the
Azerbaijani Government rather than against “Azerbaijanis.”

e Revise legislation preventing Azerbaijanis from entering Armenia and
address security issues associated with travel.

e Recognizing that the state is the guarantor rather than the provider of freedom,
ensure the un-impinged autonomy of civil society groups whilst seeking to
engage with them constructively.

To the Government of NKR

e Encourage the development of a vibrant and cosmopolitan civil society
sector.

e Cease using threatening, virulent and overly-hostile rhetoric directed at
Azerbaijan. If vitriolic rhetoric is to be used, it should be directed against the
Azerbaijani Government rather than against “Azerbaijanis.”

e Engage NK civil society further in the formulation of government policy.

To Civil Society Representatives in Azerbaijan, Armenia and NKR

e Seek to develop the entire Civil Society sector further, creating a network of
complimentary, cross-cutting and cosmopolitan organizations.

e Continue to explore new initiatives aimed at building a culture of peace,
tolerance and mutual understanding, especially with new media outlets.

e Seek opportunities to engage in dialogue with civil society representatives on

the other side of the conflict.
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e Explore and advocate for student exchange programs to be set up by

universities, providing that legal and security guarantees are in place.

To International NGOs and Donors

e Seek to engage greater numbers of people in your projects, including through
electronic media and online forums.

e Focus on changing attitudes and (mis)perceptions within the citizenries of
each republic. Work with traditional and new media outlets to promote a culture
of peace, tolerance and understanding.

e Be judicious in selecting NGO partners and recipients of funding; demand

accountability and ensure effective oversight of operations.

To the Minsk Group and other Third-Party States with Strategic Relations with

Azerbaijan, Armenia and NKR

e Take a more hard-line stance and exert pressure on Azerbaijan to uphold the
principles of freedom and democracy.
e Put pressure on all three governments to engage meaningfully with civil

society and ensure their autonomy.
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Domestic Politics in Armenia, Azerbaijan and

Nagorno Karabakh and the Peace Process

Sarah Cooper

An analysis of any conflict must take into consideration the domestic political constraints
under which the parties to the conflict operate. Although charismatic leaders are
sometimes willing to make unpopular concessions for the sake of peace or greater long-
term strategic interests, international negotiations are generally unlikely to yield
outcomes that would prove unacceptable to the electorate back home. In the field of
conflict resolution, scholars Peter Evans, Harold K. Jacobson and Robert Putnam
advanced the idea that all peace negotiations must therefore be treated as linked, two-
level processes such that an international agreement will only succeed when it accords
with domestic political interests (Evans, Jacobson and Putnam 1993). This framework is
particularly applicable in the case of the Nagorno Karabakh (NK) conflict. Its outbreak
corresponded with the decline and fall of the Soviet Union and, as a result, with the
development of new political institutions professing a more democratic orientation in
both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The history of political transition in both countries is
therefore intimately linked to the history of the NK conflict. Actors on both sides of the
line of contact have, at times, used the conflict to bolster their political legitimacy or
broaden their base of support. All sides to the conflict are consequently aware that any
concessions made in international negotiations would have political ramifications at

home, and that their counterparts at the negotiating table face similar constraints.

This chapter seeks to elucidate certain salient features of the political landscape in
Armenia, Azerbaijan and the territory of Nagorno Karabakh, which latter has established
its own distinctive but internationally unrecognized organs of government. The chapter
then proceeds to outline how these conditions may serve to obstruct negotiations. It
concludes with recommendations for domestic reforms that could change the constraints
under which negotiators from all parties to the conflict operate and thereby increase

prospects for a successful peace process.
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Azerbaijan

Restrictions on political space and media freedom in Azerbaijan in addition to the
preponderance of political parties with unclear platforms and structures pose a challenge
to the peace process. Feedback mechanisms between the general population and the
political elite — whether in power or in the opposition — are only weakly institutionalized,
making it difficult to predict how potential concessions over Nagorno Karabakh would be
perceived by the public. Antigovernment protests taking place in 2011, which
culminated in the “Great People’s Day” demonstration on 11 March 2011 and the
convening of unsanctioned political rallies in Baku, arguably took the government by
surprise. The national police used force to break up the protests and detained hundreds of
individuals in an effort to contain them (Freedom House 2012). Although these protests
did not take place on a large enough scale to pose any serious challenge to President
ITham Aliyev’s regime, they raise the specter of popular discontent. They provide an
added disincentive for Azerbaijani policymakers to engage in actions that risk tapping
into popular unrest. The protests also underscore the utility, from a governmental

perspective, of gathering regular accurate information about public opinion.

Representatives of the Azerbaijani government believe that the Nagorno
Karabakh conflict is extremely important to the public, and have even called it the single
most important issue for Azerbaijani voters. The conflict is deeply embedded in modern
Azerbaijani conceptions of national identity and traditions of political activism. With
independence in 1991, the NK conflict and narratives of Armenian aggression served as
potent rallying symbols that helped to unify the nation under Azerbaijan’s third post-
independence president, Heydar Aliyev,™ who assumed power in June 1993. Instability
plagued Azerbaijani politics during the early post-independence years. Heydar Aliyev
took power after a coup d’état and his predecessor Ayaz Miitallibov was forced out by a
military coup. After weathering a second coup attempt in 1995, Heydar Aliyev’s primary
strategic priorities were to solidify his presidency and develop a cohesive national body.
Mobilizing popular sentiment around the common experience of the NK conflict helped

achieve both objectives.

Heydar Aliyev is the father of the current president, llham Aliyev.

40



In recent times, the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Araz Azimov has referred
to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict as the one issue on which there is complete consensus
amongst Azerbaijanis. Indeed, nearly all of the Azerbaijanis with whom the SAIS
delegation met voiced general satisfaction with the government’s handling of the conflict.
It should be noted, however, that in the context of restricted media access and political
expression it is difficult to determine whether these views reflect a lack of access to other
information and dissenting viewpoints or a genuine convergence of views. The
government continues to persecute bloggers and journalists who express dissenting
opinions with near impunity, making particularly liberal use of the criminal statute on
libel (Freedom House: Freedom of the Press 2012). Such tactics doubtless also serve to
dissuade private citizens from expressing dissenting views on government policy.
Nevertheless, with presidential elections slated for October 2013, it is unlikely that the
incumbent government will risk what is predicted to be an easy reelection victory on
controversial negotiations or confidence building measures, particularly with the memory
of the 2011 protests still fresh.

The international community could and should facilitate further Track Two
diplomacy initiatives to bring together prominent Armenian and Azerbaijani intellectuals,
students, religious leaders and civic representatives for conflict resolution workshops and
cultural exchanges between now and October 2013. In both Armenia and Azerbaijan, the
SAIS delegation heard many stakeholders express concern that the younger generations
have very little contact with individuals from the other country. There is, however, a
perception amongst some Azerbaijanis that Armenia will engage in confidence building
measures and negotiations to improve its standing within the international community,
but cannot offer substantive concessions because the current president, Serzh Sargsyan,
relies on the continuation of the conflict for his legitimacy. Nonetheless, official
government-to-government negotiations under the Minsk Group are unlikely to yield
dividends unless they are organized in the window of time after the presidential election
results are announced and before political space closes again in preparation for the 2015

legislative elections.

Opening political space presents an ongoing challenge in Azerbaijan even outside

of the election cycle, but one with the potential to reap dividends for the peace process as
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well if greater diversity of opinion on substantive political issues and priorities can be
brought into the public sphere. Although there are more than 50 registered parties in
Azerbaijan at present (Allahyarova 2010, 11), the president and his New Azerbaijan Party
(NAP) exercise a near hegemony on political discourse. The NAP captured a significant
number of seats in Azerbaijan’s unicameral parliament, the Milli Mejlis or National
Assembly, during legislative elections last held on 7 November 2010 winning 71 out of
125 seats. By way of comparison, the Civic Solidarity Party captured three seats, the
Motherland Party secured two seats, the Democratic Reform Party and the United
People’s Party each one won seat, and independent candidates took 41 seats (IFES 2011).
According to a 2010 report by Azerbaijan’s governmental think tank, the Center for
Strategic Studies under the President of Azerbaijan (SAM), the NAP has come to
dominate the political spectrum through superior organization and financing structures
(Allahyarova 2010, 13).

Indeed, the entire political spectrum is defined in relation to the NAP. Opposition
parties largely fail to present competing visions for the political or ideological direction
of the country and instead articulate their platform in terms of the level of support given
to the NAP and its policies, which ranges from wholly uncritical to extreme opposition.**
The preponderance of the NAP can also be explained by Azerbaijan’s use of a first past
the post or “winner takes all” system of voting at the legislative level, which empirically
favors large majoritarian parties over parties representing smaller constituencies or
minority interests. Furthermore, the NAP dominates the electoral commission and
Azerbaijan’s long-standing opposition parties have not been represented on the
commission since 2005. Outside of the prescribed campaign period, opposition parties
are rarely permitted to take part in rallies or public assemblies or to hold meetings. These

restrictions and international observer groups’ findings that electoral processes in

' A representative platform, for the Clearness Party, as cited by the Center for Strategic Studies under the
President of Azerbaijan is as follows: “The authorities and opposition can’t get along well now. Under
such circumstances, political relations do not stay within legal and moral bounds. Therefore, society is at
an impasse. As a result, there is no confidence in political forces. To regain this confidence, we intend to
pursue different policies. We will try to regain the confidence in both the authorities and opposition... Our
objective is to resolve the Nagorno Karabakh conflict and update the election law in cooperation with all
political forces. Our goal for the near future is to stand in the 2009 local and 2010 parliamentary elections,
while the long-term objective is to run for presidency in 2013” (Allahyarova 2010, 19 -20).
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Azerbaijan have been marred by extensive irregularities’® contributed to parties’
motivations for participating in a partial election boycott in 2008 and 2009. The
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe/Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights has also released observer statements criticizing Azerbaijan’s electoral
processes for failing to adhere to internationally recognized norms and best practices
(OSCE 2010).

Registering discontent with the status quo through election boycotts is ultimately
an unproductive strategy for Azerbaijan’s opposition forces. In the last parliamentary
election, only 50.14% of the population of Azerbaijan is estimated to have turned out to
vote (IPU Parline 2011). More effective strategies could focus on outreach to those
neglected voters who have historically not participated in Azerbaijan’s electoral process.
Public opinion polling, if conducted in areas such as the Nakhchivan Autonomous
Republic — which must receive goods from Azerbaijan via airlift due to the lack of
normal relations with bordering Armenia — may even reveal surprising divergences of
opinion about governmental priorities and preferred outcomes to the Nagorno Karabakh
conflict. ~ Potential opposition candidates would still face restrictive registration
processes. During the November 2010 elections, for example, nearly one half of all
would-be opposition candidates were barred from standing. Nevertheless, opposition
candidates are more likely to affect political change within Azerbaijan if they can

articulate a policy-based platform and draw upon a clear constituency.

The political landscape is unlikely to be ripe for significant changes until after the
October 2013 presidential elections. New data about public opinion in Azerbaijan
suggesting that the NK conflict is less able to galvanize the masses as a voting issue than
the government currently believes might change political calculations. However, there is
a widespread conception amongst Azerbaijani governing circles that the party exists as an
instrument to channel state policies to the masses rather than to integrate public opinion
into legislation. SAM, for example, critiques many of the Azerbaijani political parties for

having, “either limited or no opportunity to affect the formation of public opinion”

2 These practices included voter intimidation, vote buying, use of governmental resources to mount
campaigns, ballot box stuffing, flawed voter registration lists, irregular vote tabulation, and casting of
multiple ballots through so-called carousel voting practices (Freedom House 2012).
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(Allahyarova 2010, 16). Similarly, Article 12 of the Azerbaijani Political Party Law
notes that, “Political parties may not interfere with the activities of State bodies and
officials” (Venice Commission 2003). These statements are in tension with established
democratic norms on interactions between the governing body, the general public and
political party representatives. Until political parties in Azerbaijan begin to more
systematically integrate information about citizen preferences and priorities into their

platforms and policies, the NAP and its agenda is likely to predominate.

Armenia

The Nagorno Karabakh conflict also played a formative role in developing political
consciousness and national identity in Armenia. The Karabakh Committee of Armenia
(later renamed the Armenian National Movement) mobilized individuals around Nagorno
Karabakh’s 1988 request for the Soviet Union to redraft boundaries between the Soviet
Socialist Republic of Azerbaijan and the Soviet Socialist Republic of Armenia.
Historians in Armenia today remember this event as the first stirrings of Armenian
political activism outside the aegis of the Communist Party (Libaridian 2004, 201-202,
206). The Karabakh Committee argued for Armenian independence on the grounds that
ethnic violence against Armenians in Azerbaijan from 1988 to 1990, particularly in
Sumgait, proved that the Russians of the Soviet Union were unable to protect Armenians
from their historic enemies, “the Turks.” The independence struggle in Armenia thus
became linked to the question of Nagorno Karabakh’s status, and nascent national
identity emerged around themes of historical victimization and a permanent siege
mentality. Armenia’s first post-Soviet president Levon Ter-Petrossian recruited many
individuals from Nagorno Karabakh for top posts in his government to keep the conflict
at center stage and consolidate his authority. President Robert Kocharian — a native of
Nagorono Karabakh — and current President Sargsyan — also from Nagorno Karabakh —
have instrumentalized their connections with the region and with Armenia’s and Nagorno
Karabakh’s defense communities to bolster their credibility.  Particularly after
controversial post-election violence marred the February 2008 presidential elections,

exposing the fragility of President Sargsyan’s base of support, the president increasingly
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relied on his Karabakh connections to retain control of the government, making it all the

more difficult to make concessions on Nagorno Karabakh (ICG 2011, 11).

The preponderance of the Karabakh clan in Armenian politics arguably
contributes to Azerbaijani distrust of Track Two diplomacy, such as interactive problem-
solving workshops or cultural exchanges organized outside the framework of official
government to government negotiations. Thomas de Waal makes the further point that
Armenia can afford to take a more tolerant approach towards people-to-people contacts at
a grassroots level, because these contacts do not contradict their state’s position that the
conflict is already resolved and Armenia won. Azerbaijan, by contrast, fears that these
contacts legitimate an unacceptable status quo in which Armenia continues to occupy
Azerbaijani land (de Waal 2010, 169).

Perceptions that the Karabakh clan and President Sargsyan in particular derive
some benefit from the perpetuation of the conflict are perhaps not entirely unfounded.
According to public opinion polling conducted by the European Friends of Armenia,
TNS Opinion and the Institute for Political and Sociological Consulting in February
2013, voters perceived President Sargsyan to be the candidate best able to address the
external security of the country (36% of voters polled preferred his leadership on the
issue as opposed to 13% of voters expressing the same preference for presidential
candidate Raffi Hovhannisyan) and foreign affairs (22% of voters polled as opposed to
19% of voters polled who expressed a preference for Hovhannisyan in this area). By
contrast, Hovhannisyan scored most highly for his ability to address questions of
migration (30% of voters polled supported him as opposed to 11% of voters polled
expressing greater confidence in Sargsyan) and to tackle unemployment (27% of voters
polled preferred Hovhannisyan’s leadership on this issue while only 20% preferred
Sargsyan). Candidate Paryur Hayrikyan scored most highly for his ability to address
human rights issues and the lack of democracy in Armenia with 28% of voters polled
preferring his leadership on the issue to Hovhannisyan’s (26%) or Sargsyan’s (13%)
(EuFoA 2013,13). In some sense, then, Sargsyan’s re-election in February 2013 signals
that Armenian voters continue to prioritize questions of national security over socio-
economic or human rights issues, and that these voters helped maintain Sargsyan in

power.
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However, international observers of the February 2013 elections concluded that
they were predominantly characterized by a lack of vibrant competition, and President
Sargsyan’s re-election with 58.64%t of the vote may reflect the weakness of opposition
campaigns rather than an explicit endorsement of his policy on the NK conflict (GNDEM
2013). The International Crisis Group (2012, 4) contends that questions of
unemployment, inflation and corruption are far more important to Armenians today than
the conflict in Nagorno Karabakh and Richard Giragosian of the Centre of Regional
Studies in Armenia concurred that rhetoric regarding the conflict did not feature as
prominently in the May 2012 legislative election campaign as in previous elections. This
suggests that, from the Armenian perspective, a settlement would perhaps be
domestically acceptable even if some unpalatable concessions had to be made, especially
if a settlement would result in an opening of borders with Azerbaijan and Turkey.
However, Hovhannisyan, who campaigned on a foreign policy platform of recognizing
Nagorno Karabakh and rejecting any rapprochement between Armenia and Turkey,
surpassed expectations in the election, garnering 36.74% of the vote. Supporters of
Hovhannisyan’s Heritage Party claimed victory and organized rallies to annul the
election results, including one on 22 February in Yerevan that attracted thousands. The
OSCE’s Post-Election Interim Report released on 2 March noted that votes for Sargsyan
were higher in areas with higher voter turnout, which may indeed suggest some
irregularities in the conduct of the polls (OSCE 2013, 2). Although political analysts
suggest that most voters who cast a ballot for Hovhannisyan did so to register discontent
with the country’s economic situation (IWPR 2013), his strong showing and suspicions
of rigging may make it harder for Sargsyan to distance himself from the Karabakh clan in

coming months.

One political issue with the potential to change short-run political calculations in
Armenia would be a rapprochement with Turkey, which has been percolating since
October 2010 when Turkey and Armenia signed two protocols “Establishment of
Diplomatic Relations” and “Development of Relations.” The protocols languished in
parliament after agreements broke down when Turkish representatives, under pressure
from Azerbaijani allies, sought to condition ratification on a withdrawal of Armenian

forces from the territories surrounding Nagorno Karabakh proper. President Sargsyan
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suffered a blow to his credibility with the Armenian parliament and general public after
the reconciliation efforts failed and both the Armenian and Turkish parliaments declined
to ratify the protocols (ICG 2011, 11). Throughout 2010, hard-line opposition groups
spoke out against the protocols as an attempt to push Armenia into making untimely
unilateral concessions in the Nagorno Karabakh conflict and to prevent the passage of
resolutions on the Armenian genocide (ICG 2011, 11). Nevertheless, there are
indications that some Armenian members of parliament would be willing to re-open talks
with Turkey and that the de facto authorities of Nagorno Karabakh would welcome such
a rapprochement to end their international isolation. A rapprochement between Turkey
and Armenia could defuse some of the pan-Turkic fears undergirding the conflict on the
Armenian side and might provide Armenia with added incentives — in the form of trade
and diplomatic exchanges with Turkey — to proceed with troop withdrawal or other

unpopular measures even without crystal clear security guarantees.

Another incident that has recently changed the domestic political landscape and
must be taken into consideration is the so-called Safarov Affair. After eight years in a
Hungarian prison for murdering an Armenian fellow student in a series of NATO-
sponsored English classes, Ramil Safarov was released into Azerbaijani custody and
awarded the title of major. Although Azerbaijanis believe that this was nothing more
than the latest incident in a series of reciprocal provocations, Armenians from all
stakeholder groups and political orientations who spoke with the SAIS delegation
perceived this act to be extremely threatening and a sign of Azerbaijan’s tacit consent for

acts of ethnic cleansing.

The Territory of Nagorno Karabakh

A consideration of the political constraints to the NK conflict cannot fail to take into
account the situation in the territory of Nagorno Karabakh, which has exercised a form of
de facto self-rule for twenty years. The interests of its appointed authorities diverge from
those of both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The de facto authorities of Nagorno Karabakh
have recently embarked on a project of nation or state building and, consequently, are no
longer so concerned with merely promoting national liberation. This has increasingly

introduced new challenges for relations between Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh. De
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Waal notes that Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh no longer share views about the conflict
and peace process, and concludes that the government of Nagorno Karabakh is more
willing to engage in negotiations with the Azerbaijanis than the Armenians. The prospect
of gaining international recognition is a more compelling carrot for the de facto
authorities of the territory than it is for Armenia, which latter is arguably the most
satisfied of all parties to the conflict with the status quo. However, the de facto
authorities of Nagorno Karabakh may be less willing to entertain ideas about a territorial
swap for peace (deWaal 2012).

Although Nagorono Karabakh has yet to secure recognition as an independent
entity from any states — including from the government of Armenia, which finances half
of the territory’s yearly operating budget through loans — its de facto authorities have not
only developed independent institutions including a police force, electoral commission
and civic organizations, but also a sense of their own identity and interests that must be
taken into account for any successful peace agreement to stick. This identity is not
uniformly shared by inhabitants of the territory itself, many of whom expressed a
preference to the SAIS delegation for eventual unification with Armenia. The de facto
authorities of Nagorno Karabakh, however, would prefer to be recognized as a third party
to the conflict and invited to send an official delegate to future Minsk Group negotiations
as such. Azerbaijanis are likely to perceive this as a forceful move to recognize Nagorno
Karabakh’s independence, and status negotiations, from the Azerbaijani perspective,
cannot be decoupled from negotiations about the broader settlement. Nevertheless, the
Minsk Group co-chairs must explore ways to better integrate the viewpoints of Nagorno
Karabakh’s de facto authorities and population into the negotiation process through more
formalized mechanisms. Any mediation process that fails to do so risks agreeing on a
series of concessions that are palatable to Armenians and Azerbaijanis, but not to
inhabitants of Nagorno Karabakh, thereby actually increasing chances for a renewed

outbreak of violence or of non-implementation of the agreement.
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Recommendations

To the International Community

Provide sustained financial, technical and logistical support to political party
development in Armenia and Azerbaijan. Such support should be offered on
the basis of a comprehensive assessment to be undertaken by a neutral third party
in consultation with local governments and stakeholders. Particular attention
should be paid to internal party structures and finances, platform development,
strategies for communication, and constituent outreach including knowledge and
use of public opinion polling.

Provide adequate numbers of long-term and short-term election observers
during the October 2013 presidential election cycle in Azerbaijan. Observers
should also be trained to monitor the media environment in the lead up to the
elections and to report instances of journalist intimidation or harassment to the
proper authorities.

Provide technical, logistical and financial support to civil society groups and
think tanks in Armenia and Azerbaijan that conduct outreach activities and
raise political awareness amongst rural groups, refugees/internally displaced
persons, minorities and other individuals at risk for political marginalization.
Training should also be provided to such groups on how to conduct public
opinion polls.

Provide support to Track Two diplomacy between Armenia and Azerbaijan.
Select Track Two initiatives should focus on strengthening contacts between
Armenian and Azerbaijani youth. Preliminary consultations between the
governments of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the convening body should ensure that
participation in the initiatives is attractive for participants from both sides,
considering Azerbaijan’s historic distrust of such forums.

Explore ways to better integrate the viewpoints of the Nagorno Karabakh de
facto authorities and population into the negotiation process through more
formalized mechanisms. Any mediation process that fails to do so risks
brokering an agreement palatable to Armenians and Azerbaijanis, but that would

not be implemented or would spark renewed violence in Nagorno Karabakh,
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To the Government of Armenia

Participate in high-level discussions with the government of Azerbaijan to
agree on common protocols for handling terrorists or criminals in both
countries with an eye to assuaging mutual fears of ethnic cleansing and preventing
an escalation of the NK conflict.

Revive discussions with Turkey to normalize diplomatic relations. The
October 2010 protocols “Establishment of Diplomatic Relations” and
“Development of Relations” could serve as a basis for preliminary talks. If
ratification of the protocols is to be made contingent on progress in the Nagorno
Karabakh conflict, Turkey and Armenia should agree upon clear, measurable and
realistic definitions of progress and should consider involving the Minsk Group
Co-Chairs or other neutral third parties as guarantors.

Convene a post-elections stakeholder forum to develop a strategic action plan
for government, civil society, the election management body, security forces,
the press and international observers to combat instances of electoral fraud,
such as bribing, intimidation, ballot box stuffing, inflating voter turnout and using
outdated electoral lists, which international experts contend have had a largely
outcome neutral impact on Armenia’s elections (Policy Forum Armenia 2), but

contribute to lower levels of voter turnout and decreased political activism.

To the Government of Azerbaijan

Strip Ramil Safarov of his recent promotion to the rank of major and
participate in high-level discussions with the government of Armenia to agree
on common protocols for handling terrorists or criminals in both countries
with an eye to assuaging mutual fears of ethnic cleansing and preventing an
escalation of the NK conflict.

Recognize that issuing travel bans to individuals who have spent time in
Nagorno Karabakh is unwarranted unless those individuals have directly
threatened the national security interests of Azerbaijan. Dissuading groups

with an academic interest in the region or a peace-building agenda from learning
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about conditions on the ground at the heart of the conflict calls into question
Azerbaijan’s stated commitment to advancing the peace process. This policy
should be reversed.

Establish a multiparty commission to oversee implementation of the 2000
Mass Media Law with an independent ombudsperson charged with the
authority to investigate complaints and ensure their prosecution through proper

legal channels as needed.
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Invoking Religious Diplomacy to Transcend

Political Constraints
Mary Boyer

The post-Cold War period has witnessed a number of secessionist movements in the
former Soviet republics in the form of ethnically-motivated discrepancies over borders or
separatist movements for independence or autonomy. While many of these conflicts were
not ignited by religion, many fell along religious lines, like Abkhasia, Chechnya,
Tatarstan, Boshia and Ajaria which all involved Muslim majority enclaves within
Christian majority states. The Nagorno Karabakh conflict certainly follows the post-
Soviet trend of secessionist movements along religious lines, but it is unique in the fact

that it involves a Christian majority enclave inside a Muslim majority state.

Nagorno Karabakh is not a religious conflict, rather it is an inter-ethnic conflict in
which religion plays a critical role in shaping the identities and historical narratives of
each parties’ claims in the conflict. On several occasions during SAIS’ visits in each
region, the group was reminded that the Soviet Union had a long history of state atheism
and that any public expression of faith was suppressed, sometimes violently. Under these
conditions, our hosts noted that combatants, non-combatants and supporting governments
were not motivated by their respective religious beliefs or a desire to preserve their
religious institutions and traditions. Propositions that a path towards a peaceful settlement
could spawn from the collective conscious of a religious identity were largely regarded as
improbable, as faith-based political action was not manifest during Soviet rule and has
not emerged as a prominent force in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, Armenia or Nagorno
Karabakh.

Any visitor to these three regions, however, will note the presence of religion
manifested through national holidays and days of rest, preservation of religious
monuments, and invocations in political speech and historical narrative. On average, 20%
of the population in former Soviet states practiced some form of religion since 1970
(Table 1). These statistics that were taken in the form of years of covert polling of

religious leaders also demonstrate a dramatic growth in religion and drop in atheism over
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the period after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. In most cases, religious growth did
not correlate with religious pluralism. In a religious economies approach, the lessening of
religious regulation allowed for religious monopolies to manifest in several countries,
Armenia being a prime example due to the revival of the Armenian Apostolic church
(Froese, 2001).

Table 1 Percent of Religious Affiliations and Atheists in 1970 and 1995

Percent of the Percent of the

population who are population who are
Country religiously affiliated atheists

1970 1995 1970 1995

Armenia 39 81 23 7
Azerbaijan 66 88 15 0
Belarus 60 70 15 6
Estonia 47 62 23 11
Georgia 47 80 17 4
Kazakhstan 46 57 23 12
Lativia 52 66 17 6
Lithuania 71 87 10 1
Moldova 48 73 22 6
Russian Federation 49 66 23 5
Tajikistan 66 85 14 2
Turkmenistan 65 88 15 2
Ukraine 62 84 16 5
Uzbekistan 58 78 17 4

Source: Barret et al (2001)

Nagorno Karabakh has also evolved into a regional conflict that involves
neighboring states, each projecting their own interests upon the political and military
aspects of the struggle. According to the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, some
of these players have used religion to manipulate hostilities, such as incorrectly
connecting the recent actions of Muslim-affiliated terrorist organizations to Azerbaijan’s
own secular Muslim state government. Supporters of Azerbaijan’s position have also
associated rogue Armenian terrorist organizations with the position of the Armenian
government. These accusations only serve to complicate the situation, conflating tensions

and confusing the activities of non-state actors with the official government position.
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This chapter seeks to elucidate the role that religion has played in framing the
conflict, and how it can play a constructive role moving forward in the search for a

peaceful settlement on the status of the Nagorno Karabakh region.

Religion in Azerbaijan

While almost all major political forces in the country are secular nationalist and the
Constitution of Azerbaijan does not declare an official state religion, the majority of
Azerbaijan citizens and some opposition movements adhere to Shi’a Islam (Cornell
2010). According to official figures in 2012, approximately 95% of Azerbaijan’s
population of 9.2 million is Muslim, of which approximately 85% is Shi’a and 15% is
Sunni. According to the State Committee on Work with Religious Associations, religious
observance is not high, and the Muslim identity tends to be based more on culture and
ethnicity than dogma.

The remaining 4% of the total population consists of Russian Orthodox,
Armenian Orthodox, Jewish and nonbelievers. Almost all of the Russian and Armenian
Orthodox populations lived in Nagorno Karabakh. The vast majority of Christians have
identities, like that of Azeri Muslims, that tend to be based as much on culture and
ethnicity as religion. Of a total Jewish population of approximately 15,000, most live in
Baku. There are five to six rabbis and six synagogues in the country.

Shi’a, Sunni, Russian Orthodox, and Jews are considered to be the country's
“traditional” religious groups. However, small congregations of Lutherans, Roman
Catholics, Baptists, Molokans, Seventh-day Adventists, and Baha’is have been present
for over a century. In the last decade, a number of religious groups considered foreign or
“nontraditional” have established a presence, including “Wahhabi” Muslims, Pentecostal
Christians, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Hare Krishnas. (AZ Presidential Library 2013)

Azerbaijan, a quasi-democratic Muslim republic with an open appreciation for the
arts and trends toward Western systems and culture, is certainly among the most
progressive and secular Islamic societies. These developments, and relatively low
infiltration of radical ideologies, have not been a natural occurrence. The territory on

which the state of Azerbaijan currently sits was invaded repeatedly by Arabian Muslims
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from the 7™ century onward, including its conquering by Ismael 1 in the 1502 who was
also responsible for making Shi’a Islam the state religion of Iran.

A key progression in Azeri secularism was the rise of a secular intelligentsia in
Azerbaijan that saw little use for religion other than cultural expression. When Soviet
atheism was introduced to the country, these scholars were not stifled. Their beliefs and
consequently their students were ultimately the ideological leaders of post-Soviet
Azerbaijan’s culture and foreign relations. This positioning and ideological separation
from more fundamentalist Islamic states has helped Azerbaijan to gain Western support.

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Azerbaijan has followed a general
regional trend and a natural re-emergence of previously oppressed religious identity. As
such, Islamic religious tenets have increasingly presented themselves as a popular
ideological basis for political objectives. The government has remained supportive of
these sentiments by building mosques and observing Islamic values. While it remains
committed to secularism and a nationalist agenda, the government of Azerbaijan has also
found itself somewhat challenged by not having the ‘powerful ideological legacy of
secularism’ one would find in Turkey, as imposed by Attatiirk, that may be more
culturally appropriate than the one-size-fits-all Soviet model of secularism (Cornell
2010). Some marginal Islamic groups sought to invoke a combination of Islam and
nationalism to mobilize the population in its response to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict
and establish the foundations for a future political struggle.

Scholars point to several factors for this re-emergence. First, the younger
generation is beginning to embrace traditional values as a response to increasing
frustration with the conflict. These sentiments have arisen partly out of disillusionment
with the West after U.S. sanctions on Azerbaijan as part of the Freedom Support Act that
created the Armenia School Connectivity Program, which provides U.S.-funded training,
resources and internet access for schools in Armenia, and other institutions that fostered
economic growth in the states that emerged from the Soviet Union (Cornell 2006).
Section 907 of this act specifically prohibited Azerbaijan from taking part in these
programs. Compounded by dissatisfaction with the U.S. war in Irag, the anti-western

sentiment in Azerbaijan has grown.
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Domestically, leaders of the radical Islam movement in Azerbaijan have cited
problems of continued dissatisfaction with the semi-authoritarian political system, rife
with poverty and corruption. These opposition groups have been supported and trained
abroad by regional partner like Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey. The most significant
support has come from Iran in training radical Shi’a groups along the Iran-Azerbaijan
border in the South and from the Arab Middle East in supporting Salafi Sunni groups in
the North of Azerbaijan.

Figure 1 Azerbaijan - Major Muslim Ethnic Groups in
Armenia, Iran, and the Islamic Commonwealth States

SUNNI MUSLIM

Turkic ongin (Karakalpak, Kazakh,
Kyrgyz, Turkmen, Uzbek)

Caspian
Sea

/
/

Other Sunni of Turkic origin

777

Iranian origin (Tajik)

Other Sunni of Iranian origin

Kurds (primarily Sunni)

SHIA MUSLIM

Turkic origin (Azerd)

Other Shia of Turkic origin

2
)
N

B?%%%%'
R =

o * 9 W

Iranian ongin (Bakhtiac, Lur, Persian)

Other Shia of Iranian origin

0 SERE NENZ

Semitic Arab peoples
Other non-Muslim peoples

Spersely populated or uninhabited
areas are shown in white.

Iran

0 100 200 300 Kilometers
0 100 200 300 Miles

Source: University of Texas Libraries, Perry-Castafieda
Library Maps Collection

An effort in countering these groups, though inadequate to date, has been the
government creation of the State Committee for Work with Religious Organizations. This
body is unfortunately in acrimonious competition with existing religious authority, the
State Committee and Supreme Board, leading to a failure in regulating the tense religious
atmosphere in Azerbaijan. These tensions have been further compounded by a lack of
modern and relevant curriculum on humanities in the public education system that
provides Azerbaijani youth with the history and tenets of major religions that could

dissuade youth from being drawn to radical groups.
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Religion in Armenia

In 301 AD Armenia allegedly became the first nation to adopt Christianity as a state
religion, establishing a church independent of both the Eastern Orthodox and Roman
Catholic churches, known as the Armenian Apostolic Church. While the Armenian
Apostolic Church remains the most prominent church in Armenia and the Armenian
diaspora, many Armenians subscribe to various other Christian denominations, including
the Armenian Catholic Church, the Armenian Evangelical Church, a reformation group
that broke away from the Armenian Apostolic Church, and the Armenian Brotherhood
Church, which broke away from the Armenian Evangelical Church.

The Armenian Apostolic Church was pushed into the shadows during Soviet rule,
when priests were persecuted and religious institutions were closed. However, in the last
decade it has received at least USD 50 million to fund operating expenses and
reconstruction and building of new churches and monasteries (Christian Science Monitor
2007). Accusations of corruption and misuse of funds have divided the population of
Armenia in their support of the church (Khachatourian 2011).

It should be noted that only about 8% of Armenians regularly attend church, and
its congregations are primarily comprised of the elderly and youth who take part in a
robust youth program of the Armenia Apostolic Church (World Values Report 2004).
However, the Church also has a strong role in public education and prepares curriculum
for a subject on the History of the Armenian Church. According to Article 4 of Section 3
of the Republic of Armenia (RA) Law on Education: “The RA educational system is
aimed at strengthening the spiritual and intellectual potential of the Armenian nation as
well as maintaining and promoting universal human values. The Armenian Church
contributes greatly to this work.”

The Collaboration for Democracy Centre has conducted a “Religious Tolerance in
Armenia” project for the last three years in collaboration with the Armenian branch of the
Open Society Institute Assistance Foundation and the Dutch Government. This study
finds that incidents of religious intolerance have allegedly occurred since the introduction
of the subject into schools. Sometimes classes take place in churches or will be conducted
by priests, which violates another principle of the “Law on Education,” which states that

education in Armenia must be of a secular nature (Danielyan 2010).
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Religion in Nagorno Karabakh

On 24 December 2008, the Nagorno Karabakh’s President Bako Sahakyan signed a new
Religion Law that included a ban on unregistered religious activity, highly constrictive
requirements for gaining legal recognition for religious activity, state censorship of
literature, and an allowance given to the Armenian Apostolic Church to evangelize while
restricting other faiths from practicing publicly. The law also does not resolve a
longstanding issue of disallowing conscientious objection to military service (Corley
2009). Nagorno Karabakh’s new law also gives a place of primacy to the Armenian
Church in the restitution of religious property and control over the production,
distribution and import of religious literature and objects.

Despite the apparent existence of a state-sponsored religious monopoly in union
with Armenia, civil society organizations in Nagorno Karabakh, of which many are
connected to the Church, seems to be active and unstilted in promoting a goal of
peacefully seeking recognition as an independent state. Opinions vary on whether
independence is the ultimate goal, or rather a pragmatically necessary step on the road to
unification with Armenia. Nonetheless, various organizations in Nagorno Karabakh
explained to the SAIS group that youth involvement is high in political activism. In the
Artsakh diocese of the church, the youth section is particularly active in calling for
reconciliation and confidence building measures with their Azerbaijani youth
counterparts. However, as remains the chorus of each party to the conflict when
questioned on efforts to promote confidence building measures, an elderly woman in the
group spoke up and accused Azeri Muslim clerics of not attending an inter-faith meeting
arranged to bring together leaders of the Russian Orthodox, Armenian Apostolic and
Azeri Muslim community in sustained dialogue. These meeting, as described in the next
section, did in fact happen with all invited guests in attendance. These false accusations

of non-cooperation serve to further narratives of blame towards “the other.”

Presence of Religion in the War
Within a few short minutes of entering Nagorno Karabakh, one will notice a military tank
perched in the hills along the road. This tank is prominently displayed with a white cross

painted on the side, a mark that Armenian soldiers added to that tank and many others
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that were confiscated from the Azerbaijani army and added to the Armenian arsenal.
Azerbaijan responded by painting a crescent moon on their tanks to distinguish between

the now two identical fleets of armored vehicles.

Source: Armenian TS News Agency Source: Pullitzercenter.org

During the “liberation” of Shushi/a, Armenians stitched white crosses on their
uniform and used the main church in Shushi, St. Ghazanchetsots, as a weapon warehouse
to raise morale and encourage solidarity. The Armenian soldiers were encouraged by
military officers using rhetoric to become crusaders to liberate one of the cradles of
Christianity (Hovhannisyan 2009). Several thousand mujahedeen joined Azerbaijan’s
military in the war but did not associate with Azerbaijani soldiers who did not follow the
norms of Sharia law. The Azerbaijani military attempted to conceal the participation of
mujahedeen in military action and often did not count their bodies among the dead
(Demoyan 2003).

Both sides suffered damage to religious buildings and sites during the war.
Azerbaijan totals that roughly 55 temples and mosques were destroyed by Armenia,
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2012) mostly in Nagorno Karabakh, and Armenia counts
hundreds of churches and cemeteries destroyed or desecrated in Azerbaijan. During
interviews, representatives from both parties pointed to restoration efforts underway,
including an Armenian-led restoration, reportedly funded by both Iran and the Karabakh
diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Church, of the Upper Govhar Agha Mosque in

Shushi, and an Azeri-led preservation effort of an Armenian Apostolic Church in Baku.
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Verbal accounts in Armenia also described the continued looting and destruction of
Christian cemeteries in Azerbaijani territory.

The government of Nagorno Karabakh claims it has done major renovation works
to the Shushi mosque since 2008. However, members of an Azerbaijani visiting
delegation to Nagorno Karabakh claim that the mosque is still in a state of destruction
and no renovation works are being done. Upon SAIS’s visit, the mosque remains largely
unrepaired, except for the installation of a few windows. The Armenian Apostolic
Church in Baku, the Church of St. Gregory the Illuminator has been renovated and is
currently used as the Archives Department of the Department of Administration Affairs
of the Presidential Administration of Azerbaijan.

Religious intolerance at its very primal level has never presented itself as a root
cause of any sources of conflict in Azerbaijan or Armenia, and perhaps a mutual respect
for pluralism that existed when Azerbaijanis and Armenians were neighbors in Nagorno
Karabakh will allow further confidence building measures to reveal themselves through
interactions based on respect for cultural and religious heritage. As evidenced by the role
of religious symbols in war and its presence in education, religion plays a significant role

in the cultural identity of both parties, whether or not it is practiced.

Religious Leadership
Muslim clerics have historically influenced policy in the Caucasus through the Muslim
Spiritual Board of Transcaucasia in Baku, created by Soviet mandate during World War
Two, which later evolved into the Supreme Religious Council of the Caucasus Peoples in
1993. Allashukur Humatogly Pashazade was appointed sheikh ul-Islam, head of the
Muslim Board in the early 1980s and holds this position today. He is also the world’s
only Sunni-Shi’a Grand Mufti and gives each sect fatwas according to their respective
madhabs, reflecting Azerbaijan’s Sunni and Shi’a diversity. In late 1993, the sheikh
blessed Heydar Aliyev at his swearing-in ceremony as president of Azerbaijan. Current
president Ilham Aliyev also holds Pashazade in high regard.

Armenian President Sargsyan has less warm relations with the Catolico Garegin
Il, the patriarch of the Armenian Apostolic Church. Garegin appealed to Sargsyan to

hand over to Azerbaijan the body of Azerbaijani soldier Ibrahimov and set off a church-
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state debate in Yerevan (Grigoryan 2010). A year earlier, Sargsyan said “The state should
not interfere with church affairs and vice versa. It’s not easy to employ this formula in
everyday life. It’s hard for us, Armenians, to draw the border between spiritual and
political cultures. But we are determined to continue cooperation, which already yields

results” (Panarmenian.net 2009).

The Role of Religious Diplomacy

During times of war, religion can be used to deepen hostilities, but during the peaceful
periods, religion, its structures, and leaders may play a constructive role in bringing the
parties around the table. Religious diplomacy in this sense can be based around four
general tenets that have proven successful in fostering peaceful resolutions (ICRD, 2012).

The first is decreasing religion’s role as a driver of conflict. In the case of
Nagorno Karabakh, religion does not necessarily play a primary role, but it plays a
secondary role in both Azerbaijan and Armenia through the education system and the
media in promoting ethnocentrism and the kind of speech that will perpetuate narrative of
hate between the two sides. For instance, many popular media outlets on both sides
invoke terminology from the Crusades, recalling (positively for Armenians and
negatively for Azerbaijanis) the Christian effort to destroy the Muslim “infidels” in the
Middle Ages.

The second tenet of religious diplomacy is to increase the role clergy and laity
have in peacemaking. Monumental steps have already been taken in this direction. In
April 2010, Garegin Il and Pashazade met in Baku, facilitated by Kirill I, the Russian
Orthodox patriarch, to discuss steps towards a peaceful settlement. The meeting appears
to have produced some positive results by establishing several confidence building
measures. President Aliyev reportedly agreed to assist Armenia with reconstructing the
church of St. Gregory, and Garegin Il promised to support the continued restoration of a
mosque in Shusha, already underway at the time of the meeting. Catolico Garegin 1l also
invited Pashazade to visit Armenia, and both urged political and religious leaders to
increase efforts to release prisoners detained in connection with the conflict, as well as to

protect religious monuments (Krikorian 2011).
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This meeting, at the very least, created grounds for re-building trust and tolerance
among Armenians and Azerbaijanis. Pashazade has continued this advocacy for peace by
speaking out in May 2012 about his vision of using inter-faith dialogue to reach a
settlement: “I consider it expedient to settle Karabakh problem not only by means of
bilateral negotiations, but also at the level of interfaith dialogue,” Pashazade said to the
IV Congress of World and Traditional Religions in Astana, noting that the Karabakh
issue stalls the economic development of the entire region. “Heads of States through
international mediation continue talks on this protracted conflict, which hinders the
overall development of the region. A constructive spirit and interfaith dialogue are
needed for peaceful resolution of the conflict” (Panarmenian.net 2012).

The governments of either side must also increase the capacity of religious
peacemakers, according to the third tenet of religious diplomacy, by legitimizing their
role as a negotiating or mediating party in the conflict. And finally, the last tenet is almost
the most important. Policy-makers must be receptive to the potential contributions of
religious peacemakers. As of yet, Aliyev and Sargsyan have both acknowledged and met
with these leaders, but have not regarded them as key players in negotiations.

Recommendations

Inter religious dialogue should avoid invoking absolute truths and dogmas of respective
religious, but rather emphasize the essential values shared by the world’s religions
such as love, compassion, equality, empathy and honesty (Hovhannisyan 2010). The
following proposed actions, guided by the four tenets of religious diplomacy, are tangible
steps for the governments of Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh to implement
to encourage sustained dialogue towards a lasting, peaceful settlement.

Short-Term

In the short term, in order to promote a climate for healthy dialogue between religious
and political leaders, the governments of Azerbaijan and Armenia must also formally
invite Garegin Il and Pashazade to serve as official observers of the Minsk Group.
This invitation must also be extended by the U.S., French and Russian co-chairs. Support

from the international community may come more readily if outsiders can see the
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presence of moderate religious leaders involved in mediation. Tensions have grown from
accusations of hostilities fueled by terrorist groups and the fear that these groups may use
violent means. Serzh Sargsyan, Ilham Aliyev and Bako Sahakian must also meet
these religious leaders individually. These meetings should be made public by state and
international media, but press releases from respective governments should highlight the
fact that this is not a case of the Church interfering with state business. Rather, a
milestone in public diplomacy could occur if the media reports that each state has
witnessed success in past meetings of religious figures and will be looking to them for
guidance. By publicly setting a tone of cooperation, religious leaders may be able to
begin to shift public opinion. If local religious figures can mirror the actions of Garegin
Il and Pashazade by reinforcing the message of peace in their congregations and
communities, more Track 2 diplomacy can occur, and the public will be much more

willing to accept the results of any negotiated settlement without violence.

Medium-Term

Following that, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh would benefit
from revisiting their public education curriculum and amend their religious studies
component to include lessons on world religions, most notably each other’s, and
minimize instances of hate speech towards peoples of different faiths. The government
of Nagorno Karabakh is encouraged to revisit their national constitution and amend
language to allow for deeper appreciation of religious freedom and freedom of
expression of its citizens. If, as echoed by government officials of Nagorno Karabakh,
the region is truly seeking independence, either as a final status or until unity with
Armenia, international recognition may come more easily if the government outwardly
called for and practiced religious tolerance.

In order to prevent further politicization of Islam and the growth of radical
groups, Azerbaijan must encourage a Muslim clergy that can foster sound
appreciation for both the Islamic faith and secularism within the State, in addition a
reformed education sector. The U.S. must also play an active role in quelling

skepticism of Western interests, which includes abolishing section 907, expanding an
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already robust open education exchange with the U.S. and making education a priority in

development cooperation.

Long-Term
In the long term, one of the most important roles religious diplomacy can play is to

ensure a lasting peaceful settlement and reconciliation in whatever form it will
come. Post-conflict efforts to prevent a recurrence of violence and to encourage the safe
return of refugees or IDPs will only be sustained if the climate of tolerance and
acceptance is upheld. Thus, the legal and political atmosphere must not only condone, but
promote freedom of expression (and opportunities to engage in religious practice)
through ensuring that churches and/or mosques are appropriately repaired or constructed
in areas where there are few places of worship. Thus, involvement of religious leaders
at all stages of mediation is paramount to ensure that terms of the settlement are in

the interests of the respective identities of the populations that will be effected.
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Competing Narratives, Competing Space: Media and the
Nagorno Karabakh Conflict

Sarah Gardiner

The media environment in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Nagorno Karabakh plays a critical
role in shaping perceptions of the Nagorno Karabach (NK) conflict trajectory and
prospects for peace. In the absence of opportunities for direct cross-border people-to-
people contact, media serves as a primary means by which populations gain information
and form opinions about each other. Within Armenia, Azerbaijan, and NK, at various
levels of government and civil society, a hostile media environment is cited as a key
factor impeding progress toward a peace settlement. In both official and non-official
media outlets, the NK conflict is frequently presented in zero-sum terms. Specific events
are utilized as media flashpoints and occasion for perpetuation of negative stereotypes,
violent perspectives, and hate speech. While traditional media has historically dominated
coverage of the conflict, new media — via blogs, online publications, and social media
platforms — are rising in importance within the media landscapes of NK, Armenia, and

Azerbaijan, particularly among youth.

While the negative impacts of a hostile media environment are broadly
acknowledged, ways in which media coverage of the conflict can instead serve as a
source of objective, balanced dialogue remain under-examined. Despite significant
challenges regarding institutional capacity and political and economic pressures, media
outlets within Azerbaijan, Armenia, and NK have the potential to serve as a positive force
for peace. In exploring this theme, | will first provide a general overview of the media
landscapes within Azerbaijan, Armenia, and NK. Then, | analyze coverage of the conflict
within the spheres of both traditional and new media, utilizing coverage of Ramil
Safarov’s pardon and return to Azerbaijan as a case study. Finally, I will explore

challenges and opportunities moving forward.
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Overview of Media Environment in Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Nagorno Karabach

Azerbaijan

The media landscape in Azerbaijan is shaped by a high degree of government control in
both public and private media outlets. Television is the most influential vehicle for
information sharing and opinion forming.> There are 29 television stations operating
within Azerbaijan. Of these, nine have national broadcast capabilities and 19 are regional
in broadcast range. There is greater pluralism of sources within print media, including 36
daily publications, 100 weeklies, and 85 monthlies. Radio has comparatively smaller
influence within Azerbaijan’s media landscape. There are only two Azerbaijani radio
frequencies in operation and access is restricted to some external radio stations, including
Voice of America and Radio Free Europe. Azerbaijan’s new media landscape is large and
growing. Approximately 1/3 of the Azerbaijani population has access to the internet. The
Azerbaijani blogosphere contains approximately 27,000 blogs, primarily operating
through Live Journal, Word press, and Blogger (Geybullayeva 2012). Of these blogs, the
majority are written in Azerbaijani, and those that are written in English are more likely
to explore issues of democratization, human rights, and conflict resolution (Geybullayeva
2013).

The Azerbaijani government exercises a high degree of control of traditional and
new media outlets. Although censorship was officially abolished in 1993, the Main
Administration for the Protection of State Secrets in the Press continues to exert pressure
toward journalists (Karasteva 2010). Access to public information is uneven between
government and private media outlets. Licensing for electronic media is non-transparent
and often politically motivated. Crimes against journalists are poorly investigated, and
journalists may find themselves under legal pressure to divulge their sources when
touching upon controversial subject matter. Self-censorship is common among both
private and publically owned media outlets, and anti-government protests or reform
activities are rarely reported upon within traditional media outlets (Geybullayeva 2013).

The OSCE Special Representative for Media Freedom in Baku recently issued a

3 Facts on Azerbaijani media outlets and legal framework obtained from 2012 IREX Media Sustainability
Index, unless otherwise noted.
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statement condemning excessive use of force against journalists and encouraging more

equitable access to information (OSCE 2013).

While traditional media in Azerbaijan is broadly judged to be highly restricted,
the internet is generally regarded as partly free (Geybullayeva 2013). However, while the
Azerbaijani government has not blocked or banned any online platforms, the government
does monitor them, and repressive actions have been taken against online activists. Anti-
government or pro-reform social media activists may find themselves the target of
government smear campaigns through fake social media accounts run by Azerbaijani
government officials (Geybullayeva 2013). In 2010, democratization bloggers and
activists Adanna Hajizade and Emin Milli were sentenced for two and a half years on
grounds of hooliganism following severe police beatings (Donkey Bloggers 2009).
Although the charges were eventually dismissed, it is clear that opposition bloggers and
activists, like independent journalists operating in traditional media outlets, assume a
considerable risk when reporting on opposition or politically controversial issues.

Armenia

The press freedom environment within Armenia is significantly less restrictive than that
of Azerbaijan. A higher degree of plurality of sources exists than found in Azerbaijan,
including 36 print media publications; 21 radio stations; 19 Yerevan-based television
stations; and 23 regional television stations.* The influence of new media is strong and
growing. Approximately 45% of the population has access to the internet. The Armenian
blogosphere consists of approximately 10,000 blogs (Freedom House 2012). Access to

information is significantly more limited outside of Yerevan.

There are clear provisions for freedom of speech within the Armenian
constitution. However, economic and political limitations within the media spectrum
remain. Although libel and defamation were de-criminalized in 2010, civil libel cases
remain legal, and politicians are frequently the plaintiff when a civil case goes to court
(Freedom House 2012). Although there is a high level of pluralism within the Armenian

media, the majority of medium are financially dependent on external sources of funding

 All facts on Armenian media outlets and legal framework obtained from 2012IREX Media Sustainability
Index unless otherwise noted.
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(Karasteva 2010). Print medium tend to derive their funding from political parties and are
restricted to small readerships of approximately 5,000-6,000 readers. Broadcast licensing,
particularly for television outlets, is subject to a non-transparent judicial process,
facilitating a high degree of censorship among broadcast journalists (Freedom House
2012). As a result, broadcast media are generally viewed as aligned with the government.
These economic and political pressures have created an environment where journalists
are free to say anything, but only within outlets which share their perspectives and are
willing to finance their views (Iskandaryan 2013). New media is increasingly viewed as a

more objective source than traditional media outlets (Kurkchiyan 2006).

Nagorno Karabakh

Press freedom in NK is shaped by government control and relative lack of access to
information infrastructure. The majority of media outlets are controlled by the
government of NK, and journalists practice self-censorship even within independent
outlets.™® There is no local competition for the one public television station available,
which only broadcasts for three hours a day. There over forty small print publications in
distribution within NK. During a conversation with civil society leaders in Stepanakert,
the leaders confirmed that residents of NK do have access to Azerbaijani and Armenian
broadcast media, and, while internet access is limited, they also participate in new media
activities. Due to the small size of the un-recognized republic, much information passes

through word of mouth.

Points of Commonality

Although the media landscapes of NK, Armenia, and Azerbaijan are shaped by their
particular political and economic constraints, an important point of commonality is the
impact of the Soviet legacy and the post-communist transition on media objectivity and
independence. While there were differences in media environments between Soviet
republics, media throughout the Soviet Union was subject to strict control by the

Communist party and predominantly utilized as a vessel for government propaganda and

15 Al facts on Nagorno Karabakh media outlets and legal framework obtained from Freedom House unless
otherwise noted.
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a means of shaping public morality (Kurkchiyan 2006). During the post-communist
transition, independent Azerbaijani and Armenian media outlets first gained a foothold
through coverage of the NK conflict, as publics in both republics grew increasingly
dissatisfied with the divergence between official Soviet reports of the conflict and the
reality on the ground (Grigoryan 2005). However, in the post-war period, the cultivation
of an objective media, as with other aspects of civil society in all three territories, has
faced a ground-up development process. Independent media which challenged Soviet
authority during the transition period came to be viewed as a threat to fledgling political
regimes, and media outlets faced restrictive pressures from a new set of political actors
(Grigoryan 2005). In addition, newly formed media outlets often faced significant
capacity deficits (Grigoryan 2005). Post-Soviet media consumers, conditioned by
decades of Communist Party propaganda, may not expect objectivity of the press,
particularly when reporting on sensitive issues such as the NK conflict (Kurkchiyan
2005).

Coverage of the Nagorno Karabakh Conflict in Traditional and New Media

Information warfare within traditional and new media platforms is acknowledged as a
critical driver of the NK conflict across domestic and cross-border divisions. Stagnation
within the peace process is viewed as the result of a cyclical process in which lack of
political will is informed by public opinion, which is shaped by polarizing rhetoric
broadcast through the media (Karesteva 2010). During our travels through Azerbaijan,
Armenia, and NK, while we encountered a diversity of opinions regarding domestic
governance and regional politics, we did not encounter any significant alternative
narratives to overarching conflict narratives. In both Armenia and Azerbaijan, coverage
of the NK conflict in government and opposition medium has gradually converged
around a common conception of national interests vis-a-vis the peace process (Grigoryan
2005). This convergence of opinion crowds out space for alternative discourse
concerning conceptualization of the other and political prospects for peace (Grigoryan
2005). In Azerbaijan, Armenia, and NK we encountered a general sense that youth were
adopting even more nationalistic positions vis-a-vis the conflict than their parents’

generation, attitudes which are easily shared via new media platforms.
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Within traditional media outlets in Azerbaijan, media coverage regarding the
conflict reflects a nation which views itself to have lost the battle but not the war
(Grigoryan 2005). In the post-cease fire period, Azerbaijani media coverage of the
conflict has demonstrated an increasing trend toward war rhetoric. ANS, Azerbaijan’s
leading private TV and radio station, refers to the conflict as the “first Karabakh war,”
and media outlets across the spectrum have referenced the possibility of a military
solution to the continued stalemate (Grigoryan 2005).  State-sponsored nightly news
programming opens with the slogan “The war is our destiny” and routinely reports about
“the situation on the front line.” Richard Giragosian, an international relations analyst
currently based in Armenia, describes Azerbaijani official rhetoric about the conflict as a

zero-sum position in which no space for compromise is allowed.

Increased radicalization of dialogue regarding the NK conflict can also been seen
in traditional media outlets within Armenia. Tatl Hakobyan, an Armenian journalist and
researcher with the Yerevan-based Caucus Institute, described a gradual shift in
terminology within the Armenian press with regards to Azerbaijani territory currently
occupied by Armenian forces. In the immediate post-war period, this area was commonly
referred to as “occupied territories,” before shifting to “security zone.” These areas are
now commonly referred to as “liberated territory.” This shift in terminology reflects a
hardening of public opinion toward the conflict and growing acceptance with the status
quo (Grigoryan 2005). Caucasus Institute Director Iskandaryan cites President Sargsyan’s
New Year’s Address as another example of problematic shift in rhetoric. In his opening
remark, Sargsysan used a term which roughly translates to “Dear ethnic Armenians” as
opposed to “Dear Armenian nationals,” a differential in terms which highlights Armenian
national identity as a mono-ethnic society and has troubling implications for the prospect
of coexistence with Azerbaijani nationals should a peace agreement come to fruition
(Grigoryan 2005).

In Nagorno Karabakh, traditional media outlets and official government
communication regarding the conflict focus on recognition of NK as an autonomous
republic. Representatives from government and civil society we spoke to throughout our

time in NK emphasized the republic’s efforts to open itself to the outside world. Media
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coverage of NK’s political and economic development and relative openness in contrast

to Azerbaijan is one way to accomplish this.

New Media

By nature, new media is more dynamic than traditional media outlets. A greater range of
voices can access publishing platforms. There is also a greater range of opportunities for
feedback via commenting pages and social media message boards. This dynamism opens
both opportunities and dangers with regards to conflict resolution. In an overview of the
potential for new media to foster peace building, Azerbaijani blogger and academic Arzu
Geybullayeva cautions, ““...new media and social networks do not necessarily generate
positive outcomes ... While some would argue that new media and social networks allow
their users to “humanize” one another, it would also be argued that they can just as
successfully “de-humanize” and instill further pain, hatred, and much more, given its fast
outreach capacity” (Geybullayeva 2012). New media outlets are also more susceptible to
influence by outsiders, particularly members of the Armenian and Azerbaijani Diaspora,
who can post controversial positions toward the conflict without fear of immediate
consequences (Cornell 2011). These competing dynamics are present within the new
media spheres of Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Nagorno Karabakh (Geybullayeva 2012).

Social media groups and sites set up to facilitate cross-border communication
between Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Karabachi youth illustrate these competing
dynamics. A survey of the Facebook pages and groups dedicated to discussion of the NK
conflict demonstrates a relative parity between the number and popularity (demonstrated
by virtual ‘likes”) of groups and pages espousing nationalistic Azerbaijani and Armenian
positions toward the NK conflict (Cornell 2011). Pages dedicated to exploring alternative
conflict narratives, compromise, and prospects for peace are dramatically fewer in
number and popularity (Cornell 2011). The most popular pro-peace page has 469 ‘likes,’
which is fewer than the 18™ most popular page dedicated to hard line nationalism
(Cornell 2011). While the number of ‘likes’ is a limited way to measure the online
community’s willingness to engage in conflict resolution, it does illustrate the
comparative lack of space for alternative narratives even within media outlets less subject

to overt government control.
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Youth | spoke with who had attempted to engage with their cross-border
counterparts via online platforms expressed a sense of limitation to the possible range of
dialogue via new media outlets. Youth at a settlement for internally displaced persons in
Agdam, Azerbaijan told me they make an effort to contact their Armenian peers via
Facebook. While they experienced success in initial stages of dialogue, conversation
repeatedly stagnated when discussion turned to control of the occupied territories. Said
one youth, “It gets to the point where we say ... you have to return the land.” During our
visit to Artsakh University, a student cited online social media engagement efforts which
had disintegrated into hate-speech and ethnic slurs. Geybullayeva also references several
incidents in which social media initiatives designed to facilitate positive dialogue and
peace building degenerated into name calling and perpetuation of hate speech
(Geybullayeva 2013). During our meetings with civil society representatives in Armenia
and NK, we also received several accounts of Azerbaijani youth refusing to accept virtual

friend requests for fear of negative retaliation within Azerbaijan.

Media Coverage of Flashpoint Events: the Case of Ramil Safarov

Government officials and civil society representatives within Armenia, Azerbaijan, and
Nagorno Karabakh engage in cross-border media monitoring, and work to counter the
claims of the other around key flashpoint issues within the conflict trajectory, including
the Khojaly killings, violations of cease fire, drafts of the NK constitution, and NK
presidential elections (Karasteva 2010). Media coverage of these flashpoint events
facilitates hate speech, historical finger-pointing, and perpetuation of the us versus them

binary that has dominated conflict discourse.

These dynamics are well-illustrated by media coverage of the pardon and return to
Azerbaijan of Ramil Safarov, an Azerbaijani military officer convicted of the axe-murder
of Armenian Army Officer Gurgen Margaryan in 2004 during a NATO training exercise.
After serving six years of his sentence in Hungary, Safarov returned to Azerbaijan in
September 2012, where he received a presidential pardon and full back pay for his time in
prison (Kendzior 2012). Margaryan’s murder and Safaraov’s pardon became major

media events in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and NK. At virtually every meeting we had
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throughout the course of our study trip, the case and its treatment in media outlets were

cited as a significant factor escalating cross-border tensions.

In Azerbaijani press coverage of the murder of Margaryan and Safarov’s
subsequent return, the Azerbaijani government adopted a defensive posture. In official
statements, Azerbaijani officials encouraged international observers to consider Safarov’s
mental state as an internally displaced person who had lost family members during the
conflict (Pearce 2012). Official statements given by the Azerbaijani government asserted
that Margaryan had exerted “extreme psychological pressure” on Safarov by playing
tapes of the voices of suffering Azerbaijani women and girls and cleaning his shoes with
an Azerbaijani flag in front of Safarov (Pearce 2012). In an official statement to the press
given in 2004, an Azerbaijani government spokesperson stated, “...Ramil defended his
national honor and reasoned immediately and correctly ... I think the world community
should accept this” (Pearce 2012). The alleged insults levied by Margaryan against
Safarov were not substantiated with any publically available fact checking (Pearce 2012).
Statements issued by official media sources were subsequently circulated throughout
Azerbaijani social media outlets as if they were fact (Pearce 2012). Upon Safarov’s return
to Azerbaijan, these same narratives were resurrected (Pearce 2012). While the
Azerbaijani government did not make official statements validating Safarov as a hero,
official news and TV outlets praised President Aliyev for his work in bringing about the
pardon (Ismayil 2013). News outlets covered Safarov’s procession, accompanied by two
MPs, through Martyr’s Alley (Ismayil 2013). In addition, Safarov was glorified as a hero
via Facebook, Twitter, and other online platforms (Ismayil 2013). Azerbaijani
government officials we spoke with accused the Armenian media of distorting the

national importance of the event.

Armenian and Karabakhi coverage of the Safarov murder and pardon focused on
the incident as an example of the Azerbaijani hatred, inability to reach a peaceful
solution, and justification for a continued hard line stance on the part of Armenian
negotiators. Azerbaijani reactions to Safarov’s return were the topic of Armenian media
discourse. Hakobyan described Safarov’s return as a “gift for the Armenians. We don’t
... have to persuade the international community that NK cannot be part of Azerbaijan.”

In a statement to the AFP, President Sargsyan stated, “We don't want a war, but if we
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have to, we will fight and win. We are not afraid of killers, even if they enjoy the
protection of the head of state.” This message was amplified across media outlets. Across
new media outlets, responses escalated into anti-Azerbaijani hate speech. One Facebook
Group, written in Armenian and titled “Anti Ramil Safarov” depicted a picture of Ramil
Safarov received by a crowd in Baku, with photo-shopped sniper targets on the heads of

those photographed.

In Azerbaijan and Armenia, civil society representatives interpreted the media
fallout from Safarov’s return as proof of lack of readiness for peace. Media coverage
across borders shaped the event to the contours of the status quo — Azerbaijan is
misunderstood and continues to be victimized on the one hand; Armenia and Nagorno
Karabakh must defend themselves against a blood-thirsty neighbor on the other. In both
instances, the onus is on the other side to make the first move, and the status quo

continues to maintain primacy.

Moving Forward: Positive Initiatives, Missed Opportunities

While the negative impact of media coverage of the conflict is well-established, there is
little discussion of steps that can be taken to de-escalate war rhetoric and hate speech
within traditional and social media outlets. While the challenges facing journalists who
would like to advance an alternative conflict narrative are substantial, several existing
initiatives demonstrate the capacity for media programming to serve as a tool for peace
building.

Global Voices Online, serves as an online citizen media platform for neutral
voices from the Southern Caucuses region. The Imagine Center for Conflict
Transformation® works to create cross-border dialogue in societies affected by the NK
conflict via journalism training, social media engagement, and the publication of neutral
commentary on issues related to the NK peace process. Skills-based workshops for
journalists from Azerbaijan and Armenia have also been convened with the goal of
improving reporting on bilateral relations. Kids Crossroads, a program operated through

Internews, provides journalism training and resources for citizen journalism initiatives in

1 http://www.imaginedialogue.com/
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Armenia, NK, and, Azerbaijan. Over the course of nearly eight years, the program has
trained over 200 to use media as a ways to explore challenges within their own societies

as well as points of commonality between their cultures.

Press clubs in Baku and Yerevan work to strengthen media independence in their
respective countries. The two groups have collaborated on public opinion polling,
information sharing, and cross-border media monitoring. This media analysis includes
depictions of the Other in official and non-official media outlets and coverage of key
aspects of conflict (Yerevan Press Club 2009). As a result of these studies, the Yerevan
Press Club has offered to identify and publicize a list of neutral terminology to replace
commonly used stereotypes and misinformation across the Azerbaijani and Armenian
media landscapes. This includes misinformation on numbers of refugees and minorities
within both societies; the use of the term “Artsakh” and opposed to “Mountainous
Karabakh,” and frequent characterizations of the opposing side as aggressive or
militaristic.

There is significant potential for third party actors to play a larger role in
encouraging a more positive media environment, particularly within the realm of social
media. An example of third party efforts to harness the power of social media for conflict
resolution is the Soliya Connect Program. Participants in the Soliya Connect Program
engage in a series of web-chat conversation mediated by a trained facilitator. Students
from across the Middle East, North Africa, South Asia, Europe, and North America
engage in conversation about a series of political and cultural issues. Participants are
asked to reflect on their experience and are invited to submit articles within Soliya web
fora. A program such as Soliya, applied within the context of the NK conflict, including
participants from Azerbaijan, Armenia, and NK, and moderated by a neutral third party
could provide an online space less susceptible to external manipulation or spiraling into

hate speech than twitter, Facebook, or private blogging.

While the initiatives profiled in this section demonstrate the potential for media to
break the cycle of nationalistic and extremist rhetoric, and create space for alternative
narratives, there is ultimately a limitation to the success of these initiatives in having a
substantive impact on resolution of the NK conflict, given capacity restraints and state

pressure toward journalists, particularly within Azerbaijan.
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Conclusion

Media discourse surrounding the Nagorno Karabakh conflict has exacerbated tensions
between all parties. Media coverage of the conflict within a context of high levels of
political control, economic pressures, evolving conceptions of civil society, and limited
cross-border contact has focused on specific events, resulting in polarized rhetoric and
escalating tensions. While new media has expanded opportunities for participation in
discourse around the conflict, dialogue within these platforms is not without its own set
of challenges and risks. Despite these challenges, positive initiatives geared toward
harnessing the potential of new media and bolstering the capacity of journalists across
parties to the conflict demonstrate willingness to work toward change. Increased third
party support for these initiatives should be further explored and incorporated into the

framework of the broader peace process.

Recommendations

To the Government of Azerbaijan

e Take steps to adhere to OSCE commitments regarding Freedom of the

Media.

o Increase frequency of trainings for police and security forces
regarding the rights of journalists, particularly when reporting on anti-
government or pro-democratization protests.

o Increase ease of access to public information, particularly for non-
official media outlets.

e De-escalate use of war rhetoric in official media outlets, particularly

references to a “Nation at War” and “the First Karabakh War.”

To the Government of Armenia

e Increase transparency of broadcast licensing distribution.
e Discontinue references to “liberated territories” within official broadcasts

regarding the NK conflict.
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To the OSCE

e Continue to monitor and issue statements regarding media freedom in
Azerbaijan and Armenia.

e Include de-escalation of war rhetoric as a key issue of on-going Minsk Group
negotiations.

e OSCE Minsk Group Chairs should coordinate bilateral public diplomacy
initiatives regarding capacity deficits within media outlets. These initiatives
should focus on:

o Basic media trainings, conflict reporting training, neutrality in the media.

o Increasing funding flows for outlets prioritizing objective reporting on
the peace process or amplifying the voices of alternative perspectives.

o Trainings on the history of the peace process, roles of international
mediators, and future of the peace process.

To the Yerevan, Baku, and Stepanakart Press Clubs

e Collaborate on and publicize a list of neutral terminology to replace

commonly used stereotypes and misinformation.

To civil society organizations

e Take steps to institutionalize the role of third party mediators within online
platforms.
e Moderate online web forums resulting from person-to-person contact,

discouraging or deleting nationalistic or ethnically-based rhetoric.
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Ending Twenty Years in Limbo: An Assessment of Forced
Migrants’ Living Conditions and Policy Recommendations in
the Short- and Long-Term

Tara Seethaler

In Nagorno Karabakh, a mother told our group of researchers that she has a message for
mothers in Azerbaijan. She believes mothers across the conflict want peace. But if they
do not, they should be willing to send their children to the front lines of war. She has

already lost her son to this conflict.

While mothers may want peace, the decision-makers of this conflict benefit from
maintaining hard-lined, bellicose positions. Zartman’s concept of “mutually hurting
stalemate” suggests that when conflicting parties perceive a conflict to be in painful
deadlock, they will search for a way out (Zartman 2000, 228). The conflict surrounding
Nagorno Karabakh (NK) is not facing a mutually hurting stalemate. Instead, the political
regimes in both Armenia and Azerbaijan profit from aggressive opposition to the other,
while the government in NK grows stronger each day that the conflict remains

unresolved.

Yet, some parties are hurting: those whose statuses remain in limbo as long as this
conflict endures. Well over one million people have been displaced by this conflict.
These forced migrants face varying conditions, but they share a sense of loss over their
homeland and an uncertain future. The greatest ethical driver to resolve this conflict is the

fates of these people.

This chapter will begin with a short sketch of the waves of migration for the three
main groups of involuntary migrants stemming from the NK conflict. Next, it will present
the conditions facing these groups, as well as the government motivations that reinforce
these conditions. It will then outline recommendations to improve the welfare of these
peoples, focusing on meeting basic needs and promoting integration in the short term
while ultimately supporting the right to return in the long term. After reviewing the

challenges facing the successful implementation of these recommendations, this paper
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will conclude by discussing how the roots and perpetuation of this conflict undermine the

possibility of a safe and peaceful return for these refugees.

Waves of Migration

There were two primary waves of forced migration. The first wave came between 1988
and 1991. In 1988, the parliament of the Nagorno Karabakh Autonomous Oblast voted to
separate from Azerbaijan and join with Armenia, spurring massive violence in Azerbaijan
and Armenia. Pogroms in Sumgait, Azerbaijan (1988) and Baku, Azerbaijan (1989) led
to massive flows of ethnically Armenian refugees into Armenia. Meanwhile, ethnic
Azerbaijanis sought refuge in Azerbaijan from violence in Vartan (1988) and other parts
of Armenia. Operation Ring (1991), a military operation between Armenians on one side
and the Soviet 4™ Army and Azerbaijani OMON?’ special operations on the other,
continued this exchange of ethnic groups. In total, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that 188,000 left Armenia for
Azerbaijan, and approximately 360,000 Armenians left Azerbaijan to settle in Armenia
(UNHCR 2003, 5; UNHCR April 2011).

The second wave of forced migration commenced with the full-scale conflict that
began in 1991. By this point, most of the exchange of populations outside of NK and the
disputed territories had already taken place. Instead, the ramped up violence in the spring
of 1991 and NK’s declaration of independence in December 1991-January 1992 ushered
in a period of enormous displacement from the warring territories. This second wave is
therefore marked by masses of ethnic Azerbaijanis fleeing to conflict-free zones of

Azerbaijan. The number of Azerbaijani displaced persons'® during this period totals

' OMON is a special operations unit. The acronym is in Russian (Otryad Mobilniy Osobovo
Naznacheniya).

'8 To refrain from making a political comment on the validity of claims, | will not use the terms “internally
displaced person” (IDP) and “refugee” in reference to those displaced from the conflict regions into
undisputed Azerbaijani territory or vice versa. Instead, I will use the more general terms, “involuntary
migrant,” “forced migrant,” or “displaced person” to refer to these individuals. I will use the term “refugee”
to describe the population exchanges between undisputed Armenia and Azerbaijan that occurred between
1988 and 1991.
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somewhere between a half million and 650,000 people (de Waal 2003, 218; UNHCR
2003, 5).1°

From these waves of forced migration, three enduring displaced groups emerged. The
largest group is comprised of the Azerbaijanis who had lived in NK or the seven
bordering territories that are currently under dispute. Thirty percent of these displaced
persons live in the Baku district, and the rest live across Azerbaijan (World Bank 2011,
19). The refugees who fled Azerbaijan and currently live in Armenia make up a second
group. The settlement and level of integration of this group remain unclear, as official
figures indicate much lower levels of integration than field observations and interviews
suggest. A third group of involuntary migrants is comprised of ethnic Armenians from
Azerbaijan who settled in NK during the first wave of conflict. This group has a unique
host of challenges, largely stemming from the absence of international recognition for
NK. A fourth group is that of ethnically Azerbaijani refugees who left Armenia for
Azerbaijan in the first wave of conflict. Because official reports and field research
suggest this group has already integrated into Azerbaijani society (ICG 2012), this

chapter will not focus on present conditions and policy recommendations for this group.

Conditions

Conditions facing refugees and involuntary migrants vary widely across the different
groups. Much of this variation appears to stem from political objectives, which in turn
have an impact on the level of assistance major international organizations are able to

provide.

Azerbaijan

While the government strives to meet the basic human needs of displaced persons from
NK and the disputed territories, this population still struggles compared with the rest of
the population. According to the International Crisis Group (ICG), 400,000 displaced

19 Estimates on the numbers of displaced persons vary widely. UNHCR estimates 300,000 Armenians fled
Azerbaijan (UNHCR 2003, 5), while officials and refugee lobby groups in Armenia cite closer to a half
million (Interview with Melikyan 2013).
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persons in Azerbaijan live in sub-standard housing, and 128,000 still live in close
proximity to the Line of Contact (LoC) (ICG 2012). On average, these involuntary
migrants have less than half the living space of non-displaced persons (World Bank 2011,
9). Economically, this population is on unequal footing with the rest of the population.
Poverty rates are 25% higher for these displaced persons than they are for non-displaced
people, and the employment rate of this population is much lower, sitting at 40%
(compared to 57% for non-displaced) (World Bank 2011, 9).

Perhaps most importantly, these involuntary migrants suffer psychologically from
their reliance on the state, their isolation, and most of all, their forced separation from
their homeland. Over 70% of displaced Azerbaijanis report relying on cash transfers from
the state (World Bank 2011, 10). This dependence undermines their push for self-
reliance. While dependence on the state impairs their present and future conditions, the
greatest suffering of this population stem from their deep desire to return to NK and the
disputed regions. Our interviews with displaced Azerbaijanis in Baku and Agdam showed
a wide consensus to return to the region. Remarkably, even those who were born in the
settlements expressed a need to return “home,” although this wish for return was

especially pronounced among the older population.”

For better or for worse, the political motivations of the Azerbaijani government
have shaped the present conditions facing Azerbaijani forced migrants. One of the most
significant issues reinforcing the low employment levels and high poverty rates of this
population is their lack of integration into greater Azerbaijani society. The stand-alone
settlement communities of these forced migrants present a conspicuous, living scar of the
NK conflict across Azerbaijan that the government may point to in order to support hard-
lined policies. While some of their isolation is by choice,?! the relative inaccessibility of
migrant settlements and the provision of “subsistence aid” create significant barriers for
integration (Gureyeva-Aliyeva & Huseynov 2011, 44). According to a report by the

Brookings Institution, “unlike its policy of naturalization and integration of the refugees

% Interviews were conducted with the assistance of a translator from the Center for Strategic Studies in
Baku, Azerbaijan.

2l See Jennifer Wistrand’s concept of “neighborhood” and her description of the displaced persons’
expected payoff for abandoning personal relationships in order to seek higher education.
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from Armenia, who had no realistic prospects for return, the Azerbaijani government has
been reluctant to promote local integration as a long-term solution for IDPs” (Gureyeva-
Aliyeva & Huseynov 2011, 9). Integrating the forced migrants from NK and the disputed
territories would create serious challenges to the eventual return of this population. The
return of this population is necessary, according to Azerbaijan’s Deputy Minister of
Foreign Affairs, in order to condemn the “ethnic cleansing and mono-ethnicity” that now

comprise the region.

While the policies of the Azerbaijani government may contribute to the isolation
of forced migrants from the disputed regions, it is important to recognize that the
government’s assistance programs are critical to meeting a baseline of needs for this
population. The Azerbaijani government devotes 3% of the country’s GDP to assisting
this displaced population (World Bank 2011, 10). Government assistance includes
subsidized utilities, exemption from income tax payments, and free access to health and
education services, including higher education. In addition, the government has
established job quotas to increase employment of this population, and it provides each
person from these regions a monthly cash transfer that amounts to 25% of the poverty
line (World Bank 2011, 10). To help address the inadequate housing of this population,
the government moved over 100,000 displaced persons into new housing between 2010
and 2012, and it has plans to create housing for 115,000 more by 2015 (ICG 2012).

Compared with the two other migrant groups impacted by this conflict, the
displaced Azerbaijani population from NK and the disputed territories has drawn
considerable, albeit declining, international attention. Many principal international aid
and humanitarian agencies have come to Azerbaijan to assist the large numbers of forced
migrants from NK and its border territories. Such organizations include UNHCR, the
International Organization for Migration, the United Nations Development Program, the
United Nations Children Fund, the World Health Organization, and the International
Monetary Fund (UNHCR 2009, 19). Organizations like the World Bank maintain a
continued presence: as recently as 2011, the World Bank signed a USD 50 million loan
with Azerbaijan for the “Internally Displaced Persons Living Standard and Livelihood
Project” (“World Bank Approves Loan” 2011). Nevertheless, international assistance has

declined from the high levels of early emergency assistance. Interviews with refugees
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suggest that organizations like UNHCR provided considerable assistance initially, but
their presence has not been felt for a number of years. The decline in international
support for this population is due, in part, to the Azerbaijani government’s increased
financial resources that are available to dedicate to this vulnerable population, as well as
to donor fatigue (UNHCR 2009, 19).

Armenia

The Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute identifies four main policy
phases in addressing the refugee issue in Armenia. During the first phase, which lasted
from 1988 until Armenia became independent in September 1991, the primary focus of
the government was to provide shelter to those who came to Armenia from Azerbaijan
and NK. In the second phase, which spanned the rest of 1991 through 1995, integration
policies were undermined by deleterious economic consequences stemming from the
breakup of the Soviet Union. Domestic and international aid programs shifted to social
programs, while many refugees left Armenia to find better opportunities elsewhere
(Groonewold & Schoorl 2006, 4). In the third phase (1996-1998), poor living conditions
around the country prompted the expansion of social programs to the entire population,
including non-refugees. Since 1999, the fourth phase has been marked by policy focusing
on integration and naturalization. This includes providing Armenian passports to refugees
and granting them access to rights bestowed upon citizens, such as the right to vote
(Groonewold & Schoorl 2006, 5).

In our field interviews with local experts and government officials, the common
perception was that these refugees — originally totaling around 360,000 — had already
integrated into Armenian society. However, our meetings with refugees in Yerevan in
January 2013 revealed this situation is far from resolved. The refugees we interviewed
suggested that many had been encouraged to accept Armenian citizenship prematurely.
Since accepting Armenian citizenship, they lost access to what limited international
assistance was available. The living conditions of these refugees are dire. Multiple
families share a single, unsanitary bathroom, and the families claimed to have access to

water for only a few hours per day. They reported not having received any help from the
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Armenian government in the last several years.?’ Finding employment is an issue,

particularly for the older generations who are unable to speak Armenian.

Though the government claims to be making progress on many issues
surrounding refugees, the refugees complain that the government is actively ignoring
persistent problems in the provision of basic services. One reason for this is the
government may have a political interest in not drawing attention to a group of people
who has borne the brunt of failed integration policies. In multiple interviews, Armenian
government officials touted their success in integrating the refugees who came to their
country during the conflict, contrasting this response from the Azerbaijani government’s
response to isolate displaced persons from the greater community. However, our
observations show that many refugees are still not integrated, and rather that these efforts
to minimize the refugee question have led to the severe neglect of a vulnerable segment

of the population.

Similarly, while UNHCR spent USD 32 million on providing refugee services in
Armenia between 1994 and 2010 (UNHCR 2011), the refugees we interviewed
complained of a general sense of abandonment by the international community. The
coordinator of a local non-governmental organization (NGO) on refugees said she tried
multiple times to solicit meetings with UNHCR as well as their observations of current
refugee conditions, but the organization refused to meet. We met multiple refugees who
perceived the lack of attention by the international community to be not just an issue of
resources, but of respect. As one refugee stated, the international community has refused
to observe their conditions because “they think it is beneath their dignity, that it will dirty
their suits. If they saw how we lived before, they would know to receive them hurts our

dignity. We wore suits too.”

Nagorno Karabakh

In NK, the issue facing involuntary migrants is less one of inequitable conditions than

one of feeling a strong sense of injustice for remaining unrecognized. NK authorities

22 According to the local PanArmenian.net, the Armenian government acknowledges shutting off aid for

refugee housing in 2010 due to the global financial crisis (“Armenia Involves International Community,”
2011).
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maintain that one-third of its population can be called “refugees” (ICG, 2005, 5). Beyond
a moral incentive to welcome forced migrants, the NK government has an incentive to
repopulate the region after most ethnic Azerbaijanis fled. Reflecting this incentive, the
NK government has issued special programming to promote a “return to homeland,”
seeking to repopulate the region with forced migrants from Azerbaijan. The NK
government policies on housing for forced migrants are particularly generous. The NK
government has provided special funding for constructing new homes for these forced
migrants, and these migrants may legally own a home at no cost after three years of
living in it (ICG 2005, 6). Other reported economic incentives include direct payments to
the migrant population for farming and agricultural goods, as well as land and discounted
utilities (ICG 2005, 6). Furthermore, since 2004, this population has been granted all the
rights of NK citizens (ICG 2005, 6). Likely a result of such policies, the ICG and our own
field research saw no significant differences in the conditions for forced migrants in NK
and those of the general population (ICG 2005, 6).

Despite the relatively equitable living conditions, the refugees we met in NK
complain of abandonment and invisibility. Their grievances with the international
community begin with the conflict’s nascence: if the international community had
recognized NK in the beginning, they feel there would never have been an issue of forced
migration in any direction. Further, the international community has provided virtually no
aid to this population, with the exception of the Red Cross, Doctors without Borders, the
Armenian Diaspora, and the United States (Office of the Nagorno Karabakh Republic
2006).

The lack of international recognition of this group appears to stem from their legal
status. Because NK is unrecognized by any UN member state, agencies like UNHCR are
fettered in their ability to assist in the conflict. Without legal statehood, the displaced
persons from Azerbaijan who live in NK do not qualify as refugees, normally defined as
people who have to move from one state to another. Instead, they are considered by the
international community to be IDPs within the state of Azerbaijan. UNHCR’s mandate
does not technically cover IDPs, and in cases where they intervene to support IDPs, it is

typically with strong support of the host state’s government. Because the host state is
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legally recognized to be Azerbaijan, and Azerbaijan strictly prohibited entry into this

region, international organizations are unable to play a substantive role.

Conclusion

The Director of the Caucasus Institute in Yerevan described this conflict to be one of
modernity and identity, with issues of ethnic cleansing and the homogenization of
territories. The parties involved are new nations with very old cultures, history, and
cthnic identities. During the Soviet era, the state units were “ethnicized” — they were
defined and named by their ethnic composition. Georgia was named for the Georgians,
Ukraine for the Ukrainians, Armenia for the Armenians, and Azerbaijan for the
Azerbaijanis. In 1988, the Parliament of Nagorno Karabakh decided their ethnic identity

superseded territorial integrity, and voted to secede from Azerbaijan.

The psychological merging of ethnicity, land, and statehood is both the cause of
forced migration in this region and the central challenge to finding a viable resolution for
these migrants. The dominant role of ethnicity and identity in this conflict shaped the
process of forced migration from 1988 to 1994, as ethnic Armenians in Azerbaijan and
ethnic Azerbaijanis in Armenia who had no relation to NK nonetheless found their
security threatened because of their ethnicity. Ethnic Azerbaijanis, who had historically
lived peacefully with their neighbors in NK, were forced to move on account of their
ethnicity.

The short-term treatment of refugees and IDPs requires improving their present
welfare. Promoting migrants’ welfare necessitates meeting these people’s fundamental
needs while supporting their livelihoods through integration into the host community. A
successful long-term resolution to the migration issue revolves around the option of safe
return for those migrants who wish to go back to their native land. Inherently, the return
of these populations requires the movement of a population of one ethnicity into
communities of a different ethnic majority. Groups who have historically lived together
without conflict now have endured over twenty years of displacement and separation

from the very ethnic grou