
I. The Conflict in the Nagorno-Karabakh Region 
 

Introduction 
 
The Nagorno-Karabakh region is a landlocked area located in the Republic of Azerbaijan in the Caucasus region of 

Europe and Asia.1 The region covers approximately 1,700 square miles and is made up primarily of rugged, 
mountainous terrain and forests.2 Since the fall of the Russian Empire, Nagorno-Karabakh has been the host of a 
long-standing territorial and ethnic dispute between Armenia and Azerbaijan.3 Nagorno-Karabakh is located fully 

within Azerbaijan and is connected to Armenia, which borders Azerbaijan to the west, via a narrow mountain pass 
known as the Lachin corridor.4 Despite being located in Azerbaijan, Nagorno-Karabakh is overwhelmingly 

inhabited by ethnic Armenians, making up an estimated 99.7 percent of the population.5 The Armenian ties to the 
region date back centuries, with the establishment of many cultural sites and customs tied to Nagorno -Karabakh, 
creating a strong sense of cultural identity among the natives.6  

 
For decades, the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh have sought regional autonomy separate from Azerbaijani rule, 
leading to numerous struggles between the two parties.7 Armenia and Azerbaijan have disputed ownership of the 

region since the aftermath of World War I.8 In 1923, following the Sovietization of both states, the Soviet Union 
created the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO) within the new Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic 

(SSR), granting extensive levels of autonomy to the region.9 Disputes over the region were minimized for several 
decades but began to escalate significantly with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s.10 The question 
of ownership of Nagorno-Karabakh reemerged, and the Armenians of the NKAO demanded the region be 

transferred to the Armenian SSR, setting the scene for the wars in the region that have been fought to this day.11 The 
fight for Nagorno-Karabakh is ongoing and has seen regional control go back and forth between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia, with an estimated 30,000 battle-related casualties since the fighting began in 1991.12 

 
The First Nagorno-Karabakh War (1988-1994) 

 
In 1988, the Armenian population of Nagorno-Karabakh demanded unification with Armenia, with many violent 
protests in favor of unification held throughout the year.13 As a result, the Azerbaijani SSR government abolished 

the autonomous policies governing Nagorno-Karabakh, leading Armenian protesters to redouble their calls for 
unification with Armenia.14 In 1991, Azerbaijan gained independence from the Soviet Union and dissolved the 
NKAO soon after, officially granting the Azerbaijani administration total control over Nagorno -Karabakh.15 

Tensions between Azerbaijan and the Armenia population in Nagorno-Karabakh escalated almost immediately 
following the NKAO’s dissolution.16 The Armenian leadership of Nagorno-Karabakh, infuriated by the loss of 
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autonomy, declared independence from Azerbaijan.17 The newly established Nagorno-Karabakh Republic (NKR) 
was a semi-presidential democracy, dependent on Armenia for administrative aid but having a prime minister and 

president who shared executive powers and the National Assembly that held legislative authority.18 Regardless, the 
international community did not recognize NKR’s independence, and it was subsequently rejected by Azerbaijan, 
leading to war between Armenia and Azerbaijan.19  

 
The early years of the war were riddled with various offensive operations by both Armenia and Azerbaijan, many of 

which were primarily campaigned by foreign mercenary groups.20 Azerbaijan’s primary ally was the Republic of 
Türkiye, allegedly using the conflict to improve its relationship with Azerbaijan.21 In 1992, Türkiye sent 
mercenaries to assist Azerbaijan in the fighting and also attempted to blockade Armenia from receiving trade and 

humanitarian aid through Türkiye’s border.22 Additionally, both Armenia and Azerbaijan employed mercenaries 
from Russia and Ukraine throughout the war.23 In the first half of 1992, Armenia successfully captured the towns of 
Shusha and Lachin, providing a strategic base for the Armenians to establish future military operations and allowing 

humanitarian aid convoys through the contentious Lachin corridor.24 Azerbaijan responded with a wide-scale attack 
in the Shahumian region north of NKR, taking several Armenian-populated towns.25 In mid-1992, the Organization 

for Security and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE) established the Minsk Group, an organization with the goal of 
creating peace between Armenia and Azerbaijan.26 However, the Minsk Group failed to solve the issues concerning 
NKR, and though fighting briefly died down that winter, the conflict picked back up in 1993 with new offensive 

campaigns on both sides.27 Throughout 1993, the United Nations (UN) Security Council (SC) attempted to de-
escalate the war, adopting four resolutions: S/RES/822, S/RES/853, S/RES/874, and S/RES/884, which called for an 
immediate cessation of hostilities, withdrawal of occupying Armenian forces from Azerbaijani territories, and the 

return of refugees to their homes.28 The resolutions accused Armenian forces of committing human rights abuses 
towards Azerbaijani civilians and acknowledged NKR as a region within Azerbaijan, signaling the international 

community’s resistance to NKR’s independent status.29 Despite peace attempts, fighting continued into 1994.30  
 
The war lasted until May 5, 1994, with both sides unwilling to continue fighting.31 By the end of the war, Armenian 

forces controlled NKR and seven adjacent districts of Azerbaijan, creating hundreds of thousands of refugees on 
both sides.32 Negotiations for peace between the involved parties began, resulting in the Bishkek Protocol ceasefire 
brokered by the OSCE and Russia.33 The Bishkek Protocol established the Line of Contact, indicating the front line 
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of conflict that now served as a natural border between the two Member States.34 The Bishkek Protocol also put an 
effective end to the First Nagorno-Karabakh War, though some of the Azerbaijani signatories questioned the 

legitimacy of the Armenians from NKR’s participation in the negotiations, claiming that only official state parties  
should be involved.35 In the years following the war, the OSCE held several peace talks between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan but failed to ultimately produce a peace treaty.36 Thus, NKR remained independent but not 

internationally recognized, with tensions between the region and Azerbaijan remaining high.37 
 

Escalating Conflict (2008-2020) and Second Nagorno-Karabakh War (2020) 
 
Sporadic skirmishes continued in NKR through the next decade.38 In 2008, the Agdere skirmishes, otherwise known 

as the Martakert clash, were the first of many significant violations of the ceasefire that ended the First Nagorno -
Karabakh War.39 The results of the 2008 Armenian presidential elections sparked accusations of electoral fraud by 
Armenian civilians.40 These fraud accusations turned into mass protests that created more unrest in the Armenian 

capital of Yerevan and were further intensified by Azerbaijan's accusations following the 2008 Presidential 
election.41 Azerbaijan claimed the Armenian government was using the protests to divert attention from domestic 

issues, while Armenia accused Azerbaijan of using the post-election unrest to their advantage on the international 
stage.42 Following the skirmishes, the UN General Assembly issued A/RES/62/243 (2008) calling for a ceasefire and 
removal of all Armenian forces.43 Though the resolution prompted immediate peace following the skirmishes, it also 

raised concerns about the territorial integrity and humanitarian situation in Azerbaijan following the war with 
Armenia.44 In June 2010, an Azerbaijani attack on Armenians stationed near the Line of Contact prompted another 
Martakert clash, which was followed by rounds of retaliation from Armenian forces.45 Several other minor 

skirmishes occurred until 2016, when a large conflict between the two Member States suddenly broke out, prompted 
by Azerbaijan’s desire to shift territorial lines in NKR.46 The conflict ended quickly with a bilateral ceasefire but 

resulted in dozens of military and civilian deaths over the four-day outbreak.47 Following the ceasefire, NKR 
transitioned into a presidential democracy, abolishing the prime minister position and establishing the president as 
the head of state and government, though the de-facto state continued to be heavily reliant on Armenia for 

administration, which has further legitimized Armenia’s claims to the region.48  
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The Second Nagorno-Karabakh War officially started on September 27, 2020, when Azerbaijani military offensive 
forces crossed the Line of Contact in an offensive campaign.49 Türkiye provided support for Azerbaijan as forces 

fought using drones as a main weapon.50 Azerbaijan accused Armenia of having targeted the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
oil pipeline using rockets.51 The war resulted in significant casualties and territorial changes, with Azerbaijan 
regaining control over parts of NKR and the surrounding districts.52 90,000 people, mostly women and children, 

were displaced due to the conflict.53 On November 9, 2020, President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev and Prime 
Minister of Armenia Nikol Pashinyan met to sign a Russian-mediated ceasefire agreement.54 The peace agreement 

ordered the return of occupied territories to Azerbaijan, the exchange of hostages and detainees between both 
Member States, and the deployment of Russian peacekeeping troops along the Lachin corridor.55 In addition, 
internally and externally displaced persons were allowed back into the NKR with the help of the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), which has continued to be the primary effort by the UN to assist those 
affected by the conflict.56 UN efforts also include the Armenia Inter-Agency Response Plan, a large-scale 
collaboration between UN agencies to provide aid to people displaced by the conflict.57  

 
Recent Developments  

 
On December 10, 2022, the Armenians and Azerbaijani agreed for officials to access the Kyzylbulag gold and 
Demirli copper-molybdenum mines in Karabakh.58 However, Azerbaijani officials could not reach the mines with 

Karabakh for several days.59 On December 12, 2022, Azerbaijan conducted a blockade of the Lachin corridor, in 
response to Azerbaijani environmental activists who claimed Armenia was illegally exploiting the gold and copper-
molybdenum mines.60 The obstruction within Karabakh resulted in a 138-day march by Azerbaijani civilians 

blocking key roads that connect Armenia to NKR.61 Azerbaijan cut off the gas supply from Armenia to NKR, 
putting the Armenian population at risk of energy shortages.62  

 
Azerbaijan launched a new anti-terror military operation in NKR on September 19, 2023, violating the 2020 peace 
agreement, resulting in over 200 casualties.63 This breach of the truce mediated by Russia led to another wave of 
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refugees fleeing to Armenia and neighboring Member States.64 In Armenia, protests broke out against governmental 
response to protecting ethnic Armenians.65 Following the blockade, there were reports of unlawful detentions, 

abductions, lack of due process, and attrition or other military action by way of cutting off essential goods and 
medical services to ethnic Armenians prior to and during the September offensive committed by the Azerbaijani 
government.66 Despite the steps towards a lasting resolution, in 2023, an estimated 100,000 of the remaining 

120,000 people have fled NKR, primarily to Armenia.67 Such a large exodus of people has prompted questions 
surrounding the treatment of civilians taking place as the Azerbaijani government moves forward with plans to 

retake the region.68 In 2023, following the outbreak of the military offensive, the UN established a short -term 
humanitarian mission within NKR to assess and assist with the refugees and the humanitarian crisis.69 The mission 
included representatives from several UN agencies and aimed to help civilians regain mobility rights as well as 

ensure Azerbaijani troops withdraw from civilian establishments.70  
 
Azerbaijan, Armenia, and the Armenian-backed de-facto president of NKR signed a decree in September 2023 

dissolving all NKR state institutions as of January 1, 2024.71 The Decree was designed to build peace in Nagorno-
Karabakh following decades of conflict.72 However, despite various peace efforts, Nagorno-Karabakh continues to 

remain a contested region of the Caucus, with several scrimmages escalating outside of Nagorno-Karabakh.73 In 
February 2024, four Armenian soldiers were killed and many others by Azerbaijani troops near the town of Nerkin 
Hand, on the border of Armenia and Azerbaijan, but outside of Nagorno-Karabakh.74 In March 2024, Azerbaijan 

expressed if Armenia does not give back control of the uninhabited Tavush region in Northern Armenia, the 2023 
peace decree over Nagorno-Karabakh could end in war.75 Pashinyan has also faced criticism from within Armenia, 
with large protests calling for him to resign due to relinquishing control over Nagorno-Karabakh.76 Tensions remain 

high following these skirmishes, as no formal peace treaty has been signed by Armenia or Azerbaijan in Nagorno-
Karabakh as of September 2024.77 
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