
e-ISSN:  2582-502X 

Asiatic Society for Social Science Research, Vol 3 (2) 36 

An Emerging Outbreak of Nagorno Karabakh War and its Impact on 

Environment 

 

Gitanjali Barik 

PhD Research Scholar 
Russian and Central Asian Studies, School of International Studies 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

Azerbaijan and Armenia declared independence after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 

on 30th August1991. During the first year of independence, both the country had faced 

various challenges such as social and economic crisis, political instability, and the major 

issue was the Nagorno-Karabakh war which permanently displaced most of the people. The 

resulting of this conflict over Nagorno Karabakh region evolved into a major undeclared 

war between Azerbaijan and Armenia. All these critical situations got relatively stabilized, 

1994 cease-fire has resolved war over the Nagorno Karabakh region. Although, historically 

both the countries had tried to occupy this region, now the tension between the countries 

again escalated after 30 years. This article endeavours to define the reason behind the 

escalation of tension between Azerbaijan and Armenia after 30 years. It also argues that the 

most significant roles played by external factors such as Russia, the US, and France and 

their efforts towards cease-fire agreement for resolving the war between Azerbaijan and 

Armenia. This paper also deals with environmental consequences on Society, and the last 

section offers an overview of the future of the war. 
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Introduction 

 The Caucasus is one of the important regions, strategically significant in South East 

Europe. In the 1920s period, when South Caucasian countries become part of the Soviet 

Union, the Nagorno Karabakh region was an important region in terms of strategically as 

well as geographically important region, it is a landlocked area, and Armenian ethnic 

majority populations were the main residents of this region, But officially this region was 

under the Azerbaijan territory. Ethnic majority Armenians always sought to become a part 

of the Armenian Authority.  

 

 When the Soviet government disintegrated in 1991, the regional parliament 
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legitimately voted to become part of Armenia. Consequently, Azerbaijan tried to restrain the 

separatist movement, when Armenia sought to back it. However, this leads to the rising of a 

major conflict known as the Nagorno Karabakh war between Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

Under the Soviet control, the Nagorno Karabakh region had established as an autonomous 

region where 95 percent population is ethnically Armenian within the territory of 

Azerbaijan. With the collapse of the USSR in 1991, a total of fifteen countries got 

independence. All the fifteen countries have faced various challenges in the first year of 

independence such as migrations, Russian dominations of titular languages. Azerbaijan and 

Armenia are two important South Caucasian countries who had been suffering from the 

repercussions of the Nagorno Karabakh war. 

 

 In addition to the major crisis concerning social issues, political instability, inflation of 

GDP rate, both the countries faced challenges at the Nagorno-Karabakh front, which 

permanently displaced a large number of people, leading to high illiteracy, poverty, 

unemployment, etc. The Nagorno Karabakh region was surrounded by Armenian ethnic 

populations in which the policy was governed by Azerbaijan authorities and this is the main 

reason by which both the countries confronted a major undeclared war. The war turned into 

overt aggression and large-scale military actions against Nagorno Karabakh region which 

was resulted thousands of people were killed and caused huge material damage. Due to this 

war most of the people were displaced, thousands of refugees, IDP (internally displaced 

people), including women, children have suffered immensely. And finally Armenian side 

controlled the territory of Nagorno Karabakh and successfully occupied 20 percent of the 

Azerbaijan surrounding territory. The hostilities between the two countries mainly depend 

on ethnic based as well as a territorial concern which also deals with nationalistic and 

political issues, a mixture of two communities such as the majority of Muslims are staying 

in Azerbaijan and on the other side majority residents are Christian in Armenia.

(Najafizadeh, 2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map -1 (source: https://www.drishtiias.com/daily-updates/daily-news-analysis/armenia-azerbaijan-conflict) 
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War between Azerbaijan and Armenia (1984-1994) 

 Nagorno Karabakh war a product of territorial conflict, which had become more 

serious in the late 1980s, and remains continued after the declaration of independence of 

both the country. However, it turned into massive large scale warfare. With the starting of 

war, gradually people were compelled to leave their homes, and many of completely 

disenfranchised in Armenia. Consequently, majority of the ethnic Armenian population 

proclaimed to separate from Soviet Socialist Azerbaijan and demanded to become an 

official part of the Armenian Authority. The war began with the firing started by ethnic 

Armenian against Azeris and killed two Azeris during the conflict. And then Anti Armenian 

protest occurred in the various cities of Azerbaijan. Consequently, Azeris were forced to flee 

from Nagorno Karabakh and Armenian territory.  Similarly, many Armenians those who 

were residing in Baku the capital of Azerbaijan were forced to leave their home. 

 

 In the mid of 1988-1990, many of Armenian such as nearly 300,000 to 350,000 were 

compelled to leave their hometown in Azerbaijan, and on the other side up to 300,000 

Azeris ethnic population left from Armenia. The situation was like very terrible as both side 

civilians, soldiers were killed in front of war. On 6th January 1992, Nagorno Karabakh 

Parliament officially declared Independence from Azerbaijan which was dominated by 

ethnic Armenians, and then the war become more serious turned into terrible conditions 

towards the intention of acquiring of concerned territory.  Due to violent attacks on the 

community of Khojaly in Nagorno Karabakh, including 106 women, 83 children, 79 elderly 

Azeris were killed. This war had lost major human lives, civilians, soldiers, residents were 

killed, many were displaced including women and children, IDP (internally displaced 

people), etc. In the late of 1993, fighting between two countries continued and brought the 

major ethnic Azeris were forced to displacement. Primarily, mediation and negotiations 

were led by the Minsk Group known as Organization for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE), co-chaired by the US, Russia, France, which was always trying to make a 

permanent solution to this conflict, but the group has failed to create a solution. 

 

 This concern Group was formed in 1994 to tackle an ongoing war. With the help of 

various summits among members and holding, the meeting has successfully negotiated 

cease-fires.  Although, in 1994 both countries permitted for a ceasefire the territorial dispute 

remain as intractable forever between them. Hence, from 1988 to 1994, the war had major 

consequences over this region and affecting conflicting parties immensely. As a result 

Armenian not only occupied the Nagorno Karabakh region but also seven adjacent of 

Azerbaijan. Despite the external efforts during the past two decades, hostilities between the 
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countries remain continued. (Najafizadeh, 2015) 

 

An Overview of War in the Present Day Context 

 It is true indeed that thirty years have already passed since the resolving of the formal 

ceasefire was signed by Azerbaijan and Armenia, but in 2020 September again violation 

escalated among these two Countries. If the Nagorno Karabakh region is internally 

recognized as a country, it would have one of the smallest economies in the whole world 

with very less GDP$713 in 2019; heavily dependent on the extraction of minerals such as 

metals, gems, gold, copper, etc. At the same time, the country’s economy has been slow 

down due to the spreading of the pandemic. The recent conflict has a major impacted energy 

sector of both countries such as it may be targeted to damage each other’s gas and pipelines. 

As per the report given by the Azerbaijan government, the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline 

was attacked by rockets used by the Armenian side. 

 

 More subsequently, it was Azerbaijan that launches full-fledged hostilities against 

Armenia in late September 2020. It was one of the dangerous bloodiest wars since both the 

government declared independence after the dissolution of the USSR. It becomes clearly 

apparent that the recent conflict on a disastrous trajectory in the previous war, more than 

30,000 peoples were killed but in the last six weeks shows that nearly 150 civilians, 1200 

soldiers have been lost their lives due to the escalation of the war. Both sides are blaming 

each other for resuming this out-breaks war and the major repercussion of this war is the 

human cost of life. The Armenian side is claiming that nearly 90,000 people were displaced 

due to this war. However, the countries have experienced drones, missiles attack on the 

territory, the bombing of major cities, and hitting school, religious institutions, hospitals, 

etc. Similarly, Azerbaijan has proclaimed that nearly 40,000 people displaced due to this 

war including 90 civilians’ died.  While the whole world is struggling with the COVID-19 

situation, both Azerbaijan and Armenia are creating tensions over the territory. Under this 

pandemic period both the countries seems lots of peoples are lost their lives due to 

contagious disease at the same time civilians, soldiers have been killed due to conflict. 

Hence, the loss of population is the major challenge for both countries due to the prevailing 

situation. Recently with the help of external mediation, three ceasefires were brokered in 

Washington. OSCE Minsk Group initially formed for the mediation of the conflict and led 

by Russia, US, France has met the foreign minister of both sides but as a result, this meeting 

has not been confirmed. Turkey has claimed a bigger role in this group. (Singh, Subhangi, 

2020). Primarily, both the countries have signed three cease-fire agreements since the initial 

escalation of the war, especially two mediated by Russia and another one mediated by the 
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US, but all of them were broken and the conflict continued and accused each other of 

unleashing hostilities. (Sputnik International, 2020) 

 

Engagement of External Mediation 

 Russia is one of the important players in this region owing to its legacy under the 

Soviet period, economic relation, the military presence has strongly apparent that Russia is 

always ready to cooperate to resolve the ongoing war over the Nagorno Karabakh enclaves. 

Most of the Russian military equipment purchases by both Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

Russia’s role in South Caucasian region always remains a dominant power, it enforce the 

ceasefire and keeping western countries and turkey out of the final negotiation. Russia has 

also sent peacekeepers to the conflict zone. Russian dominance in this region could be 

challenged. Throughout the war, Turkey completely supported the Azerbaijan side and 

Turkish parliament sending troops to this region. If Turkey played an assertive role in this 

region and ally with Azerbaijan, a reluctant situation would create for Russia. ( (Bowen S. 

Andrew and cory 2021). Similarly, the US as a superpower has been playing a significant 

role in this region. For the protection of the country’s interest, the US is always focusing on 

the transportation of Caucasian energy resources to the world market. Being a leading 

partner of OSCE Minsk Group, the US Ambassador John Maresca, the former 

representative of the US during the Cease-fire agreement period focused on the settlement of 

the ethnic conflict over the Nagorno Karabakh region in 1994. In the recent war, the US 

secretary urged both countries to end the violence and to protect civilians.  Under the 

negotiation of OSCE Minsk Group co-chaired by US, Russia, France addressing an 

immediate humanitarian cease-fire, urging for a permanent solution regarding Nagorno 

Karabakh enclaves. US has often sought a negotiated settlement of Nagorno Karabkh’s 

political status and urged for peacefully restores of Azerbaijan control over Nagorno 

Karabakh region. Under the Trump Administration, joined in a meeting with Russia and 

France gave a strong review on an immediate cessation of hostilities between the relevant 

military forces and at the same time both the government commit negotiation without delay.  

 

 Turkey has a major concern towards Azerbaijan rather than the Armenian side, 

vowing longtime friendly relations with Azerbaijan in both battlefields as well as in the 

negation field. Turkey is giving military training and use of rocket, drones on the battlefield 

which is one of the strong supports for Azerbaijan. Predominantly turkey is sending Syrian 

armed forces to fight from Azerbaijan side which resumes hostilities among countries. 

Turkey often trying to play significant role in this war and seeking to be a part of the 

negotiating group which was formed by OSEC Minsk Group, co-chaired by Russia, France, 
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the USA but they all disregarding the involvement of Turkey. Predominantly, turkey’s 

engagement in the group as it has been marked by the concomitant duality in nature. 

However, turkey’s engagement in war asserts partial involvement. Therefore, Azerbaijan 

criticized the role of mediations and warning Armenian troops to withdraw from this 

territory. (Kumar. Rajan, & Sandeep Tripathi, 2020). More subsequently, Azerbaijan 

decided to resolve the territorial conflict over Nagorno Karabakh without any external 

support assisted by OSCE and the UN. With great support of Turkey, is giving conducive 

environment to Azerbaijan for aggressively striking against Armenia, and the most 

important presidential elections in the US, and the most prevailing unprecedented situation 

of the whole world due to COVID-19. Azerbaijan is one of the South Caucasian countries 

which have strong military armed forces. In the last decade, Azerbaijan has purchased $25 

billion of arm forces, modernized its armed forces and has enhanced performance with 

Armenia. The best part of this region is the oil and gas reserve country and through this 

support, it has economically, socio-politically developed just after getting independent from 

the Soviet Union. Low international attention has made this country more military robust at 

the multilateral level. 

 

 After Hyder Aliyev’s government, Ilham Aliyev inherited his presidency with 

inclusive initiatives. His government has been fully concomitant of violation of human 

rights, strict controlled over media, and disregards opposition parties. (Hirose, Yoko & 

Grazvydas jasuties, 2014) The territorial conflict over the Nagorno Karabakh war may 

create lots of issues such as security and economic instability for both countries because 

One of the very popular pipelines known as Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) energy pipelines 

passing through Mardakert, which is a town controlled by Armenian forces. If the 

aggression turns into dangerous mode then definitely the energy sector may come under 

threat. This will impact Turkey for supplying energy.  In the same way, in the South 

Caucasus, Russian security would be exposed because of rising of radicalism and with the 

reason of displacement of people and property. Both countries have seen a fresh wave of 

refugees will happen. (Kumar Rajan, & Sandeep Tripathi, 2020) 

 

 Hence, political changes, growing of regional dynamics made it unsuccessful leads to 

escalation of tensions among conflicting parties. Azerbaijan and turkey are co-ethnic nations 

and they have dissatisfied with the arrangement of the OSCE Minsk Group because of the 

cease-fire as legitimizing the Armenian occupation. In the earlier interaction of Azerbaijan 

President Ilham Aliev, criticizing the OSEC Minsk Group. However, Azerbaijan’s 

standpoint on this conflict is maintains of status quo is unrealistic. It could not be accept the 
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Nagorno Karabakh area is to going under control of Armenia. 

 

Cease-fire between Armenia and Azerbaijan 

 After the six week of horrific war, both Azerbaijan and Armenia agreed to end 

military operations in and around the territory of Nagorno Karabakh with the presence of 

external mediation. Approximately 2000 civilians were died in this conflict. Russia has 

played a vital role for the enforcement of ceasefire between two countries and it also seems 

to have reinforced its influence in the Caucasian region. By the third week of October, 

Russia established military outposts and sending with massages to both the countries. Under 

the extreme pressure of Russia, both the countries agreed to end the military operations. 

According to the term and conditions of ceasefire, Armenia agreed to withdraw its territories 

around Nagorno Karabakh areas. As a negotiator, Russia would actually give 2,000 

peacekeepers to this region; it would patrol between the both side troops. (Johny, 2020).  

 

 The main objective of this deal is to end the conflict between the two nations, 

agreement signed by Azerbaijan president Ilaham aliyev, Armenian Prime Minister Nikol 

Pashinyan and Russian president Vladimir Putin. Since the war started in September both 

side signed many agreements towards the ending of war but none so far have been 

successful. As per the new latest peace agreement, both sides agreed to maintain positions in 

the areas that they currently hold. Further it also urged that all military operations are 

suspended, Russian peacekeepers will deployed around the Karabakh Region along with the 

Lachin corridor that connects the region to Armenia.  As per the deal, internally displaced 

people and refugees will return to the region and also both sides agreed exchange of 

prisoners of wars and bodies. Especially under the Russian control, a new corridor will be 

operated from Nakhchivan to Azerbaijan. (Indian express, 2020 Nov 19) 

  

 On 9th November, 2020 the ceasefire was deals with nine points such as deployment of 

2000 peacekeeper by Russia to the conflict areas, to maintain and regulate the establishment 

of peacekeeping center, withdraw of Armenian forces from Nagorno Karabakh region, both 

sides should maintain land corridor between Armenia and Nagorno Karabakh region, return 

of refugees and Internationally displaced peoples (IDP), returning of Nagorno Karabakh 

region to Azerbaijan control. Furthermore it is required Armenian forces to withdraw of 

some other additional regions such as the Kalbajar, Lachin and Agdam regions. Although 

ten thousands of ethnic Armenian residents permanently settled in the Southern part of the 

Nagorno Karabkh region, civilians reportedly destroyed their homes and other structures 

completely denied coming to the control under Azerbaijan side. (Bowen S. Andrew and 
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Cory 2021) 

 

Environmental Concerns 

 The recent ongoing Nagorno Karabakh war stated that both sides have been using long 

range missiles, rockets, drones, artillery attacking each other for destroying territory. 

Armenian Defense minister addressed that, Azerbaijan forces using heavy missiles at the 

civil infrastructure system in the Nagorno Karabakh region which could definitely damage 

the environment and creates lots of environmental issues in these areas. Predominantly, the 

area experienced lots of violence in 2014, in April 2016, and now in recent times. Turkish 

air fighter jet, drones, long range artillery are highly used by Azerbaijan forces. The long 

range attacks stated that drones and the major unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) have been 

escalating in battleground of war. Nagorno Karabakh region is rich in natural resources and 

minerals such as gold, copper, and other resources. Copper and gold are very advancing in 

this region since 2002.  Though due to the rising of arm conflict between the two countries 

leads to the exploitation of Natural resources. Armed conflict basically uses explosive 

weapons that can produce poisonous pollutants and increased many health diseases. (Tass, 

2020) 

 

 Furthermore, due to the devastating war the region’s ecosystem, wildlife, and natural 

resources have been very badly affected by the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia. 

The consequence of the war is experienced of massive destruction of the ecosystem in this 

region.  Mainly, there are several environmental problems found in Nagorno Karabakh area 

such as landscape fires in forest is one of the major disturbing situation occurred in between 

26th October to 4th November. The fires were rising directly from the fighting. This is 

basically occurred due to the incendiary weapons using in war. However, it also severely 

impacted the landscape, geo-diversity, people, livelihood and biodiversity due to historical 

and frozen conditions of the conflict. The incendiary weapons are mixed with oxygen and 

toxic materials intended to set fires which is severely emerged burns, produce heavy thick 

smoke during daytime as well as night time around the area of Nagorno Karabakh. The toxic 

smoke was an inherently caused of serious threat of internal and external burning. Although, 

war was horrific in nature but the incendiary weapons harms not only the nature but also 

affected the soils, crops, water resources, animals and humans. After war and during the 

war, both side blamed to each other of using fire as a weapon. 

 

 Azerbaijan troops claimed that Armenians were using white phosphorous to create a 

smokescreen through which it would easily to hinder the drones and weapons that controlled 
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the airspace over the Nagorno Karabakh regions.  Though, all these ingredients are used by 

both side critically analyzing the complete threat of deforestation and also emergence of 

devastating nature over the region due to landscape fire. Other emissions like carbon 

monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, methane and aerosol contact with fires and emerged as a major 

pollutants creates health issues for vulnerable groups. Forest is the most significant local 

livelihood resources but their loss may be an inadequately impacted on civilians in the area. 

 

Protection of Environment and International Humanitarian Law 

Armed conflict is one of the negative experiences of mankind and affected the way of life of 

people, including with economic, political, cultural effects and also environmental impacts. 

Armed conflicts are always reaming sources of risks and threats to the environmental 

resources. The conflicts also led to dangers to the health of the population, livelihood and 

security. Therefore the Nagorno Karabkh war was brought many environmental problems 

such as the ruin of the territory from troop movements, the use of weapons and resources 

leads to severly contamination of   soil and water as well as deforestation. International 

Humanitarian Law (IHL), a legal body that applies after the outbreak of armed conflict. Its 

main objective is that “Law of war” and it also enforces the rules international law of peace. 

Consequently, under the rule of IHL, it also applies to the territories of Azerbaijan occupied 

by Armenia. United Nation is the most powerful body, urging its full support towards 

ceasefire and also strongly condemning immediate end of war. International Law 

Commission (ILC) is another permanent organ of UN General Assembly playing an 

important role. The protection of the environment in armed conflicts makes it necessary to 

apply International Humanitarian Law (IHL) as a legal point of view. Hence IHL and human 

rights law must be seen for the protection of environment which was occupied by Armenia. 

This is the way through which put legal pressure on the occupying power. (Heintze.2020) 

 

Major Observations / Discussion 

 The situation over Nagorno Karabakh region remains unsettled, which means war has 

only been postponed, not possible to resolve. 

 Although Human cost is one of the biggest challenges in this disastrous war at the 

same time it is required to give importance towards environmental protection.  

 Use of heavy missiles, drones, artillery, rockets, landscape fire may cause 

environmental degradation of this region and it will also destroy the long reserve 

robust natural resources.  

 The re-establishment of a new cease-fire that can resolve the escalating tensions 

among the two countries but its future relevance will continue. 
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 UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) stands at the core of the action in fight against 

climate change; consequently it is the responsibility to restore and protects the bio 

diversity and natural ecosystems such as forests, coral reefs and peatlands of Nagorno 

Karabakh region.  

 

Conclusion 

 In both democratic and authoritarian forms of governments, there are lots of 

imponderable overall predictions because both the countries are trying to reintegrate the 

complicated region showing signs of separatism. Therefore, it would be unrealistic to 

predict that the ongoing war can be resolved at any time or any movement. Although there 

is no hope for normality without a ceasefire, it is clearly apparent that Minsk Group 

deploying peacekeepers for an immediate and unconditional cease-fire, even ethnic conflicts 

are hardly solved by only conflicting parties through strategy or through policy-making, 

even when they are confronting a disastrous war. But the best possible of this war is without 

International mediation the war may not be possible to resolve. 

 

 Three cease-fires have been canceled since the escalation started three decade before 

but all are failed and the full-fledged conflict is still remains continue. Both sides have still 

lack robust negotiation when it comes to engaging with a disastrous war. The observation of 

this article is that it is impossible to say that the war will be over, it is not over. The war has 

altered the balance of power in the favour of Azerbaijan. Although the military operation 

and armed conflict might be possible to end, but it does not mean that it won’t go for it 

again. The situation over Nagorno Karabakh region remains unsettled, which means war has 

only been postponed, not possible to resolve. Therefore both the countries simultaneously 

should focus on environmental concern because climate change is one of the biggest 

dangers to peace.  
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