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Eleven years after the signing of a ceasefire, the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
over Nagorno-Karabakh remains unresolved and prospects are still bleak for the return of 
some 575,000 Azeris who were displaced in the early 1990s from the disputed region and 
surrounding districts occupied by Armenian forces. The majority of the displaced continue 
to live in precarious conditions. Negotiations between Armenia and Azerbaijan, mediated 
by the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), have dragged on for 
many years, and as of early 2005 there was no sign of a breakthrough in the talks.  
 
In July 2004, the Azerbaijani government put into place a new programme to improve the 
living conditions and self-reliance capacity of IDPs. The government has worked with the 
international community for a number of years to respond to the needs of the displaced, in-
cluding with regard to resettlement and the provision of social assistance. However, na-
tional and international efforts have not been sufficient to meet these needs, and 
international interest and financial assistance have been declining steadily. Many IDPs are 
still unable to meet even their most basic needs and are dependent on assistance in order to 
survive. 
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Background and main causes 
 
The territorial dispute between Armeni-
ans and Azeris goes back centuries but 
has its more immediate roots in the de-
marcation of borders when the south 
Caucasus became part of the Soviet Un-
ion in the early 20th century. Many Ar-
menians did not accept the inclusion of 
the largely Armenian- inhabited area of 
Nagorno-Karabakh in Azerbaijan, even 
with the status of autonomous region. 
Ethnic tensions between Azeris and Ar-
menians grew in the years before the 
break-up of the Soviet Union and the in-
dependence of Armenia and Azerbaijan 
in 1991. Armenian communities were 
forced to leave Azerbaijan for Armenia 
between 1988 and 1991, while ethnic 
Azeris fled in the opposite direction.  

 
In 1991, the situation degenerated into an 
armed conflict between the self-
proclaimed "Republic of Nagorno-
Karabakh", supported by Armenia, and 
Azerbaijan. The biggest wave of dis-
placement occurred in 1993 when Kara-
bakh Armenian forces made significant 
military gains beyond Nagorno-
Karabakh, displacing an estimated 
450,000 to 500,000 ethnic Azeris. At the 
time of the 1994 ceasefire agreement, 
Azerbaijan had lost about 20 per cent of 
its territory to Armenian and Karabakh 
forces, including Nagorno-Karabakh in 
the west of the country, and large por-
tions of neighbouring districts (UN CHR, 
25 January 1999). 
 
Eleven years after the signing of the 
ceasefire agreement, some 575,000 peo-
ple remain internally displaced, the ma-
jority of them female. IDPs are dispersed 
throughout Azerbaijan, many having 
moved fairly close to their areas of ori-

gin. The largest urban IDP population 
(around 154,000 people) lives in Baku 
(State Committee for Statistics, January 
2004; UNHCR, 9 June 2004). The gov-
ernment is under pressure not to integrate 
them fully into the population where they 
are now staying, as this might be seen as 
acceptance of the permanent loss of Na-
gorno-Karabakh (RI, 5 November 2002). 
 
 
No immediate prospects for return 
 
The continuing lack of a political solution 
to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has 
made return for those displaced wanting 
to do so unfeasible, although there have 
been a limited number of spontaneous 
returns to the so-called liberated areas 
(Fizuli, Agdam and Terter regions) re-
claimed prior to the 1994 ceasefire 
agreement by Azerbaijan. Talks between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, mediated by the 
OSCE’s “Minsk Group”, have intensi-
fied; yet no political solution had been 
agreed upon by early 2005. Armenia has 
indicated its opposition to a separate set-
tlement of the status of the districts 
around Nagorno-Karabakh which are still 
under its occupation, arguing that these 
territories serve as a security zone for 
Nagorno-Karabakh (RFE/RL, 3 October 
2003). There are also reports that Arme-
nia has resettled ethnic Armenians in the 
areas under its occupation (US DOS, 31 
March 2003 and 25 February 2004).  
 
In early 2005, the Council of Europe’s 
Parliamentary Assembly called on both 
parties to reach a constructive settlement 
to the conflict (COE PACE, Resolution 
1416 (2005) and Recommendation 1690 
(2005). The issue was also included on 
the United Nations General Assembly’s 
agenda in October 2004. However, with 
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no political solution in sight, a number of 
observers express concern that IDPs will 
continue to be marginalised if local inte-
gration is not readily promoted (RI, 10 
June 2003; UNCT, August 2003). 
 
 
Unable to meet basic  needs 
 
The internally displaced in Azerbaijan are 
generally more vulnerable than the rest of 
the population as they lack assets and 
continue to be dependent on assistance, 
both state transfers and donor assistance, 
to meet their basic needs (UNCT, August 
2003; UNHCR, December 2003; WFP, 
15 December 2004; UNESC, 26 Novem-
ber 2004). Allocation of land to the dis-
placed population has been insufficient to 
relieve them from aid dependency; a food 
survey conducted by the UN's World 
Food Programme showed that the per-
centage of IDPs unable to meet their food 
and non-food requirements increased 
from 74 per cent in 1998 to 90 per cent in 
2001 (WFP, 30 November 2001). The 
government estimates that 63 per cent of 
the displaced population lives below the 
poverty line, compared to 49 per cent for 
the total population (Government of 
Azerbaijan, 2003).  
 
The urban IDP population belongs  to the 
poorest and most vulnerable groups in the 
country. A large proportion of the IDP 
population is of rural origin, and has 
faced difficulty integrating into the urban 
labour market. Unemployment among the 
displaced population is extremely high, 
with an estimated 300,000-400,000 IDPs 
unemployed (UNHCR, February 2003 
and December 2003; State Committee on 
Statistics, January 2004; UNCT, August 
2003, p.9).  
 

Poor housing conditions represent an-
other crucial issue for Azerbaijan’s IDPs. 
The building of permanent shelters for 
IDPs has long been neglected, as the na-
tional agenda has been focused on return 
rather than local integration (NRC, 23 
April 2004). Many IDPs continue to live 
in substandard or temporary shelters, in-
cluding camps, trains, half-constructed 
buildings, makeshift houses, and on road-
sides (State Committee on Statistics, 
January 2004; IFRC 2003). Tens of thou-
sands of IDPs continue to live in the re-
maining seven tent camps in the country. 
Others have found accommodation with 
friends or relatives, or live in occupied 
public buildings, such as schools and 
tourist and health facilities (State Com-
mittee on Statistics, January 2004). The 
living conditions typ ical of the shelters 
where IDPs live are particularly harsh.  In 
addition to insufficient insulation from 
rain and extreme temperatures in winter 
and summer, there is often overcrowding, 
a lack of sanitation facilities and only 
sporadic water supply (WFP, 12 October 
2004; IFRC January 2003; RI, 17 De-
cember 2002). 
 
Poor and unsanitary conditions with lim-
ited or no access to utilities have posed 
serious threats to the health and psycho-
social wellbeing of many IDPs (UNCT, 
August 2003).  For instance, insufficient 
water supply and dilapidated sanitation 
facilities have contributed to the spread 
of diseases, such as gastro- intestinal in-
fections, tuberculosis, and malaria (IFRC, 
1 November 2004; UNDP 2002). It is 
estimated that 26 per cent of IDP house-
holds suffer from malnutrition, compared 
to 10 per cent nationwide. Every third 
displaced child below five years of age 
suffers from nutritional insufficiency, 
while infant mortality among displaced 
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children is three to four times higher than 
in the rest of the population (Government 
of Azerbaijan 2003). Assessments also 
indicate a prevalence of gender-based 
violence among IDP and refugee com-
munities (IRC, June 2004, pp.4-6; 
USAID, 15 January 2004). 
 
The settlement of IDPs and refugees in 
educational facilities has created a num-
ber of problems not only for the dis-
placed, but also for host populations. For 
example, accommodating IDPs in 
schools has resulted in most children, 
displaced and local, attending school in 
shifts, in the cancellation of classes and 
in a general decrease in the quality of 
education. School attendance among dis-
placed children, particularly girls, has 
decreased during the past decade, as par-
ents cannot afford school expenses 
(OXFAM 2004; ARAN/OXFAM, 29 
July 2003, UNDP 2002). 
 
There also continue to be concerns about 
discriminatory practices, including the 
lack of free choice of residence and re-
stricted access to social services. IDPs are 
unable to register as residents in urban 
areas where many have sought employ-
ment (US DOS, 25 February 2005).  
 
 
Limited voting rights 
 
Despite the adoption of a new election 
law intended to improve the electoral 
processes in the country, the displaced 
from Nagorno-Karabakh and the sur-
rounding territories remain at the margins 
of national political processes. During the 
presidential elections held in October 
2003, the ability of the internally dis-
placed to exercise their right to vote was 
restricted by inaccuracies in voter lists 

and ad hoc registration. In the context of 
a survey undertaken by IOM many IDPs 
reported being coerced to back govern-
ment party candidates, while opposition 
party candidates reported obstacles in 
campaigning and meeting with IDPs. 
Language also posed a barrier to some 
IDP voting.  Increased government use of 
the Latin alphabet, which is not widely 
used by many IDPs used to Cyrillic 
script, meant that many IDPs were unable 
to understand public information about 
the elections (IOM, 19 September 2003, 
pp.34-35; Brookings, November 2004, 
pp.14-18; ICG, 13 May 2004, p.30). 
 
 
Improved attention from the state 
 
Drawing from oil revenues, the govern-
ment of Azerbaijan has played an in-
creasingly important role in addressing 
the needs of the displaced population. In 
2001, 2002 and 2004, presidential de-
crees were issued to improve shelter and 
socio-economic cond itions for IDPs. 
Around $92 million has been allocated to 
assist IDPs (Government of Azerbaijan, 3 
February 2005; UNHCR February 2003). 
Since 2001, the government has also pro-
vided IDPs with a number of subsidies 
and exemptions from taxes and utility 
and public transport costs.  Although 
seen as bringing the IDP regime closer to 
other social vulnerable groups, there is 
concern that these measures perpetuate a 
dependency of IDPs on external aid, and 
fail to support IDPs' coping mechanisms 
(UNHCR February 2003). In addition to 
food assistance from various international 
organisations, the government grants 
monthly food subsidies to IDPs, which 
have recently been raised to 30,000 AZM 
($6) (Government of Azerbaijan, 3 Feb-
ruary 2005).  
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With the support of the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the 
Asian Development Bank, the govern-
ment of Azerbaijan released a National 
Poverty Reduction Strategy, which tar-
gets IDPs as a vulnerable group. The 
strategy is being implemented over two 
years (2003-2005) and has included food 
assistance, the construction of new set-
tlements, resettlement of 412 IDP fami-
lies, improved infrastructure around 
settlements to ensure adequate access to 
water and sanitation and employment-
generating activities.  Though the strat-
egy also includes the implementation of 
an annual survey on the IDP population, 
no such survey has yet been undertaken 
(Government of Azerbaijan, 26 May 
2004). 
 
A presidential decree issued on 1 July 
2004 instated the Second State Pro-
gramme on IDPs. The programme is 
planned to improve the living conditions 
of IDPs, such as the building of new set-
tlements that have better provision of the 
basic needs of electricity and clean water. 
It is anticipated that this programme will 
also eradicate all remaining camps and 
reduce numbers of people finding tempo-
rary shelter in railway carriages and 
schools. During 2003-2004, five of 12 
IDP camps were closed down and semi-
permanent housing built for the IDP 
families living in those camps. Impor-
tantly, the 2004 decree also plans to in-
crease self-reliance among IDPs through 
the provision of increased employment 
opportunities to IDPs and the develop-
ment of income-generating activities. 
 
Azerbaijani resettlement programmes 
have, however, often been limited to ac-
cess to permanent housing, and the UN 

has emphasised the importance of provid-
ing durable solutions to IDPs, which also 
take into account social, economic, legal 
and security needs. There is also concern 
that IDPs have not been adequately in-
volved in resettlement plans (UNCT, Au-
gust 2003, p.11; NRC Working Group on 
IDP issues, 5 August 2004). 
 
 
Shifting international attention 
 
Despite the vast needs on the ground, the 
international community has paid pro-
gressively less attention to IDPs. The de-
crease in international support has been 
due to a number of factors including the 
“frozen” nature of the conflict, greater 
involvement of the government on behalf 
of IDPs, and “donor fatigue” – all of 
which have contributed to a fall in the 
number of programmes designed to assist 
IDPs specifically (USCR 2002; UNHCR, 
September 2004; IWPR, 12 October 
2001). Humanitarian assistance to refu-
gees and IDPs dropped from $120 mil-
lion in 1994-1995 to $40 million in 2002 
(Azernews, 28 November 2003). Lack of 
donor support has forced some interna-
tional agencies to reduce assistance to 
IDPs. It obliged UNHCR to cut back its 
support to urban IDPs at the end of 2003. 
At the end of 2004, WFP was required to 
cut back much-needed food rations to 
over 140,000 IDPs due to lack of funds 
(WFP, 12 October 2004; UNHCR, Feb-
ruary 2003).  
 
High levels of poverty, unemployment, 
and health-related problems, not only 
among the internally displaced popula-
tion, but among the general population, 
have led the international community to 
mainstream IDP issues within broader 
development programmes (UN, 2001 
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pp.2-3). In 2004, the UN reaffirmed its 
support with a new framework agree-
ment, the UN Development Assistance 
Framework Document (UNDAF). Im-
proving the living conditions of vulne r-
able groups is included within the 
broader objectives of the document which 
is to be implemented between 2005 and 
2009 (UNCT, 8 April 2004). The UN ap-
proach will be to reduce poverty and vul-
nerability among vulnerable segments of 
the Azerbaijani population as a whole, 
rather than target IDPs separately 
(UNCT, 8 April 2004, p.6). 
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in 
Azerbaijan. The full country profile is 
available online here .  

http://www.db.idpproject.org/Sites/idpSurvey.nsf/wCountries/Azerbaijan
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million people around the globe, who have been displaced within their own country as a 
result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in over 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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