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We write in advance of the 70th pre-session of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights regarding Azerbaijan’s compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. This submission includes information on the protection of education from attack during armed conflict.

Protection of Education from Attack (Article 13) 

During military hostilities in and around Nagorno-Karabakh from September to November 2020, more than 150 civilians were killed on both sides, according to government and non-governmental reports. Human Rights Watch investigated whether the armed forces were following their obligations under international humanitarian law and documented numerous violations by all parties to the conflict.[footnoteRef:1] We also examined the consequences of the conflict for school children.  [1:  Human Rights Watch, “Azerbaijan,” https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/azerbaijan 
Human Rights Watch, “Armenia,” https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/armenia] 


According to official data, at least 71 schools on the Armenian side, including 2 in the Republic of Armenia, and 54 Azerbaijani schools were damaged or destroyed.  Dozens of other establishments that helped children flourish and fueled their personal development and growth were also damaged or destroyed, including kindergartens, art schools and sport schools, and vocational schools.

Schools on both sides had closed in March 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic and had just reopened in mid-September. They closed again after the fighting began on September 27. Many schools under Azerbaijan control were repurposed as shelters for the displaced. In some cases, Azerbaijan military forces were positioned near schools during the fighting, putting them at risk. We identified damage and destruction to scores of schools with mortars, heavy artillery shells, artillery rockets, and ballistic missiles, from both sides, underlining the need to limit the use of explosive weapons with wide-area effects in populated areas. 

The Safe Schools Declaration is an inter-governmental political commitment that provides countries the opportunity to express political support for the protection of students, teachers, and schools during times of armed conflict;[footnoteRef:2] the importance of the continuation of education during armed conflict; and the implementation of the Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict.[footnoteRef:3]  Azerbaijan has not endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration [2:  Safe Schools Declaration, May 28, 2015, https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/ud/vedlegg/utvikling/safe_schools_declaration.pdf (accessed January 23, 2020).]  [3:  Guidelines for Protecting Schools and Universities from Military Use during Armed Conflict, March 18, 2014, http://protectingeducation.org/sites/default/files/documents/guidelines_en.pdf (accessed January 23, 2020).] 


Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee ask the government:

Is Azerbaijan considering endorsing the Safe Schools Declaration?
Are explicit protections for schools or universities from military use included in any policies, rules, or trainings for Azerbaijan’s armed forces?
Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee asks the government to:

· Investigate all instances where its forces positioned military targets near schools during the conflict in late 2020. 
· Endorse the Safe Schools Declaration. 
· Ensure that pupils deprived of access to education facilities as a result of attacks, and because schools need to be repaired, are promptly provided access to nearby alternative schools.
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