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1. This report reflects the position of the Caucasus Human Rights Monitoring Centre, "Caucasian International Center for Geohistory and Geopolitics Research» (hereafter the Coalition of Organizations), which work to protect rights and freedoms and protect cultural heritage in the Caucasus. The Georgian community in Armenia is a national minority. According to Article 1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), Georgians in Armenia as a people have the right to freely determine their status and freely exercise their economic, social and cultural rights to development.

2. The authors (Coalition of Organizations) of the report welcome the official report of the Republic of Armenia and agree with some of the assessments and conclusions. We agree that there have been some improvements in national legislation and domestic policy in Armenia in recent years. The Coalition of Organizations shares the view that the Armenian government is fully committed to fulfilling its international obligations to implement all the norms outlined in the CESCR, which should be fully implemented in relation to ethnic Georgians in Armenia. 

3. However, the Coalition of Organizations report provides an alternative to the official report. The report is based on the monitoring of cultural rights in the field of protection of legal recognition, conservation on more than 10 cultural and historical sites in Armenia of importance to the Georgian people, as well as regional and global significance. From the outset, our aim was not to confront the government's position or refute official information and conclusions. The aim of the report was to present the situation of access, the protection of cultural heritage as an integral part of cultural rights in Armenia, drawing on other sources of information. The situational analysis of the situation of cultural and historical sites, in our view, is intended to contribute to a more diverse and in-depth understanding by interested international organizations of the human rights issues in Armenia among national minorities and ethnic groups within Armenia as part of the implementation of CESCR, as well as to meaningful and constructive discussions on these topics within the country.

4. Although the Georgian community in Armenia is a national minority in Armenia, there is a large number of tangible cultural heritage sites of the Georgian people in Armenia: churches and monasteries, which are generally the historical cultural heritage of the Georgian people.

5. Cultural rights are an integral part of human rights, which are universal, indivisible and interdependent. Armenia has an obligation under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights State to promote culture, create conditions for the unrestricted participation of citizens in cultural life, the manifestation and enrichment of cultural identity, the recognition of national and universal values and the deepening of international cultural relations. Of course this also includes the rights of national minorities in cultural life and the manifestation and enrichment of the cultural identity of ethnic groups living in Armenia.

6.  Availability of cultural rights, as understood by the CESCR, and the preservation and development of the cultural and historical heritage of the Georgian people in Armenia impose an obligation on the state, namely the obligation to respect, protect, preserve and fulfil those cultural rights. The obligation to respect rights requires the state to actively promote and support the exercise of the cultural rights of the Georgian people in Armenia. Therefore, the obligation to fulfil requires States to adopt appropriate legislative, administrative, budgetary, protective and other measures for the full realization of cultural rights.

7. The situation with regard to the preservation and development of the cultural historical heritage of the Georgian ethnic group on an equal footing with the other peoples of Armenia largely reflects the desire of the official Armenian authorities to adhere to their obligations under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) with regard to the ethnic groups living on Armenian territory and their cultural and historical heritage. It is important to note that in Armenia today the cultural rights and cultural heritage of ethnic minorities are not given the attention (sometimes not at all) that the CESCR commits to. Access to and enjoyment of cultural rights, protection and access to historical cultural objects of tangible heritage provide society with the basis for democratization and the establishment of a state governed by the rule of law. It is with developed cultural rights, protection of monuments of national minorities and small ethnic groups in the country, access to the culture of national minorities (in our case ethnic Georgians) that a stable world order in the country, a tolerant society, the legal awareness of the population and the possibility to create a state based on the rule of law can be guaranteed. Considering the situation of cultural rights of ethnic Georgians in Armenia we see the situation - with the loss of cultural and historical monuments, toponyms - the right to culture of the Georgian ethnos is gradually dissolving and evaporating, which contradicts Article 15 of the CESCR.

The State has legislated the right of the Georgian community to enjoy cultural rights. But the Georgian community does not have a sufficiently effective mechanism for protecting and preserving culture (monuments of historical and cultural heritage of the Georgian ethnos in Armenia) and access to it. The perception of active connivance on the part of the state and the lack of political will does not justify the current situation of the historical cultural heritage of the Georgian community of Armenia. The real chances of the Georgian community in Armenia being able to access, develop and preserve its cultural monuments and their features, the traditional style and architecture of these monuments are minimal. Ultimately, the Georgian community in Armenia as a bearer of Georgian identity, Georgian unique traditional cultural and historical heritage may disappear.

8. Historical and cultural monuments in Armenia constitute a significant part of the world's cultural and natural heritage and are a major contribution to the sustainable development of the Caucasus region and human civilization in general, which predetermines the highest responsibility of the Armenian state for the preservation of cultural and historical heritage and its transmission to future generations.

9. There is still a problem that no mechanism has been developed to determine how to regulate the regime of access to the cultural and historical territories that belong to the Georgian people, both by the community of the Georgian people in Armenia and by the spiritual representatives of the Georgian Orthodox Church. 

10. Multiple appeals of international organizations, non-governmental sector of Armenia, civil society of Georgia, expert community in the field of culture and historical heritage, as well as representatives of Georgian clergy regarding preservation of monuments of historical churches belonging to the Georgian people on the territory of Armenia have remained unanswered in most of the cases.  Rarely have Armenian officials replied "for the moment there are no funds for the restoration of Georgian churches".  Unfortunately, these historical sites have never been preserved or restored. The Armenian authorities, by their inaction, allow and contribute to the gradual destruction and degradation of Georgian cultural monuments, Georgian sanctuaries.

11. According to estimates by historians and heritage experts, architects of churches, monasteries, art historians, and religious scholars, there are dozens of Georgian churches and monasteries on the territory of the Republic of Armenia. Almost all of them are in a terrible condition. The unique Georgian monasteries of Kobairi, Khnevanki, Srvegi, Kirantsi, and the Khojabi Monastery are in ruins. Many are subject to acts of vandalism and illegal redistribution of the site's interior contents, which makes it impossible in the future to identify these sites of cultural historical heritage as monuments to the history of the Georgian people and the Georgian community of Armenia.

12. In the northern part of Armenia, in the region of Lori, there are numerous cultural and historical monuments - Georgian churches of the XII-XIII  centuries
.  These cultural and historical sites and monuments: the monasteries and churches of Akhtala, Kobairi, Khujab, Kirants Monastery, Akori Church, Sedvi, Tejaruik, Oskipar, Shakhnazir are the cultural and historical property of the Georgian people, the Georgian community of Armenia and fall under the church jurisdiction of the Orthodox Patriarchate of Georgia, according to the agreements between the Republic of Armenia and Georgia. Similarly, the recognised historical sites of the Armenian people and their churches on Georgian territory are under the jurisdiction of the Armenian Apostolic Church.

13. The monasteries of Kobairi, Svregi, Akhtala, Khnevanki, Kirantsi and many other churches and monasteries on Armenian territory still remain without state attention. Monuments are subjected to redistribution. Orthodox liturgy is not allowed in the churches.  Georgian frescoes and inscriptions in the old Georgian alphabet are knocked down from the walls, or in most cases are simply turned into pens for cattle and pigs. 

14. The Georgian monastery of Akhtala
  (which functioned as a Georgian Orthodox monastery both before and after its annexation to the Russian Empire, and until its closure by the Bolsheviks) is in disrepair. The dome of the church in Akhtala has not yet been restored.

15. Unfortunately, even now there is no talk about giving international experts, Georgian and international restorers, researchers access to these historical cultural monuments. The same Kobairi monastery has a sad fate, which is still abandoned and deteriorating.  Kobairi Monastery is a Georgian Orthodox monastery in present-day Armenia. It is located near the town of Tumanyan, in the valley of the Debeda River. It is famous for its unique frescoes created in the Georgian and Byzantine traditions.

16. Journalists and bloggers in Armenia have repeatedly pointed out that Kobairi
  monastery is in dire straits. In particular, Armenian journalist Mark Grigoryan published a post in his live journal "Kobayr Monastery" back in 2012:

"... The dome and rooftop of the cathedral collapsed long ago, revealing to all winds and bad weathers unique frescoes of the XII-XIV centuries....

Wooden scaffolding aside, the frescoes are literally out in the open -- the cathedral's dome has collapsed, and the unique frescoes, restored in 1971, are in urgent need of care. The frescoes are believed to be created between 1225 and 1250. An inscription in Georgian on the wall of the cathedral".

17. Despite the fact that the information about the Georgian Orthodox Church was written about 9 years ago, at the moment (2023) the church is in even more disrepair. The Armenian authorities are not carrying out any conservation or restoration work. Today we can state that the church has become an object of vandalism and falsification works.

18. There is still no hope that the Armenian authorities will begin any restoration or conservation work on the even more neglected and deteriorating Georgian churches of Kianzi, Svregi, Akori (only ruins remain), Sedvi (ruins), Tezhauiki (ruins), Oskipari (ruins) and Shahnazari (ruins).

19.  It is worth mentioning that the official representation of the Georgian Orthodox Patriarchate has repeatedly stated about the deplorable state of historical cultural sites on the territory of Armenia, but the Armenian authorities have not yet received a proper and intelligible response. Non-governmental organizations working in the field of protection of cultural historical heritage raised the question and sent official requests for admission of Georgian restorers and clergymen to the Georgian churches on the territory of Armenia, which are crumbling, to try to save them before it is too late. However, there has been no response to these appeals. Allowing the destruction and degradation of cultural and historical sites located on its territory is a direct violation of all those UN conventions in the field of culture and preservation of historical heritage which have been ratified and are an integral part of Armenian legislation of Armenia.

20. The Khujabi monastery complex is a vivid example of the cultural and historical heritage of the Georgian people. At the moment the monument of architecture is gradually deteriorating. Access for Georgian priests, pilgrims and restorers is completely blocked by Armenian border troops, who have illegally seized the Georgian shrine. It should be noted that in the absence of demarcation and delimitation between Georgia and Armenia on the section of the border near the monastery complex, the border was moved and the monastery complex illegally entered Armenian territory. Since then access to the monument and the issue of its preservation has been called into question
 . Georgian media
  circulated articles stating that "Armenian border guards illegally shifted the border in favour of Armenia, as a result the Khujabi monastery complex fell under Armenian control. Some sources say 300 metres, while others say 400 metres
 . During the Soviet era, the Khujabi temple was within the borders of Georgia. After the restoration of independence, no agreement was reached between Georgia and Armenia on an official border". The Khujabi Monastery of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary is not inferior to other modern historical and cultural monuments in terms of its cultural value, moreover, monuments of this period are very interesting, because the traditional Georgian church architecture had already been established by that time. Today, Khujabi monastery is in a catastrophic condition and under the threat of total destruction. The problems of the "movement" of the Armenian side of the Georgian-Armenian border have already been raised several times by Georgian journalists, writers and bloggers.

21. Despite the fact that a number of publications on cultural historical heritage were printed several years ago, they have not lost their relevance, moreover, the situation with the monuments has further deteriorated and simply passed the point of no return, when there may be hope for the restoration of unique frescoes.  In particular, the blogger Geronti
  in one of his posts on the illegal movement of Armenians to Georgia and the seizure of Georgian territories says: "Friendship is friendship, but similar problems exist not only in these two villages. These problems were there even before, back under Chevi, and they are still worsening. By the way, in the village of Akhkerpi, there is the beautiful Khujabi cathedral, architecturally one of the series of Bethania-Pitareti-Kvatahevi, etc. Already towards the end of the Soviet period, Armenians moved the administrative border and cleaned up Khujaabi. I remember hysterics about this back in the Soviet Georgian newspapers. And today the church is "in their possession"...".

22. The Haghpat and Sanahin monasteries were included in the UNESCO  World Heritage List
 in 1996. Other Georgian sanctuaries, the Akhtala and Kobairi monasteries, whose Georgian origin cannot be denied, are situated close to these monasteries, as there are many Georgian frescoes and inscriptions. Georgian historians and experts point out that there was a change and reformatting of the Haghpat and Sanahin monasteries, which was accompanied by the destruction of the Georgian frescoes, as all the inscriptions on those frescoes were Georgian. Although in this report we do not intend to focus on the issue of belonging of any historical and cultural object to any ethnic group, however, we consider it unacceptable to change the parameters and content of any historical monument in order to satisfy today's political needs to do so. Armenia, as a civilized state, has an obligation to preserve all the multifaceted cultural heritage that it has inherited and is situated on its officially recognized territory. Nevertheless, the political conjuncture made it a point to declare Georgian churches "Byzantine", followed by the "restoration" and removal of those inscriptions and frescoes which showed that these sites belonged to the cultural historical heritage of the Georgian people. 

In Haghpat today, as a result, there are no frescoes left at all. According to journalist Yuri Mukhranov: "The frescoes... There are almost none. This form of fine art was disliked in Armenia, but during the Georgian era some walls were covered with a thin layer of plaster - over carved inscriptions - and painted. Preservation of these walls was not monitored well, so almost all frescoes from Akhpat are missing. Only here and there one can see some signs of them ...".

23. In 2015, the Armenian authorities, without consulting the Georgian side (although there was a bilateral agreement to notify the Orthodox Patriarchate of Georgia of any actions (repairs, renovation, etc.) on Georgian churches on Armenian territory), began "conservation works" in Kobayri, with wooden and metal structures installed to strengthen the walls. This raised the alarm of Georgian art historians, historians and the Patriarchate of Georgia, who stated that "the Armenian side started conservation works without even familiarising them with the project". The concern emerged that many Georgian inscriptions would simply be falsified or destroyed. There is still a lot of work going on in the church, which has led to a complete and detailed change in the content and historical affiliation of the church to the Georgian Orthodox Church and the Georgian community in Armenia.

24. The leader of the Davitiani Movement of the Patriarchate of Georgia Kote Svanadze made a statement that the commenced works at the Kobairi church complex and holding the Armenian-Gregorian liturgy in the Akhtala monastery are a direct violation of the agreement concluded between the Georgian and Armenian churches. This action is assessed by the Georgian community of Armenia, representatives of the Georgian Orthodox Church, as an attempt to appropriate their cultural and historical object and change its "spiritual and religious content: "This agreement is being unilaterally violated by the Armenian side, which is of great concern to the Patriarchate of Georgia. With regard to the above-mentioned monasteries, the position of the Patriarchate is unchanged: the monasteries that used to be the property of Georgia should be returned to their historical heir. It is necessary to establish a commission, which will determine how to return the Georgian and Armenian churches that belong to them. Willingness on this issue is confirmed by both sides. Currently we are negotiating the details, particularly how the commission will be staffed, its composition and when it will start its work," Kote Svanadze said.

Unfortunately, the Armenian side, at the beginning of 2023, neglects the concern of the Georgian community of Armenia, the Georgian Patriarchate and the Georgian public about the situation with the Georgian monasteries of Kobairi and Akhtala, which are located on the territory of the Republic of Armenia.

25. Demolition and mistreatment of the historical and religious monument of Kobairi monastery has been covered many times by the press in Armenia
 . The monastery is still in a terrible condition. The worst thing is that, despite the intervention of "restorers", it has essentially been turned into a cowshed, as the Armenian media have indignantly reported. In particular, there was an article in Sputnik-Armenia in 2017 entitled "A cowshed in Kobayr, or a 'holy' cow in a medieval monastery"
. The piece published a shocking photo for the Georgian public - a cow lying in the altar of an ancient Georgian temple
 . 

26. There were several attempts to misappropriate the Georgian Akhtala monastery complex, according to journalist Nino Mikiashvili
 .  The unique frescoes of the Akhtala monastery are already deteriorating and need to be restored and preserved, but the Armenian authorities are doing nothing to avoid this fate.  The fresco of St. Virgin Mary above the altar has been particularly damaged.

27. There are Georgian churches in the heart of the Republic of Armenia as well. Just 50 kilometers from Yerevan, in the Kotayk Marz, in the village of Meghradzor, is the ancient Georgian monastic complex of Tezharuyk with the Tukh Manuk Church, 12th-13th centuries. Tejaruik Monastery has the official status of a monument of national importance. Unfortunately, funds are not allocated for its reconstruction, and it is in a deplorable condition. The Tukh Manuk church is an example of typical Georgian architecture.

28. One of the Armenian bloggers Vae Isakhanian writes: 'in Meghradzor there is a Georgian Orthodox monastery Tejgaruyk (Tejharuyk) of the late 12th century, but as there are few Georgians not only in Meghradzor, but in Armenia, now an Armenian priest conducts services there ... on the walls there are paintings in ancient Georgian Hutsuri script ...'.

Results of the monitoring 

29. The monitoring group of the Coalition of Organizations concluded that the Armenian government does not sufficiently promote and support the culture, language and traditions of national minorities in the Armenian region and does not contribute, even at the legislative level, to the preservation of elements of the Georgian community's identity in Armenia. 

30. There is no state programme in Armenia that would reflect the protection of the cultural historical heritage and monuments of national minorities in Armenia. It should be noted that when certain political and religious forces in Armenia recognize certain cultural or religious sites belonging to an ethnic group or to civil society, this fact is colored by a political negative connotation. Unfortunately, during the discussions the fact is forgotten that this event concerns the cultural historical heritage of Armenia as a whole, and not certain ethnic groups, certain values.

31. The monitoring group of the Coalition of Organizations would like to reinforce its position that the authorities in Armenia are not providing sufficient and realistic conditions for persons belonging to national minorities to maintain and develop their culture and identity.

The Coalition of Organizations monitoring group notes shortcomings in the cooperation between the authorities and representatives of the Georgian community and the Orthodox clergy of the Georgian Patriarchate. The fact is that national minorities, represented by the Georgian community, are not aware of the legislative measures prepared by the Government regarding culture and are insufficiently informed of the practical possibilities for them in this field.
32. The OSCE Coalition of Organizations monitoring group finds that, to date, no legal measures have been initiated to offer cultural assistance to the Georgian community as a national minority in Armenia, no qualitative coordination between the competent authorities in this area has taken place and no consultation has taken place with the national minority stakeholders on the protection and preservation of the cultural historical heritage - Georgian churches and monasteries in Armenia. 

33. It is a very negative situation when national minorities cannot receive state support for the preservation and development, passing on parts of their history to future generations. Unfortunately, there are no special budgetary subsidies of state support for the preservation and development of their culture and identity. The authorities in Armenia refer to the country's economic difficulties, although they are able to make additional efforts in this area.

34. The state has not established a real working mechanism for the protection and preservation of historical sites - the Georgian churches and monasteries of the Georgian community in Armenia. The perception of proactive connivance on the part of the state and the lack of political will does not provide an excuse for the current situation. The real possibility that the Georgian community of Armenia and the public, religious organizations of Georgia are given conditions for access, development, preservation of features, traditions and culture is close to a minimum.  

35. In periodic reports, the state refers to the fact that a certain number of societies and organizations of national minorities operate in the country. It should be noted that this category of societies and organizations do not receive any assistance from the state and function solely on the initiative of activists and on donations. Therefore, these societies and organizations have no possibility to preserve their cultural and historical monuments. The state notes the economic difficulties, political crises and instability that the country is currently facing in Armenia. The monitoring group of the Coalition of Organizations believes that the authorities have the opportunity to make additional efforts to preserve the cultural historical heritage of the Georgian people, allocating funds without the discriminatory approach that unfortunately takes place.  
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