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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Religious freedom is under attack in Arme-
nia. Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan has
launched a campaign of persecution against
the Armenian Apostolic Holy Church (AAHC)
to suppress opposition to his increasingly
authoritarian rule. Pashinyan seeks to over-
throw the spiritual leader of the AAHC - His
Holiness Catholicos Karekin 1. He has also
overseen the arrest and detention of Samvel
Karapetyan, a prominent Armenian business-
man, philanthropist, and member of the
AAHC. These actions cast serious doubt
on Armenia’s commitment to human rights,
democracy, and the rule of law.

The AAHC is Armenia’s national church,
and it has been in continuous existence for
over 1700 years. Over 90% of the country’s
population belong to the Church. Significantly,
the AAHC has a constitutionally mandated
“exclusive mission [...] in the spiritual life of
the Armenian people, in the development
of their national culture and preservation of
their national identity.” The Church has ful-
filled this exclusive mission by vigorously
defending the rights of Armenians forced out
of Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as the preser-
vation of their religious and cultural heritage.
This has put the AAHC on a collision course
with the Prime Minister, who has been widely
criticised at home and abroad for his role in
failing to defend Nagorno-Karabakh.

Pashinyan has demeaned the office
of Prime Minister by launching a series of
extraordinary online attacks on His Holiness
Karekin Il. He has also ridden roughshod
over canon law by seeking to overthrow and
replace the Catholicos. Such interference
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in the autonomy of a religious organisation
breaches both domestic and international
law. Meanwhile, bishops and parishioners
have also been arrested, as part of the Prime
Minister's campaign to harass and subdue
the Church. According to Alison Meuse, an
experienced journalist and regional expert,
“the Church has not faced such an existential
threat since the harshest years of the Soviet
purges and consolidation of power.”

The Prime Minister has also orchestrated
the arrest of Samvel Karapetyan, after the
philanthropist made a brief public statement
in defence of the Church on 17 June 2025.
Mr. Karapetyan is currently detained in Yere-
van-Kentron detention facility, a notorious
Soviet-era prison that once housed the KGB.
His business interests in Armenia have also
been seized.

International organisations have con-
demned the suppression of human rights in
Armenia. The World Council of Churches has
stated that it “stands in solidarity with the
[AAHC].” Christian Solidarity International,
Coptic Solidarity and SOS Chrétians d'Orient
have co-signed a statement demanding the
Armenian authorities to “immediately and
unconditionally release Mr. Samvel Kara-
petyan”, and to “cease all interference in the
internal affairs of the Armenian Apostolic
Church, including the ongoing campaign
to delegitimize its clergy and replace its
leadership through state-orchestrated
mechanisms.”

The campaign against the AAHC and the
Catholicos must end. Samvel Karapetyan
must be released, the charges against him
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must be dropped, and his business interests
must be restored.

The White Paper is split into five sec-
tions. Section One provides a biography of
Samvel Karapetyan, including his support for
the AAHC. Section Two explains the AAHC's
significance by references to its history and
contemporary role. Section Three covers
Pashinyan’s tenure as Armenia’s leader,
highlighting criticism over Nagorno-Karab-
akh, concerns about judicial independence,
and the weaponisation of pre-trial detention.
Section Four documents the attacks on the
AAHC and the Catholicos since 2018. The
last section sets out the arrest and detention
of Samvel Karapetyan, as well as the seizure
of his businesses in Armenia.
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“In Armenian life,

we are one and united,

always and forever -

one nation, one faith, one church.”

His Holiness Karekin Il
supreme Patriarch and Catholicos
of All Armenians’



INTRODUCTION

I n August 1995, the community of Tashir— a
smalltown in northern Armenia — gathered
to witness the placement of the foundation
stone for their new church. In attendance was
His Holiness Karekin I, the Catholicos of All
Armenians, leader of the Armenian Apostolic
Holy Church (AAHC, or Church). Alongside
him was Samvel Karapetyan, a 30-year-old
businessman from the town, and a staunch
supporter of the Church, who was well on his
way to becoming one of Armenia’s leading
philanthropists.

This event was important not just for
Tashir. It also held considerable significance
for Armenia as a whole. The new church was
one of the first to be constructed following
Armenia’s declaration of independence.
Armenia was no longer shackled by Soviet
rule, and the Church had recovered its posi-
tion as a moral voice and source of unity. As
Dr. Arsen Gasparyan, a former diplomat and
an expert on the Church crisis, has observed,
the AAHC from its inception has “helped to
create a separate Armenian identity and pro-
vide a focus for the allegiance of the entire
population.”? At the same time, four years of
bloodshed in Nagorno-Karabakh had ended
in victory for Armenia, with the rights and her-
itage of the Armenians living in the territory
seemingly secured.?

However, thirty years on, the AAHC, which
has a distinguished history stretching over
more than 1700 years, is under attack. Having
failed to prevent the ethnic cleansing of
Nagorno-Karabakh in 2023, Nikol Pashinyan,
Armenia’s Prime Minister since 2018, is per-
secuting those who criticise his leadership
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and rule. The AAHC, which has a constitu-
tionally mandated role of developing the
Armenian peoplée’s national culture and pre-
serving their national identity, has sought to
vigorously defend the rights of those forced
out of Nagorno-Karabakh, as well as the reli-
gious and cultural heritage of the region.* In
response, Pashinyan has made it his personal
mission to overthrow His Holiness Catholicos
Karekin II, launching an extraordinary series
of online attacks on the present leader of the
Church.

The Prime Minister has also orchestrated
the arrest of Samvel Karapetyan, and the
seizure of his business interests, after the
philanthropist made a brief public statement
in defence of the Church on 17 June 2025.
Mr. Karapetyan is currently detained in Yere-
van-Kentron detention facility, a notorious
Soviet-era prison that once housed the KGB.
Meanwhile, bishops and parishioners have
also been arrested, as part of the Prime Min-
ister's campaign to harass and subdue the
Church. As Alison Meuse, an experienced
journalist and regional expert, has observed,
“the Church has not faced such an existen-
tial threat since the harshest years of the
Soviet purges and consolidation of power.”s
In Armenia, history appears to be repeating
itself.

Pashinyan’s persecution of the Church
has outraged Armenians at home and abroad.
The image of an Armenian church, including
those damaged or destroyed (khonarhvats),
serves as an important identity marker for
Armenians.® As Giovanni Guaita, a leading
historian of the AAHC, notes:
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The Armenian Church, represented by
its hierarchs, has always shared the fate
of its people, wherever and in whatever
circumstances they found themselves.
This identification with the people is
also evident in the fact that the clergy
did not escape humiliation, deportation
or martyrdom, for example during the
genocide or in the Soviet period. For
this reason, perhaps, the bishops of
the Armenian Church have tradition-
ally always been closer to the common
people than in other Orthodox Churches
orinthe Catholic Church. The Armenian
clergy has never stood apart as a caste
distant from the people.”

It is therefore understandable why the
Prime Minister’s attacks on the AAHC, includ-
ing its clergy and laity, has elicited such
widespread shock. There has been a mass
outpouring of support for Mr. Karapetyan’s
plight, with thousands marching in the streets
of Yerevanin his defence. Pashinyan’s actions
are destabilising Armenian society, which has
an impact not just on domestic harmony,
but also threatens to derail the efforts of the
Trump administration and EU leaders to find
a just and equitable peace in the region. Fur-
thermore, this punitive campaign calls into
question Armenia’'s commitment to democ-
racy and rule of law, and it violates Armenia’s
international treaty commitments, includ-
ing the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) and the European
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). This
includes the right to liberty and security, fair
trials, freedom of thought, conscience and
religion, freedom of expression, and freedom
of assembly and association.®

Domestic criticism has been forthcom-
ing. An open letter signed and published by
Armenian civil society stated that the gov-
ernment’s actions against the Church, and its
clergy and parishioners, “violate the Constitu-
tion of the Republic of Armenia, the principles
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of the protection of human rights and the
rule of law, the independence of the judicial
system, and the autonomy of the [AAHC]".°
Respected international organisations
have added their voices to this criticism.
Christian Solidarity International has urged
“the Armenian authorities to release the incar-
cerated archbishops and all other political
prisoners, and to refrain from interfering in
the internal affairs of the [AAHC].""® The World
Council of Churches (WCC) has noted that
“reports of force being used within sacred
spaces and the detention of clergy raise
significant concerns about the protection of
religious freedom, the sanctity of worship,
and the autonomy of religious institutions,”
before stating that it “stands in solidarity
with the [AAHC], whose historic witness and
enduring role have long contributed to the
spiritual life and resilience of the Armenian
nation and the global Christian fellowship.""
This White Paper documents Pashinyan’s
persecution of the AAHC and Samvel Karapet-
yan, and it is organised as follows. It begins
with a biography of Samvel Karapetyan, which
outlines his philanthropic work and support
for the Church. His support reflects a broader
reverence for the AAHC shared among Arme-
nians at home and in the diaspora, and the
next section provides a history of the Church
and why it occupies such a unique position
in Armenian society. The White Paper then
provides an explanation for why the Prime
Minister is attacking the Catholicos and jailing
supporters of the Church, including Mr. Kar-
apetyan. It provides an overview of the poor
leadership of the Pashinyan administration,
and the part it played in failing to defend the
Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh and their her-
itage. This section also examines the lack of
judicial independence, and the worrying use of
political prosecutions to silence critics of the
government. Next, the White Paper examines
the Prime Minister’s scandalous attacks on the
Church and Catholicos. It was these attacks
that prompted Mr. Karapetyan to speak out. The
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White Paper documents his arrest and deten-
tion, and the seizure of his business interests
in Armenia, before setting out his future plans
to help Armenia and its people.

The international community must come
together to denounce Pashinyan’s acts and
to urge a course correction. The campaign
against the AAHC must end. Samvel Kara-
petyan must be released, the charges against

him must be dropped, and his business inter-
ests must be restored. This White Paper
echoes the WCC's call urging “all stakehold-
ers to act with responsibility, sensitivity,
and a shared commitment to the values
that uphold dignity, dialogue, and peaceful
coexistence.”’? Only through such a shared
commitment can there be hope of peace and
unity being restored to Armenia.

INTRODUCTION

1  “The message of His Holiness Karekin Il supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All Armenians on the Occasion of
the Blessing of the Holy Muron,” Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin, 28 September 2008. Available at https:/www.
armenianchurch.org/en/speeches/2008-message-on-the-occasion-of-the-blessing-of-the-holy-muron

2 Arsen Gasparyan, “Armenia: The Country that Carries the Cross,” Journal of Church and State, 67 (2025), 1-14 (4).

See Section Three for further detail on the First Nagorno-Karabakh War.

4 See Article 18 of the 2015 Constitution of the Republic of Armenia, available on the website of the Constitutional
Court of Armenia: https://concourt.am/normative-legal-bases/constitution-of-ra. An English version can be found on

the website of the President of Armenia: https://www.president.am/en/constitution-2015/

5 Alison Meuse, “Armenia jails archbishops, activists to keep ‘peace

”m

, Christian Solidarity International, 11 September

2025. Available at https://www.csi-int.org/news/alison-meuse-armenia-jails-archbishops-activists-to-keep-peace/

Levon Abrahamian, Armenian Identity in a Changing World (Costa Mesta: Mazda, 2006), 132-31.

Giovanni Guaita, 1700 let vernosti: Istoriia Armenii i ee Tserkvi (Moscow: FAM, 2002). Quotation is contained in section
titled ‘Secular and spiritual power’ (Dukhovnaia i svetskaia vlast’) in the Conclusion. https://royallib.com/book/
dgovanni_guayta/1700_let_vernosti_istoriya_armenii_i_ee_tserkvi.html [Last accessed 15 September 2025]

8 In particular, see Articles 5, 6,9, 10 and 11 of the ECHR, and Articles 2,9, 14, 17-19, 21, 22, 25 and 26 of the ICCPR.
See Appendix One of this White Paper for an overview of the international framework for the freedom of religion or

belief.

9  Open letter published on 29 June 2025, signed by Protection of Rights Without Borders NGO, Helsinki Association
Human Rights NGO; For Equal Rights Educational NGO; Community Mobilization and Support Center NGO; Helsinki
Citizens Assembly Armenian Committee; Armenian Progressive Youth NGO; “NGO Center” Civil Society Development
NGO; Social Democracy Platform Youth Initiative; “Ahnidzor” Development Foundation; “MITK” Educational-Youth
Initiative NGO; “Zarkerak” National Youth Initiative; “MENQ” Lori Region Youth NGO; “HEBA” Social-Educational, Youth
NGO; “Restart Vanadzor” Youth-Civic NGO; “Local Democracy School” Educational Foundation; Izabella Sargsyan,
Member of the OSCE/ODIHR Expert Group on Religion or Belief; Gayane Shagoyan, PhD, Cultural Anthropologist;
Zaruhi Hovhannisyan, Human Rights Defender; Ashkhen Babayan, Human Rights Defender; Center for Law and
Freedom. The letter is available in Armenian at https://prwb.am/2025/06/29/haytararvo%D6%82thyvo%D6%82n-2/

10 “CSl calls for release of imprisoned archbishops and respect for separation of church and
state”, Christian Solidarity International, July 1, 2025. Available at https://www.csi-int.org/news/
macron-signals-french-support-for-coercion-against-the-armenian-apostolic-church/

11 “WCC expresses deep concern over recent developments involving the Armenian Apostolic Church”, World
Council of Churches, 8 July 2025. Available at: https://oikoumene.org/news/wcc-expresses-deep-concern-over-

recent-developments-involving-the-armenian-apostolic-church#:~:text="The%20World%20Council%200f%20

Churches,dialogue%2C%20and%20peaceful%20coexistence

12 Ibid.
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Section One

SAMVEL KARAPETYAN:
ARMENIA'S PHILANTHROPIST

his White Paper began by documenting

the 1995 placement of the foundation
stone at the Church of St Sarkis in Tashir.
Not only did this event underscore Mr Kara-
petyan’s deep Christian faith, but it revealed
his enduring connection to the land where he
was born and his deep respect and affection
for the AAHC, which endures to this day. It
is this love for Armenia and its Church that
has resulted in his arrest and detention at
the hands of Nikol Pashinyan on the base-
less accusation that he made public calls for
the seizure of power. To better acquaint the
reader with Mr. Karapetyan, this section pro-
vides an important overview of his life, and
his philanthropic support for Armenia. Mr.
Karapetyan is known for seldom giving public
interviews, and so this section draws upon
interviews with his immediate family mem-
bers, in addition to online source material.

SAMVEL KARAPETYAN:
LOYAL SON OF ARMENIA

Samvel Karapetyan was born in Tashirin 1965,
when Soviet rule appeared unassailable.
His family was made up of schoolteachers,
and while his upbringing was not wealthy or
privileged, he was raised in a cultured and
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literate environment. In one rare interview
with Forbes, Mr. Karapetyan described his
childhood, stating:

My father gave his whole life to bring-
ing up his children. He was a teacher
and taught maths for over 50 years as
headmaster, my mother taught English. It
was an intelligent and very hard-working
family, and | learnt a lot from them. My
parents created a special environment
for me; from a young age they explained
that the most important thing in life is to
be a decent person and keep your word."

Mr. Karapetyan showed great educational
promise, and he left Tashir at 15to commence
studies in the Faculty of Mechanical Engineer-
ing at the Yerevan Polytechnic Institute, well
before the normal age of matriculation. He
graduated in 1986, returning home to Tashir
to work in a local ceramics factory. He rose
the ranks, eventually heading the enterprise.
Mr. Karapetyan credits his family’s respected
name for his early success:

Our family had a good reputation, so my
integrity and approach to business were

not questioned by the management of
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Photo of Catholicos Karekin Il blessing the Holy Muron (anointing oil) at the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin on

28 September 2024. Samvel Karapetyan is pictured on the far right of the photo.

the plant. Besides, at the age of 20,
when | had just graduated from the
institute, | was quite an active and pur-
poseful young man, ready to work hard
and learn everything. It seems to me
that the plant director understood well
that he was making the right choice by
inviting me to work.™

After building his profile at the factory, Mr.
Karapetyan left to set up his first business, a
co-operative called Zenit, which produced a
range of products, including rubber, metal and
sewing instruments. This experience helped
him to develop his business acumen and to
build enough capital to fund his next ven-
tures. During this period, he started a family,
marrying Eteri in 1988. They went on to have
three children, who today are each involved
in Mr. Karapetyan's businesses.

In 1992, the Karapetyan family moved to
the city of Kaluga in Russia. Opportunities
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were limited in Armenia at that time, not least
due to the ongoing conflict with Azerbaijan.
As a result, thousands of Armenians moved
to Russia in search of stable jobs and busi-
ness opportunities. Mr. Karapetyan chose
Kaluga principally because of the growing
numbers of Armenians living in the provincial
city.

However, before Mr. Karapetyan left Arme-
nia, he was responsible for a major change
in the life of his hometown. He played a key
role in restoring the historic name of Tashir,
replacing the Soviet era name of Kalinino.®
This is another indication of Mr. Karapetyan's
deep interest in the region where he was born,
and which continues to this day.

Once in Kaluga, Mr Karapetyan started
to develop his business interests in the city.
In 1997, he became president of 0JSC Kalu-
gaglavsnab, a logistics company, which later
became a key part of the Tashir Group.'®
Founded in 1999, the Tashir Group grew
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into the huge corporate structure it is today,
operating in the fields of construction, real
estate, retail, energy, hotels and restaurants.
The group companies employ over 45,000
employees, including many in Armenia, where
Mr. Karapetyan has actively sought to encour-
age economic development.’’

BUSINESS IN ARMENIA

Although Mr. Karapetyan joined the steady
flow of Armenians moving to Russia, he never
forgot his roots in Armenia and remained in
close contact with his motherland. In 2015,
the Tashir Group acquired 100% of the shares
of Electrical Networks of Armenia, a national
company engaged in the regulated distribu-
tion and sale of electricity.” Mr. Karapetyan
and his family invested significant sums
into the company — around $700 million by
some measures — to update the technology
and infrastructure, ensuring safe and secure
power distribution across Armenia. When the
Tashir Group acquired the company, it was
close to bankruptcy. Today, the company
employs around 7000 Armenians, and it
enjoys a credit rating higher than the Republic
of Armenia. Significant improvements have
been made to the physical infrastructure of
Armenia’s grid system to ensure minimal elec-
tricity loss, thereby safeguarding Armenia’s
energy security. In 2021, the Tashir Group
also committed to a five-year investment plan
to further upgrade and modernise the energy
network to create new industrial capacity.™

Mr. Karapetyan and his family have also
invested in or established businesses across
Armenia, employing around 15,000 people.
They have made sure that economic oppor-
tunities are not just limited to the capital city,
but that they are spread across the regions.
For example, the Karapetyan family opened
Tashir Pizza, a chain of pizza restaurants,
which operate in over 30 locations across
the country. These outlets offer job oppor-
tunities and serve food at affordable prices.
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In turn, the pizza business supports an array
of local industries, including dairy production
and agriculture.?®

Meanwhile, Mr. Karapetyan's decision to
purchase and renovate the circus in Yerevan
is indicative of his desire to provide cultural
and entertainment opportunities for Arme-
nians. This project came at a personal cost
of over $10 million. The purpose was to
provide Armenian children with an entertain-
ment facility that many of their parents had
enjoyed, but which had fallen into disrepair
following the Soviet collapse. He has made
this significant investment in the circus, even
though he is aware that the operating costs
mean that it will likely operate at a loss.”!

Mr. Karapetyan takes his responsibilities
in Armenia seriously, and he currently serves
as President of the Armenian Businessmen
Association, an organisation he helped found
in 2019 with the aim of developing connec-
tions between Armenian entrepreneurs and
the global business community.?? In recent
years, the Armenian Businessmen Associ-
ation has made direct investments into a
range of businesses and start-ups in Arme-
nia, revealing the continued commitment of
Mr. Karapetyan to his motherland.?

Even more significant than Mr. Karapet-
yan's business activities are the wide range of
charitable and philanthropic endeavours that
he has undertaken. Carried out largely through
his Tashir Charitable Foundation, these activ-
ities focus on social, religious and economic
developmentin Armenia. This includes funding
the construction of children’s nurseries in the
towns of ljevan, Spitak and Alaverdi.?* In 2020,
he donated $300,000 to the Hayastan All Arme-
nian Fund for Financial Assistance to Healthcare
Workers, an organisation that helps provide
financial support to medical professionals.z

Significantly, he has helped to look after
the needs of Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh
before and after the Second Nagorno-Karab-
akh War. For example, he invested $22 million
in the construction of a new medical centrein
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Stepanakert, which opened in 2013. It brought
aworld-class facility to the region, capable of
caring for over 130 patients at any one time.?
Following the 2020 war, he made significant
donations to support those forced to leave
the region.?” He also arranged for housing in
Tashir to cover the needs of 1500 refugees
following the ethnic cleansing of 2023.28
This is just a snapshot of the good that
Mr. Karapetyan has done for Armenia, and
which has made him highly respected in
Armenia and in the diaspora today.

DEFENDER OF THE CHURCH

Mr. Karapetyan’s decision to fund the con-
struction of the church in Tashir in 1995
provides an early glimpse of his care for
the AAHC. Since then, he has been involved
in countless restoration and construction
projects of AAHC churches in Armenia
and Nagorno-Karabakh, many of which are
documented on the website of his charita-
ble foundation. For example, he funded the
restoration of a seventh-century monastic
complexinthe village of Ardvi in Lori region.?
His charitable fund has also been responsible
for the restoration of Armenian churches in
Beirut and Jerusalem, and elsewhere in dias-
pora communities abroad.

For such charitable works, the Church
awarded Mr. Karapetyan the Order of Saint
Gregory the llluminator in 2013. When
speaking about his philanthropic efforts at
the award ceremony, he observed: “that is
what | believe is the main objective of any
patronage — to maintain and to expand our
traditional values, our love for historical and
spiritual relics, and our desire to become part
of our future development”.®® Mr. Karapetyan
is not interested in wasting his wealth on frip-
peries, but is keen to help incubate and instill
Armenian traditions and spiritual values in
Armenia and abroad.

Mr. Karapetyan has continued to donate
vast sums to the preservation of the AAHC
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and its historic churches. Significantly, his
family donated around $30 million to the ren-
ovation of Etchmiadzin Cathedral — the most
sacred site of the AAHC - and the construc-
tion of a concert hall and chapel at the Holy
Etchmiadzin monastic complex.®! For this,
Mr. Karapetyan and his wife were awarded,
respectively, the high honour of “Holy Etchmi-
adzin” and “Daughter of Etchmiadzin” during
the re-consecration of the cathedral in Sep-
tember 202432

That same month, Mr. Karapetyan
attended the Blessing of the Holy Muron —
anointing oil used in religious rites by the
Church - at Etchmiadzin. This is a national
event, which occurs only once every seven
years. It was attended by “representatives of
the Hierarchical Sees, bishops serving in the
Mother See, diocesan Primates of the Arme-
nian Church, diocesan delegations, members
of the Supreme Spiritual Council, members of
the RA National Assembly, members of the
RA government, statesmen, national benefac-
tors, cultural, scientific, public and political
figures. As well as thousands of Armenian
pilgrims from Armenia and Diaspora.”?

During the ceremony, Mr. Karapetyan was
named Godfather of the Blessing of the Holy
Muron, in view of his significant support for
the Church and Armenia. In his sermon, His
Holiness Catholicos Karekin Il gave his appre-
ciation to the Armenian philanthropist:

We express our high appreciation to
the national benefactor, Mr. Samvel
Karapetyan, who has taken up the role
of godfather for the Blessing of the
Holy Muron and has made significant
contributions toward the prosperity of
our nation and homeland, as well as to
the enlightenment of the Mother See
of Holy Etchmiadzin. May God’s abun-
dant blessings and heavenly gifts bring
renewed success, our dear benefactor,
Mr. Karapetyan, to you and your pious
family.®*
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This distinction is reserved for individu-
als who demonstrate devotion both to their
nation and to the Church, and it is indicative
of Mr. Karapetyan's support and reverence
for Armenia and the AAHC. Yet less than
a year later after this award, this support

and reverence cost Mr. Karapetyan his lib-
erty. On 18 June 2025, Mr. Karapetyan was
arrested for allegedly making public calls for
the overthrow of the government, an entirely
baseless claim that has shocked Armenian
society.
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Section Two

THE ARMENIAN

APOSTOLIC HOLY CHURCH:
ITS RELIGIOUS, HISTORICAL
AND CONSTITUTIONAL SIGNIFICANCE

he previous section detailed Samvel

Karapetyan's support and reverence
for the AAHC, as well as his broader com-
mitment to Armenia. As this White Paper
documents, it was his decision to speak out
in defence of the Church that resulted in his
arrest and detention. To understand why he
felt compelled to speak out, it is essential
to understand the significance of the AAHC
as a religious institution and its role within
Armenian society.

Historically, the AAHC has acted as a
source of unity to the Armenian people,
something that Mr. Karapetyan has rightly
sought to defend. An attack on the AAHC and
its spiritual leader, the Catholicos, is an attack
on a religious institution that has stood by
the Armenian people during their long and
painful history, and which is a key component
of Armenian identity.

This section begins by presenting key
information on the AAHC, including its leader-
ship, organisation, and a brief history. It then
details the AAHC's constitutionally mandated
position in society, which is being violated
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systematically by Nikol Pashinyan. For a
more comprehensive history of the AAHC
and its role, please consult Appendix Two of
this White Paper.

THE ARMENIAN
APOSTOLIC HOLY CHURCH

For 1700 years of continuous existence — a
legacy unmatched by any secular institution
in Armenia — the AAHC has been instrumen-
tal in safeguarding the Armenian people’s
national, religious, and cultural identity.
During times of strife, tragedy and chaos, the
Church has remained a constant presence,
unifying Armenians at home and abroad, with
the figure of the Catholicos acting as spiritual
guide.

Historians and sociologists have
observed that a mutually reinforcing relation-
ship between church and national identity
frequently arises in contexts where the nation
has experienced domination by imperial pow-
ers.®® This helps to explain why the Church
is so prominent in a country that suffered
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subjugation by the Persian, Ottoman, and
Soviet empires.?¢ As Giovanni Guaita notes:

over the 1700 years of its existence, [the
Church] has not only been a source of
nourishment for Armenian culture, but
also a force that has protected and
defended [Armenia] from disasters
throughout history. By opening the way
to salvation for the people and guiding
them, the Armenian Church fulfils its
main ministry [...]. Along with this, it is
also the guardian of Armenia'’s spiritual
heritage and cultural wealth.?”

Itis therefore not surprising that the AAHC
was recently ranked as the most trusted
institution in Armenia. According to a poll
produced by Caucasus Barometer in 2024,
79.4% of the population expressed trust in
the AAHC. By comparison, just 27.8% of the
population reported trust in the government.*

The AAHC has the distinction of being the
oldest national church in the world, tracing
its roots to the first century AD, when tradi-
tion dictates that Christianity was introduced
to Armenia by the apostles St. Thaddeus
and St. Bartholomew. The Christianisation
of Armenia as a nation took place in 301.%°
The AAHC is neither part of the Catholic or
Orthodox communions, and instead belongs
to the Oriental Orthodox tradition, a family
of churches that are known as “pre-Chalce-
donian.”® Importantly, the Church asserts
its apostolic character as both direct and
autocephalous, signifying that it maintains
independence from the mediating authority
of any other church.

The Catholicos is the spiritual head of
the AAHC, currently His Holiness Karekin
II. According to Yuri Rost, the renowned
journalist and photographer who has spent
extensive time in Armenia, the Catholicos:

fulfils the role of father to this nation
scattered throughout the world, uniting
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people through his unlimited authority
- not only defender of the faith, but also
of the soul of the nation. Armenians
trust him alone to intercede with God,
to pray for them, to take upon himself
their woes and rekindle their hopes.*

However, the office of the Catholicos has
experienced times of great trial, such as the
1930s, when the Soviet authorities unleashed
a great wave of anti-clericalism. Catholicos
Khoren | was almost certainly killed at the
hands of the NKVD in Yerevan-Kentron prison
in 1938.%2 Yet, the strength of the Church’s
history and religious tradition meant that
it managed to stand its ground and resist
state-enforced secularisation, with a steady
renaissance beginning during World War II.

Since Armenian independence, a succes-
sion of able leaders, each with their own skills
and attributes, have steered the Church back
to its prominent position, aided by the support
of the Armenian people. As the World Coun-
cil of Churches has observed, “the Apostolic
Church, under the energetic and visionary
leadership of Catholicos Karekin | and his
youthful successor Karekin Il, has developed
in remarkable ways. Churches have been built
and restored, seminaries opened, and a new
generation of clergy is completing training.”*3

The formal title of the Catholicos is
Supreme Patriarch and Catholicos of All
Armenians. The use of the word “All” in this
title is significant, since it indicates the role of
the Catholicos as a unifier, bringing together
Armenians regardless of their class and posi-
tionin society, even their faith. The Catholicos
is elected for life by the National Ecclesias-
tical Assembly, a body that involves lay and
clerical participation, giving the election pro-
cess a democratic flavour.*

The Catholicosate of Karekin Il is based
in Etchmiadzin, an ancient religious complex
located in the city of Vagharshapat.*> Etch-
miadzin Cathedral is the central temple of
the AAHC and is one of the world’s oldest
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Christian places of worship. Due to its reli-
gious, cultural, and historical significance, the
Cathedral and historical temples of Etchmi-
adzin were included in the UNESCO World
Heritage List in 2000.4¢ Today, Etchmiadzin is
a busy complex, with Armenians of all ages,
from home and abroad, visiting to worship
and venerate this vital symbol of their reli-
gious and national identity.

The AAHC comprises twelve dioceses
in the Republic of Armenia, in addition to the
Diocese of Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh), ter-
ritory thatis now held by Azerbaijan following
the Second Karabakh War (see Section Three
of this White Paper). According to the 2022
census, 97.5% of the Armenian population
claims membership in the AAHC, and the
Church has around three hundred functioning
places of worship for a population of around
3 million citizens.#” A public opinion survey
published by the International Republican
Institute in June 2025 revealed that that 58%
of Armenians are “satisfied” with the work of
the AAHC, a figure that has increased from
48% since September 2024. By comparison,
59% of Armenians are dissatisfied with the
work of the Prime Minister’s office, a figure
that has increased from 50% since Septem-
ber 2024.48

The AAHC also operates dioceses abroad
to serve the needs of Armenians abroad. As
Yulia Antonyan, Professor of Cultural Studies
at Yerevan State University, has noted, “reli-
gion and the Church have always been central
to the maintenance of national identity for
Armenians of the diaspora.”*® One way the
Church does this is to offer language courses
to parishioners, which is a key component to
keeping the Armenian identity alive.

CHURCH, RELIGION AND
THE CONSTITUTION OF ARMENIA

While the Church is widely accepted as a
receptacle for Armenian national identity
and aspirations, it has historically remained
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separate from the state. As Giovanni Guaita
observes:

the Armenian Church as a whole has
remained immune to the two opposing
temptations to which Rome and Con-
stantinople have often succumbed: it did
not assume secular power, but neither
did it allow itself to be subjugated by it.*

According to Felix Corley, a historian of
the Church in the Soviet and post-Soviet eras,
after Armenia gained independence from the
Soviet Union, “most major Armenian politi-
cal parties supported granting a leading role
in the country’s public life to the Armenian
Apostolic Church”.5" Separation of church
from state was embedded in the new consti-
tution, and the special position of the AAHC
as a national church was recognised. Karekin
[, the Catholicos of All Armenians from 1994
to 1999, helped describe the relationship
between the AAHC and the secular state:

the current leaders of our country,
knowing how the Soviet state sought
to manipulate the Church, are trying
not to repeat these mistakes, since
the merger of the Church and the state
does not serve the interests of either
side. The Armenian state was formed
as a secular state. However, coop-
eration between the Church and the
state is necessary. The Church must
be included in the national life of the
country.5?

The 2015 Armenian Constitution formally
established Karekin I's position in law. Arti-
cle 17.1 of the Constitution provides a right
to the freedom of religion, while Article 17.2
states that “religious organisations shall be
separate from the State.”>* Meanwhile, Article
18.1 recognises and safeguards the unique
position the AAHC occupies in Armenian
society, stating:
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The Republic of Armenia shall rec-
ognise the exclusive mission of the
Armenian Apostolic Holy Church, as
a national church, in the spiritual life
of the Armenian people, in the devel-
opment of their national culture and
preservation of their national identity.

This provision reflects Karekin I's call for
the Church to be part of the nation’s public
life.

The Law of the Republic of Armenia on
the Freedom of Conscience and on Religious
Organisations provides further rights and
protections.’* Article 17 of this law reiter-
ates the separation of Church from state. It
also provides further safeguards, including a
prohibition on government “interference with
the law-abiding activities and internal life of
the Church and religious organisations” and
a further prohibition on “the activities of any
governmental body or person performing its
assignments in the structure of churches and
religious organisations.”

The Law of the Republic of Armenia Regard-
ing the Relationship between the Republic of
Armenia and the Apostolic Armenian Holy
Church provides further detail on the special
position and unique mission of the Church.5®

Article 2.1 states that the “Republic of Armenia
recognizes the Armenian Apostolic Church as
anational church with the center of the Mother
See of Holy Etchmiadzin, [...] and its unique
mission in the spiritual life of the Armenian
people, the development of its national culture,
and the preservation of its national identity.”
Significantly, Article 2.2 provides that the
“Republic of Armenia recognizes the self-gov-
ernment of the Armenian Apostolic Church
within the scope of the sacred authority of the
clergy.” Further guidance on the importance of
the AAHC to the Armenian state is provided in
Article 5, which provides that “the historical,
spiritual, cultural, and documentary heritage of
the Armenian Apostolic Church is an impor-
tant and inseparable part of the foundation of
national identity.” To help facilitate this role,
the AAHC is accorded with the right to teach
a “History of the Church” course in public
schools under Article 8 of this law.

As detailed in the subsequent sections of
this White Paper, Nikol Pashinyan’s actions
against the AAHC and Catholicos have con-
travened these constitutional provisions by
undermining the Church’s autonomous and
independent status. They have also violated
Armenia’s international treaty commitments
guaranteeing the freedom of religion or belief.
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Section Three

NIKOL PASHINYAN:

FROM DEMOCRATIC HOPE
TO AUTHORITARIAN RULE

ikol Pashinyan'’s attacks on the AAHC and

Catholicos Karekin Il, and the arrest and
detention of Samvel Karapetyan, are inextrica-
bly linked to the political failures and growing
authoritarianism of the Prime Minister's admin-
istration. As Vartan Oskanian, Armenia’s former
foreign minister, has observed:

Nikol Pashinyan’s tenure as Armenia’s
leader has been nothing short of a
national catastrophe. Over six years,
his reckless incompetence and polit-
ical short-sightedness have turned a
proud nation into a humiliated shadow
of itself. Under his watch, Armenia has
suffered its most devastating defeat
in modern history—the complete loss
of Nagorno-Karabakh, the displace-
ment of its Armenian population, and
the deaths of thousands. This is not
just a story of battlefield failure but of
a leader whose arrogance, ignorance,
and refusal to heed sound advice have
driven the country into an abyss.%®

The Prime Minister’s standing has
been seriously damaged by these failures.
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According to a Gallup International poll, only
13% of Armenians express support for Pash-
inyan. Meanwhile, 32.5% would prefer not to
vote at all than vote for the Prime Minister’s
Civil Contract Party (14.4%).%

The AAHC initsrole as guardian of national
culture and identity has sought to defend the
rights and heritage of Nagorno-Karabakh
Armenians, calling on the Prime Minister
to resign or course correct. Yet, as Hovsep
Kanadyan, a researcher at the Caucasus
Research Resource Center, has observed,
“Pashinyan, with no prior diplomatic training
and interest in foreign policy, is known for his
emotional and fiery speeches, which often
containinsults, outbursts of anger, threats.”®
This is a deeply stubborn and unfit leader, who
is incapable of rectifying his egregious errors.

To paper over these failures, Pashinyan
is seeking to amend the constitution. At the
same time, he has presided over a series of
political prosecutions, aimed at silencing
critics and to shore up his rule. His attacks
on the Catholicos and the arrest of Samvel
Karapetyan, both of whom have raised legit-
imate criticisms, are merely the latest stage
in this project.
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While this White Paper is not the place to
litigate the rights and wrongs of the conflict
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, a review of
Nikol Pashinyan’s military and policy failures,
as well as his renowned propensity for reck-
lessness, provides vital context to explain the
public interventions of the Catholicos and the
Church. This section documents key political
events in Armenia since 2018, culminating
in the efforts of Nikol Pashinyan to institute
the “Real Armenia” project — a campaign to
change the country’s constitution and to rede-
fine the national concept of Armenia to offset
his strategic failures. The section then docu-
ments the lack of judicial independence, which
has only encouraged the widespread use of
politically motivated prosecutions during the
Prime Minister’s term in office. Such abusive
prosecutions are now being used to persecute
and minimise the influence of the Church and
Samvel Karapetyan.

THE REVOLUTION OF 2018

Nikol Pashinyan assumed office in 2018 fol-
lowing a non-violent ‘velvet’ revolution and
was elected Prime Minister on 8 May 2018.
% However, even prior to his election those
closest to him raised concerns about his abil-
ity to lead. His own father called into doubt
his son’s suitability, stating in an interview in
April 2018, “as a father, | would advise putting
forward more intelligent and wise candidates;
there are many intelligent, educated people
among our people.”s® By 2020, Pashinyan sen-
ior's observations proved highly prescient, as
his son’s strategic errors and authoritarian
leadership began to show.

Pashinyan and his Civil Contract Party
were elected on a platform to democratise
Armenia, to improve the economic situation
and to combat corruption.®’ On the last point,
they appeared to have had some initial suc-
cess. Transparency International reported
that “in the two years following the 2018
Velvet Revolution, Armenia (47) experienced
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significant democratic and anti-corruption
reforms.” However, the report also noted that
“progress against corruption has stalled, pri-
marily due to the limited implementation of
these new measures.”® This was reflected in
the changes of the Corruption Perceptions
Index (CPI) score. In 2018, Armenia scored
a CPI of 35 (with 0 being “highly corrupt” and
100 being “highly clean”). Although this figure
had improved to 49 by 2020, it dipped to 47
in 2023, where it remains today.®

The Pashinyan administration under-
stood the significance of Nagorno-Karabakh
to Armenians at home and abroad. A brutal
conflict had been fought with Azerbaijan over
the territory and the rights of the local popu-
lace between 1988 and 1994, with Armenia
taking full control. The territory holds cultural
and symbolic significance that extends far
beyond its geographic boundaries. “For
Armenians,” according to Thomas de Waal,
aleading expert on the conflict, “Karabakh is
the last outpost of their Christian civilisation
and a historic haven of Armenian princes and
bishops.”%

During the revolutionary momentin 2018,
Pashinyan declared before his supporters at
amass rally, “long live the Nagorno-Karabakh
Republic which should become an insepa-
rable part of the Republic of Armenia!”® He
repeated this call a year later in August 2019
during a visit to Stepanakert, the capital of
the territory, declaring “Artsakh is Armenia,
the end”, before leading the crowd in chants
of “miatsum” (unification).®® This rash state-
ment, which was criticised by international
mediators, overturned the position of pre-
vious governmental administrations, which
upheld the principle of self-determination for
the people of Nagorno-Karabakh. There is a
widespread perception that by openly declar-
ing Nagorno-Karabakh belonged to Armenia,
Pashinyan helped to prepare the way for war
with Azerbaijan.*’

After his election, Pashinyan moved
quickly to label his opponents as so-called
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“blacks”, while positioning his movement and
its supporters as “whites”. This binary fram-
ing only served to polarise society at time of
great political change in Armenia.®® It also
served to encourage Pashinyan to attack
his opponents in ways that tested Armenia’s
constitution. For example, in May 2019, he
called on supporters to block access to court
buildings to protest the decision to release
Robert Kocharyan, the former President of
Armenia, on bail. This shocking interference
with Armenia’s judicial branch was criticised
by a delegation of members of the European
Parliament. It also resulted in the resignation
of the Head of Armenia’s Supreme Judicial
Council in protest at Pashinyan’s behaviour.®

Even in the early stages of Pashinyan’s
rule, there were worrying signs of megalo-
mania and messianism, which proved to be
his undoing. As Arman Grigoryan, a leading
expert on the region, has noted, “successful
revolutionary leaders become overconfident
in their views and decisions. They often
become cult figures in the eyes of their fol-
lowers and begin to believe in their messianic
missions and mystical abilities.””° In Pashin-
yan's case, he frequently compared himself
to Jesus Christ, stating during a speech in
February 2019:

just as Jesus Christ said to the par-
alytic: Get up and walk...and I, today,
reserve the right, as the Prime Minis-
ter of the Republic of Armenia, as the
Prime Minister elected by the free will of
the people...to tell the Armenian people:
Get up and walk, you are not paralytic.”!

The following November he made another
speech that compared himself to Christ:

we preach love, we are in the church,
I myself, like our Lord Jesus Christ,
preached love, but when the time
came, he entered the temple area and
overturned the tables, saying that you
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have turned this temple of holiness
into a place of trade and prostitution.
Even Jesus Christ entered the temple
and overturned those tables where the
sacred things were being desecrated.”?

This was a foretaste and justification
of his future attacks on the Church, which
bear no resemblance to Christ’s establish-
ment of the new covenant documented in
the Gospels.

THE 2020 WAR WITH AZERBAIJAN

Maintaining the independence of
Nagorno-Karabakh was always going to
require careful and sustained diplomacy, as
well as a well-developed and fully funded mil-
itary strategy. However, it was soon apparent
that Pashinyan'’s recklessness would under-
mine any chance of stopping Azerbaijan in its
tracks. Grigoryan argues that the Prime Minis-
ter's recklessness was not a bug but a feature
of his rule, stemming from his revolutionary
rise to power. As Grigoryan observes, “revolu-
tions[...] are mechanisms of adverse selection,
favouring individuals who are systematically
inclined towards recklessness.””® During the
2019 rally in Stepanakert, the Prime Minister
asserted that “realistic plans are not interest-
ing to us anymore. That, which is possible to
accomplish is not interesting to us. We are
only interested in accomplishing things that
everybody thinks are impossible to accom-
plish.””4 This thoughtless bellicosity was put
to test the next year, with devastating results.

On 27 September 2020, Azerbaijan
launched its offensive against Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, following earlier border clashes in July
that year. Armenia imposed martial law and
mobilized its forces.”® The geopolitical equi-
librium that had long prevailed around the
conflict had frayed, with Tirkiye no longer
acting as a restraining force on Azerbai-
jan. What ensued can only be described as
“both a humanitarian catastrophe and a great
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international failure”.”® The conflict lasted
until the night of November 9-10 2020. As
Laurence Broers notes, “as many as 7,000
were killed in action on all sides.” In addition,
170 civilians were killed, and “some 130,000
were displaced from their homes, the majority
of them Armenians in Nagorny Karabakh."”
30,000 were displaced semi-permanently,
and Azerbaijan won back control of the ter-
ritory that it had lost during the First Karabakh
War and captured roughly a third of Armeni-
an-inhabited Karabakh.”®

While Azerbaijan’s success was due in
no small part to its rearmament since 1994,
funded by the spoils of the oil boom in the
Caspian Sea, Pashinyan’s leadership was
also to blame. As Thomas de Waal observes,
Pashinyan “was an unwilling—and ineffec-
tive—war leader in 2020".”° Armen Grigoryan
provides a more detailed critique:

The available evidence reveals Pash-
inyan’'s propensity to tolerate extreme
risks. He ignored the warnings about
a looming war with possible Turkish
involvement and transparent signals
that Russia might not come to the
rescue. Indeed, he deepened the crisis
with celebrations following the border
incident in July 2020, with a statement
about the Sevres Treaty and the deci-
sion to extend official support to an
anti-Turkish coalition in the Eastern
Mediterranean. He then kept refusing
to sue for peace after his general staff
informed him on the third day of war
that continuing the fight was futile, then
after Russia offered to mediate a cease-
fire on October 19, 2020.8°

Indeed, the Prime Minister's stubborn
and reckless attitude was on full display
even prior to the outbreak of the war, when
he asserted that “only the readiness to be
wrong is what gives you the determination
to move forward.”®"
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THE LOSS OF
NAGORNO-KARABAKH IN 2023

Despite the agreement of a ceasefire fol-
lowing the 2020 war, Azerbaijan continued
to launch military offences, including attacks
on several locations inside Armenian territory
in September 2022.82 Later, on 19 Septem-
ber 2023, Azerbaijani forces launched a
fresh military operation in Nagorno-Karab-
akh. This prompted a mass exodus of more
than 100,000 ethnic Armenians. Within 24
hours, the authorities in Nagorno-Karab-
akh gave in, after which the government of
Azerbaijan established full control over the
territory. Russian peacekeepers, present in
the region since 2020, did not intervene, but
later assisted in facilitating a cease-fire. This
event concluded approximately 30 years of
Nagorno-Karabakh’s de facto independence.®
Critically, international organisations, includ-
ing the European Parliament, Freedom House
and others, confirmed the mass exodus of
Armenians was ethnic cleansing.®* Since
the exodus, credible evidence has emerged
of Azerbaijan engaging in the destruction
of Armenian cultural and religious heritage
in Nagorno-Karabakh in an effort to wipe
every trace of an Armenian presence in the
territory.

The humanitarian consequences and psy-
chological effects experienced by Armenians
as a result of the loss of Nagorno-Karabakh
should not be underestimated. As a report
published by the World Council of Churches
observed, “the Armenian genocide (1915-
1917) remains a very present reality in the
minds of all Armenians. Many view the
latest developments in Nagorno-Karabakh
as threatening a renewal of genocide against
the Armenians of that territory, and potentially
of Armenia itself."8

To underscore the importance of the
issue, 87.5% of respondents to a recent poll
agreed with the statement that “the loss of
Artsakh is temporary, we must strengthen
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our army and bring back what was lost."®’
However, as the European Centre for Law and
Justice observes, “despite opposition from
the Church, the diaspora, and a segment of
the population, Pashinyan is determined to
end Armenia’s isolation—even at the cost of
national humiliation.”®

Furthermore, it is now known that inter-
national mediators presented Pashinyan
with a peace plan in 2019. Among the vari-
ous proposals, this plan upheld the Karabakh
Armenians’ right to self-determination. For
years, Pashinyan denied that such a plan was
on the negotiating table, butin 2025, he finally
admitted that he had seen and rejected it,
thereby confirming he had ignored a poten-
tial path to peace, which critics consider a
lost opportunity to avert the ensuing war and
ethnic cleansing of Nagorno-Karabakh.®

THE “REAL ARMENIA” PROJECT

Following the loss of Nagorno-Karabakh,
peace talks began between Armenia and
Azerbaijan to find an acceptable settlement
over the disputed territory. As a precondition
to peace, President Ilham Aliyev of Azerbai-
jan asserted that Armenia must amend its
constitution to remove references to what
he believed were territorial claims over
Nagorno-Karabakh. This provoked a storm of
public protest, with politicians asserting that
Nikol Pashinyan was bartering away Arme-
nia's sovereignty by bowing to Azerbaijan’s
terms. Gegham Manukian, a parliamentary
deputy from the main opposition Hayastan
alliance, claimed that Aliyev’s request indi-
cated that Pashinyan had promised to make
the necessary changes to the constitution.
“Once again it became clear”, Manukian
asserted, “that Nikol Pashinyan was lying
and deceiving his own people when he
claimed that he wants to change the con-
stitution for the sake of Armenia.”*® Recent
polling by Gallup International reveals that
80.3% of the Armenian public are opposed
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to a constitutional change as demanded by
Azerbaijan.”

Pashinyan has persisted with his plan to
change the constitution. In January 2025,
he launched a project called “Real Armenia.”
This project, which demands an ideological
transformation of Armenia, forms part of
a strategy identified by independent media
of “avoiding direct responsibility for defeat
while reframing its consequences as an
opportunity [..]. It is a textbook post-truth
tactic: acknowledging facts in a narrow
sense while altering their meaning for the
public”.? In short, the Prime Minister seeks to
differentiate between what he terms as “real”
Armenia and “historic” Armenia.*® He aims
to restrict what is understood by Armenia to
the present geographical boundaries of the
republic, thereby delegitimising the impor-
tance of Nagorno-Karabakh to the Armenian
people.®* From rashly stating that “Artsakh
is Armenia,” Pashinyan now began to assert
that “we should not continue the Karabakh
movement,” arguing that the Karabakh move-
ment had contributed to what he describes
as “the failure of Armenia’s statehood.”*> At
the same time, the “Real Armenia” project
also seeks to undermine symbols of national
identity, including the highly potent image of
Ararat.

To date, no new constitution has been
forthcoming, although Armenia’s Minister of
Justice, Srbuhi Galyan, has announced that
the text of the new constitution will be final-
ised prior to the elections in June 2026.%
Meanwhile, the Civil Contract party issued a
declaration during its congress on 20 Septem-
ber 2025, asserting that the party intends to
form a “fourth republic” if it is re-elected next
year. According to the declaration, this new
republic will be established by the new con-
stitution and based on the principles of “Real
Armenia” promoted by the Prime Minister.?’

According to his critics, Pashinyan’s goal
with the “Real Armenia” project “is to rewrite
history in such a way as to absolve himself
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of criticism of the way he lost the country’s
war with Azerbaijan in 2020."°8 There are also
credible fears that Pashinyan will use consti-
tutional reform to further diminish the role of
the AAHC and limit the influence of the dias-
pora — two of the main sources of criticism of
the Prime Minister. The “Real Armenia” project
could therefore serve as a vehicle for altering
Armenia’s constitutional framework in ways
that erode the country’s traditional founda-
tions and established legal order, which the
AAHC and Samvel Karapetyan seek to stop.

JUDICIAL INDEPENDENCE
AND ABUSIVE PROSECUTIONS

In addition to these political developments,
the Prime Minister presides over a judicial
system that is being weaponised against
critics of his administration. There are legiti-
mate concerns about judicial independence
in Armenia and the use of arbitrary pre-trial
detention as a routine method of intimidation
in politically motivated prosecutions. These
issues raise very serious questions about the
arrest and detention of Samvel Karapetyan,
which appears to fit this well-established
pattern of abusive prosecutions — although
as documented later in this White Paper, his
case stands out especially for the lack of any
serious evidence, and the repeated filing of
spurious charges against him that have no
realistic prospect of conviction.

The lack of judicial independence and
concerns about court rulings in Armenia has
received widespread attention from inter-
national organisations. As Freedom House
observed in its 2025 report on Armenia, “the
courts face systemic political influence, and
judicial institutions are undermined by cor-
ruption. Judges reportedly feel pressure to
work with prosecutors to convict defendants,
and acquittal rates are extremely low."°

These issues are compounded by con-
cerns about judicial appointments. The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
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and Development (OECD) has observed that
the selection of judges in Armenia is rarely
merit based, opening the way for systemic
abuse and bias in trials. In a recent report,
the OECD raised specific concerns about the
Supreme Judicial Council (SJC) of Armenia,
the body that is ostensibly responsible for
judicial appointments and discipline. The
OECD observed:

the recent resignation of [the SJC's]
chairperson has sparked concerns
about executive interference and its
independence. The President and Par-
liament have continued to influence
judicial appointments and promotions.
The Council's recommendations lack
justification, raising concerns about
the merit-based selection of judges.
No changes have been introduced to
the appointment of court presidents,
who continue to be elected by political
decision-making bodies based on the
SJC's proposals.'®

Such criticisms are reflected in a 2023
report issued by the World Bank that doc-
uments failings of the judicial process in
Armenia:

an overall inefficient management
and institutional setup that does not
favor full independence and impartial-
ity of the judiciary, and an excessive
workload of judges that impacts jus-
tice efficiency, affecting the quality of
judicial decisions and often leading to
protracted trials. Other shortcomings
include lack of uniform interpretation
of laws, lack of proper justification of
judicial decisions.’

Further criticisms of Armenia’s lack of
judicialindependence are contained inreports
and resolutions issued by the Parliamentary
Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE),

October 2025



which has called on Armenia to strengthen its
commitment to an independent judiciary.'?

Alongside these criticisms about the
appointment and work of judges in Armenia,
there are also legitimate concerns about the
use of arbitrary pre-trial detention prior to sen-
tencing, particularly in political prosecutions.
Although the administration of Pashinyan
initiated reforms of the Criminal Procedure
Codein 2022, which introduced house arrest
as a preventative measure, pre-trial detention
remains widely used by courts, notwithstand-
ing Pashinyan’s public statements about the
importance of the use of house arrest or
other non-custodial measures.'®

Inits 2023 country report on Armenia, the
US Department of State observed that:

According to human rights lawyers,
the frequent use of pretrial detention
forced suspects to bear the burden of
proof to demonstrate they did not pres-
ent a flight risk or would not hamper
an investigation. Lawyers said court
detention decisions were unpredicta-
ble, with different restrictions placed on
defendants in similar circumstances.
According to prison monitors and
human rights lawyers, excessive and
in their view often unjustified pretrial
detention was applied, despite gov-
ernment efforts to increase the use of
alternatives to detention as part of the
government’s penal reform.
According to official statistics, in 2022,
only 25 percent of bail requests were
granted, while courts granted 70 per-
cent of government detention requests.

In politically motivated cases, pre-trial
detention is routinely ordered with little to
no regard paid to other, less intrusive pre-trial
measures, in direct contravention of Arme-
nian law.’®* As noted by Human Rights Watch
when assessing the use of pre-trial detention,
“prosecutors often simply list the reasons
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established in Armenian law for denying bail,
including flight risk and possible hindrance
of the investigation, without showing that
the grounds are justifiably applicable to the
suspect."1%

The ultimate failure or success of the
prosecution is a secondary concern, as
pre-trial detention can serve as a sufficient
punishment to silence an individual. This ena-
bles the authorities to pursue prosecution of
individuals based on unsubstantiated alle-
gations, since they can confidently assume
that they will at least secure the statutory
maximum of two months of pre-trial deten-
tion. This is exactly what has happened in the
case of Samvel Karapetyan, as documented
in Section Five of this White Paper.

It is against this backdrop of concerns
about judicial independence and court rul-
ings that the Prime Minister has presided
over numerous cases that appear to be polit-
ically motivated. Historically, the government
of Armenia has used abusive prosecutions
against its opponents as a means of achiev-
ing its political goals. Many had hoped that
Nikol Pashinyan would end this practice
on entering political office. Indeed, he was
himself jailed as a political prisoner in 2009
for his role in demonstrations the previous
year."% However, rather than learning from
his ordeal, he presides over a system that
employs the same methods against critics
and enemies, perceived or real.

Pashinyan’s weaponisation of the legal
system reveals that the illegal harassment of
Samvel Karapetyan is not an isolated case.
Instead, it reflects a broader established strat-
egy of legal warfare as a means of stymieing
political opposition and legitimate criticism.
The following cases provide just a snap-
shot of the political prosecutions that have
occurred under Pashinyan’s rule. Although
these cases are completely unconnected to
Mr. Karapetyan's case, they indicate a pattern
that shows how the law is being weaponised
in Armenia.
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Avetik Chalabyan, a former McKinsey
& Company senior partner and well-known
political activist, was charged in May 2022
under Paragraph 2 of Part 3 of Article 163 of
the Criminal Code. This provision prohibits
“offering, promising or giving a voter, can-
didate or representative of a candidate or
political party an advantage or compensation
not provided in law, in order to influence their
will in elections.”

The prosecution alleged that Chalabyan
had offered the head of the student council
of the Armenian National Agrarian University
2 million drams ($4,800) for 2,000 students
to attend rallies calling for the government'’s
resignation in May 2022. These accusations
were based on leaked audio fragments,
posted on pro-government websites. Chal-
abyan denied the claims.™’

Lawyers acting for Chalabyan demanded
the release of the full audio recordings, as
they had grounds to believe that they were
doctored. They had every confidence that the
full recordings would contain no incriminat-
ing offers of compensation for participation
in the rallies.

Armenian civil society denounced the
prosecution. Arman Tatoyan, the former
Ombudsman for Human Rights, stated that
“the criminal prosecution and detention of
Avetik Chalabyan took place on the basis
of an obviously provocative recording, the
evidentiary value and admissibility of which
raise serious doubts.”’%® Meanwhile Taguhi
Tovmasyan, a member of the “| have Honour”
opposition bloc and chairperson of the Stand-
ing Committee on Protection of Human
Rights and Public Affairs called the ongoing
detention of Chalabyan a “clear manifestation
of political revenge.”%

Chalabyan was held in detention for more
than two months. The Armenian Bar Associ-
ation objected to the length of this pre-trial
detention, observing that it showed “blatant
disregard for due process and the rule of law,’
while further noting that “pre-trial detention is
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only permissible when there is a reasonable
basis to conclude that alternative pre-trial
measures, such as bail, house arrest, or travel
restrictions would be inadequate.”""° Further-
more, the U.S. Department of State’s 2022
Country Report on Human Rights Practices
in Armenia referred to Chalabyan'’s case as
an “arbitrary arrest."""" As noted above, the
weaponisation of pre-trial detention is a key
feature of Pashinyan’s regime.

In December 2023, a Yerevan court found
Chalabyan guilty and imprisoned him for
nearly two years. It also banned him from par-
ticipating in rallies and other public events for
a period of thirty months."? Freedom House
described this as an “unusual move.”"® Such
restrictions were clearly designed to silence
Chalabyan, thereby breaching his rights “to
take part in the conduct of public affairs”
under Article 25 of the ICCPR, as well as
rights to freedom of expression and assem-
bly under Articles 19 and 21 of the ICCPR
(and the respective rights under the ECHR).

The case of Armen Ashotyan is also nota-
ble, not least for the inordinately long period
of pre-trial detention that he faced. A former
Minister of Education, Ashotyan was arrested
in June 2023 for allegedly abusing his official
position and committing money laundering
offenses. Ashotyan is well known as a fierce
critic of the Pashinyan administration, and he
described the charges as “fabrication and
political persecution.”"* He spent 777 days
in detention, including 15 months of solitary
confinement, with a portion also spent under
house arrest.”®

A statement released by the Centrist
Democrat International (IDC-DCI) denounced
the continued enforcement of restrictions on
Ashotyan following his release from detention
in August 2025. This included the imposition
of a travel ban. The statement noted that:

On several occasions, the IDC-CDI
has publicly called for his immediate

release, denouncing the fabricated
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nature of the charges against him and
the lack of due process, as also high-
lighted by international organisations
such as the Parliamentary Assembly of
the Council of Europe (PACE) and Free-
dom House, which have documented
the politicisation and corruption within
the Armenian Judiciary.

IDC-CDI remains concerned about
the broader context of political persecu-
tions in the country and will continue to
closely monitor his case to ensure that
any legal proceedings are conducted
in a transparent, impartial manner free
from political interference.

The existence of political prisoners
in Armenia deeply tarnishes proclaimed
democratic vision and European aspi-
rations of the country.™®

The IDC-CDI's statement was a significant
intervention in a case that reveals serious
concerns about the rule of law in Armenia.

Inacasethatfurther suggests Pashinyan’s
inability to accept criticism, Anush Mirzoyan
was arrested for her work as a journalist cov-
ering the 2021 visit of the Prime Minister to
the southeastern province of Syunik. Protests
broke out over his perceived failures of the
2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war; the National
Security Services were deployed to deal with
the protestors. Mirzoyan provided live cover-
age of these protests, and the footage was
transmitted to multiple media outlets. Four
years later, she was charged with assisting

in what the Investigative Committee called
“hooliganism’ and ‘disturbances’.”""” Mirzoy-
an's arrest reflected a broader suppression
on the freedom of expression, as guaran-
teed under domestic law and Article 19 of
the ICCPR and Article 10 of the ECHR. It
also breached Article 164 of the Armenian
Criminal Code, which prohibits hindering a
journalist’s legal professional activities. This
is adamning indictment on Pashinyan’s lead-
ership of Armenia, which brooks no dissent
and targets those who dare to speak out.
Such vexatious, ill-founded and politically
motivated prosecutions are used to silence
criticism and exert control, and they are signs
of an unpopular and politically inept regime,
clinging to power through whatever means
necessary. However, as has been laid out
above, this is not a new or novel phenomena.
The reality is that the Armenian government
is simply reverting to what is in fact a well-es-
tablished pattern of political prosecutions
as a means of exerting control and admin-
istering punishment. Only now, the target
is a highly trusted religious institution and
its supporters. Samvel Karapetyan's case is
unique and not readily comparable to those
outlined above based on the facts. It never-
theless highlights similar issues regarding
the use of abusive prosecutions and pre-trial
detentions against individuals opposing the
present government of Armenia. With parlia-
mentary elections on the horizon, it appears
that Pashinyan is leaving no room to chance
in his desperate desire to remain in power.
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Section Four

ANTAGONISM BETWEEN

CHURCH AND STATE

he elevation of Nikol Pashinyan to polit-

ical power marked a dramatic shift in
the relationship between Church and state.
Arsen Gasparyan has described how the rela-
tionship became “extremely problematic” in
his detailed analysis of the situation since
2018.""® This section of the White Paper
documents these deteriorating relations. It
examines the ways in which the government
has undermined — directly and indirectly -
the constitutional protections afforded to
the Church since 2018, culminating in the
Prime Minister’s vicious personal attacks on
Catholicos Karekin Il in 2025 and the calls
for his removal. It was these attacks on the
Catholicos that prompted Samvel Karapetyan
to speak out, and which resulted in his arrest
and detention. The section then ends with an
overview of the arrest and detention of senior
AAHC clerics.

ATTACKS ON THE CHURCH:
2018-2024

The revolution of 2018 ushered in a new
political era for Armenia, which according to
Gasparyan was accompanied by a “radical
secularization of public life” that seeks to
“repress and exclude the [AAHC] from the
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country’s public life."1® However, rather than
succeed, the government’s actions have only
raised the profile of the Church as a moral
authority and unifying force for the nation.
Atom Mkhitaryan, co-chair of the Armenian
Association of Political Scientists, describes
the post-revolutionary position of the Church
accurately:

The Armenian Apostolic Church is one
of the only institutions that is respected
across a broad spectrum of Armenian
society, including many who have
become disillusioned with political
parties [...]. It's seen as a source of legit-
imate criticism. The authorities’ attack
on the church and criminal prosecution
of its leaders has had a wide, and neg-
ative, social resonance.’®

While the AAHC'’s criticism of Pashin-
yan's domestic and international failures is
at the root of the Prime Minister’s attacks on
the Church, animosity was already brewing
soon after the 2018 revolution. Shortly after
the change of power, Pashinyan attended a
commemoration event for the 100" anniver-
sary of the battle of Sardarapat, an event that
is traditionally associated with the Church
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as a defender of the nation (see Appendix
Two for further detail). However, although
Catholicos Karekin Il joined Pashinyan on
the stage, the Prime Minister in his speech
completely ignored the role played by the
Church in securing the establishment of the
first Armenian republic in 1918.7%

Meanwhile, a civic initiative called
New Armenia, New Catholicos emerged in
the wake of the revolution. Led by figures
including Khoren Hovhannisyan, a defrocked
cleric and outspoken critic of His Holiness
Karekin Il, the movement demanded the
resignation of the Catholicos. An online
platform maintained by New Armenia, New
Catholicos became a source of lurid accusa-
tions concerning the AAHC and Catholicos
Karekin Il, including defamatory claims
that the Catholicos was responsible for the
death of Catholicos Karekin I. Many of these
claims were then disseminated by publicly
owned TV channels. To this day, Khoren
Hovhannisyan continues to make outlandish
claims against the Church on Facebook and
media appearances. Although Pashinyan
has denied involvement with New Arme-
nia, New Catholicos, it is striking that the
Prime Minister's own accusations against
the Church and Catholicos — documented
below — mirror the tone and content of Hov-
hannisyan’s claims.’?

One of the earliest flashpoints between
the AAHC and the new government occurred
in 2020, when Catholicos Karekin Il publicly
called for the release of former president,
Robert Kocharyan, on the grounds of health.
This prompted angry reactions from the legis-
lative and executive branches of government,
with Pashinyan complaining that the Church
was meddling in politics and hatching polit-
ical intrigues.’?

The government'’s failure in the Second
Nagorno-Karabakh War deepened the crisis
with the AAHC. Many in Armenia and the dias-
pora blamed the revolutionary government for
the catastrophic defeat and failure to protect
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the Armenian population and the religious
and cultural heritage of Nagorno-Karabakh.
A strong wave of protest swept the country
with demands for Pashinyan’s resignation.
Hundreds staged peaceful protests in Yerevan
chanting “Armenia without Nikol."'?* It was in
this context that Catholicos Karekin Il made
his own — legitimate and respectful — call on
the Prime Minister to stand down in December
2020. In his message, the Catholicos recog-
nised the “hard days of pain, distress, and
anxiety we are living through, after confront-
ing the horrors of war.”" He described the loss
of territory in and around Nagorno-Karabakh
and the continued threats to Armenia’s exist-
ence as “catastrophic consequences of the
war, which have left our souls shaken, and
undermined solidarity and national unity—in
the homeland and the diaspora.” Noting the
diminished public confidence in the Prime
Minister, the Catholicos urged Pashinyan “to
step down as Prime Minister to prevent fur-
ther disruptions, possible clashes, and tragic
consequences in public life."125

The Catholicos did not call for any
revolutionary overthrow or attack on the con-
stitutional order, but performed his duty as
head of a religious organisation tasked with
“the exclusive mission [...] in the spiritual life
of the Armenian people, in the development
of their national culture and preservation of
their national identity.”'?¢ In January 2021,
the Catholicos reiterated his peaceful call
for Pashinyan’s resignation, emphasising
that the Church did not intend to support
any particular political party or force, but is
guided instead by solely national and state
interests.’?” Pashinyan did not accept the
demands at first, but he later resigned and
called for preliminary parliamentary elec-
tions in June 2021. The Civil Contract party
secured a majority, and Pashinyan continued
to serve as Prime Minister.

Shortly after Catholicos Karekin II's call
for Pashinyan’s resignation, the government
decided to remove the religious studies
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course created by the Mother See of Holy
Etchmiadzin - titled the History of the Arme-
nian Church - from the school curriculum.™?®
This was a clear violation of Article 8 of the
Law of the Republic of Armenia Regarding the
Relationship between the Republic of Arme-
nia and the Apostolic Armenian Holy Church,
which provides the AAHC the right to teach
this Church history course in public schools.
This decision only served to widen the rift
between the Church and the government.’?

The loss of Nagorno-Karabakh and the
ethnic cleansing of Armenians from the ter-
ritory in 2023 provided a fresh pretext for
criticism of Pashinyan and his leadership.
Just prior to Azerbaijan’s full establish-
ment of control over Nagorno-Karabakh, the
AAHC'’s Supreme Spiritual Council, chaired
by the Catholicos, declared:

It was emphasized [during the meet-
ing] that the authorities of Armenia
should renounce actions that violate
the dignity of the nation and oppose
the humiliating ambitions and demands
of foreign enemies with realistic and
exclusively pro-Armenian positions,
resolutely defending the non-negotia-
ble right of the people of Artsakh to
self-determination.’®

Clearly, Pashinyan’s government failed
to do this, prompting Catholicos Karekin
Il to assert that the “aggressive, genocidal
actions of Azerbaijan, the policy adopted by
the authorities of the Republic of Armenia
towards Artsakh and the divisiveness of our
people led to the loss of Artsakh.”’®' Since
then, the Church has spoken out on the
humanitarian disaster that ensued, and has
defended the religious and cultural heritage
of Nagorno-Karabakh that has suffered -
and continues to suffer — desecration and
destruction at the hands of Azerbaijan.™?
Such criticisms were almost certainly at the
root of the decision to remove the annual
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New Year's speech of the Catholicos from
public television, which many viewed as a
symbolic act of silencing the Church.’®

Pashinyan's efforts to undermine the
Church continued through to 2024, not least
after the AAHC criticized the government
for suggesting the need to introduce a new
constitution. Reflecting the widespread
view that Azerbaijan’'s demands were a
direct attack on Armenian sovereignty, the
Catholicos noted that the “Supreme Spiritual
Council [of the AAHC] found the initiative to
adopt a new Constitution very bewildering,
especially given that it is widely perceived
in public circles also as a consequence of
external coercion.” '**In response, the gov-
ernment began to limit public appearances of
the Catholicos at state events. This included
the yearly commemoration at the Sardarapat
War Memorial on 28 May 2024, when Karekin
Il and other high-ranking clergy were blocked
from attending and held back 100 metres by
the police. The Church released a statement
that described the incident as “yet another
manifestation of shameful and anti-national
activities of the authorities.””* Pashinyan
claimed that the police “tried to clarify whether
His Holiness had come to continue disruptive
and provocative actions, initiated by his polit-
ical supporters and the [protest] movement
led by him, or for another purpose.” However,
the AAHC's press office disputed this claim,
stating that the “police did not give explana-
tions or try to clarify anything.”'% Pashinyan’s
actions at the commemoration were just a
foretaste of the persecution of the Church
that unfolded the next year.

ATTACKS ON
HIS HOLINESS KAREKIN II,
CATHOLICOS OF ALL ARMENIANS

2025 witnessed renewed attacks on the
Church, its hierarchy and supporters, includ-
ing a sustained campaign of abuse launched
by Pashinyan against the Catholicos on social
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media. The present conflict erupted in May
2025 following the appearance of Karekin
Il at a conference of the World Council of
Churches in Bern. The conference was ded-
icated to addressing “the consequences of
the conflict in Artsakh/Nagorno Karabakh
with regard to the protection of Armenian
religious and cultural heritage, the human
rights of its people, and the future security
of the Armenian nation.”’®” In his address, the
Catholicos decried the ethnic cleansing of
Nagorno-Karabakh and the continued deten-
tion of Armenian hostages by Azerbaijan.
He also bemoaned the erasure of Armenian
history in the territory with the “continued
barbaric destruction of ancient Armenian
monuments, Christian holy sites, settlements,
and cemeteries,” before asserting:

The impunity of such barbaric crimes
fosters a climate of lawlessness—not
only enabling Azerbaijan to continue
its acts of cultural vandalism but also
encouraging similar or even more hei-
nous crimes to take place elsewhere
in the world. Therefore, the protection
of cultural values is not only a sacred
duty, but an imperative for preserving
the history, faith, and identity of all peo-
ples and nations.’®®

Such sentiments posed a challenge to
Pashinyan’s efforts to paper over his abject
failure to protect Nagorno-Karabakh, its citi-
zens, and its religious and cultural heritage.

The backlash to the address given by
the Catholicos in Bern was near immediate.
On 29 May 2025, Pashinyan attacked the
church during a governmental session that
was published on Facebook. He compared
AAHC churches with “closets cluttered with
junk,” stating that “inside the church, there are
piles of garbage, bags of cement, shoes, old
clothes, old beds, leftover materials, and rusty
rebar.”*® This attack was false and unwar-
ranted, and he failed to identify any single
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church in such a condition. Had he seen con-
struction material in a church, it was likely
stored there for church renovations.

Pashinyan’s claims sparked heated reac-
tions from AAHC clergy. This in turn prompted
the Prime Minister to start publishing a series
of increasingly vulgar and intemperate Face-
book posts, which any fair-minded person
would agree were completely unacceptable
for a political leader. Worse still, they were
tantamount to a gross invasion into the
internal affairs of the AAHC, breaching the
separation of church and state, and the spe-
cial mission of the Church, as enshrined in
domestic law.

The first flurry of online attacks occurred
on 30 May 2025.7° Pashinyan made a series
of crude insinuations abouts the moral behav-
iour of the hierarchy and asserted that the
Catholicos should be overthrown forcibly.
Pashinyan began by quoting the Gospel story
of Christ entering the temple and driving out
the money changers (Matthew 21:12-13).™
Once again, the Prime Minister drew an allu-
sion between himself and Christ, intimating
what he planned to do to the AAHC. Shortly
after, Pashinyan wrote a scandalous state-
ment, wholly unbecoming of a Prime Minister:
“Your Holiness, go on keep banging your
uncle’s wife, what business do you have with
me?"142 Pashinyan then asked, “and is it nec-
essary to face the question of how many of
our bishops are faithful to the vow of celiba-
cy?"1*® He then declared that “all clergy who
have violated the vow of celibacy must leave
the clergy. No one’s personal life is anyone’s
business. But the people have the right to
have a Church, spiritual and moral values.”'*

Shockingly, Pashinyan’s partner, Anna
Hakobyan, joined in the torrent of abuse, post-
ing unfounded accusations that the AAHC
priesthood was made up of “paedophiles”,
“black-robed maniacs” and “perverts,” led by
the “country’s main mafia boss”.’#®

The suggestion that AAHC clerics are vio-
lating their vows of celibacy were a prelude
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to Pashinyan’'s main demand on 30 May: “the
Republic of Armenia should have a decisive
vote in the election of the Catholicos of All
Armenians. Candidates for the Catholicos
should pass a background check. This issue
must be resolved once and for all.”'46

To help support his argument, Pashinyan
made an incendiary claim on 2 June 2025
that Karekin Il had fathered a child in viola-
tion of his vow of celibacy, stating that “if it
turns out that Karekin Il has indeed violated
his vow of celibacy and has a child, then he
cannot be the Catholicos of all Armenians.
[...] I raise this issue as a follower of the Arme-
nian Apostolic Church, since | see a threat to
spiritual security, and | also say this as the
prime minister of the Republic of Armenia,
since | see a threat to state security."’¥

In response, the Supreme Spiritual
Council of the Church gathered and issued
a strong statement that Pashinyan’s “publi-
cations, saturated with obscene expressions
and vulgar rhetoric, violate the most basic
norms of civility, trample fundamental human
rights, and gravely offend the religious sen-
timents of the faithful—all under the guise
of feigned concern and contrived pretexts.”
The Supreme Spiritual Council also noted
that “matters of the Church are governed by
ecclesiastical canons and regulations and lie
beyond the jurisdiction of state and political
authorities.”*8

Regardless, Pashinyan continued his
attacks. On 8 June 2025, the Prime Minister
repeated his allegations against the Cathol-
icos and demanded his resignation. In a
statement that echoed the revolutionary cries
of 2018, Pashinyan wrote that the “state (gov-
ernment) belongs to the people. The church
belongs to the people. We have returned the
state (government) to the people. We must
also return the church to the people.”’*

On 10 June 2025, Pashinyan published
a long post on Facebook, which set out his
plans for elections to replace Catholicos
Karekin Il, noting the “need to take active
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steps towards liberating the Patriarchate
of the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin.”
The Prime Minister wrote that a coordina-
tion group would need to be formed, and he
detailed the eligibility criteria for members
of the body. He noted that although these
criteria could not be objectively verified, “with
God's help, itis possible to clarify themin con-
tacts and conversations, it is possible to see
them with the eyes of the soul.” Pashinyan
wrote that he would be responsible for select-
ing the first ten members of the coordination
group, inviting those interested to email him
personally. He ended this post by stating that
“during our activities, many words of temp-
tation will be heard, we will be accused of all
kinds of sins. Look at all this with the eyes of
your soul, listen to the voice of our living Lord,
Jesus Christ, and be guided accordingly.”’%®

Pashinyan’s decision to invoke a com-
mission to replace the Catholicos completely
violates the democratic and conciliar nature
of choosing the Catholicos under the internal
rules of the AAHC. This represents a serious
encroachment on the autonomy of the UOC,
breaching the principle of non-interference
in the internal life of religious organisations
set out in international law.”™ It also poses
a direct threat to Article 17 of the Law of
the Republic of Armenia on the Freedom of
Conscience and on Religious Organizations,
which reiterates the separation of Church
from state and prohibits government inter-
ference in the “internal life of the Church and
religious organizations.” Pashinyan’s actions
also breach international law on freedom of
religion or belief (see Appendix One for fur-
ther detail). As Siranush Sahakyan, director
of the International and Comparative Law
Center in Yerevan, has stated:

The removal of religious leaders by
public authorities raises serious con-
cerns under international human rights
law, particularly inlight of Armenia’s bind-
ing obligations under the International
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Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) and the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights (ECHR). These
instruments enshrine the principle of
religious autonomy, affirming the right
of religious communities to govern their
internal affairs—especially the selec-
tion and retention of their leaders—free
from state interference. Any attempt by
public authorities to intervene in such
matters constitutes an infringement of
this fundamental guarantee.’?

Pashinyan continued to repeat his call
for the resignation of Catholicos Karekin I1.7%3
Such demands have only provoked shock and
consternation in Armenian society. In a show
of support, hundreds of believers greeted the
Catholicos at Yerevan's airport to voice their
support when he returned from a trip abroad.
“Beloved faithful,” he addressed the crowd,
“we know the statements made by the prime
minister have deeply disturbed our children.
With God'’s mercy and our resolve, and without
undue emotion or unrest, we must overcome
this hardship. Remain strong in your faith, in
your love and loyalty to the Church. Let us not
allow actions that could endanger our national
unity.”154

Notwithstanding Karekin II's calls for
restraint and calm, Pashinyan continued his
attacks. On 24 June 2025, the Prime Minister
offered to show his genitals to the Catholicos
to prove that he had not been circumcised,
while also reiterating his challenge: “let him
finally answer the question of whether he has
broken his vow of celibacy or not. Does he
have a child or not?”'>®* One can only imagine
the outcry if a leader of a Catholic country
offered to expose himself and speak to the
Pope in this way.

Meanwhile, on 28 August 2025, Pashin-
yan convened a press conference where he
called on the Catholicos to voluntarily vacate
Etchmiadzin. “My position will not change
under any circumstances,” the Prime Minister

AMSTERDAM & PARTNERS LLP

37

said, “[the Catholicos] must go. | will lead this
process, and soon you will witness its first
manifestations.” He went on to claim that
the AAHC is contaminated, revealing that
he fully intends to clean it up, regardless of
the constitutional protections afforded to the
AAHC.%¢

The attacks on the Catholicos, a revered
and deeply respected figure in Armenian
society, is shocking and violates not just the
norms of political discourse, but Armenia’s
constitution and international treaty com-
mitments. However, this was only just the
beginning of the Prime Minister’s persecu-
tion of the Church, which has now resulted
in the arrest and detention of clerics and
parishioners.

ARRESTS OF
HIERARCHS OF THE AAHC

Following the increasingly intemperate and
scandalous attacks on the Catholicos, the
authorities targeted two senior clerics of the
Church. Although these arrests are uncon-
nected to and different from the case against
Samvel Karapetyan, it is pertinent to outline
the circumstances of each to demonstrate
that the actions against the AAHC extend
beyond targeting only the Catholicos. On
17 June 2025, a criminal case was initiated
against Archbishop Mikael Ajapahyan, the
head of Shirak diocese, resulting in his arrest
and detention on 28 June.’™ Meanwhile,
Archbishop Bagrat Galstanyan, the head of
Tavush diocese was arrested on 25 June
2025 and detained along with several of his
parishioners and supporters, one of whom is
his parish assistant, a woman with no prior
convictions or issues with the law.'®® The
use of pre-trial detention as a preventative
measure in the cases of the archbishops is
particularly concerning, with local lawyers
confirming that requests to place both men
under house arrest were rejected by the
courts without grounds.
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The charges against Archbishop Mikael
relate to Section 2 of Article 422 of the Crimi-
nal Code, which prohibits making public calls
to seize power.’™ The case against Arch-
bishop Mikael relates to comments made in
an interview over a year before on the post-
war political situation in Armenia. His lawyers
note that these comments were analytical in
nature and did not amount to a call for the
violent overthrow of the government.® Signif-
icantly, Armenia’s Prosecutor General’s Office
was first asked to prosecute the archbishop
on the basis of these comments in 2024.
However, prosecutors working for the Office
refused since they did not see any grounds
for a criminal prosecution.’®" In the context of
the Prime Minister’s attacks on the Church, it
is highly suspicious that they changed their
minds on the criminal threshold of these com-
ments and saw fit to bring charges a year later.

The scenes of Archbishop Mikael’s arrest
were especially shocking, since they involved
a gross violation by the security services of
Holy Etchmiadzin. On 27 June 2025, armed
units of the National Security Service and
police arrived at Holy Etchmiadzin to arrest
Archbishop Mikael, who was attending an
annual clerical conference at the monastic
complex. The armed units laid siege on Etch-
miadzin, and a standoff ensued. Hundreds
of priests and parishioners encircled the
archbishop to protect him from the armed
officers.’®? The priests and parishioners man-
aged to force the security services off the
sacred territory of Holy Etchmiadzin.

The next day, Archbishop Mikael willingly
handed himselfin, just prior to which he said,
“I am not afraid of anything. The accusation
is completely fabricated.”'®® His lawyers have
condemned the arrest as politically motivated
and unlawful, and following his detention,
observed: “this is no longer about legality.
This is a matter of life and death. They've
placed him in solitary confinement as if he
were a violent criminal, despite his voluntary
cooperation with the authorities."’%
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Following the archbishop’s arrest, the
Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin issued this
statement:

The actions taken against Archbishop
Mikael constitute, in the classical sense,
a case of political persecution and a
manifestation of personal vendetta by
an individual [i.e. the Prime Minister]
who professes to be a Christian and
a child of the Armenian Church - yet
who, on the previous day, instructed law
enforcement to blockade the Mother
See of Holy Etchmiadzin. This repre-
hensible and unprecedented action
constituted an assault on the spiritual
center of the Armenian people, its
clergy, and the faithful."®

On 3 October 2025, a court in Yerevan
sentenced Archbishop Mikael to two years
in prison by a court in Yerevan. His lawyer
confirmed his intention to appeal the decision
domestically and at the European Court of
Human Rights.¢®

Meanwhile, Archbishop Bagrat Gal-
stanyan’s arrest and detention, and those
of his supporters, were based on accusa-
tions that they had acquired the “means
and tools necessary to commit a terrorist
attack and seize power.”’®” Lawyers have
confirmed that a further 17 parishioners
of the Church have been arrested, many of
them supporters of Archbishop Bagrat.’®® In
this instance, the government was spooked
by the Archbishop’s popularity and ability
to rally people to protest against unilateral
territorial concessions of areas in the region
of Tavush bordering Azerbaijan in April 2024.
These concessions were made as part of a
demarcation and delimitation border pro-
cess with Azerbaijan. Archbishop Bagrat
spearheaded a protest group named the
Sacred Movement. Supporters of the Sacred
Movement marched from Tavush to Yerevan,
culminating in a large rally in the capital’s
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Republic Square on 9 May 2024, when Arch-
bishop Galstanyan called for Pashinyan'’s
resignation.’®

Since these arrests, the authorities have
begun to widen the crackdown on the Church.
On 15 October 2025, six clerics of the AAHC
were detained, including Bishop Mkrtich Pro-
shyan. The AAHC quickly denounced these
arrests, noting that they further reveal the

Armenian government’s “systemic pressure
on the Armenian Church.”"”° The attack on
the AAHC is no longer confined to a handle of
clerics, but is broadening into full-frontal per-
secution of the clergy at large. Taken together
with the attacks on the Catholicos, the arrests
of the bishops and parishioners suggest a
coordinated effort to suppress the AAHC and
its importance to Armenian society.
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Section Five

THE ARREST AND DETENTION
OF SAMVEL KARAPETYAN

he Prime Minister's attacks on the

AAHC are not aimed solely at clerics of
the Church, but also at its parishioners and
supporters. In this way, Pashinyan aims to
remove what he sees as the AAHC's threat to
his leadership. Such cases prompt significant
concerns regarding the state of human rights
in Armenia, indicating that — despite the com-
mitments made during the 2018 revolution
- democratic standards have only declined
during Pashinyan’s rule.

The arrest and detention of Samvel
Karapetyan, described by leading figures
in Armenian civil society as “politically
motivated,”"”" is a shocking inditement of
Pashinyan’s leadership. As documented in
the opening section of this White Paper, Mr.
Karapetyan is a believer, parishioner and
benefactor of the Church. His arrest and
detention, and the seizure of his business
interests, only prompt further questions
about Armenia’s adherence to the rule of
law. Christian Solidarity International, Coptic
Solidarity and SOS Chrétians d’'Orient have
each signed a statement calling for Mr. Kar-
apetyan’s release, noting that his “detention
lacks any legal foundation”. The statement
also demanded an end to “all forms of retal-
iatory economic coercion.””2
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This section examines the circumstances
of Mr. Karapetyan’'s arrest and detention,
before detailing the targeting and appropri-
ation of his business interests in Armenia,
showing how he is the victim of Pashinyan’s
personal efforts to discredit and delegitimise
the AAHC.

THE ARREST OF
SAMVEL KARAPETYAN

Prior to the summer of 2025, Mr. Karapetyan
was not known to engage in political activ-
ity, nor did he present himself as a politician.
When asked in a rare interview about enter-
ing politics, he answered, “I'm not interested.
It's not my thing.”'”® Instead, Mr. Karapetyan
focussed his energies on supporting Armenia
through the various charitable and humani-
tarian initiatives outlined earlier in this White
Paper. This includes his announcement of
his intention to rebuild the hospital he had
funded in Stepanakert after its destruction
by Azerbaijan in 2020."74

However, it was the Prime Minister’s
attacks on the AAHC and the Catholicos
that prompted Mr. Karapetyan to speak out
in defence of the Church and its spiritual
leader. This in turn resulted in his arrest and
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detention, and the seizure of his businesses,
with local independent media reporting that:

there is no doubt that the criminal case
against Karapetyan and the campaign
against his companies are being carried
out under direct orders from the prime
minister. Through his Facebook posts,
[Pashinyan] not only fails to conceal
this fact but openly confirms it."”®

The circumstances of Mr. Karapetyan's
arrest are as follows. The philanthropist arrived
in Armenia with his family on 14 June 2025 to
attend a memorial service for his father, who
had recently deceased. The memorial marked
the fortieth day of his father’s passing, in keep-
ing with the Armenian tradition. This visit to
Armenia was intended to be a private visit, and
there were no plans for public appearances or
engagements.

On 17 June 2025, after the memorial
service had finished, Mr. Karapetyan was
approached by a journalist, who asked him
to provide comments on the Prime Minister’s
scandalous attacks on the Catholicos and
hierarchy of the AAHC. Mr. Karapetyan gave
the following brief remarks:

What opinion should | have when a
small group, forgetting Armenian his-
tory and the thousands of years of the
Armenian Church’s history, has attacked
the Armenian Church and the Armenian
people? Since | have always stood by
the Armenian Church and the Armenian
people, | will become directly involved.
If the politicians fail, then we will par-
ticipate in our own way in all of this.’”®

In this short answer, Mr. Karapetyan
clearly sought to raise legitimate concerns
about attacks on the AAHC as a supporter
and parishioner. As documented at the end
of this White Paper, the turn of phrase “our
way” would soon take on its own significance
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as Armenians gathered to offer support to
the philanthropist.

On the same day as Mr. Karapetyan's
brief interview, Pashinyan immediately began
posting on Facebook, his favourite forum of
abuse. Like his attacks on the Catholicos,
he used threatening and offensive language
against Mr. Karapetyan that completely
demeaned the office of the Prime Minister.

First, Pashinyan asked, “why have the pros-
titute [anarakabaro] ‘clergy’ and their prostitute
‘benefactors’ become so active? No worries,
we will deactivate them again. Once and for
all.”"”” The Prime Minister then wrote: “this is
not the village of Nizhny Tapir in Kaluga for
you [the location of Mr. Karapetyan's first busi-
ness interests abroad]. This is the Republic of
Armenia. | hope the taste of the government
will stay in your mouth”.’”8 Finally, Pashinyan
posted the following threat: “he says, we will
intervene in our own way. Now | will intervene
with you in my own way, you scoundrel. Or
rather, in your way.””°

These statements were clearly threat-
ening and designed to intimidate Mr.
Karapetyan. They implied that violence would
be used against Mr. Karapetyan and that his
business and livelihood were at risk. Further-
more, the use of words such as “deactivate”
were eerily reminiscent of the language of
the Bolsheviks, who frequently called for the
liquidation of the “enemies” of the people.

Following the Prime Minister’s outra-
geous statements, Mr. Karapetyan issued
a statement emphasizing his support for
the AAHC and Armenia’s religious values: “I
will fight with all my strength for the sacred
values of the Armenian people—wherever |
may be, no matter what happens. | will not
allow anyone, under any pretext or for any
purpose, to desecrate what is sacred to us.""8°

The police were then instructed to raid Mr.
Karapetyan's home in Yerevan on 17 June. Ini-
tially, Mr. Karapetyan remained in the house
and did not leave, with hundreds of supporters
arriving to defend him. This prompted another
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outburst from the Prime Minister, who wrote on
Facebook, “well, intervene, man! Why are you
chickening out and hiding?”.®' Such posts sug-
gest that Pashinyan was directing the actions
against Mr. Karapetyan, which were designed
to intimidate him.

On 18 June 2025, Mr. Karapetyan was
taken by the police for questioning. As he left
his house and entered the police car, he said:

I've said what | had to say, and I'll say it
again: | stand by our Church, | stand by
our people. No matter how much they
tryto slander me, I don’t care about them
or their electric networks. Everything is
going to be fine. The people will speak
out sooner or later, and they will under-
stand that they were wrong. | am very
grateful to you, to all of you, but don’t
forget to teach them a good lesson. 82

The mention of electric networks in Mr.
Karapetyan's remarks was a reference to his
company, Electrical Networks of Armenia
CJSC, which he had purchased in 2015. As
detailed below, Pashinyan had announced
on the same the day the nationalisation — or
state seizure — of this company.

Initially, a crime report was prepared to
arrest Mr. Karapetyan for committing the
crime of seizure of power through the use
of violence or the threat of violence. However,
this charge was not brought, and Mr. Kara-
petyan was ultimately charged on the basis
of his public comments under Paragraph 2
of Article 422 of the Criminal Code of Arme-
nia, which prohibits the public incitement of
the seizure of state power (criminal case No.
58217824). Article 422 of the Criminal Code
of Armenia provides:

1. Apublic call to seize power, violate ter-
ritorial integrity, renounce sovereignty,
or forcibly overthrow the constitu-
tional order shall be punishable by a
fine ranging from ten to thirty times
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the minimum wage, community ser-
vice of one hundred to two hundred
hours, restriction of liberty for up to
two years, short-term imprisonment
for up to two months, or imprisonment
for up to three years.

2. The same act, if committed through
publicly displayed works, mass media,
or information and communication
technologies, shall be punishable by a
fine ranging from twenty to fifty times
the minimum wage, community ser-
vice of one hundred and fifty to two
hundred and seventy hours, restric-
tion of liberty for one to three years,
short-term imprisonment for one to
two months, or imprisonment for two
to five years.

Paragraph 2 of Article 422 forms the
main indictment against Mr. Karapetyan. As
with other offenses classified as a crime of
medium gravity, he faces a prison sentence
of up to five years if convicted. However, an
analysis of Mr. Karapetyan'’s initial interview
and his remarks on the way to the police sta-
tion on 18 June reveal to any fair-minded and
reasonable person that he did not commit
any crime. The purpose of Mr. Karapetyan's
remarks was to state that he would continue
to support the AAHC irrespective of the gov-
ernment’s offensive attacks. He issued no
public call to overthrow the government, nor
did he incite others to do the same. There is
no reasonable interpretation that Mr. Kara-
petyan committed or intended to commit a
crime under Article 422. The phrase, “if the
politicians fail, then we will participate in our
own way in all of this,” does not constitute a
call to violent conduct and falls far short of
the requirements of Article 422. At the very
most, it reveals an intention to enter the dem-
ocratic process of Armenia, something that
any Armenian citizen has the right to do.

Apparently, not every official involved in
the arrest of Mr. Karapetyan felt comfortable
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with what they were being asked to do.
According to press reports, Armen Abazyan,
the head of the National Security Service of
Armenia, was sacked by Pashinyan on 18
June, allegedly because he refused to involve
his agents in the search of Mr. Karapetyan’s
house. When questioned about this, the Prime
Minister said, “you know, the circumstances
you mentioned have direct links with the cir-
cumstances | mentioned.”’®® This appeared
to be a tacit admission that the claims in the
press were true.

In the context of the Prime Minister’s
attacks on the AAHC and Catholicos, it is
apparent that the charges against Mr. Kara-
petyan are fabrications designed to silence
support for the Church and to intimidate
others. The day after Mr. Karapetyan's arrest,
Pashinyan stated in an interview that “l advise
that no one dares say something like that [...].
No one can threaten Armenia, | will take the
strongest and strictest measures in any such
case”.'® Quite simply, the arrest and deten-
tion of Samvel Karapetyan is being used to
make an example of him and to shut down
any further debate.

THE DETENTION OF
SAMVEL KARAPETYAN

Mr. Karapetyan was detained on 18 June
2025, despite the clear lack of evidence
that a crime had been committed. The
court failed to consider any less intrusive
measures, deciding instead to place him in
pre-trial detention for two months. The court
also failed to justify in any way this measure,
relying instead on baseless grounds that Mr.
Karapetyan posed a flight risk or could hinder
the investigation. This course of action is
entirely consistent with the cases of political
prosecution documented earlier in this White
Paper. Furthermore, detention is the most
severe form of restraint, typically reserved
for only the gravest of crimes. As such,
even if the charge against Mr. Karapetyan
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is ultimately not proven, the measure of pre-
trial detention is intended to be punishment
enough for speaking out.

The court has also failed to take into
consideration Mr. Karapetyan’s health and
wellbeing in their decision to detain him. The
court denied the request of Mr. Karapetyan’s
lawyers to reconsider detention as a pre-
trial restraint on the basis that no “new and
essential arguments” had been presented.
Mr. Karapetyan suffers from several serious
conditions that are at risk of deterioration in
detention. Armenia’s summers are extremely
hot, and he has suffered in temperatures in his
cell that regularly exceed 30 degrees Celsius.

The court advised Mr. Karapetyan's law-
yers that he could access a civilian hospital
for medical treatment, if necessary. How-
ever, no such access has been granted to
date, despite his lawyers submitting formal
letters and notices requesting access in line
with the court’s direction. On 23 July 2025, Mr.
Karapetyan’s lawyers duly applied to court to
permit him leave to attend a civilian hospital
in Yerevan to receive a range of medical tests.
This request was repeated on 4 August 2025,
and shockingly, no response has beenissued
by the court to date. Further letters sent by
Mr. Karapetyan's defense counsel have also
beenignored. As aresult, Mr. Karapetyan has
been denied access to vital medical care. This
amounts toinhuman and degrading treatment,
which appears to be an accepted practice in
Armenia. As the State Department noted in
its 2024 country report on human rights prac-
tices in Armenia, “according to human rights
lawyers, while the criminal code defined and
criminalized torture, it did not criminalize other
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment.”’® In
their court submissions, Mr. Karapetyan's law-
yers have drawn attention to the established
case law of Armenia and the European Court
of Human Rights, which stresses the impor-
tance of medical care of those in detention,
and the importance of alternative preventative
measure in such cases.8¢
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Meanwhile, on 11 July, new charges of tax
evasion and money laundering were brought
against Mr. Karapetyan. These were baseless
charges, relating to financial transactions that
he had nothing to do with. As Mr. Karapetyan’s
defence counsel observed, “it is obvious that
in Armenia recently, ‘money laundering’ has
become the most common accusation and
is regularly used exclusively in the context
of political retribution.”’®” With respect to Mr.
Karapetyan, these charges were almost cer-
tainly brought as a contingency plan to keep
him detained in the event that the charges
under Article 422 failed.

On 14 August 2025, the Armenian
Anti-Corruption Court controversially seized
jurisdiction based on these “new” financial
charges and proceeded to review the pre-
trial detention of Mr. Karapetyan. The hearing
went on through the night and only ended
at 6am the following day. Significantly, the
judge threw out the money laundering and
tax evasion claims, ruling that there was
no reasonable suspicion of Mr. Karapetyan
being involved in these crimes.'® However,
the judge ruled that Mr. Karapetyan should
remain in detention for a further two months
with respect to the remaining charges under
Article 422. Once again, the judge ruled that
Mr. Karapetyan posed a flight risk and/or
could hinder the investigation. No justifi-
cation for this ruling was presented by the
court.’® Separately, the prosecution appealed
the court’s finding on the lack of reasonable
suspicion regarding the economic crimes.
However, the Court of Appeal dismissed this
appeal on 8 September 2025. Therefore, the
charges against Mr. Karapetyan of tax eva-
sion and money laundering were found to be
ill-founded by the domestic courts.

Mr. Karapetyan remains in detention
based on the brief remarks defending the
Church that he gave on 17 June 2025 and his
comments on the way to the police station the
next day. He is located at the Yerevan-Kentron
detention facility, which is in the building that
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once housed the KGB. A 2019 country visit by
the European Committee for the Prevention of
Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment found that the material condi-
tions of prisons in Armenia ranged from “very
poor to just about acceptable”. Yerevan-Ken-
tron was described as mediocre, “due to the
unchanged — and arguably almostimpossible
to change - outdated infrastructure”.’®® The
report also noted that the prison was due to
close in 2022, but it remains in use today.

By the end of September 2025, Mr. Kar-
apetyan had been in jail for over 100 days,
with signs that the investigation had stalled.
According to Aram Vardevanyan, a leading
lawyer in Armenia and a member of Mr. Kar-
apetyan’s defence team:

The main demand is simple: to ensure
at least a minimal level of integrity
and legality, to carry out investigative
actions. | can state that the investiga-
tion, ongoing for more than 100 days, is
no different from the situation on June
17, 2025. That is, we are witnessing
political persecution, complete inac-
tion, and unlawful detention based
solely on ‘Facebook justice’.’

The arrest and detention of Mr. Kara-
petyan is a punitive measure, designed to
harass and frighten him into submission. This
indicates the kind of regime that the Prime
Minister is running, which seeks to extinguish
legitimate criticism and democratic opposi-
tion to his authoritarian rule.

Shockingly, on 13 October 2025, Mr.
Karapetyan was charged once again with
money laundering, despite the manifest fail-
ures of the prosecution to secure a trial on
such charges before.™? Unsurprisingly, these
charges were dropped when it became clear
that there is still no evidence of Mr. Karapet-
yan having committed this crime.

Meanwhile, on 16 October 2025, a court in
Yerevan extended Mr. Karapetyan's detention
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without bail for a further 30 days.™® His law-
yers and supporters, including figures from
the Church and civil society, will continue to
advocate in all available domestic and inter-
national fora for his release.

SEIZURE OF PROPERTY

Alongside his detention, Mr. Karapetyan's
business interests in Armenia have been
seized or targeted by the authorities. The
offices of Tashir Group were raided in early
July in connection to the bogus charges of
money laundering and tax evasion.™*

Three further examples of state harass-
ment stand out, namely the expropriation of
Electrical Networks of Armenia CJSC, the
attempt to seize the Yerevan Circus and the
targeting of Tashir Pizza on spurious grounds.
These attacks on Mr. Karapetyan's business
interests were not coincidental. Each hap-
pened in the wake of the innocuous remarks
he gave in defence of the AAHC and were
designed to enact the maximum pressure on
Mr. Karapetyan. This amounts to politically
motivated economic coercion that violates
Mr. Karapetyan's human rights and his rights
as a foreign investor.

On 18 June 2025, the same day that Mr.
Karapetyan was first detained, the Prime
Minister announced the “nationalisation” of
Electrical Networks of Armenia CJSC, the
company that Tashir Group had purchased
legally in 2015. In yet another Facebook post,
Pashinyan wrote: “I think the time has come
when the Electrical Networks of Armenia
CJSC should be nationalized [..]. This will
happen quickly,and my task is to ensure that
all ENA employees conscientiously fulfil their
work duties.”’®® In another post on 2 July, the
Prime Minister stated that any employee of
the company found to be “engaged in political
intrigues” will be sacked.’®

On 30 June, Mr. Karapetyan and his family
notified the authorities about the existence
of an investment dispute and suggested
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negotiations to settle the dispute amicably.™’
Notwithstanding this notice of the investment
dispute, on 3 July 2025, Armenia’s parliament
approved legislation, which entered into force
on 9 July 2025 and effectively cleared the way
for the government to expropriate the com-
pany.’®® On the basis of the newly enacted
legislation, on 18 July, the Chair of Armenia’s
Public Services Regulatory Commission ini-
tiated administrative proceedings against
Electrical Networks of Armenia CJSC and
appointed Romanos Petrosyan as tempo-
rary manager of the company. Significantly,
Petrosyan is a key member of the ruling Civil
Contract party’s ruling board, revealing a seri-
ous conflict of interest and the political nature
of the takeover of Mr. Karapetyan's company.’®

The emergency arbitrator appointed by
the Arbitration Institute, at the request of Mr.
Karapetyan and his family, issued an award
on 22 July 2025, which ordered:

the Respondent [i.e. the Republic of

Armenia] to refrain from enforcing the

Expropriation Laws (i.e. Law of the

Republic of Armenia “On Amendments

to the Law ‘On Energy” and Law of the

Republic of Armenia “On Amendments

to the Law ‘On Public Services Regula-

tory Authority”) and taking any of the
following further steps aimed at expro-
priating ENA:

+ changing members of ENA’'s manage-
ment bodies;

« amending ENA’s articles of
association;

+ appointing an interim manager
(administrator) for ENA or, if
appointed, empowering him
to act as ENA's executive body;

* revoking ENA’s licenses;

+ announcing and organizing auctions
on selling ENA’s shares;

+ seizing or disposing of ENA's assets;

« otherwise limiting ENA’s usual busi-
ness operation.2®
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However, the Armenian government
rejected this decision the very next day, claim-
ing that:

the scope of the issues (dispute) exam-
ined in the urgent case is different
from the objectives of the decision to
appoint a temporary administrator and
the scope of the actions to be taken by
the latter. [...]

While respecting the security meas-
ures applied by foreign arbitration
decisions, at the same time everyone
is also obliged to be guided by the leg-
islation of the Republic of Armenia and
international treaties that define the
rules and procedures for the recogni-
tion and implementation of arbitration
decisions.?"!

In a characteristic move, Pashinyan
sacked Liparit Drmeyan as head of his
administration’s International Legal Affairs
Office on the basis that Drmeyan believed
the emergency arbitrator’s award had to be
respected. The dismissal was part of the
Prime Minister’s desire to remove any oppo-
sition to his seizure of the company, which
offers yet further insight into Pashinyan'’s
authoritarian tendencies.?> The Armenian
government has since retained a US law firm
atthe cost of $3.2 million to help defend itself
in the arbitration, which remains ongoing.?%

The government has also begun a court
process to appropriate Yerevan Circus, claim-
ing that Mr. Karapetyan's Tashir Group has
failed to meet its obligations and perform the
contracts.?* This completely overlooks the
fact that Mr Karapetyan had invested millions
into the project over the course of a decade
and successfully completed the reconstruc-
tion, finally bringing back to life a much-loved
institution that has entertained generations
of Armenian children. Notwithstanding the
threat of legal action, the Karapetyan family
are proceeding to prepare for the first season
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of the circus, which is due to open in Septem-
ber 2025. The world-renowned circus troupe,
Cirque Du Soleil, have been invited to perform
at the opening ceremony, a major event in
the life of Armenia’s capital city.?> The gov-
ernment’s decision to pursue the seizure of
the circus is entirely cynical, and designed
to further harass a man who only sought to
defend the Church.

Just after Mr. Karapetyan'’s arrest, the
authorities also launched a crackdown on
Tashir Pizza, putting at risk the livelihoods
of those who work for the chain. On 20 June
2025, the Food Safety Inspection Agency
issued a notice that inspections were being
carried out at 30 branches of the company.2%
These were bogus investigations, launched
to coincide with the arrest of Mr. Karapetyan.
The number of outlets closed has fluctuated,
although 12 were shut by the Agency at one
point, and inspections remain ongoing.2®’
Meanwhile, the director of the company was
arrested and detained on 11 July for allegedly
committing tax evasion.?%

The coordinated attacks on Mr. Karapet-
yan's business interests outlined above show
that the Prime Minister will stop at nothing
to persecute a man that has done so much
for Armenia through his philanthropic work,
and who seeks to defend the AAHC as the
country’s receptacle of national interests and
culture. However, Mr. Karapetyan is unbowed
and remains steadfast in his support for the
Catholicos and the Church.

A NEW POLITICAL MOVEMENT -
OUR WAY (MER DZEVOYV)

There has — and continues to be — a mass out-
pouring of support for Mr Karapetyan's plight.
On 4 July 2025, thousands marched peace-
fully in the streets of Yerevan in his defence.
As Anna Grigoryan, a member of the Armenian
parliament observed, “today Samvel Karapet-
yan is under arrest because he defended the
Armenian Apostolic Church. The man who
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issued that [arrest] order [i.e. Pashinyan] can
now see that the thousands of people stand-
ing here also defend the church.”2%

Many of those who have turned out in
support for Mr. Karapetyan have raised the
prospects of the philanthropist launching
a new political movement to restore unity,
democracy and rule of law. Would the man
who until recently completely shied away
from politics countenance such a plan? An
answer soon followed the 4 July mass pro-
test in a statement Mr. Karapetyan released
from prison through his lawyer:

Our first ever rally confirmed the main
fear of the authorities: our people are
sure of their strength and will not be
crushed by repressions. | would like to
thank once again the tens of thousands
of my compatriots who showed their
civic courage on 4 July and continue to
do so until now. | am also truly grateful
to all who express their support to me.
There has been much discussion of my
message these days, but, unfortunately,
there have been various interpretations
that are far from reality. | think | was
extremely clear: we shall create a brand-
new political force. | have great respect
for the political forces and activists who
are still waging a real struggle against
the anti-people policy of Nikol Pashin-
yan's government. But we have our own
vision of building Armenia’s bright new
future. And we shall go our own way,
with our new team, without ruling out
domestic political cooperation with the
like-minded. We shall try to unite our
people around justice and a greater
purpose. We shall waive aside the
black-and-white and other artificial divi-
sions imposed by this government on
the society, which are aimed at segre-
gation and debilitation of our country.?'°
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Soon after, steps were taken to establish
a new movement, named Mer Dzevov — Our
Way - in reference to the speech that had
resulted in Mr. Karapetyan's arrest. The move-
ment was formally launched at an event on
29 August 2025, at which this statement from
Mr. Karapetyan was read:

This initiative is built around distinct
ideas and encompasses significant
programs for Armenia. It aims to foster
economic development, create genuine
opportunities for business and prosper-
ity, reinforce family and national values,
restore Armenia’s standing as a trust-
worthy partner, uphold the rights of
the people of Artsakh (Nagorno-Kara-
bakh) to live with dignity, and renew
the youth’s faith in the future through
advancements in the education system,
while also preserving and safeguarding
our Holy Church.?"

This statement clearly demonstrates Mr.
Karapetyan's commitment to peaceful and
democratic principles, which contradicts
unfounded claims that he poses a threat to
public order in Armenia. Our Way currently
sees itself as a social movement that will
work with Armenians from all walks of life.
However, preparations are being made to
launch a registered political party. With par-
liamentary elections being held in June 2026,
there is every chance that change is coming
to Armenia, one that respects the separation
of church and state, and protects the rights
to freedom of religion and expression. Mr.
Karapetyan is unable to undertake this work
alone, not least while he is in jail. It is there-
fore hoped that the Armenian people will
unite and demand a new way of politics that
operates without fear and persecution.
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CONCLUSION

I n his academic article detailing Nikol Pash-
inyan's instability and recklessness, Armen
Grigoryan observed that, “when revolution-
aries succeed, the governments they form
are constrained by even fewer checks and
balances than most autocratic regimes."?'?
This has certainly been the case in Armenia,
where the revolutionary promise of 2018
soon produced an array of unforced errors
that seriously undermined Armenia’s inter-
ests at home and abroad. As well-founded
criticisms of his failings mount, Pashinyaniis
striking at one of Armenia’s most respected
institutions: the AAHC.

That Pashinyan is carrying out these
attacks just as his mandate and authority
drain away reveals his desperation; he seeks
to win re-election in June 2026 through fair
means or foul. His attacks on the Catholi-
cos are just one part of the campaign, and
by broadening his persecution to include sup-
porters of the Church, he hopes to remove all
vocal opposition to his rule.

This White Paper has documented in
detail the persecution of the AAHC and
Samvel Karapetyan by Prime Minister Nikol
Pashinyan. It revealed the depth of support
offered by Mr. Karapetyan to his motherland
before explaining the signal importance of the
AAHC to historic and contemporary Armenia.
The AAHC has a constitutionally mandated
“exclusive mission [...] in the spiritual life of
the Armenian people, in the development of
their national culture and preservation of their
national identity” (see Section Two). By crit-
icising the policies of Nikol Pashinyan, the
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AAHC has judiciously observed this “exclu-
sive mission.”

Nikol Pashinyan’s attacks on the Cathol-
icos and the Church are nothing short
of scandalous. As the World Council of
Churches observed in its statement against
the Prime Minister’s attacks: "language that
may be perceived as hostile or dismissive
toward religious communities risks deepen-
ing societal divisions at a time when unity and
mutual understanding are most needed.”?'3
Given the centrality of the AAHC to the pres-
ervation of national identity, and as a source
of national unity, it is understandable why
Samvel Karapetyan felt moved to speak out
in defence of the Church.

The Prime Minister's campaign against
the Catholicos forms part of a concerted
effort to detract from his myriad failings as
leader of Armenia. He has targeted the AAHC
and Samvel Karapetyan as sources of opposi-
tion, which have legitimately sought to defend
the interests of Armenia and its people. This
is causing serious consternation and distur-
bance in Armenian society at a time when
the international community seeks to bring
a lasting peace to the region. It is therefore
imperative that Nikol Pashinyan ends his
campaign against the AAHC and Samvel
Karapetyan, to help foster unity and dignity
in Armenia once again. Samvel Karapetyan
must be released from pre-trial detention and
the ludicrous charges against him must be
dropped. His business interests must also
be returned, ensuring the people of Armenia
continue to benefit from his support.
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It is also imperative that the international of the Armenian people, along with the sup-

community applies maximum pressure on port of the international community, will be
the Armenian government to respect its crucial in overcoming the challenges posed
domestic and international obligations to by Nikol Pashinyan and ensuring a brighter
ensure the protection of religious freedom future for Armenia.

and the rule of law. The resilience and unity
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Appendix One

INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS

FOR THE FREEDOM

OF RELIGION AND BELIEF

he freedom of religion and belief is one

of the core guarantees of international
human rights law and it is at the centre of
the human rights system’s commitment to
the sanctity of the human person. The unam-
biguous legal rules contained in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the ICCPR, and
the ECHR, along with the jurisprudence of the
ECtHR, provide the framework for demon-
strating the illegality of Armenia’s persecution
of the AAHC.

Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights provides:

Everyone has the right to freedom of
thought, conscience, and religion; this
right includes the freedom to change
his religion or belief, and freedom,
either alone or in public or private,
to manifest his religion or belief
in teaching, practice, worship, and
observance.?™

As a state party to the ICCPR, Armenia is

obligated to respect the freedom of religion
guaranteed in Article 18:
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Everyone shall have the right to freedom
of thought, conscience and religion.
This right shall include freedom to
have or to adopt a religion or belief of
his choice and freedom, either individ-
ually or in community with others and
in public or private, to manifest his reli-
gion or belief in worship, observance,
practice, and teaching.?'®

Although the ICCPR does contemplate
potential limits to the freedom of religion, “the
freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs
may be subject only to such limitations as
are prescribed by law and are necessary to
protect public safety, order, health, or morals
or the fundamental rights and freedom of
others.”?'® The actions of the Armenian gov-
ernment against the AAHC and its supporters
are in no way necessary to protect public
safety, order, health or morals

Armenia is also a State Party to the ECHR,
which also guarantees the right of freedom
of religion. Article 9 provides:

Everyone has the right to freedom of
thought, conscience, and religion; this
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right includes freedom to change his
religion or belief and freedom, either
alone or in community with others
and in public or private to manifest his
religion or belief, in worship, teaching,
practice and observance.?"”

Article 11 of the ECHR guarantees a
related right to the freedom of association,
including religious association:

Everyone has the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly and to freedom of
association with others, including the
right to form and to join trade unions
for the protection of his interest.

Case law of the European Court of
Human Rights (ECtHR) sets a very high bar
for member states to intervene in the internal
operations of a religious organization — which
is exactly what Nikol Pashinyan is trying to
do. Article 9 is a “qualified right,” meaning
that it can be interfered with in limited cir-
cumstances, but again only “when necessary
in a democratic society in the interests of
public safety, for the protection of public
order, health or morals, or for the protection
of the rights and freedoms of others.” The
ECtHR strictly limits when such interference
is justifiable. The Court’s guidance on Article
9 explains: “where a particularly important
facet of anindividual’s existence or identity is
at stake, the margin of appreciation accorded
to a State will be restricted.”?'®

The ECtHR has expressly ruled that reli-
gious communities must be protected from
state interference:

Where the organisation of the religious
community is at issue, Article 9 of the
Convention must be interpreted in the
light of Article 11, which safeguards
associative life against unjustified State
interference. Seen in this perspective,
the believers’right to freedom of religion
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encompasses the expectation that the
community will be allowed to function
peacefully, free from arbitrary State
intervention. Indeed, the autonomous
existence of religious communities is
indispensable for pluralism in a dem-
ocratic society and is thus an issue at
the very heart of the protection which
Article 9 affords. It directly concerns
not only the organisation of the com-
munity as such but also the effective
enjoyment of the right to freedom of
religion by all its active members. Were
the organisational life of the commu-
nity not protected by Article 9 of the
Convention, all other aspects of the
individual's freedom of religion would
become vulnerable.

The ECtHR went on to state that, “facts
demonstrating a failure by the authorities to
remain neutral in the exercise of their powers
in this domain must lead to the conclusion
that the State interfered with the believers’
freedom to manifest their religion within the
meaning of Article 9 of the Convention."?"
The Armenian government’s efforts to estab-
lish a commission to overthrow His Holiness
Catholicos Karekin Il can only be seen as
unjustified and arbitrary state interference
in breach of the protections expounded on
by the ECtHR.

The ECtHR has further provided:

in principle the right to freedom of reli-
gion for the purposes of the Convention
excludes assessment by the State of
the legitimacy of religious beliefs or
the ways in which those beliefs are
expressed. State measures favouring
a particular leader or specific organs of
a divided religious community or seek-
ing to compel the community or part of
it to place itself, against its will, under
a single leadership, would also consti-
tute an infringement of the freedom of
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religion. In democratic societies the The plans to remove the Catholicos

State does not need to take measures amount to a severe infringement of the
to ensure that religious communities AAHC's freedom of religion and violate the
remain or are brought under a unified principles as detailed in case law of the
leadership.?2° ECtHR.
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Appendix Two

A HISTORY OF THE AAHC

herole played by the Churchin maintaining

national identity provides an indication as
to why the AAHC occupies such an important
and respected position in Armenia’s national
and diasporic life today. But how did this role
come about? This appendix provides further
detail on the history of the AAHC to explain
the unique position of the Churchin Armenia’s
religious and national life.

Historians and sociologists have exam-
ined the strong connections between the
AAHC and Armenian identity, demonstrat-
ing that a mutually reinforcing relationship
between church and national identity fre-
quently arises in contexts where the nation
has experienced domination by imperial
powers, such as the Persian, Ottoman, and
Soviet empires in the case of Armenia. 22" As
David Martin notes, “an indissoluble union of
Church and nation arises, in those situations
where the Church has been the sole available
vehicle of nationality against foreign domi-
nation”.??2 This is particularly true when the
dominated nation’s religion differs from that
of the imperial power, as seen with Armenia’s
encounters with imperial powers professing
Zoroastrianism, Islam, or Russian Orthodoxy.
We might add the Soviet Union’s policy of
state-enforced atheism to this list.??®

However, while it is certainly true that
the AAHC has been forced at times to carry
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the mantle of Armenian nationhood, helping
secure its position as a venerable institution
today, a brief review of the genesis and his-
tory of the Church provides further insight
into its importance to Armenia'’s religious and
cultural consciousness.?*

Scholars confirm that there has been a
“continuous reference for over two thousand
five hundred years to an entity called Arme-
nia.”??® The Christianisation of Armenia was
a pivotal moment in this long and enduring
history. Giovanni Guaita, a prominent histo-
rian of the AAHC, has observed that:

over the 1700 years of its existence, [the
Church] has not only been a source of
nourishment for Armenian culture, but
also a force that has protected and
defended [Armenia] from disasters
throughout history. By opening the way
to salvation for the people and guiding
them, the Armenian Church fulfils its
main ministry, which it shares with
other Churches. Along with this, it is
also the guardian of Armenia’s spiritual
heritage and cultural wealth.?2

Christianity is traditionally believed to
have been introduced to Armenia by the apos-
tles St. Thaddeus and St. Bartholomew during
the first century AD, and the term “Apostolic”
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in the name of the AACH reflects the convic-
tion that the Church continues the mission
established by these apostles of Christ. Fol-
lowing its introduction, Christianity began
to spread among the Armenians during the
first three centuries of the new millennium,
slowly displacing paganism as the predom-
inant religion.

It is commonly agreed that Armenia
adopted Christianity as its national religion
in 301.22” As Nina Garsoyan notes:

The conversion of Armenia to Christian-
ity was probably the most crucial step
in its history. It turned Armenia sharply
away from its Iranian past and stamped
it for centuries with an intrinsic charac-
ter as clear to the native population as
to those outside its borders, who identi-
fied Armenia almost at once as the first
state to adopt Christianity.??

This conversion is said to have resulted
from the direct influence of St Gregory the Illu-
minator (c. 240-325), who gained his saintly
moniker because he “enlightened the people
with the light of the Gospel."??° Gregory was
renowned for his preaching, which led in part
to the conversion of King Trdat (Tiridates) Il
(r. 298/99-330), whom Gregory baptised. It
was this event that in turn encouraged the
broader conversion of the nation. Following
this momentous event, Gregory became the
first Catholicos of the AAHC, a role he held for
around a quarter of a century before retiring
to live a life of solitude.?° It was Gregory who
was responsible for choosing Etchmiadzin as
the seat of the Catholicosate.

To promote the acceptance of Christian-
ity among the Armenian population, it was
essential that the faith be communicated in
a familiar tongue, a process that gave birth to
Armenia’s unique literary culture. As Robert
Thompson observes, “the original impetus
in the development of Armenian written cul-
ture came from the church authorities”.?®

AMSTERDAM & PARTNERS LLP

58

Under the sponsorship of King Vramshapuh
(389-414), the Church undertook the task of
producing an Armenian language version of
the Bible, as well as liturgical texts in classical
Armenian (known as Grabar).?*? This work
was undertaken by Sahak Catholicos (c. 350—
439) and Mesrop Mashtots (c. 361-439). As
part of this translation project, Mashtots cre-
ated the Armenian alphabet, an achievement
for which he was made a saint and remains
widely revered today. Mashtots is honoured
annually in a religious feast that includes a
pilgrimage to his grave. Meanwhile, sacred
texts are often treated as objects for venera-
tion, and in this regard, the AAHC has helped
to foster Armenia’s distinctive respect for its
literary tradition.?33

The AAHC's unique identity was further
reinforced by its separation from the imperial
Church after the Fourth Ecumenical Council
at Chalcedon in 451. Along with the other
Oriental Orthodox churches, the AAHC left
the unity of the Greek and Latin church over
a Christological debate concerning the divine
and human nature of Christ.z*

In the decades following Armenia’s con-
version, the Christian faith propagated by
the AAHC became a source of motivation
and support for those committed to defend-
ing the nation against foreign threats and
subjugation. This was no more apparent
than during the battle of Avarayr, which was
fought against the Persians in 451. Although
the Armenian army lost the battle, it is seen
to this day as a significant moral victory for
Armenia, and one of the first defences of the
Christian faith in the history of Christianity.?*5

As noted above, the repeated infringe-
ment of Armenian territory by powerful
neighbouring empires has resulted in the
AAHC serving as a “vehicle of nationality”.
It is vital to point out, however, that this role
performed by the Church has not resulted
in widespread abuse or the establishment
of a theocratic regime. As Giovanni Guiata
observes:
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the Armenian Church as a whole has
remained immune to the two opposing
temptations to which Rome and Con-
stantinople have often succumbed:
it did not assume secular power, but
neither did it allow itself to be subju-
gated by it. It was truly unfamiliar with
Byzantine Caesaropapism, because
the Armenian state was never strong
enough to subjugate the Church; at the
same time, it was always alien to the
‘Caesaropapism’ of Rome, because
during the existence of the Armenian
state, the Catholicoi were close to the
princes and kings, were their advisers
and confessors, but never replaced
them. The Catholicoi played a certain
social and political role in the life of
society, but did not exercise direct sec-
ular power in any territory.2%

Therole of the Catholicos as national guide
and confessor found expression especially
in the modern era, when it displayed a close
identification with the Armenian people and its
trials and tribulations. This was no more appar-
ent that during the Genocide of 1915, which
the Ottoman Empire laid waste to Western
Armenia, forcing the Armenian people on death
marches, ethnically cleansing Armenian land.
When the Ottoman Army invaded Armenia in
1918, General Silikyan of the Armenian Army
advised Catholicos Kevork V to leave Etchmi-
adzin to seek refuge near Lake Sevan. However,
the Catholicos responded that he alone would
remain to defend the sacred cathedral if the
Armenian force failed to do so. This defiant
stance helped to rally soldiers, priests and
peasants to battle, helping to defeat the Otto-
man Army at Sardarapat, thereby saving the
capital, Yerevan, located some 40 kilometres
to the east.??” Such events only reinforced the
deep and enduring connection between the
AAHC and the Armenian people.

The 1930s proved a time of great trial
for the AAHC, when the Soviet authorities
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unleashed a great wave of anti-clericalism.
Following the death of Catholicos Khoren |
in 1938 — almost certainly at the hands of
the NKVD - the church fell into moribund
state.?®® However, the strength of its history
and religious tradition meant the Church
managed to stand its ground and resist
state-enforced secularisation. For example,
when the local authorities put pressure on
Catholicos Kevork VI (1868-1954) to resign
his post and become a secular teacher, he
refused since “serving the Church means
serving the Armenia people and doing more
for the nation than any professor can do.">°

Critically, Kevork’s appeal to the Arme-
nian nation to resist the Nazi invasion had an
immediate effect of changing the fortunes of
the Church. Stalin relented in his campaign
against religious organisations, and on 27
February 1945, the AAHC was permitted to
open ten new churches and four monasteries;
later the Church was permitted to consecrate
new bishops, open a seminary, and establish
a journal.?40

The situation began to further improve
following the death of Stalin (1953) and
the election of Vazgen | (1908-1994) as
Catholicos in 1955. The AAHC regained its
position as source of unity and conscience
of the nation. For example, it took a lead in
the movement to establish in 1965 a perma-
nent memorial to the 1915 genocide of the
Armenian people; during an official commem-
oration for the memorial in Yerevan, crowds of
Armenians “wildly cheered the Catholicos.”?*!

Meanwhile, the Soviet authorities began
to permit contact with diaspora churches and
religious organisations abroad. The AAHC
became a member of the WCC in 1962 and
later joined the Conference of European
Churches in 1977.242 Gorbachev’s policy of
Glasnost and Perestroika only fostered new
opportunities to expand the Church and
profess the Christian faith. For example,
1988 witnessed the first efforts to restore
the diocese of Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh)
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and revive church life to this historically res-
onant region for the Armenian people.?® As
this White Paper has shown, it was in part the
AAHC's care for Artsakh and its people that
provoked the ire of Nikol Pashinyan against
the Catholicos and clergy and parishioners
of the Church.

Following decades of state-mandated
atheism, the AAHC fully resumed its leading
role in public life. The first democratically
elected president of Armenia, Levon Ter-Pet-
rosyan, took his oath of office in 1991, with
the Catholicos playing a leading role. The new
president “took his oath of office in Vazgen’s
presence on an ancient copy of the Gospels,
after which he kissed his ring and sought his
blessing.”?* Until the present crisis began,

this ceremony continued, with the Catholicos
also offering prayers at the start of each par-
liamentary session.?4

Since Armenia’s independence, a succes-
sion of able leaders, each with their own skills
and attributes, have steered the Church back
to its prominent position, aided by the sup-
port of the Armenian people — at home and
abroad — who generously donated money for
the restoration and construction of churches
across the territory of the republic and his-
toric Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh). For them,
the Church has the legitimate claim to be the
only institution to have lasted throughout
centuries of imperial rule, and which helped
foster a sense of the unique national culture
to which they belong.
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