
Comment

www.thelancet.com/lancetgh   Published online November 27, 2020   https://doi.org/10.1016/S2214-109X(20)30510-6 1

War in the time of COVID-19: humanitarian catastrophe in 
Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia

As a small country with a population of 3 million, 
Armenia has been severely affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, and for several months was among the 
countries with the highest prevalence of COVID-19.1 
On Oct 23, 2020, the number of confirmed cases was 
70 836 and the number of new daily diagnosed cases 
reached 2484. As a result, Armenia is now the second 
country in the world with the highest number of new 
daily diagnosed cases per person (778 cases per million 
per day), overtaking only the Czech Republic (1321 cases 
per million per day).1

The first case of COVID-19 in Armenia was registered 
at the beginning of March, 2020, and on March 16, the 
country declared a state of emergency and went into 
lockdown. During the next few months, the numbers 
rose substantially; but by the end of the summer, 
Armenia was able to flatten the curve. Although there 
was some increase in the number of cases because 
of the opening of schools, the number of new daily 
cases on Sept 26 was 328, and the country had started 
to overcome the threat from this global pandemic. 
Unfortunately, this success was short-lived, as another 
catastrophe began.

Nagorno-Karabakh (also known as Artsakh) is a 
former partly self-governing region of the Soviet Union, 
historically inhabited by the Armenians. The status 
of this region has been disputed between Azerbaijan 
and Armenia since the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
Since 1991, it has been a de facto independent state, 
although not recognised by the UN. On Sept 27, 2020, 
Azerbaijan initiated a large-scale war against Nagorno-
Karabakh. The conflict was complicated by the 
open involvement of Turkey, allied with Azerbaijan, 
providing substantial military and political backing, 
which has been independently verified by several 
major media outlets.2,3 Ballistic missiles, drones, 
and other heavy artillery have been used, resulting 
in multiple civilian deaths and injuries. Hospitals, 
churches, kindergartens, and schools were hit during 
the bombardment and missile attacks, which included 
the use of internationally banned cluster bombs.4 As 
a result of the intensive bombardment of Nagorno-
Karabakh by the Azerbaijani armed forces, by October 8, 

it was reported by the Guardian that half of the entire 
Karabakh population, mainly women, children, and 
the elderly, have already been displaced to Armenia, 
further exacerbating the humanitarian catastrophe 
in this region.5 Several coauthors and signatories of 
this Comment have witnessed the bombardment of 
the capital, Stepanakert, when delivering medical care 
for those in need. Several of our colleagues were killed 
during this commitment.

As a result of these unrelenting attacks, large numbers 
of people have been wounded and require medical care, 
which has put the Armenian and Nagorno-Karabakh 
health-care systems under unprecedented pressure. This 
strain has forced many of the existing COVID-19 centres 
to shift their scope, and most non-emergency medical 
care has either been delayed or cancelled. Although a 
ceasefire was agreed on Nov 9, the situation remains 
volatile and previous ceasefires have proven short-lived. 

Since the start of the war, the daily number of 
COVID-19 cases in Armenia has increased 8-fold.1 
Nagorno-Karabakh, with a population of 150 000, had 
been able to control the pandemic situation before 
the war with a total number of 300 cases; however, 
at present, because of widespread destruction and 
displacement of people, it is virtually impossible to track 
the COVID-19 situation on the ground. Furthermore, 
regular bombardments forced residents in the major 
cities within Karabakh to seek refuge in large groups in 
basements and bunkers within confined spaces, thus 
increasing the chance of further spread of the virus.

With this Comment, we, as individuals and physicians 
from different countries and nationalities, call on our 
colleagues from all over the world and international 
medical community to pay attention to this crisis, and 
raise their voice against war in Nagorno-Karabakh with 
its ensuing humanitarian catastrophe. We urge our 
colleagues to pressure their governments to exercise 
every effort to avoid further military aggression during 
a global pandemic and to facilitate international 
humanitarian assistance to the health-care system of 
Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia, both with resources 
and professional help.
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