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Imprisonment of conscientious objectors to military service 
REPUBLIC OF ARMENIA AND NAGORNO-KARABAKH* 

May 2, 2005 

Currently, there are 20 male Jehovah’s Witnesses in prison for their conscientious refusal of military service 
on religious grounds. The names, dates of imprisonment, sentences, grounds (under criminal code1) and 
locations are as follows: 

Aram Manukyan August 16, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Asatur Badalyan September 30, 2004 § 327I, 18 months  Kosh Penal Institution  
Karen Akopyan October 7, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Arsen Sargsyan October 8, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Mher Mirzakhanyan October 13, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Artur Manukyan October 14, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Ovanes Bayatyan October 14, 2004  § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Arman Melikyan November 30, 2004 § 327I, 18 months Kosh Penal Institution 
Mher Manukyan December 16, 2004 § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
*Areg Avanesyan February 16, 2005 § 327III 2, 4 years Shushi Penal Institution 
         (Nagorno-Karabakh) 
Arman Marinosyan February 23, 2005 § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Roma Karapetyan February 24, 2005 § 327I, 2 years Kosh Penal Institution 
Sergey Ovanisyan February 28, 2005 § 327I, 18 months  Kosh Penal Institution 
Gevork Manukyan March 3, 2005  § 3271, 2 years  Kosh Penal Institution  
Arman Agazaryan March 10, 2005  § 327I, 18 months  Kosh Penal Institution 
Ashot Torgomyan March 14, 2005  § 327I, 2 years Nubarashen Penal Institution 
David Delanyan March 17, 2005  § 327I, 1 year  Gumry Penal Institution 
Arsen Gasparyan March 17, 2005  § 327I, 18 months Nubarashen Penal Institution 
Sarkis Karapetyan April 6, 2005  § 327I, 18 months  Nubarashen Penal Institution 
Tatul Gogdzhyan April 15, 2005   § 327I, 20 months Nubarashen Penal Institution 
 

One Jehovah’s Witness was sentenced to pay a fine: 

Stepan Epremyan March 29, 2004 §327I  penalty 300 000 dram (approximately $500 US) 
 

Two Jehovah’s Witnesses have been arrested and are awaiting their trial: 

Artur Vardanyan written undertaken not to leave the place since April 13, 2005, Gumry 
Armen Grigoryan April 25, 2005  Stepanakert (Nagorno-Karabakh) 

������������������������������������������ �
1�Article 327 I states: Evading a recurring call to emergency military service, or educational or military training, without a legal basis for being relieved of 
this service, shall incur a fine in the amount of 300 to 500 minimum wages or arrest for up to two months or imprisonment for up to two years. 
2 The Criminal Code of Nagorno-Karabakh Republic is fully identical to that of the Republic of Armenia. Article 327 III states: The action envisaged in part 1 or 2 of 
this article, if committed in conditions of martial law, at time of war or during military actions, is punished with imprisonment from 4 to 8 years. 
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Service or Punishment?: Armenia’s alternative milit ary service questioned 
by participants  
 
By Vahan Ishkhanyan  
ArmeniaNow Reporter  
 
Twenty-four young people whose religious convictions do not allow them to serve in the army were enlisted 
for alternative labor service last autumn. They serve in hospitals and homes for elderly people. Twenty-two 
of them are Jehovah’s witnesses.  

 

Non-military service became possible after a law on alternative service was passed in December 2003.  

However, many of the servicemen regret to have opted for alternative service and say that they would prefer 
rejecting service altogether and going to prison.  

The reason is because labor service is conducted by the military regime, is controlled by military police and 
by 1.5 years longer – 42 months or 3.5 years.  

“If it continues like this, it is better to be in prison,” says 18-year-old Vagharsh Margaryan, who, together 
with his three fellow-believers, is serving in Sevan’s mental hospital.  

They are not allowed to leave the premises of the hospital, they work without days off and wear uniforms, on 
the back of which it is written: “Alternative Labor Service”. Military police pay visits once every 10 days and 
inspect their service. In fact, their service is not civil. In their military id cards it is written: “RA Armed 
Forces”.  

By becoming a member of the Council of Europe, Armenia assumed obligations to adopt a law on 
alternative civil service and before that release from prisons draft dodgers who rejected to be enrolled in the 
army for their religious convictions. About 150 Jehovah’s witnesses had been put in jail for refusing service 
in the army.  

“The authorities wanted to adopt a law on military alternative service (that is, service in military units without 
carrying weapons), however Europe demanded that a law on alternative civil service be adopted,” says 
Armenia Helsinki Committee Chairman Avetik Ishkhanyan. “It was under pressure from the Council of 
Europe that alternative labor service was included into the law besides military alternative. However, this is 
not a civil service and contradicts the European standards.”  

According to those standards, civil service must not be controlled by the military, be without uniform and not 
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exceed the term of military service.  

Ishkhanyan says that the authorities in fact try to cheat Europe by presenting military-controlled labor 
service as civil service.  

 
The men prefer service to prison 

According to the information provided by the Helsinki Committee, one serviceman at Vardenis’ mental 
boarding house had a broken collarbone and he was taken to a military hospital. However, there the military 
put pressure on him and he returned without getting proper treatment. Now he is serving with a dislocated 
collarbone.  

Sevan Mental Hospital workers complain that they are not allowed to go to town to participate in religious 
gatherings. “We ask them to let us go out twice a week for two hours, but it is prohibited. People from 
military police come and threaten that if we leave the premises, they will put us in the guardhouse,” says 19-
year-old Boris Melkumyan. Hospital director Gagik Karapetyan says that like in the army, here too, until six 
months of service is completed, they will not be allowed to go off the premises.  

Nevertheless, the guys are not dissatisfied with their work. They work in construction and do sanitary-
inspecting work, distribute meals, see that patients do not behave in a disorderly way and cause no harm to 
one another. The administration also demands that they clean patients’ waste, however the servicemen 
have refused, saying that it is a humiliating job.  

“If they are faithful indeed, then why don’t they follow the precepts? It is said in the Bible: love your neighbor 
– but they do not love, if they loved, they would clean the waste of the patients,” says the hospital’s head 
physician Aram Alexanyan.  

Vagharshak Margaryan replies that it is not that they either love the patient or not, but they do not accept 
the offered conditions. “If their goal is to send us for such jobs, it is they who do not love us and humiliate 
us.” Previously, National Assembly Deputy Speaker Vahan Hovhannisyan said that alternative service 
should be shameful. Nevertheless, they do not force the men to do dirty work. However, according to the 
data of the Helsinki Committee, a serviceman at Yerevan’s boarding house situated in Nork is forced to do 
humiliating work.  

The hospital’s administration has no clear idea of how to deal with the men, as no order of alternative 
service was provided to them, but they received only verbal instructions, as Alexanyan says, “we are guided 
by horse sense”.  

Generally, the mental hospital has no need for additional labor force, and the alternative servicemen are not 
of much use: “It would be good if I were far from this headache,” says the mental hospital’s director Gagik 
Karapetyan.  

Not all of Jehovah’s witnesses agreed to alternative service. Currently, 18 Jehovah’s witnesses are in jail for 
refusing to be enrolled for service. They refuse to be enrolled for alternative service considering it 
humiliating and too long.  

      
 
© Copyright ArmeniaNow.com 2002-2004. All rights reserved. 
Articles ma be reproduced, provided ArmeniaNow.com is cited as the source. 
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This article was published by F18News on: 6 January 2005 

ARMENIA: Religious conscientious objector forcibly taken to Nagorno-Karabakh 

By Felix Corley, Editor, Forum 18 News Service 

Armen Grigoryan, a religious conscientious objector who is seriously contemplating becoming a Jehovah's Witness, has 
been forcibly taken by the Armenian authorities from Armenia to a military unit in Nagorno-Karabakh, Forum 18 News 
Service has learnt. After he was beaten up, Grigoryan was forced to stand in his underwear in front of about 1,800 soldiers 
to tell them why he refused to do military service. "He told everyone present that his rejection was based on his religious 
beliefs and his study of the Bible," his father told Forum 18. This is the first instance known to Forum 18 of an Armenian 
religious conscientious objector being forcibly taken to a military unit in Nagorno-Karabakh. Armenia has repeatedly 
broken its promises to the Council of Europe on the treatment of conscientious objectors. Grigoryan has now escaped from 
the military and has written to the Armenian authorities from his hiding place, to say that he is prepared to do alternative 
civilian service. 

An eighteen-year-old Armenian citizen, Armen Grigoryan - who is from a Jehovah's Witness family, has attended their 
meetings and is seriously contemplating baptism as a Jehovah's Witness - was summoned to the military recruitment office 
in the Armenian capital Yerevan under a pretext on 21 June 2004. Within 24 hours and against his will he had been taken 
out of Armenia and transferred to a military unit across the border in Nagorno-Karabakh.  
 
On refusing to swear the military oath and sing the national anthem for religious reasons at the second regiment base in 
Martuni region of eastern Karabakh, his father Hovhanes Grigoryan told Forum 18 from Yerevan on 5 January, Armen 
Grigoryan was beaten by Lieutenant Shakaryan (first name unknown) and Captain Hovhanes Danielyan. With the help of 
his father, Grigoryan wrote to several government departments and human rights organisations but "it worsened his 
situation".  
 
Lieutenant-General Vladik Khachatryan ordered that legal proceedings be instituted against Grigoryan. At the instigation of 
the prosecutor's assistant, he was stripped and forced to stand in his underwear in front of about 1,800 soldiers in the unit to 
tell them why he refused to do military service. "He told everyone present that his rejection was based on his religious 
beliefs and his study of the Bible," Hovhanes Grigoryan told Forum 18. "He explained that he had asked to be provided with 
civilian alternative service. Then he was offered military alternative service which he rejected."  
 
In the presence of the unit commander, Grigoryan again wrote an application for civilian alternative service to Armenia's 
ombudsperson, Larisa Alaverdyan. Alverdyan has in the past denied to Forum 18 that jailing Jehovah's Witness 
conscientious objectors breaks Armenia's Council of Europe and OSCE commitments, and has blamed Jehovah's Witnesses 
for the problems they face from the Armenian government (see F18News 3 August 2004 
http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=384).  
 
After a month Armen Grigoryan was briefly hospitalised with gastritis, but after a visit from an official of the procuracy 
escaped from his military unit in Karabakh on 25 August and is now being hunted. His father, whose other son spent several 
years in prison in Armenia for refusing military service on grounds of religious conscience, told Forum 18 that Armen 
Grigoryan has written to the Armenian authorities from his hiding place to say he is prepared to do alternative civilian 
service.  
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A Baptist young man from Nagorno-Karabakh, Gagik Mirzoyan, who also refused because of his faith to serve in the 
Nagorno-Karabakh armed forces, was also beaten up, and is currently been held in an unknown location by the authorities. 
Relatives have been denied information about his location and acess to him, and Ministry would only tell Forum 18 that he 
"is still alive." (See F18News 6 January 2005 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=483).  
 
Nagorno-Karabakh's deputy foreign minister Masis Mailyan told Forum 18, from Stepanakert on 5 January, that the issue of 
why Grigoryan was forcibly transferred against his will from Armenia to Nagorno-Karabakh was an issue for the Armenian 
authorities. As for the maltreatment in the unit in Karabakh, Mailyan said he had no information.  
 
Armenia has promised the Council of Europe that it will introduce alternative civilian service and free religious prisoners of 
conscience imprisoned for conscientious objection, but has repeatedly broken these promises (see F18News 19 October 
2004 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=434). Deputy foreign minister Mailyan insisted to Forum 18 that 
"laws on subjects that form part of Armenia's obligations under the Council of Europe also extend to the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic." Mailyan however, also claimed that the Karabakh armed forces are under local control, not under the control of 
Armenia (see F18News 6 January 2005 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=483).  
 
Nagorno-Karabakh has been under martial law since 1992, and imposes restrictions on civil liberties, including banning the 
activity of "religious sects and unregistered organisations", banning demonstrations and imposing media censorship. 
Officials claim that only "registered organisations" can hold meetings, and the only religious community to have registration 
is the Armenian Apostolic Church – effectively Karabakh's state church. Baptists have faced continued harassment from the 
authorities but although other communities – including Pentecostal Christians and Jehovah's Witnesses – have faced 
problems, pressures have generally eased in recent years.  
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This article was published by F18News on: 21 March 2005 

ARMENIA: New wave of Jehovah's Witness sentences 

�

By Felix Corley, Editor, Forum 18 News Service 

�

Five young Jehovah's Witnesses are known to have been imprisoned for refusing military service so far in March, the 
largest number in a single month since last October and in continuing defiance of Armenia's commitment to the Council of 
Europe to end imprisonment of conscientious objectors. One, Arman Agazaryan, a 28-year-old dentist, is the only 
breadwinner in his extended family of six, his lawyer Rustam Khachatryan told Forum 18 News Service. Khachatryan also 
complains of the treatment of Jehovah's Witnesses who have opted for the alternative military service, saying they remain 
under military control, have to serve far longer than those in the army and are banned from joining their fellow Jehovah's 
Witnesses for worship. There is no civilian alternative service. 

�

In the biggest wave of sentences of Jehovah's Witnesses in Armenia since last October, at least five young men have been 
handed prison terms of up to two years since the beginning of March, Forum 18 News Service has learnt. All five refused to 
serve in the army or do the alternative military service, which they argue is not the genuine civilian alternative which 
Armenia is committed to provide. Among them is a 28-year-old dentist from the capital Yerevan, Arman Agazaryan, who 
was called up in the wake of a defence ministry order last November that doctors who had previously been exempted from 
serving in the army after studying medicine at the academy can now be drafted up to the age of 35. "He was deliberately 
targeted for conscription and sentenced because he is a Jehovah's Witness," his lawyer Rustam Khachatryan told Forum 18 
from Yerevan on 18 March. "No other dentists have been taken." 
 
After Agazaryan refused to be drafted into the army on grounds of religious conscience, he was arrested on 23 December 
2004 and was tried in Yerevan in mid-March, receiving a prison sentence of one and a half years. "Agazaryan supported his 
wife, his seven-year old son, his parents and his wife's mother on his income," Khachatryan told Forum 18. "Now they have 
lost their only breadwinner to prison." He is being held in Nubarashen prison, where most other Jehovah's Witness prisoners 
are incarcerated. 
 
Like all but one of the current prisoners, Agazaryan was sentenced under Article 327 part I of the criminal code, which 
reads: "Evading a recurring call to emergency military service, or educational or military training, without a legal basis for 
being relieved of this service, shall incur a fine in the amount of 300 to 500 minimum [monthly] wages or arrest for up to 
two months or imprisonment for up to two years." 
 
Sergei Hovhanissyan was sentenced to one and a half years in prison in early March and is now held at Nubarashen. Gevork 
Manukyan was sentenced to two years' imprisonment on 16 March and is now in Nubarashen. Arsen Gasparyan was 
sentenced in the town of Vedi in Ararat region to one and a half years in prison on 17 March. He too is imprisoned at 
Nubarashen. Also sentenced to two years' imprisonment in March was Ashot Torgomyan. 
 
Armenia last year introduced the alternative military service of three and a half years' duration (compared to two years' 
military service) under defence ministry control, which became available from 1 July. The government insisted that this met 
its commitment made to the Council of Europe when it joined to introduce a civilian service of non-punitive length by 
January 2004. Its refusal to meet its obligations to provide a non-punitive civilian service have repeatedly been condemned 
by officials of the Council of Europe, the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe and human rights groups 
(see F18News 19 October 2004 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=434). 
 
Some Jehovah's Witnesses have been prepared to do the alternative service, believing that although it was not ideal the 
actual work handed to those doing it was non-military and therefore did not violate their pacifist beliefs. However, 
Khachatryan insists that all but one of the 18 Jehovah's Witnesses who opted for this alternative service are "discontented". 
"They remain under military control – which means it is not civilian service, the term of three and a half years is not in line 
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with European norms and while serving all but one of them have been banned from attending Jehovah's Witness meetings," 
he told Forum 18. "It's worse than the army." 
 
He said that as lawyer to four of the young men carrying out their alternative service at a mental hospital in Yerevan, he had 
gone to see the hospital head, Karapetyan, and the chief doctor Aleksanyan. "They told me categorically the four were doing 
military service under the control of the defence ministry," Khachatryan told Forum 18. "Dr Aleksanyan told me they 
wouldn't be allowing the men to have a quiet life." 
 
Khachatryan complained that the four were allowed no contact with their fellow Jehovah's Witnesses, and were banned 
from preaching their faith or meeting for worship. Nor are they granted any holiday. 
 
Although the four are not being given military training, they must wear special dark blue alternative service uniforms. "By 
law they shouldn't be looking after the mentally ill at all, as special training for this should be given," he added. "They've 
been given no training." 
 
Meanwhile, two Jehovah's Witnesses – Hovhannes and Arsen (last names unknown) were beaten on the street by the deputy 
police chief of the southern town of Megri, Khachatryan also told Forum 18. While the two were talking on the street, a car 
pulled up and out got the deputy police chief and two other men, who beat the Jehovah's Witnesses. They then left. Shortly 
afterwards, police officers returned and took the pair to the police station, where they were held for an hour and again 
beaten before being freed. 
 
Khachatryan said the two were lodging complaints to the minister of the interior and the prosecutor's office. 
 
The Jehovah's Witnesses – who claim that up to 15,000 people attend their meetings in Armenia – have faced widespread 
official and popular opposition to their activity over the past decade. Last October, after a nine-year battle, the group finally 
managed to get state registration (see F18News 12 October 2004 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=430). 
 
A printer-friendly map of Armenia is available at 
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/atlas/index.html?Parent=asia&Rootmap=armeni 
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