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WEAPONIZATION

OF AIR
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Introduction:

Unwigwpwl

Air is not just a medium, it's a kin. It permeates
soil, water, lungs, tracheae, stomata, gills,
cells, and ancestral memory. Yet air can also
be used as a tool of oppression and choking.
The weaponization of the environment

in Artsakh transforms air into an arena of
surveillance, intimidation, and control. Here,
air carries layers of violence: High levels of
CO2 toxic contamination from burning forests,
the blockade-induced stagnation that chokes
ancestral lands, and the vaporization of the
Sarsang Reservoir, cutting off water and
electricity from communities sustained by the
land and mountains. This is not air as a neutral
medium but as an agent deeply entangled in
geopolitics and environmental degradation.
The blockade of Artsakh under the guise

of “environmental protests” marked the
emergence of a new form of weaponized
environmental activism. This campaign,
amplified globally at COP29 by petro-
oligarchies and extractive states, parallels

a long history of imperial regimes co-opting
ecological language to legitimize control.
Turning climate activism into climate
propaganda’.

Under commodified sustainability and "smart
villages,” an atmospheric infrastructure of
control is established, obscuring acts of

ethnic cleansing. Futurity is marketed through
solar panels, yet each panel is shadowed by
pipelines, linking renewable energy projects

to displacement. Nevertheless, ancestral
aerologies persist. To trace these aerologies

is to reimagine air-relations beyond colonial
logics and the weaponization of breath.

For the air is not always overtly poisoned;
rather, it is meticulously curated, presented

as a matter of concern; a stage upon which
extractive ambitions, territorial occupation, and
green-washed architecture are portrayed as
inevitable. To understand the weaponization of
air is thus to interrogate this curation, to exhale
refusal, and inhale the possibility of breathable
futures.

1ENDNOTES

The concept and vocabulary of "climate propaganda” are
drawn from Jonas Staal, Climate Propagandas: Stories of Ex-
tinction and Regeneration (Eindhoven: Onomatopee, 2023).
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qnpdtl (Eindhoven: Onomatopee, 2023):



. aasas seromt wov. 020
I ARTEAKH NOV. 2030T0'S BFL 2023
!lﬂm mHia

Ecological Imperialism

The Nagorno-Karabakh wars, spanning from
the violent escalation in 1988 to the renewed
wars of 2020 and 20232, have consistently
involved systematic patterns of ethnic
cleansing, displacement, and geopolitical
manipulation.

This violence enabled Azerbaijan to consolidate
territories critical for pipeline corridors not yet
laid. After the guns fall silent, the language

of eco-care settles over the rubble. The

ethnic cleansing of Artsakh, obscured by the
strategic co-optation of ecological language,
is part of a broader planetary geopolitical
system. Historically, imperial regimes have
similarly deployed environmental vocabulary
to legitimize and sustain oppression and
resource appropriation. In occupied Western
Sahara, Morocco employs the construction of
large-scale solar and wind farms to obscure
the displacement of the Indigenous Sahrawi
people. In the Puerto Rico Island of Vieques,
six decades of U.S. military occupation for
weapons testing, now sanitized and restricted
through reframing land and water as a National
Wildlife Refuge, effectively denying reparations
and claims for land restitution. Under REDD+

in central India, carbon markets fence Adivasi
forests in the name of global breath quotas;
the people who kept those forests alive are
rendered trespassers.

2 "The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: A Visual Explainer |
International Crisis Group,” October 27, 2020,
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In the occupied Syrian Golan Heights, Israel
deploys wind farms, purportedly to fulfill
climate goals, while violently entrenching
occupation. Similarly, in the West Bank, eco-
settlements such as Rotem mask ongoing
settler-colonial violence against Palestinians
beneath narratives of environmental
responsibility. Ecological imperialism is

not the contamination of air alone; it is the
conscription of air's very grammar (renewable,
sustainable, carbon-neutral, and net-zero) into
a weapon-Techno-sustainability as an imperial
method.Azerbaijan’s environmental protests,
smart-village dioramas, and LEED-certified
show homes exemplify ecological imperialism
as greenwashed concrete is poured into the
footprint of vanished homes.

Geopolitical Stagecraft and
Architectural Reconfiguration

Baku, 12 November 2024;

At the opening of COP29 Ilham Aliyev stepped
to the rostrum, and stood against the UN blue
beside the tricolor crescent?, First the emptied
hills of Artsakh recast as a service of justice
and national renewal. Then, the cadence
shifts, from metaphors to megawatts, as he
listed renewable energy initiatives planned

for the newly occupied territories: a 0.23 GW
solar plant with Masdar (UAE), a 0.24 GW
Saudi-financed wind farm, and a unquantified
solar project in collaboration with British
Petroleum (BP). Aliyev's energy “transition”
projects extend toward 2030, pledging 6 GW
of renewable power—a speculative twentyfold
increase from current capacity*. The end of the
speech leaned heavily into grievance. Aliyev
denounced the "petrostate” label, despite
hydrocarbons making up roughly 90% of
exports, which he called a "divine inheritance”.
"We will be strong advocates for the green
transition,” he claimed, “but we must be
realistic.” Here, green transition entails keeping
both hands on the valve.

3 Opening Ceremony of the World Leaders Climate Action
Summit [ Address by President llham Aliyev, 2024

4 "Oil and Gas Figures for 2024,” Ministry of Energy of
Azerbaijan, January 15, 2025
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2024 FOSSIL ENERGY
OUTRUT 160 GW

2030 PROJECTED RENEWABLE
ENERGY QUTPUT | 6 GW

| RO

Decarbonization is not a goal but a discourse,
instrumentalized to attract investment, signal
compliance, and reframe territorial occupation
as sustainable innovation.

Crucially, the speech should not be read as
symbolic or rhetorical alone. It was a blueprint
for architectural transformation. These
renewable pledges lay the groundwork for a
spatial reconfiguration of occupied Artsakh.
The promise of 6 GW is not simply about
power generation; it is cartography. Entailing a
remapping of territory, through photovoltaics,
logistical corridors, and eco-zones, into a
scalable model for greenwashed occupation.
What is being staged is not just energy
transition, but an aesthetic and architectural
project that transforms occupied land into
devices of climate speculation and international
legibility.

W uos nooss
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Performative Environmentalism,
Blockades, and Institutional Complicity

Lachin Corridor, 12 December 2022;

Yellow balloons hover over the Lachin Corridor,
stamped Save Nature / Beperute npepoay .
Camera crews linger; “protesters” hold their
line. Later, we learn that the line is made up

of military personnel and civil-service staff

on rotation. Performing a strategic spectacle

in which the audience is not Armenian, nor
Azerbaijani, but the carbon-trading cosmopolis
that watches livestreams and reads COP press
releases. In February 2023, the International
Court of Justice acknowledged the blockade
and ordered freedom of movement to be
resumed, but declined to issue an injunction
against the orchestrated protests®. The
blockade led to shortages of fuel, food, and
electricity in Artsakh. Ironically, the lack of

fuel forced local communities to cut trees

for heat. This accelerated deforestation

was subsequently incorporated into the
narrative of environmental harm, framing the
very communities under military siege to be
complicit in degrading the environment.

The siege is thus rebranded as an eco-
operation, designed to render territorial control
intelligible and palatable to international
observers and petrochemical industries.

The slogans themselves betray the logic:
‘Save Nature’ suggests that nature must be

defended against its own ancestral custodians.

Within this framework, ethnic Armenians of
Artsakh are cast as incompatible with nature,
and centuries of Armenian cultivation are
erased by a balloon.The weaponization of

the environment predates the roadblock. In
March 2022, officials from the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), escorted

by Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Ecology, through a
highly choreographed tour of seven districts
from Lachin to Jabrayil’. GPS tracks were pre-
loaded, and vantage points pre-cleared, tightly
controlling visibility and narrative. Despite its
formal disclaimers, the report reinforced the

narrative constructed by Azerbaijani statecraft.

Shortly after, the collected data found its way
into legal documents. Using the framework
of the Convention on the Conservation of
European Wildlife and Natural Habitats, these
findings supported Azerbaijan's new territorial
delineations.

5 Simon Maghakyan, "How Azerbaijan Weaponized the
Environment Against Armenia | TIME,” February 22, 2023

6 "Summary of the Order of 22 February 2023 |
NTERNATIONAL COURT OF JUSTICE,” accessed June 7, 2025

7 Conflict Affected Territories_2022. pdf
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Despite the fragility of the case, its significance
extends beyond legal frameworks. Each
spreadsheet documenting "biodiversity loss”
expands territorial claims, turning seized land
into infrastructures for speculative climate
projects.

The military force that expelled 100,000
Armenians rebrands itself as a ranger corps
and stewards of carbon neutrality. In this
setting, environmental data is strategically
mobilized to advance geopolitical ambitions.
Consequently, the atmosphere becomes
saturated not only with sulfur emissions
from oil flares, but also with the rhetoric of
green transition, a language that legitimizes
extraction, obscures violence, and entrenches
territorial control.

Crude Oil and Material Dependencies

In the context of the REPowerEU plan,
18 July 2022;

A Memorandum of Understanding was signed
by Ursula Von der Leyen and llham Aliyev, to
double natural gas exports to Europe through
the Southern Gas Corridor, from 8 to 20 billion
cubic meters by 20278. Ironically, this pledge
was immediately undermined when Azerbaijan
began purchasing Russian gas to feed the very
artery meant to bypass Moscow.

In Baku, the thick smell of sulfur lingers in the
atmosphere, with flares from oil refineries
illuminating the night sky. Beyond the visible
atmospheric marks of the

8 "Statement by President von Der Leyen with Azerbaijani
President Aliyev - European Commission.”
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petrochemical state, an insidious geopolitical
plume is seen through

Europe’s escalating reliance on Azerbaijani oil
and gas amidst the invasion of Ukraine®.

As Europe imposes sanctions on Russia,
Moscow’s retaliatory restriction of gas supplies
has dramatically reshaped the European
energy landscape, positioning Azerbaijan’s
pipelines as a critical site of infrastructural
expansion®.The occupation, blockade, and
subsequent ethnic cleansing are deeply
intertwined with transforming Artsakh into a
“green zone” for renewable energy extraction.
This subsequently enables Azerbaijan's
increased fossil fuels exports to Europe by
reducing domestic consumption'. When BP’s
regional president toured Shushi in 2022, he
called the occupied highlands a fresh canvas
with "no legacy systems to adjust”. Describing
the occupied territories as "liberated zones”
rich in solar, geothermal, hydropower, and
wind potential'?. This vision presupposes

a landscape emptied of its inhabitants as

a site of crude expropriation. Rendering
displacement, a prerequisite for BP's exemplary
"green zone.”

Artsakh thus functions as contingency terrain
for the Euro-Azeri hydro-carbon circuit. Able
to flip from fossil outflow to renewable “eco-
village” and "green” infrastructural projects
that proliferate through COP29's climate
propaganda. Villages like Shushi, Jabrayil,

and Agali are reimagined as experimental
zones. Prototypes for extraction-driven energy
production co-opting sustainable futures. Here,
the future is costumed twice: first in crude,
then in carbon-neutral chrome.

9 Elizabeth Robbins, "Energy in Conflict: The Case of the 2020
Armenia-Azerbaijan War,” FDD (blog), April 22, 2022

10 Following the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War, the Southern
Gas Corridor (SGC) opened, designed as a 3500 kilometre
pipeline from Azerbaijan to Italy through Turkey, Greece and
Albania, connecting natural gas and oil extraction at the
Caspian Sea to Europe. It enabled Italy, Greece and Bulgaria to
reduce Russian imports, on which six EU member states had
been entirely reliant.

11 "Azerbaijan Says on Target to Double Gas Exports to Europe
}' Eurasianet,” accessed May 20, 2025

12 Gary Jones, "Baku Energy Week: Speech by Bp's Regional
President, Azerbaijan-Georgia-Turkey at Shusha Special
Session,” British Petroleum Azerbaijan, June 6, 2022
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Agali Smart Village

Far from signifying return or recovery, Agali
becomes a prototype for resettlement as
staged display, where architecture stages

a future predicated on absence. A row of
nearly identical houses runs along a newly
paved asphalt road. Each with a reluctant
patch of lawn, a gated drive, a backyard that
dissolves into an empty rear lot. The scene
echoes Levittown's post-war fantasy; a pipeline
suburbia feeding an export-ready future. This
embodies the very culture that petro-empires
are engineered to serve.

The blueprint of "Agali's Smart-cities” cites the
World Bank’s 2021 Smart Village Framework',
a 70-page litany of prefixes: e-justice, smart
irrigation, digital IDs, edu-tech, water-ATMs.
Today, the centralized and gridded master
plan, imposed as a diagram of optimization
framed in the language of sustainability.

Its eco-credentials are not seen through
material kinship but through the bureaucratic
adoption of keywords: smart mobility,

digital agriculture, e-commerce platforms,
decentralized water systems (labeled

Water ATMs), e-justice, smart housing, etc.
“Architecture” appears once, buried in a
footnote on heritage tourism and German
heritage buildings.

Bl v acav “swasy vivLace*

13 "World Bank. 2021. Smart Villages in Azerbaijan: A
Framework for Analysis and Roadmap. @ World Bank. http://
hdl.handle.net/10986/35468 License: CC BY 3.0 1G0.”
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Yet Agali cannot escape architecture: its
car-oriented layout replicates mass-produced
planning logics exported to accelerate the
construction of these "e-villages.” Originally
an Azerbaijani village displaced during the
First Artsakh War in 1993. Agali's first phase,
completed between early 2021 and mid-2022,
spans roughly 110 hectares and includes 200
detached houses, a school, service buildings,
and a hotel overlooking a hydroelectric power
plant.

Most significantly, along Agali, another
infrastructure for oil flows is in the making;

the Horadiz-Agband line, 110.4 km of track
planned to stretch Azerbaijan to its Nakhchivan
exclave through the contested Zangazur
corridor'. More than transit, this railway forges
material links among zones designated for
green imperial energy futures, threading the
planned “smart villages” to the Caspian’s fossil
heart and onward to European valves. Land is
emptied, gridded, layered with sensor-speak
and carbon metrics until habitation becomes

a data point. The “smart village” is not a

place but a protocol, a speculative techno-
bureaucracy superimposed on a landscape.

Air relations beyond colonial logic

The occupation and ethnic cleansing of
Artsakh compel us to rethink what sovereignty
means today. In the twenty-first century,
"being sovereign” is often reduced to hosting
pipelines, railways, and other petrochemical
arteries, serving as a cog in a neoliberal export
machine. What, then, might a pluriversal
practice of territoriality look like?'®

One in which belonging is not mapped by rigid
cartographic lines.The brief Transcaucasian
Democratic Federative Republic (1918) reminds
us that multi-ethnic polities in the region

are neither utopian nor ahistorical. Stateless
democratic entities such as Rojava and other
non-autonomous, grassroots enclaves show
that claims to self-determination beyond the
nation-state have always accompanied the
very idea of sovereignty. Yet international law
still clings to a narrow reading of "peoples,” one
that routinely excludes autonomous regions
and marginalized communities.

14 “Yiiksel Proje - Horadiz-Agbend Railway,” Yiksel Proje
(2023)

15 We draw this idea in reference to the work of Arthuro Esco-
bar on the Designs for the Pluriverse
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How, then, do we articulate a right of return, or
a right to self-determination for those who fall
outside the nation-state mold? Which forms

of land relation, beyond techno-sustainable
master-plans, can sustain breathable futures,
and who is empowered to decide them?

Architecture sits at the heart of these
questions. It is the material language through
which sovereignty is asserted not only through
border walls but also through pipeline suburbia,
oil transits, and smart villages. Reclaiming
design, therefore, means reimagining
pluriversal grounds of return, with the agency
laying down the scaffolds for air that can
circulate as a shared matter of concern.
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