HOPES
[LLUSIONS
PERSPECTIVES

BELARUSIAN
SOCIETY 2007

WARSAW - MINSK 2007



HOPES
[LLUSIONS
PERSPECTIVES

BELARUSIAN
SOCIETY 2007

East European Democratic Centre
Warsaw — Minsk 2007
ISBN 978-83-916658-5-5

edited by Marta Pejda

East European Democratic Centre and the editors would like to acknowledge all individuals whose eru-
dition, patience and understanding contributed to the publication and made it possible in present form.
Our special acknowledgments go to the translators.

Publication has been financed ;hm"ml Endowment
by the National Endowment for Democracy or Democracy

Lupipriddlin g Tre ebani ol Wi st 1



Contents

Marta Pejda

By Way of @ Preface.......ccvveviiiiiiiee e 4
Jury Cavusau

Belarus’ Civic SECION.........uiiiiiiiiiiie e 6
Pavat Usau

Pro-government Associations in Belarus.............ccccccccciiiinnnnnnnn. 16
Alaksandar Buchvostau

Trade Unions in Belarus..........ccevvveeee i 20
Ales Utadamirski

Religious Diversity in Belarus ...........ccccccooiiiiiiiiiiiiee e, 24
Zmicier Pankaviec

Sport As an Ideological Weapon............. eea S e ee Ty eseeeeeeeeeenenanaaa——_. 29

Andrzej Poczobut
Situation of Organizations Uniting the Polish Minority in Belarus:
the Past, the Present and the QutlooK ...........cceeiiieiiiiine e, 33

Iryna Vidanava
In the Home and On the Streets:

Belarusian Women and Women’s Organizations, 2001-06 ........... 35
Pavat Usau

“Ideology of Belarusian State”

Propaganda MechaniSms ...........cceoiiiiiiiiiniiiiee e 40

Piotra Rudkouski

Belarusian National Ideology:

Contemporary UtORia......cceviieeeiiiiiiiieeee e 46
Andrej Dynko

Language of Streets and Language of the Ploshcha
Evolution and Status of the Belarusian Language after 2000........ 52

Vital Taras
Media in Belarus:

on Brink of Breakthrough ............cccccooiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeee, 59

Fair and free

internet and elections in 2006 ...................ccccceeiiiiii e 65
Alena Satajeva

Education in Belarus ...........coooieiiiiiiiiiiieee e 76
Volha Danisevié¢

Healthcare and Social Issues in Belarus ...........cccccceviiiiiiiiiiinns 79
Viktar Karniajenka

Analysis of the 2006 Political Campaign..........ccccccveeieeeiiniiiiiens 84
Jury Cavusau

“For Freedom!” Campaign..........ccoouviieeiiiiiieeeinirieeeseeeeeeessiieeee s 93
Ina Kulej

The Solidarity Committee Activities ..........cceevevveeeiiiiiiieeeee, 97
Ihar Lalkou

New Generation of OppOoSItioNn ..........ccevviiiiiiiiie i, 99



Marta Pejda

By Way of a Preface

Belarusian society is a very specific
creature. It is difficult to speak about
the existence of civil society, as the ba-
sic institutions of such a society do not
function here, or do not function prop-
erly. And it seems there is no particular
demand for it; at least this appears to
be the case based on the opinion of the
majority of people. Non-governmental
organizations (i.e., the third sector) do
not serve this function as in other mod-
ern countries due to the political situa-
tion in Belarus, where the authoritarian
regime effectively prevents the non-gov-
ernmental sector from conducting its ba-
sic activities. Furthermore, for the fur-
ther development of this sector, there is
no base of socially and politically con-
scious citizens who understand the role
that NGOs could play. It appears that

Dictatorship is a sign of collapse. Flowering epochs, characterized by a rich internal
life, harmony of mind and spirit are alien to dictatorship. [...] Calls for a leader always
occurs there, where old structures and customs, based on tradition, are succumbing or

have already succumbed to disintegration.

Dr. Adam Wielomski,

“The Theory of Counterrevolutionary Authoritarianism,” in: Konserwatyzm.pl

a large part of Belarusian society still
adhere to soviet expectations towards
the state apparatus, which results in the
deterioration of individual responsibil-
ity, a reluctance to independently make
decisions, and no need for free choice.
In this situation — a situation of a clear
threat from the state, extremely unfa-
vourable legal conditions and, at most,
indifference from potential beneficiaries
— the non-governmental sector remains
completely isolated from other sectors
and therefore there are no possibilities
of conducting programs externally di-
rectly, which effectively hampers its nat-
ural development and rules out increas-
ing its popularity.

When there is no supply, there is also
most often no demand. Therefore the
third sector in Belarus not so much as-
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sists other sectors in meeting the needs
of citizens as attempts to shape these
needs. However, the authoritarian state
intentionally fails to meet some needs
of society, often using them for its own
purposes.

One of these unrealized roles, which
the Belarusian state apparatus does not
allow non-governmental organizations
and the mass media to take on, is the edu-
cational function. The goal of state policy
in this field is raising a citizen loyal to the
authorities and with limited intellectual
potential, which guarantees that he will
be a submissive and rather non-inquisi-
tive voter. The point is to create a passive
society, susceptible to manipulation and
propaganda, and therefore devoid of crit-
ical tools — unable to independently eval-
uate reality and express opinions. Many
facts point to this, including the increas-
ingly lower substantive level of the politi-
cally subservient state schools and scien-
tific institutions, the idiotic programs on
state television and in other mass media,
oscillating between aggressive propagan-
da and the lowest form of entertainment,



By Way of a Preface

most frequently imported from Russia,
the embarrassingly meagre cultural of-
fer, even in large cities, etc.

When these types of activities reach
the fertile ground of post-soviet society,
their effect is the progressive demoral-
ization of the citizens. From their ear-
liest years they come into contact not
only with the unadulterated sanctioning
of corruption in the form of ubiquitous
blat (pull), but the outright corrupting of
entities and entire organizations by the
state itself — this is about benefits, de-
rived in exchange for loyalty, as in the
case of access to BRSM-type forma-
tions, or Biefaja Rus. The mechanism of
demoralization in regard to children and
young people is also effective due to the
fact that a large percentage of teachers
are members of electoral commissions
on various levels, actively participating
in falsifying election results — the situa-
tion becomes paradoxical when demor-
alized people, or at least people with an
ambiguous conflict of conscious, are ed-
ucating the young generation.

The state also scrupulously and suc-
cessfully takes advantage of the situa-
tion in which there is no system of val-
ues, and the only social authority seems
to be the president. After decades of en-
forced atheism, post-soviet society is
not excessively tied to the conception
of Christian morality, but even if it was
the state preventively monopolized is-
sues of faith, incorporating the Orthodox
Church in its propaganda machinery. For
building a modern, permanent nation-
al identity based on a universal system
of values that could serve as a platform
for patriotism and civic activity, Belarus
also lacks a national idea, which cannot
be formulated by casual, transitory po-
litical interest. Therefore, the system of
values in Belarus has been officially re-
placed by state ideology.

It cannot help but be noticed that
ten years of this type of state policy has
exerted a huge influence on Belarusian
society, both directly, leading to regres-
sion in the sphere of civic, intellectual,
social and political activity, and indi-
rectly, contributing to the ever increas-
ing emigration of more independently
thinking people, unable to find a place
in this reality or submit to the author-
itarian aspirations of the government.
The uniqueness of today’s Belarusian
society therefore is also characterized
by a lack of intellectual elites, or rath-
er their very limited number and mar-
ginal influence on the situation in the
country. In a normally functicning
modern society it is precisely the elit-
es who guide the basic directions of
state development — on the social, po-
litical and economic levels. In Belarus,
this remains firmly in the hands of the
state apparatus, or more precisely, the
president.

The texts collected in this book elab-
orate on some of the phenomena that
have shaped, and continue to shape, to-
day’s Belarus. While working on this
publication we asked ourselves, among
others, whether the events of March
2006 changed anything and has some
hidden revolution or evolution, at least
on the level social consciousness, be-
gun. Of course there is no unequivocal
answer and that is not the point here.
The situation appears to be quite pessi-
mistic, but the fact seems to be impor-
tant that despite the massive, long-term
pressure on Belarusian society there are
still cases of independent behaviour, tes-
tifying to the existence of minute un-
derground islands of internal freedom,
morality and social activity. And there
are still people there who want and are
able to subject this situation to independ-
ent analysis.



Jury Cavusau

Belarus’ Civic Sector

1. Civic sector evolution

A good start. Belarus’ community of
non-governmental organizations went
through several stages of development.
The NGO community was vigorously
growing in the early and mid 1990s with
registered NGOs increasing in number
from 24 in 1990 to nearly 1,000 by the
end of 19951. Civic society thrived both
in terms of organization numbers and
their diversity. For instance, in 1993
a city could have just one or two in-
dependent civic organizations (most-
ly chapters of the Belarusian Popular
Front (BPF) and the Franci$ak Skaryna
Belarusian Language Society), whereas
two or three years later there were about
a dozen local NGOs, chapters of nation-
al civic organizations and local environ-
mental, youth, history and social groups
operating in the same area. At the begin-
ning of that period NGOs were largely
integrated into a broader national move-
ment for democracy and independence
of Belarus, while later the sector became
more depoliticized and more similar to

the standard civic sector characteristic of
a classic pluralistic society. A relatively
free atmosphere in society was essential
for the sector’s growth. Even organiza-
tions established during the Soviet era
were functioning independently of the
government at the time.

Politicization and the beginning
of confrontation. As the country was
sliding toward authoritarianism, NGOs
found it more and more difficult to per-
form their classic functions. The con-
centration of power in the executive
and the president’s effort to build an au-
thoritarian system triggered the politi-
cization of the civic sector and prompt-
ed many NGOs to side with the politi-
cal opposition. This new period in civ-
ic society evolution began after con-
stitutional referenda held in 1995 and
1996. NGOs could no longer stay out
of politics. Many pro-democracy civ-
ic organizations cropped up at the start
of that period. NGOs started to coop-
erate more closely with foreign donors
and democracy promotion resource cen-
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tres significantly increased their influ-
ence. Organizations expanded their net-
works, changed specialization and grew
in number. The country had as many as
2,191 NGOs (1,061 national and interna-
tional groups and 1,130 local NGOs) on
1 April 19982 The number does not in-
clude trade unions and political parties.
Apart from the registered NGOs, there
were many advocacy groups not regis-
tered with the authorities. Two major
umbrella organizations — the Assembly
of Pro-Democracy NGOs of Belarus and
the Belarusian Association of Resource
Centres — emerged at the time.

NGO politicization irked the au-
thorities and they took various efforts
to weaken the civic sector. In 1999, the
government required all NGOs to re-reg-
ister in a bid to purge the sector of the
most influential pro-democracy groups.
This second re-registration campaign
dealt the sector a more severe blow than
the first re-registration drive conduct-
ed in 1994 and 1995. A total of 1,537
NGOs, 63.2 percent of the total number,

! B. Yepnos. Tperuii cextop B Benapycu:

poOJIeMbl CTAHOBIICHUS U Pa3BUTHS. — MUHCK—
Tomeis, 2004. C. 3.

2 T. KyssmenkoBa. Tperuii cextop Benapycu:
IpoOJIeMBbI CTAHOBIICHUS U Pa3BUTHA. — MHHCK,
2004. C. 10.



Belarus’ Civic Sector

applied for re-registration. Only 1,326
NGOs were re-registered in 1999, while
some big and influential organizations
lost their “legal entity” status?.

The government moved to limit the
flow of foreign financial assistance to
NGOs — in 2001 the president by his
Decree N8 required NGOs to obtain per-
mission from the authorities for every
single foreign grant.

At that time, the regulatory author-
ity did not exercise tight control over
the sector and government agencies in
general respected the law when dealing
with NGOs.

Unregistered groups did not have big
problems with the authorities, although
the government had passed legislation
stipulating punishment for involvement
in unregistered organizations. Relations
between the government and NGOs
were tense before 2003, but it was not yet
a state of war — some joint projects, co-
operation and communication between
the two sides were still possible, while
some NGOs had close ties with govern-
ment agencies. The “cold peace” and the
limited persecution made it possible for
NGOs to play a key role during the 2001
presidential election.

NGOs were actively involved in the
2001 presidential election. Some NGOs
functioned as part of the political oppo-
sition system and were an equal partner
to political parties. Membership of the
Assembly of Pro-Democracy NGOs in
the Coordinating Rada (Council) of Pro-
Democracy Forces, involvement of NGOs
affiliated with the Belarusian Association
of Resource Centres in politics, the in-
creasing influence of the Khartyya-97
human rights group, and an agreement
outlining mutual commitments of a com-
mon opposition presidential candidate
and a broad-based civic coalition — all
these facts testified to the lack of a funda-
mental difference in functions of pro-de-
mocracy NGOs and political parties.

Most of the emerging pro-democ-
racy NGOs and the Coordinating Rada
“Regional Belarus” backed Siamion
Domas’s presidential bid.

* Ibid, P. 11.

In the run-up to the 2001 presidential
election pro-democracy NGOs focused
on the following objectives:

+ establishing an independent election
observation network;

* encouraging voters, especially
youths, to vote on the main poll-
ing day by conducting a mobiliza-
tion campaign called “Vybiraj!”
[Choose];

* conducting a negative campaign
against Alaksandr LukaSenka

* involving the use of various satirical
means.

Fundamental policy changes. The
opposition heavily relied on the civ-
ic sector during its 2001 presidential
campaign, while on the other hand that
campaign gave an impetus to the de-
velopment of civic society. Despite an
all-out effort to mobilize civic society,
the pro-democracy NGOs and opposi-
tion groups failed to achieve the goal
of bringing about democratic changes.
The government mechanically contin-
ued to maintain relations with NGOs
from late 2001 to early 2003, but it was
clear that the authoritarian dictatorship
established in Belarus by the time was
determined to stifle the pro-democracy
NGO community. In 2003 through 2005
the government conducted a large-scale
campaign to close down pro-democracy
NGOs. In 2005 it rushed new laws gov-
erning NGOs and charities though the
National Assembly, ordered the re-reg-
istration of charities, required NGOs to
alter their charters and register the new
versions with the Ministry of Justice.
The Belarusian leader issued new acts
limiting opportunities for raising funds
in the country and purposes on which
funds could be spent. The government
also imposed restrictions on techni-
cal assistance from the United Nations
Organization and the European Union,
foreign-funded seminars, projects and
foreign humanitarian aid, and intro-
duced a harsher punishment for failure
to comply with the new rules. It estab-
lished a legal framework for so-called
“state civic organizations” and launched
a campaign to “nationalize” civic socie-

ty. The few remaining human rights or-
ganizations were stripped of the right
to represent interests of non-members
in court. The authorities stepped up in-
timidation of unregistered groups by im-
posing fines and jail sentences of up to
15 days on those suspected of involve-
ment. At the end of 2005, in the lead-up
to the March 2006 presidential election,
the government introduced a new law
criminalizing membership of unregis-
tered organizations.

Third generation: underground
activists. After the crackdown on civ-
ic society in 2003 through 2005, it was
clear that the third sector would never
be able to function as freely as during
the 2001 presidential election. Then,
Belarus’ civic society was a well-struc-
tured network involving dozens of legal
organizations capable of conducting na-
tionwide campaigns. In the run-up to the
2006 presidential election, civic society
represented a weak network of organi-
zations and initiatives divided by polit-
ical interests, partly depoliticized under
threat of persecution or subordinate to
other political forces. Since many civ-
ic campaigns had to be conducted un-
derground, activists risked arrest, jail-
ing and harassment.

Thus, in the period from 2003 to
2005 Belarus saw the formation of a new
model of civic society characterized by
a shift from legal activities to the under-
ground operation of NGOs under the au-
thoritarian regime. The next chapter de-
scribes how this model functions.

2. Government’s effort to
discourage NGOs from
involvement in politics

The ruling regime seeks to control civil
society and neutralize potentially danger-
ous sources of dissent. The Lukasenka
government has always raised the lev-
el of intimidation ahead of big political
campaigns. Naturally, persecution and
closures of NGOs were often aimed at
achieving short-term objectives such as
to outlaw groups that could potentially



influence the political process. In gen-
eral, all these efforts had one main goal
— to eradicate dissent that may spread
throughout society like a virus. When
fighting NGOs the government com-
bats dissent that spreads through these
organizations.

Persecution intensity. The level of
persecution changed during various pe-
riods — it was usually higher before big
political campaigns such as elections
and referenda. Authorities used law-
suits and various legal pretexts to close
down NGOs, and passed new discrimi-
natory laws. Belarus has more restrictive
laws governing NGOs than other former
Soviet republics, including the Central
Asian nations. In that period, the author-
ities resorted to various tools to split po-
litical parties and movements, compli-
cate their work and prevent them from
forming coalitions with NGOs.

During the second phase, which in-
cluded the political campaign, the au-
thorities resorted to methods that were
not based on legal decisions. They intim-
idated NGOs by searching their offices,
seizing computers, equipment, leaflets

and newspapers, and arresting and jail-
ing civic activists. The authorities had
no time for passing legal acts to justify
their methods. They acted swiftly with-
out any regard for the law.

When a political campaign was over,
the authorities took revenge on the most
active opposition players by victimizing
opposition activists and closing organ-
izations that functioned as opposition
centres. Step by step authorities adopt-
ed restrictive laws to establish the legal
framework to justify persecution.

The authorities repeated the same cy-
cle during every political campaign.

A war against civic society. After
the 2001 presidential election the au-
thorities shut down the Association
of Belarusian Students, the Youth
Information Centre and the Brest-based
Vieza centre for support of local initia-
tives. The government also purged the
Federation of Trade Unions of Belarus
of critical leaders and installed a new,
loyal leadership.

It enacted a new religion law de-
signed to eliminate dissent and prevent
the opposition from winning over reli-

photo.bymedia.net

KGB officers are searching the office of the IISEPS polling institute which was closed

down by the authorities.

Jury Cavusau

gious communities. The law enabled the
government to sign a cooperation accord
with the Belarusian Exarchate of the
Russian Orthodox Church in 20034,

A new phase in the persecution
of NGOs began after a seminar on
the government’s ideology held at the
Presidential Administration in April
2003. During that seminar, the presi-
dent ordered measures that later helped
him extend his rule through the 2004
referendum and 2006 presidential
election®.

Less than a month after the seminar,
in April 2003, the Ministry of Justice
brought closure suits against the Hrodna-
based association Ratusha, the Varuta re-
gional development agency, the Homiel-
based organization Civic Initiatives,
and the Youth Christian Social Union.
The lawsuits marked the beginning of
a large-scale campaign that resulted in

4 Read more on sociopolitical circumstances
surrounding the adoption of the new religion
law in the following publication: «benas xHura.
Matepuainsl o npoekty 3akoHa «O cBobone
COBECTH H PEIUTHO3HBIX OpPTaHH3alHAX»/
Coct. u pen. 5. bacun. — Mu.: I'paxnanckas
HMHHINATHBA «3a CBOOOIHOE BEPOHCIIOBEIAHUEY,
2002. — 244 c. The new religion law signifi-
cantly worsened the legal position of religious
organizations, as indicated in the work enti-
tled «benast kaura. Marepuaisl MOHUTOPHHTA
penuruo3Hoii cutyarnuu B berapycu (aryct 2002
— nexabps 2003 rr.)»/ Cocr. u pen. . bacun. —
Ma.: I'paxkjanckast HHUITHATHBA «3a CBOOOIHOE
Bepoucnoseganuey, 2004. — 370 c.

5 Some of the specific orders that Lukashenka
gave at that seminar can be found in the book-
let entitled «O cOCTOSHHH HIIEOIOTUUICCKOI
paboTH M Mepax IO €€ COBEPIICHCTBOBAHHIO.
MatepHaisl IOCTOSHHO JECTBYIONIETO CeMUHAPa
PYKOBOASIIUX PaOOTHHKOB pecIryOTHKaHCKHX
U MECTHBIX I'OCYapCTBEHHBIX OPraHOB)» (IO
pexn. IIponeckoBckuit O.B., Kopenno N.A.,
ITerkesuu H.B., CkoGeneB 3.M., u np., MH.:
Anmunuctpanus IIpesunenra, AxageMmus
ynpasienus npu [Ipesunente, 2003, — 192 c.).
The booklet contains so-called Protocol No 15
of Directives of the President of the Republic of
Belarus dated 14 April 2003 outlining measures
to be taken to carry out decisions made at the
seminar, which was held on March 27 and 28,
2003. The authorities took more drastic meas-
ures against NGOs than those included in the pro-
tocol. Many of Lukasenka’s directives were not
made public, and some were edited for the book-
let to avoid a controversy. The president often is-
sued verbal orders that were carried out with the
same diligence as written ones.
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the closure of several dozen pro-democ-
racy NGOs®.

The government outlawed 51 NGOs
from April 2003 to the end of that year.
Seventy-eight NGOs were forced to
close down “on recommendation of jus-
tice departments”. In 2003 authorities
inspected several hundred NGOs and
issued 810 warnings that could lead to
the closure of NGOs in question. The
number of warnings had risen from 121
in 2002. In 2004, the authorities had
courts outlaw 38 NGOs and 68 were
forced to shut down themselves. 2005
saw 68 NGOs outlawed and 43 closed
down “on recommendation of justice de-
partments”. The authorities often failed
to follow correct legal procedures, clos-
ing down organizations for one minor
irregularity without official warnings
required by the law. Not a single closed
NGO won an appeal.

In all, the government shut down
157 NGOs from 2003 to 2005 and 190
others closed “on recommendations of
justice departments”. As many as 347
NGOs, including active and prominent
youth, human rights, social and cultural
organizations, were struck off the gov-
ernment’s register in these three years.
A huge segment of civic society had to
go underground.

The authorities targeted groups that
had been involved in election campaigns,
election observation, those linked to po-
litical parties, groups that played a key
role in building local civic communi-
ties and human rights organizations. In
short, they targeted NGOs that could
play active roles in the next election. In
2004, the authorities closed down think
tanks that offered Belarusians alterna-
tive views on the country’s development.
The major NGOs outlawed at that peri-

¢ Details and legal assessments of that cam-
paign can be found in the following reports:
«ATTAI-XpOHIKA NapyNIPHEHSY IIPAaBOY YanaBeka
¥ bemapyci. 2003 rog». — Mu.: IIpaBaabaponust
AHTP «BscHay, 2004, — 264 c.; «CpBea4aHbHI
mepachieny Oemapyckix HsaypagaBBIX
apragizansiay» — MH.: KanexteryHas abapona
HAypalaBbIX aprasizamnsiay bemapyci, 2004, —
92 c. ; «ArnAA-XpoHika MapyIIdHBHSY IIPaBOY
ganaBeka ¥ Bemapyci. 2004 rox». — MH.:
ITpaBaabaponusl OHTP «BsicHay, 2005, — 376 c.

od included the Association for Legal
Assistance to the Population, the Viasna
human rights centre, Women’s Response
and the Luckievi¢ Foundation in 2003;
the Belarusian Association of Young
Politicians, the New Group youth asso-
ciation, the Centre of Constitutionalism
and Comparative Legal Studies, the
Independent Society of Legal Studies
and the International Institute of Political
Studies in 2004; the Belarusian Union
of Youth and Children’s Organizations
“Rada”, the Social Technologies think
tank, the Rebirth of the Fatherland
women’s movement, the Independent
Institute of Social, Economic and
Political Studies, the Union of Belarusian
Scouts, Usiastau Caradziej, and the
Higher Belarusian School Society in
2005. The authorities also closed dum-
my organizations like, for instance the
Association of Young Entrepreneurs,
that the opposition could use in contin-
gencies. Clearly, legal grounds for clo-
sure did not matter as both the Ministry
of Justice, which brought those cases,
and judges who ruled against NGOs
were under orders from the Presidential
Administration. Orchestrated by the
Presidential Administration and its “ide-
ology vertical”, the campaign would not
be possible without silent approval of the
Prosecutor General’s Office.

It was accompanied by other efforts
to exert pressure on and intimidate civic
society. In 2003, the Ministry of Justice
directed the NGOs to submit annual
reports on activities and membership.
In 2005, the requirement was includ-
ed in a new version of the law govern-
ing NGOs along with the new punish-
ment — suspension for the period of up
to six months.

Impossible to register a new NGO.
The authorities registered 310 NGOs in
the same period — 94 in 2003, 155 in
2004 and 61 in 2005. An overwhelm-
ing majority of the newly registered or-
ganizations either engaged in sports or
were established on the government’s
initiative. Justice departments routine-
ly rejected applications from independ-
ent NGOs. In 2005, for instance, only a

handful of 1,284 applicants were grant-
ed official registration.

Registration procedures are very
complicated and make it difficult for new
NGOs to register in place of the closed
ones. In addition to the tight paperwork
requirements on the part of registering
authorities — the Ministry of Justice
and the regional justice departments
— applications are rejected on political
grounds. Political selection is performed
by the Commission on Registration (Re-
registration) of Associations led by Aleh
Pralaskouski, chief ideology officer of
the Lukasenka regime. The commission
identifies organizations that may engage
in politics in the future and pose a threat
to the regime.

Why does the dictatorship not like
NGOs? It is necessary to find out how
the authorities assess the danger alleg-
edly posed by Belarus’ civic society.
The authorities seek to root out endog-
enous dissent. Manifestations of dissent
in the form of pro-democracy NGOs are
not very dangerous as it is easier for the
government to control and restrain dis-
sidents acting in the framework of reg-
istered organizations. This is why the
authorities still tolerate civic society or-
ganizations as long as they do not have a
significant impact on public sentiments.
The existence of a limited number of le-
gal NGOs opposed to the political re-
gime creates the illusion of a pluralistic
society. However the authorities closely
monitor the situation to make sure that
the influence of NGOs and political par-
ties does not increase and break out of
the public discontent concealment and
institutionalization limits. This is why
time and again the authorities make an
effort to limit the interaction of NGOs
with the general public, persistently re-
strict the pro-democracy ghetto and out-
law some of its segments.

The authorities see a great danger
in organizations capable of organizing
election observation. This is the main
reason for the ongoing crackdown on
youth and human rights groups, regional
resource centres and organizations that
played active roles during elections.
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Lawsuits against NGOs were accom-
panied by attempts to stop the flow of
money that fuelled what government of-
ficials described as the opposition’s “in-
formation war” against the authorities.

Cutting off NGO funding. The NGOs
have limited opportunities for attracting
funds from Belarusian non-state sources
because of the government’s hostile atti-
tude to the non-state sector, while mean-
ingful or legal financial assistance from
Belarusian businesses has been out of the
question since 1999. The government’s
first step to prevent money flows to NGOs
was the adoption of Presidential Decree
N8 in March 2001 outlining the procedure
of receiving and using gratuitous foreign
aid’. The act made it much more difficult
for NGOs to obtain foreign grants.

Most pro-democracy organizations
refused to comply with the new rules.
Many NGOs had their property and
equipment seized and some activists
were charged with minor “administra-
tive” offences for violating the decree
between 2001 and 2005.

The president repeatedly criticized
the opposition for reliance on foreign
funding, urging the Committee for State
Security (KGB) to do more to stop the
inflow of foreign cash, including from
Russia. Government-controlled media
highlighted alleged financial scandals in-
volving the opposition in 2001 and 2002.
Later, state TV stations attacked the op-
position for using foreign cash for financ-
ing election campaigns. Accusations of
foreign funding became part of virtual-
ly all television shows designed to smear
the opposition leadership.

Despite this, opposition and non-
governmental organizations continued
to receive grants illegally. That prompt-
ed the Belarusian leader to issue anoth-
er decree in late 2003 establishing a
mechanism to enforce Decree N8 and
introducing a more severe punishment
for failure to comply®. The new decree

7 Cosertckas Bemopyccus, 15 March 2001, Ne
72-73.

8 JIokpoaT mpazigduTta Ne24 an 28 micramana
2003 roma «AO aTpbIMaHBHI i BRIKapPBICTaHBHI
3aMexHaii Os13BbITUIaTHAM qanaMoriy/ “CoBeTckas
Benopyccus”, 2 nexadbps 2003 roga, Ne 225.

provides for the unconditional closure of
NGOs and political parties and the de-
portation of foreigners involved in ille-
gal financing of opposition and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.

The latter measure has been widely
used. The authorities expanded the black-
list of foreigners unwelcome in Belarus
and the number of deportations rose dra-
matically in 2003 compared to the pre-
vious year. The authorities also closed
down offices of some foreign and interna-
tional organizations. After a smear cam-
paign in state-controlled media, in 2003
the authorities closed the local offices of
US organizations IREX/Promedia and
Internews Network that promoted media
development. In 2004, the government
shut down the local office of Counterpart,
a US organization that assisted the devel-
opment of local civic communities.

At the beginning of 2004, the author-
ities brought tax evasion charges against
organizations that received grants under
the European Union’s TACIS program
approved by the Belarusian government.
The Belarusian Helsinki Committee
(BHC), the Belarusian Union of Youth
and Children’s Associations “Rada”
and Slonim-based Will to Development
were charged with failure to pay taxes on
grants provided for projects that were ex-
empted from all taxes under an interna-
tional agreement signed by the Belarusian
government. Although judges dismissed
the charges, some observers noted that
the authorities backed down only af-
ter the European Commission threat-
ened to suspend a EUR 16-million bor-
der infrastructure development program
and other projects involving Belarusian
government agencies. Later, the au-
thorities took the case to the Supreme
Economic Court, which upheld the tax
evasion charges against the BHC. The
accusations against the Belarusian Union
of Youth and Children’s Associations
“Rada” were dropped only after the clo-
sure of the organization.

Government-controlled quasi-civ-
ic society. The effort to suppress inde-
pendent and pro-opposition NGOs was
accompanied by the establishment of
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phony NGOs controlled by the govern-
ment. The process includes opening the
so-called “state civic organizations” de-
signed to rally Belarusians for attaining
government-set objectives’. To replace
the acting and closed NGOs the govern-
ment set up their pseudo-non-governmen-
tal copies. In 2002 and 2003, in an effort
to prevent unrest involving small business
owners, the authorities orchestrated the
establishment of associations of market
vendors controlled by executive authori-
ties. Later, the authorities founded a pro-
presidential Union of Writers to confront
an independent Union of Writers critical
of the government. The authorities also
nationalized some associations. The proc-
ess began with the election of Alaksandr
LukaSenka as president of the National
Olympic Committee. Government offi-
cials were appointed to the top positions
in sports associations and federations that
had previously been independent. The
government established control over the
Federation of Trade Unions of Belarus
and intervened to install an authorities-
friendly leader to the Union of Poles of
Belarus in 2005.

Apart from these organizations, the
government supported and funded some
associations left after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, including the Belarusian
National Youth Union resurrected in 2002
as an ideological and functional succes-
sor to the Leninist Young Communist
League, a Soviet-era youth organiza-
tion also known as Komsomol. These
organizations function as government
agencies in the non-governmental sec-
tor. Students and employees are often
forced to join. Shortly before the 2004
elections and referendum, the author-
ities united pseudo-non-governmental
organizations under the umbrella of the
government-sponsored National Council
of the Leaders of Political Parties and
Civic Organizations. Similar umbrel-
la organizations were formed in the re-

° Vka3 npasigeaTa aj 30 uspsens 2003 r. Ne335
«AG pacy6IiKaHCKIX A3spikKayHa-rpaMaa3Kix
a0’siHaHBHAX» HalmoHaIbHEINA peecTp mpaBo-
BBIX akTOB Pecrry6muxu Bemapycs, 2003 r., Ne 86,
1/4820. The edict acknowledged the existence of
“state civic organizations.”
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gions. The authorities established an um-
brella youth association representing or-
ganizations like the Belarusian National
Youth Union (BRSM). The government-
sponsored umbrella organizations attract
grass-root civic initiatives, for instance
emerging local history and backpack-
ing groups that would have been natural
partners to the pro-democracy NGOs, are
more likely to function under the umbrel-
la of the BRSM. Pro-government organi-
zations conducted a large-scale campaign
called “For Belarus!” from 2004 to 2006
in support of Belarusian leader Alaksandr
LukaSenka. The campaign was similar to
civic mobilization campaigns character-
istic of “colour revolutions.” The Central
Election Commission said the campaign
“For Belarus!” was aimed to stir up po-
litical activity and generate interest in the
election campaign, which was underway
in the country'™.

Before the 2006 presidential election,
pro-government organizations took pop
musicians on a six-week tour of Belarus in
the framework of the “For Belarus!”” cam-
paign. Eight concerts were played in re-
gional centres and Minsk, and more dates
were arranged in district centres. During
the politically-charged gigs, pop stars
urged fans “to make the right choice” and
vote “for Belarus”. Some performers called
on the audience to support Lukashenka.

During his 2001 reelection cam-
paign, LukaSenka used the slogan “For
Strong and Prosperous Belarus!” The
slogan “For Belarus!” was adopted be-
fore the 2004 referendum that removed
a two-term limit on the presidents.

In addition to various means of in-
timidation creatively and widely used by
the Lukasenka regime and the propagan-
da of a government ideology, the author-
ities attempted to arrange civic activity
according to their plan in order to keep
popular discontent in check. In spite of
harassment and intimidation, independ-
ent civic organizations proved dangerous
during protests held in downtown Minsk
in March 2006 against Lukasenka’s ree-
lection for a third presidential term.

19 http://elections.belapan.com/president2006/bel/
article.php?show=1558 &rubrica=76

Obviously, the authorities would like
to create a controllable civic society, as
Aleh Pralaskouski, ideology chief in the
Lukasenka government, admitted in his
statement on the formation of a corpo-
rate state in Belarus'!. The Belarusian
president expressed the idea in his ad-
dress to the National Assembly'?. He
talked about civic society issues for
about 30 minutes.

It is not yet clear what tactics the au-
thorities will employ to achieve their
goal. LukaSenka said that a pro-presiden-
tial movement or a pro-presidential party
should not be formed by the authorities
but emerge from grassroots. Naturally,
various groups within the Lukasenka
government would like to take the initia-
tive — officials would like to build them-
selves an organization as powerful and
influential as the BRSM led by Michail
Arda or the FTUB led by Leanid Kozik.
As time went by, pro-organizations would
play a greater political role. For instance,
the Honar association of veterans of the
interior ministry’s elite units deployed
more than a hundred well-equipped plain-
clothes fighters to the square during op-
position protests held on March 19 and
20, 2006. The regime can use loyal asso-
ciations for its ends, including to fight the
opposition (the notorious Col. Dzmitry
Paulicenka, commander of an elite po-
lice unit, is deputy chairman of Honar).
Other associations may come in handy
in suppressing dissent.

Lukasenka’s recent statements shed
some light on a strategy that the regime
may employ to respond to what it per-
ceives as a threat. The regime does not
consider political parties, traditional
NGOs or new civic groups a big threat
unless these forces rally round one strat-
egy or one action plan.

Have the authorities succeeded in
their large-scale effort to intimidate civ-
ic activists? Have they secured a vic-
tory over civic society? The authori-
ties have enjoyed a limited success so

!l He made the statement during the Tough Talk
show broadcast by Belarusian Television on
March 30, 2006.

12 http://president.gov.by/press29486.html
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far. Outlawed NGOs continue to oper-
ate underground. Some NGOs contin-
ue to function legally. The regime lead-
er seems to be making the same mistake
as all other dictators — he does not fight
the phenomenon but fights its manifes-
tations, he does not fight the sources of
dissent but manifestations of dissent.
Dictatorship always deals with conse-
quences, not causes, thus accelerating
its own fall.

3. Criminal prosecution
is a threat to NGOs

Realizing that formal closures do not
stop NGOs from engaging in social
and political activity, the authorities re-
flected on tougher action against civ-
ic society.

President LukasSenka issued Decree
N2 on 26 January 1999 to ban non-
registered civic and religious groups'.
Belarus was the first former Soviet re-
public to impose the ban; Turkmenistan
and other Central Asian countries fol-
lowed suit. Involvement in unregistered
groups was declared an offence punish-
able by a short jail sentence or a fine un-
der the Administrative Offences Code.
The decree targeted opposition groups
and was used mainly during elections.
It saw a limited use in 2001 against op-
position campaigners from the youth or-
ganizations Malady Front and Zubr. The
decree was not employed in 2002 be-
cause of the lack of serious political de-
velopments. It was resurrected in 2003.
More than 20 activists of Zubr, Malady
Front, Charter-97 and the Five Plus op-
position coalition were punished under
the decree in the run-up to the 2004 par-
liamentary election and referendum. But
the measure proved ineffective and in-
sufficient because civic activists were
ready to risk spending 15 days in jail for

13 IIokpoT mpasimpuTa an 26 cryazens 1999 rona
Ne2 «AG HekaTOPHIX Mepax Ila ymapaJKBaHbHI
J3eHHACHII] MAITEIYHEIX NAPTHLLY, IpadICIHHBIX
caro3ay i iHIIBIX TpaMajA3KixX a0’ sAHAHBHIY»/
CobOpanue nekpeToB, yka3oB [Ipe3unenrta u
nocraHoBiyenuil IIpaBurenscTBa PecmyOnuku
Benapycs, 1999 ., Ne 4, c. 74.
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their cause. The authorities began think-
ing of tougher measures.

Sucharenka-proposed changes to
the Criminal Code. In November 2005,
President LukaSenka submitted to parlia-
ment landmark changes to the Criminal
Code that criminalized some manifesta-
tions of civic and political activity. The
House of Representatives of the Belarusian
National Assembly gave its preliminary
approval to the bill on November 25 and
passed it on December 2. The amendments
to the Criminal Code and the Criminal
Procedure Code introduced a harsher
punishment for “actions against human
and public security”. The bill marked
by Lukasenka as “urgent” drew severe
criticism from the Belarusian public and
the international community. Even some
members of the pro-Lukasenka House
of Representatives expressed concern
about the proposed tough measures, but
the Presidential Administration and the
Committee for State Security (KGB),
which drafted the legislation, pushed the
bill through the National Assembly. The
House of Representatives voted 94 to
one to approve the bill in its first reading
and 97 to four to pass the amendments.
The Council of the Republic, the upper
chamber, approved the bill unanimous-
ly. LukaSenka signed the amendments
into law in January 2006 shortly before
the start of the presidential election cam-
paign stage.

The bill is often referred to as
Sucharenka’s law, named after KGB
Chief Sciapan Sucharenka who intro-
duced it in parliament. The KGB chief
said that the law was aimed to quell
the tide of protests that the opposition
planned to stage during the presidential
election. “Leaders of the politicized op-
position parties consciously provide false
information on the political procedures
in Belarus,” Sucharenka told members
of the House of Representatives. “The
aim of such declarations is to force west-
ern political communities to inflict sanc-
tions on Belarus. Destructive forces
want to use the campaign to take over
power and change the constitutional re-
gime by organizing a revolution as in
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Members of the Belarusian Union of Writers leave the office confiscated by the

Presidential Administration.

Georgia in 2003, Ukraine in 2004 and
Kyrgyzstan in 2005'.”

Sucharenka claimed that the oppo-
sition were operating several camps in
Belarus to train rebels for the forthcom-
ing protests and cause “mass disorder”
during the presidential election. He al-
leged that the camps were located in the
Krupki and Vilejka districts but the al-
legations were never substantiated with
any credible evidence. He said that sim-
ilar training camps were set up abroad
as part of preparations for a “colour rev-
olution” in Belarus. The KGB chief not-
ed that Belarus had to deal with “a whole
industry designed for training so-called
colour revolution fighters.” He accused
the United States of using funds of in-
ternational and foreign non-governmen-
tal organizations to form and train spe-
cial groups for staging street protests in
Belarus. Sucharenka said that non-regis-
tered opposition groups Malady Front and
Zubr were expected to play leading roles
in the protests. However he stressed that
the main threat to national security came
not from the opposition, which he said

14 Corinne Deloy. Belarus: Election Presidentielle
du 19 mars 2006. http://www.robert-schuman.eu/
oee.php?num=277

was fragmented and did not enjoy popu-
lar support, but from the West, which had
been stepping up pressure®.

A booklet was distributed among
lawmakers during discussions of the
bill to explain the need for tough meas-
ures against “colour revolution fighters.”
It listed more than 30 foreign and inter-
national NGOs allegedly involved in
subversive political activity against the
Belarusian regime such as the National
Endowment for Democracy, the National
Democratic Institute, the International
Republican Institute, the Poland-based
East European Democratic Centre, the
Stefan Batory Foundation, the Polish-
American Institute for Democracy in
Eastern Europe, the Pontis Foundation.

Criminal NGOs. Several new arti-
cles were added to the Criminal Code.
Article 193-1 carries a fine, an arrest
sentence of up to six months or a pris-
on sentence of up to two years for run-
ning or participating in activities of an
organization suspended or closed down
by court. Under conditions where most
NGOs operate without official registra-
tion and it is almost impossible to regis-

'S http://www.spring96.org/viewn.
php?id=3237&pagelang=by
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ter an NGO with the authorities, thou-
sands of Belarusians automatically be-
came criminals. Individuals who quit un-
registered organizations and report their
decision to the law enforcement agen-
cies are not held accountable under the
law unless they have committed anoth-
er crime. A clause added to Article 193
stipulates punishment by an arrest sen-
tence of up to six months or a prison sen-
tence of up to three years for setting up an
unregistered civic or religious organiza-
tion deemed to “infringe on personality,
rights or duties of individuals”.

Protest conspiracy. Article 293 was
complemented with a paragraph that car-
ries an arrest sentence of up to six months
or a prison sentence of up to three years for
“training or otherwise preparing individ-
uals to take part in mass disorder” or for
financing such training. Since Article 293
Paragraph 1 specified punishment for “the
organization of mass disorder” before, the
new clause actually criminalized actions
that are not disorderly and do not disturb
public peace. It punishes intentions, not
even attempts, to cause mass disorder. The
article can be used against any education
or training effort that the KGB considers
a potential future threat to the authoritar-
ian regime in Belarus. Vague definitions
like “training or otherwise preparing” or
“financing or other material support” al-
low for various interpretations that can
be used to persecute activists without the
need to obtain evidence of their involve-
ment in any crime.

A new clause added to Article 342
carries an arrest sentence of up to six
months or a prison sentence of up to two
years for training or other preparation of
persons for participation in group disor-
derly actions (disobeying legal orders of
representatives of the authorities, dis-
rupting road traffic or the operation of
enterprises, establishments or organi-
zations) or financing or providing oth-
er material support for such activities.
The new clause goes together with the
abovementioned new clause from Article
293 and allows the authorities to pros-
ecute activists involved in civic educa-
tion. It may be used to punish for polit-

ical and civic actions that have nothing
to do with mass disorder — non-violent
resistance campaigns, strikes, flash-mob
protests and demonstrations that inci-
dentally block road traffic.

Criminal calls for overthrowing the
government and discrediting Belarus.
The new version of the Criminal Code
provides for a harsher punishment for
public calls to overthrow the government
or use violence to change the constitu-
tional system (Article 361). The offence
is punishable by an arrest sentence of up
to six months or a prison sentence of up
to three years. The new version expands
the range of punishable actions and iile-
gal means that may be used to diffuse the
calls: “Public calls to seize state power
or use violence to change the constitu-
tional system, or to betray the state, or to
commit an act of terrorism, a subversive
act, or take other actions that may dam-
age the external security of the Republic
of Belarus, its sovereignty, territorial in-
tegrity, national security and defense ca-
pability, or the distribution of materials
that contain such calls.” Paragraph 2 of
the same article specifies punishment for
calls addressed to foreign states or for-
eign or international organizations: calls
and appeals to foreign countries, foreign
or international organizations to take ac-
tion that may damage the external securi-
ty of Belarus, its sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity, and the distribution of ma-
terials containing such appeals are pun-
ishable by an arrest sentence of up to six
months or by a prison sentence of up to
three years (appeals disseminated through
the media are punishable by a prison sen-
tence of two to five years). Obviously, the
vague definitions of possible criminal
acts that stop short of specifying meth-
ods of committing a crime make it easy
for the authorities to turn the article into
a tool to restrict media freedom and per-
secute political opponents. In fact, any
manifestation of discontent with the re-
gime and an appeal for change may be
interpreted as a crime.

New Article 369-1 makes it a crime
to discredit the Republic of Belarus.
Discrediting is defined as “providing a
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foreign state, a foreign or international
organization with knowingly false in-
formation about the political, econom-
ic, social, military or international posi-
tion of the Republic of Belarus and the
legal status of citizens of the Republic
of Belarus or its government agencies.”
The offence is punishable by an arrest
sentence of up to six months or a prison
sentence of up to two years. Since the
Criminal Code has a defamation article,
Article 369-1 was clearly introduced as a
tool against political opponents. Article
369-1 is a classic piece of politically mo-
tivated criminal legislation.

Its introduction was an unprece-
dented move in Belarus’ lawmaking
practice as it contravenes some princi-
ples of territorial applicability of crim-
inal legislation. The same is true for a
new clause added to Article 383 con-
cerning the unauthorized use of some-
one else’s title or authority. It describes
the offence as follows, “The willful un-
authorized use of the title or authority
of an official as a pretext for participa-
tion in negotiations or other meetings
with representatives of foreign states,
foreign or international organizations
or sessions of international organiza-
tions.” The clause allows the authorities
to punish Belarusians and foreigners
for actions taken abroad even if those
actions were absolutely legal under the
other country’s law.

The new version of the Criminal
Procedure Code, which was enacted
at the same time as the new Criminal
Code, allows the law enforcement agen-
cies to detain terrorism and “malicious
hooliganism” suspects for up to 10 days,
whereas under the previous version sus-
pects could be held in custody no long-
er than three days without formal charg-
es and a “preventive detention” warrant
issued by a judge.

Human rights groups in Belarus
protested the introduction of political
articles into the criminal law. “T was
shocked by the cynical way it has been
done. The authorities did not even try
to conceal the fact that all the measures
were linked to the forthcoming presi-
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dential election,” said Aleh Hutak of the
Belarusian Helsinki Committee'.

Belarus’ secret service succeeded
in its effort to have the government en-
act the law legalizing political oppres-
sion and criminal prosecution of human
rights defenders and opponents of the re-
gime. The amendments gave the law en-
forcement agencies a free hand to crack
down on the opposition. Most observ-
ers said the main purpose of the draco-
nian criminal articles was to intimidate
groups independent of the government
before the presidential election. One pur-
pose was to intimidate; another purpose
was to paralyze political and non-gov-
ernmental organizations by bringing
criminal charges against activists; and
the third purpose was to deepen the iso-
lation of the Belarusian public from al-
ternative sources of information.

The KGB began to use new laws
immediately after they took effect. In
February 2006, KGB agents arrested
members of a group called Partnership,
which was working to establish an elec-
tion observation network. Later, the
agency opened criminal cases against
activists of Malady Front and Hart, a
Homiel-based youth centre.

4. NGOs, society and
public opinion'”

Attitudes toward non-governmenta!l
organizations: Keeping a low profile,
but having some potential. The pro-
government propaganda paints a nega-
tive picture of any activity uncontrolled
by the government.

As many as 69.4 percent of respond-
ents were not aware of any civic (NGO)
activity in their area. The awareness
level was higher, 39.2 percent, in the
Homiel region, while in Minsk only 16.3

16 Hama Hisa, 28.04.2006, Ne 16.

17 This section is based on Belarus Civil Society
Baseline Survey conducted at the request of
Westminster Foundation for Democracy in
2005, and on the report entitled “I'paman3kis
a0’siTHaHBHI: iX pONs ¥ CydacHBIM OelapycKim
rpaman3tee” (MeHck, Bepacens 2005) based on
a national poll conducted in June 2005.

percent had heard of some NGO activity.
The poll suggests that NGOs were un-
derrepresented in local communities.

Civic campaigns conducted before
the presidential election also reached a
small number of people. In a poll con-
ducted in the run-up to the election, re-
spondents were asked whether they had
heard anything about activities/cam-
paigns of non-governmental organi-
zations or civic groups in that period.
Only 11 percent of respondents said
“Yes”, while 78 percent said they were
not aware of any activities/campaigns of
NGOs or civic groups.

On the other hand, 46.5 percent of
respondents said civic society helps im-
prove the quality of life in their com-
munities, but the fact that 36.2 percent
failed to answer the question proves that
people know little about NGOs and most
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have difficulty describing what they do.
Nevertheless, an overwhelming majori-
ty of respondents were positive about ac-
tivities of civic society — 92.3 percent
know what civic society is and consider
it useful. Despite the official propagan-
da, only one third said that NGOs ful-
fill orders of those who pay, 22.6 per-
cent said that under present-day condi-
tions in Belarus NGOs are not in a posi-
tion to address local issues, and approx-
imately the same number of respondents
said that the NGOs’ priority should be
to improve life quality.

Are you aware of any activities

of civic society (NGOs) %
in your area?

Yes 26,5
No 69,4
No answer / difficult to answer 41

Do you know what a non-governmental organization is?

N %
Yes 929 61,3
No 364 24,0
Difficult to answer 224 14,8
In your opinion, a non-governmental organization is:
N %
A v_oluntary association of peqple who come t_ogether to tackle problems 096 65.7
facing a group, local community or whole society ’
QOrganizations designed to help the government to deal with education,
recreation and social matters 622 41,0
Associations of people with similar interests or of people who would like 487 32 1
to pass time together ’
Organizations funded from abroad to destabilize society 147 9,7
Difficult to answer 26 1,7
Have you ever taken part in any campaign conducted by non-governmental
organizations?
N %
Yes 363 23,9
No 1015 66,9
Difficult to answer 138 9,1

Have you participated in any event organized by non-governmental organizations

within the last 12 months?

N %
Yes 139 9,1
No 1278 84,3
Difficult to answer 100 6,6
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Obviously, non-governmental or-
ganizations have a considerable poten-
tial, but they need to make people aware
of their work.

Democratic ghetto. Belarus has
more than 4,000 NGOs with about half
operating underground without official
registration, according to the Assembly
of Pro-Democracy NGOs of Belarus.
As of 1 January 2006, 17 political par-
ties, 41 trade unions, 2,247 associations
(239 international, 724 national and
1,284 local) and 16 umbrella organiza-
tions were registered with the Ministry
of Justice. Also registered with the min-
istry were 996 chapters of political par-
ties (44 regional, 399 district and city
and 553 grass-root cells), 21,992 trade
union cells and branches (107 region-
al, 1,355 district and city, 20,449 grass-
root cells and 81 merged branches) and
10,046 branches of associations (488 re-
gional, 3,395 district and city, and 6,203
other branches).

Civic society opinion polls suggest
that just 10 percent of these organiza-
tions play a role in the democratization
of Belarus. Civic society leaders believe
that Belarusian NGOs that do nothing to
defend their rights or express their po-
litical position do not play a significant
role in enhancing civic society and do
not contribute to the establishment of
democracy in the country.

Most Belarusians have a vague idea
of the objectives and activities of NGOs.
Numbers of those involved in civic cam-
paigns increase dramatically during
elections, but still new NGO members
fail to reach beyond the so-calied dem-
ocratic ghetto. Moreover, some foreign
donors discouraged NGO activists from
working together with their Belarusian
counterparts, suggesting that they rely
only on support from the international
community. Despite persecution, many
representatives of local communities
take active part in NGOs, especially if
these organizations advance their in-
terests. That was confirmed by opin-
ion polls. NGOs working in partnership
with other non-governmental organi-
zations can successfully address issues
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Zmicier Daskievi¢ was sentenced two years in prison for leading pro-democratic youth

organization Young Front.

without help from the authorities. The
population has the greatest confidence
in local initiatives, advocacy groups and
local communities. NGOs can use such
initiatives to influence political deci-
sions, but they should give priority to
setting a political agenda, not to tack-
ling local problems.

Politicization as the main goal.
Most civic society leaders are skeptical
about the future, expecting the current
authorities to continue the onslaught on
NGOs. In their opinion, the use of new
(human and technical) resources and
further politicization of spontaneous civ-
ic activity are crucial for success.

The greatest advantage of pro-de-
mocracy NGOs may turn out to be their
major problem — excessive focus on na-
tional political objectives makes it much
more difficult for most pro-democracy
NGOs to carry out smaller-scale (local)
projects. Most representatives of civic
society see politics as the main driving
force of social change. In their opinion,
any other form of social activity cannot
significantly influence the situation in
the country.

Still, civic society leaders regard en-
vironmental campaigns (including those

dealing with the Chornobyl aftermath),
youth groups (representing the most ve-
hement opponents of the regime), cultur-
al, educational, human rights, consum-
er rights projects and charities as prom-
ising and potentially effective forms of
civic activity.
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Pro-government
Associations in Belarus

Political and ideological independence
of associations is an attribute of democ-
racy and a sign of public maturity. A
country that has many non-governmen-
tal organizations and associations is not
necessarily a democracy. The govern-
ment may set up associations to control
the public. Thousands of local, nation-
al and countrywide associations func-
tioned in the Soviet Union under tight
ideological and political control of the
Communist Party. The party would not
allow associations to function independ-
ently of the government for fear of los-
ing political control.

In Belarus, the authorities estab-
lish, control and guide associations.
Belarus had 2,214 registered assccia-
tions in 2004, according to the Ministry
of Justice. The number increased to
2,246 despite the fact that the authori-
ties closed down many independent pro-
democracy non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). In 2004 alone, the author-
ities shut down 38 NGOs.

The registered organizations include
232 international, 722 national and 1,292
local associations, and 17 alliances. As

of 1 September 2006, Belarus had 39
registered trade unions, including 33 na-
tional, three regional and three unions
representing employees of a single en-
terprise or an orgarization.

The country has 98 associations of
ethnic minorities, 165 youth and chil-
dren associations, 38 associations of
women, 71 associations of environmen-
talists and historic and cultural monu-
ment protection groups, 506 sport and
physical education associations, 41 as-
sociations of artists, 113 scientific and
technological associations, 304 edu-
cational and cultural associations, 356
charities, 141 associations of the dis-
abled and war veterans and 413 other
organizations'.

Two trends have been observed in
the last few years — a rise in the number
of associations dealing with non-po-
litical matters such as environment or
sports, and attempts by the government
to make NGOs serve its interests and to
shut down independent NGOs.

The country has a network of gov-
ernment-sponsored and pro-government
associations.
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Belarus has many associations
claimed to be non-governmental or-
ganizations, but in fact established with
assistance from governmental agencies
and performing specific political func-
tions. Government-sponsored associa-
tions enjoy preferential treatment, re-
ceive direct financial and other assist-
ance from the government, participate
in government programs, and their ac-
tivists are often offered jobs with gov-
ernment agencies.

The government-sponsored associ-
ations include the Belarusian National
Youth Union (BRSM), the Belarusian
National Pioneer Organization (BRPO),
the association “Honar” [Honour],
the Belarusian Committee of Youth
Organizations, the Belarusian Youth
Association of Firefighters and Rescuers
and the Union of Writers of Belarus.

Most pro-government associations
were originally founded as independent
organizations, but later started to support
and work closely with the government
in order to survive or derive some po-
litical or social benefits. These associa-
tions include the Belarusian Association
of Entreprencurs and the Federation of
Trade Unions of Belarus. The govern-

! http://www.president.government.by/
press30938.html
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ment deliberately split and brought un-
der its control some associations like the
Union of Poles in Belarus.

BRSM

Government-sponsored associations
have penetrated all public institutions.
The BRSM membership totalled 355,000
in 2006. The association established
grass-root cells at all public establish-
ments, schools, universities and most
enterprises. The BRPO, which enlists

schoolchildren, has more than 482,000

members (30 percent of the total number

of secondary school students).

The government’s emphasis on youth
organizations seems to be logical. On
the one hand, youths are active, have
greater protest potential and want chang-
es. While on the other, they are more
susceptible to indoctrination, which the
government uses to turn them into obe-
dient and loyal citizens. The goal has
been codified in a national program en-
titled “The Youth of Belarus” that runs
from 2006 to 2010.

Apart from raising patriots of the
country and promoting youths’ intel-
lectual potential, the program seeks “to
bring down the level of political extrem-
ism among youth, stimulate electoral
activity of young citizens, consolidate
public youth movements for building a
strong and prosperous Belarus.”?

The key objectives of the BRSM,
BRPO, the Belarusian Committee of
Youth Organizations and similar youth
organizations include the following:

1. Raising self-conscious and patriot-
ic youths by means of indoctrina-
tion. The president noted that the
purpose of youth organizations was
to “advance the interests of a new
generation and create an environ-
ment that helps young people shape
and defend a constructive civic po-
sition and actively participate in the
state and public life of the country.””

2 http://president.government.by/press28322.
print.html
3 http://president.government.by/press32198.
html#doc

On 13 January 2003, the Belarusian
president signed Edict N13 outlining
measures to support the Belarusian
National Youth Union.

2. Forming groups loyal to the pres-
ident all over the country. Jury
Cetukievig, secretary of the BRSM
cell at Belarusian National Technical
University, publicly admitted that
his organization is responsible to
the government, not to the public.
“Today’s leaders should realize that
they are responsible for their work
to the state, to the president and to
youths. They are responsible for their
work and for the members of our
organizations.™

3. Mobilizing or at least creating con-
ditions for controlling and direct-
ing active youths. Leanid Kavalou,
first secretary of the BRPO, not-
ed, “Youths understand that the op-
position’s calls to take to the street
make no sense. Only work, not pro-
tests, but concrete daily work can
help address problems and change
something in this life. It is not time
to protest and destroy, it is time to
create and build.”

4. Resisting influence of independ-
ent pro-democracy organizations.
The government established the
Belarusian Committee of Youth
Organizations in 2003 to supervise
and control non-governmental youth
organizations. The committee rep-
resents 39 youth and children or-
ganizations. Aleh Pralaskouski, the
Presidential Administration’s chief
ideology officer, commented on the
occasion, “There must be a central
force, a unifying centre. It is easier
for the government to work with big
organizations. This is why we pin
our hopes on the largest and most
powerful youth and children organ-
izations. They should play the lead-
ing role in implementing the govern-
ment’s youth policies.” After forming

4 http://www.belau.ucoz.Russian/news/
2006-11-16-25
5 http://www.belau.ucoz.Russian/news/
2006-11-16-25
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the Belarusian Committee of Youth

Organizations, the government

shut down the Belarusian Union of

Children and Youth Associations

(RADA), an independent associ-

ation. One of the purposes of the

Committee is to establish direct ties

with foreign donors and channel

funds into government-sponsored
and pro-government organizations.

The government-sponsored organi-
zations use sticks and carrots to attract
new members and expand their political
and ideological influence. The admin-
istrations of state enterprises and uni-
versities put pressure on workers and
students to join government-sponsored
youth organizations. On the other hand,
the BRSM offers various benefits to its
members. Since 2003, BRSM members
have been offered discounts on various
goods and services. For instance, those
who produce a BRSM member’s card
are entitled to a discotheque admission
discount.

One of the BRSM ads said:

“Every Monday (at 22.00) the BRSM
invites you to visit the Plaza club and
take part in “Taste of Pleasure”, a
Belarusian music promotion project.
The program is tailored to all musical
tastes of the population. Invited to play
are the best DJs in Eurasia, pop and
jazz bands, singers and performers of
all styles. A combination of music and
cuisine masterpieces will not leave you
unimpressed. We have everything for
you! Admission: 12,000. BRSM mem-
bers 8,000.”

Discounts, benefits and access to
cheap entertainment are an effective
way to boost membership. Another in-
centive is an opportunity to make a suc-
cessful career without making a great
effort. The BRSM said that 1,465 mem-
bers were elected to local soviets (elect-
ed councils) during the local elections
held in Belarus on January 14, 2007. The
BRSM holds 17 seats in regional and
Minsk city soviets, 358 seats in district
soviets, 44 on city soviets and 1,046 in
village soviets. As many as 3,504 BRSM
members were on precinct election com-
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missions and 481 members on territorial
election commissions® during the elec-
tions. Independent pro-democracy or-
ganizations were not given a single seat
on election commissions.

Election to a local soviet is just the
first step to success. Those who show
loyalty may get elected to the National
Assembly or offered a good job in the
state sector. Take, for instance, the bril-
liant career of Alaksandr Juskievi¢ born
in Mahilou on May 12, 1972. On grad-
uation from Mahilou Technological
University he worked as an engineer
at the local artificial yarn factory,
Chimvalakno. Later, he served as sec-
ond and first secretary of the BRSM
Mabhilou Regional Committee, and ex-
ecutive director of the Mahilou Regional
Branch of Belarusbank, a state-con-
trolled bank. Juskievi¢ won a seat
in the Mahilou Regional Soviet and
headed the Belarusian Committee of
Youth Organizations. He was elected
to the House of Representatives of the
Belarusian National Assembly. Only
those exceptionally loyal to Alaksandr
Lukasenka can win a parliamentary
seat because the list of new members
is said to be subject to presidential ap-
proval prior to an election. The current
members of House of Representatives
include Michail Arda, former BRSM
leader; 1. Baryjeva, former second sec-
retary of the BRSM’s Miadzel District
Committee; and J. Skrypko, former first
secretary of the BRSM’s Minsk Regional
Committee. They are the only three rep-
resentatives of the young generation in
the Belarusian legislature.

Organizations such as BRSM and
BRPO are part of the authoritarian sys-
tem of governance. The government uses
them as a political tool to shape the mass
consciousness.

Substitution

In an overtly totalitarian fashion, the
government orchestrated the establish-

® http://www.brsm.by/Russian/
news/main?id=73

BRSM - a remake of Komsomol.

ment of the pro-government Union of
Writers of Belarus in a bid to suppress
the independent Belarusian Union of
Writers and establish control over the
intellectual and cuitural community.
Mikataj Carhiniec, chairman of the
Committee on International Affairs
and National Security in the upper par-
liamentary chamber, was elected as
chairman of the pro-government Union
of Writers of Belarus.

In an effort to use literature for pro-
moting its ideology, the government in-
jects money into the Union of Writers of
Belarus. The organization had no prob-
lem obtaining necessary permits and pa-
pers for opening regional offices’.

Affiliation

Some associations in Belarus are af-
filiated with government agen-
cies. Established by the Ministry for
Emergency Management, the Belarusian
Youth Association of Firefighters and
Rescuers has 97,000 members. The as-
sociation’s priorities include providing
civic and patriotic education, teaching

7 CemkiHa C. «HXEHEPBl YEIOBEYCCKUX
IyuD» OyIyT HAIpPaBsTCS Ha IOJS U 3aBOJBI»//
Benopycckast HuBa, 27 caexHs 2006.

Paval Usau

photo.bymedia.net

youth how to lead a safe life, promoting
the firefighter’s and the rescuer’s profes-
sion, helping youths realize their poten-
tial and charitable activity®.

The interior ministry established the
“Honar” association of veterans of special
purpose forces. Former Interior Minister
Jury Sivakou, chairman of Honar, and
DzZmitry Pauli¢enka, deputy chairman,
are suspected by the European Union
of involvement in the disappearance of
prominent Belarusian opposition figures
and a journalist in 1999 and 2000. Honar
declared “military patriotic work with the
population™its top priority.

Pro-government organizations play
a key role in exercising political control
over various groups and suppressing
public protest. Some of them emerged
as part of the government’s drive to
form the so-called constructive oppo-
sition and reduce influence of pro-de-
mocracy groups.

Official trade unions

The largest pro-government organiza-
tions are the Federation of Trade Unions

§ http://rescue0l.government.by/topress/show.
press.cgi?id=84
° http://tchest.org/about/
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of Belarus (FTUB), the Belarusian
Association of Entrepreneurs, the
Union of Cinematographers of Belarus,
Posuk, Nation Without Drugs and the
Belarusian Association of Veterans.

Most pro-government associ-
ations have a political role in addi-
tion to their main function. The FTUB
has more than four million members.
Membership of the FTUB may be a
mere formality, but it is compulsory
for state sector workers. Trade union
fees are deducted from workers’ wag-
es. In addition, members are required
to subscribe to the FTUB’s newspaper
Bielaruski Cas. The FTUB’s informal
priority is to crush independent trade
unions and prevent outbreaks of dis-
content among workers at big indus-
trial enterprises and in other sectors of
the economy. Leanid Kozik, chairman
of the FTUB, repeatedly stressed the
federation’s loyalty to the Belarusian
president. “I must admit, the president
has supported us on every issue we ap-
proached him. Take the problem of pay
increases for instance. The president
intervened and people’s living stand-
ards improved within a year. It was
not the government that took care of
the Belarusians’ wellbeing, but it was
the president who issued orders to raise
wages. This is why trade unions, for
their part, will always support and de-
fend the head of state.”°

The Belarusian Association of
Entrepreneurs attempts to advance the
interests of its members in disputes with
the authorities, but is unable to influence
the government’s policies with regard to
private businesses. It avoids confronta-
tion with the authorities for fear of re-
percussions. On the other hand, the gov-
ernment is suspicious of entrepreneurs
and their association.

Sport, cultural and patriotic youth
associations like Posuk and Nation
Without Drugs are funded by the gov-
ernment and implement its social pol-
icies. The chairpersons of Posuk and
Nation Without Drugs hold seats in

10 JTeonnn Kosuk: “Hamo yuuThest paboTars, a He
panoptoBats”. Ne4 ot 27 suBaps 2005.

the House of Representatives of the
Belarusian National Assembly.

The government is likely to increase
the level of intervention in the third sec-
tor in the future. Only organizations that
support its policies will be allowed to
function legally. In general, civic soci-
ety is likely to become extinct or will be
fully controlled by the authorities.
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Alaksandr Buchvostau

Trade Unions
in Belarus

Trade unions formed part of the govern-
ment system in the Soviet Union, but in-
ternal trade union democracy was lim-
ited. Trade unions’ internal regulations
declared democratic centralism to be
the main governing principle, but in re-
ality they were guided by the principle
of centralism. The All-Union Central
Council of Trade Unions (VCSPS)
owned all trade union property, includ-
ing in Belarus. The Belarusian Council
of Trade Unions (Belsavpraf) was in fact
a branch of the VCSPS. There were no
branches of national unions in Belarus,
but there were national committees of
the Soviet Union’s branch unions.
Grass-root unions had limited rights
with budgets strictly controlled by su-
perior organizations. The trade union
environment began to change after the
start of social democratization in the mid
1980s. Some union leaders sought to es-
tablish trade unions independent of the
government and the Communist Party
of the Soviet Union. The movement
for trade union independence gained
strength in 1989 and 1990. Delegates

at the last 19" congress of Soviet trade
unions voted to reorganize the VCSPS
and establish the General Confederation
of Trade Unions (VKP), a union inde-
pendent of the government. That was the
end of the Soviet period in the history of
trade unions. The VCSPS and Belsavpraf
faced perestroika and reform.

My trade union career began in 1984
with election as chairman of the trade
union committee of Homsielmash, a
state-owned agricultural equipment man-
ufacturing company. The Homsielmash
trade union committee was one of the
first grass-root unions to embark on a
reform path.

Homsielmash workers staged more
than 40 strikes between 1985 and 1990
to demand wage increases and better
conditions for work. 1990 saw the es-
tablishment of Belarusian branch trade
unions. On 7 September 1990, delegates
at a conference founded the Belarusian
Automobile and Agricultural Equipment
Manufacturing Trade Union (ASM).
The delegates elected the ASM chair-
man and declared the establishment of

Alaksandr Buchvostau

leader of Independent Metal Workers Trade Union

the new union. The conference was sus-
pended and resumed on 30 November
1990 as the first ASM congress. The
Belarusian Union of Electronic Industry
Workers (REP) was founded in October
1990. The Federation of Trade Unions
of Belarus (FTUB) was established
on October 5, 1990. It represented 27
branch unions launched in 1990 and
1991. Some workers formed alternative
unions. The Labour Confederation of
Belarus emerged around the same time
with M. Sobaleu at the head.

This was the beginning of a new
phase in the trade union movement trig-
gered by political, economic and social
reforms.

Unions assumed their original func-
tions and freed themselves from govern-
ment control. The Belarusian Association
of Independent Industrial Trade Unions
(BNAPP) adopted a plan of trade union
movement development under condi-
tions of social and political reform. Other
unions later adopted similar plans.

The ASM, REP and regional branch-
es of industrial trade unions established
the BNAPP in 1992 as an alternative to
the FTUB, criticized for conservatism
and compromises to the authorities.

Workers in Minsk went on strike
in early April 1991, later supported by
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strike committees across the country.
The strikers demanded the elimina-
tion of Communist Party committees
from enterprises, and independence
of Belarus from the Soviet Union. The
strike committees were led by activ-
ists of the Belarusian Popular Front
(BPF) and the Labour Confederation
of Belarus. The strike committees and
the Labour Confederation of Belarus
established alternative trade unions —
the Free Trade Union, the Independent
Union of Miners, the Free Trade Union
of Metal and Transport Workers. These
unions formed the Belarusian Congress
of Democratic Trade Unions (BKDP), an
alternative trade union centre.

In the early 1990s, many unions dis-
tanced themselves from politics in order
to be beyond control of the Communist
Party.

Trade unions are a form of organi-
zation of hired workers for class strug-
gle, therefore they perform both social
and political functions. However, they
use methods that differ from those em-
ployed by political parties. They have
different manifestos and goals. Political
parties struggle for power, while trade
unions seek better conditions and liv-
ing standards for their members, the
hired workers.

The Free Trade Union of Belarus,
the Independent Union of Miners, the
Belarusian Congress of Democratic
Trade Unions and other unions sought to
compete with the FTUB. They pursued
more radical and aggressive policies,
which made them more attractive. Their
membership was on the rise. Political
democracy created a good opportunity
for trade union reform. Unions compet-
ed with each other for members, trying
to offer workers better services.

To press for reform of the FTUB and
compete with other unions, industrial
unions set up the Belarusian Association
of Independent Industrial Trade Unions,
but it was closed down in 1999 as a re-
sult of a conspiracy between the FTUB
and the Ministry of Justice. Regretfully,
it was not the only mistake made by the
FTUB leadership in the last ten years.
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A picket against contract system imposed by the government.

Inconsistent policies, unreasonable hope
for an agreement with the government
and the employers, failure to devel-
op a new ideology of struggle, and the
use of all means to suppress alternative
unions prevented the FTUB from es-
tablishing itself as a reputable organi-
zation of workers.

Despite policy flaws, Belarusian
unions forced the authorities to enact
the Trade Union Act in 1993 as well as
laws governing labour relations, collec-
tive bargaining and labour disputes.

The BNAPP staged rallies, demon-
strations and strikes to defend workers’
rights. It held at least 50 mass protests
between 1992 and 1999.

Alaksandr LukaSenka was elect-
ed president of Belarus in 1994. He es-
tablished an authoritarian regime that
sought to restrict the rights of trade
unions. Lukasenka used police and mil-
itary forces to disperse peaceful demon-
strations by workers. In 1995, special po-
lice units broke up a strike by the Minsk
Metro workers who were protesting the
administration’s failure to respect the
collective bargaining agreement. Strike
leaders were arrested and sentenced to
jail. LukaSenka and his regime launched
an attack against trade unions. In early
1995, he made an unsuccessful attempt

to bring the FTUB under the govern-
ment’s control. The government adopt-
ed laws banning strikes, rallies and dem-
onstrations. Authorities allowed demon-
strations only on city outskirts so that
organizers could not attract large num-
bers of participants. The LukaSenka re-
gime’s first target was free trade unions
affiliated with the BKDP. Leaders of
these unions failed to put up strong re-
sistance, and all unions, except for the
Independent Union of Miners (NPG),
saw their membership fall dramatically
as a result of victimization. NPG teamed
up with grass-root unions of chemical in-
dustry enterprises to form the Belarusian
Independent Trade Union. The authori-
ties intervened in union conferences in
an attempt to oust critical trade union
leaders Hanéaryk, Buchvostau, Fiadyni¢
and Jarasuk. But most members rallied
round their leaders.

The ASM, REP, BKDP and the
Belarusian Trade Union of Agro-
Industrial Complex Workers (APK) ap-
pealed for support to the International
Labour Organization (ILO). The ILO
expressed concern about union rights
violations and urged the Belarusian au-
thorities to comply with internation-
al standards. Belarusian unions were
granted membership in key internation-



22

al organizations of trade unions. The
ASM and REP joined the International
Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF), one
of the oldest trade union associations
founded by Socialists at a congress in
Zurich in 1893. Alaksandr Buchvostau
held a seat on the IMF Executive Board
from 2002 to 2005. Alaksandr JaraSuk,
chairman of the APK, was elected to
the Executive Board of the International
Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel,
Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and
Allied Workers’ Association (IUF).
When elected chairman of the BKDP,
Jarasuk joined the Executive Board of
the International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions (ICFTU). The BKDP was
admitted to the ICFTU in 2002.

The authorities’ attacks on trade
unions prompted the latter to back
FTUB leader Uladzimir Hancaryk’s
presidential campaign against incumbent
President Lukasenka in 2001. Hancaryk
ran as candidate from the pro-democrat-
ic opposition but lost the race, marred by
allegations of large-scale fraud.

Lukasenka dealt another heavy blow
to trade unions when he ordered his gov-
ernment to ban the deduction of trade
union dues from workers’ wages. The
Council of Ministers passed a directive
to that effect, entitled “On Measures
to Protect the Rights of Trade Union
Members”, on December 14, 2001.

Miners staged a big rally in Salihorsk
on 11 January 2002 to protest the
move.

Meanwhile, a split widened within
the FTUB between leaders loyal to the
authorities and those who attempted to
defend the federation’s independence
from the government. The financial po-
sition of the FTUB, from grass-root cells
to the FTUB Council, deteriorated dra-
matically after the adoption of the above-
mentioned directive amid the rising ten-
sions with the authorities. Many grass-
root cells at agricultural and industrial
enterprises stopped functioning due to
the lack of funds, since it was difficult
for trade union activists to collect dues
in cash from every member. Industrial
unions, unions operating in education

Andrej Lankievi¢

Alaksandr Jarasuk, chairman of the Belaru-
sian Confederation of the Democratic
Trade Unions, member of the Executive
Board of the International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU).

and other sectors introduced a new
mechanism where workers transferred
dues through banks by issuing payment
orders. Hancaryk stepped down as lead-
er of the FTUB at the time. Members of
the FTUB Council elected Franc Vitko,
former first deputy chairman, as chair-
man of the FTUB. But the authorities
sought to crush all elements of dissent
within the FTUB. The government broke
off relations with the FTUB and encour-
aged managers at state-run enterpris-
es to set up parallel loyal trade union
cells, also known as yellow trade unions.
In 2002, yellow unions cropped up at
several large enterprises including the
Minsk Automobile Factory (MAZ), the
Mabhilou Automobile Factory (MoAZ),
the Integral electronic company and the
Belarusian Steel Works (BMZ).

The Presidential Administration in-
creased pressure on FTUB Chairman

Alaksandr Buchvostau

Vitko with the help of pro-government
trade union activists, taking advantage
of union bureaucrats’ general discontent
with the state of affairs. After some hes-
itation, Vitko tendered his resignation.
Presidential Administration officials
succeeded in their effort to install a pro-
Lukasenka leader in the FTUB.

The takeover of the FTUB and the
dismissal of the critical leaders of branch
unions was the final phase in the govern-
ment’s effort to subdue the federation.
In early September, a few days before
the FTUB conference, Leanid Kozik,
the new FTUB leader installed by the
Presidential Administration, called an
APK executive board meeting whose
participants dismissed APK Chairman
Jarasuk. The meeting was conducted
with gross violations of the APK rules of
procedure. A few months later Jarasuk
took over the Belarusian Congress of
Democratic Trade Unions. He managed
to make the BKDP more efficient and
gave an impetus to the independent trade
union movement in general.

In December 2002, Kozik and the
Ministry of Industry, acting on orders
from the Presidential Administration,
orchestrated executive board meetings
of the ASM and REP in an effort to re-
place the unions’ leaders Buchvostau
and Fiadyni¢. However, the executive
board members voted down the propos-
als to dismiss the leaders of the ASM
and REP.

Lukasenka severely criticized of-
ficials for the unsuccessful attempt.
Speaking at a government conference
on 27 March 2003, he gave the indus-
try minister two months to replace
Buchvostau and Fiadyni¢ with more
loyal leaders.

The industry ministry elaborated
a new strategy and tactics to purge the
two unions of the independent leaders
and their supporters. It instructed the
management of enterprises to pressure
ASM and REP grass-root cells into join-
ing a newly established government-con-
trolled industrial union.

As a result of the manipulations,
a group of the grass-root union lead-
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ers from large enterprises (the Minsk
Tractor Works, Homsielmash, MZKT,
the Motavela bicycle and motorcycle fac-
tory and others) loyal to the FTUB lead-
ership was formed in the ASM Council
Presidium in September-October 2004.
The group, guided by the FTUB which
sought to carry out Lukasenka’s order,
managed to dismiss the ASM leader.

The authorities failed in their at-
tempt to use the same tactics to oust the
REP leader because each grass-root un-
ion regardless of its size had one repre-
sentative on the Presidium and the REP
Council. Fiadyni¢, supported by most
members of the Presidium, managed to
block all attempts to convene a special
conference to replace him. Meanwhile,
most REP grass-root organizations were
transferred to the industrial union by the
first quarter of 2004. But REP retained
its legal status and office.

REP convened a special conference
in February 2005 with former ASM
leader Buchvostau and his support-
ers in attendance. The conference par-
ticipants voted to form a new union
called the Trade Union of Electronic and
Automobile Industry Workers (REPAM)
incorporating REP and ASM members
who had formed an independent union
by this time.

On 19 July 2004, REPAM held a
conference whose delegates elected
Buchvostau and Fiadyni¢ as co-chair-
persons of the new union.

In March 2004, the Ministry of
Information suspended the newspaper
Rabocaja Salidarnasé. In Junc 2004,
the Ministry of Justice brought a clo-

sure suit against the Belarusian Party of
Labour (BPL) led by Buchvostau. The
Supreme Court outlawed the party in
August 2004.

The Ministry of Justice issued Order
N 239 on 16 July 2004 to annul its ear-
lier decision made on 12 April 2004
to register a new version of the REP
Charter providing for the formation of
REPAM. The illegal decision in fact
banned REPAM. REPAM appealed to
the Supreme Court, but it upheld the
ban.

By the end of 2004, most trade un-
ions were under the government’s con-
trol and turned into ideology squads of
the Lukasenka regime. Most independ-
ent unions found themselves under con-
ditions where they could not function
properly. The Belarusian Independent
Trade Union is the only union free of
government control with a large mem-
bership (7,000 to 8,000 workers), and
some of its grass-root organizations have
an opportunity for collective bargaining
and can sign wage and collective bar-
gaining agreements. Other unions do
not have such an opportunity.

Lukasenka launched a large-scale
campaign against independent unions,
but this failed to eliminate the unions
completely.

REPAM and BKDP continue to
function, relying on devoted activ-
ists and international support. The un-
ions have shifted their focus to human
rights defence, and also efforts to ex-
pand their influence and form groups
of support for the independent trade un-
ion movement.
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Ale$ Utadamirski

Religious Diversity
in Belarus

Officials and state-controlled media like
to stress the lack of tensions among var-
ious faiths and denominations, attribut-
ing this fact to the government’s wise
policies. While it is true that there is no
religious enmity, this is rather thanks to
the traditions of tolerance and general-
ly amicable relations that have been es-
tablished by various religious groups
co-existing for centuries. It is basically
the authorities that give believers rea-
son to worry from time to time. In gen-
eral, members of various religious con-
gregations do not need to sort out their
relationship with each other, but with
the authorities.

The government has been criti-
cized for offering preferential treat-
ment to the Belarusian Exarchate of the
Russian Orthodox Church, often referred
to as the Belarusian Orthodox Church
(BOC), and discriminating against oth-
er denominations.

The last few months of 2006 saw
several strong protests by members of
various religious communities. Hunger
strikes by Protestants and Catholics

forced authorities to bow to their de-
mands. A more detailed account of the
protests will follow, but let us start with
some background.

Mosaic formed over
centuries

Belarus’ religious mosaic has been shaped
over the last 1,000 years. Along with the
Orthodox religion, adopted in this land in
the late 10th century, the Roman Catholic
Church has occupied a strong position
since the 13th-14th centuries. Judaism
and Islam obtained a foothold around the
same time. Protestant movements began
attracting followers in the early 16th cen-
tury, and the Eastern-rite (Uniate) church
expanded a little later. Old Believers fled
from prosecution in Russia to Belarus in
the 16th century.

In 2006, the country had 2,943 reli-
gious communities with the Orthodox
Church accounting for nearly half
(1,391). There were 1,006 churches and
274 under construction.

Ales Utadamirski
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The Roman Catholic Church has four
eparchies, the Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 439 parishes, nine missions,
eight monasteries and two higher theo-
logical seminaries. Most Catholics live
in Western Belarus and have Polish eth-
nic roots. There are about 170 Roman
Catholic congregations in the Hrodna
region alone.

The Uniate Church, which reemerged
in the early 1990s, has 13 parishes.

The number of Protestant congrega-
tions has been growing vigorously in the
last few years. There are more than 1,000
communities in the country — Evangelical
Christians (492), Evangelical Christian
Baptists (266), Seventh’s Day Adventists
(74), and Lutherans (27), among others.

Less numerous are Jewish communi-
ties (46), Old Believers (33) and Muslims
(24). There are six Krishna and five
Baha’i groups.

The Orthodox Church has 1,159
churches with 188 under construction,
the Roman Catholic Church 427 and 45
respectively, the Evangelical Christian
Church 183 and 25, the Baptist Church
139 and 12. The Jewish communities
own eight synagogues, and the Muslims
have six mosques with one being built.

In all, there are 27 denominations in
Belarus. About 50 percent of Belarusians
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Metropolitan Filaret, chief of the Orthodox Church, subordinated to Moscow
patriarchate.

consider themselves religious, according
to polls. Of all people who profess a re-
ligious faith, 80 percent belong to the
Russian Orthodox Church, 14 percent
identify themselves with the Roman
Catholic Church, two percent represent
Protestant churches, and four percent
practise other religions. Just 5.5 percent
of believers worship and perform reli-
gious rites on a regular basis.

Legacy of empires

Belarus’ current religious landscape was
considerably influenced by the fact that
for two centuries the land was part of an
empire — first tsarist Russia and later
the Soviet Union. Tsarist Russia sought
to expand the domination of the Russian
Orthodox Church, while the Bolsheviks
spread atheism.

It is astonishing that the Belarusian
government has adopted both approach-
es. Alaksandr LukaSenka once said that
he was “an Orthodox atheist.” The oxy-
moron may be used to describe govern-
ment’s policies with regard to religious
denominations.

For instance, in late 2006 President
LukaSenka reiterated, “We will always
remember and appreciate the outstanding
role of the Orthodox Church in Belarus’
history, its favourable influence on spir-
itual and cultural traditions.” The coun-
try’s Orthodox leader attends various
state ceremonies like a member of the
government.

On the one hand, the government
declares respect for all faiths, while on
the other, government-controlled news-
papers occasionally run articles calling
for a fight against “religious opium” in
general and “destructive sects” in par-
ticular (the authorities often informal-
ly include in the “destructive sects”
category all denominations except for
the BOC).

Obviously, the current government
inherited a suspicious attitude to reli-
gious minority groups from the empire.
It should be noted, however, that bureau-
crats avoid using the term ,,religious mi-
nority groups” in official statements to
emphasize allegedly equal treatment of
all denominations. But in practice, they
unofficially distinguish between loyal
and ,,suspicious” religious groups.
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The 2002 law ,,On Freedom of
Religion and Religious Organizations”
creates conditions for the preferential
treatment of the BOC.

On the one hand, Article 6 of the
religion law declares that ,,all religions
and faiths are equal before the law,”
while on the other, Article 8 provides
that ,,relations between the state and re-
ligious organizations are regulated by
the law taking into consideration their
influence on the formation of spiritu-
al, cultural and state traditions of the
Belarusian people.”

The meaning of this clause becomes
clear when one reads the preamble,
which says that the law recognizes “the
leading role of the Orthodox Church in
the historical formation and development
of spiritual, cultural and state traditions
of the Belarusian people.”

In 2003, Prime Minister Navicki and
Patriarchal Exarch Filaret, head of the
Russian Orthodox Church in Belarus,
inked a concordat between the govern-
ment and the Belarusian Exarchate.

Demons of politicization

Draft versions of the religion law met
with opposition from religious groups,
especially from Protestants concerned
that the law would create conditions for
discrimination against religious minori-
ty groups and grant the BOC privileged
status. Congregations also expressed
concern about tighter registration re-
quirements that made it especially dif-
ficult for small religious communities
to obtain official registration.

Alaksandr Lukasenka defended the
draft law in his public statements saying
it did not contain any provisions “bully-
ing other denominations”.

The authorities started a witch-
hunt in response to the criticism. The
Belarusian leader’s press office blamed
unspecified political groups for allegedly
“manipulating religious sentiments”.

FukaSenka reiterated the charge in
October 2004. “Some opposition figures,
acting on advice from western hench-
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men, put forward provocative propos-
als that the sphere of traditional denom-
inations, that of the Orthodox Church
above all, should be narrowed to give
more room to various sects and non-
traditional faiths,” he said addressing
Belarus’ Orthodox leaders. “Such anti-
Slavic plans and intentions are directed
not only against the Orthodox Church
and its parishioners who represent the
majority of Belarusians, but also against
the state. They target the most valuable
achievement of our country — sociopo-
litical stability, peace and order.”

This statement proves that the au-
thorities needed the law to legalize the
persecution of religious minorities.

The government-controlled media
have repeatedly attacked “non-traditional”
religious groups in the last few years.

The authorities play the religious
card with creativity, occasionally using
religious communities to achieve their
political ends. In early 2006, the author-
ities used alleged concerns of a small
Muslim community over the publica-
tion of Muhammad cartoons as a pre-
text to close down the critical weekly
Zhoda. After the paper ran the cartoons,
state television stations and newspapers
broadcast and reprinted angry comments
by Muslim clerics (who might not have
seen the small-circulation paper dis-
tributed mainly among members of the
Belarusian Social Democratic Party).

As soon as the weekly was closed
down, the clerics disappeared from tel-
evision screens and newspaper pages.

Fear of the “fifth
column”

The Roman Catholic Church is the
second largest religion in Belarus (the
largest religious minority group). The
authorities consider the Roman Catholic
Church a “traditional faith” (this offi-
cial terminology implies a selective ap-
proach) and declared its major holidays,
Easter and Christmas, official national
holidays along with the respective dates
of the Orthodox calendar.

Budstau Catholic fest.

Analysts believe that the govern-
ment, which has pursued anti-Western
policies, is wary of Catholicism main-
ly because it promotes Western values.
The authorities consider Catholic believ-
ers as the “fifth column” of the treach-
erous West.

The government’s attitude toward
the church is determined by “the Polish
syndrome” — a general suspicious at-
titude to all that comes from Poland.
This suspicion has historic roots in
the periods when Belarusian territo-
ries were under Polish control, and is
also linked to the general mistrust of
the authorities for policies associated
with the European Union and NATO,
as well as the current tensions between
the two countries over the Union of
Poles in Belarus.

Many Belarusian bureaucrats look
at local ethnic Poles, members of the
Roman Catholic Church, as potential
agents of the West.

In particular, the authorities moved
to purge the church of Polish priests.
The Roman Catholic Church still has
a shortage of Belarusian priests be-
cause there was not a place where they
could be trained during the Soviet era.
Foreign priests are often denied visa
extensions.

Ale$ Uladamirski
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Seven Polish Catholic priests and
five nuns of the Hrodna diocese were
forced out of Belarus at the end of 2006.
The move prompted parishioners in the
village of Lazduny, Iuje district, to go
on a hunger strike demanding the au-
thorities to extend a visa for local priest
Mariusz Iljaszewicz.

The authorities have also harassed
Protestant congregations for the same
reason, suspecting them of being agents
of Western influence. Protestant groups
put up tough resistance in the face of a
serious threat to their interests.

Back in 2002, Volha Abramava, a
member of the House of Representatives
of the Belarusian National Assembly
(who was considered one of few mod-
erate critics of the government in the
parliament), criticized the draft new
religion law as discriminatory against
Protestant congregations. Some ana-
lysts alleged that the law was draft-
ed under pressure from the BOC con-
cerned about the growing competition
from Protestants.

Abramava predicted, however, that
the law would weaken positions of the
Orthodox Church. “Protestants can work
successfully in an aggressive environ-
ment. They can resist strong pressure by
an all-out missionary effort,” she said.
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Later, Protestant communities
proved her right. Protests by members
of Protestant congregations, especially
a hunger strike that took place in Minsk
in 2006, created considerable discomfort
for the authorities.

Catholics also showed a strong char-
acter. The abovementioned House of
Representatives member accurately pre-
dicted religious groups’ reaction to the
new law.

Wave of protests

Observers note signs of cooling be-
tween the authorities and the Orthodox
Church.

Interestingly, displayed until recent-
ly on the official presidential website
was Lukasenka’s quote: “I cannot take
in with my soul and understand that the
church [the BOC] is somehow separat-
ed from the state.” The quote has been
removed.

In December 2006, Lukasenka cau-
tioned Orthodox priests against “making
excessive haste” in recruiting parishion-
ers. At the meeting with the BOC cler-
ics, he also voiced opposition to intro-
ducing religion in schools.

Although the government’s honey-
moon with the Orthodox Church is over,
this does not mean that the authorities
are leaning toward other religions.

Political analysts believe that the
authorities are watchful of any uncon-
trolled activity of people, including that
of religious groups.

Officials have started to exercise
greater vigilance after both hunger
strikes — by the New Life Church and
by Catholics in Hrodna — forced author-
ities to yield to believers’ demands.

Members of the charismatic New Life
Church, affiliated with the Association
of Full Gospel Evangelic Christians,
were on a hunger strike from October 5
to 28, 2006 in an attempt to defend the
church property. The New Life Church
had bought a disused cowshed in Minsk
and converted it into a church. But the
city authorities launched and won a court

action that could force the congregation
to sell the building and land beneath it.
The move sparked the 23-day hunger
strike that involved more than 100 be-
lievers. The authorities backed down
and the case was sent to the Supreme
Economic Court for review.

Catholics in the town of Hrodna,
who prayed for New Life during the
strike, drew on this community’s exam-
ple in turn by declaring their own hun-
ger strike on December 1 for permis-
sion to build a new church. The congre-
gation had been trying to obtain permis-
sion from the authorities for 10 years.
The authorities backed down in a few
days, probably scared by the repercus-
sions of the strike by New Life mem-
bers, and handed the written permission
to the group on December 6.

Commenting on the outcome, Priest
Alaksandr Semiet noted, “The spark that
started the hunger strike in defense of
the New Life Church in Minsk reached
Hrodna and helped us overcome the
injustice.”

New Life worshippers were also tri-
umphant. “Last year’s developments and
the victory over the authorities as a result
of the hunger strike inspired the faith-
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ful, each of whom feels himself or her-
self a victor,” New Life Pastor Viacaslau
Hancarenka said in early 2007. He add-
ed that the Association of Full Gospel
Evangelic Christians should drop a doc-
trine that commands only passive resist-
ance to injustice.

“We need to change this strategy
and take a position of active develop-
ment,” the pastor was quoted as say-
ing. The New Life Church plans to set
up its own media outlets — a website, a
newspaper and even a radio and televi-
sion station. But the current authorities
are unlikely to allow them to put their
plans into practice.

Recurrence
of “belligerent atheism”

It can be reasoned that the defeats
prompted senior officials to take a more
hostile attitude toward religion in gen-
eral. Many observers were alarmed by
an article written by Anatol Rubinau,
first deputy head of the Presidential
Administration, published in the larg-
est state-controlled national newspaper
Sovetskaya Belorussiya in December

Andrej Lankievi¢

“New Life” protestant church adherents went on hunger strike to prevent the church

building from confiscation.
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2006. In the article, the official promotes
Bolshevik-style belligerent atheism.

The International Religious
Freedom Report 2006 released by the
US Department of State Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights and Labor
says, “The government continued to re-
strict religious freedom.”

“Respect for religious freedom con-
tinued to be uneven during the period
covered by this report, although some
improvements occurred.”

US experts note that the government
restricts religious freedom in accord-
ance with the provisions of a 2002 law
on religion and a 2003 concordat with
the Belarusian branch of the Russian

Orthodox Church. Although there is no
state religion, the concordat grants the
BOC privileged status.

The report says that authorities im-
prisoned a clergyman and a lay activist,
and harassed and fined members of cer-
tain religious groups.

It is true to say that the authorities do
not take a civilized and fair attitude to
religious groups and respect the rights
of religious minorities.

This attitude could however change
if the country made progress toward
democracy. A democratic government
by its nature will not grant privileges
to some denominations at the expense
of others.

Ale$ Uladamirski
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Sport As
an Ideological Weapon

Dictatorial governments often tend to
prioritize sports. Sport achievements
help authoritarian leaders gain some
recognition. The government imposes
fondness for sports and physical train-
ing on the people using it as a way to
teach discipline and order, and promote
the cult of force.

East Germany used sports as a
means of propaganda in the 1970s and
1980s. “Victory at any price” was the
motto of East German sport executives.
East German athletes increasingly used
performance enhancing drugs, which
helped them achieve outstanding results.
Sport gave East Germany an opportu-
nity to create an illusion of superiority.
The Belarusian government currently
acts in a similar way.

Like in the former Soviet Union,
there is a fashion for parades involving
athletes who march in front of their re-
vered leader. An impressive parade was
held in Moscow on Athlete’s Day in the
terrible year of 1937. A similar show
took place during the Munich Olympics
in 1936.

In authoritarian Belarus, sports play
the same role as in totalitarian countries
of the 20™ century. The state-control-
led newspaper Sovetskaya Belorussiya
ran a story about the Republic Day
parade held on June 4, 2004. It says,
“According to the established tradi-
tion, athletes and gymnasts report on
their achievements and successes dur-
ing major state holidays. In the last few
years, sports and care of the nation’s
health have not only become part of
the state’s policy, but also an internal
need of the residents of Belarus.... The
sport parade evokes memories of the
last winter and the great spirit of top-
level competitions that took place in
Minsk — the Davis Cup, the World
U20 Ice Hockey Championships, the
World Junior Weightlifting Tournament,
the European Biathlon Championships.
Belarusian fans did not even dream of
such events a few years ago. More is yet
to come. And you know what is good?
These are not tales.

But the truth is that the Belarusian
capital hosts secondary events that
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would go unnoticed in other countries.
State-controlled newspapers and tele-
vision channels present them as major
tournaments. State television journal-
ists’ favourite question to visiting for-
eign athletes is “What is your impres-
sion of the country?”.

“For Olympic Belarus!”

The government’s high money rewards
for Belarusian Olympic medalists are
publicized to impress ordinary fans
and fill them with admiration and re-
spect. During the last Olympic Games
the government promised $60,000 for
a gold medal, $30,000 for silver and
$20,000 for bronze. Rewards rose 12-
fold from what athletes received for
medals earned at Lillehammer 1994,
Belarus’ first Olympics after the coun-
try gained independence.

Belarusian state media often stress
that the government spends more on
sports than sport superpowers like the
United States, Germany, Norway and
China.

Belarus is far from holding the top
spots in the world rankings of living
standards, but its athletes often perform
better than competitors from developed
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European countries. This gives the au-
thorities another good reason to assert
that the country is on the right track.

The propaganda billboards that au-
thorities posted in the run-up to the
2006 presidential election included one
saying “For Olympic Belarus!”. Sports
along with agro-towns have been given
priority attention because of their prop-
agandistic role.

Not a single athlete refused to join
Belarus’ Olympic team for political rea-
sons during the LukasSenka rule. It was
not for political reasons, as some ob-
servers claimed, that footballer Arciom
Mileuski became a Ukrainian citizen.

Not a single athlete refused to com-
pete under the red-green flag condemned
by opponents of the regime as a colonial
legacy. Although Belarusian fans usually
display more white-red-white flags than
red-green ones at away games.

The opposition has no appeal for the
sports community. Quite the contrary,
most athletes publicly express their sup-
port for the president who gives them
care and attention.

Biathlete Alena Zubrytava, who lived
in Ukraine for the larger part of her sport
career, has been with the Belarusian
team for a few years. After her com-
fortable win in the World Cup finals on
March 19, 2006, she said, “My Sunday’s
victory was in support of the incumbent
president of Belarus. My victory is his
victory. This is something I wish him
with all of my heart.” Belarus had a pres-
idential election on the same day.

Zubrytava is not a Belarusian-
born athlete. She came to this country
to do sports for money. Below are re-
marks made by young Belarusian gym-
nasts Lubou Carka$yna and Valeryja
Kurylskaja in an interview with the news-
paper Pressbol. Kurylskaja: “During
the presidential election I tried to per-
suade my family to vote for the presi-
dent. We almost had an argument about
it. My mother and aunt were ‘for’ [the
incumbent president], but my father was
‘against.” CarkaSyna: “As for me, I did
not try to persuade anyone because |
knew that the winner’s name was known

in advance. There is no one to challenge
the incumbent president. They [rivals]
are not shown on television. He is doing
a good job — he has it his own way while
others yield to him. If they yield, he is the
real leader. This is the law of life.”
Athletes usually spend a long time
abroad. Before the 2006 presiden-
tial election tennis player Uladzimir
Vauckou said, “I will cast my vote for
Alaksandr Ryhoravi¢ LukaSenka be-
cause | have travelled a lot. I have seen
how people live. I have seen what is go-
ing on there and what democracy is.”
While Michail Usac¢ou, a handball play-
er, explained his attitude to the president
in the following way, “I ignored the ref-
erendum [the 2004 constitutional refer-
endum that allowed LukaSenka to run
for a third term)]. If there were an alter-
native to Lukasenka in our country, vot-
ing would make sense regardiess of who
you support. But I should note that as an
athlete I do not have any grudges against
the president. He really promotes sports.
But my brother and mother-in-law are in
business and they have reasons for dis-
content. I don’t have such reasons.”

Alaksandr tukasenka is a fan of skiing,
skating and hockey.
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“Do not look for trouble” is the prin-
ciple guiding most athletes.

Olympic president

President LukaSenka was elected as
chairman of the National Olympic
Committee (NOC) in 1997. Chess grand
master Viktar Kuprejéyk was the only
person to oppose his bid. But it was far
from a democratic election.

Lukasenka was unanimously ree-
lected as head of the NOC on March 27,
2001. His candidacy was unanimously
supported in November 2004. No sur-
prise, he was the only nominee.

Lukasenka was proposed for the job by
the country’s top athletes — 2000 Olympics
champion Elina Zvierava and 2004 Olympic
gold medalist Julija Niesciarenka.

Apart from the NOC, President
Lukasenka is the captain of his own
“legendary” ice hockey team which
has been beaten just once in its histo-
ry. In what appeared to be a diplomatic
move, it lost to Gazprom in 2007. Playing
with the presidential team at different
times were NHL stars Ruslan Salei and
Nikolai Khabibulin, and key players of
the Belarusian Ice Hockey League.

Lukasenka routinely wins annual cross-
country ski races and roller ski competi-
tions. He has created himself an image of
the world’s most sporty president. All pro-
fessional athletes are aware of the phony
and artificial nature of events involving the
president, but they have never refused to
participate. The Belarusian leader shows up
at all major sporting events in Belarus.

Alaksandr Lukasenka’s younger son,
DzZmitry, is in charge of a sports club
functioning under the auspices of the
Presidential Administration (the elder
son oversees security agencies). The club
distributes presidential scholarships to
young talented athletes.

Medal planning

Medal planning has become part
of the phenomena described by the
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The government imposes passion for sports and physical training to teach discipline
and order, and promote the cult of force. At a football match in Minsk.

Presidential Administration’s ideolo-
gy mouthpiece Sovetskaya Belorussiya
as “protectionist policies in the area of
sports.” Before the Athens Olympics,
the NOC head instructed the nation-
al team to earn at least 25 medals.
The chairpersons of all sports feder-
ations that contributed athletes to the
team were ordered to sign a pledge to
produce a specific number of medals.
Alaksandr Hryhorau, chairman of the
Boxing Federation, was the only one to
refuse. He was not sacked, but instead
promoted to sports minister after box-
ers showed a better-than-expected per-
formance unlike other members of the
Olympic team.

After the games, LukaSenka scold-
ed the Olympic team for its failure to
produce the planned number of med-
als and sacked Sports Minister Jury
Sivakou, a former army general and
ex-minister of the interior suspected
in the West of involvement in the dis-
appearance of opposition politicians.
Due to these allegations, Sivakou was
not granted an entry visa to visit Greece
during the games.

Bureaucrats in charge
of sport federations

When LukaSenka took over the NOC,
high-ranking officials were put in charge
of sport federations. Hienadz Niavyhtas,
head of the Presidential Administration,
chairs the Soccer Federation. Interior
Minister Utadzimir Navumau, who is also
on the EU’s travel ban list, was appointed
as chairman of the Ice Hockey Federation.
House of Representatives speaker
Utadzimir Kanaplou heads the Handball
Federation and Finance Minister Mikataj
Korbut is responsible for the Gymnastics
Federation. Alaksandr Kazulin, former
rector of Belarusian State University, used
to head the Freestyle Skiing Federation be-
fore he sided with the opposition.

The chairmanship of federations is
often inherited by successors in govern-
ment posts. For instance, the Biathlon
Federation has been headed by officials
who succeeded each other as KGB chiefs
— Utadzimir Mackievi¢, Leanid Jeryn
and Sciapan Sucharenka.

In November 2004, new heads were
appointed to four sport federations. Only
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one of them was not a career bureaucrat.
The election of 1988 Olympics champi-
on Alaksandr Ramankou as chairman
of the Fencing Federation came as a big
surprise.

Belarusian sport federations rely
heavily on subsidies from the govern-
ment, which has been using administra-
tive tools to raise money for the purpose.
General Sivakou once admitted, “When
the president was meeting with entrepre-
neurs they complained about exactions.
Can they reject [a request for donations
from] Navumau? No....Niavyhtas? No.
Others follow [with their requests], prob-
ably they would like to give something,
but they have nothing left to give. To say
nothing of how our officials can collect
money for greenery planting, pollination
and other landscaping efforts.”

Athletes rebel
on retirement

Although some athletes do highlight
problems in Belarus’ sports establish-
ment, they do not do so until they change
their country of residence or retire.

In the last few years, a number of
Belarusian athletes have moved abroad
for one reason or another. They include
swimmers Alena Pop¢anka and Hanna
S¢erba, footballer Arciom Mileuski,
handball player Siarhiej Rucienka, shoot-
er Lalita Jauhleuskaja and, most recent-
ly, biathlete Alaksiej Ajdarau.

When no longer dependent on the
Belarusian sports establishment, athletes
raised the issue of retirement benefits
for Olympic medalists, voiced concern
about the lack of an anti-doping labora-
tory and unclear criteria applied in the
selection of coaches for rewards in con-
nection with successful performance at
international competitions.

On the other hand, during
Lukasenka’s rule prominent athletes
often addressed their concerns direct-
ly to the president. Among those who
sent letters to Lukasenka were swim-
mers, members of various sport teams
and the skater Zalazouski. The country
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has a flexible system of control and in-
centives; this is why requests are more
common than protests.

Nevertheless, some members of the
sports community dare to criticize the
current system or take an independent
position.

When Alaksandr LukaSenka sought
reelection as chairman of the NOC
in 2001, Utadzimir Kaminski, 1976
Olympic cycling champion, severely
criticized the practice where the pres-
ident is in complete command of the
key sports body. Following his state-
ments, Kaminski was forced to resign
from the NOC.

The opposition activity of Utadzimir
Parfianovic, a three-time Olympic kay-
aking champion, had far-reaching re-
percussions. After his election as mem-
ber of the House of Representatives
of the Belarusian National Assembly
in 2000, Parfianovi¢ formed the
Respublika opposition faction togeth-
er with Siarhiej Skrabiec and Valery
Fratou. In response, the NOC execu-
tive board recommended his expulsion
from the Committee on the grounds
that “members of the NOC lost confi-
dence” in him. In addition, Parfianovic¢
lost his post of the chairman of the
Canoe/Kayak Federation.

In 2004 Parfianovi¢, Fratou and
Skrabiec went on a hunger strike to de-
mand that the House of Representatives
consider a bill aimed at democratizing
the Electoral Code. Parfianovi¢ said
then that the hunger strike was sup-
ported by prominent athletes Mikalaj
Alochin, Viktar Sidziak and Uladzimir
Kaminski.

Siarhiej Listvan, an Olympic silver
medalist in Greco-Roman wrestling,
launched his parliamentary bid as an
independent candidate the same year.
However, he was denied registration for
the race in one of the Mahilou region’s
election districts. The athlete’s father
lost his job because of his son’s attempt
to run for parliament.

Siarhiej Kanyhin, another former
Greco-Roman wrestler and Olympic me-
dalist, intended to run for the Viciebsk

Regional Soviet (elected council), but
was not registered as candidate on far-
fetched grounds.

Legendary gymnast Volha Korbut
decorated her website with a white-
red-white flag used by opponents of the
Fukasenka regime.

The authorities have repeatedly de-
nied official registration to the Olympic
Champions’ Club, an association formed
by Sidziak, Parfianovi¢, Kaminski and
other former athletes.

Rumour had it that famous gym-
nast Ivan Ivankou, known for his scep-
tical attitude to the authorities’ policies,
endorsed Uladzimir Hancaryk’s presi-
dential bid in 2001. However, the ath-
lete never made any statements to that
effect. His father was later appointed as
trade minister.

These are probably all the manifes-
tations of dissent in the sports commu-
nity during Lukasenka’s first 13 years
in office.

It is impossible to imagine a situa-
tion in Belarus where athletes would be
equally divided between the two camps
like during the Orange Revolution in
Ukraine.

Sport and power

Sport is the sphere of life where dissent
rarely takes root. The authorities un-
der-finance culture and humanities, but
spare no expense on sports. Victories of
Belarusian athletes in international com-
petitions inspire patriotism and loyalty
for the state and its symbols.

Hundreds of people took to the street
in Minsk waving red-green flags to
celebrate the Belarusian ice hockey
team’s victory over Sweden during the
2002 Winter Olympics. A Davis Cup
win over Russia was celebrated like
a national holiday. After this victory,
Lukasenka honoured Maks Mirny and
Uladzimir Vauckou with Belarus’ high-
est awards.

Fukasenka is active in sports, while
the opposition has completely ignored
sports in its platforms, having inherit-
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ed a feeling of dislike of sports from the
Soviet intelligentsia.

On the other hand, LukaSenka’s chal-
lengers in the 2006 presidential election,
Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ and Alaksandr
Kazulin, both connected with sports,
did pay attention to the topic during
their presidential campaigns in what ap-
pears to be a sign of change in the oppo-
sition’s attitude.
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Situation of Organizations Uniting
the Polish Minority in Belarus:

the Past, the Present and the Outlook

Polish organizations
in Belarus: the past
and present

The first organization uniting the Polish
minority was founded in 1988. This year
also saw the birth of Adam Mickiewicz
Polish Scientific and Educational
Society in Hrodna. Similar associa-
tions were established in Brest, Minsk,
Lida, BaranavicCy etc. In 1990 they were
united in the Union of Poles in Belarus
(ZPB) which is the oldest and biggest
Polish organization in Belarus.

The Union of Poles in Belarus is
concentrated on cultural and educa-
tional issues. It organizes celebrations
of religious and national holidays, fes-
tivals, scientific conferences, contests
about literature and the Polish language
as well as history and geography, takes
care of protection of monuments and
sites of national memory. Every year
ZPB organizes summer vacations for
children and adolescents in Poland.
ZPB consisted of Polish Academy of
Science, Polish Medical Association,

Association of Polish Plastic Artists,
Polish Youth Society, Polish Veterans’
Association, Union of Home Army
Soldiers, Association of Polish Victims
of Political Repressions, The Polish
Nurses and Midwifes Association.

Apart from the Union of Poles in
Belarus there exists also “Scouting”-
youth organization which deals with
upbringing and organization of spare
time for youngsters, Polish Alma Mater
which provides didactic support for
teachers, Polish Cultural Society of
Lida town which is a local organiza-
tion based in the region of Lipsk near
Hrodna. There are numerous other or-
ganizations registered in the Ministry of
Justice, among them are Club of Polish
National Traditions, Polish Child Group
“Grodzienskie Stowiki” and Non-prof-
it Polish National Group “Lechici”
Association.

All these organizations operate
thanks to the financial support grant-
ed by the Polish Government. The sup-
port from the Belarusian government is
insignificant.
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Legal basis of activity

The activity of Polish organizations
as well as the activity of “ordinary”
Belarusian organizations is regulated by
Belarusian legislation and also:

Act on Associations,

By decree of the president of 12th
March 2001 No. 8 “On certain rules reg-
ulating the course of receiving and us-
ing non-returnable financial help from
abroad” etc.

However, because of being specific,
Polish minority organizations in their ac-
tivity must additionally take into account
the following: Act on national minori-
ties in the Republic of Belarus of 11th
November 1992 and the Treaty between
the Republic of Poland and the Republic
of Belarus on Good-Neighbourly
Relations and Friendly Cooperation,
Agreement between The Republic of
Poland and the Republic of Belarus on
protection of graves and memory sites
of war victims and repressions, signed
in Brest on 215! January 1995, as well as
the agreement between the Polish gov-
ernment and the Belarusian government
on cooperation in the field of culture,
science and education.

Apart from the Ministry of Justice
and its local branches activity of Polish
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organizations is under the control of the
Committee on Religion and Religious
Minorities, the subdivision of Council
of Ministers of the Republic of Poland.
This institution frequently intervenes
in activity of Polish national minorities.
As early as in 1991 there was a disclo-
sure of the document which showed the
plan of action in the field of “marginali-
zation of the Union of Poles in Belarus”.
Among recommendations were “sup-
porting dissenting groups”, “support-
ing all organizations formed from the
Union of Poles” etc.

Conflict about

the Union of Poles
and its influence on
the situation of

the Polish minority

Current situation of Polish organizations
and the Polish minority in general was
largely influenced by the conflict con-
nected with ZPB which started in 2005.
It happened due to the interference of
Belarusian Special Services in the ac-
tivity of a social organization and sub-
sequently canceling the results of the
party management elections which the
authorities found unsatisfactory. The
war in media, when the Polish organi-
zation was accused of being “the fifth
column”, has on the whole influenced
the Polish minority. People who work
in state-owned working places, espe-
cially on manager posts, try not to be
involved in activity of Polish organiza-
tions. At the same time, when threat-
ened, Polish organizations “has sticked
together”. Despite the efforts of author-
ities to make other Polish organizations
condemn the leaders of the Union of
Poles, nothing similar has happened in
the course of conflict.

Owing to the efforts of authorities,
“the Union of Poles”, adhering to the
system, has been established-in fact lo-
cal branches of this organization are ad-
ministered by ideological departments
of local Executive Committees. The ac-
tivity of main executive bodies (presi-

dent, Principal Council) is directly su-
pervised by KGB. However, in spite of
various support for activities of this “so-
cial organization”, it failed to gain recog-
nition among Poles residing in Belarus.
First of all it is far too obvious that the
leaders are associated with Belarusian
Special Services. What is more, activ-
ists of authorities supported “The Union
of Poles” have taken part in propagan-
da TV programmes which were aimed
at slandering Poland and Poles during
the Belarusian-Polish conflict.

Polish education has suffered the
heaviest blow. In Belarus there are
two schools which teach in Polish: in
Vaukavysk and Hrodna (the Union of
Poles owns both schools). However,
the overwhelming majority of children
learn Polish as an additional course in
ordinary schools. Authorities are re-
luctant to contacts between Polish lan-
guage teachers and directors of such
schools with Polish diplomatic mis-
sions. For instance in September this
year Uladzimir Trachimezyk, the di-
rector of Eliza Orzeszkowa school in
Milkowscyzna region near Minsk, was
dismissed for inviting a Polish consul
to a school party celebrating the begin-
ning of the new school year. Before the
conflict, diplomatic missions were pro-
viding didactic support and help for the
teachers of Polish. In this situation the
significant number of directors gave up
on teaching Polish in schools which is
frequently explained by the lack of in-
terest from parents. In these conditions
the number of children learning Polish
has diminished.

Outlook

As in the case of “ordinary” Belarusian
non-governmental organizations, nor-
mal running of Polish social organiza-
tions is connected with respecting ba-
sic human rights by the Belarusian au-
thorities and liberalization of legisla-
tion in the field of social organizations’
activity. As far as Polish organizations
are concerned relations between Poland
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and Belarus could be warmed up if ac-
tivity of Polish organizations started to
be normal and its further development
possible. However, it appears that in the
present political situation it is impossi-
ble to meet these conditions. In connec-
tion with this further pressure and re-
strictions on legal activity of Polish so-
cial organizations can be expected. The
regime in power is interested in taking
over the control of Polish organizations
and in downgrading influence of inde-
pendent activists on the Polish minori-
ty. Achieving these goals by authorities
depends on determination and creativi-
ty of organization members.



Iryna Vidanava

In the Home
and On the Streets:

Belarusian Women and Women’s Organizations, 2001-06

During the March 2006 events, it was
estimated that at least half of those dem-
onstrating on the Square were women.
Female participants included those of
all ages. Together with the men, they re-
mained in the tent city despite the ter-
rible cold, organized a kitchen there,
and smuggled food and warm clothing
to other protesters. For many women
it was the first time in which they had
participated in protests; others were ex-
perienced supporters of the democrat-
ic movement. During the crackdown,
hundreds were insulted, abused, im-
prisoned, fired from jobs, and expelled
from universities.

But during those dramatic days,
the majority of Belarusian women re-
mained silent and passive. Most wom-
en in Belarus do not yet openly oppose
the regime. For many it is because they
represent one of the least protected so-
cial groups, are paid less than men and
are frequently discriminated against,
and make up the majority of occupa-
tions with the lowest salaries, includ-
ing health care, education, and culture.

Often the primary parent, sole provid-
er or head of household, women val-
ue the stability and minimum living
standards guaranteed by LukaSenka.
It should not be surprising that public
opinion poils show that many core sup-
porters of the regime are women, espe-
cially those who are older, less educat-
ed and rural dwellers.

Nevertheless, there are a number of
pro-democratic women leaders in civil
society. One opposition political party,
Nadzieja (Hope), is led by a woman. In
Belarus’ third sector, women head up
the Executive Bureau of the Assembly
of Belarusian Pro-Democratic NGOs,
Belarusian Association of Journalists,
and Belarusian Students’ Association, as
well as important human rights groups,
NGO resource centers, and minority
organizations. Yet women’s organiza-
tions per se are scarce and weak. In a
survey of 678 registered NGOs con-
ducted in January-February 2006, only
17 national, regional or local organiza-
tions indicated that working with women
was their core activity and were carry-
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ing out one or more women’s programs.
Of the 204 members of the Assembly of
Pro-Democratic NGOs (including both
registered NGOs and informal groups),
which were re-registered in 2004, only
27 organizations (13 percent) work with
women. And this figure also includes the
regional branches of national women’s
organizations.

Since 2001, the number and type of
women’s initiatives have significant-
ly decreased due to the regime’s policy
of repressing all independent organiza-
tions and activities. Nadzieja, which at
one time claimed to be the largest po-
litical party in Belarus, has, for exam-
ple, lost most of its membership and re-
gional structures. Many local women’s
NGOs disappeared after failing to pass
a re-registration process imposed by the
regime in 1999, or had their registra-
tion taken away due to their independ-
ent behavior. Others ceased their activ-
ities because of pressure from local au-
thorities, especially after the 2001 presi-
dential elections. In Smarhon, for exam-
ple, practically all of the women’s ini-
tiatives which existed in 2000-01 have
been destroyed.

Women activists are easy targets for
the regime because of the current job
contract system. Since the state is the
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country’s largest employer, workers are
forced to sign annual job contracts which
can easily be terminated following activ-
ities considered to be dangerous by the
regime. Women are especially vulner-
able to this pressure because they tend
to work more in professions controlled
by the state, such as schools and hospi-
tals. The results have been devastating.
In 2001, it was usually possible to gath-
er 200 to 300 women for conferences on
women’s or general socio-political issues
in the country’s regional centers. But to-
day, most women are scared to participate
in any independent event, including edu-
cational seminars or even informal meet-
ings. The regime’s strategy of “divide and
conquer” has meant that many promising
women’s projects—from social assistance
to international exchanges—have been
blocked. To limit the threat of independ-
ent efforts, the state tends to permit only
those projects supported by weak and
apolitical women’s NGOs.

While independent women’s or-
ganizations are struggling for surviv-
al, the state-supported and controlled
Belarusian Union of Women reports
that it has 170,000 members and more
than 3,000 local branches (http:/belun-
ionofwomen.at.tut.by). A typical Soviet-
style mass organization, the Union im-
plements programs within the bounds of
the state’s social, political and econom-
ic policies. The Union and other ephem-
eral “voluntary organizations” serve the
interests of the regime and foster the il-
lusion of the participation of ordinary
women in public life.

In such difficult conditions, the
women’s organizations that remain ac-
tive are trying to figure out how to reach
out to broader circles of the female pop-
ulation and motivate women to become
more civically active. Sociological data
indicates that women in Belarus are
more concerned with daily quality of
life problems and rarely concentrate on
gender equality. In focus groups, con-
ducted in January 2006 in different re-
gions, women made it clear that they are
especially worried about low incomes,
unemployment, poor healthcare, hous-

ing problems, spousal alcoholism, self-
realization challenges, and a lack of in-
formation (http://widm.iatp.by/widm/
index.phtml). These problems are simi-
lar to those facing the rest of the popu-
lation, and women’s NGOs need to de-
cide whether to focus on specific gender
issues (equality, discrimination, domes-
tic violence, reproductive health, etc.) or
to try to activize women around major
social and political challenges. On these
issues, the four largest pro-democratic
national women’s organizations take dif-
ferent approaches.

In 2006, the Belarusian Organization
of Working Women (BOWW) celebrat-
ed its 10" anniversary. BOWW emerged
from Belarus’ independent trade union
movement of the 1990s; today it is one of
the largest and most influential women’s
NGOs. It includes over 300 active and
about 2,000 associate members, has a
network of 16 active regional structures
and publishes one national and eight re-
gional bulletins. Despite all the difficul-
ties caused by the authorities, BOWW
appears to be successful in its mission,
which is to assist women in the realiza-
tion of their civic initiatives.

BOWW encourages its local lead-
ers to come up with their own activi-
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ties. For example, an ecological safety
program was developed after several lo-
cal branches raised concerns about the
quality of local drinking water and sug-
gested that BOW W should address this
problem. BOWW is actively involved in
researching and gathering information
on women’s issues. The Central Office
sees its main role as helping local ac-
tivists to become leaders and providing
them with needed information, materi-
als and training. The organization’s bul-
letin, Women'’s Care, plays an important
role in the BOWW network. The pub-
lication’s content includes information
about BOWW members, programs, and
achievements; methodological and ana-
lytical articles on issues which BOWW
addresses; and general educational ma-
terials. The bulletin also helps BOWW
to promote itself and reach out to wom-
en who are not members.

BOWW?’s flagship programs cent-
er on developing associations of home-
owners and fighting the job contract
system. Associations of homeowners,
allowed under Belarusian law, provide
some possibilities for promoting self-
governance at the grassroots level, cul-
tivating independent thinking and activ-
ities, and liberating homeowners from

Julija Daraskievi¢

Union of Poles of Belarus activists protest against the UPB buildings confiscation
by the authorities. Andzelika Borys (in the center) is a leader of the Polish minority.



In the Home and On the Streets

their total dependency on local author-
ities. The job contract system is one of
the regime’s most powerful tools to im-
pose control and repress independent
initiatives. Both of BOWW?’s programs
appeal to women. Females are usually
heads of households and therefore are
most aware of the everyday economic
and other shortcomings of the state com-
munal system, under which they have no
decision making authority. This system
can be quite different with active home-
owners’ associations. At the same time,
women are often the first, most vulner-
able and greatest number of victims of
the job contract system. Knowing that it
cannot take on these major challenges by
itself, BOWW often initiates and enters
into coalitions with other organizations.
Thus, BOWW works to activize women
by addressing issues of concern to dif-
ferent social groups and aims to change
certain fundamental elements of the cur-
rent system, while still devoting some at-
tention to some specific women’s issues,
such as domestic violence.

The Women’s Independent
Democratic Movement (WIDM) fo-
cuses more on developing and training
women political leaders. It was, for ex-
ample, active in preparing women can-
didates for the 2004 parliamentary elec-
tions. Six months prior to the 2006 pres-
idential elections, the Movement con-
ducted political training seminars for
about 100 women. WIDM also organ-
ized roundtables on the gender-related
aspects of election campaigns for wom-
en candidates and their teams, as well as
for journalists, many of whom are wom-
en. WIDM also focuses on working with
businesswomen and helping them to de-
velop small businesses, promoting gen-
der equality, and fostering women’s po-
litical participation. In May 2004, for ex-
ample, it organized the first Forum of
Belarusian Businesswomen. WIDM is
run by a very professional Minsk-based
team which is able to attract financial re-
sources from foreign donors, organize
educational seminars and topical round-
tables, and produce quality reports on
gender issues. On a positive note, it has
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clearly defined target groups and de-
signs its programs to focus on these cat-
egories of women. But the organization
is limited by its heavy focus on gender
issues, which remain incomprehensi-
ble or not a priority for the majority of
Belarusian women, who are struggling
with quality of life issues on a daily ba-
sis. This misguided focus makes it dif-
ficult for WIDM to reach out to broader
circles of women. Soon after the March
2006 crackdown, WIDM published a
special issue of its newsletter We are
Women featuring different women par-
ticipants in the demonstrations and of-
fering a women’s point of view on the
events. The print run of this very inter-
esting special issue was confiscated by
the authorities, but an electronic version
is available online (http:/widm.iatp.by/
widm/index.phtml?page=7501&I1=¢).
The Belarusian Women’s League
(BWL), which originated as the wom-
en’s wing of the Belarusian Social
Democratic Party-Narodnaja Hramada
in 2002-03, mainly organizes education-
al seminars and exhibitions dedicated
to Stalinist crimes in Belarus and the
role of Belarusian women in the strug-
gle against the Soviet regime. The BWL
is the most political of the four nation-

al women’s organizations, but does not
appear to have well-developed struc-
tures. In years past, the BWL had taken
part in voter mobilization efforts, but in
a post-election interview its leader not-
ed that in the 2006 campaign there was
no separate women’s political initiative.
Despite this shortcoming, there were
many new female faces on the Square
after the election.

The Belarusian Association of Young
Christian Women (BAYCW) is an or-
ganization which focuses mainly on so-
cial work with women. It was found-
ed as the national chapter of the World
Movement of Young Christian Women,
registered in 1996, and re-registered in
1999. Today, the BAYCW has about 100
active members and a broad network
of volunteers. The BAYCW’s current
projects include: “La Strada Belarus:
Preventing Trafficking in Central and
Eastern Europe,” a Belarusian-Swedish
exchange program for women leaders,
“HIV/AIDS Education among Belarusian
Youth,” and “Early Detection of Breast
Cancer.” Avoiding any political activi-
ties, the BAYCW is well-known in the
regions and has made an impact by
developing independent women lead-
ers. In collaboration with BOWW, the
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Association has organized education-
al events for women on reproductive
health, human trafficking, and domes-
tic violence.

These organizations, which employ
different strategies in working with
women, have one thing in common —
each is too small to have a real impact
on women and the social, political and
economic situation in the country. Like
the political opposition, they are not
only fighting with the regime, but also
find it very difficult to work together.
Personal ambitions, conflicts and com-
petition have trumped cooperation and
common goals, seriously weakening
the women’s movement. Only in 2006,
15 years after independence, did lead-
ing organizations come together to cre-
ate a Women’s Network. The Network
was established before the March pres-
idential election with the goal to edu-
cate and mobilize women voters, re-
search women’s issues, and introduce
them as a part of the electoral platform
of the United Democratic Forces. During
the campaign, the Network proved to be
timely and effective. But after the elec-
tion, it seems to have lost its focus and
has failed to define new goals for fur-
ther cooperation or agree on the future
responsibilities of its partners. As is true
for the democratic forces in general, it
is crucial for women’s organizations to
remain united and continue working to-
gether if they expect to have any real im-
pact and the possibility of altering the
situation in the country.

In this respect, discussions with
women activists and representatives of
women’s organizations have highlighted
the following ideas and suggestions for
future work in this field. In “Europe’s
last dictatorship,” it is important to un-
derstand that not all women are ready
to actively participate in civil society.
For many, to attend a NGO meeting or
to sign a petition is an act of courage
and a form of civic resistance. Women’s
organizations therefore must diversi-
fy their programs in order to reach out
to as many women as possible. But at
the same time, they should be realis-

tic about how many women are ready
to participate in various forms of pro-
test, including demonstrations. Every
program should include a component
which will help women participants to
overcome their fear of the regime and
local authorities.

At the same time, there is a need for
more programs which require active
problem solving rather than only the
passive acceptance of some type of as-
sistance. Programs which only provide
women with free legal aid or collect sig-
natures for petitions tend to cultivate the
idea that somebody else will solve their
problems. Experts report that women
participating in such programs rarely
appreciate the assistance they receive
for free, often require additional help,
and, if their problems were not resolved,
often express their dissatisfaction and
frustration with the organizations try-
ing to help them, not the regime that is
the primary cause of the problem. It is
also hard to link such programs to larg-

the country. Therefore, programs should
be aimed at helping women to identify
the real source of problems, encourag-
ing them to take the initiative into their
own hands, and providing them with the
necessary training and support mecha-
nisms to address issues.

In order to become stronger, more
sustainable and have a greater impact,
it is crucial that women’s organizations
develop women leaders at the local lev-
el. These women leaders better under-
stand local problems and more effec-
tively play the role of opinion makers
in their communities, but they also of-
ten have “tunnel vision,” the lack of a
firm understanding of the scope and es-
sence of problems, the “big picture.” The
role of national women’s organizations
should be to provide local activists with
the information they need, teach them
how to think strategically, and network
them with other leaders dealing with
similar problems. Practical legal edu-
cation is also crucial for working with
women activists. Women join different
initiatives more willingly when they
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know that what they are advocating for
or taking part in falls within Belarusian
law. Such education also complicates the
life of the authorities, especially those at
the local level, who find it harder to ig-
nore or impede the work of women ac-
tivists who understand and act within
their rights and appeal to existing laws
and regulations.

Over the years, experience has shown
that women’s organizations must employ
active and creative methods in their
work. The regime is strong, experienced,
well-prepared and effective at suppress-
ing traditional forms of protest. But the
regime’s reaction is delayed and less
confident when it is surprised by innova-
tive actions. In spring 2006, young peo-
ple were able to successfully organize a
number of flash mobs before the author-
ities figured out how to counter them. In
the fall, a group of women, the wives of
“New Life” Church members on a hun-
ger strike for religious freedom, unex-
pectedly visited the Ministry of Health
and the Minsk Municipal Administration
to demand immediate action to resolve
the conflict. The responsible officials
panicked and could find no better course
of action other than to run away from
their offices in the face of the desperate
but peaceful protesters. The women re-
mained in the Administration Building
until security guards kicked them out,
which was captured and reported on
by the independent media. The day be-
fore, “New Life” Church members and
their supporters organized a non-stop
stream of telephone calls to state agen-
cies involved in the conflict, request-
ing updates on the situation regarding
the legal standing of the Church’s build-
ing. Such absolutely legal, but unusual,
methods demoralized and practically
paralyzed the work of a number of state
agencies, as well as resonated in the cap-
ital’s citizenry.

Despite all the impediments and re-
pression, a number of women’s organ-
izations have managed to survive and
continue their work. They have adjusted
to worsening conditions and found new
ways to connect with ordinary women.
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A new generation of female civil so-
ciety leaders has emerged since 2001,
played a leading role during the 2006
election related events, and is working
for a better future. The wives of disap-
peared opponents of the regime — Iryna
Krasouskaja and Sviattana Zavadzkaja
— have became international symbols of
the fight for justice and truth in the name
of their missing husbands and the entire
Belarusian democratic movement. Inna
Kulej, a well-known NGO activist, stood
side by side with her husband, Alaksandr
Milinkievi¢, throughout his presidential
campaign. In response to the post-elec-
tion crackdown, she founded and heads
up the Committee in Defense of the
Repressed “Solidarity,” which has as-
sisted hundreds of women and men who
have suffered for their political convic-
tions at the hands of the regime. Iryna
Kazulina has become an effective advo-
cate for another former presidential can-

didate, her husband Alaksandr Kazulin,
who is serving a long prison sentence for
protesting against the falsified election
results in 2006.

The women who took part in the
March 2006 demonstrations had differ-
ing motivations, but each of them made a
conscious choice to call for greater free-
dom. What is striking about those who
were interviewed afterwards is that these
women believe normal life can only be-
gin after the situation in the country
changes. Other surveys indicate that this
view is also shared by a majority of the
women in Belarus. But those who took
to the streets chose to fight for more de-
mocracy and a better future, while the
majority decided to stay home and tac-
itly support the status quo. Women lead-
ers and women’s organizations must con-
tinue inspiring more women around the
country to be active so that real change
will be possible.
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“Ideology
of Belarusian State”
Propaganda Mechanisms

It is difficult to grasp the concept of the
Belarusian government’s ideology. The
authors of ideology guidebooks often
confuse it with the national idea or out-
look (Symava), or interpret it as a univer-
sal civilization concept (Mielnik). Some
authors went as far as to equate the ideol-
ogy with the constitution. Hancarenka, a
young Belarusian author, says, “The po-
litical ideology of the Republic of Belarus
is the system of foundations of the consti-
tutional system.” Anatol Rubinau, deputy
chief of the Presidential Administration,
suggests a more expanded definition of
the government’s ideology. “This is a to-
tality of phenomena generated by the vi-
tal interests of the people and assimilat-
ed, accumulated, creatively processed
and advanced by the state leadership.
Such cooperation of the people and the
state produces a common state ideology,
a common understanding of our goals
and tasks and ways to achieve them....””
His definition is very similar to the def-
inition of the Soviet ideology, the only
difference being that the vital interests
of the people were assimilated and ad-
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vanced by the Communist Party that
led the Soviet people into the bright fu-
ture. In Belarus, people are not led by the
Communist Party, but they are led by the
state with the wise and farsighted presi-
dent at its head who acts in line with ex-
pectations of the people.

“An ideology” may be inaccurate
word used for describing the product
created by the government’s propaganda
machine. The product is a compilation
of reflections on political realities and
the functioning of the regime intended
to substantiate the existence of the po-
litical system. In other words, this is an
official opinion that the government im-
poses on the nation.

The purpose of the government’s ide-
ology is to provide psychological securi-
ty for the regime and shape the public’s
mentality and political outlook accord-
ingly. The government’s political doc-
trine is very simple. It is based on tra-
ditional views that had been implanted
in a majority of Belarusians during the
Soviet era. First of all, the new ideolo-
gy is based on manipulations of the con-
cepts of “good and evil,” the identifica-
tion of “friends and foes” or “good guys
and bad guys,” and also on the image of
“a good and kind tsar.” The above-men-
tioned elements, as well as the empha-

sis of “the political system’s uniqueness”
and its “messianic” role suggest that the
Belarusian government’s ideology does
not differ from totalitarian ideologies or
religious doctrines that are used to bend
public mentality in the will of the ruler
and to control society.

Says Anatol Rubinau: “In daily life,
people who have little to do with science
find most theoretical explorations un-
clear and uninteresting. People need sim-
ple and clear ideas that stem from prac-
tical life, as the President likes to say —
from the down-to-earth level.”® Indeed,
do down-to-earth people need to focus
their attention on the principles of de-
mocracy and freedom? Do they need to
have an opportunity to choose the gov-
ernment? Do they really care to go into
detail of the constitution and law?

Day-to-day life tells them to mind
their own business and stop paying at-
tention to what is going on in the coun-
try because Backa guarantees justice
and takes care of state matters.

Limited awareness and people’s at-
tachment to the traditional social and po-
litical way of life make it easy for the gov-
ernment to sell its ideology. Alaksandr
FukaSenka, the leader of Belarus, ac-
knowledged, “Our people are not used to
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live on their own. They got used to some-
one always giving them something. They
got used to live under socialism. They be-
lieve that many functions that must be
performed by people and families are in
fact the functions of the state.”™

Despite the questionable ideals, the
political doctrine creates new politi-
cal and social myths, changes views on
the national history, helps rally voters
around the president and constructs a
cult of personality.

LukaSenka is the pivot of the ide-
ology, which makes no distinction be-
tween the president and the state. The
president, government and state are
merged into one whole. The ideology
makes no sense without the president.
The Belarusian government’s ideology
is more personified than the ideology of
the communist regime. Although it also
constructed cults of personality, the gov-
ernment did not alter that ideology after
the leader’s death. The Belarusian gov-
ernment’s ideology will cease to exist
after Lukasenka is gone.

The ideology’s main purpose is
to promote and refine the image of
LukaSenka. Although ideology guide-
books do not directly praise Lukasenka,
they abound in references to the
Belarusian leader. Every conclusion or
idea is substantiated with LukaSenka ‘s
statements introduced by parentheses
like “as the president noted,” “accord-
ing to the president,” “under the presi-
dent’s decision” or “as the president put
it.” The authors believe that LukaSenka’s
quotes guarantee their remarks and con-
clusions “credibility and weight.”

All propaganda means are employed
to emphasize an alleged great role of the
president in the country’s history and
stress that modern Belarus would not ex-
ist without him. The ideology is based on
the absurd premise that the state, the peo-
ple and society would not be able to func-
tion properly without the “strong arm” or

4 Jlykamenko A.I. O coCTOSHUY HACOIOTHYEC-
KOii pabOTBI M MEpax 10 €€ COBEPIICHCTBOBAHUIO
// Matepuabl, MOCTOSHHO ACHCTBYIOLIEr0 CEMHU-
Hapa pyKOBOIALINX paOOTHUKOB pecnyOnnKaH-
CKUX U MECTHBIX TOCYAapCTBECHHBIX OPTaHOB.
Munck. 2003 - c. 29.

A veteran and a pioneer.

the guiding light of the president. “Let
us admit frankly that only efforts by the
President prompt us to rise from the gut-
ter and backwardness and develop our dai-
ly life, cities, villages, houses, yards and
roads in a civilized way,” says Rubinau.

Some authors do not only play up
the role of the president, but attribute to
him supernatural, godly features. Many
Belarusians naively perceive Lukasenka
as “a good daddy” (Backa) and the de-
fender of ordinary people from injustice.
But LukasSenka likes the role of a messi-
ah. Public trust in LukaSenka’s exception-
al leadership ability is largely to blame for
the erosion of public institutions of all lev-
els. Initiatives and independent decisions
have been replaced with permissions and
orders from higher authorities.

In addition to lauding the president,
the new political doctrine creates an im-
age of Belarus and its role in the world.
Suffering, misfortunes and tragedies
that hit the Belarusians throughout their
history are exploited to create a myth of
national victimhood and emphasize the
messianic role of the Belarusian people
in saving the Eastern Slavic civilization.
According to official history and ideolo-

> PyounoB A. «Emte pa3 06 umeonoruu», -
«benapycs Ceronus». 28 uromns 2006.

Julija Daraskievi¢

gy textbooks, Belarus has been a buffer
for a long period in its history, protecting
the Eastern Russian Slavic civilization
from aggression and attacks from the
West. To date, Belarus remains Russia’s
only ally that has not resigned itself to
the West’s control and retains its unique
political system. Belarus is portrayed as
the only nation that has not betrayed the
ideals of Slavic unity and seeks to re-
store a powerful Slavic state.

The idea of uniting brotherly na-
tions was for a long time the key mo-
tive in politics and later in the govern-
ment’s ideology. But later ideals of in-
ter-Slavism gave way to ideals of state
nationalism because of growing ten-
sions with Russia. LukaSenka and oth-
er officials blamed Russia for allegedly
compromising its civilization mission.
“Multiple processes suggest that Russia
today, regretfully, is no longer a spiri-
tual and cultural pillar of the Eastern
Eurasian civilization” (LukaSenka
2003)°%. “Russia today is not the same

¢ Jlykamenko A.I. O cOCTOSHHHU HACOIOrHYeC-
KO pabOTHI 1 Mepax IO €€ COBEPIICHCTBOBAHUIO
// Matepuaisl, IOCTOSHHO ASHCTBYIOIIETO CEMU-
Hapa PyKOBOASAIINX PAOOTHHKOB PECILyOIHKaH-
CKHX U MECTHBIX TOCYJapCTBEHHBIX OPTaHOB.
Munck. 2003 - c. 19.
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kind of country with which we used
to live together. Russia today is a very
contradictory state. It has self-centered
financial interests and takes interest
in Belarus from pragmatic positions”
(Rubinau 2006)’.

Thus, a civilization union of Belarus
and Russia is falling apart (a sign of
that was a dispute at the end of 2006
over prices of gas and oil supplied to
Belarus). As Russia loses its civiliza-
tion positions, Belarus consolidates
its stance, according to ideology the-
orists. Belarus ostensibly preserved all
the good left from Slavic unity and the
Soviet Union and is becoming the spir-
itual center of the Slavic civilization. It
should be added that the government’s
new ideology exaggerates the role of the
Soviet Union and almost ignores nation-
al history and the concept of “a nation-
al state.” This ideology tends to be uni-
versal and international, while nation-
al elements are almost completely ig-
nored, and nationalism is equated with
fascism. According to ideology guide-
books, Belarus would not have emerged
and developed as an independent state if
it had not been part of the Soviet Union.
As if the nation has no history beyond
the Soviet period. For instance, Mielnik
says, “From our point of view, civiliza-
tion identity of Belarusian society estab-
lished in the process of the state devel-
opment of the Belarusian people as part
of the USSR. That state emerged on the
basis of the Slavic-Russian civilization
and the Belarusian masses have never
felt themselves strangers in it. The state
in general went down the same road as
the whole Soviet nation in its formation
process.”®

The role of the Soviet Union has
been hyperbolized and promoted in
many spheres from state symbols to
movies. With this purpose in mind, the
authorities rebuilt the “Stalin Line” of
World War II fortifications and celebrate

7 Py6bunoB A. «Tynuku KpecToBOro Ioxozaa 3a
nemokparuro» // «bemapycek ceronus» 27 ok-
T6pst 2006 T.
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“Za Bietarus!” — “For Belarus!” was the main slogan of Lukasenka’s campaign.

the anniversary of the Bolshevik revo-
lution as a state holiday on November 7.
The government’s political beliefs, so-
cial and economic policies, and its po-
litical relations with society prove that it
sought to establish a pseudo-Soviet state
within Belarus’ boundaries.

The authorities persistently creat-
ed an image of enemy, politicizing the

idea of Belarusian statehood. The gov-
ernment found it easy to sell the enemy
image to the masses because the Soviet
authorities also permanently confront-
ed “enemies of the Soviet country.” State
ideology theorists admit that the notion
“enemy” is very useful. “The technique
of creating ‘an enemy image’ performs
a positive function if it is used for ral-
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lying the masses round the idea of de-
fending the Fatherland from foreign ag-
gression, something that is sacred to
any nation.”’

The enemy image projection tech-
nique has become one of the main ele-
ments of internal and foreign policies.
The notion “enemy” proved helpful in
manipulating the public opinion and be-
havior of the people. Those whose views
conflict with the official ideology can
be turned into an enemy. This helps the
authorities to justify the persecution of
opponents. Naturally, opponents of the
LukaSenka regime are Internal Enemy
number one.

One of the main goals of the gov-
ernment’s ideology is to marginalize
the opposition and alternative ideas.
Nationalism, liberalism, conservatism,
social democracy and other ideas are
represented in an extremely negative
light as destructive for the Belarusian
people. Lukasenka, for instance, defines
“liberalism” as “an ideology of social in-
equality of people, profiteering and in-
dividualism.”'® The role of the opposi-
tion is boiled down by government pro-
paganda to advancing foreign ideals and
values alien to the Belarusian people.
“The main purpose of the opposition is
to sell the country and destroy the na-
tion,” say government ideology archi-
tects. Opposition politicians are usually
portrayed as puppets of Western coun-
tries seen as the enemies of Belarus.
The Western civilization is depicted
as a culture spiritually hostile to the
Eastern Slavism that seeks to eliminate
the Slavs. The West is often associat-
ed with the Nazis and sufferings that
they caused to the Belarusian people.
For instance, NATO is portrayed as a
radical hostile alliance, a tool used by
the United States to attain its imperi-

® Tonyapenko P.M. Ilonutudeckas u mpa-
BOBas ujaeojiorus rocyaapcrsa. — Mu.: VII
«TexnompunT», 2005. — C. 126.
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Main Ideology Office of the President
(headed by Aleh Pralaskouski)

Regional ideology offices
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District ideology departments
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Ideology departments at universities, schools, enterprises, military units
and other public institutions

al ambitions. Some ideology propagan-
dists draw parallels with Hitler saying
the alliance seeks to control the world.
To evoke hostile feelings towards the
United States and other Western coun-
tries and discredit democratic and lib-
eral values, propagandists invented the
notion of “liberal terror,” a phenomenon
that spreads but meets with resistance
from Belarus, and a few other countries
like Cuba, Venezuela and China.

Sometimes Russia is seen as “an
enemy” too, especially after it moved
to phase out subsidies that propped up
Belarus’ economy. Not surprisingly,
Belarus found itself in a political isola-
tion surrounded by “enemies.”

Freedom restrictions are intended
to guarantee Lukasenka political im-
munity. But official ideologues say that
society is immature and unprepared to
embrace democratic values. The lack
of public instruments to influence gov-
ernment policies enables the authorities
to block alternative ideas and direct the
mental process. For this purpose, the
government has established a propagan-
da and ideology system that penetrates
society from the top to grass-roots. The
system is often referred to as “ideolog-
ical vertical.”

The ideology offices and depart-
ments are headed by so-called “ideolo-
gy workers” (who may be renamed com-
missars in the near future). Authorities
organize regular lectures, seminars and
workshops in Minsk and on the ground
to train ideology workers and keep them

updated on changes in the official posi-
tion. The Management Academy of the
President, the major training center for
ideology workers, is led by Kniazieu,
author of ideology textbooks. Ideology
workers’ responsibilities include brain-
washing personnel at regular political
briefings; gathering and analyzing in-
formation on political views and sen-
timents of workers and employees; and
reporting their conclusions to agencies
concerned. In the run up to elections,
ideology workers instruct people when
they should vote (usually during the
five-day early voting period criticized
by domestic and international observ-
ers as vulnerable to abuse) and who they
should support.

Indoctrination has been particular-
ly intensive at schools, colleges and uni-
versities. Education, especially humani-
ties, has been gradually transformed into
a mechanism for brainwashing students
and discouraging them from taking a
critical and independent approach to the
world around them. The State Ideology
course was introduced into school cur-
riculum at the beginning of the 2003 aca-
demic year. The ideology syllabus devel-
oped by the Belarusian State University
says, “The aim of the [ideology] course
is to help students form ideals, values,
ideas, convictions and intentions that are
vital to Belarusian society and are sup-
ported by power of the state and by all
of its institutions.”" The political sci-

' OCHOBBI HIEOJIOTHH HEIOPYCCKOTO TOCyAapc-
TBa // YyebHoe mocobue. — M., 2003.
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ence, sociology, philosophy and histo-
ry departments conduct training in ide-
ology and write and publish textbooks
on the subject. The ideology has become
the major humanity subject in the coun-
try. Students are required to pass ideol-
ogy tests and exams. In addition to the
ideology, the education ministry intro-
duced a course on “The Great Patriotic
War” aimed to emphasize the role of the
Soviet people and Belarus in the victory
over the Nazi in World War II and im-
plant “patriotic” views on the 20" cen-
tury history of Belarus.

Additional ideology sessions, also
called political briefings, are con-
ducted at schools on a regular basis.
Political briefings — the practice that
originated in the Soviet Union — are
aimed to “propagandize socioeconom-
ic achievements and explain the most
topical socioeconomic and sociopoliti-
cal issues.”?

In addition to academic functions,
ideology departments are employed to
suppress dissent. Most universities have
adopted plans of “proactive measures to
prevent students from participating in
activities of unregistered youth groups.”
Under these plans, ideology department
employees and instructors must study
sociopolitical views of students, identi-
fy students leaning toward unregistered
youth groups and prevent students from
criticizing the government during class-
es. KGB agents often hold what they call
“preventive discussions” with students
face to face.

Apart from “the ideology vertical”
involved in spreading the government’s
ideology are government-sponsored as-
sociations and pro-government political
parties such as the Communist Party of
Belarus, the Liberal Democratic Party
and the Agrarian Party. The Belarusian
National Youth Union (BRSM), the larg-
est government-supported youth organi-
zation, plays the leading role in promot-
ing the government’s ideology. The or-

12 BeITpbIMKa 3 IJIaHY MepanpbleMcTBay i19a-
JarigHara 3a0sCIsTY9HHS BeIOAapay MpaI3iIdHTa
pacy6miki bemapyce. — Marineycki n3spxayHbl
XiMiKa-TPXHaJIari9Hel TOXHIKYM, 2006.

ganization, which, in fact, functions as
part of the ideology vertical, has cells
in all education establishments, mili-
tary units and law enforcement agencies.
It has nearly 500,000 members. It per-
forms basically the same functions as the
All-Union Leninist Young Communist
League (Komsomol) performed in the
Soviet Union. BRSM membership is
almost obligatory for students, young
state sector employees and workers and
is crucial for one’s career. The BRSM is
a monopoly through which the govern-
ment implements its youth policies. The
organization is at the forefront of ideo-
logical war against dissent.

The BRSM has wings functioning
at schools — the Pioneer Organization
and Nascadki — which work with small
children and students up to the age of 16.
To complete the formation of a Soviet-
style model of political control of soci-
ety, the government needs to establish a
pro-government party patterned after the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

The formation of the socio-ideolog-
ical system has been completed. It fully
satisfies the government’s need for con-
trolling society and suppressing dissent
through the dissemination of its ideology
to all groups of the population.

Paval Usau

The state-controlled media play the
key role in promoting the government’s
ideology to the masses. Poor access
to independent or alternative sourc-
es of information makes Belarusians
especially vulnerable to pro-govern-
ment propaganda. All Belarusian tel-
evision channels — ANT, LAD, NTV,
Belarus and STV are controlled by the
government. Programs like “Around
the Globe,” “Panarama” and “Human
Rights” persistently and systematical-
ly shape people’s outlook and help the
authorities point out “the enemies”
of Belarus to the masses. Naturally,
the TV networks extol the merits of
President Lukashenka and belittle and
blacken his opponents. The broadcast-
ers conduct massive pro-government
propaganda campaigns during elections
to rally support for LukaSenka. For
this purpose, TV networks launch spe-
cial political programs like “15,” “The
New History of Belarus” and “Special
Opinion” designed to show advantag-
es of Belarus over other former Soviet
republics allegedly hit by social cri-
ses caused by attempts to establish de-
mocracy, while Belarus managed to
raise from the ashes thank to its lead-
er. The opposition, the West and some-
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tukasenka uses Dazynki, the fest celebrating the end of harvest, to flirt his rural

electoral base.
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“Za Bietarus!” — “For Belarus!” again and again.

times Russia are portrayed as enemies.
Simplistic comments are used to put
ideas across to the viewers.

The government also controls the ma-
jor print media. Sovetskaya Belorussiya,
Respublika and Zviazda hold a monop-
oly on information and strongly influ-
ence the public opinion. Sovetskaya
Belorussiya alone had a circulation of
more than 500,000 copies in 2006. State
sector employees are often forced to sub-
scribe to the newspaper.

The ideological, informational, po-
litical and social control significantly
limits opportunities for civic activity in
Belarus. A lack of access to information
from independent sources and pro-gov-
ernment propaganda make the formation

of a new authoritarian mentality a fea-
sible objective for the government. The
authorities successfully implement their
ideological policies at all levels relying
on fear and irrationalism.

In general, the Belarusian leader has
established a neo-totalitarian political
model based on the government ideolo-
gy. tight control of the economy and the
main spheres of life, and the adminis-
trative repressive apparatus.

The Belarusian government’s ideol-
ogy will never be a cultural challenge to
existing ideologies. The Lukasenka re-
gime needs it for internal consumption.
The ideology will become useless after
the fall of the regime, but it will leave a
deep scar in the public mentality.
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Belarusian National
Ideology:
Contemporary Utopia

The Belarusian political system is de-
fined by political scientists as author-
itarianism with a tendency towards to-
talitarianism. This system has survived,
almost without alteration, for twelve
years and there is nothing to suggest its
demise in nearest few years. Isolation
on the part of Europe, and regular con-
flicts with Russia, do not pose signifi-
cant threats to Lukasenka’s government.
This strength of the Belarusian regime
on one hand fills one with dread, and on
the other challenges analysts and polit-
ical scientists to give a satisfactory an-
swer to the question: what is the strength
of the Belarusian regime?

An exhaustive answer to this ques-
tion would require taking into con-
sideration various aspects of this is-
sue: geopolitics, economics, sociolog-
ical, cultural, psychological, and his-
torical, among others. Clearly it is not
possible to analyse the phenomenon
considering all possible aspects of the
Belarusian political system within the
scope of a single article. Consequently,
we shall concentrate on a single feature,

the ‘ideological strength’ of Belarusian
authoritarianism.

The departure points for the pro-
posed analysis are two hypotheses: 1) the
Belarusian regime is sustainable due to
the support of public opinion, based on
a certain consensus between the author-
ities and the people, and is sanctioned
by a significant proportion of society.
Authoritarianism in Belarus is signifi-
cantly conditioned by ‘support from be-
low’. It would however be naive to draw
the conclusion from the above hypothe-
sis that Lukashenka only passively carries
out the will of the people. There exists a
‘feedback’ mechanism: the Belarusian
regime is very active when it comes to
maintaining and promoting an authoritar-
ian outlook in society. Consequently, the
first hypothesis should be considered in
tight relation with the second: 2) the peo-
ple are incessantly ‘moulded’, ‘shaped’
in such a manner as to above all value a
strong state, whose might is guaranteed
by a charismatic leader.

The development of these hypoth-
eses will constitute the primary aim of

Piotra Rudkouski

sociologist, philosopher

this work. It will consist of two parts:
in the first we shall try to diagnose the
aforementioned mentality, which legit-
imises Lukasenka’s government as well
as inhibits (impedes) the emergence of
an alternative, antiauthoritarian cul-
ture in Belarus. In the second part we
concentrate on the ‘feedback’ mecha-
nism, in other words — we will delin-
eate the characteristics of Belarusian
state ideology.

The ‘demand for authoritarianism’, root-
ed in the Soviet era, was significantly
strengthened by the ‘kingless’ period
(1991-1994), which was a period of de-
mocratisation and ‘Belarusianisation’,
but — unfortunately — also a period of
economic crisis and political instabili-
ty. At the time, regular people as well as
elites longed for the return of a strong
authority.

Rudimentary Soviet mentality and
painful experiences from the ‘kingless’
period formed a certain cultural mod-
el that may be called Spartan culture.
The ‘Spartan ideal’ of social life con-
sists of the unconditional subordination
of all aspects of life under a single, per-
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manent, principle. The overriding val-
ue here is not freedom or human dig-
nity but a cohesive society, whose key-
stone is a strong state and strong lead-
er. Society must be hierarchical and dis-
ciplined, and such ‘free spaces’ as art,
literature and academia must be limited
and tightly controlled, with their merit
measured in terms of their functionali-
ty — the degree to which they do, or do
not serve the state.

Alaksandr LukaSenka, who came to
power in July 1994, became an excellent
expression of this then dominant cultur-
al model in Belarus. ‘The Belarusian
leader’s distinguishing catchphrase,’
says philosopher Anatol Lysiuk, ‘is as
follows: I am the only one who truly
understands and is concerned with the
people, is part of the people and leads
it, not heeding enemies, along the prop-
er path.”!

If someone is ‘the only one’ then
‘others’ can function in relation to this
‘one’ either as absolute subordinates or
as enemies and destructive elements.
From almost his first day in power the
Belarusian president began an inten-
sive process of building political uni-
ty (establishing the power ‘vertical’:
completely liquidating local autonomy),
economic integrity (strong centralisa-
tion as well as total control over private
enterprise), and integrality of mass me-
dia (establishing complete unanimity
in state media and harassment of inde-
pendent media). The peak of this proc-
ess was the famous ‘constitutional re-
form’ of November 1996. LukaSenka
then announced his ‘new theory of di-
vision of power’ according to which
all three branches (legislative, admin-
istrative and judiciary) grow unassisted
from a single tree. According to Siarhiej
LausSunou Alaksandr Lukasenka, ‘dur-
ing a closed meeting, according to eye-
witnesses, declared to members of par-
liament, that the principle of division
of power, under existing conditions,

! Anaronuit JIsiciok, ‘O KyIbTypoJorudec-
KHX OCHOBaHUSX IOJUTHYECKOTO JIUJECPCTBA B
Pecnybnuxe benapycy’, Berapyce: na nymu 6
mpemve muicsayanremue. — MH.: ®unCeps mitoc
2001, —c. 43.

constitutes a threat to the Belarusian
state.”?

The amendment of the Constitution
in 1996, from democratic to authoritari-
an, was a natural move by the ‘Spartan’
camp, in whose name only one well-
known person has remained active
since 1994. This ‘reform’ as it were
‘sealed’ and consolidated the grounds of
Belarusian ‘unity’ for a longer term.

Somewhere on the peripheries of
this ‘Unity’ an alternative culture ex-
ists, which can be termed ‘Athenian’. It
is characterised by an ethos of liberty,
sensitivity to human dignity and auton-
omy, recognition of political pluralism
and free market principles. During the
2006 (presidential) elections, this cui-
ture produced its candidate — Alaksandr
Milinkievi¢ — who, despite adverse con-
ditions, managed to gain respect both
from Europe as well as rightist dem-
ocrats in Russia, and relative recogni-
tion within the country. For some time
Belarusian analysts and intellectuals
have been discussing what the position
supporters of the individualistic-free-
dom ethos should be towards authori-
tarian culture.

From time to time, as a result of
these discussions, there arises the prop-
osition for dialogue. This idea is as no-
ble as it is problematic. First of all, di-
alogue as such requires the assumption
of a certain axiology, a requisite element
of which is the willingness to permit
one’s opponent to speak and the ability
to hear him out. If one side does not ac-
cept such an axiology then chances for
dialogue are nil. This is the case with
Spartan culture: this culture is monolog-
ic, it does not consider public discussion
as a means of finding optimal solutions
to problems or attaining compromises.
The second factor making dialogue dif-
ficult is the existence of an unwritten
(though perhaps written) rule that can
be expressed as: ‘Keep your distance’.
This imperative concerns state repre-

% Cepreii JleBuryHoB, ‘KOHCTHTYIIMOHHAS CHC-
TeMa: aIrOPUTM OeJIOpyCCKON TpaHCchopMaluu’,
Benapycv: Ha nymu 6 mpemve mulcsiyaiemue. —
MHu.: ®unCeps mitoc 2001, —c. 171.
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sentatives: state workers must bear se-
rious consequences if they enter into di-
alogue with someone considered by the
state as a ‘destructive element.” As such
even if there is a will for dialogue among
members of the Spartan camp it is para-
lysed by the aforementioned imperative.
Thirdly, the problem of dialogue forum
remains: where should it be held? The
opposition has never had, nor will have,
access to state media, while the potential
outreach of independent media is very
limited, to the point where it excludes
any real possibility of shaping the cul-
tural dialogue in Belarus. Moreover, for
understandable reasons, representatives
of the authorities prefer to keep their dis-
tance from independent media.

These three reasons due to which di-
alogue between the two cultures is dif-
ficult (if not impossible) can be termed
only ‘formal’. There also exist other
kinds of obstacles to dialogue. Belarus
has found itself in a rather dramatic situ-
ation, caused by the fact that there is al-
most a complete absence of points of ref-
erence for a dialogue between these two
cultures. In the case of Spartan cultures
one can indicate an axiological void, the
lack of a defined value system.

Post-Soviet Belarus has three refer-
endums under its belt. All three were
held during Lukasenka’s rule, all three
were initiated by him and all three were
‘won’ by him. The first (1995) con-
cerned the change of state symbols (na-
tional, or modified Soviet symbols), the
second (1996), concerned changes in the
constitution (democratic or authoritar-
ian), and the third (2004) — concerned
allowing LukaSenka to run for a third
presidential term despite constitutional
prohibition. These three referenda can
be regarded as three symbolic ‘waves’,
which, like ocean waves, washed away
the most important axiological layers:
referendum ’95 ‘washed-away’ nation-
al symbols, referendum ’96 annihilat-
ed the classic division of power, and
referendum ’04 removed the limits on
the authorities’ tenure. National values
and democratic ethos could constitute a
certain backdrop for dialogue between
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various groups and political options, but
both were destroyed. The referendums
were on issues that should not be sub-
ject to voting since they are values that
form the basis for democracy, and not
merely its ‘superstructure’.

‘Public opinion’ has long ceased to
be a ‘grassroots’ phenomenon. It is cre-
ated from above by means of manipula-
tion, meticulous control over informa-
tion and methodical indoctrination, con-
ducted by the mass media and education-
al institutions. Plebiscites and control-
led elections, by turn, make the emer-
gence of an alternative, democratic cul-
ture, impossible. Loyalty to the leader,
political monism, irrationalism, subordi-
nation, and caste-based hierarchy — are
the axiological pillars of ‘Lukashism’.
Every regime is aware that a system
of enforcement, professing the afore-
mentioned catalogue of ‘values’, does
not suffice to ensure its sustainability,
a system of persuasion is also needed.
This function is fulfilled by Belarusian
state ideology.

Belarusian state ideology (BSI) is a mul-
tifaceted phenomenon. It has several ver-
sions and harkens on different traditions,
therefore BSI ought to be considered as
a certain collection, elements of which
are various socio-political concepts with
varying degrees of ‘ideological satura-
tion’. State ideology in Belarus func-
tions on different levels and in various
‘social sectors’ depending on which lev-
el and in which sector it appears we have
to deal with a different type of ideolo-
gy. State ideology is manifested differ-
ently in President Lukasenka’s ideolog-
ical addresses, than in the words of TV
presenters, in propaganda films, ideol-
ogy handbooks, and different again in
the consciousness of state bureaucrats
appointed to guard the observance of
state orthodoxy. The differences are so
marked that the expression ‘State ide-
ology’ ought to be considered polyse-
mous: in different contexts and spheres

of social life it has different meanings.
Consequently, this often results in para-
doxes, when for example the director of
some local library bans — in the name of
state ideology — the displaying of a ‘re-
ligious’ book, while in official ideology
handbooks Christianity constitutes al-
most the foundation of Belarusian state
ideology! For many local bureaucrats,

Piotra Rudkouski

who often, in terms of sprit and mental-
ity, belong to the category of homo sovi-
eticus, the very word ‘ideology’ is asso-
ciated with the materialist-atheistic com-
munist doctrine, and for this reason they
believe that their fidelity to LukaSenka’s
ideology depends on their consistent op-
position to any sort of manifestation of
religiosity.

The State and an individual.

Andrej Lankievi¢
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Even on the most official level
BSI is very diverse. If we thoroughly
read the ‘canonical’ ideological hand-
books,? the internal contradictions are
striking. These consist of, for exam-
ple, Slavophilistic and pro-Russian ele-
ments side by side with nationalism and
national revival; liberal-democratic be-
side authoritarian; collectivistic togeth-
er with individualistic.

Despite such significant differences I
believe we can attempt to define its gen-
eral characteristics. I would argue that
there exist constituent characteristics of
BSI, which are important for each of its
forms. However, it should be noted that
our characteristics concern only docu-
mented versions of BSI, we will not ad-
dress subjective responses to, or subjec-
tive interpretations of, BSI by different
local-level bureaucrats. In other words,
we shall address the ‘third world’, in the
Popperian sense, meaning an objectiv-
ized discourse.

The first thesis, which I advance in
regard to BSI, is that this ideology consti-
tutes a sort of replica of Russian national-
Bolshevism — Alexander Dugin’s impe-
rialist ideology. The Belarusian political
scientist Uladzimir Rouda also uses the
definition ‘national-Bolshevism’ in rela-
tion to BSI, but interprets it as an ‘Eastern
Slav version of National-Socialism’,*
therefore not tying it to A. Dugin’s so-
cial theory. Let us try to compare Dugin
and Lukasenka’s ideology.

3 The ‘canon’ (meaning books approved and
promoted by the State) includes: Ocrossr uoco-
noz2uu benopycckoeo zocyoapcmea, Minsk:
Axanemus Yrupasnenus npu [Ipesugente 2004;
OcHosbl udeonozuu benopycckozo zocyoapc-
mea: YuebH.-meToa. mocobue / B.B. [llunkapes,
B.A. BapranoBa, B.A. 3eH4eHKO H Jp.; TOX
pen. B.B. lllunkapesa. — Mu.: BI'TLY, 2004;
Bragumup Mensauk, [ocyoapcmeennas uoeo-
noeus Pecnybnuxu benapyce: konyenmyanvhvie
ocnoewl. — Mu.: TECEU 2004; SIxeura Slckesnd,
Ocnogbl udeonozuu benopycckozo 2ocydapcmea:
MUpOBO33peHyecKUe YeHHOCU U cmpame2uyec-
kue npuopumemsi. — Mu.: PUBII BI'Y 2003;
Hanexna Kanamesuu, [lorumuxa. Hoeonozus.
Menmanumem: xypc aexkyuii, Morunés: MI'Y
uM. A. A. Kynemosa 2003; Anexcanap bopyuiko,
O nayuonanvuoti udee. Ouepk, Minsk: YII
«TexnonpuaT» 2004.

* Vide: ‘Lukashenka’s State Ideology’, Belarusian
Review, Vol. 12, No. 2.

Dugin: ‘The goal of Russian expan-
sion is totally soteriological science...
We are not one of the nations, but pos-
sess a mission — to reveal the whole truth
to the world... We, Russians, are des-
tined for this.”

LukaSenka: ‘Belarus, by history,
fate and location, was clearly chosen to
fulfil the great role of leader of East Slav
civilisation...Realising this predestina-
tion can impel our nation to great feats.
Many people in Russian, in Ukraine, as
well as other countries look at Belarus as
an example of consistent and independ-
ent policy...Belarus must draw patriotic
forces from the entire post-Soviet space.
It is here that people find a platform for
expressing themselves, free from neo-
liberal terror and persecution.’

Dugin: ‘[We] exclude individual-
ism, the individual, free market, toler-
ance of outlook...””

LukasSenka: ‘The need to possess
high ideals and nobie goals, mutual aid
and collectivism, we juxtapose against
Western individualism.’®

That which links both ideologies is
also the specific bond with the Soviet
past:

Dugin: ‘I clearly see the pulse
of our historical existence also in
communism.”

State Ideology of the Republic of
Belarus (handbook): ‘The Soviet pe-
riod became the pinnacle of the history
of our Homeland.”'?

The attitude of both — Dugin and
Lukasenka — to the Orthodox faith begs
particular attention. It is well known
that both almost make Orthodoxy a
constituent element of their ideology.
The real meaning of the inclusion of

5 ‘Czekam na Iwana Groznego’, interwiew with
Alexandr Dugin, FRONDA, 11/12, summer 1998,
pp. 140-141.

¢ “JToxman [pesumenta A. I. JlykameHko Ha moc-
TOSIHHO JeHCTBYIOIIEM CeMHHAPE PYKOBOISIINX
PabOTHUKOB PECITyOINKAHCKHX H MECTHBIX TOCY-
JTAPCTBEHHBIX OPTaHOB 10 BOIPOCAM COBEPIICHC-
TBOBaHHUS UeoNOrnIeckoit padotsr’, Cogemckas
benopyccus, 28.03.2003.

7 ‘Czekam na Iwana...’; p. 141.

8 ‘Iokmax [pe3unenta...”.

° ‘Czekam na Iwana..., p. 141.

1 Bragnmup MenbHUEK, p. 195.
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Orthodoxy in the context of these ide-
ologies becomes clear when consid-
ering Lukasenka’s public declaration
of being an ‘Orthodox Atheist’ (it is
hard to imagine a more scornful de-
scription for Orthodoxy), and nation-
al-Bolshevism’s ideologue who praises
the persecution of the Orthodox Church
during Stalinism (sic!): ‘First of all, the
Orthodoxy that Stalin destroyed, was
overmuch Occidentalised, steeped in the
spirit of the West, and second of all, the
messianic dream could exist also out-
side of Orthodoxy.!!

And so, the first characteristic of
BSI would be its ideological relation to
Dugin’s national-Bolshevism.

The second characteristic of
Lukasenka’s ideology is the promotion
of the dogmatism that the president and
the people, the people and the president
form a single, indivisible, whole, consti-
tuting, so to speak, a ‘holy symbiosis’.
One can belong to a number of doctri-
nal options (liberalism, conservatism,
Marxism, Slavophilism, Nationalism),
but this communion — people-president
— is unquestionable. Another dogma is
tied to this one, which simultaneously
constitutes the third characteristic fea-
ture of BSI: the existence of a Gnostic
hierarchy, meaning that (only) the true
Leader knows the truth and others are
enlightened only according to the degree
of their obedience. In the bibliographies
of ideological handbooks Lukasenka’s
name almost always appears out of al-
phabetical order (unlike all other au-
thors), in first place, and not only before
all other authors but also ahead of the
Constitution and Universal Declaration
of Human Rights. The semantics are
quite transparent: the Leader sets the
standard for truth.

Lukasenka’s dogma, the core of
which are three ‘truths’ — the status of
the Belarusian nation as the chosen lead-
er of the eastern Slavs, the holy symbi-
osis of the president and people and the
Gnostic hierarchy — is intensively ‘im-
planted’ into mass consciousness by
means of state newspapers, radio and tel-

' Czekam na Iwana... op.cit., s. 141.
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evision. In this process of indoctrination
(which consumes massive financial re-
sources) propaganda films play a special
role. Among numerous propagandistic
film projects Jopoza ¢ nuxyoa'? (Road
to Nowhere), as well as the seven-part
series Koncnuponozusn'® (Conspirology)
are examples of political Manichaeanism
in its purest form (the line between Good
and Evil runs exactly parallel to the di-
vision of president — opposition). Insofar
as these two films can be described
as ‘warring Lukashism’, the series
Hoegetiwas ucmopus®> (Contemporary
History) is better defined as restrained
Lukashism.

All these films contain the same
message: oppositionists are bourgeois-
freeloaders, dangerous fascists and pup-
pets of the West/America. The national
white-red-white flag (which, thanks to
Lukasenka’s efforts, was replaced by the
Soviet-era red and green flag) is present-
ed as an unambiguously fascist symbol,
the Soviet Union as a ‘paradise lost’, and
the fall of the USSR is like the original
sin, the responsibility of which lies with
the then-leaders, with Sugkievi¢ and his
heirs — meaning the current opposition -
at the head. By contrast, LukaSenka ap-
pears as someone who came to remove if
not the ‘sin’ itself then at least its conse-
quences. He allowed Belarusians to once
again feel like a Soviet man.

* % *

Therefore, in the case of Belarusian
state ideology we are dealing with a
sort of utopia: Belarus is this ‘good
place’, where stability, peace and pros-
perity reign. There is a noble and intel-
ligent ruler, extremely close to the peo-
ple (hence the moniker ‘bac¢ka’ — or dad-

12 Authors: Grigorij Kozyrev, Alexsandr
Vjugin, Viktor Nikolskij, Vladimir Zhavoronok,
Nadiezhda Byvalova, Agafija Krasachka, Siergiej
Usatov, show on ITepwer kanan; 13.05.2004.

13 Authors: Jurij Azaronok, Vladislav Jarovich,
Vadim Gigantov, Nina Eromina, show on BT end
of September/beginning October 2004.

4 Authors: Yurij Koziyatko, Grigorij Kisiel,
Viktor Shevelevich, Viktor Chamkovskij,
Alexsandr Ridvan, show on ANT; end of
November/beginning of December 2004.

Piotra Rudkouski
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TV is the only source of information for most Belarusian citizens.

dy), there is a grateful and happy people,
concentrated around this good leader-
messiah and there is the ungrateful and
unhappy opposition that in this cosmos
of Belarusian order are structures of evil
and lies. The utopia of the Belarusian
state can be defined as revolutionary: it
creates a state of ‘permanent revolution’
but no longer in the name of what is to
be, yet in the name of what is. Despite
the fact that this state of bliss has al-
ready been achieved, one must remain in
a state of permanent battle with enemy
forces, in order that what is remain.
Belarusian state ideology consti-
tutes a specific type of utopia. Utopias
are always divided between ‘retrospec-
tive’ and ‘prospective’, or ‘retro-utopia’
and ‘future-utopia’, “utopia of the past’
or ‘utopia of the future’. The first appear
as narratives of ‘paradise lost’, and the
second as ‘paradise anticipated’. BSI is
neither a retro nor future utopia, it is
a utopia of the present. Belarusian ide-
ology, supported by audio-visual prop-
aganda, was created in order to enable
survival of the current state of affairs
as though it were a particularly blessed
state. This ideology foresees not only
political mobilisation, but also interpre-
tations of everyday experiences by so-

ciety. The essence of this type of ideol-
ogy is producing certain paths of inter-
pretation, by means of which members
of a given society identify that which
in their experiences appears unpleas-
ant, sad and unfair as a consequence of
the hidden or overt actions of the oppo-
sition forces. Paradise, a state of bliss
and prosperity already exist in the here
and now, the problem is that it is con-
stantly threatened by foreign and ene-
my forces.

How long the LukaSenka regime
will last depends to a significant ex-
tent on the vitality of the Belarusian
utopia.
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notl uoee. — Mu., 2004.

‘Hoknan Ilpesupenta A. I. Jly-
KaIlIEeHKO Ha MOCTOSHHO JIEHCTBY-
IOIEM CEeMUHape PYKOBOISIINX
pabOTHHUKOB pecryOTUKaHCKUX U
MECTHBIX T'OCYAapCTBEHHBIX Opra-
HOB I10 BOIIPOCaM COBEPIICHCTBO-
BaHHS UJCOJOTUYCCKON paboTh’,
Cosemckas benopyccusa (Sovietkaya
Belarusia), 28.03.2003.

. Kanamesuu Hanexna, Ionumuxa.
Hoeonoeus. Menmanumem: xypc
saexyuii. — Morunes, 2003;

. JlesmyHnoB Ceprei, ‘Koncru-
TYLUHOHHAs CHUCTEMa: aJrOpUTM
6enopycckoit TpaHchopmanuu’,
Benapycv: na nymu 6 mpemove muoi-
cauanemue. — Mu.: ®unCeps mitoc,
2001.

JIpictok AHatonuit, ‘O KyJabTypo-
JOTHYECKUX OCHOBAHMSX HMOJTHTH-
YecKoro JauaepcTsa B PecriyOnuke
Benapycw’, Ferapyce: Ha nymu &
mpemve moicayaiemue. — MH.:
®unCeps mwtoc, 2001.

. Menpuuk Bnagumup, [ocydap-
cmeenHas udeonoeusi Pecnyonuxu
benapycv: konyenmyanvHvle ocHo-
6vl. — Mu., 2004;

9.

|
1.

OcHogvl udeonocuu beiopycckozo
eocyoapcmea. — MH.: AkaneMus
VYnpasaenus npu llpesunente
2004;

. OcHo8bl udeonocuu benopycckozo 2o-

cyoapcmea: Y4eOH.-MeTo]1. Tocooue
/ B.B. lllunkapes, B.A. BapraHoga,
B.A. 3enuenko; Ilox pen. B.B.
Iunkapesa. — Mu.: BI'TLY, 2004;

. SckeBuu S aBura, Ocrosbl uoeono2uu

benopycckozo eocydapcmea:
MUPOBO33peHYecKUe YeHHOCmU U
cmpamezuyecKue npuopumensl. —
MH., 2003;

opoea 6 nuxyoa (Road to Nowhere).
Show on Ilepwwer kaunan (First
Channel) — Belarusian television;
13.05.2004.

Koncnuponoeus (Conspirology).
Show on BT (Belarusian Television)
end of September / beginning of
October 2004.

Hogeiimas ucropus (Contemporary
History). Show on the TV channel
ANT end of November/beginning
of December 2004.

51



Andrej Dynko

Language of Streets and
Language of the Ploshcha

Evolution and Status of the Belarusian Language after 2000

Immediately after the Ministry of
Statistics and Analysis announced a plan
to hold a census in 2009, the FranciSak
Skaryna Belarusian Language Society
(TBM) suggested that the census ques-
tionnaire should include a question about
the language people consider their moth-
er tongue, rather than about the language
people normally speak at home. The
question about the language people nor-
mally use at home was asked during
the 1999 census. Colonel Zamiatalin,
then the official responsible for ideolo-
gy and culture, introduced the question
to justify Lukasenka’s Sovietisation and
Russification policies. However, the an-
swers disappointed him because many re-
spondents used the opportunity to express
their support for the Belarusian language.
75 % of the residents of Belarus declared
Belarusian to be their mother, 37 % the
language they speak at home. Many so-
ciologists interpreted the high percentage
of those who said they spoke Belarusian
at home as a subliminal protest.

The TBM clearly fears that the
number of Belarusian speakers will

not be as high as in 1999, and therefore
it will lose one more persuasive argu-
ment against the Russification policies
of the government. Is there a reason for
this fear? In general, how has the lan-
guage status changed over recent years?
No credible surveys have not been con-
ducted on this issue, and indeed could
not be carried out under the current au-
thoritarian regime, because many re-
spondents indicate the language they
would like to speak instead of the lan-
guage they actually use. I have analysed
information from various sources to see
what has changed in the last few years.
These changes may seem insignificant,
but they can inspire hope in someone
like me who speaks Belarusian and is
involved in the struggle for freedom.

Book printing: Private
publishers replace state
ones

Out of the 421 books in Belarusian print-
ed in Belarus in 2005, state publishers

Andrej Dynko
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accounted for 92 titles, while the rest
were from private publishers. The share
of the private and public sectors has
changed dramatically since the break
up of the Soviet Union and the ear-
ly years of independence. During the
Soviet era, the colonial regime com-
pletely controlled the publication of
books in Belarusian. In the first few
years of independence, the government
subsidised book printing. Now state
publishers print fewer books than pri-
vate ones. The largest private publish-
ers are Bielaruski Knihazbor headed
by Hienadz Viniarski, Technalohija
managed by Zmicier Sanko and Ihar
Lohvinau’s Publishing Company. The
large number of private publishing com-
panies can be explained by the brisk
market demand for Belarusian books.

Education: Back
to the USSR

Youth activists staged an audacious
performance on 1 September 2006 to
mark the Day of Knowledge. They in-
stalled a hangman’s gallows on Jakub
Kotas Square in Minsk and a boy wear-
ing red-green hangman clothes, sym-
bolising the colours of Lukasenka’s au-
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thorities, ‘executed’ a book saying “the
Belarusian Language” on one cover and
“Belarusian History, 10th Grade” on the
other. Police arrived at the scene just a
few minutes after the start of the per-
formance, but failed to apprehend the
youths. Reporters, invited by the pro-
testers, took pictures and wrote articles
about the protest against the decision to
use Russian for teaching Belarusian his-
tory instead of Belarusian.

Statistical data shows that the
Belarusian language is maintaining its
positions. In 2006, 23.3 percent of pu-
pils were taught in Belarusian-language
classes, up from 22 percent in 1989. It is
essential that Belarusian retains its sym-
bolic position in the capital. In 1988,
there was not a single class with in-
struction in Belarusian, whereas in 2006
Minsk had four Belarusian-language
pre-university schools and classes with
instruction in Belarusian in 43 schools.
There are several Belarusian schools
functioning unofficially of which the
Jakub Kolas Belarusian Humanities
Lyceum is the most famous. When the
authorities attempted to close down this
lyceum in 2003, the teachers, children
and their parents agreed to continue in-
struction underground.

Assessments of the Belarusian-lan-
guage education depend on the choice
of a period for comparison. For instance,
compared with 1993, when 76 percent
of first-graders attended classes with
instruction in Belarusian, or even with
1995, when that proportion dropped to
38 percent, last year’s 21 percent does
not give any reason for optimism.

But on the other hand, the LukasSenka
government has not yet managed to lim-
it Belarusian-language teaching to the
level of 1988. Unlike now, pupils were
granted exemptions from Belarusian
classes on a mass scale during the Soviet
era. At most schools, Belarusian lan-
guage instruction started at the age of
nine, whereas now it starts at the age of
six. Pupils were taught only two sub-
jects in Belarusian — the Belarusian
language and literature, whereas now
they also learn history and geography.
The education ministry’s decision al-
lowing for the use of Russian for teach-
ing Belarusian history met with pro-
tests like the above-mentioned hang-
man’s gallows and drew criticism from
both private and government-controlled
press. A correspondent of the state-run
newspaper Zviazda asked an education
ministry official sarcastically whether

Anatol Klas¢uk

When the authorities closed down the Belarusian Humanities Lyceum in 2003, the
teachers, children and their parents agreed to continue instruction underground.
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authorities planned to use Russian for
teaching the Belarusian language and
literature in the future. Belarus’ state-
controlled newspapers usually do not
dare to criticise the government’s poli-
cies in that way.

While numbers of pupils instruct-
ed in Belarusian and the contents of
Belarusian textbooks are satisfactory,
advocacy groups are deeply concerned
about the quality of instruction.

“Belarusian is mostly used for teach-
ing humanities such as languages, histo-
ry and social sciences,” says Ale$ Lozka,
chairman of the Belarusian School
Society, a group advocating the revival
of the Belarusian language. The educa-
tion ministry is guided by colonial ster-
eotypes, convinced that Belarusian is not
good for teaching physics, mathematics
or chemistry. “The education ministry
likes to emphasise that almost 62 percent
of the country’s schools provide instruc-
tion in Belarusian,” Lozka goes on to say.
“But these are small rural schools that are
gradually being closed down.”

In 2006, 75,000 (43.9 percent) of fu-
ture university applicants chose to take
entrance exams in Belarusian rather than
Russian during the nationwide standard-
ised testing process. As much as 83.3
percent of university applicants took
Belarusian history exams in Belarusian,
and the rest in Russian, according to
the education ministry. The Francisak
Skaryna Belarusian Language Society
insists that all standardised tests should
be available in both languages.

TBM: Civic lobbyist

TBM is Belarus’ most influential lan-
guage advocacy group. The society has
15,000 members of whom 5,200 pay
membership fees on a regular basis and
2,500 are actively involved in its oper-
ation, sais historian Aleh Trusau, the
TBM chairman. The authorities have
closed down hundreds of non-govern-
mental organisations, but they would not
venture to suppress the TBM for fear of
repercussions.
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Political prisoner Pavat Sieviaryniec,
in his article published in, said that he
had found it easy to re-establish a TBM
chapter in Maloje Sitna, a small vil-
lage where he was serving a forced la-
bour term. He maintains that “the re-
vival of national values is an easier task
than the revival of democratic values,
but the most difficult task is to revive
Christian values.”

Science: Crack down
on humanities researchers

The problems of the education sector
are similar to those of the humanities re-
search centres, which also rely on state
funding and are under close scrutiny of
the government.

The Skaryna Centre, which used
to do groundbreaking research in the
field of humanities, was crushed. The
new heads of the academic Institutes
of History, Literature and Linguistics,
Alaksandr Kavalenia, Valery Maksi-
movi¢ and Alaksandr LukaSaniec, re-
spectively, purged the personnel of dis-
sidents or banned specific research sub-
jects in a way that appeared to follow the
traditions of the Brezhnev or even pre-
Brezhnev period.

A Belarusian State University (BDU)
post-graduate student said she was sur-
prised to hear only two presentations
in Belarusian during the first scientif-
ic conference that she attended after
her six-year maternity leave. The con-
ference on a philological subject took
place at a Viciebsk university, but the
only two Belarusian-language present-
ers, including her, came from Minsk.
Dissertations are assessed based on ide-
ology and language criteria, not on their
scientific merits. Scientific advisers
caution against defending dissertations
in Belarusian unless their subject deals
with Belarusian philology or (albeit an
even more risky topic), with history. The
High Certifying Commission (VAK), in
fact, is working to ensure the compli-
ance of dissertations with state ideology.
Several researchers — Ale$ Pagkievic,

Julija Dara$kievi¢

Aleh Trusau, head of the Belarusian
Language Society.

BDU assistant professor and chairman
of the independent Union of Belarusian
Writers, and Jauhien AniS¢anka of
History Institute who studied the divi-
sions of the Commonwealth and Russia’s
role in this process — had their doctoral
dissertations blocked by VAK for clearly
political reasons. Most dissertations on
sensitive subjects are killed at the early
stage of research.

VAK Chairman Anatol Rubinau was
promoted to the post of deputy head of
the Presidential Administration for ide-
ology in recognition of his uncompro-
mising fight against dissent. Alaksandr
Vajtovic, the former head of the National
Academy of Sciences and ex-speak-
er of the upper parliamentary cham-
ber, described Rubinau as having open-
ly Stalinist political views. Strange as
it may seem, this chief ideology offic-
er does not the deny advantages of the
Western system: “The Western sys-
tem is based on private ownership in
the key sectors of the economy and is
characterised by the decentralisation of
power with many functions and pow-
ers transferred to local government bod-
ies and elected authorities. In princi-
ple, the system has proved efficient....

Andrej Dynko

But the Western system was shaped
over centuries. It requires certain tradi-
tions, education, mentality, well-devel-
oped local public structures and forms
of interaction between them. This is
not just an idea or ideology; this is a
certain level of civilisation that cannot
be achieved in one day or two or three
decades” (Sovetskaya Belorussiya, 28
July 2006).

Rubinau is very cynical in admitting
the advantages of the Western system,
while denying that the Belarusian peo-
ple are mature and wise enough to as-
sume responsibility for the governance
and own assets in the key sectors of the
economy, and suppressing “traditions”,
including the national language.

The ideology agency’s mania to ban-
ish Belarusian culture from research
institutions is indicative of its liberat-
ing potential.

Diplomatic corps:
Ambassador Krol’s
example

Several Minsk-based foreign diplo-
matic missions have consistently used
the Belarusian language. Former US
Ambassador George Krol promoted the
tradition. Unlike his predecessor, or his
German, Russian and Polish counter-
parts who worked in Minsk at the time,
Ambassador Krol learned Belarusian and
made his public statements in Belarusian
inspiring respect and admiration.

Media: Going online

The largest-circulation Belarusian-lan-
guage press are controlled by the gov-
ernment — Nastaunickaja Hazeta,
which had a print run of 46,000 copies
on 1 September 2006, and Zviazda, a
rather liberal governmental newspaper
with sells around 38,000 copies of each
issue. The latter saw its circulation fall
from 207,000 copies in 1995, the last
year of Belarusianisation. The paper has
a small readership in cities.
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After most independent periodi-
cals were banished from the govern-
ment-controlled subscription and re-
tail distribution networks Bielposta and
Bielsajuzdruk, Belarusian-language
papers saw their circulation plunge
(Rehijanalnaja Hazeta sells 6,100 copi-
es, Nasha Niva 2,700 copies, Volnaje
Hiybokaje 2,900 etc.) However, visits
to Belarusian Web sites went up sharp-
ly during 2006 — Svaboda, RFE/RL
Belarus Service, reported more than
40,000 visitors in April, 2007, and Nasha
Niva recorded 28,000 visitors.

The authorities’ effort (2002-2004) to
enforce a 75-percent lower limit on the
presence of Belarusian music in radio
broadcasts did not seem to be intended,
on the surface, to promote Belarusian-
language performers, because selection
was based on artists’ background rath-
er than on the language in which they
sing. Nevertheless, the measure gave
Belarusian songs greater chances of be-
ing picked by radio DJs.

The most serious set-backs for
Belarusian in the last five years was
the decision of Belarusian television to
use Russian for its news broadcasts and
the allocation of the frequency formerly
used by the state radio station Stalica to
a Russian language broadcaster.

Most programmes are broadcast in
Belarusian on the first and second state
radio channels, which have the largest
number of listeners across the country,
according to Novak, a private pollster.
But the language has almost disappeared
from the television stations, except for a
few remaining programs and commer-
cials in Belarusian.

There is, probably, no need to cite
other examples to illustrate that the
Belarusian public lacks the will and
resolve to resist the government’s dis-
criminatory language policy. The in-
tensive Belarusianisation of the early
1990s met only with sporadic and dis-
organised protests, mainly by former
Soviet military officers who had moved
to Belarus following the withdrawal of
Soviet troops from East Germany. The
Lukasenka government’s Russification

policy also met with limited resistance.
Protests took place in Minsk (the un-
derground operation of the Belarusian
Humanities Lyceum, occasional demon-
strations by students and youths) Hrodna
(the case of Ahata Macko and the expul-
sion of Yauhien Skrabutan from Hrodna
State University for the graffiti «Stop
Russification»), Horki (the Karalkou
family by open protests forced the au-
thorities to provide instruction for their
children in Belarusian), and Zodzina
(a similar campaign was successful-
ly conducted by the Lapicki family).
These were mostly cultural, not politi-
cal protests, which, however, were part
of a broader campaign of resistance to
authoritarianism.

Most teachers, parents and activists
give preference to behind-the-scenes
efforts in defence of Belarusian-lan-
guage instruction rather than to pub-
lic protests because they earnestly be-
lieve that disturbances provoke the au-
thorities into using a powerful repres-
sive mechanism.

Rock music: Belarusian-
language role models

Rock musicians chose a different strat-
egy. Like some writers and artists, they
did not try to hide their civic position
and openly condemned the authori-
ties’ policies. Bands like NRM, Zet and
Neuro Dubel (Minsk-based punk rock-
ers who declared their decision to switch
to Belarusian in 2003 starting with the
song Ja Pamru Tut [1 Will Die Here],
although they wrote lyrics in Russian
in the 1990s) have released rebellious
songs that inspired the young genera-
tion. A broadcasting ban imposed on
about 20 bands made their music even
more attractive. Tens of thousands of pi-
rate copies of their discs are distributed,
while artists like Lavon Volski can at-
tract thousands of fans to their concerts
without advertising.

Rockers entertained protesters dur-
ing week-long tent-camp demonstration
held at Kastry¢nickaja Square in Minsk
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after LukaSenka’s declared re-election
for a third presidential term in March
2006. Their appearances were received
more enthusiastically than speeches of
politicians.

Politics: Language
of prisoners

“A. Milinkievi¢ fluently replied in
Russian and Belarusian depending
on the language of a question,” noted
Belorusy i Rynok, the country’s lead-
ing independent business weekly, after
Belarusian television had broadcast first
televised addresses by presidential can-
didates. Milinkievi¢ was the only candi-
date who willingly spoke in Belarusian.
Otherwise the Belarusian language was
absent from the 2006 presidential elec-
tions, both from other candidates’ state-
ments and the manifestos.

The four presidential candidates, in-
cluding Milinkievi¢, failed to raise the
language issue and offer ways to change
the status quo. The pro-democracy co-
alition, which represented diverse po-
litical forces and desperately sought
to create itself an attractive image, left
the complicated language issue off its
agenda and concentrated on socioeco-
nomic promises in a bid to attract un-

Andrej Lankievi¢

Lavon Volski, rock singer.
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decided voters who supported neither
Lukasenka nor the major opposition par-
ties. Regretfully, no surveys were con-
ducted after the election to assess the
strategy’s effectiveness.

Interestingly, LukasSenka did not
make a single statement in Belarusian
during his campaign, unlike during the
2001 presidential election. Probably,
LukaSenka’s 2001 campaign man-
agers sought to disorientate pro-de-
mocracy nationalists unhappy with
the selection of trade union boss
Utadzimir Hancéaryk, who could not
speak Belarusian fluently, as the op-
position’s common candidate. In 2006,
Lukasenka had no chance to out-per-
form Milinkievi¢ in terms of appeal
for nationalists.

Being absent from the campaign,
Belarusian dominated in speeches,
songs, and and signs at Kastry¢nickaja
Ploshcha (Square) during protests in the
wake of the election. It was the everyday
language of many of the 1,200 jailed pro-
testers. The concentration of Belarusian-
language speakers at Akrescina Street,
where the jail is located, was higher at
the time than in any other street of the
capital.

Government discourse:
Finance in order to
control

There is not a single Belarusian speaker
in the Lukasenka government. There is
not a single Belarusian speaker among
the officers of the Armed Forces and the
Committee for State Security (KGB).
The composition of society is much dif-
ferent, especially taking into consider-
ation the fact that the language’s cul-
tural value is greater than its role as a
means of communication. Therefore,
Lukasenka’s discourse is ambivalent. It
perpetuates the Soviet stereotype that
the Belarusian language is something
secondary, temporary, additional, transi-
tional, inferior, not self-sufficient, most-
ly symbolic, but on the other hand an-
cient, indigenous, popular and folksy.

The Lukasenka government recognis-
es the language’s right to exist in a cer-
tain social and cultural niche, but denies
its right to claim dominant status in the
state, just as it denies Belarusian culture
equal status with Russian culture.

Government establishments main-
tain a certain limited proportion of cul-
tural products in Belarusian. In 2006,
plays in Belarusian accounted for 38
percent of the theatres’ repertoires, as
Deputy Culture Minister Utadzimir
Rytatka noted during an interview with
Interfax. The proportion of books pub-
lished in Belarusian is between 12 and
15 percent of the total number of print-
ed copies.

The Lukasenka government is guid-
ed by the Soviet government’s principle
“finance in order to control.” The gov-
ernment finances dull literary maga-
zines led by KGB placemen, academic
institutions led by KGB placemen who
sack prominent scientists, and theatres
that remove Kupata’s Tutejsyja from the
repertoire because the play is very pop-
ular with nationalists. The simulacrums
profane culture. The same does the hy-
per-simulacrum — a Russified version
of the Belarusian language, which has
been developed since 1933 on the ini-
tiative of losif Stalin, and which is be-
ing enforced by the current Belarusian
authorities.

The authorities seek a total control,
including over the language. In a recent
move, LukaSenka ordered the adoption
of changes to the Belarusian spelling
and punctuation intended to ban a hand-
ful of the remaining independent pub-
lications and cultural projects for using
“unauthorised” orthography. The chang-
es were blocked in 1998 and 2003, but
enacted in 2006. Since then, the word
“president” must be always capitalised
in Belarusian, whereas in Russian the
same word requires a lower case. By the
same logic, in a couple of years the au-
thorities may be sentencing proofreaders
and editors to forced labour for failure to
comply with the new requirement.

Despite the authorities’ suspi-
cious attitude to Belarusian speak-
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ers, some representatives of the rul-
ing elite use Belarusian. Culture
University Rector Jadviha Hryharovic¢
and Michail Finbierh, director of the
National Symphonic and Variety Music
Orchestra, both always speak Belarusian
in public. Interestingly, Ms. Hryharovi¢
was appointed to the 2nd Council of
the Republic, the upper chamber of
the Lukasenka-controlled parliament,
while Mr. Finberh was given a seat on
the 3rd Council of the Republic, as if
the authorities do not want to have more
than one Belarusian speaker in the up-
per house.

Fukasenka and his entourage found
themselves in a dilemma as far as lan-
guage and other aspects of ethnic iden-
tity are concerned. On the one hand, the
public expects them to be wise and far-
sighted leaders who build and consoli-
date the independent state. The grow-
ing appetites of Russian capitalists cause
concern and prompt the authorities to
reinforce barriers that defend the coun-
try from Russia’s economic expansion.
Naturally, ethnic identity, including the
Belarusian language, is one of these bar-
riers. On the other hand, the Belarusian
ruler fears national sentiments and the
possibility of using these sentiments
to bolster state ideology, because of a
powerful irrational element. The re-
gime does not want the Belarusians to
be loyal to the nation, but it wants them
to be loyal to the president, the owner
and chief executive of the financial and
industrial group called the Republic of
Belarus.

The government’s policies consist of
incoherent and often conflicting steps,
indecisive restrictions and fake support,
empty promises and threats. In an at-
tempt to reconstruct the Soviet indoc-
trination and control system penetrat-
ing all layers of society from grassroots
upward, the authorities introduced state
ideology in 2002 and established ideolo-
gy offices, which work closely with the
KGB, within the executive authorities.
But the effort met with cold reaction of
the public. The security and law enforce-
ment agencies, which have not changed
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much since the Soviet era, embrace and
strictly follow the government’s “ide-
ology guidelines,” while private busi-
nesses stay unaffected because they are
not interested in the preservation of the
Lukashenka-style stability. Economic
conditions and ownership relations have
changed in the last 15 years, so has the
mass mentality.

Advertising: ldeal beauty

The advertising industry exploits mass
mentality stereotypes. Some manufac-
turers have consistently used Belarusian
in their advertisements and commer-
cials. Unlike in the early 1990s, not only
Belarusian producers but also interna-
tional corporations’ dealers in Belarus
were using Belarusian in the 2000s:
Samsung with its commercial “Imagine
Ideal Beauty,” Renault with “For Those
Who Always Win,” Gallina Blanca,
Pepsi, Poland’s Sniezka to name but few.
Even Russia’s MTS uses a Belarusian-
language slogan — a good illustration
of the trend.

The use of Belarusian to advertise
goods targeting youths and consumers
with higher-than-the-average income re-
flects a change in public perception of
the language.

This may help explain why after
12 years under the rule of LukaSenka
(who once gave unequivocal instruc-
tions to his government by his state-
ment that “it is impossible to say great
things in Belarusian. This is a poor lan-
guage. There are only two rich languag-
es in the world — English and Russian,”)
2.4 percent of pupils were willing to re-
ceive instruction in Belarusian in Minsk
in 2006, whereas not a single pupil was
taught all subjects in Belarusian in the
Belarusian capital in 1988. Both the un-
derground Belarusian Lyceum and the
Lukasenka-supported 23rd Gymnasium
are held in high esteem in the capi-
tal. Among their students and gradu-
ates are children of high-ranking of-
ficials, big businesspeople and artistic
elite families.
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Julija Daraskievi¢

The use of Belarusian to advertise goods targeting youths and consumers with higher-
than-average income reflects a change in public perception of the language.

Belarusian is no longer the language
of villages, collective farms and radio
programmes transmitted via cable. This
is the language of teenagers, non-estab-
lishment youths, artistic circles, intel-
lectuals, street protesters, people with
pro-Western views and non-conform-
ists. This is the language of challenge.
It excites strong political sentiments in
ordinary Belarusians.

Any comparison of Belarus with
other nations would be flawed because
the country has stuck in a time warp.
Belarusian nationalism emerged quite
late — in 1880s-1890s in the backward
Russian Empire. It was not until the late
1990s that the international community
started to take interest and show solidar-
ity with Belarus’ civic society.

Catalan, Ukrainian
or Irish?

In the early 1990s many Russian-
speaking intellectuals predicted that
Belarusian would suffer the same fate
as Gaelic, saying that like the Irish,
Belarusian nationalists would speak the

language of colonisers and Belarusian
would die out.

Belarusian nationalists, for their part,
hoped that the language would see a
broader use as result of government sup-
port and positive discrimination against
other languages, similar to the situation
in Ukraine, where 80 percent of the pu-
pils receive instruction in Ukrainian and
influential media and politicians use the
Ukrainian language.

Their dreams have not come true, and
in a symbolic development just one month
before the Orange Revolution in Ukraine,
Lukasenka employed his propaganda ma-
chine once again to win a referendum that
enabled him to run for the presidency an
unlimited number of times.

Catalonia is an example that inspires
hope for the revival of Belarusian. The
percentage of local residents who speak
Catalan in everyday life or can speak
Catalan has been rising since the fall of
Franco’s dictatorship. Democracy gave
Catalan culture an opportunity to devel-
op, while improvements to the second-
ary and higher education system creat-
ed opportunities for those who want to
learn and speak the Catalan language.
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One cannot see through ice which
way the river flows. It is not until the
dictatorship falls that it will be possible
to see whether the Belarusian national
spirit weakened or strengthened during
LukaSenka’s rule. Only a free and fair
election can show the level of support
for political forces that seek the revival
of Belarusian and want it to be the coun-
try’s only official language.

Clearly, as long as Belarusian re-
mains the language of the heart it re-
tains a chance of becoming also the lan-
guage of minds. As long as Belarusian
is the language of choice of protesters at
Kastry¢nickaja Ploshcha, it has a chance
to become the language of choice for peo-
ple in the streets. Belarusian intellectu-
als occasionally voice concern about the
politicisation of the language and its use
as a symbol of a certain political force.

However, since the language is associ-
ated with protest and a national libera-
tion movement, it attracts young people.
In this sense, Belarusian is in much bet-
ter position than it was in the late Soviet
period. The authorities’ maniacal ef-
forts to block communication between
Belarusian-speaking intellectuals and the
public and suppress Belarusian schools,
scholars and periodicals prove that the au-
thoritarian government sees the language
as a political tool that helps stir up pub-
lic activity. This is the way it is. Among
Belarus’ regions, Homiel has the lowest
percentage (17 percent) of pupils taught
in Belarusian. This is the region where
Lukasenka gains the largest percentage
of votes in every election.

The fate of the Belarusian language
and culture is inseparable from the fate
of democracy and civic society.

Andrej Dynko



Vital Taras

Media in Belarus:
on Brink of Breakthrough

In the last 15 years Belarus has moved
steadily down the world rankings as re-
gards freedom of expression and oth-
er civil liberties. At the same time, it
was one of the world’s fastest grow-
ing economies and had one of the high-
est standards of living in the CIS, near-
ing the level of some European coun-
tries. The country was influenced by
the information technology boom con-
tinuing in the developed countries and
the development of mass communica-
tions based on new technologies and
traditional media, including newspa-
pers. Not only have restrictions on the
media had subjective effects, they have
also slowed the development of Belarus
as a European nation.

Media law: lawlessness
and censorship

As a result of a study of media laws in
the former Soviet republics, the Moscow-
based Institute of Media Law Issues
(IMLI) ranked Belarus 13" in media
freedom in a report released at the end

of 2006. Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
are the only two countries where the me-
dia are less free than in Belarus, accord-
ing to the ranking.

The IMLI analyzed the following
aspects to determine a degree of media
freedom — constitutional guarantees of
freedom of expression, a constitutional
ban on censorship, national laws gov-
erning the media, laws regarding access
to information, television broadcasting
and public television, media registra-
tion procedures, criminal prosecution
for defaming or slandering individuals,
especially officials and the president
etc., according to a report posted by the
Belarusian Association of Journalists
(BAJ) on January 3, 2007.

Apart from the first two points (the
Belarusian constitution bans media cen-
sorship), the analysis of all other as-
pects proved the restrictive nature of
Belarusian laws. The country has laws
that make it a crime to defame or dishon-
our officials. The legislation was used
to punish two Hrodna-based journalists,
Mikota Markievi¢ and Paval Mazejka,
with two years and six months “of re-
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publicist

stricted freedom” for “defaming and dis-
honouring” the Belarusian leader in an
article seized by the police before being
printed in the newspaper Pahonia.

Even guarantees declared by the
constitution and the media law are not
respected in practice. For instance,
Belarus’ state-run and private media
are declared equal, including in terms of
access to information, but in fact state
media outlets enjoy “more equal rights”
than the private ones.

The Ministry of Information closed
down two newspapers, Navinki and
Molodyozhny Prospekt, in 2005,
said BAJ. The Belarusian Supreme
Economic Court on 17 March 2006 or-
dered the closure of the Zhoda weekly,
the newspaper of the Belarusian Social
Democratic Party “Hramada” over re-
printed Mohammad cartoons. BDG.
Delovaya Gazeta stopped coming out in
print the same year and is available on-
line (www.bdg.by) only. The weekly was
not banned officially, but damages im-
posed by courts for alleged libel against
officials of various levels undermined its
financial position. Financial constrains
forced another weekly, Salidarnasé
(www.gazetaby.com), to abandon its
print version and go online. In June,
Navapolack-based Chimik suspended
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publication six months after state-run
retail and subscription distribution mo-
nopolies Bielsajuzdruk and Bielposhta
refused to renew contracts with the bi-
weekly. The authorities also closed down
a local newspaper in Barysau, while a
weekly in Vaukavysk shut down af-
ter its editor asked for political asylum
in Ukraine saying he and his newspa-
per had been harassed by authorities
in Belarus.

One should not be deceived by the
small number of newspapers closed
down in the last two years. Few critical
newspapers survived the “purges” car-
ried out by the authorities in the run-
up to the 2004 parliamentary election
and referendum that enabled President
Alaksandr Lukasenka to run for reelec-
tion as many times as he wants.

In the eight months before the refer-
endum, the total number of registered
periodicals dropped by 160, according
to an article by A. Tamkovi¢ published
under the headline “Holidays Become
Politics” in the 48-49' issue of BAJ’s
Abazur magazine. During that election,
the authorities suspended 12 periodi-
cals with a total circulation of 100,000
copies.

In 2006, the Ministry of Information
suspended the Arche magazine for three
months. The intellectual periodical had
a circulation of 1,100 copies.

A few years before, the government
introduced the post of deputy chairper-
sons responsible for ideology in region-
al, city and district executive commit-
tees. A new regulation was enacted re-
quiring the media to obtain permission
from local authorities for renting an of-
fice at a particular address. The regula-
tion, which runs counter to the Media
Law, gives deputy chairpersons for ide-
ology powers to decide the fate of inde-
pendent periodicals.

For instance, the noose on Nasha
Niva tightened when the ideology chief
of the Minsk City Executive Committee
declared that he considered the presence
of the 100-year-old paper’s in Minsk
“inexpedient”.

Harassment

of journalists and public
reaction; ban

on independent polls

The draconian media legislation and nu-
merous human rights abuses reported by
human rights groups in Belarus are ac-
companied by large-scale harassment of
journalists. In an unprecedented crack-
down, authorities arrested more than 40
journalists during a week of protests fol-
lowing LukaSenka’s reelection for a third
consecutive presidential term in March
2006, according to BAJ. The journal-
ists, who were sentenced to jail terms
of up to 15 days, included Aleksandr
Podrobinek, editor-in-chief of Russia’s
Prima News wire service (15 days in
jail); Andrzej Pisalnik of the newspaper
Glos znad Niemna na uchodzstwie (12
days); Weronika Samolinska of Gazeta
Wyborcza (10 days); Georgian public tel-
evision journalists, Canadian freelanc-
er Frederic Lavoie who worked without
accreditation with the foreign ministry;
and Nasha Niva editor-in-chief Andrej
Dynko (10 days).

Later, a city official used the jailing
of Dynko, convicted like many other
journalists on a trumped-up charge of
swearing, as a pretext to deny his weekly
formal approval of his office address.

It should be noted that many Minsk
residents expressed solidarity with em-
battled independent newspapers (for in-

Anatol Klas¢uk
Zanna Litvina, head of the Belarusian
Association of Journalists.
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stance, a series of flash-mob protests
took place in the capital and other cities
in support of Nasha Niva). Some opposi-
tion protesters could not control their an-
ger at state television journalists for bi-
ased reporting. The author of this article
saw angry youths hurling snowballs at a
cameraman of the ANT television chan-
nel when he was filming outside Minsk’s
Akrescina prison, in which arrested pro-
testers and journalists were held.

The tent-camp demonstration on
Kastryénickaja Square caused deep di-
visions in society because many peo-
ple did not support the protesters. Even
some parents and relatives, who brought
parcels for young prisoners, did not
share their political views. But their fa-
vourable attitude to Belarusian state tel-
evision networks, BT and ANT in par-
ticular, gave way to aversion due to
the biased coverage and also because
they were waiting outside the prison
wall for hours trying to find out news
about their loved ones or pass things
on for prisoners, while state television
journalists enjoyed free access to pris-
on premises. To many television view-
ers BT symbolized lies, bias and immo-
rality at the time. State television jour-
nalists are suspected of having plant-
ed empty liquor bottles, pornographic
magazines and syringes allegedly used
for injecting illicit drugs to humiliate
and incriminate opposition activists in
their report from Kastry¢nickaja Square
filmed when police tore down the pro-
testers’ tent camp.

A poll conducted by the Independent
Institute of Social, Economic and
Political Studies (IISEPS) a year be-
fore this protest found that an over-
whelming majority of Belarusians
(85.7 percent) rely on Belarusian state
television for news about the country.
Much fewer respondents relied on in-
dependent and Russian media for in-
formation. Nearly 63 percent of re-
spondents said that Belarus’ state-run
media were the most credible source of
information. The pollster noted a rise
in the credibility of the media that dis-
seminated official information, while
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Chiefs of presidential ideology services visit an exhibitioii.

ANT was found to be the nation’s most
watched television channel, according
a story posted on www.soyuz.by on
May 17, 2005.

Surveys conducted by the IISEPS
and Novak, another independent pollster,
in the late 1990s and early 2000s always
showed that a majority of Belarusians
considered state media more credible
than independent outlets.

Three factors may help explain the
findings.

First, Belarus’ sociology is in cri-
sis. It is almost impossible to conduct
an independent survey because poll-
sters need to obtain permission from
the authorities. The IISEPS was out-
lawed in Belarus and forced to regis-
ter in Lithuania to continue operation.
The head of the institute was threatened
criminal prosecution after he published
results of polls conducted in the coun-
try without official permission.

Second, polls conducted under the
conditions of mistrust, fear, harassment
of dissidents, cannot be accurate. Some
respondents may not reveal that they
read and trust the independent media for
fear of repercussions. The fear factor af-
fects the results of opinion polls.

Third, because of a short supply (of
unbiased, timely and many-sided infor-
mation) the demand for such informa-
tion is also limited. Most Belarusians do
not have access to independent news-
papers and many are unaware of their
existence.

The circulation of Sovetskaya
Belorussiya, a newspaper founded by
the Presidential Administration, ex-
ceeds 500,000 copies. This is five times
the circulation of all independent news-
papers taken together. However, there
is a big difference between the circu-
lation and readership. Many copies of
Sovetskaya Belorussiya are sold through

Andrej Lankievi¢

forced subscription and people do not
read them. The newspaper Pravda was
marketed the same way in the Soviet
Union. Before elections, Sovetskaya
Belorussiya prints millions of copies
of special issues delivered to nearly all
adult residents of the country.

The Presidential Administration’s
newspaper like many other state period-
icals — Narodnaja Hazeta, Respublika,
Znamya Yunosti etc. — are subsidized
by the government, which supplies them
with cheap newsprint, provides equip-
ment and electricity at discounted rates,
and offers high salaries and social secu-
rity benefits to journalists.

Naturally, state newspapers never
risk confiscation, whereas Narodnaja
vola and Tovarishch had entire print
runs seized in the run-up to the 2006
presidential election.

Well-paid and socially secure as they
are, state media journalists are unlike-
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ly to write something that may put their
job, status and privileges at risk. They
perform functions that were assigned to
censors in the Soviet Union. They en-
gage in self-censorship. Readers will
never come across manifestations of
freethinking or a message concealed
by Aesopisms in state-controlled news-
papers. One needs to know culture to
write an Aesopian message. In Belarus,
a good command of Belarusian lan-
guage, knowledge of Belarusian history
and culture is taken with suspicion and
treated as a sign of disloyalty for the au-
thorities and even dissent.

The Belarusian-language independ-
ent newspaper, Nasha Niva, found itself
on the brink of closure when it was cel-
ebrating its 100" anniversary.

Independent distribution
networks and
underground printing

Guaranteed access to services of
Bielposhta, a state postal company that
delivers newspapers to subscribers, and
Bielsajuzdruk, another state-run compa-
ny selling newspapers through kiosks
and newsstands across the country, gives
state-controlled newspapers another ad-
vantage over the independent ones. The
government has been using its monopo-
ly over the distribution systems to sepa-
rate independent newspapers from their
readers. Bielposhta removed a range of
private periodicals from its subscription
catalogue and Bielsajuzdruk refused to
sell independent newspapers through
its retail chain.

At the end of 2006, House of
Representatives member Valancina
Kacan asked the Ministry of
Communications to explain the rea-
sons for the expulsion of the Brest-based
weekly Brestsky Kuryer from the local
Bielposhta subsidiary’s subscription
catalogue for 2007. In her reply Deputy
Communications Minister N. Haurytava
claimed that the weekly “failed to meet
fully its contractual obligations causing
additional financial and labour losses

The independent BelSat TV is expected
with hope.

to the postal service” in 2006, accord-
ing to BAJ. Mikataj Alaksandrau, edi-
tor-in-chief of Brestsky Kuryer, denied
the charge in an interview with the BAJ
monitoring service. “Last year just like
during the 16 years of the newspaper’s
existence, the Brestsky Kuryer editorial
staff has not received a single complaint
from the postal service management
about the newspaper’s failure to meet its
contractual obligations,” he said.

Bielposhta and Bielsajuzdruk refuse
to distribute many local (Novaya Gazeta
Smorgoni, Chiniik, Borisovskiye Novosti,
Vitebskiy Kuryer and other) and nation-
al (Zhoda, Nasha Niva) newspapers.
Critical periodicals were deleted from
subscription catalogues on far-fetched
grounds, while some newspapers were
unable to obtain office address approv-
al from local authorities.

On the other hand, periodicals that
distance themselves from social and po-
litical issues are thriving (the number of
papers that carry only crosswords, puz-
zles and classified ads has been growing
in Belarus in the last few years).

There are some exceptions. For in-
stance, the newspaper Infex Press in
Baranavichy earns profits from advertis-
ing, but it also runs news about various
local developments presented in a bal-
anced way to attract readers. Infex Press
has established it own retail distribution
and subscription network.

Nasha Niva relies on the services of
volunteers to deliver newspapers to sub-
scribers. After losing access to the dis-
tribution networks, the weekly remains
afloat thanks to private donations from
its readers.
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Some periodicals unregistered with
the Ministry of Information also rely
on alternative distribution networks,
for instance Svaboda, formerly known
as Tut i Ciapier, which targets areas
where other independent newspapers
are not available. The main problem
of this project is insufficient funding.
With a small circulation distributed in
rural areas, the newspaper’s presence is
negligible even in the underdeveloped
Belarusian print media market. The leg-
islation currently in force carries penal-
ties under the Administrative Offences
and Criminal Codes for the sale of un-
registered periodicals.

In any case, there is the need to find
a way to print and distribute under-
ground newspapers because there is no
other option under the present condi-
tions in Belarus.

Uncensored radio
stations and other
alternatives

Radio stations operate in almost as dif-
ficult conditions as newspapers. In 2005
alone, the Ministry of Information is-
sued 18 official warnings to Belarusian
FM stations. At present, 30 FM stations
broadcast in Belarus, 14 of them are
based in the capital.

In 2005, the government limited
broadcasting of foreign music to 25 per-
cent of the total number of aired tracks.
In practice, however, the measure has
not helped promote Belarusian music.
The Ministry of Information approved
a list of performers recommended for
broadcasting, which is equivalent to mu-
sic censorship.

In 2006, members of the staff of the
Novaje Radyjo FM station, founded by
the government-controlled Federation
of Trade Unions of Belarus, declared a
strike on air in protest of the dismiss-
al of the station’s editor-in-chief. Not a
single other station expressed solidari-
ty with Novaje Radyjo during the pro-
test that lasted for several hours. The FM
station was purged of the rebellious per-
sonnel with the help of Security Council
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representatives and resumed broadcast-
ing in a few days.

Clearly, there is no alternative to FM
stations in Belarus because FM is better
adapted than AM to the transmission of
quality audio signals, therefore it is more
popular with modern radio listeners.

Taking into account the advantag-
es of FM broadcasting, a new radio sta-
tion, European Radio for Belarus (ERB),
was established in Poland. However,
ERB like another rival station based in
Poland, Radio Racyja, can be received
in Minsk only in the medium-wave band
in the early morning hours.

When ERB went on the air in March
20006, it really made a difference. Radio
Liberty, also known as “crisis radio”,
was often second to ERB in the coverage
of the post-election protests in Minsk
because the new station was broadcast-

ing more live reports making listen-
ers feel as if they were present at the
scene. Many listeners liked the emotion-
al live reports by Kacia Zotatava from
Kastry¢nickaja Square. However, this
turned out to be an episode rather than
the rule in the operation of ERB.

ERB’s FM signal can be received in
areas located close to the Belarusian-
Polish border.

As for the much-talked-of television
channel for Belarus, it is difficult to as-
sess its chances of success.

Like European Radio for Belarus,
the television project has been conceived
in an atmosphere of secrecy. On the one
hand, the secrecy is justified by secu-
rity considerations, while on the other
the lack of transparency makes it diffi-
cult for coordinators to avoid making the
same mistakes as the organizers of radio
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projects. For instance, only large corpo-
rations were allowed to submit bids for a
contract to produce a radio program for
Belarus. RTVi, which won the contract
thanks to its connections in the media
market, used the project for its own ends.
The company offered jobs and provid-
ed training for Belarusian radio jour-
nalists, which is good. But what about
Belarusian listeners for whom the new
radio program was created?

This is why the questions to be an-
swered before the television project gets
off the ground should include the fol-
lowing: How many people will be able
to watch it and how good will the chan-
nel’s reception in Belarus be? Should it
target a few dozen thousand households
that have satellite dishes (although au-
thorities in Iran forced the owners to re-
move satellite dishes), or a broader au-

Internet has become the only source of alternative information for many.

photo.bymedia.net
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dience? Will this channel be informa-
tive and at the same time attractive to
Belarusian viewers?

Instead of conclusion

This article does not cover the Internet,
an area free of censorship in Belarus.
The Internet in general and blogs in par-

ticular have been growing rapidly in the
past year. This is a sign that the author-
ities cannot take preemptive action and
are losing in the field of new technolo-
gies all the time. It is necessary to take
advantage of this fact in order to pre-
pare for a breakthrough in media free-

dom in Belarus.

Vital Taras
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This text is based on the Internet Watch
report on Belarus, a project by Open Net
Initiative. It was the result of ONI mon-
itoring of the Belarusian Internet during
the March 2006 presidential elections.

The testing was unable to prove that
the regime was behind these anomalies,
although the problems centering on the
state-owned Beltelecom network are un-
likely to have been simply coincidental.
The “dead” websites may have been vic-
tims of deliberate Denial of Service at-
tacks (as the site owners claimed), but
ONI cannot confirm this without access
to the log server files.

Overall, however, ONI found no ev-
idence of systematic and comprehensive
interference with the Net in Belarus.
Any regime-directed tampering that
may have taken place was fairly subtle,
causing disruptions to access, but nev-
er completely turning off the alternative
information tap.

And yet, this Internet Watch report
does not argue that Internet openness
in Belarus is robust and guaranteed.
The government has the capability to
clamp down on Internet openness, and
that its capacities to do so are more per-

vasive and subtle than outright filter-
ing and blocking. The openness of the
Internet in Belarus is likely to come un-
der increasing threat both from pend-
ing legislation that promises to legal-
ize more active state monitoring, con-
tent reguiation and blocking of the Net,
as well as from increased pressures for
cyber-self-censorship.

Legally, all organizational entities —
including political parties, NGOs, tel-
evision and newspapers, and Internet
Service Providers (ISPs) — are subject
to strict rules for registration and licens-
ing, the technicalities of which have of-
ten been used to shut down or stifle in-
dependent or oppositional organizations,
news media, and those who dare to crit-
icize the President in any way. Articles
367 and 368 of the Criminal Code, which
make it a crime to “defame” or “slander”
the President, are often used in this re-
spect. Beyond this, new amendments to
the Code in December 2005 further re-
strict the public’s capacity to gather, or-

Based upon the Internet Watch report on Belarus

ganize and speak. Among other things,
the amendments criminalize any ac-
tivities that “discredit the Republic of
Belarus.”

Economically, the formal financial
regulative bodies have extensive pow-
ers to supervise all economic activity
and financial transactions in the country.
These powers are often used to harass
independent entities — from civic groups
and organizations, through to newspa-
pers and other information producers as
well as businesses — to pressure them to
conform to state ideology and directives.
Many critics and businesses have been
effectively curbed after being charged
with “tax irregularities” or other “eco-
nomic crimes.”

When it comes to the traditional
channels of Belarus informational space
(press, radio, television), the independ-
ent press are rendered particularly vul-
nerable because of the state monopoly on
printing and distribution facilities, which
is controlled directly by the Presidential
Administration. These facilities can and
do suspend the production and distribu-
tion of publications that chose to carry

! According to recent statements by the Minister
of the Interior (Uladzimer Navumau), this law
will be used to track down regime dissenters in
cyperpace
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“inappropriate information, and many
independent papers have been forced to
close. Television and radio is dominated
by state-run media, with the remaining
independent outlets “choosing” to car-
ry mostly entertainment programmes
or local events.

Against this backdrop, the Internet,
whose content remains relatively un-
fettered for now, is seen by many as the
last breach in LukaSenka’s information-
al blockade on free speech.

Discipline and punish:
Keeping the opposition
and media in line

Civic organizations, political parties, trade
unions and the independent media form
the backbone of the political opposition in
Belarus. It is not coincidental, then, that
the Lukasenka regime “disciplines” them
collectively. Rather than a frontal assault to
ban independent organizations and publi-
cations, the authorities use multiple legal,
economic and administrative methods to
limit activities, prevent public gatherings,

outlaw funding sources, gag public com-
munication efforts, and shut down com-
munication channels and spaces. Control
is achieved through legislation (via an ever
expanding array of strict financial, organ-
izational and content regulations), admin-
istrative harassment amounting to a “per-
secution by permits” (with “re-registra-
tion” being a proven method to thin out
the ranks), hounding by tax authorities,
and the threat of being accused of “eco-
nomic crimes.” More “hands on” tactics
like phone-tapping, regular monitoring
by the KGB, and other forms of intimi-
dation are also wide-spread but difficult
to document. Arrests of opposition activ-
ists, and their confinement to “administra-
tive detention,” have increased but charg-
es are rarely “political.” Rather the offens-
es are classified as “economic” or “hoo-
liganism.” At the most extreme, political
opponents — including a journalist — have
“disappeared.”

For traditional media, the State Press
Committee implements state information
policy (e.g.,ensuring no criticism of the re-
gime) and is empowered to suspend the ac-
tivity of media outlets, and slap large fines
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on publications or individuals. A com-
mon reason for State Press Committee in-
tervention is to combat so-called “honor
and dignity” offenses, that is, any state-
ment that “defames the honor and digni-
ty” of state officials.

The independent press is attacked ad-
ministratively through restrictive registration
and accreditation policies, unfair taxation.
And, as noted in the main text, is vulnera-
ble because of the state’s monopoly on print-
ing and distribution facilities. According to
Reporters Without Borders, the Lukasenka
regime has, “... systematically shut down
the country’s few struggling independent
newspapers by throttling them financial-
ly with huge fines or using ridiculous bu-
reaucratic pretexts.”

As for television and radio the Belarus
Broadcasting Company is subordinate
to the President. Remaining independ-
ent radio and television outlets operate
on shoestring budgets, avoid news pro-
gramming (so as not to risk license loss)
and focus on entertainment and local
events.. Licenses are issued on the ba-
sis of “political loyalty” and thus can be
easily withdrawn.

The penetration of international me-
dia is limited and declining. Like do-
mestic media, international publications
must be registered (vetted) by the cen-
tral authorities before being distributed
in Belarus. Most individual cable opera-
tors, who are responsible for the materials
they re-broadcast, have stopped rebroad-
casting BBC and CNN, leaving Euronews
as the only major international service
available to some 30 % of cable subscrib-
ers. Russian channels, which used to be
a source of alternative information, have
been fully or partially suspended (the
channels jammed) with Belarus content
taking their place. The authorities have
been known to charge Russian correspond-
ents in Belarus with “honour and dignity”
offences, to prevent them from transmit-
ting (to Russia) materials viewed as unfa-
vorable to the Lukasenka regime.

Internet

As traditional media have become either
state-run, state-sanctioned, or shut down
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in Belarus, the Internet as a medium for
information has grown in importance.

Although Internet penetration in
Belarus remains amongst the lowest
in Europe, the user-base is on the rise.
Estimates suggest that the number of
Internet users doubled between 2002
and 2005, and now reaches close to some
2 million or 20 % of the population, al-
though only some 5 % are thought to be
“permanent” users due to the high cost
of access.? Surveys suggest that most us-
ers are young, educated and urban, based
in Minsk or the regional centers.

In this respect, the majority of
Lukasenka’s core constituency — the
rural workers, middle-aged and elder-
ly — are not active Internet users as of
yet. A 2003 survey on the political at-
titudes of Internet users and non-users
found Internet users were more likely to
be skeptical of the LukaSenka regime’s
policies and propaganda, trust independ-
ent news sources more than state-run or-
gans, and were more inclined to active-
ly support the opposition.

Past allegations

Allegations of Internet blocking in
Belarus are not new. During the 2001
presidential elections, various independ-
ent or oppositional groups claimed that
their sites were inaccessible, and that
the Lukasenka regime was deliberately
blocking access. In June 2003, the www.
batke.net site was allegedly blocked on
the order of the secret police (KGB) be-
cause it had posted the text of a book
criticizing the President, which the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs had called

2 See “Internet Users in Belarus” at http://www.
e-belarus.org/news/200506021.html. Estimates of
users vary considerably. Non-regime sources sug-
gest a significant rise in Internet users since 2002,
from 809,000 users in 2002 (RWB “Internet un-
der Surveillance 2004) to 1,391,900 in 2003 (CIA
World Factbook 2006). Based on the official esti-
mate of 2 million in 2005, it would seem the user-
base has doubled in the space of three years.

3 A 2003 survey found the 33 % of active users
were aged between 20-24, 50 % were universi-
ty graduates, 23 % lived in Minsk and a further
46 % lived in regional centers.

“political pornography.” During the 2004
parliamentary elections and referendum
(which allowed President LukasSenka
to amend the constitution so he could
continue his reign), oppositional web-
sites again reported access problems,
albeit on a lesser scale.4 In 2005, vari-
ous websites claimed they were victims
of deliberate blocking by state authori-
ties or DOS attacks.5 However, none of
these accusations has been independent-
ly verified on the basis of testing. And
in the absence of this, the LukaSenka re-
gime’s claim that any Internet problems
stem from overloaded servers is at least
conceivable.

ONI baseline testing
in 2005

To explore allegations of politically-mo-
tivated regime blocking of sites, ONI un-
dertook baseline testing between June
2005-January 2006. The results con-
firmed that filtering was taking place
— but not of political or independent
sites, which remained up and unfettered.
Rather, the only websites being filtered
in Belarus at that time were Russian
gay sites: ONT attempts to access these
“gay” sites from within Belarus con-
sistently resulted in a “connection re-
fused” error, even though the sites could
be reached from a control location out-
side Belarus.

In fact, the authorities have formally
admitted to the filtering of the Russian
sites, which they said were “legally”
and openly blocked because of their
deemed unacceptable pornographic na-

4 Some sites which claimed vote rigging on the
referendum were allegedly blocked for most of
election day. However, no testing was conducted
to confirm this was the case. By way of analogy,
it is interesting to note that several online news-
papers, such as naviny.by, had their phones turned
off for the day. See Freedom House, Nations in
Transition 2005.

5 For example, in August 2005 a site with car-
toons about President LukaSenka was reportedly
blocked, and the two youths who had placed the
cartoons online were charged with the criminal
offence of slandering the President.
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ture.® What is of note here is that the re-
gime felt obliged to make the legal case
for this action, which was put together in
2004. As noted above, the government is
characterized by a hyper-legalism, with
all state actions requiring a legal basis
(even if this stems from a Presidential
decree and laws are applied in a highly
selective manner).

They have
the technology

ONI testing in 2005 confirmed that the
Belarus authorities have the technical
capacity to filter websites. The test-
ing revealed that Russian sites were fil-
tered by ISPs configuring their rout-
ers to reject requests for the offending
sites IP address (a method called IP ad-
dress blocking). Further infield inves-
tigation by the ONI team revealed that
the state’s capacity to control the phys-
ical functioning of the Internet lies at
three levels:

The first level is the State Center for
Information Security (GCBI), a body
that used to be part of the KGB but
now reports directly to the President
and is roughly equivalent to the US
National Security Agency although its
focus is domestic rather than interna-
tional. Among other things, the GCBI
controls the top level Internet domain
(by), meaning it is in charge of regis-
tering all sites within that domain. This
also means the GCBI is in a position
to tamper with the DNS records of any
website within its registry to render it
unaccessible, should this be of inter-
est. Indeed, during the 2001 presiden-
tial elections, the opposition accused the
GCBI of just such tampering when some
of their websites went down.

The second level is by way of the
state-owned Beltelecom telecommuni-
cations monopoly, which is controlled

¢ A senior figure from the Ministry of
Communications officially acknowledged the
blocking in an interview with Radio Liberty.
For information on how the legal case for block-
ing the sites was built up in 2004, see: Belnet,
12.10.2004.
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by the Ministry of Communications.
Beltelecom’s monopoly extends over all
external communication lines, and as
such functions as Belarus’ central ISP.
The thirty or so local ISPs have been
granted licenses to connect through
Beltelecom facilities, and no opera-
tors have fully independent external
links to the Net, with the exception
of the academic and research network
(BasNet), which comes under a differ-
ent set of controls.” Thus, all Internet
traffic within Belarus flows through
one state-owned choke point, making
for an ideal monitoring or filtering set-
up. A filter installed on the main router
of Beltelecom can block IP-addresses of
external sites that are registered in do-
mains outside of the .by domain — like
.com, .net or .org. This means, for ex-
ample, that an opposition site hosted in
the United States and registered as .org
can be rendered inaccessible to anyone
trying to access the site from within
Belarus. At various times, the opposi-
tion has accused GCBI of installing fil-
ters at Beltelecom.® Beyond this, there is
official acknowledgment that other state
security organs like the Ministry of the
Interior have comprehensively surveilled
and intercepted Internet traffic to catch
a variety of cybercriminals.

The third level for potential filter-
ing of websites is at the level of the non-
state owned ISPs themselves.” In some
ways this capacity is superfluous, giv-

7 Basnet is effectively a government network.
Note also that the major wireless service opera-
tors — Velcom, MTS, and BelCel — are obliged to
use Beltelecom hardware facilities for all inter-
national traffic.

8 There have also been persistent rumours, report-
ed in the Polish press that the authorities have pro-
cured technology for filtering from China. See:
http://www.bybanner.com/show.php3?id=1295;
http://www.charter97.org/2005/11/25/filtr . Note,
however, that ONI has not verified any patterns of
filtering consistent with those used in China.

° As of 2005, a total of 32 providers are connect-
ed to Internet access nodes through Beltelecom.
According to ISP assessments, the dial-up serv-
ices market totaled some USD 24 million in
2004, which was up USD 17 million from 2003.
Beltelecom has established 187 Internet access
points with 732 ‘work places’. It is planned to put
into operation 92 more ‘work places’ in 2005 and
115 in 2006-2007.

en Beltelecom’s overarching control.
However, any ISP could install filters to
block Internet sites, and no doubt would
do so if directly requested by a state se-
curity body. ISPs, like all non-state or-
ganizations in Belarus, are inherently
vulnerable to state persecution by per-
mits, fines or criminal charges. During
the 2001 presidential elections, the ISP
“Open Contact,” which also adminis-
ters the central database for the .by do-
main (on behalf of GCBI), was accused
by the opposition of blocking various
websites within Belarus by way of DN'S
tampering.

But are they using it?

Just because the regime has the capa-
bility to shut down the Net and there
have been allegations that it has, does
not prove the reality of active filtering
for political purposes. With this ques-
tion in mind, ONI commenced its mon-
itoring of the Internet during the 2006
elections.

What we tested,

and what we found...
ONI testing during the 2006 Presidential
elections revealed a generally open and
accessible Internet throughout the entire
election period, including election day
(19 March) and the next week when the
opposition attempted to challenge the
results by staging demonstrations (20-
25 March). ONI did not detect compre-
hensive or systematic filtering of the
Internet using known filtering tech-
niques during the election period.
However, the quality and consisten-
cy of access to some sites varied con-
siderably, and on critical days, up to 37
opposition and independent sites were
inaccessible. On one occasion Internet
connectivity in Belarus failed, appar-
ently for technical reasons, and there
were three instances of confirmed “odd
DNS errors” affecting opposition web-
sites. While no case yielded conclusive
evidence of government inspired tam-

Fair and free

pering, the pattern of failures as well as
the fact that mostly opposition and inde-
pendent media sites were affected, sug-
gests that something other than chance
was afoot.

A closer look...

Between 12-25 March 2006, ONI mon-
itored access to a list of “high impact”
websites on two Belarus’ ISPs.!” Tests
were run from Belinfonet between 12
to 25 March, and on Beltelecom from
17 to 25 March.

16 March: several opposition and
independent websites allegedly come
under unspecified network-based at-
tacks causing them to fail.

16 March: The website belaruspar-
tisan.org was also reported “under at-
tack.” ONI testing found that DNS re-
quests for belaruspartisan.org timed out.
The site’s primary nameservers — nsl.
agava.net.ru (195.161.118.36) and ns2.
agava.net.ru (81.176.64.2) — are based in
Russia. Both failed to respond to DNS
requests or pings. However, the name-
severs also failed to resolve the Russian
site, agava.net.ru, which suggests that
the problems were coincidental and not
a deliberate attempt to “attack” the be-
laruspartisan.org site.

18 March: Five sites accessed
through the Beltelecom network re-
turned results consistent with those
for “blocked sites”. ONI testing in-
dicated that five sites tested from the
Beltelecom server returned results typ-
ically associated with attempts to fil-
ter access. Two kinds of error were ob-
served: two instances of “connection re-
fused” errors typically associated with
IP based blocking, and three instanc-
es of “Socket connection” errors typ-
ical to network time outs (which can
be associated with filtering). However,

1 Tn both cases, the testing was carried out from
Minsk, which may mean that the results obtained
do not reflect the access available from other parts
of Belarus. However, as Beletelcom is the top tier
ISP, and the one though which most ordinary sub-
scribers as well as other ISPs get their connectiv-
ity, we consider the results to be robust.
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the results were inconclusive as they
could have been the result of problems
on the server, or high network latency.
(During this period the ONI was not
testing for latency on the network).
Moreover, ONI testing also indicted
that these sites were accessible from
the ISP Belinfonet, suggesting that if
this were an attempt at filtering, it was
not comprehensive.

18 March, 23:00hrs: User forums
on the popular site Tut.by are re-
ported to have ceased functioning.
Unverified reports in the Belarus “tech-
nical press” reported that access to the
forums on Tut.by, a popular forum site
with over 20,000 subscribers had failed.
The report claimed that users received
an error indicating that the desired fo-
rum was not working, and to “repeat
their request in a few minutes.” It is
perhaps of interest to note, however,
that other sources told ONI that Tut.
by was no longer a completely “inde-
pendent” site, as it had earlier yielded
to government pressure.

Election day reports
and testing (19th March,
2006)

Numerous opposition and independent
media sites are reported as “blocked.”
Two rounds of ONI testing on 19 March
found that 37 sites — mostly opposition
and independent media sites — were in-
accessible from the Beltelecom network
in Minsk, even though they were acces-
sible from the control location. However,
the tests did not yield conclusive evi-
dence of comprehensive filtering. The
reasons for failure differed from site to
site, and the same sites remained acces-
sible from the Belinfonet network. As a
consequence it is conceivable that the re-
sults obtained from tests on Beltelecom
may have been caused by other factors.
For example, network congestion could
be one explanation, as our tests indicat-
ed high levels of latency and “dropped
packets” on the Beltelecom network on
19 March. This is consistent with reports

from users that sites failed to load, or
only partially loaded before timing out.
However, this explanation is unlikely as
testing confirmed that other less polit-
ical sites remained fully accessible for
subscribers of the Beltelecom network.
“Congestion” should have affected all
sites, and not just the 37. Furthermore,
we can exclude that the “failures to
load” were a consequence of high de-
mand for the affected website servers,
as these servers remained accessible
from Belinfonet and the ONI control lo-
cation. Taking all evidence under con-
sideration, the 37 sites may well have
been tampered with on the Beltelecom
network.

Hacking reported
against main opposition
websites, and that

of the main opposition
candidate.

www.milinkevich.org — Opposition
media sources reported that the site
had come under a denial of service at-
tack. ONI tests indicate that the site
was “dead” from 17:45 on 19 March un-
til 11:45 on 20 March, 2006 — inacces-
sible from both of our testing locations
in Belarus as well as our control loca-
tion. A “dead” site is consistent with the
results of a DOS attack. However, ONI
cannot confirm that an attack took place
without access to the server logs. ONI
was unable to access the server logs,
despite requests to the hosting compa-
ny in the United States as well as the
site owners.

www.charter97.org — Belarus sourc-
es reported that outages experienced by
this site were a result of various forms
of electronic attack (DOS and hack-
ing). On 19 March ONI tests revealed a
mixed picture. Testing from Belinfonet
showed erratic levels of accessibility
throughout the day. Three connections
from Belinfonet to the site returned “in-
accessible” errors, while connections
made at the same time from our con-
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trol location showed the site as acces-
sible. On average the site was 66 % ac-
cessible from Belinfonet. However, test-
ing from Beltelecom found the site to
be fully accessible. Follow-up testing
conducted by ONI investigators found
that the domain charter97.org resolves
to two distinct IP addresses. One of
these IP addresses behaved erratically
and was inaccessible at times. It is pos-
sible that that this [P address was sub-
ject to a DOS attack. However, as ONI
was not able to obtain log files from the
charter97.org it was impossible to veri-
fy this possibility. Nonetheless, the fact
remains that one of the two IP addresses
associated with this site was effective-
ly “inaccessible.” This means that users
whose nameserver resolved to the affect-
ed IP address found that the site failed
to load, or loaded only partially (this is
consistent with what users in Minsk re-
ported). This may also explain why ONI
tests showed the site as mostly accessi-
ble, while some users reported difficul-
ties in accessing the site.

Post-election Testing
(20-25 March, 2006)

21-22 March: www.milinkevich.org
experiences irregular access. The re-
sults may indicate the site was under a
DOS attack.

22-25 March: some websites con-
tinue to experience irregular access,
returning error messages consistent
to those found in instances of “block-
ing”. Between 22 and 25 March, some
five sites from our high impact list con-
tinued to return a variety of unusual ac-
cess errors, which could have been in-
dicative of blocking. However, the low
number of affected sites suggests that
factors other than blocking may have
been responsible for the observed faults.
In one case (unibel.by) the errors was
caused by a misconfigured nameserv-
er on the Beltelecom network.

23-24 March: forum site for char-
ter97.org returned anomalous “inac-
cessible” errors. Two rounds of test-
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ing by ONI on the 23 March (from
Beltelecom) returned “inaccessible”
errors. A further seven tests on the 24th
yielded the same result. The types of
error received, (502, and 503), as well
as the patterns observed, suggests that
these errors were due to problems with
the server rather than the result of at-
tempted blocking.

25 March: dial-up Internet serv-
ices in Minsk fails. Beltelecom’s web-
page announced that the problems were
due to a technical failure. ONI con-
tacted Minsk telephone help desk staff
who likewise blamed the outage on a
technical fault. The “outage” affected
Minsk telephone dial-up numbers only.
It was still possible to connect by call-
ing the main Beltelecom access num-
bers (ie , not through Minsk Telephone).
The timing of this error coincided with
the day riot police broke up demon-
strations in Minsk, ending the oppo-
sition’s week-long protest against the
results of the elections. It was also the
second time that “access” issues affect-
ed the Beltelecom network in the week
following the elections. (The first be-
ing the inaccessibility of 37 sites on
19 March)

24-25 March: the on-line news pa-
per BGD returned “connection re-
fused” errors for on Belinfonet. ONI
testing on the evening of 24 March,
and all day 25 March returned a “con-
nection refused” error, which was con-
sistent with IP blocking. The site re-
mained accessible from our control lo-
cation. ONI did not test for accessibil-
ity from the Betelecom network as ac-
cess in Minsk was “down” for most of
the day. The 25th is the day Belarus riot
police broke up demonstrations by the
opposition in Minsk.

Did the government
tamper with the Internet?

Despite considerable evidence of suspi-
cious problems with the Belarus Internet
during the election period, ONI testing
did not yield conclusive proof that the
authorities engaged in systematic and

comprehensive filtering of opposition

and independent media websites.
However, ONI testing did return ev-

idence of inaccessible or partially dis-
abled sites on certain days at certain
times from certain locations. And fol-
low-up testing and investigation can-
not rule out the possibility that some

Internet tampering took place during

the election period:

* 37 opposition and media websites were
inaccessible from Beltelecom on 19
March (election day), although they
were accessible from the Belinfonet;

+ the Internet was inaccessible to sub-
scribers using Minsk Telephone ac-
cess numbers on March 25 (the day
of a major demonstration,when riot
police were used to disperse and ar-
rest protesters);

» the website of the main opposition
candidate Milinkievi¢ was “dead”
on 19 March and experienced prob-
lems on the 21-22, (the post-election
protest period); and,

» the main website of the opposition
movement (Charter’97) was only
partially accessible between 19 to
25 March.

The 37 sites

ONI testing evidence, in combination
with user field reports, does suggest
that the 37 “inaccessible” opposition-
al and news sites were partially filtered
on 19 March. We say “partial” because
the 37 sites remained accessible from
the Belinfocom network inside Belarus
on the 19th, meaning that any filtering
that may have taken place was only par-
tial in effect. At present, ONI does not
have sufficient knowledge of the tech-
nical configuration of Belinfonet to ex-
plain why this was the case. Some sourc-
es suggest that the owners of Belinfonet
are well connected, and hence its sat-
ellite-based downlink is not routed
through the Beltelecom network, which
would insulate it from a filter placed on
Beltelecom’s central server. Certainly
ONI tests seem to support this hypoth-
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esis, as even the Russian gay sites offi-
cially banned by the Belarus government
are accessible via Belinfonet.

And yet even the confirmed prob-
lems with these sites on the Beltelecom
network do not yield an iron-clad case
for filtering. The evidence in favour is
two-fold: the analysis of message head-
ers whose returns were consistent with
those found in cases of filtering; and,
our users in Minsk who reported that the
opposition websites were only partially
loading, while other Internet websites
(including others on our high impact
list) loaded without any difficulty. This
latter evidence rules out the possibility
that the 37 sites sites were inaccessible
due to network congestion alone. Indeed,
ONI measurements of network latency
on Beltelecom during that day indicated
a significant packet loss — but this prob-
lem would have affected all sites, not just
the 37 that were experiencing the con-
sistent and sustained problems. So what
are the other possible explanations for
such selective difficulties?

It is possible that the 37 sites had ex-
cessive loads on the servers themselves,
causing failures or time-outs. However,
this is unlikely given that the same serv-
ers remained accessible for our test runs
from Belinfonet and the ONI control col-
locations, meaning that the severs were
behaving normally when dealing with
requests. Another explanation could be
a combination of intermittent network
problems and sever loads that combined
to create local conditions on Beltelecom
which made these sites inaccessible in a
random and unpredictable manner, while
giving the appearance of being blocked
to users in Minsk.

The “dead” websites

ONI cannot verify the claims that two
major opposition sites were taken down
by way of DOS attacks or hacking (as
claimed). In the absence of log files,
ONI investigation can only confirm that
the website of the main opposition can-
didate was “dead” on election day. With
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respect to the other site — the main op-
position movement website charter97.
org — ONI investigation found the site
to have remained partially accessible
because the domain resolved to two
separate IP addresses. One of the IP
addresses provided uninterrupted ac-
cess throughout the elections. The oth-
er [P address returned an error of “body
time out” which could be indicative of a
DOS attack (but we didn’t have the logs
to prove it), but could also have been
caused by high demand, or a miscon-
figuration of the web-server located on
that IP address. Overall, however, the
fact remains that both the Milinkevich.
org and Charter *97 sites were down dur-
ing election day. At the very least this
suggests deliberate action, even if ONI
is not in a position to prove by whom,
and in what manner.

So what can we say
for sure?

Taking into account all evidence above,
we cannot say for sure whether the
Internet in Belarus was deliberately re-
stricted during the elections.

For now, we can say that ONI results
suggest that the opposition reports of ex-
tensive and outright filtering during the
elections are likely overstated. Websites
that were down on Beltelecom remained
accessible from Belinfonet ISP. At the
very least, this suggests the absence of
a centrally enforced filtering regime,
and casts doubt on newspaper reports
that Belarus has benefited from Chinese
technical assistance and implemented a
comprehensive “filtering system”.

At the same time, it is clear that sus-
picious irregularities did affect access to
opposition and independent media web-
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sites before, during and after the elec-
tions, although the level of interference
was erratic. The effect was information
disruption, not blockade. It also seems
that the problems were mostly occur-
ring state-owned monopoly provider
— Beltelecom.

Overall we are left with a puzzle.
Given the authorities’ proven intolerance
for oppositional and critical information,
and given their known technical capabil-
ity for potentially and comprehensively
filtering, the Net, why didn’t they?

And so? Is the Internet
under threat in Belarus?

ONI monitoring of the Internet in
Belarus revealed three things. First,
the Internet was the only information-
rich mass media channel that was large-
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Young activists use the Internet to organize flash mobs like this one, of solidarity with political prisoners.
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ly unfettered during the 2006 election
period. Second, independent voices, in-
cluding the political opposition, were
actively leveraging the Internet, sport-
ing web-sites for independent news
and analysis, the main oppositional
candidates, critical commentary in-
cluding the banned speeches of politi-
cal opposition leaders, and close cov-
erage of the still-born “denim revolu-
tion.” Third, despite vociferous accusa-
tions that Belarus’ websites were “tak-
en down,” ONI investigation showed
that the regime did not engage in com-
prehensive tactics to blockade offend-
ing web-sites, although it may have
“squeezed” the Internet pipe to make
certain web-sites more difficult to ac-
cess for a couple of days or at certain
times from within Belarus.

And yet the state has the technical
capacity to constrict and even shut down
the Internet to users within Belarus
because all ISPs must flow through
the state-owned Beltelecom, which has
exclusive rights to external connec-
tions. So why was the Internet relative-
ly untouched?

Not now, darling. We’ve
got company

There are four plausible answers. First,
it could be that LukaSenka simply
didn’t consider the Internet to be much
of a threat in early 2006. After all, the
Internet reaches less than 20 % of the
population in Belarus.

Second, given the Internet’s limited
“threat,” why mess with it when all eyes
are on Belarus? Better perhaps to let it
be, to deal with it later in a more meas-
ured and effective manner after the for-
eign correspondents have gone home.

Third, why shut down a great source
of intelligence? By letting those opposi-
tional packets flow, any number of the
regime’s security organs may have been
collecting intelligence on just whom to
pressure next, by way of Internet mon-
itoring and surveillance. The Ministry
of the Interior, has proven its capabili-

-
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ty to monitor and track down users of
cyberspace in its effective fight against
cybercriminals.

Fourth, ONI researchers on the
ground suspect that the regime’s own
hyper-legalism may have tempered its
comprehensive filtering of websites.
These insiders note that the formal le-
gal architecture for regime blocking of
the Internet — which would allow the re-
gime to require all ISPs to also block —
is not formally in place... yet.

Summary: Wither
Belarus?

Given the regime’s efforts to shut down
independent informational and organi-
zational space in Belarus, the Internet is
likely in its “sights.” This is especially
so as independent and oppositional voic-
es are increasingly taking to the web to
organize and get their message out, as
the 2006 elections have shown.

When it comes to outright Internet
filtering, the formal legal architecture
that would enable the state to lawfully
block and filter Internet sites is not yet
fully in place. Perhaps this explains why

the regime, always careful to have a le-
gal basis to pursue its actions, has not
pursued overt and sustained political fil-
tering to date. But there are new laws in
the works which promise to bring web-
sites and website content into the same
regulatory framework that have been
used to effectively stifle the tradition-
al media in Belarus — both domestic
and foreign. As such, the day may be
approaching when Belarus cyberspace
will be legally and overtly restricted and
monitored, with any potentially offend-
ing sites being outright blocked.

Recommendations
and areas for further
investigation

Established election monitoring groups
need to be sensitized to the growing im-
portance of the Internet. For this reason,
we end this report with two sets of rec-
ommendations for: elections monitor-
ing groups; and, civil society or politi-
cal groups who will be contesting elec-
tions in the coming years.
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Recommendations
for Election Monitoring
Groups

* Election monitoring should be ex-
tended to include the Internet.
Measures of openness and access need
to be developed and incorporated into
overall assessments of the fairness and
transparency of electoral campaigns
and outcomes. First and foremost this
should include the development of
methods and indicators to track the
accessibility and “openness” of web-
sites belonging to political parties, in-
dependent media, watchdog groups
and electoral authorities, are accessi-
ble throughout the election period.

* Appropriate monitoring tech-
niques need to be developed, spe-
cifically to investigate allega-
tions of DNS tampering, hacking
and DOS attacks in “real time”.
Technical testing will need to to en-
compass a boarder range of network
metrics, so as to be able to identify
other plausible causes for website
failures, and identify and investi-
gate “anomalies” with greater pre-
cision and detail. Beyond this, elec-
tion monitoring missions should in-
clude an independent technical in-
vestigations team empowered to ex-
amine log files and conduct other
tests to determine the veracity of
claims that websites have been at-
tacked or otherwise made unavail-
able. Consideration should be giv-
en to setting up an on-line facility
where the public can record com-
plaints, and where a “real time” pro-
jection showing the status of on-line
resources could be found.

For its part, ONI will work to expand
its technical methods, while exploring
other opportunities and partnerships to
refine and implement these two recom-
mendations. However, implementation
will be challenging, for the reasons out-
lined in the discussion above, and will
require work on the following:

* Base-lining the importance of the
Internet. An overall baseline for the

relative importance of the Internet
needs to be established as its rele-
vance to the electoral process may
vary between countries, depending
on its penetration and uptake.

e Jurisdictional issues. Relevant
websites are often not located in the
country in which an election is be-
ing contested. Should websites locat-
ed outside of a country’s jurisdiction
be monitored for accessibility during
an election period, and under what
conditions?

*  Whom to include? Should election
monitoring extend only to official
registered political parties and me-
dia, or should unofficial movements,
international media as well as civil
society groups and individuals aiso
be included? Should monitoring in-
clude websites belonging to expatri-
ate or diaspora communities?

* Does the Internet include mobile
services? Increasingly the Internet
can be accessed through a varie-
ty of means, including cell phones,
whose growth and penetration in
societies is higher than that of PCs.
Should access to text messaging,
multimedia messaging, GPRS and
WAP be included in the monitoring
methodology?

* Monitoring interactive services. E-
mail, chat rooms, on-line forums and
Internet Relay Chat are also impor-
tant channels for mobilizing support-
ers and conducting “grassroots” po-
litical campaigns. New methods for
detecting deliberate interruptions in
these services are also necessary.

e Over the horizon issues. New de-
velopments and trends in the indus-
try —protocols, routing, services — as
well as governance and regulation
will prompt new opportunities for
indirect informational control. These
need to be tracked and assessed for
the relevance and impact on election
monitoring.

Recommendations for civil society
and groups contesting elections:

* Draw attention to the possibility
that the Internet can be tampered
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with, and ensure /insist that elec-
tion monitoring groups include
the Internet in their assessment of
the “free and fair” nature of elec-
tions. Civil society should encour-
age watchdog groups to put in place
a credible system for monitoring the
“openness” of the Internet, as well as
means to document and verify abus-
es or restrictions

* Prepare contingency plans for their
websites being filtered or other-
wise blocked. This can be accom-
plished by putting in place a mir-
roring strategy prior to the elections,
distributing copies of sites on multi-
ple servers and domains, as well as
collocating copies on server farms
(where one IP address is shared by
numerous sites). Intelligent firewalls
that capture possible attacks should
also be used on primary servers sites,
so as to validate and possibly coun-
teract attempts at hacking or DOS
attacks.

* Increase training and awareness
raising. Civil society needs to in-
crease its awareness of informa-
tion security and train to antici-
pate and react to filtering, hack-
ing and DOS type attacks. Civil so-
ciety needs to become capable of
competing in “contested” Internet
environment.

Beltelecom monopoly:
Revenue, power and
control

Beltelecom is the main source of reve-
nue for the Ministry of Communications
and Informatization (MCI). Various
MCI regulations suggest that protect-
ing Beltelecom’s market hegemony
is a priority. One such example is the
ban on transceiver satellite antennas
for commercial providers. Another is
the essential prohibition of IP-teleph-
ony services by commercial providers,
which, if this were allowed, would un-
dercut Beltelecom’s lucrative earnings
from international telephone commu-
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nications. Currently, Beltelecom pro-
vides IP-telephony services at a sub-
stantial profit, (charging only 30 %
less than regular telephone costs).
Some clandestine IP-telephony oper-
ators tried to provide services at vast-
ly reduced rates, and generated some
$200,000 worth of business before
caught by the KGB, fined, charged
and shut down.

Formally, the monopoly exists only
in relation to external communication
lines, as any operator may provide serv-

ices for local telephone calls. However,
in practice, Beltelecom operates a cross
subsidizing system, using profits from
the very high charges for internation-
al phone calls and Internet to subsidize
local call costs, which means that com-
mercial operators cannot compete. In
addition, extra profits from Beletelcom
subsidize the otherwise unsustaina-
ble collective farms and outmoded in-
dustries which provide essential jobs
to LukaSenka’s main powerbase (ru-
ral workers).
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The state’s financial interests in the
telecommunications ‘market are not un-
substantial. In 2004 the market totaled
$700 million with mobile communica-
tions accounting for 39 % of the market,
and fixed telephony, Internet access and
data transmission equalling 61 %. The
growth of the stationary communica-
tions segment totalled 40 %, and the mo-
bile communications market had doubled.
The government, which has controlling
shares in all mobile operators, has been
the single greatest beneficiary.

The most popular Belarusian web-sites

(listed according to the rating by www.akavita.by counter)

General

www.tut.by
www.akavita.by
www.date.by
www.kosht.com
www.realt.by

Media, news & analysis

www.charter97.org
www.naviny.by
www.belaruspartisan.org
www.kp.belkp.by

www.bdg.by

www.afn.by
www.svaboda.org
www.nn.by
www.gazetaby.com
www.belta.by
www.sb.by
www.nv-online.info
www.nmnby.org
wWww.tvr.by
www.tube.by
www.belradio.fm
www.belmarket.by
www.belapan.com

www.racyja.by
www.camarade.biz
www.zvyazda.minsk.by
www.belarustoday.info
www.arche.bymedia.net

information, mail and service portai
reliable web-counter

information and search system
shopping and pricing site

realty site

independent news service, available in Belarusian, Russian, English
independent news service of Belapan information agency, available in Russian, English
Russian-language, Russian-oriented independent news-service
“Komsomolskaya Pravda v Belarusi” newspaper web-site; the newspaper is
affiliated to the Russian “Komsomolskaja Pravda”

web news service, made by the editors of the former newspaper “Beloruskaja

Delovaja Gazeta”

independent agency of financial news site

Radio Liberty Belarusian service site
“Nasha Niva” newspaper web site

web news service, made by the editors of the former newspaper “Salidarnas¢’

state owned news agency
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“Sovetskaya Belorussiya”, official presidential newspaper web site

“Narodnaja vola” newspaper web site
analytical Russian language web site
“Belarusian TV Channel 1” site
video portal

“European Radio for Belarus” site

“Belorusy i Rynok™ business newspaper web site
Belapan information agency web site, available in Belarusian, Russian, and

English versions
Radio “Racyja” site

“Tovarishch”, communist newspaper site

“Zviazda”, Belarusian-language official newspaper web site
Minsk English-language newspaper web site

“Arche” intellectual monthly magazine
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State institutions

www.president.gov.by
www.minsk.gov.by
WWWw.pravo.by
www.government.by
www.mfa.gov.by
www.mod.mil.by
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President of Belarus official site
Minsk City Executive Committee site
national legislation portal

Council of Ministers site

Ministry of Foreign Affairs site
Ministry of Defense site

Politics, NGOs and communities

www.uspb.org
www.minsk by.livejournal.com
www.kozylin.com
www.milinkevich.org
www.mfront.net
www.generation.by
www.pbnf.org
www.baj.by
www.bielarus.net
www.bchd.info
www.pozirk.org

Education

www.bsu.by
www.bseu.by
www.bsuir.unibel.by
www.baj.by/belkalehium

Society, culture & arts

www.music.fromby.net
www.photoclub.by
www.belzhaba.com
www.catholic.by
www.radzima.org
www.church.by

Libraries & bookshops

www.nlb.by
www.knihi.com
www.kamunikat.org
www.knihi.net

Regions

www.blog.grodno.net
www.news.vitebsk.cc
www.gs.by
www.homiel.org
www.hrodna.by
www.dzedzich.org

United Civic Party site

independent LJ-community uniting people sharing political information as well
personal site of Alaksandr Kazulin

personal site of Alaksandr Milinkievic¢

Matady Front, most persecuted opposition youth organization site

site for students close to the underground Association of Belarusian Students
Belarusian Popular Front Party site

Belarusian association of journalists site

Conservative-Christian Party BNF (Zianon Pazniak) site

Belarusian Christian Democracy forming party site

Blogging community

Belarusian State University on-line

Belarusian State Economic University site

Belarusian State University of Informatics and Radio-Electronics site
Belarusian Coilege, independent educational initiative

independent musical site

photo portal

satirical site, publishing political caricatures and collages
Catholic Church site

historical heritage independent site

Belarusian Orthodox Church site

National Library of Belarus

Belarusian independent electronic library
another Belarusian independent electronic library
books and disks by post on-line

Hrodna blog

Viciebsk people, news, services

Gazeta Slonimskaja, Hrodna region local newspaper site
Homiel Hart unregistered youth initiative site

Hrodna independent web portal

Brest youth initiative site
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Education in Belarus

Some elements of the Soviet system
have recently been reintroduced into
Belarus’ education system. Especially
worrying was the introduction of ideo-
logical control and the compulsory job
assignment system.

Kindergartens

The kindergarten is a place where young
children make their first nearly inde-
pendent step into the future. Children
in Belarus usually go to kindergarten
at the age of three to six.

Although the Ministry of Education
claims that education services are free of
charge, parents begin spending considera-
ble amounts on their children’s education
starting with kindergartens, which offer
optional classes for fees. In addition, they
pay for meals provided there.

Parents also have problems placing
their children in kindergartens with in-
struction in Belarusian as there are few
Belarusian-language preschool estab-
lishments in the country.

Secondary schools

About 70 percent of the first-graders
were taught in Belarusian before the
1995 referendum that elevated Russian
to the status of an official language. At
present, 20.5 percent of pupils are taught
in Belarusian-language classes.

Minsk has the lowest percentage of
children educated in Belarusian. The sit-
uation is also worrying in the Mahilou
and Homiel regions. For instance, there
is not a single Belarusian-language class
in the Mahilou region, according to the
Franci$ak Skaryna Belarusian Language
Society.

Apart from that, the Ministry of
Education earlier this year allowed
schools that use Russian for teaching
most subjects to also teach Belarusian
history in Russian. The number of
Belarusian-language pupils is shrinking
because children at Belarusian schools
are purposely transferred to Russian-lan-
guage classes. Senior grade students are
mostly instructed in Russian so that they
will have no problem understanding ter-
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minology when they take entrance ex-
ams and study at universities.

Indoctrination remains part of school
curricular. Every school has a depu-
ty principal for ideology and education
responsible for shaping students’ out-
look. As during the Soviet time, pupils
are obliged to join the Soviet-style gov-
ernment-supervised children’s organi-
zations of Little Octobrists and Young
Pioneers. Later, they are forced to join
the Belarusian National Youth Union
(BRSM), which has the same func-
tions and powers as the Soviet Union’s
Young Communist League, also known
as Komsomol. There are BRSM branch-
es in every school, formed of both pu-
pils and teachers.

Those who refuse to join the BRSM
are viewed with suspicion, considered
“problem children” and are often sum-
moned to “ideologically-mature” men-
tors for indoctrination sessions.

Belarus has a 12-grade secondary
school system. On completion of the 10-
year basic school, students can contin-
ue education at technical and vocation-
al schools. Pre-university instruction is
provided in the 11" and 12 grades.

Most secondary schools have some
specialization or several subjects taught
in depth. Despite teachers’ hard work,
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Leaving a school.

school leavers have almost no chances
of passing university entrance exams
without additional training. The con-
tent of graduation tests and university
entrance requirements differ so much
that the situation has almost got out hand
in the last few years: senior pupils often
skip classes to attend tuition sessions
with private teachers. A school leav-
er’s chances of getting into a universi-
ty largely depend on his or her person-
al effort and the parents’ ability to pay
for private instructors.

Rural and small town school leavers
are at a disadvantage because of a lack
of qualified teachers and poor access to
technical aids as compared to the cap-
ital. Although rural school leavers en-
joy preferential treatment during enroll-
ment as tighter selection criteria apply
to city school leavers, pupils from rural
areas make up just 15 percent of the to-

tal number of first-year students. Most
rural school leavers apply to less pres-
tigious faculties and departments, of-
ten relying on references from local au-
thorities that require them to return to
the area they came from on graduating
from university and work there for sev-
eral years.

Secondary school leavers take tests
in three subjects, required for applying
to a university. They are given a certif-
icate which is attached to their applica-
tion. Universities require applicants to
pass one or two additional exams de-
pending on the selected major subject.

Much like 30 to 40 years ago, admis-
sion depends on secondary school grade
point average which is added to points
scored in final secondary school tests.

Like before the collapse of the Soviet
Union, school leavers can apply to one
university only. The government an-
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nulled a regulation that allowed appli-
cants to apply to more than one higher
education establishment.

In a recent incident that shocked both
parents and applicants, a top-scoring
applicant was not granted admission to
Minsk State Linguistic University. The
university did not have a vacant seat for
the boy because of a large number of ap-
plicants entitled for preferential treat-
ment, which usually means that a low-
er pass mark is applied during the se-
lection process of applicants who pro-
duce referrals given by local authori-
ties, or those who win prizes at science
Olympiads.

The flawed selection system often
rejects talented and smart applicants
who then have to pay a tuition fee, while
government-allocated stipends go to-
ward mediocre students.
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University students

There are 53 higher education establish-
ments in Belarus, including 11 private
ones. A total of 76,700 students were en-
rolled in the summer of 2006 with 46,200
attending regular courses and the rest stud-
ying by correspondence or taking night
classes. Of the 76,700 students, 31,400
study at the government’s expense, while
most students pay a tuition fee.

Each state university enrolls a cer-
tain number of students who study free
of charge and receive a monthly stipend,
and students who pay a tuition fee. Fees
range between $800 and $2,500 a year
depending on the university and the ma-
jor subject.

Students learning via correspond-
ence or those taking night classes pay
between $300 and $750 a year.

For several years in succession, the
number of students who pay for instruc-
tion has exceeded the number of those
who do not.

For instance, in the 2006/2007 aca-
demic year, the universities are expect-
ed to enroll 74,400 students. More than
40,000 will pay for tuition and more
than 30,000 will be instructed at the gov-
ernment’s expense. In Belarusian State
University, the country’s top university,
those who pay tuition will constitute a
majority for the first time this year.

Paradoxically, the constitution de-
clares the right to free education, but
most university students either pay tui-
tion fees or are given a compulsory job
assignment on graduation as a way of
recovering the money that the govern-
ment had spent on their education. One
cannot call the education system free be-
cause of the tuition fees and job assign-
ment practices.

The much-advertised student credit
does not withstand criticism. It is very
difficult to qualify for a soft loan, while
most second-year students have no op-
portunity to take any loan.

Not only did Belarusian State
University raise tuition fees (at some
departments they jumped by as much
as $400) this year, but it also eliminated

Ales éyhir, teacher from Babrujsk, was
fired because of his political activity.

discounted rates that had been offered
to some students.

Each student taught at the govern-
ment’s expense is given a job and re-
quired to work at the designated place
for two years to reimburse the govern-
ment for his or her education. Otherwise,
university graduates are required to pay
the government around $5,000 to recom-
pense its expenses. Despite the fact that
first-year students sign contracts to that
effect starting in the 2005/2006 academ-
ic year, the reimbursement requirement
applies to all students. This measure has
proven effective especially with regard
to medical graduates — more than 300
were given jobs this year in the area con-
taminated as a result of the Chernobyl
nuclear accident.

In general, secondary school leavers
from rural areas have access only to the
least prestigious professions, but they are
happy with the opportunity to live in a
city. Students from the rural areas do not
care about the compulsory job assign-
ment, they have no ambitions and their
self-esteem is low. They are an easy tar-
get for the BRSM.

Students from the capital are differ-
ent — parents occasionally take them
abroad; they are taught in elite schools
and by private teachers.
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Secondary school leavers do not nor-
mally consider opportunities of stud-
ying abroad. This is however offered
by European Humanities University
in Lithuania and Poland’s Kalinouski
scholarship program. The Kalinouski
program was launched in the wake of
the 2006 presidential election to help
Belarusian students expelled from uni-
versities for taking part in anti-govern-
ment protests.
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Healthcare and Social
Issues in Belarus

Health and demographic
situation: Result of
unhealthy lifestyles

The birthrate in Belarus picked up in
the early 2000s after a decrease record-
ed in the 1990s. The rate rose from 8.9
births per 1,000 people in 2002 to 9.0
in 2003, 9.1 in 2004 and 9.2 in 2005.
The Ministry of Health reported a 1.6-
percent increase in the birthrate in the
first four months of 2006 compared to
the same period in 2005. The trend is at-
tributed to the fact that baby boomers —
those born between 1983 and 1986 — are
in the most active period of their child-
bearing age. The highest birthrate in-
crease, of 11.1 percent, is reported in the
Hrodna region, followed by the Minsk
region with 7.5 percent, and Minsk city
with 6.9 percent.

The most recent trends in family
planning include a sharp increase in
families that have one or two children,
the narrowing gap between the birthrate
in cities and the rural areas, and first
birth postponement. Teenage childbear-

ing has been decreasing, while non-mar-
ital births have been on the rise.

The death rate rose to 4.5 per 1,000 res-
idents in 2005 from 14.3. The rate dropped
by 3.3 percent in the first four months of
2006 compared to the same period in 2005.
Higher death rates have been reported in the
Viciebsk and Minsk regions in the last 15
years. In Minsk, the death rate is relative-
ly low, but it has risen by 29 percent since
1990. Deaths have been on the rise among
working-age people, especially men. Deaths
of working-age men jumped by 41 percent
between 1991 and 2005 from 11.7 to 16.5
per 1,000 people, while deaths of working-
age women went up by 18.7 percent from
10.7 to 12.7 per 1,000 people.

The infant mortality rate has been
decreasing since 1995 and has been be-
low 10 deaths per 1,000 newly born ba-
bies. In 2005, infant mortality dropped
to 6.4, approximately at the level with
developed European countries.

Maternal mortality varied between
13.8 (1995) and 24.2 (2000) per 100,000
births between 1990 and 2002. In 2005
the rate dropped to 15.5 from 17.9 in
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2004. In the first eight months of 2006,
15 mothers died per 100,000 births. This
indicator is still much higher than in the
developed European countries, where
maternal mortality rates are below 10
mothers per 100,000 births.

The rise in the death rate and the
low birthrate in the 1990s caused a four-
percent decrease in the population by
461,900 people between 1990 and 2005.

Belarus’ life expectancy at birth,
a general indicator of public health, is
lower by 12-14 years for men and five-
six years for women than in developed
countries. Life expectancy was at an all-
time high — 72.9 years — between 1964
and 1969. It fell in the 1990s. Average
life expectancy was 68.83 years in 2005.
Life expectancy dropped from 77.2 years
in 1984-1985 to 75.1 years for females,
and from 68.9 in 1964-1965 to 62.91 for
males. The decrease is mainly attribut-
able to unhealthy lifestyles.

Abortions plunged by 36 percent from
247,000 in 1990 to 164,600 in 2005.

More people with
disabilities

There are more than 500,000 disabled
people in Belarus. In 2005, health es-
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tablishments registered 52,048 new dis-
abled persons of 18 and over, or 66.69
cases per 10,000 people (54,423 or 70.01
per 10,000 in 2004), and 3,461 disa-
bled under 18 years old, or 17.56 cas-
es per 10,000 people (3,739 or 18.23 per
10,000 in 2004).

Circulatory system diseases is the
top cause of disabilities among the adults
(43.9 percent), followed by neoplasms
(21.2 percent), diseases of the nervous
system and senses (3.7 percent), musc-
uloskeletal system (8 percent) and inju-
ries (6.2 percent).

The major causes of disabilities in
children (under 18) are inborn anoma-
lies (28.4 percent), diseases of the nerv-
ous system and senses (17 percent), men-
tal disorders (12.6 percent), neoplasms
(7.5 percent), and diseases of the musc-
uloskeletal system (7.7 percent).

Belarus’ health establishments man-
aged to raise the level of staffing with
doctors and nurses in the last 10 years.
The number of doctors has been growing
faster than the number of nurses. There
is a shortage of primary care person-
nel, a surplus of doctors who have spe-
cial training, as well as a surplus of doc-
tors in big cities and a shortage of med-
ical personnel in rural areas. The latter
is the main reason for poor access of
rural residents to quality health servic-
es. In 2003, 106 (22 percent) of 481 ru-
ral outpatient clinics had no doctors on
staff. The number dropped to 66 (11.8
percent) in 2004.

Health: Tuberculosis
on the rise, infectious
diseases, and suicides
fall

The incidence of primary diseases rose
by 14.4 percent from 1994 to 2005 to
77,441.4 per 100,000 population. The in-
cidence of all diseases rose by 16.2 per-
cent to 135,954.7 per 100,000 popula-
tion. The general-to-primary incidence
ratio rose from 1.64-1.60 in 1994-1995 to
1.75 in 2005, which indicates that chron-
ic pathologies were more frequent.

A rise occurred in the following pri-
mary diseases between 1994 and 2005:
of the circulatory system (73.4 percent),
symptoms, signs and abnormal clini-
cal and laboratory findings, not else-
where classified (62.2 percent), neo-
plasms (58.7 percent), inborn anoma-
lies (23.7 percent), the musculoskeletal
system (40 percent), prenatal, natal and
neonatal diseases (37.6 percent), the uri-
nary system (27.7 percent), mental dis-
orders (38.1 percent), blood and blood-
forming organs (14.4 percent), the res-
piratory system (15.6 percent), skin and
subcutaneous tissue (12.1 percent), inju-
ries and poisonings (eight percent).

Infectious and parasitic diseases fell
by 25.3 percent and endocrine diseas-
es dropped by 20.3 percent in the same
period.

The total number of registered dis-
eases decreased to 219,308-217,884 in
2001-2002, but has been rising since
2003 to 221,630-238,341 registered cas-
es. The incidence rate has been rising in
the last six years and currently stands at
2,072-2,444.5 per 100,000 population.

Circulatory system diseases are the
leading cause of death accounting for
55.9 percent of all deaths. Hypertensive
diseases soared by 110 percent, acute
myocardial infarction by 67.4 percent
(130.7 per 100,000), cerebrovascular dis-
eases by 95.7 percent (552.4 per 100,000).
The number of newly diagnosed diseas-
es of the circulatory system rose by 3.6
percent in 2005 to 2,420.3 per 100,000
population.

Neoplasms, the second leading cause,
account for 13.1 percent of all deaths.
The number of newly diagnosed cases
surged by 9,000 during the 1990s.

Despite some success in fighting in-
fectious diseases, the incidence remains
high. Especially worrying are infectious
diseases that may be aggravated by soci-
oeconomic factors, especially tubercu-
losis. Tuberculosis is a sociobiological
phenomenon responsive to social pertur-
bations, economic depression and poor
living standards. The incidence rate of
active TB increased from 33.7 cases per
100,000 population in 1992 to 54.3 cas-
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es in 2005. However, the reported inci-
dence rates do not include disease re-
lapses, therefore the statistics do not re-
flect the real picture. Data from one dis-
trict in Minsk show a rise in TB relaps-
es from nine in 88 patients in 2003, to
25 in 93 patients in 2004, and 23 in 78
patients in 2005. The health ministry’s
data also do not include TB cases among
the prison population.

Data from the health ministry, the
prison system and recurrent TB cas-
es combined produce a catastrophic
picture.

Experts note a rise in the rate of
acutely progressive and destructive
strains which are difficult to treat. In
addition, there has been an increase in
the incidence of drug-resistant strains.
The tuberculosis mortality rate rose
from four to five patients per 100,000
in the late 1980s and early 1990s to
12.1 in 2005. The number of TB cases
in children rose sharply since the ear-
ly 1990s.

In 2004, the government made a con-
troversial decision to distribute medi-
cines to TB patients through pharma-
cies. Before the decision was taken,
patients received drugs at TB clinics,
whereas now they have to take a pre-
scription at the clinic first, and then go
to a pharmacy to pick up the prescribed
drugs. At pharmacies they often wait
in the line putting other people at risk.
The government made the decision in
an effort to fight corruption, but in fact
it helps spread the disease.

Sexually transmitted diseases also
soared during the economic decline in
the early 1990s. The syphilis incidence
rate jumped 40-fold from 5.2 cases per
100,000 population in 1991 to 210.9 cas-
es in 1996. The incidence rate has been
falling since 1997 to 32.7 cases in 2005
(41.4 in 2004).

Not a single case of anthrax or tu-
laremia has been reported in the coun-
try for many years, and no cases of po-
lio have been registered since 2001.
There have been few cases of typhoid,
brucellosis, tetanus, and rabies. The
incidence of measles plunged in the
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last ten years with only one case regis-
tered in 2005.

A rise in diphtheria registered in the
late 1980s is attributable to immune sys-
tem suppression. The disease peaked in
1995 with 322 cases (3.1 per 100,000
population). The incidence fell by 2000.
In 2005, 11 cases were reported (0.1 per
100,000 people).

Acute intestinal infections have been
decreasing in the last few years. The in-
cidence of viral hepatitis rose from 68.5
cases per 100,000 in 1994 to 110.4 in
2001, but was reduced to 12.2 cases per
100,000 people in 2005.

The total number of suicides was
3,450 in 2003, 3,298 in 2004, and 3,005
in 2005.

Alcohol abuse - biggest
social problem

A serious problem in Belarus is alcohol
and drug abuse, and smoking. In 2005,
the annual per capita consumption of lig-
uor exceeded 9.31 per person, which ex-
perts of the World Health Organization
(WHO) believe may affect the nation’s
gene pool and cause degeneration (for
comparison, the Belarusians consumed
6.71 of alcohol per capita in 1995).

The incidence of chronic alcohol-
ism and alcoholic psychosis soared by
46.3 percent from 1994 to 2005 (from
1,166.8 to 1,803.3 per 100,000 popula-
tion). Belarus’ alcohol and substance
abuse treatment facilities registered
172,000 people addicted to alcohol. The
number of addicts is rising by seven per-
cent a year. In the last five years, the to-
tal number rose by 49,200.

Especially worrying has been the
increasing number of women (who ac-
count for 14.4 percent of all registered
alcoholics) and teenagers abusing alco-
hol. Addiction treatment facilities cur-
rently supervise 25,500 legal minors be-
lieved to abuse alcohol. The number of
minors under supervision jumped three-
fold in the last eight years. Most teen-
agers start drinking at the age of 13 to
16 years. As many as 1,590 Belarusians
died of alcohol poisoning in the first six
months of 2006.

The real consumption and numbers
of alcohol edicts are much higher than
the officially reported data, which do
not include the consumption of fake
brand and homemade alcoholic bev-
erages. Researchers found that people
who have drinking problems mostly
consume self-made alcoholic beverages.
The unreported consumption of liquor

Alcohol is the major life style problem in Belarus.
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accounted for 41.5 to 55 percent of the
official consumption in various years.
Research suggests that Belarus’ shad-
ow liquor market is comparable with
official sales. Illegally sold liquors are
mostly low quality homemade beverag-
es that cause great harm to physical and
mental health.

There is a stereotype in the mass
consciousness and human culture, espe-
cially among young people, that drink-
ing is a social and cultural tradition, or
a kind of ritual. Social psychology and
beliefs contribute to the growing alco-
hol abuse.

The government of Belarus has been
implementing a program to prevent and
fight alcohol abuse for 2006 through
2010. This is the second program; the
first one ran from 2000 to 2005.

In one of its latest moves, the gov-
ernment has recently launched a com-
pulsory treatment program for alcohol-
ics. Subject to compulsory treatment
are persons diagnosed with alcohol-
ism. Doctors refer diagnoses to the po-
lice who request courts to issue compul-
sory treatment orders.

Alcohol-related deaths doubled since
1990 to 4,705 in 2005 (48.1 cases per
100,000 population) with men account-
ing for 77 percent.

Drugs: New plague

Along with the rising alcohol abuse, a
sharp increase has been reported in the
number of illicit drug users. There were
just 70 officially registered drug addicts
in Belarus 20 years ago. Official num-
bers rise at an average pace of 36 per-
cent a year with addiction among legal
minors rising by 50 percent. The actu-
al number is 10 to 15 times higher. The
largest number of drug addicts is reg-
istered in the city of Svetlahorsk, fol-
lowed by Minsk.

More people have been using hard
drugs lately. Although opium remains
the drug of choice for about 78 percent of
users, hashish and marijuana were wide-
ly used in the 1990s, while the use of co-
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caine and heroin has been on the rise in
the last few years. Youths predominant-
ly use synthetic drugs like amphetamine
at discotheques and nightclubs.

The number of drug-related crimes
jumped 11-fold in the last 10 years, ris-
ing by 30 to 40 percent a year.

In January 2003, the government in-
troduced tougher punishment for illicit
drug trafficking. Under Article 328 of
the Criminal Code, illicit drug produc-
tion, processing, purchase, possession
and trafficking is punishable by a prison
sentence of up to 15 years. There is no
punishment for the use of drugs.

The main problem in treating drug
addition is that around 80 percent of
users referred for treatment and reha-
bilitation come with a strong depend-
ency. Only 20 percent of all discovered
cases involve people who occasional-
ly use drugs and have not developed
dependency.

Addiction to medicinal drugs, glues
and solvents was also a problem in the
early 1990s. The number of registered
addicts rose to 570, including 252 legal
minors, in 1990. Cases were falling by
15 percent a year in the next five years
to 282 users in 1995, but started rising
in 1996 by 36 percent a year on aver-
age with addiction among legal minors
spreading at a rate of 74 percent.

Most glue/solvent and medical drug
abusers later become addicted to illic-
it drugs.

HIV/AIDS

The spread of HIV/AIDS is directly de-
pendent on the spread of drug abuse. To
slow the spread of HIV/AIDS the gov-
ernment needs to limit the use of nar-
cotic drugs for non-medical purposes.
The first HIV infection case was regis-
tered in Belarus in 1987. The infection
rate was low until 1995. The country’s
health services registered 7,703 HIV
cases (79 per 100,000 population) as of
December 1, 2006.

Some physicians say Belarus may
have three to four times its official-

ly stated number of cases. Experts say
that HIV infection engulfs new territo-
ries spreading from cities to rural areas
and affecting people who do not use in-
travenous drugs. Many people contract
HIV through sexual intercourse, for in-
stance with infected drug users.

The HIV infection rate has been rel-
atively flat in the last few years with 710
to 780 new cases registered annually, re-
ported the UN. Most cases are registered
in the Homiel region (4,211), followed by
Minsk city (1,103) and the Minsk region
(900). The Hrodna region is the least af-
fected. Intravenous drug injections are
the main way of HIV transmission, ac-
counting for 63.8 percent of all cases.

The proportion of people contract-
ing the virus through sexual contact rose
from 49.7 percent in 2004 to 57.2 percent
in 2005 and 63 percent in 2006.

Most of the infected, 5,746 or 74.6
percent, are young people aged between
15 and 29.

However the proportion of this age
group shrank between 1996 and 2005
from 24.4 percent of new cases regis-
tered in 1996 to 4.5 percent of new cas-
es in 2005, and 2.8 percent of new cases
reported in the first 11 months of 2006.
The decline is attributable to aware-
ness campaigns targeting young peo-
ple. A special course on AIDS preven-
tion was introduced in the curricula of
vocational and technical schools and
universities.

Women accounted for 33.6 percent
(2,588) of the diagnosed HIV cases and
men for 66.4 percent (5,115).

Of the 938 HIV patients who have
died in Belarus, 699 (74.5 percent) were
drug users.

Smoking

With 42 percent (64 percent of men
and 19 percent of women), Belarus has
a higher proportion of smokers than
Russia (37 percent), Ukraine (36 percent)
and Japan (31 percent), the UK (25 per-
cent), Spain (21 percent) and the United
States (22 percent). The ratio of smokers
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under 40 has risen from 45 percent to 70
percent in the last few years.

The Ministry of Health found that
there are more smokers among agri-
cultural workers, vocational school
students, the unemployed and civil
servants.

Cigarette smoking reportedly caused
101,000 of the 338,000 cancer cases
registered in the country in the last 10
years.

The government has recently tight-
ened cigarette sale rules, banning store-
owners from keeping cigarettes on self-
service counters. The vendors are re-
quired to make sure that cigarettes are
not sold to youths under 18.

Anti-smoking efforts were part of
the government’s program to promote
healthy lifestyles for the period from
2002 to 2006. The program helped raise
the proportion of people who consider
healthy lifestyles prestigious and fash-
ionable from 69 percent of youths and
65.5 percent of the population in 2001
to 85 percent of youths and 72 percent
of the population in 2006, according to
official data.

Polls found that most Belarusians
have a negative attitude to smoking with
61.6 percent supporting a ban on smok-
ing in public places.

The government plans to gradually
impose a complete ban on tobacco ad-
vertising between 2006 and 2010.

Chornobyl

Belarus still grapples with the conse-
quences of the Chornobyl nuclear acci-
dent. The government says it has tack-
led most of the Chornobyl-related prob-
lems and plays down health effects of the
disaster. Since the general public is less
concerned about the problem, the gov-
ernment also overlooks it.

It implements relatively cheap pro-
grams to rehabilitate the contaminat-
ed areas and the affected population.
Officials repeatedly make statements
that people can live safely in the con-
taminated areas and even grow crops
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and cattle. The government cuts spend-
ing on Chornobyl programs every year,
as well as benefits for victims of the
accident and participants in the site
clean-up operation conducted imme-
diately after the explosion. In addi-
tion, the government has established
a monopoly on assistance to the af-
fected areas.
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Many of the Belarusians’ health
problems have social roots. Despite
some welcome trends, the incidence of
so-called social diseases (tuberculosis,
sexually transmitted diseases, alcohol
and drug abuse) remains high. Non-in-
fectious chronic diseases (heart illness-
es and neoplasms) continue to rise un-
abatedly. The nation suffers considera-

Chornobyl contaminated vast zones in the South East of Belarus.
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ble economic losses as a result of acci-
dents resulting in disabilities and inju-
ries, and also because of a high death
rate. Drug and alcohol abuse aggravates
the crime situation.

The rise in the number of people ad-
dicted to drugs and alcohol is attributa-
ble to the poor social conditions existing
in the country for many years.
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Analysis of the 2006
Political Campaign

1. The internal political
situation in the country
in the run up to the
election

Government

While preparing for his re-election
for a third successive term, LukaSenka
made a considerable effort to consoli-
date his executive “vertical” and to test
civil servants (especially members of
the law enforcement and security agen-
cies) for loyalty. He raised the salaries
of officials, assessed their loyalty or
disloyalty in public statements, and or-
dered multiple inspections of govern-
ment institutions.

The 2004 election and referendum
had been a loyalty test for the Lukasenka
“vertical”. Following the election, some
civil servants and several executive gov-
ernment officials were replaced with
more reliable persons after they failed to
meet requirements (failure to deny reg-
istration to some aspirants or help gov-
ernment-backed candidates win the elec-
tion, failure to ensure a government-set

early voting turnout limit or forge pro-
tocols on election results).

Hundreds of non-governmental or-
ganisations were closed down under var-
ious pretexts in the period between the
2001 and 2006 presidential elections.
Among the targeted NGOs were nearly
all human rights groups, resource cen-
tres and organisations dealing with sen-
sitive social issues. The crackdown on
the civic sector included an unprece-
dented move to tighten legislation gov-
erning the NGOs. For instance, the gov-
ernment introduced a law that makes it
a crime to be a member of an unregis-
tered organisation.

To replace independent NGOs the
authorities formed surrogate organisa-
tions to create an outward impression of
a developed civic society in the coun-
try. The government invented and in-
troduced the term “state non-govern-
mental associations.” The most notable
example was the establishment of the
national youth organisation called the
Belarusian National Youth Union. Such
organisations are funded by the govern-
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ment and, in reality, are part of the state
apparatus. Later it became clear that the
organisations were set up to rally pub-
lic support for Lukasenka and to aggres-
sively criticise the opponents of his re-
election bid.

The authorities also targeted inde-
pendent media outlets. As part of the
preparations for the election campaign,
the authorities shifted focus from ef-
forts to hamper the operation of non-
state media (unfounded accreditation
denials, administrative pressure on ad-
vertisers, lawsuits, measures to give
the state media an economic advantage
over their non-state competitors) to at-
tempts to block their operation com-
pletely. The clearest manifestation of
this shift was the refusal by state-con-
trolled distribution monopolies to con-
tinue to distribute nearly all major non-
state periodicals.

During these four to five years, the
authorities launched four new state tel-
evision channels, including a satellite
channel available in dozens of countries,
and built up radio broadcasting capabil-
ities. The government tasked local au-
thorities with increasing the circulation
of pro-presidential newspapers through
making subscription obligatory for lo-
cal residents.
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A huge ideology and propaganda
staff was involved in an effort to brain-
wash workers and employees at enter-
prises, establishments and organisa-
tions. An ideology course was intro-
duced in all government-controlled ed-
ucation establishments (the few remain-
ing independent schools had been shut
down, or forced to go underground or
in exile). State ideology textbooks were
introduced which play down the pre-
Soviet history of Belarus and highlight
the current achievements and the role of
Alaksandr LukaSenka.

The government’s strategy before the
2004-2006 elections included many oth-
er measures such as the signing of new
“crucial” “Union State” agreements with
Russia, ambitious economic and space
projects. No funds were spared for the
purpose. This is evidence of concern and
anxiety of LukaSenka and his entourage
about the election outcome. Independent
polls suggested, and Lukasenka image-
makers realised, that a campaign based
on traditional demagogy could fail.

Opposition

Regretfully, the 2004 election cam-
paign did not result in the establishment
of a consolidated pro-democracy coali-

tion. Even politicians within the most
influential coalition Five Plus (formed
of the BPF, BPC, UCP, BSDH, BPL and
several large NGOs) could not agree on a
common list of candidates. Minor differ-
ences prevented member organisations
from a greater level of consolidation.

Apart from Five Plus candidates,
running for parliamentary seats were
members of the European Coalition
led by Mikataj Statkievi¢ (which joined
the united coalition of pro-democ-
racy forces only after the 2004 elec-
tion); the Belarusian Social Democratic
Party “Hramada,” which later elect-
ed Alaksandr Kazulin as its chairman;
several politicians who sought nation-
al leadership; and independent candi-
dates. All of the mentioned contenders
positioned themselves as opponents of
the government. This disorientated the
electorate and damaged the image of the
opposition, especially among the unde-
cided voters.

Opposition forces failed to unite
even after Lukasenka announced a refer-
endum to coincide with the parliamenta-
ry elections that would enable him to run
for a third presidential term. Moreover,
some opposition contenders ignored the
authorities’ preparations for the referen-
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At the end of 2005, the Congress of Democratic Forces elected Alaksandr Milinkievi¢
(center) a common candidate in the presidential election.
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dum, failing to raise the issue with vot-
ers in their public speeches, most likely
in an effort to concentrate on their par-
liamentary campaign.

Candidates’ meetings with voters
proved the need for the personification
of an alternative to the incumbent pres-
ident. One of the questions voters asked
almost at every meeting was “If not him
[Lukasenka], then who else?”” The oppo-
sition faced a challenge to answer that
question as soon as possible. Despite
differences over a common list of par-
liamentary candidates, good person-
al relations among the leaders of major
opposition political parties and NGOs,
their responsible approach and experi-
ence, gave hope for an agreement on a
common leader.

2. Opponents elect
leader of united pro-
democracy forces

Preparations
The two major opposition groupings,

Five Plus and the European Coalition,

united shortly after the 2004 presiden-

tial election. They set up the Political

Council, a joint body formed of the lead-

ers of the ten member organisations,

each represented by one person.

The coalition declared that its long-
term objective was to defeat the dictator-
ship and put Belarus on a civilised path,
while the short-term goal was to elect a
common challenger to Lukasenka.

The coalition leaders considered
two options:

» electing a common candidate in
a vote involving members of the
Political Council;

+ electing a common pro-democra-
cy candidate at a general congress
whose delegates are to be selected
by representatives of the public.
Both options had more positive and

more negative aspects. The election

of a candidate by the coalition leaders
would take less time and resources. But
it would inevitably raise doubts about
the legitimacy of the leader elected this
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way. Regional leaders, NGOs and oth-
er entities that would not be involved
in the selection process could reject the
choice for various reasons, while other
opposition politicians with presidential
ambitions could still receive considera-
ble support. Therefore, this option would
not help limit the number of opposition
contenders.

After a brief discussion, the coali-
tion leaders agreed to hold a Congress
of Pro-Democracy Forces so that rank
and file activists would have an oppor-
tunity to take part in the selection proc-
ess along with prominent politicians,
former MPs and established NGO lead-
ers. As part of this process, about 100
conferences were held in districts across
the country with 25 to 100 voters in at-
tendance to nominate delegates to the
congress.

Under the rules of procedure ap-
proved by the Political Council, aspir-
ants for the role of a common presiden-
tial candidate could be proposed by the
political parties affiliated with the co-
alition and at regional conferences of
pro-democracy activists. Four aspirants
were nominated:

» Siarhiej Kalakin, leader of the
Belarusian Party of Communists
(BPC), was put forward by the BPC
and participants in conferences held
in the Brest, Viciebsk and Minsk re-
gions and the city of Minsk;

¢ Anatol Labiedzka, chairman of the
United Civic Party (UCP), was nomi-
nated by the UCP and participants in
conferences held in Brest and Minsk
regions and the city of Minsk;

¢ Alaksandr Milinkievi¢, an NGO
leader, was named by the Belarusian
Green Party, and received endorse-
ments of the Belarusian Popular
Front (BPF), the Belarusian Women'’s
Party “Nadzieja,” the non-registered
Party of Freedom and Progress, the
non-registered Belarusian Social
Democratic Party “Narodnaya
Hramada,” and participants in the
conferences held in Brest, Viciebsk,
Hrodna, Homiel and Mahilou re-
gions and the city of Minsk;

« Stanislau Suskevi¢, chairman of
the Belarusian Social Democratic
Hramada (BSDH), was put forward
by the BSDH and participants in con-
ferences held in Hrodna and Minsk
regions and the city of Minsk.

The aspirants signed a political
agreement in which they pledged to
restrain their presidential ambitions
and back a common candidate that was
to be elected at the Congress of Pro-
Democracy Forces.

Other politicians, including Valery
Fratou, Alaksandr Vajtovi¢, Uladzimir
Kotas and Alaksandr Jarasuk, also an-
nounced their presidential bids. They
were offered to compete for the role of
a common candidate on the basis of the
coalition-established rules. They at-
tempted to have their names included
on regional conference ballots, but re-
fused to sign the political agreement.
For that reason, their names were not en-
tered on ballot papers, as a rule. Later,
after the election date was announced,
some of these politicians unsuccessful-
ly attempted to coliect ballot-access sig-
natures in order to register for the pres-
idential race.

The Belarusian Social Democratic
Party “Hramada” (BSDP) sent delegates
to the congress but refused to recognise
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Siarhej Kalakin, communist leader.
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its results. It named Alaksandr Kazulin
as its presidential candidate instead.

The main contenders for the coali-
tion leadership did not have big differ-
ences over election procedures. They ar-
gued about a date of the congress and a
deadline for selecting a common candi-
date. Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ and his sup-
porters insisted on selecting a coalition
leader as soon as possible. They want-
ed the congress to be held in May 2005,
and later accepted July as the deadline.
Meanwhile, Anatol Labiedzka and his
supporters said there was no rush sug-
gesting that the event could be held as
late as February 2006. Further develop-
ments proved absurdity of the idea.

The urgency to hold the congress
was explained by several circumstances.
Firstly, the election of a common candi-
date was not a broad public process, but
an internal matter of the opposition. The
congress was to be followed by a national
social campaign to mobilise as many peo-
ple as possible for the forthcoming elec-
tion. That would enable the coalition to
form a single team before the start of the
campaign and see it in action. Secondly,
after selecting a common candidate the
opposition coalition would be able to
concentrate efforts on finding resources
for the forthcoming campaign. Thirdly,
the authorities could announce an early
election. In the end, Lukasenka did de-
cide to set the election date for March in-
stead of July 2006, which threw in dis-
array the opposition’s election campaign
preparation plans. Unjustified delays in
holding the congress proved to be the co-
alition’s strategic mistake that could not
be corrected.

Congress of Pro-Democracy Forces
The Congress of Pro-Democracy
Forces was held in Minsk on October
1 and 2, 2005. Some 800 delegates ap-
proved a political platform and sev-
eral other papers related to the forth-
coming presidential election. The main
agenda item was the election of pro-
democracy forces’ common challeng-
er to Alaksandr LukaSenka. Alaksandr
Milinkievi¢, an aspirant without party
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Alaksandr Milinkievi¢

affiliation, gained more votes than his
two rivals (Stanislau Suskevi¢ withdrew
his candidacy). Milinkievi¢’s rivals con-
gratulated him on the victory and pub-
licly pledged to work for success of his
campaign. The congress was covered by
Belarusian independent and foreign me-
dia, raising an interest in opposition ac-
tivity in Belarus that had not been gen-
erated for many years.

The excellent organisation of the
congress and its unifying purpose in-
spired optimism in the overwhelming
majority of the opposition supporters.
Opposition parties and groups proved
capable of unifying and abandoning
some of their own vested interests for
the common cause. Milinkievi¢ was
the first leader elected on the basis of a
transparent and democratic procedure
where all politicians who considered a
possible presidential bid had an oppor-
tunity to compete for the role.

The leaders of all political parties in-
volved in the process had adopted com-
mon rules and pledged to recognize the
results of the congress in order to keep
unity in their ranks. In addition, the
mutually accepted procedures helped
to limit the number of opposition presi-
dential candidates. This was one of the
main results of the congress.
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Regretfully, not all prominent
opposition figures subscribed to
the coalition’s rules. Valery Fratou,
Alaksandr Vajtovi¢, Utadzimir Kotas
and Alaksandr Jarasuk (who also un-
successfully sought presidential nomi-
nation in the 2001 election) attempted
to get involved in the selection process
and compete for nomination. They pro-
posed themselves at regional confer-
ences and had a chance to have their
nomination bid endorsed by local ac-
tivists, but they refused to sign the
political agreement that would com-
mit them to comply with the congress
decisions.

Utadzimir Kotas finally accept-
ed the congress results, promising to
work for the coalition. Valery Fratou
and Alaksandr Vajtovi¢ subsequently
made unsuccessful attempts to register
as presidential candidates.

The main achievements of the con-
gress were:

* the election of the common presiden-
tial candidate whose legitimacy was
guaranteed by transparent democrat-
ic procedures;

» the consent of leading opposition
figures with presidential ambitions
to work toward success of the com-
mon presidential candidate;

87

» the congress received much cover-
age in Belarusian independent and
foreign media;

+ preparations for the congress were a
test for the opposition’s local branch-
es in the run-up to the presidential
election;

» the congress inspired confidence
in the opposition coalition and op-
timism in potential opposition
supporters.

On the other hand, the congress had
some shortcomings. Preparations of
the congress required considerable hu-
man and financial resources. The wider
public was not involved in the selection
process; it was an internal matter of the
opposition. The Political Council failed
to persuade all possible presidential
bidders to take part in the congress and
back the common candidate; some poli-
ticians did not recognise its results.

Some members of the political par-
ties, whose leaders were defeated at the
congress, were reluctant to work in the
common candidate’s team. For instance,
the UCP branch in the Hrodna region
refused to join in. There were frictions
among representatives of various po-
litical groups in the Mahilou region.
There were small tensions in other are-
as as well, mainly attributable to loose
party discipline. But the problems were
insignificant compared to the achieve-
ments of the congress.

3. 2006 election

Preparations

Immediately after the congress
Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ held talks with
his former rivals Anatol Labiedzka
and Siarhiej Kalakin. By mutual con-
sent, Labiedzka was named chair-
man of the National Committee and
Kalakin was appointed as the manager
of Milinkievi¢’s presidential campaign.
The appointments were based on recom-
mendations of most coalition partners
and the politicians’ qualities.

The National Committee, which
was yet to be formed, was tasked with
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drafting the programme documents for

the pro-democracy coalition and de-

veloping a strategy for Belarus without

LukaSenka at the helm.

The campaign headquarters being
formed at the time was to work toward
the following targets:

Before the president calls the
election:

» atleast 60 percent of the voters should
be able to recognise Milinkievic;

* 20 to 25 percent of the voters should
support Milinkievic;

» atleast 10,000 activists should join
Milinkievi¢’s campaign team;

* 800,000 petitions of voters to the
candidate are to be collected through
regional chapters of political parties
and NGOs.

After the official start of the election
process the coalition planned to:

* propose members of the pro-democ-
racy coalition to every election com-
mission (at least 7,000 people);

» collect at least 1 million ballot-ac-
cess signatures for Milinkievi¢;

* send pro-democracy coalition ob-
servers to every commission (at least
7,000 people);

» ensure that Milinkievi¢ gains more
than 50 percent of the vote on the
election day.

The coalition based all of its plans
and objectives on the expectation that
the president will set the election for July
in line with the law. The coalition adopt-
ed an action plan, estimated the cam-
paign budget and identified conditions
necessary for achieving the targets.

The headquarters began with mak-
ing arrangements for Milinkievi¢’s
tours of the large cities and his meet-
ings with voters. The objective was to
introduce Milinkievi¢, his team and
election platform to the public and en-
list new volunteers. Milinkievi¢’s cam-
paign tours, which continued almost
until the Election Day, were a big suc-
cess. His first meetings attracted a few
dozen voters, whereas later he gathered
much bigger crowds, for instance about
6,000 turned out for his campaign ral-
ly in Homiel.
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Alaksandr Kazulin tried to become the
third force, but he was imprisoned soon
after the election.

The authorities used various meth-
ods to disrupt his rallies such as the in-
timidation of voters, arrests of local ac-
tivists, pressure on the press covering
the rallies and power cuts in premis-
es where rallies were taking place.
However, these methods were ineffec-
tive because Milinkievi¢’s team main-
tained the initiative and conducted a
generally successful campaign.

At the same time, the National
Committee, formed as a matter of form
only and not properly staffed, was little
involved in the presidential campaign.
Its involvement was limited to a few
roundtable meetings.

Election campaign

In December, LukaSenka called an
early election. Clearly one of the main
reasons for this move was the rising sup-
port for Milinkievi¢ and his success in
rallying the pro-democracy forces. This
disrupted the strategic action plan of the
opposition which was based on the ex-
pectation that the election would be held
in June or July 2006. The authorities
seized the initiative, while the opposition
coalition had to adapt to the new condi-
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tions and revise its plan. The new plan

set out the following objectives:

* recognising that an election victory
remains an ultimate goal, it is nec-
essary to rally support of at least 30
percent of the voters;

* to prevent LukaSenka from gain-
ing more than 50 percent in the first
round and from rigging the vote;

* relying on support of the mass-
es to defend the real results of the
election.

The Lukasenka regime used strong-
arm methods from the beginning to the
end of the election campaign. Even those
pro-democracy activists who strictly
followed the electoral law came under
strong pressure. They were threatened
dismissal from work or expulsion from
universities; police visited private apart-
ments to warn activists against involve-
ment in anti-government activity. Police
illegally dispersed and detained activists
who collected ballot-access signatures
for the opposition candidates. Thugs bul-
lied and physically assaulted some ac-
tivists. Police ignored the election law,
seizing leaflets and other campaign ma-
terials legally printed for money provid-
ed by the central election commission.
Even the intervention of the central elec-
tion commission did not help stop har-
assment of Milinkievi¢ campaign activ-
ists. Dozens of local opposition leaders
were arrested and jailed on trumped-up
charges in the run-up to the election.

The campaign results should be as-
sessed taking into account the repres-
sive conditions in which it was conduct-
ed. The opposition coalition collected
about 200,000 voter signatures in support
of Milinkievi¢’s presidential bid, distrib-
uted 4 million copies of print materials
and special issues of independent news-
papers and staged several big campaign
rallies. The most significant events in-
cluded large campaign rallies held in cen-
tral Minsk on March 2 and in Homiel on
March 15, as well as a rock show staged
in a park in the suburbs of Minsk by the
Assembly of Pro-Democracy NGOs on
the eve of the election in the framework
of the “For Freedom” campaign.



Analysis of the 2006 Political Campaign

While planning their efforts, mem-
bers of Milinkievi¢’s team clearly realised
that it was impossible to defeat the au-
thoritarian regime by means of the elec-
tion only. The coalition planned to stage
mass protests against the authorities’ bla-
tantly aggressive attacks on the opposi-
tion and election fraud. The Milinkievi¢
election headquarters conducted a sepa-
rate campaign to inform the public of the
planned protests. Milinkievi¢ always con-
cluded his television and radio addresses
to voters with an appeal to his support-
ers to gather at Kastry¢nickaja Square at
8p.m. on March 19.

The campaign of the pro-democra-
cy coalition and Milinkievi¢’s election
headquarters had many shortcomings:
» Failure to foresee the possibility of

an early election. This strategic mis-

take threw the coalition’s plans in
disarray and gave a significant ad-
vantage to the authorities;

* Not all representatives of the pro-de-
mocracy forces accepted the choice
of Milinkievi€ as the coalition’s com-
mon presidential candidate. Some
party chapters stayed away from the
campaign;

* Some appointments to key posi-
tions in the campaign team were
influenced by the interests of or-
ganisations affiliated with the co-
alition, rather than being based on
professionalism;

* The coalition failed to create an at-
tractive picture of Belarus with-
out Lukasenka. Its declared pro-
gramme objectives did not contrast
sharply with what was proposed by
LukaSenka;

* The coalition failed to produce con-
clusive evidence of election fraud
such as results of opinion polls or
parallel vote tabulation. Without hard
facts many representatives of the
public questioned its demand for a
repeat election;

¢ The opposition’s strategic plan of
mass protests did not envisage vari-
ous possible scenarios.

There were additional small short-
comings, but on the whole the Political

Council was satisfied with the cam-
paign. Nearly 100 percent of voters knew
Milinkievi€. Support for Milinkievic¢
rose to a relatively high level and the
common opposition candidate acquired
a good reputation abroad. Without these
specific achievements it would pointless
to expect large numbers of voters to join
opposition protests.

Several initiatives were launched in
addition to Milinkievi¢’s election cam-
paign to encourage voters to support
the opposition candidate and join pro-
tests against election fraud. The most
notable campaigns were “For Freedom,”
“Chopi¢!” “Jeans Solidarity,” and “16.”
These efforts did not have a significant
effect on the election outcome, but some
of the activists involved played leading
roles in protests held in the wake of the
election. Other declared campaigns went
unnoticed.

Post-election

Milinkievi¢’s team realised that it
was impossible to change the situation in
the country through the elections itself.
During the decade prior to the election,
the regime had created a perfect vote
rigging mechanism. On the other hand,
it was obvious that mass protests would
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be impossible without the majority of
voters supporting democratic changes
in the country. Milinkievic’s election
headquarters took these circumstances
into consideration.

Within the opposition there were
many members who hoped to create an
illusion of victory without hard work.
They suggested that a victory could
be won by creating “a presence effect”
(by encouraging supporters to wear the
same colours and badges), staging cam-
paigns of resistance and blindly copy-
ing Ukrainian, Georgian, Kyrgyz and
Serbian experience. The politicians who
had such illusions ignored the big differ-
ences between the political, social and
economic situation in Belarus and coun-
tries where “colour revolutions” swept
away the ruling regimes.

It should be noted that some mem-
bers of Milinkievié’s team thought that
the campaign headquarters should not
be involved in staging mass protest, in
particular as people in charge of sepa-
rate mobilisation campaigns pledged to
do the job. Nevertheless, a majority of
the team members were involved in stag-
ing demonstrations and sought to coor-
dinate various groups working toward
the same goal. Members of Milinkievic’s

S G

Andrej Lankievi¢

Presidential election is always a major political event in Belarus.
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campaign staff believed that success was

possible on the following conditions:

1. The ideas of the opposition coalition
were shared by most voters. Firstly,
a minority group cannot overcome a
strong dictatorial regime. Secondly,
the Milinkievi¢’s team in princi-
ple did not plan to resort to violence
to overthrow the regime. It sought
an election conducted in line with
OSCE standards. This is why it re-
lied on peaceful demonstrations.

2. It was necessary to avoid clashes
with the police and the use of force
during mass protests in the run-up
and after the election. That would
help people overcome fear instilled
by the authorities and encourage
more voters to join protests. The au-
thorities attempted to provoke oppo-
sition supporters into violent actions
to justify the use of force against
demonstrators. The opposition did
not give them a chance to do it.

3. There must be adequate information
and technical support for protests.
Voters should be promptly and ac-
curately informed of developments
and conditions should be created at
protest sites to ensure a permanent
rise in the number of protesters. The
tent camp site was selected taking
into account this condition.

4. Protests must have a clear purpose.
The purpose of the post-election
protests was to force the authori-
ties to hold a repeat election. It was
necessary to provide conclusive ev-
idence of election fraud to persuade
voters.

5. All opposition groups must be guid-
ed by the same scenario. For that
purpose, members of Milinkievic’s
team held talks with Kazulin’s camp
and representatives of various civic
groups. The team’s plan was adjust-
ed in line with agreements reached
with other groups on the place and
time of the demonstration.

It was clear at the time that it would
be possible to shake the foundation of
the dictatorship and force the authori-
ties to call a repeat election only if pro-

tests intensified and spilled over to oth-
er cities. The opposition’s expectations
also appeared to be based on intuition,
rather than on accurate calculations or
scientific facts. The opposition knew
little about the public’s mood before the
Election Day.

For obvious reasons, the authori-
ties were afraid of possible protests.
Thousands of police and security forc-
es were deployed to the capital and an
unprecedented propaganda campaign
was launched to discourage voters from
taking part in protests. The prosecutor
general, the interior minister and the
KGB chairman appeared on television
on the eve of the election, threatening
those who would dare to protest with
the death penalty.

The demonstration began at § p.m.
on March 19. It attracted up to 15,000
people according to various estimates.
The crowd was big considering the au-
thorities’ effort to intimidate voters. But
the crowd was not big enough to keep
up pressure on the authorities. After a
rally that featured ali major opposition
politicians, opposition leaders urged the
protesters to disperse and return the fol-
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lowing evening. The opposition poli-
ticians hoped that the number of pro-
testers would increase dramatically af-
ter a peaceful rally. Efforts were made
to inform voters about the forthcom-
ing protest.

The opposition leaders were disap-
pointed to see fewer protesters com-
ing to the square on the following day.
However, this time opposition support-
ers did not disperse after the rally and
civic activists pitched up tents intend-
ing to keep a night vigil. Milinkievi¢’s
team brought a sound system for ampli-
fying speeches and patriotic music, but
it was unable to create minimal condi-
tions for protesters staying overnight.
Opposition activists and city residents
delivered food to the protesters.

Police used force to tear down the
tent camp in the early hours of March
23. Hundreds of protesters were ar-
rested, beaten and thrown in jail.
Demonstrations and rallies were held on
March 25, April 26 and May 1. After the
March 25 rally, Alaksandr Kazulin led
hundreds of protesters headed for a city
jail, where the demonstrators arrested in
the tent camp were held. Police used bru-
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Opposition meeting, 19 of March, 2006.

tal force to disperse the crowd and ar-
rested the former presidential candidate.
Kazulin has been in jail ever since.

The protests by selfless people
from across the country, mostly youths,
caused far-reaching repercussions and
received much coverage, especially in
the foreign media. Belarus’ state-con-
trolled media launched a massive mud-
slinging campaign against the demon-
strators using lies and set-ups. They par-
tially succeeded as protests began to run
out of steam.

The protests attained their objec-
tive. The opposition did not win, but it
showed a strong will to resist to injus-
tice and election fraud. Lukasenka had
to take unprecedented tough measures
to quell protests, which exposed the real
nature of his regime. The opposition co-
alition emerged from the tussle more
consolidated. After the end of the pro-

tests, it appeared that the authorities did
not know what to do for quite a while,
and LukaSenka disappeared from tele-
vision screens. His first public appear-
ance proved that he had taken a break
due to stress.

Opposition following the election

In the period immediately after the
election, the Belarusian opposition re-
mained more or less united in compar-
ison to the same period following the
2001 presidential election. It appeared
Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ had emerged as a
leader whose legitimacy was established
through an election on the basis of demo-
cratic procedures. His election campaign
and protests in the wake of the election
testified to the ability of people and or-
ganisations involved to work efficiently.
As a result, many voters had overcome
fear and are full of positive energy.

Andrej Lankievi¢

Despite the defeat, members of the
opposition did not feel depressed or con-
fused. The election campaign had helped
involve new people in politics and form
an expanded civic society network ca-
pable of conducting nationwide politi-
cal, information, social and other cam-
paigns that reach various areas of the
country.

However the benefits that came from
the election were at risk of being lost be-
cause of risks and threats coming from
within the opposition.

Firstly, some partners in the coalition
became more self-centred and sought
to advance their specific interests. In
particular, members of the UCP made
statements that their party can exist on
its own. In addition, many UCP activ-
ists, including regional leaders, did not
recognise Milinkievié’s election as the
common candidate and did not take part
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in his election campaign. After the elec-
tion, they severely criticised the conduct
of the campaign and still remain resent-
ful of Milinkievi¢’s authority. Similar
trends also came from other parties af-
filiated with the coalition. It was feared
that attempts would also be made to split
the coalition from the outside.

Secondly, the coalition leaders were
reluctant to admit new members and
partner organisations. This may weak-
en the opposition and lead to the estab-
lishment of new political centres.

Thirdly, ambitions of the leaders of
political parties continued to be a prob-
lem. Some of the leaders declared that
Milinkievié¢’s mandate as leader of pro-
democracy forces was limited to the
presidential election. There were con-
cerns that attempts to install a new lead-
er may ruin the coalition and the oppo-
sition will find itself in the same condi-
tion it was in 2001.

Fourthly, the reorganisation of the coa-
lition is likely to take a long time. The co-
alition has become less active than during
the presidential campaign and some mem-
bers are growing disheartened. Only vig-
orous efforts to address problems of spe-
cific groups or the entire nation can help
boost people’s confidence in the opposi-
tion. These efforts cannot be replaced with
internal opposition activity, including new
congresses. It is time to understand that
voters do not take interest in the structure
of the opposition bureaucracy, but they
may be annoyed by disagreements over
the matter. The reorganisation plays into
the hands of politicians who seek to regain
leading positions in the coalition.

Mentioned above were the most ob-
vious internal problems and contradic-
tions observed in the pro-democracy co-
alition. The opposition’s future largely
depends on how it will be able to cope
with these problems.

Viktar Karniajenka
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“For Freedom!”

Campaign

Sociological background

Compared to other elections, the ac-
tive phase of the civic campaign “For
Freedom!” began quite late, after the
authorities had announced the presiden-
tial election date on December 16, 2005.
The campaign began on December 25
with the publication of a special issue
of the newspaper Narodnaja vola that
declared 2006 the Year of Freedom and
ran an interview with opposition chal-
lenger Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ head-
lined “A free election is a path to free
Belarus”.

The late start of the campaign was
linked to a new approach to planning.
It was almost the first time in the histo-
ry of Belarus’ civic and political organ-
izations that a plan emerged as a result
of teamwork involving researchers, ana-
lysts and civic campaign managers, and
was not based on speculations. The “For
Freedom!” plan was based on an anal-
ysis of opinion polls that demonstrated
the need for civic organizations to adopt
a new approach under the authoritarian
conditions in Belarus.

Preparations for the campaign began
in early 2005 with a series of surveys.

Focus groups were held in March
and May 2005 with representatives from

various walks of life. The researchers
found that Belarus lacked a single social
group capable of spearheading changes.
Belarus also lacked a single thorny is-
sue that could be used to rally support
for an opposition candidate. People were
mostly concerned with social and eco-
nomic issues, but they expected those is-
sues to be addressed by the government
in office at the time, rather than by new
authorities. Most people considered the
political regime as something that they
were not in a position to change. People
associated the regime with stability and
socioeconomic predictability and sup-
ported it despite its undemocratic be-
haviour. Therefore, a platform focusing
on social and economic issues could not
rally enough support to change the po-
litical regime.

However, various groups included
people critical of the government. Their
disapproval stemmed from the non-ac-
ceptance of values imposed by the re-
gime, but had nothing to do with the au-
thorities’ socioeconomic policies. The
authoritarian government and its total-
itarian ideology conflicted with voters’
outlook on life. The political campaign
could therefore draw on the conflict of
values. It was a matter of principle for
the most active representatives of vari-

ous groups who were ready to stand up
for their interests. They accounted for up
to 10 percent of the population. A mod-
erate and indecisive campaign with a fo-
cus on socioeconomic issues could dis-
courage them from supporting a polit-
ical alternative. The researchers called
this group “radicals”, but it was not a
good term because of possible associa-
tion with “political radicalism”.

The campaign organizers agreed
to rely on the radicals, a minority who
supported different values to those im-
posed by the regime. But did that ap-
proach give a chance of victory? The re-
liance on a minority seems to doom any
strategy for electoral victory to failure.
But Belarus had had no free elections
for a decade. Opinion polls conduct-
ed in spring 2005 found that 49 percent
did not expect the coming election to be
free or fair (the percentage dropped dur-
ing the election campaign stage). These
people might have supported the active
minority. Around one third of the popu-
lation were in favour of political chang-
es, but only a small fraction were ready
for active steps. The passive majority,
who realized that elections would be
unfair, seemed to be leaning toward the
strong, active and consolidated minori-
ty. Moreover, the passive majority was
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expected to grow more sympathetic to
the values of the minority. According to
Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,
when the lower need (socioeconomic
in the case of Belarus) has been satis-
fied, one moves to the next higher lev-
el. Therefore, the role of spiritual values
was likely to increase.

The social situation in Belarus at the
time rendered ineffective strategies tar-
geting undecided voters such as the ones
that had been used during the opposi-
tion’s previous campaigns. Earlier expe-
rience showed that it was impossible to
effectively reach and win over undecid-
ed voters using the limited means avail-
able to disseminate information because
of the massive government propaganda.
The undecided majority would lean to-
ward pro-democracy groups sooner if
they displayed their strength. Thus, the
campaign organizers agreed to work
with the active minority and prepare for
mass protests against election fraud.

The campaign was aimed at bring-
ing about changes through public dis-
obedience and resistance to electoral
fraud based on the presumption that an
opposition challenger had no chance to
win an election that was unlikely to be
free or fair.

Most civic activists and leaders ap-
proved the campaign concept during
discussions.

A Belarusian-Slovak working
group developed the campaign theo-
ry in cooperation with the Assembly
of Non-Governmental Pro-Democracy
Organizations of Belarus. The group
was responsible for strategic planning,
while the Assembly was responsible for
carrying out the campaign. This model
of communication between NGOs and
experts proved effective.

After the concept of targeting the
minority had been accepted as the meth-
odological basis, experts needed to pick
a value that could consolidate active
members of the public. Surveys found
that freedom was the top value for most
representatives of the target group.

Various people naturally differ on
what they believe constitutes freedom.

Some want freedom to travel abroad, re-
ceive information, publicly express their
opinion on political issues, earn money,
change jobs and place of residence, free-
dom from ideological control, freedom
to receive instruction in the Belarusian
language etc. Despite the different inter-
pretations of freedom, hundreds of thou-
sands of radicals felt a lack of freedom.
That placed freedom in contraposition
to the LukaSenka government’s ideol-
ogy. Freedom was something that the
dictator’s rhetoric could never use to its
advantage unlike, for instance, the idea
of independence, which Lukasenka ex-
ploited during his last presidential cam-
paign. The idea of freedom, rather than
leftist or rightist platforms, could unite
the fragmented active minority in an ef-
fort to defend freedom, which they saw
as their basic need.

Once the campaign organizers had
identified the keynote, they needed to
find human and organizational resourc-
es to launch the campaign, expecting
the free non-partisan radicals to take
up the initiative. The civic liberation
action was expected to unfold in three
stages — 1) civic activists — 2) a poten-
tially active minority — 3) a majority.
The organizers hoped to create a snow-
bali effect, expecting civic activists to
be the nucleus that would trigger mass
movement. The campaign was to in-
volve a large number of civic activ-
ists to be conducted on a national scale.
Multiple meetings and consultations
were held in late 2005 to draw activ-
ists. Many members of the Assembly
of Non-Governmental Pro-Democracy
Organizations of Belarus supported the
“For Freedom!” concept.

Role in a broader context

In 2005 and 2006, it was impossible to
organize a classic “non-political” civic
drive to boost the presidential campaign
of an opposition candidate. Independent
election observation was impossible.
There was no need to urge voters to go
to the polls because the government
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used its muscle to ensure a high turn-
out. Human and organizational resourc-
es were scarce to conduct a large-scale
negative campaign against Lukasenka.
The teams of both opposition candidates
engaged in negative campaigning, espe-
cially that of Alaksandr Kazulin. In ad-
dition, some voters were turned off by
the obtrusive pro-Lukasenka propagan-
da in the state media.

Civic organizations had little influ-
ence on the political campaign. Their in-
volvement was limited to participation in
the Congress of Pro-Democracy Forces
whose delegates elected Alaksandr
Milinkievi€ as their common challeng-
er to Lukasenka. Obviously, many ac-
tivists of NGOs, especially those affili-
ated with the Belarusian Association of
Resource Centres, worked with region-
al headquarters of the opposition can-
didate, and even constituted the skele-
ton personnel, but they did not represent
any specific political force. Attempts by
NGO activists and leaders to influence
political decisions of the opposition coa-
lition and its candidate produced a “lim-
ited” result — a common strategy was
never adopted.

The pro-democracy forces’ strategy,
as leaders and activists saw it, consisted
of the following three elements:

* The common candidate’s election
campaign carried out by the coali-
tion of political parties, in particular
by the coalition’s bodies — the central
and regional headquarters and the

Songs of Freedom, CD cover.



“For Freedom!” Campaign

National Committee. The purpose of
the campaign was to rally support for
Milinkievi€ to ensure his victory in
the presidential election. The candi-
date and the Political Council of the
United Pro-Democracy Forces later
left this purpose behind, although
both had initially declared an elec-
tion victory to be their goal.

* A civic campaign, which was carried
out by NGOs and civic activists. The
campaign included several separate
campaigns that had various objectives
and sought to beef up the common can-
didate’s presidential campaign. Some
of these campaigns targeted certain
groups, while others sought to engage
the general public. These efforts were
aimed to stir up voters to action in the
name of democracy and freedom. The
civic campaign also included efforts by
pro-democracy NGOs that were not di-
rectly linked to the election.

« Street protests against election fraud
were crucial. However, the opposi-
tion failed to assign the task of stag-
ing street protests to a particular
group. Nevertheless, voters turned
out to Kastry¢nickaja Square in large
numbers. Obviously, politicians did
not do enough to plan and organize
street protests, leaving this key ele-
ment to chance. Civic activists from
various groups showed a good abili-
ty for self-organization, leading the
street protests, but a single decision-
making centre was never formed.
A different outcome was simply im-

possible because groups wiliing to spear-
head a revolution stayed away from the
political process. The opposition declared
a revolution as a way to overcome the re-
gime and establish democracy, but there
was no one to organize it. No one saw
conditions for a revolution in the first
place. Spring 2006 was not an attempt to
carry out a revolution, it was rather an at-
tempt to simulate a revolution.

“For Freedom!” activities

“For Freedom!” was mainly aimed to create
an ideological basis of the common oppo-

Anatol Klascuk

Utadzimir Artou, a popular writer, support
the opposition.

sition candidate’s campaign since the pro-
democracy coalition had failed to come
up with a program. “For Freedom!” chal-
lenged Alaksandr Lukasenka’s values, not
his social and economic policies. Freedom,
a value incompatible with the dictatorial re-
gime, challenged Luka3enka’s campaign
slogans “For Belarus” and “Belarus for ....”.
Specific actions and the campaign strategy
were planned on the basis of opinion polls.
According to the plan, the campaign was to
promote freedom and raise the issue of free-
dom (in connection with the common can-
didate’s campaign) and constitute the ideo-
logical pivot of the pro-democracy forces’
general campaign.

The point of the campaign and its strate-
gy was to offer voters freedom as the value
that forms the foundation of an alternative
model of society. Another purpose was to
show the importance and strength of free-
dom supporters to the Belarusian public, the
authorities and the international communi-
ty. The value of freedom and the need for
liberating Belarusian society were the main
ideas of the awareness campaign.

The main campaign slogans were “I
Am for Freedom!”, “For Freedom!”, “2006
Year of Freedom”, “Freedom” etc. The
campaign used the national white and red
colours. It was expected to cover the entire
territory of Belarus, but in fact it was con-
ducted in Minsk and the 50 largest cities,
involving activists of the Assembly and
scores of pro-democracy activists. It was
conducted openly and built on the princi-
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ple of autonomy of all elements. After the
main polling day the campaign rolled on
spontaneously, uncoordinated by its or-
ganizers, but it was headed in the planned
direction. The coordinators put emphasis
on self-organization, which proved effi-
cient during protests against the official
election results.

The campaign’s target group was
“freedom supporters” or potentially ac-
tive opponents of the government in all
groups of the population. The main par-
ticipation criterion was readiness for ac-
tion, not political affiliation. In fact, the
campaign targeted the young generation
— students, business owners, white-col-
lar employees and people not employed
in the state sector.

Since the campaign was launched lat-
er than other election-related efforts (in
December 2005), it was better tailored to
the requirements of that political period.
Potential activists were identified during
the opposition’s earlier effort to nominate
supporters to precinct election commis-
sions by the collection of signatures.

The campaign was designed to con-
tinue after the main polling day, which
marked only the beginning of the strug-
gle for freedom.

The following means were used to
reach voters: the Internet, leaflets, wal-
let-size calendars, special issues of le-
gal newspapers, “I Am for Freedom”
stickers and badges, a concert of banned
rock bands in Minsk, CDs with freedom
songs and graffiti.

An important achievement was the
coalition candidate’s consent to includ-
ing the issue of freedom in his slogans,
speeches and platform (Milinkievié’s
campaign motto was “Freedom, Truth
and Justice”), although the candidate’s
team was inconsistent in using cam-
paign slogans. Nevertheless, the cam-
paign helped create Milinkievi¢ an im-
age of a freedom fighter.

Unlike other national drives, “For
Freedom!” was well coordinated from
the very beginning with the common
candidate’s campaign team, and includ-
ed a message aimed to prompt voters to
join street protests.
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Youth at the only rock concert which was allowed within Miiinkievié campaign before 2006 election.

The organizers believe that “For
Freedom!” succeeded in rallying voters
(mostly youths, but also people of all ages)
who had not been active in political parties
or NGOs before. Badges help freedom sup-
porters single out likeminded people in a
crowd, which inspires confidence. Freedom
has become the core of the pro-democracy
forces’ ideology, while efforts to have op-
position representatives included in elec-
tion commissions helped expose the un-
fair and non-free nature of the election. The
“For Freedom!” brand came into fashion.
Evidence of campaign success is the fact
that Alaksandr Milinkievi¢ and the pro-de-
mocracy coalition have continued to use its
logo and motto after the election.

Post election

The concept of freedom filled the political
alternative to the Lukashenka regime with
new ideological substance. The national
idea did not spark a heated debate during
ideological discussions in the run-up to the

election. Some groups made unsuccessful
attempts to shift the focus from resisting
dictatorship to a clash of Belarusian nation-
alism with pro-Russian anti-nationalism
(the rhetoric of the Conservative Christian
Party, a discussion involving Belarusian in-
tellectuals of the language used for broad-
casting radio programs to Belarus, and also
some statements by presidential candidate
Kazulin). The 2006 presidential election
was not a fight between nationalism and
anti-nationalism, it was a clash between two
Belarusian national projects that offered dif-
ferent values. In that context, the democrat-
ic slogan “For Freedom!” was an effective
and strong response to Lukasenka’s slogan
“For Belarus!”. It was obvious that “For
Freedom!” did not mean “not for Belarus”.
The campaign prompted Lukasenka’s ide-
ologists to publicly admit their opposition
to freedom.

When the election was over, freedom
advocates faced the challenge to devel-
op a new strategy. The weakness of most
Belarusian political projects was that they

were designed for a short term and there
was no long-term implementation plan.
The architects of most Belarusian civic
campaigns had sought to achieve a short-
term result that had no effect whatsoever on
the general situation in the country. In or-
der not to fall into the same trap, the “For
Freedom!” masterminds came up with two
scenarios — one was to be used if street
protests gained momentum and grew into
a revolution, and the other in case protest-
ers run out of steam. The only thing they
were sure of is that protests were inevita-
ble because that was the only way to oust
the dictator. The election was only expect-
ed to trigger the political radicalization of
society.

Campaign activists will continue to dis-
seminate their ideas, visual symbols, infor-
mation about freedom and restrictions of
freedom, and also to stage “For Freedom!”
events. The campaign should remain an el-
ement of a broader strategy of the pro-de-
mocracy coalition, if such a strategy is ever
to be adopted.
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The Solidarity
Committee Activities

The Solidarity Committee in defence

of victims of political persecution be-

gan operation on 5 April 2006. It was

established in response to the authori-

ties” harassment of opposition support-

ers during and in the wake of the 2006

presidential election.
The committee has the following

functions:

» assistance to persecuted students;

* assistance to victimized
employees;

» medical rehabilitation for victims;

* raising public awareness of the
Solidarity campaign.
The committee is formed of the lead-

ers of prominent civic organizations:

» Ales Bialacki of the Viasna human
rights centre;

* Ludmita Hraznova of the Human
Rights Alliance;

» Alena Talapila of the Association of
Belarusian Students;

* Andrej Vituska of the Association
of Belarusian Medical Workers;

* AtaKarol of the Parents’ Solidarity
Committee.

The Solidarity Committee Board de-
cides on the priorities and objectives of
the committee. It considers applications
for assistance and decides on individual
forms of assistance. Decisions are made
on the basis of the following papers:

* court rulings;

» certificates given on release from
jail;

* adocument from court that orders a
person to pay a fine;

s adocument from the police confirm-
ing that a teenager is registered as a
“problem child”;

* a document confirming that a per-
son was sacked from work;

¢ medical file records;

* media reports;
and also on the basis of face-to-

face interviews with victims. The ev-

idence presented is kept in the board’s
database.

The committee is responsible for
all day-to-day work that includes the
following:

» compiling a file for each victim;

» updating the database;
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+ staying in touch with the victims
who applied to the committee for
assistance;

* preparing statistical and analytical
materials;

+ conducting a dialogue with foreign
ambassadors accredited in Belarus;

* preparing and holding meetings with
victims and their relatives;

» corresponding with donors that as-
sist victims of persecution in Belarus
(universities, non-governmental or-
ganizations, advocacy groups and in-
dividuals from various countries);

* keeping the media informed of its
activity;

+ conducting the Solidarity awareness
campaign in Belarus and abroad.
In all, 678 people asked for help

within the first three months of the com-

mittee’s operation, including 372 stu-
dents, 122 unemployed persons, 41 per-
sons looking for opportunities for post-
diploma training, 17 individuals will-
ing to enroll on internship programs,
and 126 individuals who said they need-
ed medical rehabilitation and financial
assistance.

The committee provided specific as-
sistance to the following categories:

1. On 1 June 2006, 233 students ex-
pelled from universities, persecut-
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ed secondary school students and
children of harassed activists began
studies in Poland under the Kastu$
Kalinouski Program.

The committee has proposed stu-
dents and persons who need post-di-
ploma education for further training
programs in various countries: 12
individuals in the Czech Republic,
10 individuals in Germany, seven
in Estonia, three in Norway, two in
France and 17 in Ukraine. It keeps
working closely with the Czech,
Estonian and Ukrainian ambassa-
dors to select participants for fur-
ther training programs in their coun-
tries. The committee is preparing
proposals for the Romanian embas-
sy following the Romanian govern-
ment’s announcement of an appro-
priate program.

The committee is compiling a list of
70 workers for temporary employ-
ment with a building company in
Poland.

It has reached agreement with
non-governmental organizations
in the Czech Republic and Poland
willing to enroll 10 and 20 per-
sons, respectively, on internship
programs.

The committee offered financial as-
sistance to 12 victims using money
provided by various religious groups
based in Minsk.

Protestant groups pledged to as-
sist on a regular basis 25 fami-
lies of victims facing financial
difficulties.

Three children of regional lead-
ers aged between 10 and 14 were
sent to the Belarusian-Italian in-
tegration camp in Radaskavicy to
recuperate.

The committee reached a prelimi-
nary agreement with the Ukrainian
embassy to send 10 persons to
Ukrainian health resorts for medi-
cal rehabilitation.

The committee sent more than 100
letters of moral support to victims’
families as part of the Solidarity
campaign.
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Interview with a young man willing to participate in the Kalinouski Programme for

repressed students.

10. Committee members held five meet-
ings with relatives of political pris-
oners, members of the unregistered
organizations Partnership, Malady
Front, and others.

11. The committee distributed 20 books
signed by writers Utadzimir Arfou,
Volha Ipatava and academic Radzim
Harecki and five CDs signed by rock
star Lavon Volski among pro-democ-
racy activists.

12. The committee delivered an open
letter addressed by relatives of vic-
tims to participants at the G-8 sum-

mit in St. Petersburg and to respec-

tive embassies.

13. The committee members held a news
conference to publicize the appeal to
the G-8 leaders.

Protests in Belarus will gain strength.
Once people overcome fear, they become
actively involved in the “For Freedom”
movement. Pro-democracy forces have
a challenge to instill confidence in ac-
tivists who should be able to rely on the
support of fellow Belarusians and the
international community in the event
of persecution.
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The New (Generation
of Opposition

The 2006 presidential election saw a
new generation of activists aged between
25 and 30 emerge from the shadow of
older leaders who had previously dom-
inated Belarus’ political scene. Young
people born between 1971 and 1986
played a major role in the nomination of
Alaksandr Milinkievi¢! as the pro-de-
mocracy coalition’s challenger to the in-
cumbent president, and formed the lead-
ership of the candidate’s election head-
quarters. The new generation includes
politicians such as Juras Hubarevi¢?,
Kastu$ Smolikau?, Siarhiej Antusievi?,
Alaksiej Janukievi¢®, Uladzimir
Labkovi¢® and Pavat Mazejka’.

Prior to the election, few expected
that protesters would be able to pitch a
tent camp in downtown Minsk direct-
ly across the road from the Presidential
Administration office and hold out for
four days despite the arrests of hundreds
of opposition supporters before and af-
ter the election (voting took place from
March 19 to 23, in total around 1,000
activists were jailed), as well as intimi-
dation and the authorities’ threats to use

force to disperse any possible protests.
However some peeple did not only ex-
pect, but planned for developments to
take such a course. Their efforts result-
ed in a week of protests that attracted
and united people who had not been in-
volved in preparations.

It all began with an awareness cam-
paign called “Chopi¢!” [Enough!], which
was launched and coordinated by 20-35
year old politicians and civic activists of
various political views (from anarchists
to right-wing nationalists).

The campaign plan was developed
in autumn 2005 and got underway in
January 2006. Its purpose was to mo-
bilize opponents of the regime for pro-
tests in the event of large-scale election
fraud. The campaign engulfed the 30
largest Belarusian towns, where activ-
ists distributed leaflets, stickers, post-
ers and video CDs. About 800 activists
braved intimidation and arrests to dis-
tribute the materials.

A week or two before March 19,
“Chopié!” activists started to trickle into
the capital from the regions. That saved
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them from arrests, which were made
across the country two or three days
before the election. They were able to
reach the city without problems, while a
few days later, police deployed addition-
al forces before the voting began to pa-
trol the roads leading to Minsk in an ef-
fort to block the movement of opposition
supporters to the capital. The authori-

I Milinkievi¢ was elected as the coalition’s sin-
gle candidate at the Congress of Pro-Democracy
Forces held in Minsk on October 1 and 2, 2005
with 800 delegates, representatives of politi-
cal parties and civic organizations from all over
the country, participating. Milinkievi¢, support-
ed by the Belarusian Popular Front (BPF) and
representatives of non-governmental organiza-
tions, received more votes than the other two
contenders.

2 Juras Hubarevi¢, chairman of the BPF region-
al chapter in Brest, headed the opposition candi-
date’s Brest regional campaign headquarters.

3 Kastus Smolikau, chairman of the BPF regional
chapter in Viciebsk, acted as deputy head of the
Viciebsk regional campaign headquarters.

4 Siarhiej Antusievi¢, chairman of Independent
Trade Union at the Azot nitrogen fertilizer fac-
tory in Hrodna, headed the campaign headquar-
ters in Hrodna.

5 Alaksiej Janukievi¢, deputy chairman of the
BPF, coordinated Milinkievié¢’s tours.

¢ Uladzimir Labkovi¢, chairman of the BPF
Organizational and Legal Commission, head-
ed the central campaign headquarters’ legal
service.

7 Journalist Paval Mazejka is spokesman for
Milinkievié.
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Ptosca. The tent town stood on the Kastrynickaja Square for 4 days despite frosts and arrests.

ties managed to paralyze Milinkievic’s
regional campaign headquarters by ar-
resting their members a few days before
the main polling day. Most “Chopi¢!” ac-
tivists were in Minsk by this time and
gathered on Kastry¢nickaja Square on
the evening of March 19.

Some analysts unfoundedly accused
Milinkievi¢’s central campaign head-
quarters of failing to develop a plan of
protests. In fact, it had a plan but could
not put it into practice because the op-
position leadership was weakened by
the arrests and also because some ac-
tions of the authorities came as a sur-
prise (for instance, no one had expect-
ed the authorities to allow opposition
supporters to amass on Kastry¢nickaja
Square). Activists decided to employ an
alternative plan — to pitch tents on the
square and continue protests in central
Minsk as long as possible. Despite the
large number of participants, the March

19 rally was too short to put up tents in
the middle of the crowd without the po-
lice taking them down. Tents were erect-
ed during another opposition rally on the
following night despite plainclothes se-
curity officers’ attempts to intervene.
Almost immediately protesters adopted
internal tent camp rules, and put up a se-
curity cordon around it to prevent unwel-
come visitors from coming in. The tent
camp leaders named persons responsi-
ble for each sector of the camp, selected
mainly from among “Chopié¢!” region-
al leaders. Ale$ Mazur® was named the
camp coordinator and acted as its com-
mandant until the tents were torn down
by police officers in the early hours of
March 24.

The tent camp helped prolong
protests and attract attention of the

8 Ale$ Mazur, a civic activist close to the Greens
and the former publisher of the satirical newspa-
per Navinki closed down by the authorities.

Belarusian public and the internation-
al community. It gave the opposition an
opportunity to stage rallies that attracted
thousands of participants to downtown
Minsk every night. The protests proved
that claims by the state-controlled me-
dia and some analysts about the lack of
support for a democratic alternative to
the Lukasenka regime were unfounded.
Protesters who put up and defended the
tent camp helped the Belarusian pro-de-
mocracy forces to avoid an embarrass-
ing defeat. Most of these people, mem-
bers of Milinkievi¢’s campaign team,
and activists of the “Chopi¢!” campaign
represented the emerging new genera-
tion of the Belarusian opposition. Not
only were they young, but they were also
willing to work together for the common
cause of democracy in spite of ideologi-
cal differences.

The tent camp protest proved the
new generation’s moral right to partici-
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pate in the decision-making process of
the opposition along with politicians
who had been in the leadership of po-
litical parties for 10—15 years.

Developments that followed the
March 24 crackdown on the tent camp
also testified to the emergence of a new
force. Young activists who took part in
the presidential and mobilization cam-
paign and protests against LukaSenka’s
re-election formed the backbone of the
“For Freedom” movement. Alaksandr
Milinkievi¢ announced plans to estab-
lish the movement at a rally on March
19, while the enlistment of activists be-
gan during a Freedom Day? rally on
March 25.

Forming a new organization to rep-
resent the new generation has never

° The Belarusian opposition marks Freedom Day
— anniversary of the declaration of independence
of the short-lived Belarusian People’s Republic in
1918 — by street demonstrations.

been on the agenda. Its representatives,
who share views on the future of pro-
democracy movements and the country
as a whole, maintain informal connec-
tions. Formally, these people are affil-
iated with various political parties and
civic groups (or are not affiliated with
any group), but they advocate the same
national values, oppose pro-Russian de-
velopment scenarios for the country, are
well-educated (most of them hold de-
grees from universities based in Western
Europe or Ukraine), and have experi-
ence of working together as members of
Milinkievi¢’s campaign team or in the
framework of the “Chopié¢!” campaign.
Attempts have so far failed to formal-
ize relations among the tent camp pro-
test participants (one of the attempts
was made when former tent camp pro-
test participants met in Ratamka out-
side Minsk on May 12 and 13, 2006).
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However, the new generation is becom-
ing more influential within the oppo-
sition and its representatives are like-
ly to play leading roles in most parties
and civic organizations in a few years,
as well as in governmental institutions
that will be formed after the fall of the
regime.

Independence Avenue, Minsk, 25 of March, 2006.

Julija Daraskievi¢



