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Analytical Report
April - june 2012
This analytical report is a result of cooperation between Belarusian human rights organizations: Belarusian Helsinki Committee (BHC), Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ), Assembly of Democratic NGOs of Belarus, Centre for Legal Transformation (CLT), Human Rights Centre “Viasna”, Committee “Salidarnasc” and Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies (BISS). The main purpose of this report is to identify the medium-term trends regarding the human rights, socio-political and economic situation in Belarus. The report covers period April through June 2012.
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Part 1: General trends

Political liberalization

It appears that the short-term spring revitalization of the country’s socio-political life in the wake of a certain stabilization of the degree of repression and active interaction of political entities concerning their future parliamentary elections efforts will not be enough to draw attention of wider population to politics. The election date has been announced, but the democratic community has no coordinated vision of the way to make the most of these elections, whereas tight controls of the election campaign will enable the authorities to maintain the low, preventive repression level, without escalating sanction against political opponents and civil protesters.

Paradoxically, while acknowledging stagnation of the country’s political life and resulting routinization of repression, we designate the official start of the campaign to elect deputies of the House of Representatives and members of the Council of the Republic to be the key event that determined the trend. It is this development, evoking contradictory estimates while remaining predictable and controllable by the authorities, that dominates the trend under review.

The elections to the lower house of parliament, the House of Representatives of the National Assembly, will be held on June 18, 2012 pursuant to presidential decree No276. The first round of vote is scheduled to take place on September 23, 2012, whereas the second round of elections will have to be held on or prior to October 7, 2012 where necessary. The forthcoming parliamentary elections will become the first elections to comply with the new version of the Electoral Code adopted on January 4, 2010. The local councils elections and, most of all, the presidential elections of 2010 demonstrated that the amendments to the Electoral Code allow a bit more room for campaigning, but do not suffice to prevent infringements on the principles of free and fair elections.

The new regulations that will be trialed in the framework of the parliamentary elections include simpler campaigning procedures, including rules for stations collecting signatures and meetings of candidates for seats in the National Assembly with their voters. The new version of the Electoral Code also allows forming individual electoral money funds, holding candidates’ debate and sets quotas on the involvement of representatives of political parties and public organizations in election commissions. However, as against the previous parliamentary elections, the new Code bans contributions to electoral money funds by companies with foreign investments and entities that have received foreign grants.

Another peculiarity of this fall’s campaign is that it will be held amidst repression and in the wake of the most recent presidential election campaign and developments that followed the December 19 ballot day. Also new will be the intention of some opposition candidates to boycott the elections or withdraw the candidacies of their nominees during the final phases of the campaign unless the authorities release political prisoners or improve election procedures.

The release of the former presidential candidate Andrei Sannikau and member of his election campaign team Dzmitry Bandarenka was interpreted as a signal that more political prisoners could be released, but those hopes never came true. The authorities authorized the Chernobyl Path march, which, unlike Freedom Day in March, resulted in arrests, including those preventive, of dozens of people.

Positive changes in the work of observers at the coming parliamentary elections include the new right of the steering bodies of political parties and public organizations to assign observers to all polling stations irrespective of the place of registration of their organization’s units. During the previous election campaign, this matter was debated and caused misunderstanding, which called for additional explanation. On June 19, head of the Central Election Commission Lidziya Yarmoshyna promised reporters that “OSCE observers will be present at the parliamentary elections,” but did not elaborate as to the specific timeframe for their work in Belarus. 

The prediction that stagnation of the liberalization/de-liberalization and democratization indicators would continue proved to be accurate. The forthcoming parliamentary elections have not become reason enough to ease repression or limitations imposed on the freedom of associations and the freedom of assembly or introduce any perceptible changes to the administration of the election legislation. 

Unless there is a quality breakthrough in the protest activity in Belarus or some unexpected moves by opposition organizations (both those participating in the election campaign and those boycotting the elections), the indicator will remain stagnated during the next quarter as well. At the same time, one should expect harsher preventive measures to intimidate civil society, but without taking repression to a new level or reanimating the practice of mass arrests. Repression and restrictions will rather remain at the preventive level, and no emergency repressive measures will be called for.

It is the predictable and languid nature of public life during the parliamentary election campaign amid preventive repression that is capable of reintroducing the European factor into the Belarusian political life in the fourth quarter. In this case, it will facilitate further reduction in repression. In all appearances, the elections will not have potential for normalizing the situation in the country and getting it onto the liberalization track. 

Economic liberalization 

The second quarter was marked by macroeconomic stability and a current account surplus. A positive liberalization indication is that the government and the central bank managed to resist the industrial lobby and maintain tight monetary policies.

The NBB kept monitoring domestic businesses and reported that more directors of enterprises mentioned improvements in the current standing. This was mostly due to the increased financing of state programs and reduction in lending rates. The response of Belarusian households to the slight depreciation of the ruble indicates that certain mistrust in the NBB still remains, but the macroeconomic situation is stable enough to prevent the potential negative economic consequences of the momentary panic. 

Apparently, politically, the authorities are not ready to allow rapid privatization of state enterprises, especially the flagship companies. The privatization of state-controlled giants is the last defensive line of the national economy that the administration of the country will hold “to the bitter end.” This is the only thing letting them feel in control of the situation. 

The government was ready to employ administrative price controls, but there was no major interference due to changes in monetary strategies, which is confirmed by analyses of the consolidated and core inflation indices. During the quarter in question, the state made almost no use of the administrative levers to regulate prices, and if they were ever employed, they did not play a major role.

Politics keeps shaping the economic processes in the country. In April-June, the leading exporter and importer of arms and military equipment Beltechexport, which has been included in the blacklist of companies subject to the EU sanctions, was sold to Russian businessman D. Gurinovich. There have also been reports about the change in the jurisdiction of Soyuzkali fertilizer trader. Earlier amidst the political conflict between Belarus and the EU, the potential arranger of BelAZ’s IPO Deutsche Bank refused to cooperate with the Belarusian authorities. The move froze the country’s pilot IPO project and stripped the truck maker of chances to have a fair market evaluation of its assets.

The meeting in the government addressing privatization issues on March 30 put an end to privatization lists, an approach initiated in 2009, when Belarus was on its way to consolidating its engagement with the International Monetary Fund. The old mechanism, where each privatization deal is approved personally by the president, was reintroduced. This means that the privatization process will be less open, less transparent and slower than prior to March 2012.

The draft Industrial Complex Promotion Plan for the period to 2020 lacks structural economic reforms. The document enumerates investment projects currently under consideration in specific branches, industries and companies. The Plan indicates that at least by 2020 the government plans no serious modifications in its industrial complex.

In early May, Deputy Industry Minister P. Utsyupin told a plenary session of the Belarusian Industrial Forum that the government had plans to create twelve holdings in the country. Specifically, holdings are supposed to be established on the basis of MAZ, Minsk Motor Plant, Amkodor, BelAZ, Belstankoinstrument, Electron, etc. Instead of structural reforms, Belarus seems to be obsessed with a holding-mania. It appears that privatization projects are planned to be sold not as separate links of a production chain, but as entire chains. This approach imitates structural reforms, for it effectively conceals the inefficient system of cross-subsidies within a single economic agent without restoring the internal price structure.

Two positive decision, albeit with limited application, are the ruling on the establishment of the Chinese-Belarusian Industrial Park and Decree No.6 to encourage entrepreneurship in rural areas and small towns. Both documents encourage investments, but are restricted to specific locations, i.e. officials seek to retain their right to choose contenders for the offered preferences, thus building up their influence.

Overall, the forecast provided in the previous report proved to be accurate. The government not only failed to boost privatization processes, but also seems to resist privatization, especially that of larger enterprises.

The role of state regulation of the exchange rate and prices will likely grow, but there will be no going back to the fixed exchange rate and administrative pricing mechanisms. In autumn, the authorities will probably set the price control mechanism in motion to address the seasonal consumer price increases traditionally observed in September and October.

By the end of the third quarter, Belarus might resume its cooperation with the IMF and get it to consider the formal application for a new loan program. In this connection, the country will likely sign a memorandum with commitments to pursue tight fiscal and monetary policies. 

The political decision to resist privatization as far as practicable will likely dominate in a long-term prospective. The country will slip back to pre-crisis practices, increasing control of the exchange rate and prices. The refinancing rate will be consistently reduced by the end of the year towards 23-24%.

Good governance and rule of law 

The second quarter displayed yet again the prevalence of “manual control” of the country and the economy. Important decisions are made with the approval or personal consent of the president. The most important development of the three-month period in question is the adoption of new decrees and ordinances of the president.

By mid-2012, the official media seemed to have forgotten the previously advertized liberalization rhetoric and Directive No.4, which used to be so popular in 2011.

Therefore, the “business as usual” practice continued throughout the second quarter of the year. There were no events drastically changing the trend; therefore, the dominating “absence of change” trend remained in the quarter under review.

The presidential decree on the establishment of the Industrial Park between China and Belarus envisages the creation of a new 8,000-hectare territorial unit with a special status in Smaliavichy District. The regulatory framework for the Chinese-Belarusian Technopark combines the components of a free economic zone and the Park of High Technologies, located in the capital city. The Park will be managed by an administration established by the Council of Ministers of Belarus and a special-purpose Chinese-Belarusian vehicle that will be responsible for the development of the Park. Companies registered in the Park will be offered tax benefits and other preferences for a period between 10 and 20 years. Official press releases make it clear that preferential treatment will primarily apply to larger investors. The very fact of the creation of such an investment platform is a positive development; however, in the context of the entire country the project does not improve the quality of governance and administration of law and produces no positive impact on the country’s investment climate.

In May, the president signed Decree No.6 “On promotion of entrepreneurship in medium-sized and small towns and in the countryside,” which grants tax incentives and other preferences to companies registered and operating in rural areas for seven years. The decree, which was previously broadly advertized in the state media as an investment breakthrough, came into effect on July 1, 2012. There are reasonable doubts, though, that the decree will bring about an inflow in investments and construction boom in the Belarusian countryside. A much likelier outcome is that exiting companies will transfer some of their assets to rural areas. The liberalization nature of the decree will thus be neutralized by the administration of the law.

The decree “On addressing system” is another example of a positive initiative in the campaign to create a unified register of administrative procedures and implementation of the program “Electronic Belarus.” The decree is designed to simplify the system of address allocation and rule out instances of recurring addresses for various properties.

Following the law-making plan for the quarter, the parliament passed the bill on state procurement contracts, which illustrates efforts to upgrade Belarusian legislation towards the standards of the Common Economic Area (CEA) and the World Trade Organization (WTO), albeit subject to some peculiarities. New initiatives to improve investment regulations result in additional preferences applied to selected investors, like it happened to the Chinese-Belarusian Industrial Park.

The forecast presented in the previous report was mostly accurate: macroeconomic and social consistency as a rule does not cause changes in trends; therefore, the trend remained unchanged.

Belarus will likely preserve its macroeconomic and political stability, thus keeping this trend unchanged against the backdrop of lasting energy subsidies from Russia and lack of any massive economic sanctions from the European Union. The authorities are lacking incentives to open the “liberalization tap,” because the flows of liberal initiatives pose the risk of undermining the foundation of the exiting regime.

In a longer-term prospective, Belarus sees no reason to alter the existing governing methods or introduce liberalization reforms as it enjoys significant energy subsidies from Russia. In this context, there are no reasons to believe that law administration and protection of private property will enhance in the longer term.

Geopolitical orientation

The conspicuous imbalance in the country’s foreign policy remained throughout the second quarter of 2012, with an obvious bias towards Russia. The return to the old subsidy-fueled pattern of mutual relations was confirmed during the visit of Russia’s President Vladimir Putin to Minsk. That visit demonstrated the importance of Belarus as Russia’s ally on the one hand and Russia’s readiness to pay for these relations on the other hand.

At the same time, the Belarusian authorities took steps to de-escalate the conflict with the European Union. The diplomatic crisis had been overcome by the end of April, when EU ambassadors got back to Minsk. However, overall, the conflict nature of the relationship never changed, and the bilateral relations remain frozen.

The conduct of the Belarusian side was marked by three peculiar features in the second quarter of 2012. Firstly, neutral and even positive remarks about the European Union appeared in statements of Belarusian officials and the official media. 

Secondly, Belarus was seeking support from its partners in the Common Economic Area (CEA) and other integration bodies. The governments and official spokespeople for Russia and Kazakhstan, the Union State of Belarus and Russia, the Eurasian Economic Commission and the Collective Security Treaty Organization made critical remarks about the sanctions imposed by the European Union against Belarus. 

Thirdly, official Minsk was making active attempts to lobby its interests via business associations of the European Union member-states, primarily Latvia and Lithuania. Novopolotsk played host to a Belarusian-Latvia forum of twin towns, and Grodno hosted a Belarusian-Lithuanian and Belarusian-Finnish forums. Topping the agenda for those events was the discussion of the negative impact of the EU sanctions on the promotion of collaboration in the economic sector. Simultaneously, some business communities and trade unions of Latvia and Lithuania voiced a similar position to their governments.

Official Minsk on April 14-15 gave in to the demands of the European Union and released two political prisoners, Andrei Sannikau and Zmicier Bandarenka, which paved the way for the resolution of the diplomatic crisis, which occurred in late February. Belarusian Ambassadors to Poland and Belgium Viktar Haisyonak and Andrei Yeudachenka on April 25 returned to their offices, while previously recalled heads of the diplomatic offices of the EU member-states in Belarus got back to Minsk. 

On May 8, president A. Lukashenka delivered his annual address to the Belarusian nation and the parliament. In his speech, Lukashenka called the European Union “one of the most important vectors for Belarus” and commended European diplomats for making adequate reports about Belarus even in the heat of the diplomatic crisis. President Lukashenka also reiterated that the rest of the political prisoners could be released under an amnesty ruling timed to Day of Independence of July 3.

Another proof of official Minsk’s willingness to improve its relations with the European Union is the proposal of the Belarusian government to the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) to work out a new development strategy for this country. Belarus has invited EBRD governors and specialists to Belarus in order to provide them with “ample opportunities to evaluate the situation in the country.”

At the same time, Belarus pegged itself tighter to Russia because of the return to the subsidized engagement pattern. Belarus plays a key role in Russia’s plans to eventually create the Eurasian Union and involve Ukraine in the integration orbit. Belarus becomes an even more significant ally of Russia in the context of the inability of both Russia and the United States to come to terms over missile defense systems.

On May 31, Vladimir Putin, the re-elected president of Russia, arrived in Minsk. That was his first foreign visit as the newly elected head of state, which is why the Belarusian media interpreted it as a confirmation of the paramount importance of Belarusian-Russian relations to the Russian administration. During the visit, Belarus and Russia concluded a few agreements that were critical to Belarus: Putin confirmed his promise to provide the next USD440 million installment of the original EurAsEC Bailout Fund loan (the money was transferred to Belarus on June 15) and pledged to extend the first USD240 million installment of the Russian state loan to finance the construction of Belarus’ first nuclear power plant. 

The statement about joint efforts to withstand “attempts to interfere in the internal affairs of the Union State members, participants in the CEA or put them under pressure by using restrictive measures or sanctions” sounded as a signal to the West that the Kremlin planned to keep backing Minsk both economically and politically.

The forecast proved to be accurate; the trends described in the previous BISS Trends issue still remain. The Belarusian administration eagerly follows the cues of Russia’s foreign policy, whereas its relations with the European Union remain consistently poor.

Apparently, the tilt in Belarus’ foreign policy will remain for quite a long time, at least until the parliamentary elections. Despite the generosity towards its western ally, Moscow will seek to get the Belarusian authorities to meet its commitments, especially in the economic sector.

In the western vector, the conflict will also last at least until the parliamentary elections. Neither side is ready to make major concessions and expects the opponent to make the first step. 

Having learnt from the bad experience of December 2010, European politicians exercise caution and are not ready to pay official Minsk in advance. The Belarusian authorities sense Russia’s strong support and do not see the need for bettering the relations with the European Union by complying with its terms.

In one year period the relations with the European Union remain frozen, although both sides will likely make efforts to resume direct dialogue. The current status of Belarusian-Russian relations and level of financial support for Belarus made available by the Russian Federation enable Minsk to ignore the EU’s terms for improving the mutual relations. Russian capital will likely penetrate into the Belarusian economy more actively. 

Culture policy 

The second quarter trend can be defined as gradual de-liberalization of culture processes amid the increasing polarization of Belarus’ culture life. Even more obvious was the division into official culture that enjoys official support and exploits it for political and ideological purposes, and unofficial culture (which not always stands for the opposition), which is banned, ousted from the culture field or consistently ignored.

In the context of continuous tensions in Belarus’ relations with the European Union, Belarus’ culture life has been manifesting signs of closedness, simplism, focus on poor specimens of Russian cultural products (especially Russian showbiz) or attempts to find the unique development path, albeit unsuccessful. The previously declared “mild Belarusization” policy becomes more and more declarative and is very rarely supported by specific arrangements.

The main developments of April, May and June 2012 are the projects that traditionally represent the official discourse of contemporary Belarusian culture, namely Belarus’ involvement in the Eurovision-2012 Song Contest and the final phase of the Miss Belarus 2012 beauty pageant.

The excessive ideologization and politicization of the country’s culture life became obvious during the May tour of the National Academic Yanka Kupala Theater in the UK. The leading national theatre was supposed to showcase one of its best productions, “The Rape of Europa, or the Urszula Radziwill Theater” by Mikalai Pinihin, at the Bloomsbury Theater in London. The show is based on dramas by the funder of professional theater in Belarus Franciszka Urszula Radziwill. The production might have become an important move in presenting Belarus’ national culture abroad; however, the culture tour provided grounds for a new wave of confrontation between official and unofficial Belarusian culture. 

On the one hand, the authorities definitely played up the significance of the only performance, calling it a triumph of Belarus’ culture policy, if not the most prominent event in Europe’s culture life. On the other hand, Mikalai Khalezin, the leader of the Free Theater, operating abroad, made some clearly inappropriate remarks and hurled accusations at the reputable state theater. He called the Kupala Theater tour a “leaflet bomb dating from the Cold War,” whose only purpose was to compete with his Free Theater, which participated in the Shakespeare Festival in London at about the same time. As a result, there was no room left for committed professional opinions about the aesthetic quality and messages of the two theatrical projects.

In April and May 2012, two notable civil initiatives were implemented in Belarus. First, the Magileu History Museum opened a fundraiser to collect money for the purchase of the original copy of the Statute of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the Old Belarusian language (1588) from a Moscow collector. Second, the dome of the Nyasvizh Castle Dozornaya Tower (Watchtower), which had been poorly restored, was finally replaced. These two seemingly insignificant events appear to be important milestones in Belarus’ cultural landscape, because the authorities demonstrated for what could be the first time ever that they are capable of not only cutting short any public initiative, but also listening, hearing and even supporting it. Both projects involved fundraising initiatives. 

Overall, the forecast provided in the previous report proved to be accurate. The outlined tendency towards de-liberalization of the culture background in Belarus continued. Even though the Culture Ministry denied the existence of so-called “blacklists” of unwanted culture figures, the artists allegedly on that list had no possibility to perform legally.

As we predicted in the previous report, the politicization and ideologization of the culture sector continue. The culture products that constitute the official discourse keep depreciating, whereas their types, themes, genres and aesthetics are becoming increasingly limited. The polarization of Belarus’ cultural life became even more conspicuous in the context of the obvious division of culture projects into official, i.e. those supported by the authorities, and unofficial, i.e. those that are at best ignored by the authorities.

The third quarter will be characterized by growing negative trends caused by further de-liberalization of Belarusian culture. One can expect increasing polarization of the country’s culture life, appreciable politicization and ideologization of the official cultural discourse, ousting and marginalization of independent actors. The lack or shortage of solid contacts with European culture projects encourages further convergence with Russian products, which, interpreted by Belarusian culture agents, will look increasingly parochial. “Mild Belarusianization” steps might be completely frozen in the longer term. 

In one-year prospective, should negative trends continue in the economic sector, culture financing will likely shrink, at least in the areas that do not traditionally constitute the official cultural discourse. In this case, many alternative cultural projects will be marginalized and pushed outside the conventional culture field. A new wave of “cultural emigration” is possible, when independent actors, especially younger people, will seek possibilities for creative self-actualization abroad.

Part 2: Human Rights violations in Belarus

Freedom of the Media

During the reporting period, the pressure on independent journalism in Belarus has increased, in particularly in the end of May – June 2012 (after a certain stabilization with the media situation – at a very low level - in April - early May). There were no significant socio-political events in the country during this period therefore we assume that the Belarusian authorities’ tightening of the screws against independent media was due to international factors.

The most serious attack on the freedom of expression during this period was the detention and charging a Grodno journalist Andrey Poczobut with libeling the President.

Other disturbing events and negative trends in the media sphere in the second quarter of 2012 were:

· pressure on journalists working with foreign media continued;

· detentions of journalists all over the country, seizure or damage of their professional equipment.

Grodno journalist Andrei Poczobut, a Belarusian reporter with Gazeta Wyborcza (Poland), was detained on June 21st and his apartment searched and a computer confiscated. On June 27th, within a criminal case against A.Poczobut searches were carried out in the premises of the non-recognized by the government Union of Poles in Belarus, as Mr. Poczobut was one of the organization’s leaders. Nine computers were seized.

Mr. Poczobut is charged with repeated libeling the President (Part 2 of Art. 367 of the Criminal Code). The grounds for criminal proceedings was an article by Mr. Poczobut published on the websites Belarusian Partisan http://www.belaruspartisan.org/ and Charter 97 http://www.charter97.org/ (both are popular internet media appearing in the ‘black list’ of web-sites with prohibited access in the majority of state agencies and state organizations, educational and cultural institutions in Belarus). The case is aggravated by the fact that a year ago Mr. Poczobut was charged and found guilty of libeling the President and sentenced to three years imprisonment with a stay of execution for two years. Today Mr. Poczobut faces an up to five years prison term, as well as the implementation of the preceding sentence.

The criminal case against Mr. Poczobut caused a great outcry inside the country and abroad. The demands for the journalist’s immediate release and decriminalization of the libeling of the President have been voiced by the Belarusian Association of Journalists and the Union of Poles, (Mr. Poczobut is a member of the these organizations), as well as by the EU High Commissioner, Foreign Policy Chief Catherine Ashton, Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk and the Polish Foreign Ministry, the OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media Dunia Miyatovich, International Federation of Journalists, Reporters Without Borders, Committee to Protect Journalists and others. They all referred to charges against the journalist being politically motivated. The Belarusian Foreign Ministry reacted with denouncing pressure from international community and Poland in particular, and emphasized that Mr. Poczobut was not an untouchable figure. Nevertheless, on June 30th the journalist was formally charged with libeling the President (part 2 of Art. 367 of the Criminal Code) and released on bail. 

Belarusian journalists cooperating with Polish media and Polish media organizations also faced with pressure from the authorities.

On May 2nd, police officers visited with an inspection Minsk offices of Radio Racyja and seized a laptop and a desktop computer for “check-ups”. Quite possible, this incident was a coincidence and related to the general police’s inspection of apartments, located in the vicinity of the venue place of the official Victory Day parade on May 9th. On June 4th, the police returned the seized property.

In contrast to this incident, the harassment of European Radio for Belarus’ journalists (the radio is accredited in Belarus) was a targeted one. On June 22nd, a European Radio reporter Pavel Sverdlov was detained near his house. On the same day he was found guilty of allegedly using obscene language in public and sentenced to 15 days of administrative arrest. Witnesses in the case were police officers. On the same day, security forces dressed in plain clothes attempted to arrest another ERB reporter, Vitaly Rugayn. They waited for him near the ERB offices virtually all day. However, with his colleagues’ assistance, Vitaly managed to escape the arrest and to flee to Warsaw. The ERB heads linked Mr. Sverdlov’s arrest and the attempt to detain Rugayn with a critical video report about police activities, uploaded previously on the ERB website.

The detentions were used as the main pressure tool on journalists – not only against those who cooperate with Polish, but also with Belarusian media. During the reporting period about 20 journalists were detained. For instance, on May 1st, two journalists were briefly detained in Minsk without providing any reasons (after that one of them ‘lost’ his camcorder memory card and computer of the other was blocked). On May 23rd two more journalists were detained. On May 31st, the police detained four journalists in Svetlogorsk region (Gomel Oblast), on June 1st, two journalists were detained in Minsk and four in Grodno and on June 29th two journalists were detained in Minsk. In most cases, journalists were released 2-3 hours after the detention, except Grazhina Shalkevich and Juliya Kolyada, who were detained in Grodno and fined for participating in an unsanctioned rally, and Pavel Sverdlov who was sentenced to 15 days of administrative arrest.

Two other journalists - Natalia Vereschagina and Marina Koktysh - were detained at the border crossing points on 25 and 26 May respectively. Both were searched by customs officers. Money and a laptop have been seized “for check-ups” form Mrs. Vereschagina.

Freedom of assembly

The most significant events during April - June 2012 were as follows:

• organizing and holding traditional annual ‘Çhernobyl Way’ to commemorate the anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster;

• activists’ attempts to hold informational pickets on April 26th to mark the anniversary of the Chernobyl nuclear accident, and to protest against the construction of a nuclear power plant in Belarus;

• the 1st of May actions: activists of the ‘Fair World’ party applied for holding pickets and demonstrations;

• United Civil Party campaign regarding filing numerous applications for holding pickets "for fair elections without Lukashenko";

• a picket organized by the Union of Poles and students’ parents from school No 36 in Hrodna calling for continuation of tutoring in Polish in that Polish-language school.

In the evening on April 26th, a traditional action ‘Chernobyl Way’, a remembrance of the Chernobyl disaster was held in Minsk. The organizing committee for the ‘Chernobyl Way – 2012’ included representatives of the Belarusian Popular Front party, ‘For Freedom’ movement, ‘Belaruski Ruh’ movement, United Civil Party, ‘Tell the Truth’ campaign, ‘Malady Front’, ‘Fair World’ left party, ‘European Belarus’ and an environmental Public Association ‘Ecodom’. The event was sanctioned by the Minsk city authorities and was a traditional procession from the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences along the Surganov Street towards Friendship Park, where a one hour memorial service was held. According to organizers, they carried out the action "demanding the abolition of a nuclear power plant construction in Ostrovets”. Apart from raising environmental concerns, the organizers brought attention to other important issues, the release of political prisoners being the most important of all. The number of participants, organizers said, exceeded 3,000 people during the march while the rally in Friendship Park was attended by fewer participants. After ‘Chernobyl Way’ the police detained about 40 people, most of them were soon released. Among those detained there were eight activists of the youth wing of the Russian party ‘Yabloko’, they were released without official charges, unlike the detained ‘Malady Front’ activists Nikolai Demidenko, Mikhail Mussky, Roman Vasilev, Dmitri Shavliukevich and Aleksey Churilov, who were sentenced to administrative arrests on charges of "petty hooliganism". Some of the civil society activists, for instance, Igor Simbir from "Tell the Truth!" campaign, were detained preemptively before the rally started and also sentenced to administrative arrest for "disorderly behaviour".

All in all, ‘Chernobyl Way – 2012’ saw a relative improvement compared with the previous year, when the Minsk authorities banned the rally for the first time since 1988. At the same time, it is worth mentioning that such ‘liberalism’ does not spread beyond the Minsk ring road. In the regions, local authorities rejected all applications filed by activists of parties and social organizations to hold public actions to commemorate the anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster.

For example, in Slonim, local activists have filed a request to the regional executive committee to stage a rally against the construction of a nuclear power plant in Belarus to be held on April 26th. Their application was rejected, quoting improper filling of the application form: Slonim authorities said that the application filled in two languages, Belarusian and Russian, did not comply with the requirements of the Law "On administrative procedures”. Hrodna UCP branch activists Alexander Avdeychik and Dmitry Vasilevich filed an application to stage an information picket on April 26th, timed to coincide with the anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster. In compliance with the current legislation, local authorities have to respond to a request no later than 5 days prior to the scheduled event. However, as of cob on April 23rd the applicants had not received any official response, which was a violation of the existing legislation. In Gomel, on April 26th, about 30 local activists laid flowers at the chapel, built in the memory of the victims of the Chernobyl disaster to commemorate the tragic date in the Belarusian history. Then representatives of the United Civil Party, “Fair World party, “Tell the truth!” campaign slowly processed to the chapel near the supermarket “Bryansk”, which ended with a moment of silence. Witnesses say that the police had neither interfered with the protesters nor videotaped them.

The eve of the May Day celebrations, which is a public holiday in Belarus, activists of the “Fair World” party planned to organize a series of actions in solidarity with workers fighting for their rights. For instance, Orsha city “Fair World” branch filed a request to the local city council to host the two pickets on May 1 to protest against rising prices and worsening socio-economic conditions for the population. Given the previous negative experience the applicants also sent written requests to the Orsha municipal police department, city hospital and a utility company “Orion” requesting the latter to conclude contracts regarding ensuring safety, health care, and cleanness of the area respectively. However, none of these institutions consented to sign such contracts. This fact was quoted as the formal reason for the refusal to stage pickets by the City Council. Also, leaders of the Belarusian Independent Trade Union in Mikashevichi, Nikolai Zimin and Oleg Stahaevich, were refused by the local authorities to hold a May Day rally to ally with independent trade union activists at the enterprise “Granit”. As a result, on May 1st, the city officials organized a community work day at the site where activists planned to hold a rally. In Brest, local activists of the “Fair World” party and of the Belarusian Social Democratic Party (Hramada) filed a joint request to hold a May Day demonstration. It was anticipated that it will be attended by 150 participants. However, local authorities refused, explaining that the demonstration’s route paved way closer than 50 meters from a number of administrative buildings. Thus, all the attempts of party activists to stage May Day demonstrations as an alternative to official celebrations were unsuccessful.

In May, the United Civil Party launched an across-country campaign to stage pickets “for fair elections without Lukashenko”. The aim of this campaign was to attract public attention to the absence of free and fair elections in the country. The first pickets were planned to be staged in a number of cities across the country on May 15th. However none of the pickets was granted permission by the local authorities. “For fair elections without Lukashenko” pickets applicants received refusals from the authorities in Brest, Borisov, Mogilev, Gomel, Bobruisk, and several other cities. Explaining the reasons for refusal, the representative of Bobruisk city authorities, in particular, said that “the Law ‘On mass events’ contains no definition of ‘picketing’, therefore it is unclear what kind of mass action the organizers are requesting to stage”. All in all regional authorities refused to hold 68 pickets across the country, said member of the UCP board Vasily Polyakov at a press conference in Minsk on May 17th. He also said that the activists intended to appeal these refusals in court. The mass picketing campaign “for fair elections without Lukashenko” continued when UCP activists filed 14 requests to the Orsha city executive committee to hold pickets on May 31st. Pickets were planned to be held both in places specially designated by the City Council for that purpose, and in other places. However, the local authorities have traditionally rejected these requests, referring to the lack of contracts with the police to ensure safety, with the City Hospital for medical care and with municipal services for the garbage disposal. The authorities’ refusal did not surprise activists: since 2007 not a single opposition rally had been allowed in Orsha.

A noteworthy picket has been organized in Hrodna by activists from the unofficial “Union of Poles in Belarus” and parents of students from a public secondary school No 36, which provides tuition in the Polish language. Initially Hrodna inhabitants filed four applications to stage pickets to call for continuation of tuition in Polish in compliance with the school’s status of a Polish school. Parents were concerned by the fact that the Leninsky District of Hrodna administration decided to launch Russian-language classes at the school, referring to the high workload in other schools in the area. This Polish-language school was founded in Hrodna in mid-1990s and was funded by the Polish government. Hrodna city government on May 22nd denied the applicants of their right to picket in protest, referring to the lack of contracts with the police and other services. Regardless of the authorities’ ban to stage a picket against Russification of the ‘Polish School’, the picket was held June 1st. About 50 participants took part in it, including activists of the unofficial ‘Union of Poles in Belarus”. The picket was held in the Lenin Square near the executive committee headquarters: participants unfolded a banner saying “We will not give away the Polish school!” As a result, police arrested 18 people, including social activists Koleda Julia, Edward Dmuhovsky, Igor Bantsar, Grazyna Shalkevich, Marek Zanevsky, Renata Demenchuk and others. Reporters Andrej Poczobut and Ian Roman were detained by the police before the picket started, and later released. Eight picketers were officially charged, with others ‘preventive’ talks were held. Igor Bantsar was treated the most brutally by the police officers – during the detention he was severely beaten and later sentenced to administrative arrest for 13 days. Administrative trials against other picketers officially charged by the police were to be held on June 4th, but were adjourned.

Generally speaking, mass actions and pickets, which were planned to be held during the reporting period by opposition and civil society activists, failed to receive permissions by the authorities. Nevertheless, both, single activists and various civil society groups have not left their attempts to exercise their right to freedom of assembly and continued filing requests to the local authorities with enviable persistence and regularity. In particular, what Brest activists did deserves to be a role model for others – they have filed a complaint to the Brest Oblast Executive Committee requesting to override the decision of the Brest City authorities concerning a ban to hold a mass event. The complaint has been signed by about 200 city residents and a copy sent to the Brest Oblast Prosecutor Office. According to the Brest branch of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee representative, Igor Maslovsky, the complaint refers to the fact that the decision No 1210 “On mass events in Brest”, adopted by the City Council on June 30th, 2011, violated Article 35 of the Belarusian Constitution and provisions of the Law “On Mass events”.

Freedom of association and conditions for non-governmental organizations in Belarus
During the reporting period the most significant events and trends affecting the freedom of association and the conditions for non-governmental organizations in Belarus were as follows:

· imprisoned human rights activist Ales Bialiatski faced with new financial claims, as well, he was a subject to disciplinary sanctions, which virtually made chances of this prisoner of conscience for amnesty scheduled for July 3rd 2012 close to zero;

· legal frameworks for non-profit organizations operations were amended;

· practices of arbitrary refusals to register non-profit organizations continued, nevertheless, a number of public associations and political parties do not leave attempts to register;

· practices of arbitrary denials to endorse names of newly created organizations without proper justification continued, simultaneously, courts refuse to consider complaints about authorities’ denials to endorse names;

· authorities continued interfering with the daily activities of civil society organizations, inter alia, restricting them from holding meetings;

· representatives of human rights and other social organizations and initiatives, as well as political parties continued experiencing pressure by the authorities, which exercise various practices: unjustified travel bans and unjustified administrative arrests for up to 15 days based on clearly false charges following false testimonies by police officers.

During the reporting period the conditions for the Human Rights Centre “Viasna” Head, Ales Bialiatski, who had been sentenced to 4.5 years in prison for tax evasion concerning funds received from international donors to carry out advocacy activities and provide assistance to the victims of political repression, have deteriorated. In particular, in April, the defender’s appeal under judicial review had been rejected. Pervomaysky Court in Minsk upheld a civil suit against Bialiatski filed by Pervomaisky district tax office to recover more than Br 140 million fine from Bialiatsky for late repayment of the amounts due. At the same time the amount repaid in January, according to the court’s verdict had already been indexed for inflation, which almost doubled the amount. Neither Ales Bialiatski’s colleagues, nor his family knew anything about that lawsuit. Neither Ales Bialiatski’s defense lawyer, nor the political prisoner himself, were taking part in these civil proceedings. These new financial claims against Bialiatsky reduce his chances for amnesty, scheduled for July 3, being applied to him.

Moreover, the amnesty law will not be applied to Mr. Bialiatski, as the human rights defender had disciplinary penalties imposed on him in prison. In May, Ales Bialiatski, serving his term in Bobruisk colony, was labeled as ‘persistent offender’ following disciplinary actions applied against him and thereby dashing any hope for amnesty. As a punishment, the prisoner was denied long-term visits by his wife and had a 5-fold reduction on funds he could receive on his account.

“Viasna” human rights centre suffered from the authorities’ pressure as well: organization’s assets, (in property of Bialiatski) had been listed and would be a subject to confiscation following court’s decision. Organization’s headquarters could be seized at any moment, in particular, bearing in mind that it is actively used as “Viasna” is taking active part in the national election observation campaign for the Belarusian parliamentary elections on September 23rd this year.

Legislation affecting operations of civil society organizations has been amended during the reporting period.

The Law of the Republic of Belarus No 353-3 of May 2nd, 2012 introduced changes and amendment to the Law “On Consumer Rights Protection”.

Inter alia, the Consumer rights public association has been empowered to give advice on the consumers’ rights, to file a complaint on behalf of a consumer to a manufacturer (seller, supplier, representative, executor, repair organization) in order to defect eliminations and to ask for a compensation of losses; to file a suit to the court to protect consumer rights; to represent and defend consumers’ rights in court, provided that a relevant member of the association has appropriate certificate of qualification. The Law also envisages that the costs encountered by the Consumer’s association related to filing claims to a manufacturer on behalf of a customer (seller, supplier, representative, executor, repair organization); suits to courts to seek consumer’s rights protection, as well as representation and protection of the rights and legitimate interests of a consumer in court, are recoverable by the manufacturer (seller, supplier, representative, executor, maintenance organization).

The Council of Ministers Regulation of May 4th, 2012 № 411 approved the National Programme for International Technical Assistance in 2012-2016. The Programme is a basic document assessing the needs of Belarus in the international technical assistance vis-à-vis the donor community, as well this documents also determines the basics of national policy in this regard, national priorities for international cooperation, the current and future needs of Belarus in technical assistance. A list of project proposals is an integral part of the National Programme for International Technical Assistance in 2012-2016. There are only two project proposals in the list, which have been submitted by non-profit organizations: “Development of effective palliative care for children in Belarus” (by Public Organization “Belarusian Children's Hospice”), “Creating a Volunteer Time Bank in Belarus” (by Republican Public Youth organization “Voluntary Youth Labor League”). The National Centre for Legislation and Legal Research of Belarus submitted a project proposal “Improvement of legal regulation of charitable activities in Belarus”.

On April 12, 2012 the House of Representatives of the National Assembly of Belarus approved in the first reading the Draft Law “On Amendments to Some Laws on Social Services in Belarus”. The bill was submitted by the Belarusian Council of Ministers on December 22nd, 2011. One of the most significant innovations suggested by the draft is to introduce a social order mechanism in the social services sphere (state social order is a mechanism which envisages competition among legal entities and individual entrepreneurs to deliver social services and / or implement social projects aimed to improve the availability and quality of social services for the population).

Regardless of the continued unjustified refusals to register new non-profit organizations, a number of organizations continued their attempts to legalize. In particular, in May a new constituent congress of the Belarusian Communist Workers Party, which had previously been denied registration took place. The Belarusian Christian Democracy Party also started preparations for a new registration attempt. The Main Department for Justice at the Grodno regional executive committee received a registration request form the Grodno regional branch of the BPF (before this branch office was repeatedly denied registration by the local authorities, including in 2009 when the registering body referred to inappropriate font size in the application). “Krajovaje Zhurtavanne Litvinau” [Regional Association of Litvins] is taking the fourth attempt to register.

In Belarus, by law the most favourable registration conditions exist for the following types of non-profit organizations: institutions, associations, and consumer cooperatives, which are registered on the application principle (the registration authority registers them based on submission of relevant documents required by the legislation, without verifying their content). However, prior to applying for the registration, the founders must endorse the organizations’ name. In the end of 2010 Belarusian authorities started practices of selective endorsement of names (in some cases, the founders were refused to agree on more than 40 submitted names). In April 2012 one of the founders attempted to appeal the refusal to endorse the name by the registering body in court. However, the court issued an opinion that failure to endorse names should be appealed to the Justice Ministry exclusively and could not be challenged in court (therefore if obstacles are created by the registering body at this stage of registering of an organization, their unlawful actions cannot be challenged in court).

The authorities continued interfering with day-to-day activities of NGOs, inter alia, failed to provide facilities for NOGs events and other gatherings. During the reporting period, a number of activities initiated by NGOs and civil activists both in Minsk and regional cities were denied lease of premises. Thus, in May, the Assembly of Democratic NGOs in Belarus has been denied previously rented premises to hold a Congress of non-governmental organizations. It came about right on the eve of the event, which was planned to be held in Minsk Johannes Rau International Educational Center, where Minsk City Executive Committee is one of the founders. Therefore the Assembly was forced to postpone the Congress and hold it on June 16th – 17th in a different room.

On May 20th, “For Freedom” movement celebrated its 5th anniversary. The organizers of the anniversary celebration planned to hold a special gathering in one of the lodges near Minsk during that weekend. However, three days before the event was to take place the administration of the recreational facility unilaterally terminated the contract.

On June 25th “Art Syadziba” cultural association Director received a letter from the owner of the premises about the early termination of the lease agreement.

In recent years, termination of lease agreements on the eve of events organized by non-profit organizations in order to hinder them, become widespread practices in Belarus. Nevertheless, the Belarusian Association of Journalists managed to hold its congress in Minks. Eviction of the Belarusian Slavonic Committee from its premises has been suspended: their Minsk office had been previously sealed following the decision by the Minsk Economic Court however further claims had been withdrawn and the eviction process halted.

On June 27th, premises, rented by non-official Union of Poles, were searched by an investigation officer and three riot policemen. The warrant stated that literature containing anti-governmental slogans could be found in the premises. The premises in question were officially rented by Union of Poles’ Chairman Andrej Poczobut, who was arrested on charges of “libeling the President of Belarus”. Charges against Poczobut are based on publications in his blog on www.Belaruspartisan.org website.

During the reporting period a number of Belarusian human rights and civil society activists, including the head of the Belarusian Association of Journalists Zhanna Litvina, leaders of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee Oleg Gulak and Harry Pahanyaila, Deputy Head of “Viasna” Human Rights Centre Valentin Stefanovich were restricted from traveling abroad. In this regard, the case of Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies Director, Mr. Alexei Pikulik, whose passport has been seized in April on for ‘authenticity checks’ deserves particular attention. ‘Authenticity checks’ lasted longer than three months and deprived the analyst of the opportunity take part in a number of events abroad, as well as teaching at the St. Petersburg University. Also Mr. Pikulik was subjected to administrative arrest on disorderly conduct charges, based on the false testimony by police officers and as a result – an obviously unjust court decision.

A positive development during the reporting period was the disaffirmation of penalty charges for failure provide tax declaration by “Mogilev youth center”. Head of “Mogilev youth center” faced with administrative charges for the failure to provide a tax declaration in violation of Article 63 of the Tax Code of Belarus, which envisages the tax declarations to be filed by taxpayers if they have taxable objects. The organization appealed against illegal financial claims by the tax authorities and recovered the case.

During the reporting period, a “Focus Group” Youth NGO liquidation case was considered by Minsk city court (registering authority, the Minsk City Executive Committee’s Justice Department, filed a liquidation case against this NGO). However, the Minsk City Court provided the NGO with a two-month period to smooth violations of the law.

On May 16th the Supreme Court upheld the Ministry of Justice’s decision to issue a warning to “Christian business initiative” public association. This public association is headed by the co-founder of the Belarusian Christian Democracy Georgy Dmytruk. One of the grounds for the warning was that the organization’s letterhead failed to comply with official standards in record keeping, as well, that the organization failed to provide information about its activities in 2011.

Belarus’ Investigation Committee opened a criminal case against Oleg Karpovich, an unemployed inhabitant of Minsk born in 1984, with charges of organization or management of a public association, religious organization infringing upon individuals’ personal rights and duties (part 2 of article 193 of the Criminal Code). “The investigation has established that this person organized and headed in 2010 a public association, which he called “Autonomous National Bolsheviks” (ANB), and that its activities were associated with violence against citizens, resulting in bodily injuries, theft of their personal belongings and cash. The ANB has never been officially registered as an organization. From the moment of creation of organization until February 2012, the suspect performed organizational and administrative functions, managed activities of ANB members in the capital city and in other regions, using the Internet and via private meetings, talks and association’s members meetings. He organized a series of events, when he together with his subordinates was acting violently against representatives of youth subcultures, informal movements and sexual minorities and other citizens”, Mr. Gerasimov, the Spokesman for the Investigative Committee, said.

The UN Human Rights Committee registered a complaint filed on behalf of Ales Bialiatski, which states, inter alia, that Belarus has violated Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: unlawful restrictions on freedom of association, i.e. referring to failure to register the Human Rights Center “Viasna” in 2007 and 2009, the official warning issued to Mr. Bialiatski by the General Prosecutor for the carrying out activities on behalf of unregistered public organization in 2011, as well as to criminal prosecution of Mr. Bialiatski for tax evasion concerning the funds received and used for legitimate purposes by the Human Rights Center “Viasna”.
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General political conditions and circumstances

The political context for the existence and activities of civil society, as well as in the previous period, was still set up by the forthcoming parliamentary election. The date of holding the latter was announced on June 18, 2012, which marked the beginning of the official start of the campaign. The attention of the political forces, the official authorities, and the media in the period under review was focused on the electoral issues. Thus it can be predicted that up to September 23, 2012 (the election date) and for some time after this, the situation will not radically change. The unresolved issue of consolidation and agreement on a common strategic line of democratic forces’ activity on the upcoming election, which has been written on earlier, defeated the purpose of political significance of the campaign. The probable situation turns can be promoted only by the authorities’ actions, as the possibility remains for the latter to move on the relative liberalization and the release of political prisoners.

Some changes of non-critical nature have occurred in the international arena. A diplomatic conflict between Belarus and the EU, having started in the previous period, has been resolved in April and May. The parties actually went on to make mutual concessions. The Belarusian authorities released two political prisoners and, despite the aggressive rhetoric, removed their claims to European diplomats. The EU has temporarily postponed the decision on new sanctions on Belarus and recommended the ambassadors to return, which happened in late May. The relations with the European Union came back to the situation of the beginning of 2011. Thus the parties actually have remained in the same positions, and the issue of the release of political prisoners is critical for the resumption of dialogue. The European dialogue on modernization with Belarusian society, announced in late March 2012, has potentially set a new framework for relations between Belarus and the EU, but its development in this period was not very dynamic.

The establishment and development of the National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum 

The activity of the National Platform was conditioned by the preparation for the next Conference (late June). The Conference The National Platform-2012: a new reality in no new conditions”, should have resolved a number of issues, in particular: defining the strategy, consolidation of the institutional foundations of the activity, election of permanent coordinating bodies, voting on the list of organizations recommended to take part in the IV Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum in Stockholm. Unfortunately, the assembly of the permanent members (58 organizations and civil society initiatives of Belarus, having signed the Memorandum of Cooperation) failed to determine the Concept of Development of the National Platform. As in the previous period, the stumbling block became the issues of the National Platform activity expanded mandate, decision-making procedures and expanding the competence of the governing bodies. To continue working on the Concept, the conciliation commission has been formed of representatives of organizations adhering to different guidelines.

A significant event was the accession to the National Platform of the two largest social and political structures - the Movement "For Freedom") and the campaign "Tell the truth!". As a success may also be considered the election of the Permanent Steering Committee of the 7 persons with the plenary powers for 1 year. Its membership is currently more balanced compared to the previous composition of the Interim Steering Committee, dominated by the representatives of the International Consortium "EuroBelarus". In terms of organization under the National Platform the Interregional Group was formed that has set for itself the task of creation and development of regional platforms.

As previously, the main task for the National Platform is its own growth and strengthening at the international, national and regional levels. However, internal conflicts substantially slow its progress in this direction.

Development of a dialogue with national and local authorities

Significant progress during this period in the development of civil society dialogue with the authorities at various levels did not happen. Belarusian civil society is still excluded from the structure of making meaningful decisions both at the national and local levels. In early June, the head of the Belarusian Voluntary Society of Historical and Cultural Monument Conservation Anton Astapovich sent an appeal to the Prime Minister with demand of the dissolution of the Public Advisory Council under the Ministry of Culture. Astapovich states there is no work of the Council as a consequence of sabotage of the Ministry of Culture.

During this period there was a slight intensification of cooperation between the state and civil society at the local level. In particular, in June public hearings were held in Belozersk on the issue of construction of the lead plant, in May local authorities held a public consultation on the reconstruction of the Gantsevichi city’s square. On June 10 the Executive Committee meeting was held in Mogilev with community organizations of the region, where the authorities expressed dissatisfaction with the level of interaction with civil society. However, the meeting was more of a ritual nature, as only pro-government public bodies were invited to participate.

As before, the intensification of the dialogue depends on the resolution of the issue of dialogue at the national level, which is impossible without the overall growth of the civil society influence on the country’s processes.

Expansion of civil society "composition" and cooperation with various types of entities

In the light of the unfolding political campaign for election of deputies to the National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus, there is actually no point of speaking of any improvement of the interaction of various civil society actors. The politically-oriented part of civil society organizations is in a state of fragmentation; at the time of announcement of election date no overall strategy or tactics of joint actions in the electoral campaign had been worked out by them. Failure of the authorities to comply with the demand of release of all political prisoners in the country did not become an obstacle for significant part of political actors to make statements on participation in the election process; it only served as an excuse for the opposition why it proved once again to be unprepared to the elections.

Any special support for political organizations by other civil society organizations hasn’t also been observed; on the contrary - the tendency of distancing from them has reinforced. As one of the positive aspects, the signing of the Memorandum on Cooperation by the Movement "For Freedom" and the campaign "Tell the truth!" could be mentioned, done under the National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum activity. Thus, they became permanent members of the National Platform, authorized to make any decisions regarding the future development of the Platform.

Previous forms of grassroots civic activity, manifested in forms of political protests (such as silent protest actions and "Stop Petrol" actions), as it had been indicated in previous reports, lost their attractiveness at the beginning of autumn 2011. But in the April-June 2012 the trend of active defense of their interests by local communities was even more clearly delineated. Reports began to appear in the media as on the protests of groups of citizens from different cities of Belarus against actions of local and higher authorities, which were, according to the protesters, directly infringing their interests. These protests were not of political, but mainly of social, educational, or way-of-life nature.

Thus, in the district of Minsk "Uruchcha-2" local residents are protesting against the seal housing development; in Minsk residents of the streets adjacent to the Park of the 40th anniversary of the October Revolution - against its clearing and construction on the site of Chinese hotel "Beijing"; the villagers and country settlements in Smolevichi district (Minsk region) - against the construction of the Belarusian-Chinese industrial park; residents of Beloozersk (Bereza district, Brest region) - against the construction of the plant for the production of lead; residents of city of Berezovka (Lida district, Grodno region) - against the construction of the production of glass wool; residents of Rogachev (Gomel region) - against the transfer of the capital of the upcoming Republican festival - fair for rural toilers "Dazhynki" from their city to the regional center; residents of the suburb of Svetlogorsk (Gomel region) - against construction of a plant for production of bleached kraft pulp; residents of cottage settlements under Borovlyany (Minsk district) - against construction near their cottages of a plant for production of chemicals; residents of the cottage settlement "Kolyadichi-2" (Minsk district) - against plans of construction of a new district of Minsk "Green Forest" and marshalling railway yard; the Polish community in Grodno - against creation of two Russian-language classes in the only Polish school in the city; residents of two apartment buildings of Brest - against unauthorized construction of a pharmacy building under their houses’ windows, and other. 

Focuses of civil disturbance in the majority occur spontaneously, and, most often, already in situations of obvious problems arisen, ie when decisions on certain issues, infringing upon the interests of citizens, have already been adopted by the authorities, and, moreover, when these solutions are beginning to be implemented. The initiators of protests are, as a rule, small groups of active residents who come into opposition with authorities; more rarely protests people are led by the civil society organizations’ activists (environmental or socio-political structures). A common is a situation when initiative groups of local residents refuse to joint action, especially with political orientation organizations. The main argument against joint actions is often the fear that participation of opposition organizations reduces the chances to any concessions to the protesters from the state. The public authorities have successfully reinforced these concerns by conducting detentions, arrests and fining of civil society activists, organizing and participating in protest activities.

International cooperation and interaction

The European dialogue on modernization with Belarusian society and operation of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum were setting the basic framework for international cooperation of civil society. The Forum has made significant progress in developing its relations with other structures of the Eastern Partnership; in particular, the representatives of the Steering Committee of the EaP CSF were participants of the meeting of the parliamentary dimension of EURONEST (April 2012); after removal of the objections of the Belarusian government, civil society representatives can participate in formal thematic platforms’ work of the Eastern Partnership.

Under the dialogue on the modernization the first thematic meeting (Warsaw) on the privatization in Belarus was held in April 2012. The meeting was attended by representatives of official structures of the EU, Polish Foreign Ministry, Belarusian civil society and representatives of the Belarusian authorities. Since June, the consultations has begun in the framework of expert working groups in Minsk with the participation of the EU countries’ ambassadors, the Management Committee of the European dialogue on the modernization was formed of representatives of the coordinators of the working groups. The Belarusian authorities are currently abstaining from participation in the working groups of the dialogue, which significantly limits their ability to influence the implementation of the reform proposals being developed.

In other formats, the interaction has been expressed in traditional reactions to the situation with human rights in Belarus. The focus was mainly on the human rights problems (appeals of international human rights organizations, officials and structures of the EU, individual European politicians and public figures), the campaign has been launched of a series of European human rights organizations against holding the World Hockey Championship in Belarus (April-June, 2012). Reports from number of international organizations on human rights issues (Freedom House, the Committee to Protect Journalists, Reporters Without Borders, Human Rights Watch) again noted the deplorable situation in Belarus (May-June, 2012). Several times a topic was arisen as on violations of independent trade unions’ rights in relation to the situation at the enterprise "Granit" (Russian Interregional Auto Workers union (the statement, April, 2012), International Labour Organization (plans to discuss the problem of "Granit", June, 2012)).

The issue of the Belarusian government in exile was actively debated in May 2012. The beginning of the debate was launched by the critical comments of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania A.Adzhubalis in respect to the Belarusian opposition and plans to support it. The minister said that there was need to create an alternative center of power outside of Belarus. The topic was actively picked up by a part of organizations of political immigrants, but met the strong opposition from within Belarus, as from the majority of opposition politicians, so from civil society organizations. The Rada (the Council) of BNR also expressed against this idea. Opponents of creating of a government in exile insist on the non-legitimacy of such a step, and the impossibility of determining the fate of the country by someone outside the country.

Organizational capacity and abilities to advocacy work, promoting and protecting the interests

In April-June 2012, a number of previous public campaigns and initiatives that have not obtained the expected result, almost came to naught; however, new situations and manifestations of civic activity in advocacy, promotion and protection of interests have arisen. Using the typology presented in the previous quarterly report, we’ll list the most notable of the campaigns and initiatives, being unfolded in the analyzed period of time.

1. Initiatives-appeals (speeches with statements, adoption of petitions and resolutions, campaigns to collect signatures can also be listed here). These initiatives, for all their ineffectiveness, remain one of the most common types. Mainly three issues were actualized in April-June 2012: protection of political prisoners (including former ones), the upcoming parliamentary election and building of the Belarusian nuclear power plant.

In defense of political prisoners were: with statements – the BPF Party and the Human Rights Center "Viasna". The first one - on the occasion of release from prison of former presidential candidate Andrei Sannikov and his confidant, coordinator of the civil campaign "European Belarus" Dmitri Bondarenko (mid-April , 2012); the second - demanding the termination of criminal prosecution for violating the terms of preventive supervision of the former political prisoner Vasily Parfenkov (end of April, 2012); under the campaign to collect signatures for an open letter addressed to the Attorney General – the civil campaign "Tell the Truth!", which required to cease prosecution of its activist and former political prisoner Pavel Vinogradov, once again having been subjected to administrative arrest (end of April, 2012); in resolutions - participants of the "Chernobyl Shlach (“Chernobyl Way"; end of April, 2012), participants of the Congress of the Assembly of NGOs (mid-June, 2012) and participants of the National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum (the end of June, 2012).

The resolutions adopted by the participants of "Chernobyl Way" and the Conference of the National Platform also contained calls to free and fair parliamentary elections in the country.

Participants of the traditionally held "Chernobyl Way" (on the anniversary of the Chernobyl accident) in their resulting documents expressed against the construction of a nuclear power plant in the Ostrovets district (Gomel region), as well as the participants of the Congress of the Assembly of NGOs. Brest civil society activists under the campaign "We live, we decide on: NO – to the new Fukushima and New Chernobyl!" in May 2012 were collecting signatures under petition to the governments of Belarus, Lithuania and Russia with call to suspend plans to build nuclear power plants in these three countries. On May 31, on the day of the visit of Russian President Vladimir Putin in Minsk, Belarusian environmentalists transferred through the Russian embassy an open appeal to his name and to the address of the Russian Federation government with the justification of inadmissibility of construction of the Belarusian nuclear power plant.

Among other topics, updated through the appeals, we can mention: protests of Svetlogorsk and Svetlogorsk district inhabitants (Gomel region) against the construction of the plant for the production of bleached kraft pulp (during March-May 2012 10 thousand signatures of local residents were collected under protest appeal to the Administration of the President and Council of Ministers); requirements of wheelchair users of maintenance of an article of the Constitution of the Republic of Belarus that guarantees a dignified life, freedom of movement, the right to adequate social security, as well as the accession of Belarus to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (an appeal to the Belarusian president with this content was taken at a meeting of wheelchair users, on May 5, 2012 in Minsk); animal advocates’ demands to investigate and prosecute persons involved in the fact of knackery in respect to the tens of cormorant chicks on one of ponds in the area of Chashniki (Vitebsk region); collecting signatures for a petition to the prosecutor's office of the Vitebsk region was organized through the Internet, resulting in thousands of signatures collected).

2. Initiatives to raise funds. As before, this type of initiatives demonstrates its effectiveness because of the clarity and certainty of goal set, and for this reason these initiatives appear to be the most positive examples of manifestations of civic solidarity. Thus, in the middle of May 2012 raising money was launched on the initiative of Director of the Museum of History of Mogilev to purchase the copy of the Statute of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania of 1588, having been exposed to the open Internet auction by a Moscow collector. The required amount of $ 45 thousand was collected within two weeks. Herewith the state participation in the campaign to raise funds was manifested mainly through the appeals of the National Bank and the Ministry of Culture to commercial structures with a request to provide financial assistance, and the lion's share of funds was received as a result of donations from local entrepreneurs and businessmen from Belarus, living in Moscow. As a result, the historical relic was handed over to Belarus on June 7.

3. Initiatives of local residents against the construction of environmentally hazardous facilities, or facilities, deteriorating living conditions. For more information about this type of initiatives, see chapter “Expansion of civil society "composition" and cooperation with various types of entities”.

4. Initiatives to promote the Belarusian language. In the analyzed period of time in the field of view of the media there got a new campaign in the service and advertising sphere titled "Here you can be served in the Belarusian language, as well”, initiated by the civil initiative "Spravavodstva in Belarusian language" (“Office work in Belarusian language”). The campaign aims to mark with special stickers the sites, where Belarusian-speaking customers can be gladly served in the Belarusian language.

5. Social initiatives. With the beginning of cycling season, velo-activists organized a series of actions and campaigns aimed at mainstreaming equality of motorists and cyclists’ rights on the roads, as well as courteous relationship with pedestrians. In early May 2012 about fifty members of the club "VeloGomel" organized a public skating to this end at the center of the city, and activists "For Velo-Brest" during the cycling season of 2012 launched a campaign consisting of a series of public events and flash mobs called "Safe sidewalks" and "A cyclist is a full-fledged participant of the road traffic!".

6. Initiatives of a political nature. In a situation of unfolding the campaign for election of deputies to the National Assembly and determining the subjects of the political opposition over their participation in these elections, to the campaigns for election observation, arisen earlier, there added a number of campaigns and initiatives, advocating for a boycott. In early April 2012, Brest democratic coalition “Spadchyna” ("Heritage"), which includes regional organizations BCD, Belarusian Social Democratic Party (Narodnaya Gromada), "European Belarus", "Young Belarus" and "Belarusian movement", announced its withdrawal from the organizing committee of the campaign "For Fair elections" and the establishment of the Brest regional headquarter of the "People's boycott". On April 11, 2012 the United Civil Party (OGP) of Belarus has announced the launch of the campaign "For Fair Elections without Lukashenko", setting the task of promoting of the OGP representatives to the candidates, but without participation in the procedure of elections and withdrawal of their candidacies the day before election. On April 19, 2012 a number of youth activists from political parties and movements announced the creation of the coalition "Ignore-2012". This coalition included: "Young Front", "Revolution Through Social Networks", youth of the "European Belarus", "Young Social Democrats - Young hulk", the youth wing of the United Civil Party "Young Democrats" and the youth wing of the "Tell the Truth!" - "Zmena ".

Among other initiatives and political campaigns that occurred in April-June 2012, may be listed the following:

• In early April 2012 the initiative was announced by the leader of "Tell the Truth!" Uladzimir Niaklajeu to convene a new All-Belarusian Assembly. The idea was supported in the open letter by the co-chairs of All-Belarusian Assembly for independence, held 12 years ago: Ryhor Borodulin, Gennady Buravkin, Radim Goretsky and Anatoly Gritskevich. They called on all democratic forces, public associations and political parties to join the initiative in order to create an organizing committee meeting and to hold it until the end of 2012. As the main purpose of the meeting the applicants named the need to discuss the situation in the country, in order to find ways for correcting mistakes on this basis and put the joint tasks for further development of the national Belarusian state.

• On April 26, 2012 the traditional mass march "Chernobyl Way" was held, being held annual since 1988, the day of the accident at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant. Carrying out activities was authorized by the authorities.

• In early May 2012 the ex-presidential candidate and former political prisoner Dmitry Uss held a meeting of the initiative group which has set itself the goal of amending the electoral law. On May 25 it filed the necessary documents to the CEC to register the initiative group.

• In mid-May 2012 a retired colonel Vladimir Borodach, who now lives in emigration, initiated the establishment by the former officers and former employees of intelligence agencies of "The transitional government in exile", and at the end of the same month it was announced of creation of an organizing committee "The Council of the national revival of Belarus". In a memorandum adopted by the organizing committee it was stated that the Council sought to become a "general organizational and coordinating center of the struggle of the Belarusian people for their national state", and afterwards – formation on its base of an alternative center of the new Belarusian authorities (the transitional interim government).

• In early June 2012 on the initiative of the Rada (Council) of the Belarusian Intelligentsia a round table was held with participation of leaders of the democratic opposition and civil society organizations, in which the head of Rada Uladzimir Kolas urged all present to decide on common goals and agree on ways to achieve them. This attempt was unsuccessful.

7. Initiatives of symbolic solidarity. As in the previous periods analyzed, actions of symbolic solidarity were carried out with sufficient regularity and were not of broad nature. In addition to themes of protection and support of political prisoners, they have also been associated with memorable or holiday dates (anniversary of the Chernobyl power plant accident, the anniversary of the referendum of 1995, the 1st and 9th of May, etc.).

Changes in terms of activity and structures of civil society

On June 14, 2012 the House of Representatives approved on second reading the bill "On State Security", and already on June 20 did the same the Council of the Republic. The bill was introduced in Parliament on September 30, 2011 in the form of amendments to the law, acting since 1997 "On the organs of state security". At that time the contents of the bill in the form in which it was submitted to Parliament, caused a great resonance among human rights groups and other public organizations in Belarus, as the amendments made further expand the powers of the state security bodies and create conditions for limiting the right to liberty, privacy and dignity of personality. As we noted earlier, the bill not worsened the real state of social structures, but rather fixed the existing status quo. New amendments have created a legal basis for a new round of repressions against civil society, particularly in the situation of unfolding election campaign in the Parliament.
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