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Analytical Report
January – March 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 January through March 2012.
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Part 1: General trends

From the point of view of political liberalization, the first quarter of 2012 can be briefly described as “stagnant (de) liberalization”, which is characterized by a stagnation of indicators of political liberalization and democratization. However, the forecast which was published in the previous issue did not fully come true because the current situation is characterized by keeping the old paths of repressive practices without amplification. The stability of the trend is due to the lack of foreign policy change. At the same time there is a remaining possibility of a minor change in the situation on a back of growing role of domestic political factors, which is expected to come with the beginning of parliamentary election in June-September 2012.

Q1 2012 was characterized by reduction of administrative prosecution together with the politically motivated imprisonment of Sergei Kovalenko, unchanged Alexander Bialiatski’s sentence after cassational appeal, as well as a number of cases of pressure against the civil society institutions. These reflect “reduced speed” of the repressive machinery which is focusing on ostentation of repressions, rather than on their mass character. And yet, in these series of events that marked reduction restrictions on human rights, the general picture did not change.

Trend “stagnant (de) liberalization” may become a long-term one and could continue in the second quarter. Government policy towards the “Charnobylski Shliakh”
 [Chernobyl Way] demonstration on April 26 will be the indicator: if the conditions for the event are similar to ones for Freedom Day, it will mean keeping the trend and continuing the policy of “pin-point” liberalization without significant changes in human rights and freedoms situation.

In a case of long-term stagnation the main factor for changing (de) liberalization parameters will be political opposition’s activity. Then the parliamentary elections will not play a significant role in country’s situation primarily because of the opposition’s tactics of boycott, which will call off the need in the repressive mechanisms.

General forecast of the latest BISS-Trends came true: in Q1 2012 the economic situation leveled off (also due to tightening of economic policy) and there was no growth in actual income of population.

Thanks to the terms of the new gas agreements, as well as to reducing the premium in the price of crude oil de-facto, Russian economic grant to Belarus increased significantly and returned to the level of the first half of the 2000s. At the same time the situation in foreign markets and the growth of commodity prices enabled the trade surplus. The National Bank and Government tightened the economic policy, and this in conjunction with the factors mentioned above contributed to temporary economic balance without structural reforms involving external loans and agreements.

However, the economic trend of the first quarter of 2012 is not marked by liberalization, but by the heaviness of carrying out structural reforms and decision-making processes. High volume of external debt, lack of significant steps towards liberalization and forcing of privatization processes cause serious concerns regarding Belarus’ ability to serve its financial obligations without selling “pieces” of state property to Russia.

Medium-term forecast predicts keeping policy of heading towards economic stabilization. Structural reforms and government initiation of the privatization process are unlikely. Small trade deficit may arise; refinancing rate could reduce to 30%.

In the long term Belarus may overtake another currency crisis, followed by the financial crunch if no structural reforms are being made. Liberalization scenario according to IMF’s requirements is not very likely. At the same time there is a high risk of the failure to attract $ 2.5 billion through the privatization program upon the demand of the Eurasian Economic Community, meaning yet another external borrowing.

In the area of good governance and the rule of law situation in the Q1 2012 comparing with the previous period can be characterized as the “lack of trend change”. The liberalization of governance - including the appropriate rhetoric - has completely disappeared. Q1 was marked by the abolition of the positioning of the Directive № 4
 as the cornerstone for further development of legal documents and by the complete incompatibility of economic legislation to spirit of the Directive.

At the same time the privatization process is frozen, and although by the condition of economy was dictated the demand to adopt a new instrument of privatization, by itself it does not mean the continued adoption and implementation of transparent legislation.
The adoption of the “Action plan to improve the investment climate”
 is likely marking the emergence of the new document, which is characteristic for a system of “manual governance” - in this case, managing to attract investments in fact occurs through inviting individual investors. By itself, the Action plan initiative is an example of the old practice of compiling existing legislation in the document, which ultimately does not have at its core new provisions in principle.

Number of questions arises in area of law enforcement practices in case of the trial and early executions of two men, accused of committing an explosion in the Minsk metro. Formally conducted by the law, legal process leaves a lot of controversy and criticism in relation to the law enforcement practices by the court, investigation authorities and prosecution, including Supreme Court’s decision on the destruction of evidence on the case of an explosion.

Initiatives, which implementation could positively affect the quality and transparency of governance process have a number of shortcomings, which may neutralize its benefits. Among them can be found the “Unified register of state property”
, aimed at increasing transparency and systematizing the process of privatization, as well as the Decree № 229 on "Improving the procurement of goods (works, services)" by the expense of own funds of state enterprises in the text of which is set an exception for certain goods and the ability to purchase only one source. The impact of these documents on the quality of economic management will be observed over some time. 

Stabilization of the external and internal political situation reduces the “degree” of positive expectations for liberalization of governance and the rule of law. Most likely in next quarter the rejection of “manual governance” and confident steps to create a comfortable legal atmosphere will not arise.

In the long-term forecast liberalization of economic legislation in relation to the need for payment by foreign loans, as well as a harmonization of the legislation to the standards of the CES and the WTO is possible. However, the situation in the first half of 2012 will most likely remain unchanged.

Forecast of previous issue on geopolitical vector is fully come true with a strengthening trend in the Q1 of 2012. The conflict between Belarus and the EU has increased significant disparities with structure of geopolitical relations, “sagged” towards the Russian vector.

Strengthening Russia's geopolitical vector began with the entry to Common Economic Space of Belarus, Russia and Kazakhstan launched from January 1, 2012 with the full implementation of all commitments. At the same time the open support given to Vladimir Putin in the presidential elections in Russia, allowed to return Russian economic subsidies and political “protection”. Warming of relations is also positively affected by a number of concessions on the issue of willingness to sell large enterprises and reduce its prices.

Convergence towards the Russian vector continued directly in the situation of diplomatic conflict between the EU and Belarus. Despite the fact Kremlin has demonstrated reluctance to be involved in open conflict with the EU from Russian side was given a definite political commitment, expressed in a joint statement Lukashenko and Medvedev on the “inadmissibility of economic pressure”.

Relations with the EU in Q1 deteriorated steadily in connection with (at first) initiative, and then with expanding of the list of visa sanctions. The conflict reached its climax with the decision to expand the sanctions, which caused the so-called “expulsion” of Polish ambassador and Head of EU Representatives Office and the subsequent “withdrawal of solidarity” of all of the ambassadors of EU Member States from Belarus. Expanding the list of companies that fall under economic sanctions and the travel ban for EU-officials calling to increase economic sanctions stalled the conflict at the top. Smoothing the conflict and “knocking down” of the trend of strengthening Russia's geopolitical vector Belarus failed at series of related events, such as the visit by Gunnar Wiegand to discuss strategies to exit from the diplomatic conflict, and the conflict between the aeronautical authorities of Russia and Belarus.

The forecast on the perspectives of alignment Belarusian geopolitical vector is negative in the medium term: “sag” will continue at least until parliamentary elections in Belarus (however, with no sharp dynamics), simultaneously with the high risk of weakening the “West” vector in the case of continuation of the conflict.

In the long term “sag” of geopolitical vector is capable to put Belarus in the strong political dependence on Russia for a long time with enhancing of the probability of infiltration of Russian capital. Changes in the “West” vector will depend on the actions of Russia and its performance of the basic agreements with Belarus.

Cultural trend forecast of the previous BISS-Trends issue come true. Belarusian authorities have kept a policy of deliberalization of culture and continued an active practice of “black lists” of musicians and left the question of de-politicization of culture only at the level of declarations. Fixing the trend was preceded by a de-facto opposite separation of culture to the official culture – supported by authorities, and informal, which is displaced from a public cultural space. At the same time in the cultural field there was failure of the policy of “soft belarusization”, reflected in the inconsistency of the overall strategy in a given direction.

Especially strong politicization of culture has emerged in case with the vote-fraud scandal on the music contest “Eurofest”. To resolve the conflict joined Alexander Lukashenko, using the position of “wisdom arbitrator” to consolidate his authority. Another significant event, excluding de-politicization of cultural field was airing of multiseries movie “Dzed Talash” with a provocative - according to the Polish side - content and imaging of Polish characters. Statements released by the Polish Foreign Ministry and the Polish press was used by Belarusian media for publishing materials clearly marked with the anti-Polish propaganda component.

Forecast changes in cultural trends for the next quarter are negative: deliberalization and the ideological polarization of the culture with keeping policy of displacement of informal, “marginal” artists from cultural field, are expected to continue. High probability of “freezing” the policy of “soft belarusization” also arises.

In the long term is expected further approach to the Russian cultural samples opposed to the policy of “embedding” in the European context. Polarization and practice of discrimination (both political and economic) in the cultural field is maintained, which increases the risk of another round of “cultural emigration” of artists.

Part 2: Human Rights violations in Belarus

Freedom of the Media

In January-March 2012, against the background of overall deterioration of the situation with civil and political rights in Belarus, the government pressure on independent journalists and the media continued.

During the first three month of 2012 the following major developments in the media filed could be identified:

· state authorities warned journalists (primarily those working with foreign media) and editorial offices against violations of the Media Law;

· unjustified restrictions on leaving the country were imposed on a number of journalists (as well as other public figures and policy makers);

· authorities launched a media campaign to discredit the “Belarusian Association of Journalists” (BAJ).

On February 24, the Ministry of Information issued a written warning to the Inform-progulka newspaper (town of Luninets, Brest region). The newspaper was sanctioned by the Information Ministry for the dissemination of allegedly false information about the number of employees canceling their membership in the official trade union at one of the major enterprises. Two warnings within a year, issued for any, even the most insignificant matter, may become grounds for a closure suit against a newspaper.

In February, the Information Ministry published official statistics about warnings, issued in 2011. According to the official data, the Ministry issued 83 written warnings to 67 media outlets. Information Minister Oleg Proleskovsky said in a Board meeting, “the Ministry closely oversees the media in Belarus”.

The KGB and prosecuting authorities increased control over the work of journalists. Since the beginning of 2012, at least 13 journalists in Minsk, Grodno, Polotsk and Brest were officially warned orally and in writing against cooperation with foreign media without accreditation. Journalists from Minsk and Grodno suffered from the strongest pressure: prosecutor’s offices issued written warnings to five and four journalists respectively. In the majority of cases, journalists were accused of collaboration with the Polish-based Radio Racyja and the TV channel Belsat, broadcasting from Poland via satellite.

The government attempted to tighten control over the dissemination of information outside the country and from the outside by detaining journalists of two foreign film crews in Minsk: the Estonian TV3 3 channel and the Swedish SVT, both accredited in the country; and by introducing illegal bans on leaving the country for a number of journalists, politicians and social activists.

For instance, in March, Chairman of the Belarusian Association of Journalists, Janna Litvina, was restricted from leaving Belarus, as well as an employee of the "Belsat" TV channel, Michail Yanchuk, and Chief Editor of the Nasha Niva newspaper Andrei Dynko.

It is noteworthy that the increased harassment of journalists and independent media coincided with the launch of a persecution and defamation campaign against the Belarusian Association of Journalists and its leaders by the Belarusian state media. A documentary broadcast by a state TV channel (film “Bash na BAJ” [Straight swap with BAJ] was made using anonymous letters and operational data, also several series of “the Editor’s Club” programme and others) accused the BAJ leadership of receiving grants from the British Embassy in Belarus. It was argued that these funds were not registered in the Department for Humanitarian Affairs of the Presidential Administration. The film demonstrated money allegedly received by BAJ without any stamps or signatures, as well as an anonymous letter allegedly written by a former member of the Belarusian Association of Journalists, who blamed the organization for misuse of funds. BAJ said association’s lawyers consider filing a suit against the TV channel Belarus-1 for insulting the honor, dignity and business reputation of the organization. The impression is building up that the Belarusian state television propaganda provides for ideological grounds for an assault on the independent journalism in the country.
Freedom of assembly

Developments during the reporting period leave no reasons for reporting about substantial progress in citizens’ exercising their right to freedom of peaceful assembly. At the same time, it is worth to mention that in fighting for their right to freedom of assembly, Belarusian human rights activists started using available international legal mechanisms more often.

We would like to mark the following activities as the most important in January-March 2012:

· pickets against the impoverishment of the population, organized by the Belarusian Left Party "Fair World";

· an attempt to stage a picket to support the head of an independent trade union at the “Granit” enterprise;

· an action of support to ex-political prisoner Andrei Sannikov, timed to his Birth date, March 8;

· Freedom Day March in Minsk, a demonstration and rally on March 25 to commemorate the 94th anniversary of the Belarusian People’s Republic.

Speaking about mass events and picketing, held during the reporting period, a general trend should be underlined, i.e. that the majority of the applications filed by activists requesting permission to stage public events were rejected by the authorities. However, activists and various groups have repeated attempts to exercise their right to freedom of assembly regularly.

Earlier this year, Belarusian Left Party “Fair World” initiated the idea of holding pickets against the impoverishment of the population across the country. The purpose was to draw the authorities' attention to the deteriorated social and economic well-being of the population. The first series of pickets were supposed to take place in Orsha, Mogilev and Baranovichi on January 28. However, local authorities of these cities rejected all appeals to stage pickets quoting various grounds. In particular, Orsha City Executive Committee refused a picket referring to the recently amended Article 5 of the law “On mass events”, which requires applicants to indicate the source of funding for their mass event. Sometime later, “Fair World” party activists filed an application for staging pickets in these towns on February 18. The authorities rejected their appeals once again and in some cases in violation of the legal deadlines for responding to such requests. Nevertheless, activists made another attempt to receive permission to hold such pickets on March 16 and 17 and filed applications to the Brest regional and city authorities. Out of three applications submitted to the Brest city authorities, only one was approved: a “Fair World” party activist Leonti Chepurnykh was allowed to stage a one-man picket. Such arbitrary and selective behaviour by the authorities is surprising and indicates a new trend in the Brest City Executive Committee practices (previously all applications were rejected). At the same time, none of the 15 applications to stage pickets on March 16 all over the region filed to the Brest Regional authorities by activists of the “Fair World” party were approved.

Particular attention should be paid to a solidarity action with the head of the independent trade union at the “Granit” enterprise in Mikashevichi, Oleg Stahaevich, planned to take place in Brest on March 7 and organized by Chairman of the local trade union of radio industry workers, Zinaida Mikhnyuk. The picket meant to draw the attention of the local population to the situation at the “Granit” enterprise, exercising discrimination based on membership in trade unions. For instance, the leadership of the “Granit” enterprise intended to sack the leader of the newly formed independent trade union branch at the enterprise, Oleg Stahaevich, based on farfetched reasons. The Brest City Executive Committee rejected the appeal of Zinaida Mikhnyuk and she unsuccessfully challenged the refusal with the regional prosecutor’s office.

March 8, Borisov activists Anatoly Askerko and Ivan Shutko staged a rally to mark the birthday anniversary of political prisoner Andrei Sannikov. They have organized an impromptu picket demonstrating to the passersby Andrey Sannikov’s portrait and national white-red-white flag. On March 9 they were arrested and on March 10 Borisov district court sentenced them to 15 and 10 days of administrative arrest, respectively.

During this period, Freedom Day celebrations in Minsk marked a relative breakthrough in the realization of the right to freedom of assembly. City officials allowed the organizers to hold a march and a rally on 25 March to commemorate the 94th anniversary of the Belarusian National Republic. Participants were allowed to gather near the Academy of Sciences building and march en route: the Academy of Sciences - Independence Avenue – Surganov Street – People’s Friendship Park in the Bangalore Square. The rally took place at a special site near the Bangalore Square. Experts and observers of the rally assessed 3.5 to 5 thousand people to take part in the event, no detentions were reported. Therefore, this year Minsk authorities demonstrated relative liberalism, particularly, bearing in mind that on March 25, 2011 the authorities not only banned the rally, but also strongly suppressed those who tried to lay flowers to the monuments of the classics of Belarusian literature.

However, these liberal moods did not spread beyond the Minsk ring road. In other regional centers and cities across the country the applicants requesting to stage demonstrations on the occasion of Freedom Day, were not successful. For example, Vitebsk authorities rejected the request of Vitsebsk activists Kristofor Zheliapov, Jan Dzyarzhautsau and Peter Sarapenia to hold pickets on the Freedom Day. An attempt to appeal the refusal in court had failed. Slonim District Executive Committee also did not allow mass events on the Freedom Day. Identical decisions were taken by the authorities of Mogilev, Grodno, and Baranovichi. Many activists have been warned by the law enforcement authorities about liability for the unauthorized actions. Among those warned was also an activist of the Belarusian Social Democratic Party (Hramada) Stanislav Kovalevski from Bobruisk. Some activists were precautionary detained on the eve of March 25 by the authorities to stop them from taking part in the Freedom Day celebrations. The detentions took place in Minsk, and in the regions: among those detained for up to three hours were Novopolotsk activists Viktor Kolesnik and Vyacheslav Boyko. On March 25 activist of the organizing committee of the “Belarusian Christian Democracy” party Vadim Kabanchuk was detained while transporting by his car banners and other materials designed for the rally, which was authorized by the authorities.

Therefore, developments during the reporting period leave no reasons for reporting about substantial progress in citizens’ exercising their right to freedom of peaceful assembly. At the same time, it is worth to mention that in fighting for their right to freedom of assembly, Belarusian human rights activists started using available international legal mechanisms more often. For example, a human rights activist Aleh Matskievich has submitted a complaint to the UN Human Rights Committee concerning the ban on picketing in Borisov. He received an official reply that his complaint had been registered. Simultaneously the Committee sent a letter to the Belarusian government with a request to provide explanations about the matter. Human rights defenders hope that Borisov City authorities will also provide their explanations about why they refused holding any mass action organized by pro-democratic activists over the past five years. Gomel activist Vladimir Katsora also appealed to the UN Committee on Human Rights about violation of Articles 19 and 21 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, namely the right to freedom of information and of peaceful assembly, by the Belarusian authorities when they detained and fined him for the organization of the Peoples’ Assembly.
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 the following:

· practices of arbitrary refusals to register non-governmental organizations and political parties continued;

· the practice of arbitrary denial to endorse names of newly created organizations without proper justification continued;

· due to the escalation of the strike movement in Belarus, pressure on independent trade unions at Belarusian state enterprises has increased;

· Belarusian authorities have stepped up efforts to hindrance international contacts of Belarusian civil society, inter alia, by drafting a list of civil society and political party representatives banned from traveling outside Belarus on futile grounds.

In January-March 2012, 26 new associations were registered, of which 3 national and 23 local; 15 organizations in the sporting field of activities, 3 charitable, 2 professional, and 1 animal protection. Also 6 new local foundations were registered, (4 charity, one sporting and one environmental), one international association of trade unions, one association of local public organizations, and six institutions.
On April 1, 2012 there were 15 political parties officially registered in Belarus with 1005 branch offices all over the country, 37 trade unions and 23,026 trade union branches, 2414 public associations, including 230 international, 684 national and 1500 local with 37,215 branch offices. There are 29 registered unions (associations) of public organizations, 123 foundations, including 11 international, 5 national and 107 local.
Since the year 2000 no new political parties were registered in Belarus by the authorities. On February 14, the Ministry of Justice refused to register the “Belarusian Christian Democracy” party. All in all, it was their sixth failed attempt to register and fourth as a political party. The Organizing Committee of the Party appealed the decision of the Ministry of Justice to the Supreme Court.

Civil society organizations also face with failed attempts to register. The most alarming recent trend is the authorities’ practices of refusing registration on the grounds of registering organization’s statutory intention to carry out educational activity, which is treated as a violation of the Code of the Republic of Belarus on Education (entered into force on September 1, 2011). In particular, on such grounds registration has been denied to the Public Association “Kraevae zgurtavanne lіtvіnaў” [“Regional Union of Litvins
”] for the third time. The organization’s Charter envisaged trainings being one of the core activities of the organization. The registration authority said any training courses related to educational programmes for adults could only be exercised by educational institutions. This position was reaffirmed in the Supreme Court decision following the complaint of the Public Association “Kraevae zgurtavanne lіtvіnaў” appealing the decision refusing registration. Therefore, there is a risk of de-legalization of educational activities not only for newly established NGOs, but also for the hundreds of existing public organization, referring to education/training as their objectives.

Launched in late 2010, the practice of arbitrary endorsement of institutions’ names has received further development during the reporting period. A number of founders have been denied name endorsement on the grounds that the proposed names “contained indication to” religious or social organizations. Thus, the Minsk City Executive Committee refused to endorse the name of an organization “Right to Creed” saying that this name bore signs of a public association and that the use of this name was against public interest, humanitarian principles and morality. Educational institution “Shegomedkonsult” from Slonim managed to endorse its name after numerous failures and appeals.

The Ministry of Justice warned in writing the Republican public association “Christian Business Initiative”. Organization was notified about the record keeping rules violation, namely, shortcomings in the letter heads.

Nikolay Chernous, leader of the non-registered public association of Ukrainians “Kobzar”, which was denied registration last year, faced administrative prosecution. On February 10, Baranovichi court found him guilty of “arbitrariness” (Article 23.39 of the Administrative Code). The court ruled that he committed a delinquency when signed his appeal to the Baranovichi City Council about the premises allocation for the Ukrainian diaspora to register a public association “Kobzar”, as Chairman of the organization, elected by the Constituent Assembly. Later, however, the first instance court’s decision was reversed by the Brest Regional Court on procedural violations.

In February 2012 the state media launched a propaganda campaign against independent NGOs and their leaders. In addition to the slanderous publication about the leader of the human rights center “Viasna” Ales Bialiatski, the authorities have attacked the Belarusian Association of Journalists and its head Janna Litvina.

Due to the escalation of the strike movement at the Belarusian enterprises, the authorities exacerbated the fight against independent trade unions. In particular, workers of the mining enterprise “Granite” in Mikashevichi encountered severe repressions. Once the “Granit” workers decided to join a newly created independent trade union, its chairman Oleg Satahevich and his deputy Nikolay Karishev, were fired. Enterprise administration impedes registration of this trade union: they do not provide with premises needed to register its legal address.

Chairman of basic trade union branch at Bobruisk tractor parts and units plant of the Free Trade Union of Belarus (UPB) Mikhail Kovalkov reported about being under pressure of the enterprise administration. In particular, the employer filed a lawsuit to the Mogilev Regional Commercial Court to terminate the contract on gratuitous use of premises, which could entail closure of the trade-union office.

During the reporting period, criminal charges against three members of the BPF Sojm Sergei Semenyuk, Maxim Gubarevich, Ales Kalita were dropped. On February 8, masked police officers, breaking windows, broke into the house, where Wednesday meetings of non-registered “Litvinsky club” were held for many years. 32 participants of the event were detained, including two minors, and taken to the police department of the Moscow district of Minsk.
Brest regional office of the Belarusian Left Party “Fair World” was granted permission by the local authorities to register their legal address in a private house. In 2011 this organization faced with three failed attempts to coordinate legal address of the office in a private house.
In January, the Justice Ministry registered new legal addresses of the Belarusian Popular Front Party (BPF) and of the Public Association BPF “Adradzenne” [“Revival”] (3 Chernyshevsky Street). In March, relevant changes were made to the registry of the Minsk City Executive Committee Justice Department. On July 26, 2011 the BPF party was formally evicted from its headquarters on 8 Masherov Avenue, which they rented since 1992. The eviction was initiated by the Soviet District of Minsk housing services, which no longer intended to extend the lease agreement as they needed these premises for “their own use”.

On March 18, a congress of the Belarusian Social Democratic Party (Gromada) was held and on March 31, a congress of the United Civil Party.

During the reporting period there were no significant changes to the NGO legislation. However, the decision of the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus No 1785 of December 30, 2011 changed the value of base unit to Br 100000 (10 Euro) as of April 1, 2012. Accordingly, from April 1st, state fees for registration of nonprofit organizations, petitions and complaints in the courts, fines, property assessments, needed for the establishment and operation of funds, and other have tripled. Presidential Decree of March 29, 2012 No 150 “On lease and gratuitous use of property” established a new order for calculation of a rental fee: it is not attached to the base unit any more, but to a newly introduced concept of “basic rental value”. Taking effect on April 1, these changes affect the interests of NGOs, renting premises in state and communal ownership. The introduction of the “basic rental value” concept, on the one hand, is a positive development as it sets clear framework for its definition and detaches from “base unit” while calculating rental fees, but on the other hand, its current rate almost doubles rental costs for NGOs.

Legislation on participation of business organizations in public decision-making has been developed. Regulation of the Council of Ministers No 247 of March 20, 2012 stipulates that any bill on business development in Belarus should be publicly discussed. The same regulation also approved a Framework provision for public advisory (expert) board on entrepreneurship development. Unfortunately, as before, these positive changes do not affect civil society organizations of any kind.
The country's authorities have introduced “ban lists” of opposition politicians and civil society representatives, restricting them from leaving Belarus. In particular, the following prominent activists are on this list: Chairman of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee Oleg Gulak, Chairman of the Belarusian Association of Journalists Zhanna Litvina, Deputy Chairman of the Human Rights Center “Viasna” Valentin Stefanovich, Head of the human rights organization “Platform” Andrey Bondarenko, as well as opposition politicians Anatoly Lebedko, Viktor Kornienko, Sergey Kalyakin and others. 
Administration of justice

In January - March 2012, there was no progress in the administration of justice. Courts continued demonstrating their extraordinary dependence on the executive. Politically motivated trials encountered gross violations of international standards in the field of administration of justice and of the national legislation.

The most important trials were as follows:

· Ales Bialiatski’s appeal of the Pervomaisky District Court verdict to the Minsk City Court;

· prison administrations appeals to courts about transfering Statkevich and Autukhovich to the prisonous mode of service;

· appeal of organizers of a march within the “Minsk Gay Pride, 2011” festival to the Minsk City Court;

· administrative charges against human rights defender Oleg Volchek;

· Valentin Stefanovich’s appeal to the higher instance of the decision on income tax recovery;

· criminal trial of Sergey Kovalenko on charges of evasion to serve restricted freedom sentence (Article 415 of the Criminal Code).

On January 24, 2012 Minsk City Court considered the appeal filed by the human rights centre “Viasna” Chairman Ales Bialiatski against the Pervomaiski District Court judgment of November 24, 2011. Human rights activist was found guilty of a large scale tax evasion (Part 2 of Article 243 of the Criminal Code).

Mr. Bialiatski’s appeal was considered in his absence as he was not brought to the court from prison. His lawyer Dmitry Laevsky filed a number of motions, inter alia, to subpoena Bialiatski; to ask organizations which collaborated with Bialiatski about the reasons for transferring funds to his accounts; to determine whether Bialiatski agreed on concrete use of these funds; to file payment orders confirming that Bialiatski paid damages allegedly caused by him to the files of the case; to file copies of documents confirming acquisition of property by Bialiatski to the case files; to delay an action on the appeal until documents confirming cash flow on Bialiatski’s accounts are provided; to revoke restrictive measure imposed on Bialiatski (detention). The panel of judges rejected all motions filed by the lawyer, except requests to file payment orders confirming that Bialiatski paid damages allegedly caused by him and copies of documents confirming acquisition of property by Bialiatski.

Addressing the court, the lawyer supported Bialiatski’s appeal, stating that a receiver of the proceeds had not been established, as well as the nature and arrangement of Bialiatski’s cash flows. Therefore the lawyer believed that court’s conclusions about the funds in question being his proceeds were incorrect. The lawyer also emphasized the first instance court used invalid evidence. Moreover, the court failed to examine a number of documents, in particular, a letter of the Lithuanian Justice Ministry saying that Bialiatski’s bank account details sent to Belarusian authorities were invalid. The lawyer asked to override the verdict and to drop charges against Bialiatski. On the other hand, state prosecutor Kirill Chubkovets stated that the court examined all the evidence. According to him, Bialiatski was aware of his duty to pay taxes on the funds in question and deliberately chose not to do so. Therefore, according to the state prosecutor, Bialiatski’s appeal should not be upheld.

The panel of judges of the Minsk City Court decided against upholding Bialiatski’s appeal and sustained the decision of the Pervomaisky District Court.

Therefore the sentence took effect and human rights activist Ales Bialiatski was sent to Bobruisk to serve his sentence. In the meanwhile, as offices of the Human Rights Center “Viasna”, headed by Ales Bialiatski were located in an apartment owned by him, there is a property confiscation risk for the organization.

On January 12, 2012 Shklov region assize court (Judge Vitaly Volkov) regarded Shklov penal colony administration’s appeal requesting to toughen punishment for Mikola Statkevich, sentenced by Minsk Leninski District Court on May 26, 2011 to 6 years’ imprisonment to be served in maximum security colony. The administration quoted the following reasons for the appeal: Mikola Statkevich “failed to take the road of reforming”, "was not seeking for parole” and “intended to live criminal lifestyle” after serving his sentence. Politician’s wife Marina Adamovich said that a formal pretext for such appeal was that her husband had no prisoner’s number tag on his clothes, and that he did not list handkerchiefs in a personal belongings list. The real reason for strengthening the punishment, in her opinion, was the principled position of Statkevich, who pleaded not guilty and had not applied for clemency to the President. In addition, Marina Adamovich also believes that it was an act of retaliation for information circulating in the media about him and on his behalf. Marina Adamovich was not allowed to attend the trial. The court upheld the administration’s appeal and changed Statkevich’s sentence conditions to prison conditions for a 3 year period.

Similar trial took placed on January 17 in penal colony number 5 in Ivatsevichi, where colony administration appealed to toughen punishment for Mr. Autukhovich, sentenced on May 6, 2010 by the Supreme Court of Belarus to 5 years 2 months imprisonment to be served in a colony for illegal use of firearms, ammunition and explosives (Part 3 Article 295 of the Criminal Code). The colony’s administration quoted gross violations of service terms by Mr. Autukhovich in the appeal.

On February 23, 2012 Minsk City Court dismissed the appeal against the Moscow District Court of Minsk decision to ban a march in Sosny (district of Minsk) to be held within “Minsk Gay Pride 2011” festival, which was filed by the organizers of the event. One of the applicants, Natalia Mankovskaya, said “the court did not comment on the attached pictures and videos showing the location where a march was to be held. Minsk City Executive Committee, refusing to grant permission to hold the march in Sosny, said that our march could interfere with pedestrian and road traffic, as well as disturb the work of one of the pediatric facilities”. The applicants intend to continue appealing the court’s decision.
During the reporting period prosecution of human rights defenders continued. On January 30, 2012 Central District Court of Minsk found human rights activist, head of the human rights center “Legal Assistance to Population” Oleg Volchek guilty of disorderly conduct and sentenced him to four days of administrative arrest. Oleg Volchek was detained on January 27 near Shevchenko Boulevard in Minsk for document’s check. Later he was charged with allegedly swearing in public and gesticulating. Central District Court Judge Yakunchihin banned audio recording wile considering the merits of the administrative case against Mr. Volchek. A journalist, who was tape recording during the trial, was expelled from the court room. The rest were warned about the liability for contempt of court, if tape recording during the trial. Mr. Volchek pleaded not guilty. A witness, Deputy Chief of the Central police station in Minsk Anton Shahlay said in court that Oleg Volchek was swearing in a public place. This was confirmed by another witness, a police officer Levoshko. There were no other witnesses. Testimony of two police officers was sufficient for the court to find Mr. Volchek guilty of an administrative offense.

On February 14, 2012 Minsk city court considered Deputy Chairman of the Human Rights Center “Viasna” Valentin Stefanovich’s appeal against the first instance court's decision concerning over Br 50 million income tax recoveries. Having considered the arguments of human rights activist, the panel of judges rejected the appeal and sustained the decision of the lower court. The panel of judges disregarded the arguments of human rights defender, that the funds credited to his Lithuanian Bank account, were not his income, and therefore were not taxable. Addressing to the court, Stefanovic said that the funds he received on his account, were intended to carry out human rights activities and to transfer to third parties. In his complaint human rights activist pointed out that, an official letter from the Ministry of Justice of Lithuania stated that the information about the cash flow in Stefanovich’s account, which was previously sent to Belarus, did not correspond to reality. During the trial at the first instance court, regarding tax inspection claim, Mr. Stefanovic requested the court to send a written request to the Lithuanian Justice Ministry to clarify what part of information about the funds flow in his bank accounts, provided by a government agency, did not correspond to reality. Representatives of the tax authorities had no objections to that motion. However, the court dismissed the motion, stating the court will assess this document in deciding the case. However, the court’s decision failed to assess this piece of evidence.

On February 21, 2012 hearings against Sergei Kovalenko, charged with evasion to serve restricted freedom sentence (Article 145 of the Criminal Code), started. On May 14, 2010 Octiabr district court of Vitebsk sentenced Mr. Kovalenko to three years of imprisonment without sending them to open prison. He was charged under Part 1 Article 339 of the Criminal Code (intentional gross violation of public order) and Part 2 Article 363 (resistance to law enforcement officials on duty). Criminal prosecution of Kovalenko was initiated after he climbed a 40 meter high metal construction to the very top of the main Christmas tree in Vitebsk and put there a white-red-white flag on January 7, 2010. On the second day of the hearings, relatives, friends and acquaintances of the accused, human rights activists, representatives of the independent media were not allowed in the courtroom. A Belarusian Helsinki Committee (BHC) representative in Vitebsk, Pavel Levinov, also was not allowed into the courtroom to observe the trial. The formal reason, according to court officials, was that all seats in the courtroom were occupied. Mr. Levinov commented, that “... on the second day of the hearings, it was decided to replace the courtroom with a smaller one (and today it is even smaller than back then on the second day), and plain clothed officer counted the number of seats and said to someone on a radio, “twenty-two on Thursday””.
The BHC sent a letter to Chairman of the Vitebsk Pervomaisky district court requesting to ensure the human rights defender had an opportunity to monitor the trial in compliance with the publicity of the trial principle, however this request was ignored. De facto, the trial was held behind the closed doors: observers, human rights activists and journalists were not allowed into the courtroom.

The recent trial was held against the backdrop of prolonged hunger strike of the defendant. Kovalenko’s relatives insisted on his immediate hospitalization, referring to him being on the verge of death due to prolonged hunger strike, they repeatedly called ambulance to the court. However, Judge Yelena Zhuk referred to physicians’ opinion that the defendant's state of health allowed him to stand the trial.

In his final statement Mr. Kovalenko pleaded not guilty to all charges against him.

On February 24, Kovalenko was found guilty of evasion to serve restricted freedom sentence and the court sentenced him to 2 years and 1 month to be served in minimum security penal colony.
death penalty in Belarus. Kovalev-Konovalov’s case

Vladislav Kovalev and Dmitry Konovalov (both born in 1986) were arrested on April 12, 2011, on suspicion of committing a terrorist attack in the Minsk metro station “Oktiabrskaya” a day before, which killed 15 and injured more than 200 people. Forty hours after the tragedy, President Lukashenko announced on the national TV that both young men confessed of committing the crime. Later, the charges against both of them were expanded, Konovalov was also charged with organizing an explosion in Minsk on 4 July 2008, during the Independence Day concert. 
After five months’ investigation, on September 15, hearings of Konovalov-Kovolev case started in the Supreme Court of Belarus. The trial was open and lasted 2.5 months. On November 30, the Supreme Court found Konovalov guilty of malicious hooliganism, intentional destruction of property, illegal acquisition, storage, and transportation of explosives and explosive devices, and terrorism, which resulted in people’s deaths. Kovalev was found guilty of malicious hooliganism, intentional destruction of property, illegal acquisition, storage, and transportation of explosives and explosive devices, failure to report preparation and commission of a serious crime, and the person who committed it, his whereabouts, and also of aiding and abetting terrorism. Both men were sentenced to death.
During the trial, Konovalov, pleaded guilty of committing two terrorist attacks in Minsk, but pleaded not guilty of two explosions in Vitebsk in the autumn of 2005. Kovalev - has pleaded not guilty of aiding and abetting terrorism. “I do not confirm my testimony during the preliminary investigation, as it was made under pressure,” Kovalev said.
On March 14, the National TV reported that Alexander Lukashenko had rejected pardon appeals of Vladislav Kovalev and Dmitry Konovalov.
On March 17, Kovalev's family was notified by the Supreme Court that he was executed
.
Yet on December 15, the UN Human Rights Committee registered a complaint, filed by Kovalev’s mother against Belarusian court verdict. In compliance with rules of procedure, the Committee requested the Belarusian authorities to put off the execution of Kovalev, until the merits of the complaint were considered.
On March 15, (probably on the day Vladislav Kovalev was shot) Belarusian government informed the Committee that a judicial review appeal had been filed by Kovalev to the Supreme Court and that the president was considering his clemency appeal. Before the completion of these procedures, the death sentence would not be carried out, Belarusian government said. The Belarusian government had also questioned the Kovalev’s complaint eligibility and its essence.
Therefore, Belarus has once again ignored the Committee’s request to put off carrying out of the death sentence until the Committee’s decision (similar cases occurred in 2010 and 2011: Zhukov and Burdyko cases respectively). This negates the constitutional guarantees of a citizens' right to seek protection of their rights and freedoms in international organizations, when all available domestic remedies have been exhausted (Article 61 of the Belarusian Constitution).
In compliance with the procedures, adopted in Belarus, Kovalev’s body was not given to his family to be buried, his actual burial place is not disclosed either, regardless of the Committee’s stand that such practices constitute inhumane treatment of relatives (Communication No 886/1999 Bondarenko v. Belarus, 2003).
Konovalov-Kovalev’s Case caused serious public outcry. March polling data by IISEPS showed that the ratio of those who advocate for the abolition of the death penalty has changed: 40.8% against the death penalty v. 49.7% for. Back in 2009 the ratio looked substantially different: against the death penalty were 36.8%, and for - 54.6%.
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General political conditions and circumstances: the postponed possibilities for changes

Civil society activity unfolded in January-March 2012 in the context of a number of internal and external political factors. The internal political context was defined by:

- Unfolding the campaign for elections to the parliament due to be held in autumn 2012. Traditionally, the election campaigns become the external condition of the revitalization of civil society and democratic forces’ activity. No exception was the beginning of 2012, accompanied by sharp debates on the question of participation or non-participation of the democratic forces in the upcoming elections. On the eve of the campaign, the democratic political forces and civil society failed to achieve unity on a common strategy. This means that the run-up to the election campaign is missed and the dynamics of the general political situation before and during the elections will be dictated by the actions of the authorities. Possible changes may occur only after the parliamentary elections in October-November 2012, when the question of consolidation of democratic forces will be relevant again.

- Continuing the trend of the population’ adaptation to the results of the economic crisis. The state managed to stabilize the economic situation at the level of low economic growth and per capita income, which is reflected in public opinion polls. According to recent polls of the IISEPS (Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Studies), proportion of the population positively or neutrally evaluating the economic situation has exceeded 50%. It also means reducing the protest electorate and continued confidence in state institutions and the president.

- Continuing the trend of deterioration of the CSOs’ activity and the state of human rights. Persecutions of democratic activists by the state continue, death penalties against defendants in the case of explosion in Minsk underground were carried out; the right to leave the country's to democratic activists has been limited.

The foreign policy context has been defined by the following factors:

- The deterioration of relations between Belarus and the EU. The introduction of a new package of sanctions by the European Council (February, 27-28) has caused a disproportionate reaction of the Belarusian authorities as of the proposal to the official representative of the EU and Poland's ambassador to depart for consultations. The EU in solidarity has withdrawn all its ambassadors. The Belarusian authorities in response have imposed restrictions to exit from the country to civil society activists and political opposition. Recently there has been observed a more conciliatory rhetoric from both sides, but concrete steps to improve the situation haven’t been done. 

- Consolidation of positions of Russia and Belarus, and Kazakhstan with regard to the EU sanctions. Authoritarian Russia actually supports the position of Belarus, including this regarding restrictive measures on travel bans.

- Launching the new format of relations of Belarus and the EU as the European dialogue on modernization with Belarusian society (March, 29). European dialogue creates new potential possibilities for changes, but requires consolidation of Belarusian democratic forces. The participation of the authorities is possible, provided observance of the conditions of liberalization and the release of political prisoners.

Thus, the overall context of the situation can be characterized as the postponed possibilities for changes, a new period of need for active actions will come in the autumn of 2012. For civil society, this means the possibility of solving the problems to enhance their own political positions and organizational development during the period of time pre-election liberalization (summer-autumn 2012).
Development of the National Platform of the EaP CSF: low dynamics
Extinction of dynamics of development of the Eastern Partnership and the general trend of deterioration in EU-Belarusian relations have reduced the space for the activity of the civil society National Platform. In fact, the development of the National Platform has been focused on issues of institutionalization, attempts to overcome the internal contradictions in a series of informal consultations and responding to external challenges.

The focus of institutional development was aimed at the growth of the Platform’s permanent members’ number. By the end of March, the number of organizations that have signed a Memorandum of understanding has grown to 38 organizations, but has not yet embraced even those organizations who have been constantly involved in previous conferences of the National Platform. Such situation is largely due to the existing contradictions between the leading parties of the National Platform on the issue of its further development. Informal consultations between the Assembly of NGOs and the International consortium “EuroBelarus” have identified opportunities for synergy; but so far these have not led to any meaningful results.

The reason for the reaction of the National Platform has become a diplomatic conflict between Belarus and the EU, which began in February 2012. On March 2, 2012 members of the civil society National Platform adopted a statement expressing concern over the diplomatic conflict. In particular, the statement stressed "the diplomatic arguments about the contradictions between the authorities of Belarus and the EU that distract attention from the truly important aspects of the Belarusian-European relations. Thus, the conflict increases the separation of Belarus from Europe, its further development will lead to deeper isolation of the country in the international arena, will worsen the living conditions and deprive Belarusian citizens of the European prospects. For Belarus to maintain and develop as an independent state, it needs a European perspective, the work on the approach to the norms and standards of the EU, assistance in the modernization". The signatories of the statement called on the parties "to refrain from the further conflict escalation”. A positive sign was the accession to the statement of the Belarusian democratic political campaign “Govori pravdu!” ("Tell the truth!") on March 6, 2012. On the growth of the total foreign political weight of the National Platform evidences also a reference of the European Parliament resolution on Belarus (March 14, 2012) to its statement of March 2.

Other events that required attention of the National Platforms were the The Forum of Belarusian Non-Governmental Initiatives, organized by East European Democratic Centre and Belarusian Schuman Foundation, in cooperation with the Assembly of Democratic Non-Governmental Organizations of Belarus and the International Consortium "EuroBelarus" (Warsaw, 15-16 March 2012), as well as announced on March 29, 2012 the European dialogue on modernization of Belarus. Both events have become platforms for discussion of European support for the development of civil society, as well as the opportunity for coordination and harmonization between civil society and political opposition of Belarus. During the meetings, there has appeared some tendency for a possible dialogue between the National Platform and the democratic political forces grouped in the coalition "six plus"; however, being still very weak.

In the development the National Platform of civil society there still remains a significant disparity between the growth of its foreign influence and its internal political value. Lack of a strategic agreement between the parties of the National Platform significantly hampers its development. The frame of the European dialogue on modernization of Belarus could give new dinamica to the development of the civil society National Platform, but it can not help solving its internal problems.
The interaction of civil society organizations
The interaction of civil society organizations in Belarus proceeded more against the background of internal conflicts caused by disagreements over the expansion of the EU sanctions. The possibility of further tightening the sanctions by the European Union has caused ambiguity, not only of the Belarusian authorities, but also among the democratic opposition and civil society in Belarus. In early February 2012 in the Belarusian independent media there have been a lot of controversy, provoked by a statement in Brussels' Office for Democratic Belarus
. The Statement was distributed among the European institutions and caused the polar response of the Belarusian democratic community, from sharp rejection to restrained support. The position of the Office reduced to the necessity of revising the list of persons subject to the prohibition on entry into the EU. It was proposed to eliminate from the list rectors of Belarusian universities, a number of journalists from state media, former officials that currently don’t hold their posts, businessman V. Peftiev, close to the entourage of Lukashenka. At the same time, the list should include "the names of those who were involved in the prosecution of human rights activist Ales Byalatski, the adoption of repressive legislation and amendments to it and others".
 Such measures, according to the authors of the Statement, will prevent the complete isolation of Belarus, as well as accelerate the release of political prisoners.

Proposals of the Office for Democratic Belarus were subjected to harsh criticism, both on the content of proposals and on the form of their presentation. In contrast, there appeared a statement by the 11 representatives of Belarusian political exile calling for tougher sanctions
. Emotional intensity to the discussion was added by the articles accusatory articles by Nikolai Khalezin (civil campaign "Free Belarus Now"), statements of former presidential candidates Vital Rymasheuski (Belarusian Christian Democracy, BCD), Ales Michalevic and several other online publications, condemning the actions of the Office for Democratic Belarus and the person of its leader Olga Stuzhinskaya. A more balanced position was taken by those leaders of civil society organizations whose attitude was not so much focused on a critique of the content, but rather on the lack of prior consultations within the country. Because of this the Statement can not be considered, in their opinion, as a common consolidated position of Belarusian civil society, but only as a private initiative of the Office for Democratic Belarus
. In support of the initiative to review the "black list" has actually just spoken only the Belarusian Institute for Strategic Studies (BISS) that had previously delivered a critical stance regarding the effectiveness of EU sanctions policy
. The BISS director Alexei Pikulik, however, stressed that the initiative is of the Office for Democratic Belarus “was not implemented in the mode of openness and transparency, and therefore the ODB suffered reputational costs" 
.

The issue of expansion of sanctions has split European and Belarusian democrats also at the very moment when from a far greater unity of the position was required their part. Especially at the same time when consolidation of the Belarusian and Russian authoritarianism has been taking place as in a negative attitude to political pressure of the EU
. The Belarusian regime in the face of Russia gets a strong foreign ally, and in addition, saves some space for maneuvers: in the absence of unity in the democratic camp, the Belarusian authorities will continue to play on the contradictions among European politicians and civil society in the country.

Despite the central place of sanctions in the current policy of the European Union, it would be a huge mistake to consider them separately, in isolation from the broader framework of the Belarusian-European relations. The analysis of the situation will not be complete without taking into account the positions of Belarusian agents for changes and their role in formulating the European policy. Ideally, the actions and policies of Belarusian democrats should be corresponded and strengthen the EU policies (and vice versa). To date it is, unfortunately, almost impossible, both because of internal conflicts among the democratic forces of Belarus and strategic uncertainty in the minds of European politicians. But without attempts to achieve such compliance it is difficult to count on any positive developments in the country.

Certain, but at the same time mild trends towards going out of contradictions have emerged during the Forum of Belarusian Non-Governmental Initiatives (March 2012). Besides, the need for development of a joint position of the democratic forces under the European dialogue on modernization pushes for the intensification of processes of interaction, but mutual claims and personal ambitions of the participants (both leaders of various social organizations and political parties) still do not allow passing to the format of a full internal dialogue.

On the general conflict background there were heard proposals to merge the two unions of the Polish minority (January 2012). The informal union refused to negotiate because of the accountability of the Union of Poles recognized by the State, and said it would negotiate only with representatives of the state authorities.

Dialogue between civil society and the state: questions without answers

The dialogue between civil society and the state proceeds in limited forms. In January, a group of non-governmental organizations (BHC, The Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ), the Assembly of NGOs, the Human Rights Centre “Viasna”, Legal Transformation Centre) addressed to the new Justice Minister Oleg Slizhevsky with proposal of a dialogue on the improvement of legislation relating to non-profit institutions, of establishment of a public council under the Ministry, of possibility of the removal of the article 1931 of the Criminal Code of Republic of Belarus, of introduction of public control over the institutions of the penitentiary system, including the recommendations of the UN Committee against Torture. In response, the Ministry of Justice limited itself to a formal response, in which it did not exclude the possibility of cooperation in the future, but does not support the current proposal of the organizations. "Thus, we conclude that the planned communication between the registration / regulatory authority and non-profit organizations did not take place", concluded Olga Smolyanka (Legal Transformation Centre). Similarly got to the end correspondence of the civil initiatives "The right to belief" and "STOP 193.1!" with a number of governmental bodies and both chambers of the Belarusian parliament (January-February, 2012), as well as the appeal of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee with a proposal to enable the public representatives to the work on the Commission on pardon of the convicted to death sentence Dmitry Konovalov and Vladislav Kovalev (February 2012).

As before, the chance to interact with the state appears only in cases where questions do not relate to civil and political freedom, do not contradict with the direct interests of the state or the state is directly interested in cooperation with civil society organizations. The rare positive examples of this type can be shown by the progress of consultations of the Ministry of Culture with the Belarusian Voluntary Society for Protection of Monuments of History and Culture (January 2012). It should be noted that in some cases, the public can achieve mutual understanding with the Ministry of Culture, although not always and not in all matters.

Cooperation of the state with employers' and employers’ associations continues (February-March, 2012). In particular, regular consultations are being held in the formats of: Consultation and Coordination Meeting of the business community (with the participation of several ministries), meetings with business groups at the Ministry of Economy, the Public Advisory Council at the Minsk city executive committee, relating questions of participation of state bodies in the XIII Assembly of business circles of Belarus and other. The dialogue touched upon a wide range of issues - from improvement of legislation, improvement of business climate to issues of public-private partnership.

In cases of direct conflicts of interest of the state with interests of citizens or civil society organizations, a full-fledged dialogue usually does not occur (see below "Promotion and protection of interests, realization of the target groups’ rights").

International cooperation and interaction: old problems and new tools

Diplomatic conflict, European sanctions, independent trade unions, problem of political prisoners and the execution of death sentences against Konovalov and Kovalev were the main topics in the international civil society cooperation (January-March, 2012). Formal structures of the EU and several international organizations have noted a significant deterioration in the human rights situation in Belarus, in particular, it was identified in the annual reports of the Human Rights Watch and Freedom House (January 2012). The international organization "Reporters without Borders" included Belarus again into list of countries with a maximum limitation of freedom of the Internet (March 2012).

A feature of this period was considerable attention to the problems of the Belarusian civil society on the part of civil society organizations in Russia. Statements on the situation in Belarus was done by the Moscow Bureau for Human Rights (January 2012), the Moscow Helsinki Group (March, 2012, addresses against the death penalty), a series of actions against human rights violations in Belarus were held in Moscow (March 2012), a meeting of Belarusian human rights activists with Valentin Gefter, director of the Human Rights Institute, a member of the Council for Civil Society Development and Human Rights under President of Russia (March 2012) took place. Increased attention of Russian civil society towards Belarus can be associated with an increase of domestic authoritarian tendencies in Russia and the search for possible contacts with Belarusians, who have long been experiencing similar problems.

Executions against V.Kovalev and D. Konovalov (March 2012), despite the numerous appeals of international organizations and foreign governments and pardon of convicts (UN, PACE, European Union, individual EU countries), shocked the Belarusian civil society and international public. Statements condemning the death penalty and the requirements of the moratorium on the death penalty were made by the international human rights organizations, in particular the Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights (Poland), Human Rights Watch and others. The similar statements were made by the EU officials and member states, representatives of such authoritative organizations, as the UN, Council of Europe, PACE and OSCE. Did not remain without attention and the subject of political prisoners. Civil society organizations of the EU countries, political parties (SPD), Belarusian organizations in exile throughout the period organized campaigns of support and solidarity with the Belarusian political prisoners.

At the end of January - February 2012 the issue for the scandal and violent showdown became the question of revision of restrictive EU sanctions against Belarusian officials and pro-government businessmen. The issue was raised by the Brussels' Office for Democratic Belarus that proposed a number of exceptions to persons from the “black list" of the EU, which caused ambiguous response both inside Belarus and abroad. In particular, other offices in the Belarusian exile made an initiative to strengthen the sanctions against Belarus (see above).

The diplomatic conflict between Belarus and the EU (February 2012) served as a pretext for the reaction on the part of the National Platform of the EaP CSF, which adopted a statement, urging the parties to seek compromises (March 2012). The position of the national platform was included in the subsequent documents of the European Parliament during the preparation of its resolution on Belarus (March 2012).

The aggravation of the situation with trade unions’ rights in Belarus was updated by problems of registration and repressions against activists of the independent trade union of workers in the enterprise "Granit" (Mikashevichi, Brest region). Solidarity with the workers was expressed by the International Federation of Trade Unions, which called for the authorities to stop the discrimination against the independent trade union (February 2012), and by the Russian Socialist Movement (March 2012).

The question of revision of the International Ice Hockey Federation’ decision to hold the World Hockey Championship in Belarus in 2014 in connection with violations of human rights was the last occasion of the international response. Protests took place in several countries; Belarusian political emigrants in Prague organized a protest against the official sponsor of the championship - ŠKODA auto concern (February 2012), activists of women's movement «FEMEN» in Zurich protested in front of the International Ice Hockey Federation (February 2012). The European Parliament in its resolution (March 2012) called for the annulment of the championship in Belarus in connection with the violations of human rights, a number of MEPs made similar statements (including the legendary hockey player in the past, Peter Shchasny).

A special case of international cooperation should be considered the activity of the Bologna Committee under the National Platform of the EaP CSF. The alternative report prepared by the Bologna Committee on December 9, 2011 on the readiness of the Belarusian higher education for inclusion in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) influenced the decision of the Working Group of the Bologna Process’ member countries (January 18-19, Copenhagen). The Working Group stated that Belarus is currently not in compliance with the principles and values ​​of the Bologna Process on academic freedom, institutional autonomy and self-management in higher education system. It was noted in the conclusion that for the accession to the European Higher Education Area, ​​Belarus should conduct the "necessary reforms".

On March 5, at a meeting of the Visegrad Group and the Eastern Partnership foreign ministers in Prague a new initiative was announced called the "Eastern Partnership of the Visegrad Group" (Belarus was not represented at the ministers’ meeting). The aim of the initiative is to support political and economic reforms in six post-Soviet countries of Eastern Partnership. Under this initiative, International Visegrad Fund will allocate money for the projects, grants and scholarships in order to accelerate the political and economic rapprochement of the Eastern Partnership countries with the European Union. In parallel with the meeting of foreign ministers it was held a meeting of the fourth Working Group of the Civil Society Forum, which was attended by representatives of Belarus.

On March 15-16, the Forum of Belarusian non-governmental initiatives was held in Warsaw, organized by the "East European Democratic Centre" and the Belarusian society of Robert Schumann, in collaboration with the Assembly of Democratic Non-Governmental Organizations of Belarus and the International Consortium "EuroBelarus". The Forum became a platform for exchange of opinions of Belarusian public organizations (70 organizations), international organizations and donor community.

On March 16, the Venice Commission examined the law "On mass events in the Republic of Belarus" for compliance with international standards and elaborated a number of recommendations for Belarus. In particular, it was recognized that "the current regulation of freedom of associations in Belarus raises some serious concerns about compliance with applicable international standards"
.

On March 29, 2012 the European Union launched a new instrument of cooperation with Belarus, "the European Dialogue on modernization with the Belarusian society". The dialogue process is open to the participation of civil society, political opposition representatives, and, under appropriate conditions, of the Belarusian authorities. From the European Union the dialogue is organized by the European External Action Service and the European Commission with the participation of EU member states. The European dialogue is aimed at articulating a clear vision of modern democratic Belarus, offering a package of reforms needed to modernize the country, determining the capacity and tools to support possible reforms of the EU, including the transition’ experience of the EU countries in the process of modernization of Belarus. At present, the dialogue presents rather an "empty frame" for the interaction of civil society, political opposition and the EU bodies. This means that the substantive content of the dialogue will depend, firstly, on the position and activity of the Belarusian civil society.

As in the previous period, Belarusian public and political figures became the winners of various awards and nominations.

It should be noted that, given the high intensity of international contacts in this period, they were mostly reactive in nature, in most cases associated with repressions and human rights violations in Belarus. The Forum of Belarusian Non-Governmental Initiatives and the European Dialogue on modernization partly fall out from this context, which set new and promising framework for international cooperation. It is possible to take advantage of these formats and to develop the strength of civil society in Belarus, but this will require greater coherence and coordination of activity. With proliferation of internal conflicts and contradictions (on the National Platform’ Strategy, contradictions between civil society and opposition, differences in matters of the EU sanctions), it becomes quite a challenge.

Promotion and protection of interests, realization of the target groups’ rights: low-productive activity

During the period a number of civic campaigns and initiatives were unfolded and came out into the public space. Typologically these can be grouped into the following units:

1. Initiatives-appeals (including campaigns to collect signatures). Given their rather low efficiency, these initiatives continue to be one of the most common types in the country. We will mention only the most significant. In Brest, activists of the campaign "Tell the truth!" sent more than a thousand signatures to the city executive committee with the requirement to solve the problem of odors in the city (January 2012). Nearly three thousand signatures in support of the introduction of local border traffic were sent by Brest activists of "Tell the truth!" in the city executive committee and city Board of Deputies (February 2012). In January, human rights organizations (BHC, BAJ, the Assembly of NGOs, Human Rights Centre, Legal Transformation Centre) addressed to the Minister of Justice with the proposals of dialogue and of improvement of legislation. Belarusian Helsinki Committee sought to enable the public to the work on the Commission on pardon to sentenced to death sentence Konovalov and Kovalev (February 2012), and also initiated the appeal to the Attorney General's Office on the issue of tortures of political prisoners. The civic initiatives "The right to belief" and "STOP 193.1!" appealed to a number of state agencies and chambers of the Belarusian Parliament on the abolition of Article 193.1 of the Penal Code (January-February, 2012)

2. Initiatives to raise funds for political prisoners. This type of initiative, as a rule, is a manifestation of the positive examples of civic solidarity. Clarity and certainty of their goals in most cases make such initiatives very effective. In January, the campaign ended to raise funds to offset the fine imposed on Ales Bialiatski by the court. This did not result directly to the release of human rights defender, but withdrew financial claims, which have been the main arguments for the state non-legitimate Bialiatski’s retention in custody.

3. Initiatives of local residents against construction of ecologically dangerous objects or objects worsening living conditions. It is one of the most common types of initiatives that took place in this period; earlier started and new initiatives continued to unfold: for defend of the Park 40-years of October revolution (Minsk); a protest of owners and residents of dachas of Smolevichi villages, threatened with eviction due to the construction of China-Belarusian industrial technology park; a protest of inhabitants of Svetlogorsk against construction of a new chemical plant near the village of Yakimova Sloboda; a protest of residents of Uruchcha-2 (Minsk) against the sealing of building of the district; a protest of residents of Kurasoushchyna (Minsk) against the transfer of health center (February-March, 2012 ); a protest of residents of Belozersk against the construction of plant lead (February-March, 2012, construction suspended) and others. Given rather violent activity and tension of the situation, almost all initiatives of this type can not achieve any significant success. The reasons for this are not only the general conditions of absence of democratic rules of public opinion’ consideration, but also serious shortcomings in the organization and management of initiatives by the very citizens. As a rule, initiatives are poorly organized and poorly coordinated, are not based on adequate analysis of the situation, have no clearly defined leadership, etc.

4. Initiatives to promote the Belarusian language. Traditional Belarusian initiatives related to the promotion and expansion of the use of Belarusian language. So called "national dictations", organized by the Belarusian school community and the Partnership of Belarusian language, were held in Mogilev, Grodno and other towns (February-March); in Brest, it was unfolded a number of actions under the campaign “Nasha mova” ("Our language", February-March), campaign "Paperwork in Belarusian language" speaking for more linguistic equality, which was supported by the Ministry of Culture (February 2012).

5. Protests of workers and trade union initiatives. Decline in real wages and rising inflation has provoked a number of actions by workers. In particular, in February 2012 workers of BATE managed to achieve solution as to increase wages by 20%. Throughout the period the struggle of the independent trade union of the "Granit" enterprise has been unfolding in Mikashevichi, which has become one of the most important reasons for media attention. Despite the repressions and dismissal of trade union activists, the resistance continues, one of the activists is on hunger strike.

6. Social initiatives. In the focus of media attention in this period got the initiative "Food Not Bombs”, which activists have been involved in free distribution of food to the poor. As the distribution of food attracts a large number of the poor, the police impede the activities of the initiative in every way. On March 24, more than 100 people were arrested at a charity concert in support of the group "Food Not Bombs". On this issue, Belarusian human rights activists appealed to the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention.

7. Initiatives of a political nature. In connection with the start of the election campaign in February 2012 two campaigns initiated for election observation, "People's control - for Fair Elections!" (Belarusian Party "The Greens", the Belarusian Popular Front, the Movement "For Freedom") and "For Fair Elections" (Belarusian Party of the Left "Fair World" and others).

8. Initiatives of symbolic solidarity. Initiatives of symbolic solidarity with political prisoners, as well as street rallies, performances and picketing were typical of the period, but were not the nature of mass participation.

In general, given sufficiently high level of civic engagement, most initiatives, with rare exceptions, have not been effective in achieving their goals.

Changes in the terms of civil society organizations’ activity: further restrictions

Following the expansion of the EU restrictive measures against Belarus and a diplomatic conflict, the information appeared in independent sources that the Belarusian authorities are considering limiting departure from Belarus to individuals who had openly called for imposition of sanctions (February 2012). These measures were actually soon taken, as in March a number of prominent public and political figures have been denied the possibility of crossing the state border and leaving the Republic of Belarus. Moreover, on March 21, Lukashenko announced the possible introduction of the list of banned the exit persons “at full power" in an interview to the magazine “Russia Today”. In fact, leaving the country is currently limited without any legitimate reason. The alarming symptom of the situation became statements of senior functionaries of the Russian Border Guard Service on their intention to close the Russian border for "non-exit persons from Belarus".

According to human rights defenders (the Legal Transformation Centre), in January 2012 the Ministry of Justice sent to the Bar Rules a new draft on professional ethics of lawyers, "which are even of more rigid, controlling character of the state in relation to the legal profession". "The bodies of lawyer self-management have essentially excluded themselves from making any draft regulations, which would be aimed at creating conditions for real and not declared independence, both of the institution of the legal profession as a whole and the independence of each lawyer in exercising of professional activities". In this situation, it should be stated that such an institution as "an independent legal profession", there is no in Belarus, neither legally nor in fact.

Thus, we can conclude that in the period under review the general conditions of civil society activity continued to deteriorate.

� Chernobyl Way is an annual rally run on April 26 by the opposition in Belarus as a remembrance of the Chernobyl disaster.The first time it was run in 1989 with demands of urgent efforts in eliminating the consequeces of the catastrophe.





� Directive No 4 of 31 December 2010, “Development of entrepreneurial initiative and incentives of business activity in Belarus”.


� Joint regulation by the Council of Ministers and the National Bank of 18 January 2012No 51/2.


� Presidential Decree of 16 February 2012 No 68 “About establishment of Unified register of state property”.


�  A word used in modern Belarus to describe ethnic Belarusians in historical contexts.


� There are no details about Konovalov’s fate, his family refused any contacts with human rights defenders and journalists.


� Statement by the Office for a Democratic Belarus Regarding the Visa Ban // � HYPERLINK "http://democraticbelarus.eu/node/14326" �http://democraticbelarus.eu/node/14326�


� See ibid. 


� Belarusian representative offices abroad call EU for tougher sanctions for Belarus: � HYPERLINK "http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/usilit-sankcii" �http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/usilit-sankcii�


� Such position,  in particular, was taken by V. Stefanovic ("Viasna"), E. Tonkacheva (Legal Transformation Center) V.Velichko ("EuroBelarus") and others (see Members of the public commented on the initiative of the "Office for Democratic Belarus" // � HYPERLINK "http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/predstaviteli-obshchestvennosti" �http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/predstaviteli-obshchestvennosti�; Reducing the list of banned officials will not change the situation with political prisoners // � HYPERLINK "http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/sokraschenie-spiska" �http://eurobelarus.info/by/article/sokraschenie-spiska�) 


� Melyantsou D. Where do the EU sanctions lead? (BISS blitz, January 25, 2012) // � HYPERLINK "http://belinstitute.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1142%3A2012-01-23-21-09-01&catid=3%3Aeu&Itemid=28&lang=ru" �http://belinstitute.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1142%3A2012-01-23-21-09-01&catid=3%3Aeu&Itemid=28&lang=ru�


� Alexei Pikulik. Scandal. Witch-hunt in the club of amateur conspiracy theorists // � HYPERLINK "http://naviny.by/rubrics/opinion/2012/02/07/ic_articles_410_176757/" �http://naviny.by/rubrics/opinion/2012/02/07/ic_articles_410_176757/�


� Joint statement by the presidents of Belarus and the Russian Federation. February 24, 2012 / / � HYPERLINK "http://mfa.gov.by/press/news_mfa/e5979bd8f40ed1b2.html" �http://mfa.gov.by/press/news_mfa/e5979bd8f40ed1b2.html�


� Europe – to Belarus: Let mass events to be held! Will them be allowed ? // �HYPERLINK "http://www.lawtrend.org/ru/content/about/news/razresatlimassoviemeropriatiazakluchenieVK/"�http://www.lawtrend.org/ru/content/about/news/razresatlimassoviemeropriatiazakluchenieVK/�
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