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1. The International Federation of Human Ri ghts Leagues (FIDH) and its
affiliate, the Belarus League for Human Rights, are extrenely concerned about
the violations of human rights in Belarus. Although Belarus is a party to the
mai n international human rights instrunents (including the Internationa
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on
Econom c, Social and Cultural Rights), human rights are constantly viol at ed.
In the past two years, the situation has been worsening, human rights
activists, journalists and opposition | eaders being the main targets of the
repressi on and harassnent exerted by the Bel arusian authorities.

Violations of freedom of speech and information

2. On 24 Novenber 1997, the Highest Econonic Court of Belarus put an end to
the activities of the nmin opposition newspaper, Liberty. The whole procedure

(public hearings and adoption of the decision) only lasted 15 mnutes. This
newspaper was accused of publishing articles calling for the use of force to
change the political reginme; actually, such articles never appeared in this
newspaper. No crimnal investigation was |aunched agai nst the authors and the
newspaper, as woul d have been the case if they had really incited to overthrow
the reginme by force. This episode denonstrates the direct repression exerted
by the present political |eaders of Belarus agai nst those who di ssem nate

i nformati on.

Violations of freedom of associ ation

3. In the beginning of 1995, the Law on Public Associations in Belarus was
enacted, which inposed re-registration on all NGOs. As a result, 400 of

the 700 previously registered associ ations were put aside. The Bel arus League
for Human Ri ghts applied several tines for re-registration, w thout success,
bet ween 1995 and 1997. The Mnistry of Justice requested this NGO to suppress
three provisions fromits statute, including the one pertaining to the right
to distribute information about hurman rights viol ations.

4, Fol | owi ng the League's refusal to cancel the provisions concerned, the
M nistry of Justice closed this NGO down; this decision was contrary to the
Law on Public Associations in Belarus, according to which only the Suprene
Court has the conpetence to close down a public association, after public
hearings. The Mnistry enjoined the bank to freeze the association's bank
account, in contradiction with the financial |egislation, which does not
confer on himsuch a power.

5. The M nistry of Justice registered a “new NGO whose nenbers took over
the office of the real League by force on 25 Septenber 1997. The Chairman of
t he League, M. Evgeny Novi kov, was interrogated and the police tried to make
himsign an interrogation protocol which would allow himto be charged as a
crimnal. Wen he refused, he was physically assaulted and charged with
insulting the Belarusian State by distributing information about the human
rights situation in Belarus. This event took place after the participation
of the League in the work of the forty-ninth session of the Sub-Comm ssion
on Prevention of Discrinmnation and Protection of Mnorities of the

United Nations, in the delegation of the FIDH. During that session, it
denounced the violations of hunman rights in Belarus and increased its

i nternational contacts. The attacks agai nst the League appear clearly

to be reprisals.
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6. The League's preni ses have been occupi ed by the nmenbers of the “new

| eague for three nonths. They made copies of the League's files and

i nternational contacts and stole its noney. The Belarusian authorities did
not react to the robbery of the League's premi ses, in spite of the multiple

claims nade by the League's nenbers. |In Novenber 1997, M. Novi kov was
accused of using the nmoney of the League to pursue personal interests. He was
interrogated and ill-treated, and then he was decl ared i nnocent by the

M nistry of Domestic Affairs, in Decenber. Follow ng the nobilization of the
i nternational comunity, the District Court of M nsk decided, on

17 Decenber 1997, to give back the office to the original League, but on

29 January 1998, the City Court reversed this decision on appeal and sent the
case back to the District Court. The proceedings before the latter were

i nterrupted because a new investigation was | aunched agai nst M. Novi kov who
was taken into custody and questioned for sone hours on 25 February. He was
beaten and insulted by the investigator, in the presence of the Chairmn and
ot her nmenbers of the “new’ |eague. Their presence highlights the fact that

t hese peopl e enjoy very strong support fromthe State bodies. A result of the
new procedure in February was also a statenent by the chief of the district
police station and the district prosecutor's office that M. Novi kov never

vi ol ated the Bel arusi an penal legislation. Today, the personal security of

the League's nenbers is still under threat, and the pro-governmental *new
| eague is still occupying their office.
7. O her NGOs are al so facing harassnment fromthe authorities. The

M nistry of Justice refused twice to register the Bel arusian Soci ety of Forner
Political Prisoners of Stalin Gulag. Fictional reasons were invoked to
justify this refusal, the first one being that the address of one of the
founders was incorrect, the second one being, as confessed by an official in
charge of NGO registrations, Evgeny Novi kov's menbership in this organi zation
The activities of the Bel arusian Foundation for the Children of Chernobyl is
prevented from working by massive financial checking by Bel arusian
authorities. The Bel arusian National Research Centre East/Wst has been
facing the same harassnment, so it had to stop its activities these | ast

nont hs.

Political repression against independent |awers

8. “Decree No. 12 on several neasures on inproving the practice of |awers
and notaries in the Republic of Belarus” adopted by President Lukashenko

on 3 May 1997 seriously conprom ses the independence of |awers. This decree
states that only the Mnistry of Justice can grant licences to |awers and
that |awyers have the right to defend citizens before the court only if they
are nmenbers of the Bar Association (State Collegia), which is controlled by
the Mnistry. Any independent |awer can be excluded fromthe justice system
These bear consequences on the right to a defence since the defendants are not
able to have the | awers of their choice. Mreover, this decree contradicts
the Law on Lawyers' Activities.

9. The Bel arusi an authorities' prohibitions on the practice of the

prof ession of |awer are politically notivated. Ms. Nadezda Dudareva and
many ot her independent |awyers are victins of this political repression

After having worked as a | awer for 24 years, Ms. Dudareva obtained a private
practice |licence. She defended nenbers of the opposition and peacefu
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denmonstrators. In July 1997, the Mnistry of Justice forbid her to continue
her activities as a lawer in crimnals trials, as she had refused to register
with the Bar Associ ation

Repressi on against young political activists

10. Al exey Shidlovskiy (18 years old) and Vadi m Lobkovich (16 years ol d)
have been in pre-trial detention for three nonths; they are nenbers of the
youth faction of the Bel arusi an Popular Front. They were arrested as they
were witing slogans on a fence against President Lukashenko and his policy.
They have been in pre-trial detention since August and they were refused
probation. During their trial, as early as the second day, journalists were
not allowed inside the court.

Trade uni ons

11. I ndependent trade unions are facing strong resistance fromthe State,
even though the Mnistry of Justice finally agreed to register the Denpcratic
Congress of Trade Unions of Belarus, at the beginning of 1998. However, the
Federation of Trade Unions (a pro-Government union) proposed changes in the
Law on Activities of the Trade Unions that could be very damaging to the

i ndependent trade unions. Indeed, it proposed that the ability of a trade
union to sign an agreeenent with an entreprise is conditioned upon 30 per cent
of the enpl oyees being nmenbers of the organization. |If such a proposa

were to be accepted by the Lower Chanber of the Belarusian Parlianent
(pro-presidential body), this would entail a great |oss of nmenbership for
t he i ndependent uni ons.

12. After exam ning the fourteenth periodical report of Belarus in 1997, the
Human Ri ghts Conmittee addressed inportant recommendations to the Government.
In particular, the Comrittee called on the Governnment to limt death penalty
sentences to the nost serious crines as stated in article 6 (3) of the

I nternational Covenant on Civil and Political R ghts and to abolish the death

penalty as soon as possible. |In addition, the Committee called upon Bel arus
to modify laws and rules on pre-trial detention in order to nake them neet the
requi renents of article 9 (3) of the Covenant. It also condemed the propiska

system (resi dence licence) which limts the freedom of movement. The
Conmittee al so recommended to i nprove the detention conditions especially for
peopl e sentenced to the death penalty. The use of pressovtchiki and of

puni shment cells should be banned. AlIl these reconmendations remain to be

i mpl enent ed.

13. In conclusion, the FIDH and the BLHR are concerned that the Bel arusian
authorities are determned to try to elimnate all forns of opposition and

t hat harassnment against human rights defenders has intensified in the past
nonths. They urge the Conmi ssion on Human Ri ghts to exam ne the situation and
to call upon the CGovernnent of Belarus to conply with its obligations under
the international human rights instrunents and to inplenent the
recommendati ons of the Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and
expressi on.



