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. I NTRODUCTI ON

1. According to Charter 97, an independent civic nmovenent, nearly 3,000
peopl e in Belarus have been victinms of political oppression from 1995 to 1998.
Thi s nunber includes students, journalists, workers and deputies of the
Suprenme Soviet. The Governnent's persecution ranges fromarrests and
detentions for passing out leaflets or independent newspapers to dism ssa
fromjobs for expressing negative opinion of the Governnent, and beatings for
sinply speaking Bel arusian. Hunman rights abuses are becom ng increasingly
severe as the Government controls nore and nore of civic society.

2. At the fifty-fourth session of the Commi ssion on Human Ri ghts, the
Speci al Rapporteur on the pronmotion and protection of the right to freedom of
opi ni on and expression (M. Abid Hussain) presented an addendumto his report
(E/CN. 4/ 1998/ 40) on his mission to the Republic of Belarus (28 May to

1 June 1997), which concluded that suppression of the nmedia and freedom of

i nformati on was severe, with dire consequences for human rights and the rule
of | aw.

3. The Bel arusi an Governnment has not conplied with any of the
recomrendati ons nmade by the Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression.

Mor eover, the nedia situation in Belarus has worsened significantly since the
Rapporteur's report to the Conmm ssion on Human Ri ghts.

I'l. FREEDOM OF SPEECH, ASSEMBLY AND THE PRESS

4, As the United Nations Special Rapporteur concluded: “during his
canpai gn, President Lukashenko had pl edged, inter alia, to end the State
monopoly on mass nedia, end political censorship and persecution of
journalists for political reasons and all ow i ndependent distribution of

i nformation, thus acknow edgi ng the problematic nature of State-controlled
comruni cation” (E/ CN.4/1998/40/Add. 1, para. 9).

5. However, President Lukashenko has not fulfilled his prom ses. Anple
docunent ati on has been supplied by the Bel arusi an Associ ati on of Journalists,
article 19, the Conmittee for the Protection of Journalists and others, that
the State holds a nonopoly on mass media, and both censors information and
spreads disinformation. The Government's persecution of non- Gover nnent - owned
newspapers and nmass nedi a conpani es who have carried critical coverage of the
situation in Belarus continues with renewed strength. Journalists fulfilling
their professional duties are beaten, harassed, and inprisoned.

6. The Governnent has made no effort to guarantee the right to seek
receive and inpart information. In early 1998, three Governnment initiatives
further restricted freedom of speech and distribution of information:

(a) A new | aw requires that special perm ssion be obtained for the
di ssem nation of all manner of legal information, i.e. information pertaining
to the law or legislation in general, presidential decrees, provisions of the
Government, regulations of ministries, etc., as well as commentary. A broad
interpretation of “legal information” could restrict human rights activities
whi ch are based on analysis of |egislation;
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(b) Two ot her new | aws decree the creation of a “Public Council on the
Press”, a disguised censorship body, conposed of State officials appointed by
the Government with none of the independent nedia represented, which will rule
on nedi a-rel ated cases; and

(c) Thirdly, a secret directive, issued in March 1998, prohibits
Governnent officials from nmaki ng any conments to the independent press.

The case of Pavel Sherenet

7. In 1996, several ORT (Russian public television) journalists were
arrested and held in pre-trial detention for prolonged periods.

8. On 7 July 1997 Pavel Sherenet, ORT M nsk bureau chief, was stripped of
his accreditation for alleged systematic “intentional distortion” of
i nformati on about events in Belarus. |In spite of this, Sherenet, with crew,

conti nued working for ORT on an assignnent to filmthe Bel arusi an-Lithuani an
border zone. When ORT aired a piece on snmuggling in the area which included
his footage, Sheremet and his crew were arrested for having “unlawful ly
crossed the border”. President Lukashenko personally singled himout for
attack. The court sentenced Sherenet to two years of inprisonnent suspended
for one year. His appeal was rejected and he is currently unable to practise
his profession or travel abroad.

Yout hful offenders: Al yaksey Shydl ouski and Vadi m Labkovich

9. The treatment of Vadi m Labkovich and Al yaksey Shydl ouski, teenage
menmbers of the youth branch of the Bel arusi an Popul ar Front prosecuted for
graffiti-witing in February 1998, clearly illustrates the energing pattern of

i ntimdation and puni shnment of youth.

10. Police arrested and detai ned Shydl ouski and Labkovich in August 1997, on
charges of “hooliganisni and “the defacing of State synbols for witing

anti - Lukashenko graffiti on State property”. Sixteen-year-old Labkovich and
18-year-old Shydl ouski were held wi thout bail for six nonths prior to tria
(despite the non-violent nature of the crinme and the youth of the accused).
Prison guards all egedly beat Shydl ouski when he announced a hunger strike.
Labkovi ch, a m nor, was held together with adult detainees.

11. Labkovi ch and Shydl ouski were convicted on charges of “malicious
hool i gani sn? rather than the m sdenmeanours normally applied to graffiti.
Di sproportionately to the offence, the M nsk Regional Court sentenced
Labkovich to one and a half years in prison, suspended for two years, and
Shydl ouski to one and a half years in a strict-reginme |abour canp.

The case of Yury Khashchevat sky

12. On the night of 23 Decenber 1997, Yury Khashchevatsky, an
internationally renowned docunentary filmdirector, was severely beaten and
injured by two unidentified nmen who broke into his Mnsk studio after European
screenings of his controversial filmabout President Lukashenko. No val uables
or equi pment were stolen or danaged, indicating the probability that the
perpetrators were Governnent-instigated
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Freedom of assenbly

13. Over the past few years, peaceful denonstrations have been di spersed
systematically by violent neans. Denonstration organizers have been
repeatedly threatened; journalists beaten; participants and bystanders have
been arrested and fined on fabricated charges and detained without trial for
many days.

14. In 1997, President Lukashenko issued Decree No. 5 on Denobnstrations
whi ch severely curtailed the fundanental right to assenbly. The decree
forbids the use of unregistered flags, as well as posters and other objects
deened to insult officials of the State. Participants of unsanctioned
denonstrations may be subject to exorbitantly high penalties. The decree,
codified into aw on 5 Decenber 1997, enpowers the authorities to change the
time and | ocation of a denonstration, and even the nunber of authorized
partici pants.

15. According to Human Ri ghts Watch, during 1997 police regularly broke up
denonstrations using excessive violence that seened aimed nore at spreading
terror than at restoring or protecting public order. Bystanders, including

el derly wonen and children as young as 14 years old, faced trial on fabricated
charges. Judges refused to allow testinony by defence w tnesses and based
their decisions on testinony frompolice officers. Fines range from US$ 100
to $800. (The average nonthly salary is I ess than $100.)

16. Sim |l ar detentions, beatings, and fines continued in 1998, notably
the harassnent reported by the League at the annual Chernobyl Procession
(26 April 1998) and Labour Day (1 May 1998) have indicated that the Special
Rapporteur's recomrendati ons have not been inpl enented.

[11. GOVERNMENT TAKEOVER OF DEMOCRATI C | NSTI TUTI ONS

17. In July 1996, the Suprene Soviet refused President Lukashenko's demands
that it extend his termand |inmt the powers of the Constitutional Court by
creating a second, presidentially chosen |egislative chanber.

18. In Novenmber 1996, fearing an inmpeachnent campai gn, President Lukashenko
held a “national referenduni on anmending the constitution to broaden the
powers of the executive. According to official results, the referendum
yielded a large majority of votes favouring the President's proposal. The
13th Suprene Sovi et was dissol ved and the new constitution adopted. The
judicial branch of power was made subservient to the executive, thereby
destroying the system of checks and bal ances and concentrati ng executive and

| egi sl ative power in the hands of Lukashenko. Moreover, riding on the support
of the referendum the President extended his termby two years.

The new constitution

19. On 15 March 1994, the Suprene Soviet of the Republic of Belarus adopted
a new constitution, which was hailed as proof that Bel arus val ued denocracy
and respect for human rights. Four years later, the constitution has been
anended to repress these very civic freedons.

20. The new constitution subordinates the legislature and judiciary to the
executive. The President can hand-pick the | ower chanber of the National
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Assenbly (the new parlianent), and bypass the |egislature altogether

However, the Organi zation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)
Parliamentary Assembly has not recognized this non-el ected body, but continues
to recogni ze the di sbanded 13th Suprene Soviet.

The Constitutional Court and the 13th Suprene Sovi et

21. In Novenmber 1996, the Constitutional Court ruled that the referendum on
constitutional amendnments was not |egally binding, but Lukashenko overrul ed
the decision by decree, forcing Chief Judge Val ery Ti khinya and others to
resign. The new Constitutional Court, hand-picked by the President, upheld

t he amendnents.

22. After its disbanding, sone deputies of the Suprene Soviet becane

i nvolved in the unofficial opposition and were of fered anbassadorial or
governnment positions as bribes in return for which they would cease their
criticismof President Lukashenko. O hers canme under constant Governnent
attack, suffered the intimdation of their famly menbers, and were subject to
detentions, beatings, and inprisonnment on fabricated crimnal charges.
Currently two deputies, Vladimr Koudinov and Andrei Klinov are political
prisoners in Bel arus.

I'V. SUPPRESSI ON CF THE BELARUSI AN LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

23. Those speaki ng the Bel arusi an | anguage have suffered a nunber of

curtail ments, including beating by police, when trying to participate in their
national culture. Mre than a dozen Bel arusi an-| anguage courses have been
forced to cl ose

24, The Bel arusi an Cabi net of Mnisters has issued a plan to |liquidate the
Bel arusi an Lyceum the only public institution that teaches in the Bel arusian
| anguage, by merging it with a Russi an-|anguage high school. The students’

parents del egation strongly objects to the plan because they consider it a
flagrant violation of their children's constitutional right to receive
education at an institution of their choice.

V. THE RI GHTS OF WOMEN | N BELARUS

25. Wonen as a social group are alnost isolated frompolitics and the
deci si on-maki ng process. There are only five women in the new, presidentially
hand- pi cked National Assenbly.

26. In 1996, the Governnment reported that 21,421 wonen were victinms of
various crinmes, including rape. But experts say that the nunmbers of sexua
assault crimes are 5 to 10 times higher than the official records.
Prostitution has beconme a recourse for young wonmen who cannot make a |iving.
Many have fallen victimto trafficking schemes and forced prostitution abroad
intheir efforts to find job opportunities.

27. The maternal nortality rate in Belarus is 17.7 per 100,000 births.
Abortion is frequently used as the only available formof birth control. The
underfundi ng of health care in Belarus has led to the | ack of special nedical
facilities for wonen.



