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INTRODUCTION

An authoritarian ruler, repressive laws, no separation of powers, mass arrests, raids 
on independent organizations, political prisoners, and fear and apathy. Under such 
conditions it is hard to imagine that civil society could survive, let alone carry out 
advocacy work. Yet, Belarusian NGOs continue to struggle to promote freedom and 
democracy, serve as the voice of civil society, and defend the rights of ordinary citizens. 
Despite	all	 the	problems	and	obstacles	 that	 followed	 the	crackdown	after	 the	flawed	
December	2010	presidential	elections	in	“Europe’s	last	dictatorship,”	Belarusian	NGOs	
managed to formulate, launch and implement a number of inspiring, innovative, brave 
and effective local and national advocacy campaigns. In some cases, against all odds, 
Belarusian civic activists even succeeded in achieving their goals.

This publication looks at and analyzes the advocacy experience of the last several 
years in Belarus. It was originally written in Belarusian to help domestic activists share 
experiences, lessons learned and best practices, as well as to inspire each other. But 
most of the efforts described here would not have been possible without international 
support and solidarity.  In the absence of dramatic changes in Belarus, it is often hard 
for foreign partners to determine if their democracy assistance programs lead to any 
results here. Closed borders, censorship, state-controlled media, and language barriers 
help	to	keep	Belarus	“a	black	hole	in	Europe”	even	for	those	who	are	involved	in	assisting	
Belarusian civil society. We hope that this publication will shed light on the impressive 
and inspiring initiatives of Belarus’ civic advocates, provide some hope that change is 
possible, and demonstrate that creative energy and effort can work wonders even in the 
most unfavorable conditions.     

This	work’s	first	part	is	a	short	primer	on	civic	advocacy.	The	authors	seek	to	give	
tangible	meaning	to	this	trend	by	bridging	theory	with	practice.	The	first	section	explains	
how representing public interests is different than other types of civic campaigns or the 
core service providing activities of NGOs. The time frame is also different: civic activists 
should realize that advocacy campaigns can take months and even years to achieve their 
goals, that such campaign consists of many stages and multiple components, and that 
its initiators will likely need to establish coalitions with other organizations. Advocacy 
work	therefore	requires	creativity,	energy,	tact,	determination	and	flexibility.	But	most	
of all it requires a great deal of patience.  This manual describes the stages of an advocacy 
campaign, how to better organize advocacy work, what questions to ask when planning 
a	campaign,	what	kind	of	difficulties	might	emerge,	and	how	to	overcome	them.	The	
primer spotlights the modern theory and practice of advocacy while adapting it to the 
realities of Belarus. The authors themselves have extensive experience in supporting 
and carrying out public interest campaigns in Poland, Ukraine and Belarus. 
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The publication’s second part includes detailed descriptions of nine advocacy 
campaigns	 carried	 out	 by	 Belarusian	 nonprofit	 organizations	 from	 2008	 to	 2012.	
Overshadowed by divisive political campaigns, international crises, brutal repression 
by the regime, and the struggle for survival, the efforts of civil society organizations to 
fix	flawed	legislation	and	change	poor	government	practices	in	order	to	build	a	more	
open, prosperous and free society often remain invisible. Sometimes it seems that it is 
impossible to achieve systematic changes in an authoritarian state and that advocacy 
work should be postponed until the regime falls. Nevertheless, in spite of ongoing political 
persecution, economic crisis and social apathy, Belarusian civil society has conducted a 
number of inspiring if desperate advocacy campaigns that have demonstrated its unity 
and dedication to the democratic principles.

This work presents only a few examples of advocacy efforts in Belarus. All of these 
campaigns were non-partisan, open civic initiatives designed to address a concrete 
problem;	 they	 had	 clearly	 defined	 objectives	 and	 a	 plan	 to	 achieve	 them.	 Another	
important factor in choosing them was whether the authors could gain access to 
the information needed to offer a detailed description and understanding of the 
mechanics of each campaign. The campaigns presented in this publication differ in 
scale (national and local), objectives (changing legislation or properly implementing 
existing standards), tools used, duration, etc. To summarize a large volume of diverse 
information and materials, a standardized structure was developed for describing all 
the campaigns. While not every initiative has met its objectives yet, each continues to 
adapt different methods (from traditional collections of signatures and street actions to 
online	petitions	and	virtual	flash-mobs)	and	seek	unconventional	solutions	to	cope	with	
the challenges posed by the changing situation in Belarus. 

Written as a blueprint for action, this guide has many examples of documents, 
appeals, and informational and visual materials which can be useful when planning 
new campaigns in the Belarusian context. The authors stress the use of new technologies 
for advocacy, especially the Internet and online social networks. Due to the regime’s 
control of traditional mass media in Belarus, new media has played an important 
role in informing and mobilizing Belarusian citizens. This manual itself is published 
in an E-book format, which allows the use of many hyperlinks to the websites of the 
campaigns and other additional multimedia materials.

This publication would not be possible without close cooperation with the 
coordinators and activists of the campaigns, as well as their partners. The authors 
express their gratitude to all of the committed individuals who have helped us with 
this project. Our work is dedicated to all of the activists and advocates in Belarus who 
have	passed	away	before	being	able	to	witness	the	final	results	of	their	work	–	a	free	
and democratic Belarus. We sincerely hope that our guidebook will help readers to 
remember them and the successful campaigns carried out by their comrades in arms, 
offer interesting suggestions for future advocacy efforts, and inspire new initiatives and 
successes, which we look forward to chronicling in further editions.  
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Representing public interests
Olena Volochay
Agnieszka Komorowska 

Part 1
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By way of introduction, we would like to acknowledge that a great deal of academic 
research and manuals have already been written on advocacy. In this work, we seek to 
add a more pragmatic and practial approach to the existing body of scholarship in this 
field.	Public	interests	can	be	understood	as	those	protected	by	human	rights	standards:	
each	 individual	 has	 rights	 and	 freedoms,	 and	 the	 power	 of	 government	 officials	 is	
limited	to	assure	 their	pursuit.	Standards	 for	protecting	 these	rights	define	the	 level	
of possible interference or, to be more precise, assure the non-interference of the state 
in our personal freedoms. Public organizations, including initiative groups and the 
mass media, defend public interests by monitoring and advocating for accountability in 
regard to these rights and freedoms.

This is our fundamental approach to representing and protecting public interests. 
Let us start by from the very end: which mistakes can be made while planning and 
implementing advocacy campaigns? From a long list, we will cite only a few which can 
have a negative effect on representing public interests. Our readers, who are involved in 
advocacy efforts, can expand and add detail to this list.  

It is important to understand that each situation is unique in its own way, despite 
being governed by certain general rules. Thus, one of the most serious mistakes is 
having	insufficient	knowledge	regarding	an	existing	public	problem.	Not	having	enough	
facts and not focusing on legal nature of the relationship between the individual and the 
state can lead practitioners to miss the core problem to be solved.  

Another mistake is approaching advocacy as a short term, one-off campaign. Those 
of us who grew up during the communist period still remember the infamous “short-lived 
campaigns”	of	Soviet	times.	Advocacy	campaigns	are	often	mistakenly	misunderstood	
as	 fleeting,	 short-term	 actions.	 However,	 there	 is	 nothing	 that	 is	 as	 long-lasting	 or	
more demanding of coordinated efforts than advocacy. This is especially true given the 
incomplete	formation	and	insufficient	performance	of	democratic	institutions,	lack	of	
a human rights culture and respect for fundamental freedoms, and mismanagement in 
local and state governance.   

More experienced activists, who have been involved in civic activities with the 
nongovernmental sector for many years, might look at advocacy through the lenses of 
their projects. In general, this is a correct approach; however, it needs some serious 
adjustment. The lifecycle of a typical NGO project usually lasts for one year. Advocacy 
programs often demand not only on the year to come, but on a whole chain of 
interconnected events and actions, untied in one aim over the course of a longer term. 

The ability to plan and accomplish projects should be combined with strategic vision. 
The lack of a clear understanding of the changes one wants to achieve with advocacy is 
often the main mistake. As a result, all efforts may be in vain and all resources can be 
lost. Without long-term goals, activists may plan many expensive, impressive actions 
which draw many participants, but achieve no real change in solving the targeted 
problem. 
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We	see	that	activists	frequently	meet	“virtually”	through	the	electronic	newsletters	
of nongovernmental organizations and social networks and discuss needed changes. 
But in these discussions, we very often observe actions being planned and almost never 
see	the	goals	to	be	achieved.	For	example,	let’s	establish	an	“anticorruption	platform”,	
because corruption is bad. This is one reason why it is so hard to bring people together: 
the	lack	of	a	clear	common	goal	deters	unification.	There	is	even	a	worse	approach:	let’s	
first	do	something	about	an	existing	problem,	and	then	see	what	happens.		

Advocacy	cannot	rely	on	“let’s	see	what	happens”	approach.	Based	on	our	knowledge	
and experience, we will demonstrate the main steps one should take in order to 
effectively plan and successfully implement a serious advocacy effort. 
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WHAT IS A DVOCAC Y?1

We often dream of bringing about positive changes. However, reforms do not take 
place on their own. Changes in society are linked with the need to advocate on behalf 
of certain social groups. The fundamentals of advocacy are a legal approach, rule of law, 
equality under the law and respect for human rights. Nongovernmental organizations and 
informal groups must understand exactly what the process of advocacy is and what its 
main components are. 

The ability to choose and apply best practices for a particular case of advocacy 
allows us to plan and implement advocacy campaigns on behalf of different groups of 
people.	It	should	be	underlined	that	there	is	no	single	complete	and	correct	definition	of	
“advocacy”.	Depending	on	the	understanding	of	this	term,	various	approaches	are	used	
for its usage. 

David	Cohen,	a	well-known	expert	on	advocacy,	offers	the	following	definition:	
“Advocacy consists of organized efforts and actions that use the instruments of 

democracy to establish and implement laws and policies that will create a just and 
equitable society. These instruments include elections, mass mobilization, civil action 
(including civil disobedience), lobbying, negotiations, bargaining and court actions. 
Advocates design their efforts and actions to persuade and influence those who hold 
governmental, political, and economic power so that the formally constituted decision 
makers will adopt and implement public policies in ways that will improve the lives 
of those with less conventional political power and fewer economic resources… When 
people participate in organized actions that involve non-governmental organizations, 
media, and public decision-making bodies, democratic processes are strengthened.”2

1	Advocacy	(from	Greek.:	ad	–	«here	and	now»;	voca	–	«to	call»	=	«to	call	someone	here»).	
2	“A	Reader	for	Non-Profit	Organizations”,	Dušan	Ondrušek	(ed.)	and	associates.	Open	Society	Foundation	
Bratislava and Partners for Democratic Change Slovakia (Bratislava, 2003).



16

Sometimes advocacy is understood as the implementation of various actions 
and campaigns or simply lobbying on behalf of someone’s interests. The variety of 
interpretations is probably due to the fact that advocacy actions are never identical; 
there is no single model or one formula for achieving success in advocacy. While it is 
important to learn from the experience of others, it is very rare to be able to simply 
repeat someone else’s advocacy campaign and achieve the same results. 

Within	the	frameworks	of	our	approach	we	will	use	the	following	definition:

We understand advocacy in its broadest sense. Advocacy is based on the following 
integral conditions: 

a) Existence of a real problem in society; 
b) Respect for human rights and legal approaches;
c)	Recognition	of	the	“flexibility”	of	the	process,	the	absence	of	a	single	model;
d)	Understanding	the	“dynamism”	of	the	process,	i.e.	everything	can	quickly	change;	
e) Aiming for systematic changes.

When the interests of a certain social group should be represented or defended, this 
does not mean that one should immediately start resolving the most serious problem at 
the	national	or	global	level.	We	can	start	with	something	minor.	At	first,	our	actions	may	
be limited to an expression of concern about the situation to which we hope to attract 
public attention. Then, our actions can aim at changing the legislation and policies of 
the authorities at local and/or state level, or the consciousness of the members of a 
certain social group. 

It is also important to understand how advocacy differs from the usual activities 
of	non-profit	organizations.	Common	NGOs	provide	services,	including	humanitarian	
assistance, to people in need and help them to solve their problems. This is an important 
and	 urgent	 field	 of	 activity.	 Often,	 however,	 attempts	 to	 provide	 help	 paradoxically	
increase the number of the people who need it. Crowds of people can simply overwhelm 
an	organization,	demanding	that	it	use	all	of	its	resources	to	assist	them.	Neither	a	final	

Advocacy	 is	 a	 flexible	 process,	 a	 chain	 of	 interrelated	 actions,	 aimed	 at	 achieving	
systematic	changes	by	solving	significant	social	problems.	In	order	to	achieve	specific	
objectives, political, economic and social democratic tools should be used with respect 
to human rights. 
Advocacy is a dynamic process; its components are changing all the time. This should be 
kept in mind from the very onset of the planning stage and activists should be prepared 
to respond to changes at any moment.
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result nor an end to the needs are visible. In this case, we should look at our work from 
another perspective: the real task may not be providing assistance to individuals or 
groups,	but	identifying	and	fixing	a	weak	point	in	the	functioning	of	the	current	system	
which	is	the	root	cause	of	numerous	problems	for	a	specific	social	group.	

Providing different types of assistance is, of course, necessary. For example, 
disabled	 children	need	help	 and	 support	 from	 the	 very	first	days	of	 their	 lives.	 It	 is	
impossible and simply unethical to say: “I’m sorry, but at the moment we are addressing 
your	problems	at	the	structural	level...”	Even	in	this	case,	however,	advocacy	actions	can	
become	more	efficient	when	they	are	combined	with	effective	support	from	the	state	
and	are	not	aimed	only	at	fighting	the	flaws	in	the	state	structure.	Advocacy	efforts	help	
to	fill	the	gaps	in	the	responsibilities	the	state	holds	towards	the	citizens.	This	is	why	
many organizations simultaneously work to provide direct assistance and engage in 
advocacy efforts.

The pressure we apply in order to promote systematic changes distinguishes advocacy 
from the provision of direct services or aid.
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THE COMPONEN TS OF THE A DVOCAC Y PROCESS

There are a number of integral components to the advocacy process:

•	Problem 
•	Objective
•	Target groups and stakeholders 
•	Message 
•	Representative/Mediator 
•	Building coalitions and alliances3  
•	Fundraising 
•	Evaluation of the advocacy process

Below is a simple diagram demonstrating the interconnection between the components:

3 This component is not always necessary and is based on need. It is crucial to choose the form of an organization 
and	to	define	the	ethical	norms	of	interaction	inside	a	coalition.
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STEP 1.   OBJECTI V E

The core element of the advocacy process is the correct definition of an objective. This 
stage influences the entire process of advocacy planning. It is directly related with the 
correct	understanding	and	definition	of	the	origins	of	the	problem.	

To identify a real problem requiring an advocacy initiative means to: 

•	Define	the	way	it	infringes	on	the	interests	of	the	entire	social	group;
•	Collect	reliable	facts	to	document	and	prove	the	existence	and	significance	of	the	

problem;
•	Define	its	origins;
•	Evaluate the correlation of the problem with the mission and strategy of your 

organization (is it competent to deal with this problem or not);
•	Evaluate the capacity of your organization to solve the problem with available 

resources and its prospects to attract additional resources.

When	 we	 seek	 a	 solution	 to	 a	 socially-significant	 problem,	 we	 assume	 or	 have	
information that there are certain negative phenomena in a particular area. Our task 
is to eliminate these phenomena or to change the situation for the better. Naturally, 
the intention to introduce changes only makes sense if we understand correctly what 
exactly we want to change. 

Concrete data can be found in:

•	Reports	monitoring	the	fulfillment	of	laws	and	policies;		
•	Reports published by relevant institutions and organizations;
•	Expert conclusions; 
•	Research papers and analytical studies; 
•	Statistical data; 
•	Articles and investigative journalism in mass media; 
•	Appeals for assistance (psychological, legal or social assistance); 
•	Evidence provided by credible observers, etc.

For a successful advocacy effort, an understanding or emotional attitude towards  
a negative situation is not enough. Often the situation demands informing, convincing 
and even pressuring others to see, feel and understand the problem as we do. Success 
can be only be achieved in cases in which we have sound arguments, based on credible 
studies and reliable data, which prove the urgency and scale of the problem.
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While utilizing reliable information already available, activists can also undertake 
their own research in order to gather information needed to set and achieve advocacy 
objectives. Important pieces of information about the problem may be missing. For 
example, one of the most vulnerable groups in society is children witnesses. They are 
repeatedly questioned by law enforcement and judicial bodies, thus becoming “multiple 
victims”.	 In	 order	 to	 start	 advocating	 for	 children	 witnesses,	 we	 should	 begin	 with	
requesting and analyzing legal statistics in order to get a better idea regarding the 
scale	of	the	problem.	It	isn’t	difficult	to	determine	that	these	types	of	official	statistics	
rarely exist and that this category of citizens tends to be left out of formal studies of 
legal systems and society in general. Without data, ascertaining the root of the problem 
can	be	accomplished	by	monitoring	the	fulfillment	of	laws,	regulations	and	everyday	
practices regarding this area of work.

“Monitoring is a planned, systematic investigation of a selected fragment of social 
reality, conducted according to an adopted scheme. At the same time, monitoring 
constitutes an element of non-violent action intended to bring about a change in this 
reality.”4

Activists should clearly understand the difference between ordinary monitoring, 
which	 is	 conduced	 in	 the	 course	 of	 scientific	 research,	 and	 the	monitoring	 of	 rights	
and	freedoms.	In	scientific	research,	monitoring	is	understood	as	“a	complex	system	
of	 observations,	 estimations	 and	 forecasting	 of	 any	 changes”5 and this system is 
“informational”	 in	 character;	 it	 does	 not	 suggest	 exerting	 any	 control	 over	 changes.	
The scope of the present publication does not permit examining this subject in detail. 
In order to learn more about it, please see the book “Human	Rights	Monitoring” by 
the Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights (Warsaw, Poland). We recommend that 
any activist dealing or planning to deal with advocacy should participate in a special 
training on monitoring in order to improve his or her competence in collecting and 
systematizing data for promoting systematic changes. 

Derived from Latin, a monitor is one who: 
•	reminds, 
•	alerts, 
•	warns.   

4 Human Rights Monitoring, Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, Warsaw 2001.
5	Словарь	иностранных	слов.	Изд-ие	10-е.	Гл.	таксама,	напрыклад,	Биологический	энциклопедический	
словарь.	М.,	1989.

http://www.hfhrpol.waw.pl/ru/
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Before	 defining	 the	 objective,	 you	 should	 determine who are the stakeholders.  
Try to identify the following individuals/groups/institutions: 

•	Who suffers from this problem? 
•	Who are the decision makers? 
•	Who might be against you in your efforts to solve the problem? 
•	Who might support you? 
•	Who are those who have not yet made up their minds? 

An analysis of the stakeholders will not only help in determining existing options 
for offering assistance and calculating the risk that would result from failed actions, but 
also	assist	in	defining	the	objective.
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STEP 2. OBJECTI V E

The objective is one of the most important elements of advocacy. Never forget that 
the	 objective	 is	 the	 one	 element	 that	 defines	 the	whole	 process	 of	 advocacy.	A	well-
formulated objective includes a suggested change towards which we strive with any 
advocacy initiative. 

When	defining	the	objective,	try	to	follow	several	criteria:
•	Is	the	objective	able	to	solve	the	identified	problem?
•	Is	it	doable	given	the	capacity	of	your	organization	(financial	and	human	resources),	

and the abilities of your opponents?
•	Pay	 attention	 to	 the	 political	 situation	 and	 calendar	 in	 the	 country	 –	 can	 your	

objective be realistically achieved? 
•	Is your objective interesting to other people and organizations? Look carefully 
whether	you	will	be	able	to	gain	significant	support	for	the	objective.

•	Do you see possibilities for raising enough resources in order to achieve your 
objective? 

•	How does the objective correspond to the mission and objectives of your organization?

You	may	use	three	main	methods	to	define	the	objective:	

• Prioritization	–	if	you	see	several	possible	objectives,	determine	which	one	is	the	
priority at the moment, considering the public needs. Let us take for example a law 
that regulates the locations where peaceful meetings can be organized. One objective 
can be to change the way in which the sites are regulated. But this ignores the fact 
that	such	a	law	can	render	peaceful	meetings	almost	impossible.	The	priority	–	the	
legal	possibility	to	hold	meetings	–	can	be	lost	by	focusing	on	less	pertinent	issue	–	
their location.  

• Narrowing	–	formulate	an	objective	that	is	concrete	and	focused.	Do	not	produce	
an objective that is so broad that it cannot be achieved in the near future. For 
example, gaining full access to information for all taxpayers after a new tax code 
comes into force can be complicated. However, narrowing the objective down as 
much	as	possible	–	 to	require	 that	 tax	offices	must	be	responsible	 for	 informing	
and	educating	taxpayers	about	the	new	law,	for	example	–	makes	it	more	realistic.	
Therefore, an objective to provide every adult with access to the information can 
be narrowed to achieve a decision that reinforces an informational and educational 
component at the stage when the new law is put into force. 

• Extension	–	sometimes	the	objective	requires	some	extension.	Activists	often	fail	
to	gain	sufficient	support	for	goals	that	are	too	narrow.	For	example,	organizations	
which	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	marginalized	 groups	 find	 it	 hard	 to	 achieve	 narrow	
objectives aiding only one target group. In this case, extending the objective to also 
cover other groups could help them to win broader support.   
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Another important recommendation: it is necessary to differentiate the objective 
from the tasks.  

Tasks	are	certain	“checkmarks”	and	“steps”	on	the	way	to	achieving	the	objective	–	 
small increments that can be measured. Tasks have a clear time frame (not always 
included	in	the	definition	of	each	task).	They	should	be	formulated	in	such	a	way	that	
the results of each step can be determined. Tasks are interconnected and can be altered. 
A	well-defined	advocacy	objective	should	remain	the	same,	even	if	its	short-term	tasks	
change.

The objective should be revisited throughout the entire advocacy process. The 
objective serves as the criteria by which it is determined whether plans are manageable 
and actions correspond to the changes sought.

The	objective	(what	I	want)	≠	tasks	(what	I	will	do)
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STEP 3. TARGET GROUP  

After	the	objective	is	set,	the	target	group	must	be	defined.	These	are	those	who	must	
be convinced about the importance and usefulness of the suggested changes. There are 
two types of target groups: main and indirect.

In order to determine which one is the focus, the following questions should be answered:  

•	What	are	the	procedures	of	decision-making	defined	by	the	law	in	the	problem	area?	
•	Who is in a position of power to activists what they want? Who has the power to adopt 

decisions leading to the changes that are the objective of the advocacy campaign? 
(main target group)

•	Who	is	able	to	influence	those	who	make	decisions?	Whose	opinion	will	be	taken	
into account? (indirect target audience)

One should know not only the names of those people comprising the main target 
audience, but also their views, beliefs, values and habits. This information is important 
for formulating the messages to be sent to them. 
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STEP 4. MESSAGE

The message is a means of communicating the objective of the advocacy initiative to the 
target	audience	in	the	most	efficient	way.	As	noted	above,	the	way	activists	understand	 
a particular problem may not necessarily be interesting for decision-makers. One 
should not count exclusively on their hearts and activists’ emotional arguments. This 
is the moment when hard work put in on the analyzing the problem and its causes will 
prove to be quite useful. 

When developing the message, be sure to focus on the following elements: 

• Content	–	what	you	will	say	and	what	your	arguments	are.	The	content	should	clearly	
state what you want to achieve, why is important, what the promotion strategy is, 
and	which	specific	actions	you	expect	from	this	person	or	group.

• Sender	–	which	channel	for	communicating	information	will	be	most	effective	and	
who your target audience is most likely to trust (i.e. experts, voters, newspapers, the 
international community, politicians, etc.). 

• Form of the message	 –	what	 type	 of	 delivery	mechanism	best	 fits	 the	message:	
street	actions,	petitions,	leaflets,	mass	media,	meetings,	etc.	Language	is	also	very	
important: Which words can and cannot be used? Should professional jargon 
be used or avoided? Timing must also be considered. When is it best to send the 
message? 

Individual messages must be formulated for each target group addressed by the 
advocacy effort.
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STEP 5. A DVOCAC Y PL A N NING

Only	 after	 the	 target	 audience	 is	 identified,	 information	 content	 	 determined,	 and	
delivery mechanism agreed upon, is it time to begin planning the actions which will 
shape the advocacy process and its strategy.

Whether it is called advocacy planning or strategizing, there is a need to develop a 
detailed action plan in accordance with the objective. Regular planning skills, gained in 
the course of project activities, are useful for advocacy planning. A distinctive feature of 
advocacy	planning	is	the	element	of	flexibility.	There	is	no	strict	timing.	Each	possibility	
that appears useful for achieving the objective can be a reason to review the action plan. 
However,	the	review	must	not	alter	the	objective	itself	–	it	must	remain	the	same	and	
define	the	entire	advocacy	process.	

T Y PES OF ACTIONS

“The various types of non-violent action that nongovernmental organizations take 
in order to bring about improvements in respect for human rights, strengthen the rule 
of law, eliminate discrimination, better protect the environment, or change the system 
of	how	state	institutions	function,	may	be	classified	into	the	following	three	categories:	
legal action, political action, and non-violent public action. These three types of action 
are generally applied in tandem, as most problems of this nature cannot be solved by 
means	of	a	single	type	of	action	alone.”6

This	chart	illustrates	the	advocacy	process	from	defining	problem	to	planning	the	
actions.

6 Human Rights Monitoring. Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, Warsaw, 2001.
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Legal actions7

This	 category	 primarily	 includes	 strategic	 litigation	 –	 the	 deliberate,	 planned	
conduct of legal proceedings aimed at changing the interpretation of an existing law, or 
at eliminating bad legal provisions from the system of law (by demonstrating them to 
be	unconstitutional,	or	inconsistent	with	ratified	international	treaties).	This	is	done	by	
obtaining judicial rulings from the country’s Supreme Court or Constitutional Court, 
from the European Court on Human Rights, or from the quasi-judicial bodies of the 
UN that admit individual complaints (the Human Rights Committee, the Committee 
Against Torture, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination).

Legal	actions	also	include	conducting	court	cases	whose	aim	is	to	obtain	financial	
compensation from the state for human rights violations that were caused by the 
functioning of the state institutions. This applies to situations in which recourse has 
been not yet made to litigation (cases of unlawful detention by the police, acts of violence 
committed against prisoners by their fellow prisoners, etc.)

In some cases, legal action may also involve initiating criminal proceedings against 
state functionaries.

The category of legal actions can also be considered to encompass initiatives intended 
to promote the public legal awareness, knowledge about the law and human rights, and 
practical ability to utilize those procedures that serve to protect such rights. Aside of the 
range of classical educational techniques, to this aim we can organize various competitions 
(such	as	 contest	 for	 collectively	developing	 and	passing	 the	 “constitution”	of	 a	 school,	
club, etc.), hold mock trials, or distribute brochures about different kinds of rights and 
procedures that serve to protect them (such as: the rights of patients, the elderly, children 
and youth, prisoners, voters, those suspected of having committed a crime, etc.)

Political action

This type of action most often involves seeking allies among politicians who 
hold seats in the country’s parliament or in international parliamentary bodies (the 
European Parliament, the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly), or putting 
political pressure on the government either directly or by means of the respective 
bodies of inter-governmental organizations (the UN, Council of Europe, European 
Union, or OSCE, etc.), in order to bring about changes in the legal system itself or in 
the way state institutions function. Such action can be conducted either domestically or 
internationally. 

On the domestic level such action involves seeking political support for one’s 
convictions among politicians that have either legislative or executive power, either 
on the local or national level (depending on the nature of the problem). This includes 
various types of mechanisms for putting pressure on parliamentary deputies by means 

7 The following description of legal, political and public actions is taken from Human Rights Monitoring, Helsinki 
Foundation for Human Rights, Warsaw, 2001.
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of voter groups (whose support they will want to gain in the next elections) in order to 
persuade them to vote for or against a particular law, to undertake a legislative initiative, 
or	to	take	other	action	–	such	as	raising	a	motion	of	interpellation	or	a	parliamentary	
deputy inquire to the government. Such methods of applying pressure are more 
effective	 in	countries	with	majority-based	electoral	 system	–	where	a	parliamentary	
deputy’s	reelection	depends	directly	on	voters	–	than	it	is	in	countries	where	election	
regulations are proportional and the fate of a particular deputy depends only on his 
or her position on an electoral list drawn up in advance by party authorities. In many 
cases,	NGOs	 striving	 to	bring	 about	 change	find	natural	 allies	 in	 the	parliamentary	
opposition, and more generally among the political adversaries of those in power that 
refuse to implement the changes these organizations promote.

We then exert pressure on politicians directly (such as through the press, by 
mobilizing the community where we live, by meeting with politicians personally, etc.) 
Such techniques are more effective before elections than after. It is also sometimes 
effective to exert pressure indirectly, by means of public pressure on entities that are 
important to politicians (perhaps for economic reasons, such as companies that are 
considering whether or not to make an investment in a particular area). We also look for 
methods we can use to convince a given politician or his or her party that making the 
changes we promote will politically be more advantageous (or at least less detrimental) 
than maintaining the status quo.     

On the international level, political action may, for example, aim to encourage the 
UN Commission on Human Rights8 to adopt a resolution condemning mass human 
rights violations in a certain territory […]. This category also includes publishing 
shadow reports that challenge information submitted by the government in its reports 
to the international committees that uphold the primary UN conventions (the Human 
Rights Committee, the Committee Against Torture, the Committee on the Elimination 
of Racial Discrimination, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women, the Committee on the Rights of a Child, the Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights). Furthermore, this type of action also includes attempts to solicit the 
involvement of Special Rapporteurs or Working Groups in the cases we are conducting. 
By lobbying at the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly or at the European 
Parliament, we can also take up a range of other types of action aimed at encouraging 
international institutions to condemn human rights violations. Initiatives undertaken 
in	third-party	countries	–	such	as	resolutions	passed	by	many	parliaments	with	regards	
to	human	rights	violations	by	Chinese	authorities	in	Tibet	–	are	of	a	similar	nature.	Of	
huge importance here is the prudent engagement of international and foreign media 
and our cooperation with foreign organizations that defend human rights. 

But we are not only concerned here with the condemnation of those governments 
that	 commit	 human	 rights	 violations	 –	we	 can	 also	 act	 to	 promote	 the	 adoption	 of	

8 In 2006 the Commission was reorganized into the UN Council on Human Rights. 
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new standards of protection by attempting to bring about the adoption of a Council of 
Europe Parliamentary Assembly resolution or recommendation, a Council of Europe 
Committee of Ministers recommendation, a European Parliament resolution, or an 
entry	in	OSCE	documents.	The	result	so	obtained	in	the	form	of	“soft”	international	law	
(resolutions	and	recommendations)	can	then	be	a	beneficial	step	towards	establishing	
binding international treaties. 

In this way, for example, we can work to have international law expanded to 
include regulations that will oblige states to introduce tax relief for non-governmental 
organizations, regulations that establish standard of free elections, or regulations that 
specify minimal standard of public control over special investigative forces. 

Public action

This type of action involves the application of various methods for exerting organized, 
usually group pressure on the authorities. Such public action, if it is conducted in 
professional way, generally follows a similar scheme: 

1. Appealing to the authorities with information about what kind of changes we 
expect them to make to the law or to how the law is applied. The authorities rarely make 
the	changes	at	this	stage.	They	must	first	sense	sufficient	public	pressure	or	perceive	an	
important	interest	in	implementing	a	specific	change.

2. Conducting information campaigns, which involve promoting awareness of the 
problem	among	as	large	and	as	influential	a	segment	of	society	as	possible.	In	so	doing	
we look for allies who are prepared to support us and to take our side. Such campaigns 
can be performed by selected individuals (such as street theater performances or 
individual acts of civil disobedience) or collectively (petitions, marches, demonstrations, 
rallies, happenings, etc.) Campaigns of this sort do not attack the state system directly, 
but instead generate psychological pressure on politicians in order to make them aware 
that the given social issue is important and that something should be done about it. 
In totalitarian or post-totalitarian states, such information campaigns are sometimes 
perceived as aiming to overthrow those in power and are therefore considered illegal. 

3.	 When	we	believe	that	the	process	of	seeking	allies	has	finished,	we	can	then	pose	
an ultimatum	–	by	informing	the	authorities	that	if	concrete	steps	(which	we	most	often	
specify	precisely)	are	not	taken	within	a	specific	time-frame	then	we	will	be	forced	to	
apply direct pressure. 

4. Applying direct, collective pressure	–	meaning	taking	non-violent	direct	action	against	
the system of political power. Such initiatives maybe based on:
•	Severing ties that link citizens with the state and refusing to cooperate with the 
authorities	–	going	on	strike;	boycotting	elections,	state	educational	and	cultural	
institutions,	or	state	offices;	refusing	to	perform	military	services;	refusing	to	pay	
taxes; withdrawing bank deposits. 

•	Interfering with the activities of state institutions: jamming telephones at state 
offices,	occupying	buildings	 in	various	peaceful	ways,	 submitting	applications	or	
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lodging court complaints en masse in order to paralyze the work of institutions, 
deliberately observing certain regulations which are generally ignored (such as work- 
place safety or hygiene regulations), exercising certain civil rights en masse, etc. 

Initiatives of this sort aim to force the authorities to negotiate with us. They should not 
aim	to	disturb	our	fellow	citizens,	but	rather	to	hinder	the	work	of	those	in	power	–	by	
taking	away	 their	control	over	a	 specific	aspect	of	 the	state’s	 functioning.	 In	 the	best	
case, such initiatives involve actions which are not prohibited by law and which are most 
involve the technical violation of pretty disciplinary regulations. Sometimes, however, 
this is impossible (such as in the case of refusing to perform military service). In these 
cases we must expect and accept that we will be punished for our actions. 

5. Negotiations with the authorities concerning the nature of the concrete changes 
to be made and the methods by which they should be introduced. 

One particular form of non-violent public action in public interest is civil disobedi-
ence. In its purist form, civil disobedience involves the blatant public violation of a law 
which the person applying this form of action believes is bad, immoral, and/or harmful. 
Aside of the fact that civil disobedience is performed in defense of principles, and not 
personal	benefit,	the	fundamental	characteristic	of	such	action	is	the	readiness	of	the	
person who breaks the law to be sentenced in court and punished for so doing. Civil 
disobedience is usually applied in states where the rule of law is established, where the 
person who takes such action recognizes the legality of the authorities in power, and 
respects the state constitution system.  

Civil disobedience aims to improve, and not to overthrow the political system. 
Individuals who do not recognize the legitimacy of the state and who view the authorities 
as having being imposed upon them break the law in conspiracy and try to avoid 
the punishment meted out by the (illegal in their opinion) authorities. For example, 
activists from the democratic opposition in a communist state who published an illegal 
newspaper did not turn themselves in to the prosecutor for punishment, because they 
did not recognize the legitimacy of the state. If, however, truly free elections are held, as 
a result of which a political force comes to power whose views or deeds are not accepted 
by an activist, he or she should act overtly.  Young Americans who ran away to 
Canada in order to avoid having to go to war in Vietnam were not conducting civil 
disobedience. Those, however, who publicly burned their draft cards and refused to 
serve	–	and	went	to	jail	for	doing	so	–	were	classical	cases	of	civil	disobedience.			

Civil	 disobedience	 may	 be	 either	 individual	 or	 collective.	 In	 the	 first	 case	 the	
individual’s submission to punishment, especially if he or she is a well-known personality, 
serves to raise concern amongst the public: “Seeing as he or she was prepared to go to 
jail	 for	this	 issue,	perhaps	it	 is	really	something	important?”	In	such	cases	collective	
action is also often initiated in order to prevent the individual who was disobedient 
from being punished. Collective acts of civil disobedience (such as publicly burning of 
military cards, refusing to perform military service, or refusing to turn over a portion 
of one’s agricultural harvest as required by the authorities in communist and fascist 
states) can also be applied as instruments of direct pressure. 
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It is sometimes the case, however, that the particular regulations we are protesting 
for moral reasons do not apply to us personally, and we therefore cannot actually violate 
them ourselves. In such cases we may choose to conduct civil disobedience by violating 
other provisions of law in lieu, ones which are at the same time somehow related to the 
general topic of the problem we want to address. 

To learn more about public interest actions, see this  educational	film  by the Helsinki 
Foundation for Human Rights (Warsaw, Poland):

Educational activities are another very important type of advocacy action. 
The “Note of Supreme Commissioner of the United Nations Organization on Human 

Rights”	sets	 the	priorities	 for	educational	activities	at	 the	national	and	 international	
levels for the period up to 2014. Articles 2 and 3 of the agenda of the 15th Session of 
Human Rights Council, Annual Report of the Supreme Commissioner of the United 
Nations Organizations on Human Rights, and the Report of the Division of the Supreme 
Commissioner and General Secretary “Promotion and Protection of All Human Rights, 
Civil,	Political,	Economic,	Social	 and	Cultural,	 Including	 the	Right	 to	Development”	
identified	the	following	target	groups	to	receive	special	attention	in	the	field	of	human	
rights education:

•	higher education system; 
•	school teachers and the secondary education system as a whole; 
•	civil servants; 
•	law enforcement employees and military servants. 

The objectives of the Global Educational Program in Human Rights (Chapter B of 
the Action Plan) are9:

a) Promotion of human rights culture; 
b) Promotion of common understanding of the main principles and methods of 

education in human rights based on existing international documents; 
c) Focus on human rights education at the national, regional and international 

levels; 
d) Creation of common collective frames of actions for all interested parties;
e) Extension of partnerships and cooperation at all levels; 
f)  Review and evaluation of current programs for human rights education. 

Providing assistance in order to reveal progressive practices and create incentives for 
their prolongation and/or extension, as well as development of new programs.  

9 Draft of the Action Plan for the 2nd stage (2010-2014) of the Global Educational Program in Human Rights of 
the UNO General Assembly. A/HRC/15/28. 

http://www.hfhrpolmovies.home.pl/index.php?lang=ru
http://www.hrea.org/erc/Library/display_doc.php?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww2.ohchr.org%2Fenglish%2Fbodies%2Fhrcouncil%2Fdocs%2F15session%2FA.HRC.15.28_ru.pdf&external=N
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9 Human Rights Monitoring. Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, Warsaw, 2001

Public organizations planning to include educational activities in their advocacy 
work should be aware of these international agreements and documents. Through 
these commitments, the state is required to liable to provide human rights education 
for the representatives of your target groups. NGOs themselves also can also organize 
educational events, if it helps them to achieve their objectives in advocating for public 
interests. 

The next important question: which advocacy strategy should be chosen, given 
that advocacy is a dynamic process aimed at achieving systematic change? 

Should activists interact with the authorities as a partner, initiate negotiations or 
spark a confrontation? The choice of actions depends on the objective, the mood (this 
can be very dynamic and change quite quickly) of key target groups regarding the issue, 
and the situation in which your organization works. 

Planning the strategy and taking the action require that we have sound knowledge 
of how human rights and freedoms are respected. We must also understand the causes 
behind the human rights violations that occur. Such causes could include, for example: 
a bad legal regulation, a bad interpretation of a regulation, or a bad and unlawful but 
widely accepted practice in the part of state authorities. It is only when we know whether 
we must change the law itself, its interpretation, or a practice applied by institutions 
of state administration, for example, that we can identify which state institutions we 
wish to exert pressure on. Only then can we develop our strategy and select appropriate 
forms of action. 

It is sometimes worthwhile to prepare a concrete proposal for how to solve the 
problem, which can be submitted to the authorities at a certain state of our activities (i.e. 
a draft law, or the outline of such a law). The experts who develop such drafts should be 
provided with up-to-date and (insofar as this is possible) exhaustive information about 
the state of affairs. Much more frequently, however, NGOs draw attention to a problem 
they	believe	must	be	solved	but	leave	the	technical	aspects	of	the	specific	solution	to	be	
settled by the authorities. Trying to identify the technical solution is not the task of NGOs, 
and in fact often exceeds their capabilities. The proposed solutions must be consistent 
with the entire legal system of the state, and this often requires simultaneously making 
amendments to a range of laws. NGOs can run into serious problems in conducting 
such work, such as estimating the cost of the proposed solutions and their overall effect 
on the state budget. For this reason it is generally better to limit ourselves to pointing 
out	problems	that	must	be	solved,	while	leaving	the	development	of	specific	solutions	to	
specialized state bodies.10
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Advocacy work is impossible without a creative and, at the same time, rational 
combination of various types of actions. Usually we are more familiar with carrying 
out public, educational and political actions, rather than implementing legal actions. 
Filing complaints against the illegal actions of public servants, preparing appeals, and 
initiating litigation have always been considered to be the prerogative of human rights 
organizations. When planning advocacy campaigns, however, activists should consider 
that,	at	some	point,	every	NGO	might	need	to	become	a	“human	rights	organization”	at	
least for some time. 

The entire advocacy system is based on the concept of human rights. There are 
“ordinary”	people,	those	possessing	civil,	political	and	socio-economic	rights,	and	there	
are	“special”	people,	those	possessing	power,	such	as	local,	regional	and	national	state	
officials.	 They	 are	 “special”	 because	 they	must	 create	 and	 insure	 the	 functioning	 of	
mechanisms based on a constitution, laws and international norms (which become part 
of	the	national	legislation	after	being	ratified	by	the	national	Parliament)	which	support	
the rights and freedoms of all citizens.

When activists plan actions to improve the performance of these mechanisms, they 
must	also	 think	about	 the	efficiency	of	 their	work	while	achieving	objectives.	SWOT	
analysis can help not only to develop an organization’s strategy, but also to plan advocacy 
campaigns. Each planned action can be reviewed through the prism of strong and weak 
points, as well as threats (external and internal) and potential options. Following the 
analysis, it will be clear if it is possible to perform the planned actions without causing 
damage to ourselves and others.
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STEP 6. COALITION

A Coalition may be required to achieve advocacy objectives.
The role of coalitions is many-faceted11:

•	Provide a forum for the joint consideration of a problem; 
•	Combine	financial,	material	and	human	resources;	
•	Reduce competition for access to resources; 
•	Mobilize the interests of other people and groups; 
•	Attract	the	attention	of	the	media	and	people	in	the	influential	positions;	
•	Build	the	image	and	significance	of	the	third	sector	in	the	eyes	of	the	public;	
•	Create image and our seriousness in public opinion. 

Experts recommend developing a coalition etiquette that establishes basic rules for 
building unity (understanding, standards and procedures)12. To foster unity, activists 
should adopt ethical norms and set certain rules. Only then can a coalition promote the 
advocacy process and achieve its goal. Otherwise, there is a risk that a coalition will 
divert your efforts and resources to solving disagreements and other internal problems. 
Remember that coalitions are formed in order to strengthen your activities and to better 
represent the public interests.

  In our countries, we can observe a great deal of enthusiasm for creating 
coalitions. Upon closer look, we see that not every advocacy goal requires a coalition. 
Not every advocacy strategy implies the broad involvement of various interest groups 
and organizations. One can act independently. For example, for successful legal actions, 
the level of professionalism is more important than the number of activists involved. 

When planning an advocacy campaign, activists must remember the voices of those 
whom they seek to defend: Will they trust us? Will they support us in what we are saying 
and doing on their behalf? Can we effectively represent and defend their interests? It is 
very important to respect human dignity, tact and ethical norms.

11	“A	Reader	for	Non-Profit	Organizations”,	Dušan	Ondrušek	(ed.)	and	associates.	Open	Society	Foundation	
Bratislava and Partners for Democratic Change Slovakia (Bratislava, 2003).
12 See above.
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STEP 7. SE ARCHING FOR R ESOURCES

The main task at this stage of advocacy planning is to identify needs and gather 
resources (money, equipment, people, facilities, premises, etc.). How can you accumulate 
the resources needed for implementing your advocacy campaign? There are different 
monetary sources available: grants, corporate and private donations, municipal funds or 
the	state	budget.	The	last	source	–	state	or	municipal	budgets	–	is,	however,	problematic	
for advocacy efforts because activists want to maintain their independence. Receiving 
funds from the local authorities, against whom you are representing the interests of 
your target group in the advocacy process, can put you in ambiguous situations.

STEP 8. EVALUATION

All advocacy experts and practitioners recommend monitoring the course of advocacy 
campaigns and evaluating them. Basic evaluation implies estimating the capacity of an 
organization	to	solve	an	identified	problem	or	achieve	a	determined	advocacy	objective	
with the resources available at a given moment. 

Direct evaluation of the advocacy process is done in the course of the planned 
activities. It allows us to adjust the plans and methods of the campaign in order to 
increase	its	efficiency.	This	type	of	evaluation	has	much	in	common	with	normal	project	
evaluation. The main difference is that the failure of one task within a normal project, 
which usually lasts only six or twelve months, may risk the whole effort. In advocacy, 
we can change or modify the task itself and the time frames in order to promptly react 
to	every	opening	or	closing	“window	of	opportunity.”	

Evaluation helps to make sure that you remain on track with achieving your goals 
and serves as a source of positive information, feeding your communication strategy.  
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INSTE A D OF CONCLUSIONS 

Human rights are the main framework for all our actions. We use the tools available in 
a democracy, in a rule of law state, and strictly observe ethical norms of the NGO sector. 
Our strategies can combine various tools, but we should remember several important 
principles:  
•	Advocacy is the interaction between the state and citizens. NGOs are only 

representatives of public interests.
•	As civic activists, we often declare that our actions are for the sake of society and 

the well-being of certain public groups. These claims demand great responsibility 
for correctly identifying these groups’ problems and needs. Our professionalism at 
this early stage of advocacy planning affects not only the success of the campaign, 
but also our image, our clients’ trust in public organizations, and the state’s attitude 
towards them.

•	Always	try	to	begin	your	advocacy	campaign	with	a	positive	step	–	initiate	“peaceful	
negotiations.”

•	If this step does not produce the expected response or leads to being ignored, be 
prepared for confrontation.

•	Confrontation will not produce positive results unless you are well prepared for 
such a scenario and are ready to continue until the end, no matter how the situation 
develops.

•	There is always a period of time before confrontation. We should clearly understand 
that, when we move towards confrontation, it is very hard or impossible to go back 
to peaceful negotiations. 

•	We	cannot	resort	 to	 fraud,	agree	 to	private	negotiations	 in	back	offices,	promote	
our personal interests under the pretext of addressing the public interests, or stop 
communicating in the middle of the process. These wrongful actions undermine 
trust in civic organizations and in advocacy as a successful method of representing 
the public interests. 

•	Sometimes activists make these mistakes because we think that such actions will 
speed up the advocacy process and help to achieve the objective faster. But, in the 
case of advocacy, success comes only with transparency and observing legal and 
ethical	norms;	the	violation	of	these	core	principles	is	the	“beginning	of	the	end”	for	
advocacy.

•	  In a rule of law state, state institutions are not allowed to do anything they want. 
Their actions are limited with the framework of the authority delegated to them. 
On the contrary, it is the citizens who are free to do anything that is not expressly 
prohibited. This freedom provides NGOs with opportunities to discover and utilize 
innovative ways in their advocacy work. 

•	Being involved in advocacy does not mean that we should do the work instead of 
somebody else. Advocacy is meant to force the state apparatus to work harder and 
better solve the problems of its citizens. 
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Advocacy campaigns
Section 1. National campaigns

Iryna Vidanava 
Agnieszka Komorowska

Part 2
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Duration: February	2009	–	present	

Place: Belarus 

Initiator: Human	Rights	Center	“Viasna”	(Spring),	
Belarusian Helsinki Committee and Amnesty International

Tools: A large-scale raising awareness campaign with the 
participation of famous people and opinion leaders that uses 
various printed and visual products including publications, 
video	materials	and	documentary	films;	events	such	as	
pickets, press conferences, street actions, panel discussions, 
seminars, creative contests, presentations and public 
discussions; petitions, including an online petition against 
the death penalty; and legal actions such as complaints, 
requests, and appeals to judicial institutions and other state 
bodies at the domestic and international levels, including 
cooperation with the UN Human Rights Committee. 

Name of campaign: 

Human Rights Defenders against 
the Death Penalty in Belarus
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Background: The Republic of Belarus is the last country in Europe and within the post-
Soviet space where the death penalty continues to be enforced. Capital punishment is 
carried out with a shot to the back of head. The entire procedure is shrouded in secrecy. 
Information	and	statistics	regarding	the	death	penalty	are	classified.	Relatives	of	the	
condemned learn about sentence being carried out after the fact. The body of the 
condemned person is not returned to the family. And the burial place of the executed is 
kept concealed. According to international law, these acts are considered to be inhumane 
and violations of the rights of relatives. In most cases, death penalty executions are 
performed in contradiction to the international obligations agreed to by the Belarusian 
authorities. Over the last 17 years, approximately 400 executions have been carried out 
in Belarus. Only in one instance has the President used his right of pardon and reduced 
a death sentence to imprisonment. The authorities’ refusal to introduce a moratorium 
on the death penalty is a key barrier to Belarus’ further integration with the European 
Union. International organizations continue to cite the use of the death penalty as a 
major reason Belarus is ranked so poorly on human rights indexes. Belarusian society 
continues to hold stereotypes regarding the nature and effectiveness of the death 
penalty. Human rights defenders believe that society should be informed that the use 
of the death penalty does not result in a reduction in serious crime. Citizens should 
be aware that, in European countries, there has been no increase in violent crimes 
following the introduction of a moratorium on the death penalty. Sociological polling 
conducted by the Independent Institution for Social-Economic and Political Studies 
in 2009 displays confusion and contradictions in public opinion regarding the death 
penalty. While supporting the death penalty (with a small majority of 48.4 percent), 
Belarusians also agreed (58.6 percent to 32 percent) that the death penalty contradicts 
the moral and religious principles of society. 

Objective: The introduction of a moratorium on the death penalty in the country as the 
first	step	to	abolishing	capital	punishment.

Organizational Structure: The campaign “Human Rights Defenders against the Death 
Penalty	in	Belarus”	is	implemented	by	two	Belarusian	nongovernmental	organizations,	
the	Human	 Rights	 Center	 “Viasna”	 and	 Belarusian	Helsinki	 Committee	 (BHK),	 and	
the international organization Amnesty International (AI). Each organization has a 
campaign coordinator. In addition, the campaign includes representatives of other 
independent organizations, including NGOs and independent trade unions, as well as 
individual citizens. 

Activities: Considering the extremely complicated nature of the issue, the campaign 
includes several areas of focus:        

1. Legal activities at the national and international levels;
2. Work with the relatives of those sentenced to death and executed; and
3. Information and educational work with society and the media.



42

The campaign’s representatives have been actively pushing for the introduction of a 
moratorium on and the abolishment of the death penalty by the state. At the end of 2009, 
a special working group was established in the Chamber of Representatives to study 
public opinion regarding the introduction of a moratorium in Belarus. This group began 
to operate in the beginning of 2010. Parliamentary hearings on the issue were scheduled 
for fall 2010, but they never took place. On September 23, 2010, a panel discussion was 
held with the participation of MPs from the working group and experts from the Council 
of Europe. The meeting was also attended by representatives of Belarus’ judicial system as 
well as leaders of human rights organizations. A discussion took place about the possible 
steps that Belarus could take in order to introduce the moratorium on and abolish the 
death penalty. This meeting offered the possibility for the Council of Europe experts to 
advise the Belarusian authorities on how to eliminate the legal and other obstacles to 
abolishing the death penalty, and how to popularize this idea among the general public. 
The Council of Europe had resumed a dialogue with Belarusian authorities even though, 
in March 2010, Andrej Zhuk and Vasil Yuzepchuk were executed in contravention of 
Belarus’ international obligations and despite repeated requests by the UN Human Rights 
Committee not to carry out the sentence before further examining its validity. 

The campaign’s legal aspect is closely connected with the work of the human rights 
defenders with the relatives of those sentenced to death and executed. The campaign 
assists them by addressing state bodies with legal actions and arguments for changing 
the law and eliminating the article which prohibits the returning of the body of an 
executed person and informing the family about the place of burial. Petitions have 
been submitted on behalf of the relatives of executed people, lawyers and advocates, 
and ordinary citizens to various judicial institutions, the Presidential Administration, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and other state agencies. 

The human rights defenders maintain correspondence with the UN Human 
Rights Committee on behalf of the executed Messrs. Zhuk and Yuzepchuk. Another 
complaint on behalf of the mother of Mr. Zhuk about the violation of her right to obtain 
information and obtain justice will be submitted. Human rights defenders continue 
filing	complaints	to	the	Committee	on	behalf	of	Aleh	Gryshkavets	and	Andrey	Burdyka,	
who were sentenced to death. They were executed in July 2011, despite their appeals 
being in the process of being considered by the Committee at the time. Putting pressure 
on state institutions through procedural complaints is still being practiced, with the 
goal of producing progress toward a moratorium or changes in legislation. 

As	statistics	and	other	information	related	to	the	death	penalty	are	classified	by	the	
authorities, the human rights defenders are working to obtain better information on 
the number of executions carried out in Belarus. As part of the campaign, human rights 
defenders	send	official	requests	to	and	correspond	with	the	Department	of	Executions	of	
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Ministry of Justice, Supreme Court, and the Chairman 
of the Permanent Commission of the Chamber of Representatives on Legislature and 
Judicial-Legal Issues. 

Informational and educational work is one of the most important components 
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of the campaign and consists of two parts: 1) rapid reaction to important events and 
attracting the attention of Belarusians and the international community to them; and 
2) systematic educational work among the Belarusian population in order to change 
attitudes towards the death penalty. 

In March 2010, when the head of the prison where he was incarcerated informed the 
mother and lawyer of Andrey Zhuk that he had been executed, the campaign convened 
an urgent press conference with the participation of his mother, Sviatlana Zhuk, who 
had	 been	 unable	 to	 obtain	 official	 information	 why	 the	 sentence	 had	 been	 carried	
out in violation of Belarus’ international commitments. Together with activists of the 
campaign, she demanded that the body of her son be returned, or to be shown his burial 
place. Her appeal to the President to pardon her son remained unanswered as well. 
During the press conference, Viasna and BHK called for the authorities to immediately 
introduce a moratorium on the death penalty and return the body to the mother. In its 
turn, the UN Human Rights Committee also issued a similar public statement. Many 
other international organizations condemned the execution.

After the press conference, the human rights defenders held a picket. Wearing 
tee shirts with images resembling splattered blood and holding a banner proclaiming 
“No	to	Death	Penalty!”,	the	activists	marched	to	the	Presidential	Administration.	The	
participants were detained by the police, taken to the custody, put on trial, and later 
fined	for	participating	in	the	peaceful	picket.

Ms. Zhuk is appealing to the court against the state’s violation of Article 7 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, in regard to the refusal to return 
the bodies of the executed and to provide information about their burial places as a 
human	rights	violation,	specifically	the	inhumane	treatment	and	torturing	of	relatives.	
The case will be submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee.

The campaign continues to work with the mother of the executed Uladzislau Kavaliou. 
She sent a letter to the head of the KGB prison where her son was held, demanding 
that the authorities return to her the notes Mr. Kavaliou took during his trial, which 
may contain important information about the case. Her letter remained unanswered, 
in violation of the presidential decree regarding 
citizens’ petitions. In June 2012, she appealed to 
the head of the KGB, demanding that her rights be 
respected and her earlier letter be responded to.

The human rights defenders continue to 
perform monitoring and make statements on new 
cases regarding the death penalty. They regularly 
meet with the relatives of those executed and 
conduct solidarity campaigns with them. As well, 
they have reached out internationally to other 
counterpart organizations. For example, they 
invited to Belarus Tamara Chikunova, chairperson 
of the “Mothers Against the Death Penalty and 

Valentin Stefanovich and Ales Bialiatski wearing 
campaign’s tee shirts  
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Torture”	 Committee,	 whose	 only	 son	was	 executed	 in	Uzbekistan	 10	 years	 ago;	Ms.	
Chikunova met with the parents of the Mr. Zhuk after his execution. In November 2010, 
the human rights defenders organized a seminar in Minsk for representatives of the 
Belarusian mass media on how to cover the issue of death penalty in Belarus.

The campaign’s awareness raising component focuses on the possibility of mistakes 
being made that would result in the sentencing to death of an innocent person, as well 
as the possibility of forced confessions, given the authorities’ use of illegal methods of 

Activists handing out 
informational	leaflets	on	
Minsk’s streets 
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investigation and interrogation. Due to the preponderance of evidence documenting the 
flaws	of	Belarus’	 law	enforcement	 and	 judicial	 system,	 these	 arguments	have	been	and	
remain	very	significant.	This	is	why	they	play	a	key	role	in	influencing	public	opinion.	These	
arguments are presented to the population through educational materials, such as video 
spots;	 different	 printed	 products	 like	 leaflets,	 flyers,	 posters	 and	 calendars;	 and	 visual	
products such as tee shirts and pens. Different materials are tailored to different target 
groups, including youth, older people, religious groups, etc. 

In the beginning of the campaign, a 5-minute educational video about the death 
penalty was prepared and uploaded on YouTube. After being shown during summer 
human rights trainings for youth, many participants joined the campaign as volunteers 
and actively helped to spread information. BelSat, an independent Belarusian satellite 
TV station broadcasting from Poland, prepared and aired a special report with the 
parents of those executed. 
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Informational	leaflet	of	the	campaign	with	statements	by	prominent	Belarusians	against	the	death	penalty	
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In	 addition,	more	 than	 10,000	 leaflets	 declaring	 “NO	 to	 the	Death	 Penalty!”	 and	
containing interviews with two mothers executed (Ms. Zhuk from Belarus and Ms. 
Chykunova from Uzbekistan) whose loved ones were executed, were printed and 
distributed in Belarus. To popularize the idea of abolishing the death penalty, 1,000 
leaflets	“I’ve	Joined	the	Campaign	against	the	Death	Penalty	in	Belarus”	with	comments	
from famous people calling for Belarusians to sign an online petition against the death 
penalty and support the campaign were printed and disseminated. 25,000 informational 
flyers	and	10,000	calendars	were	also	produced	and	distributed.

Campaign materials were distributed by the campaign’s activists and volunteers 
during	 street	 actions	 and	 presentations	 of	 the	 movie	 (see	 below)	 “Cause	 of	 Death	 –	
Blank”	in	various	cities	of	the	country.	The	campaign	has	also	extensively	utilized	new	
media. A special section dedicated to the campaign was created for Viasna’s website. 
The campaign’s video materials are available on YouTube and its banners are rotated on 
popular independent Internet portals. 

An electronic petition against the death penalty was posted on Viasna’s website 
in	Belarusian,	Russian	 and	English,	which	 can	be	 signed	by	 all	who	wish.	The	first	
signatures appeared in July 2010. About 200 people added their signatures right after 
the March 2012 executions of Zmiecer Kanavalau and Uladzislau Kavaliou, convicted 
for bombing the Minsk metro. As of June 2012, the petition had been signed by more 
than 14,350 people. 

Crucial for the campaign’s outreach has been involving famous people, both 
Belarusian and foreign, who publicly speak out against the death penalty. One 
breakthrough of the campaign was the video address and signing of the petition by the 
well-known musician Sting during his concert in Minsk in September 2010. Wearing 
a campaign tee shirt, Sting recorded a	video	clip	“It’s	Time	to	Change	It”, which was 
uploaded on YouTube and reported on by many independent media outlets. The petition 
has also been signed by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Great Britain, Ambassador of 
Great Britain to Belarus and others.  

Аleh	Gulak,	Sting,	Valentin	Stefanovich Andrei Paluda and Fr. Alexander Nadson 

http://spring96.org/en/tags/death-penalty
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIFX0xR2ceY
http://petition.spring96.org
http://spring96.org/en/news/35542
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The popular Belarusian designer Uladzimir Tsesler also supports the campaign and 
created	a	special	logo	“NO	to	the	Death	Penalty!”	for	it.	This	logo	was	used	to	produce	
about 1,000 posters, which were signed by the artist. The logo has become a visual 
brand for the campaign, reproduced on its various products, including 1,000 black tee 
shirts, distributed among activists, volunteers and supporters of the campaign, who 
wear them during public events. 

On the eve of the International Day against the Death Penalty, an exhibition on the 
issue opened at the Belarusian State Museum of World War II, organized by the Council 
of Europe. During the exhibition, activists distributed informational materials about 
the campaign. At the National Library in Minsk, an exhibition “The Death Penalty: 
The	Price	of	Life	and	Limits	of	Rights”	took	place.	The	next	day,	on	the	International	
Day against Death Penalty (October 10th), various actions were held in different cities 
around	Belarus.	Activists	and	volunteers	 from	the	campaign	distributed	 leaflets	and	
flyers	to	citizens.	

Minsk exhibition of posters against the death penalty
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Actions also took place in Vilnius, Warsaw, Zhitomir and other cities in neighboring 
countries. For example, in Vilnius a rock concert by the Belarusian band RAHIS and 
Lithuanian band Zala & Driukas was organized. On November 30, 2010, another 
action	was	held	in	Minsk	-	“Cities	for	Life”.	All	these	events	were	broadly	covered	in	the	
Belarusian and foreign media. Radio Racyja, an independent Belarusian radio station, 
broadcasting from Poland, runs a weekly program dedicated to the campaign’s news. 

In 2011, the campaign produced a documentary devoted to the issue of the death 
penalty.	The	film	focused	on	the	anguish	of	the	secrecy	and	inhumanity	of	the	death	
penalty procedures. It includes archival videos of Andrey Zhuk’s family. The title of 
the	movie,	 “Cause	 of	 Death	 –	 Blank”,	 is	 evocative	 because,	 on	 the	 death	 certificate	
which is given to the family of those executed, the cause of death is left blank. Filming 
was completed in May, which proved to be effective timing since the explosion in the 
Minsk metro had taken place several weeks before. The investigation of the tragedy 
and resulting trial, along with the two death sentences and rapid executions, raised 
grave	distrust	and	doubts	among	many	Belarusians.	For	the	first	time,	many	citizens	
appeared	to	agree	with	the	movie’s	final	words:	“Each	of	us	can	become	a	blank	in	the	
court	system	that	exists	in	today’s	Belarus...”	

Regional actions on the International Day against 
the Death Penalty 
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The main goal of the movie is to inform 
the population about controversial details 
that will never be shown on state-controlled 
TV and to introduce an alternative, human 
rights point of view on the death penalty 
issue	 by	 using	 documentary	 film	 as	 an	
awareness raising tool. The movie was 
submitted to the world’s largest human 
rights	 documentary	 film	 festival,	 “One	
World,”	 held	 annually	 in	 Prague	 by	 the	
Czech NGO People in Need, as well as 
to the Docudays International Human 
Rights Documentary Film Festival in Kyiv. 

According to the campaign’s coordinator, the submissions were not undertaken to 
highlight the artistic value of the movie, but to inform foreign experts and audiences 
about the issue of the death penalty in Belarus and highlight the fact that state executions 
continue to take place in the heart of Europe. The movie is available here.

The movie’s premiere took place in Minsk on June 29, 2011 and draw great interest 
from the media as well as ordinary citizens. Information about the event appeared in 
leading independent publications. Four more presentations were held at the Belarus 
Human Rights House in Vilnius, which were attended by many Belarusian students 
and émigrés, as well as Lithuanian citizens.

In order to involve the public more 
actively in the campaign, an open contest 
for the best campaign logo was announced 
in	July	2011.	 15	finalists	were	 selected	 for	
the contest, three of which were declared as 
winners by the jury. The majority of votes 
were cast for the work of the designer and 
photographer Sofia	 Andrayuk. The award 
ceremony and presentation were held on 
September 29, 2011. 

In December 2011, representatives 
of Viasna, BHK and AI submitted more 
than 165,000 individual petitions from 
30 countries around world calling for the 
introduction of a moratorium on the death 
penalty to the Presidential Administration. 
This	 was	 a	 final,	 desperate	 attempt	
to prevent the executions of Zmiecer 
Kanavalau and Uladzislau Kavaliou. 

Action in Minsk 

http://files.spring96.org
http://spring96.org/en/news/46003
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Achievements: After more than three years, the campaign “Human Rights 
Defenders	Against	the	Death	Penalty”	has	managed	to	create	a	powerful	and	growing	
platform of supporters for the idea of abolishing the death penalty. Youth organizations, 
independent trade unions, volunteers and ordinary citizens have joined the campaign. 

Belarusian human rights defenders and representatives of Amnesty International hand 
submit petitions against the death penalty to the Presidential Administration
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Thanks to the campaign’s outreach through events and materials, as well as an 
informational wave in the mass media and on the Internet, the issue of abolishing the 
death penalty has become visible and debated in Belarusian society. Discussions and 
comments can be heard among state bodies, in the media and in the streets. The topic 
has become part of public discourse, especially in Internet forums and social networks.  
The Belarusian authorities have held a number of events related to the death penalty 
debate, testifying to the issue’s heightened importance since 2009.

The campaign’s legal strategy has produced some results: human rights defenders 
were able to obtain statistics about the number of those executed. According to the 
Ministry of Justice, 321 death sentences were carried out from 1990 to 2009. The 
authorities	were	forced	to	issue	a	death	certificate	to	the	mother	of	Andrey	Zhuk,	albeit	
two months after his execution. She also received some of his personal effects. 

The positive impact of the work being carried out by the Human Rights Center Viasna 
and the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, including this campaign, is also evidenced by 
the authorities’ persecution of the two organizations. Since the crackdown launched 
after	the	flawed	December	2010	presidential	elections,	both	organizations	have	been	
raided on several occasions. Aleh Gulak, head of the BHK, is no longer allowed to 
travel abroad. Ales Bialiatski, the director of Viasna and the main face of the “Human 
Rights	Defenders	Against	the	Death	Penalty”	campaign	was	arrested	and	sentenced	to	
four and a half years in prison in 2011. He remains a political prisoner today but the 
campaign continues.   

Although there remains a long way to go to achieve the objectives of the campaign, 
the attitude towards the death penalty in Belarusian society is changing. During the 
2010 presidential election campaign, almost all the candidates declared that they were 
against the death penalty. Despite biased coverage of the Kanavalau and Kavaliou trial 
in the state media and active propaganda for the alleged fairness of the death penalty 
regarding	the	persons	accused	of	carrying	out	the	attack	on	the	Minsk	metro,	a	significant	
part of Belarusian society expressed doubts about the fairness of the trial itself as well as 
the basis for applying the death penalty. This was revealed in the numerous comments 
against the death penalty recorded in various Internet forums and publications.

More than 60,000 people signed an electronic petition against the death penalty 
for Messrs. Kanavalau and Kavaliou. The carrying out of these sentences two weeks 
after President Lukashenka refused to pardon them incited another wave of signings 
of the campaign’s petition to abolish the death penalty. Despite the authorities’ active 
propaganda,	a	significant	part	of	Belarusian	citizens	are	now	against	the	death	penalty.	
According to a sociologic poll conducted in February 2012, 23 percent of respondents 
supported death penalty and 29 percent were rather for than against it; 16 percent were 
strongly against the death penalty and 23 percent more favored eliminating this type of 
sentencing (9 percent did not know how to answer this question).  

http://spring96.org/en/news/34426
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Mistakes: The campaign has a system of quantitative and qualitative indicators 
which	allow	an	evaluation	of	how	successful	and	efficient	it	is	at	various	stages,	as	well	
as adjustments over the course of the campaign. Special attention is given to monitoring, 
gathering	and	analyzing	the	reaction	generated	among	ordinary	people	and	state	officials	
by the different actions. Campaign activists conduct regular monitoring of state and 
independent media, Internet forums and social networks. According to the indicative 
system	there	were	no	serious	mistakes	made	during	the	first	stages	of	implementation.	
The campaign has produced positive intermediate results. Nevertheless, to accomplish 
the	main	objective	–	the	abolishment	of	the	death	penalty	–	human	rights	defenders	
still have a long way to go. 

Future Plans:
•	Conducting a public opinion survey on issues related to the death penalty in order 

to better formulate the tasks for the next stages of the campaign;
•	Highlighting	the	issue	of	death	penalty	through	another	documentary	film;
•	Producing a unique campaign song and video spot that will appeal to a young 

audience;
•	Further popularizing the idea of abolishing the death penalty in Belarus through an 

extended informational campaign; 
•	Strategic litigation directed at changing the law on the death penalty; and
•	Continuing to work with the relatives of those executed.

Andrey Paluda, a human rights defender with Viasna and one of the coordinators of 
the	campaign	“Human	Rights	Defenders	against	Death	Penalty”,	has	stated:						

“We believe that our efforts and the solidarity and assistance of our supporters 
will soon produce positive results and that we shall stop this conveyor belt of death!!!”
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Name of campaign: 

For Alternative Civil 
Service (ACS) in Belarus

Duration: Summer	2009	–	present

Place: Belarus

Initiators: Alena Tankachova, Mikhas Pashkevich 

Tools: Legal aid for those required to serve in the military, 
information support for strategic court cases on behalf of 
these recruits, preparation of analytical overviews regarding 
compulsory military service, reports on problems in the 
military, development of recommendations for a law on ACS and 
lobbying its adoption, distribution of information about ACS, 
educational work with those who must serve and their relatives, 
including Internet campaigns. 
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Background: In Belarus, all male citizens must serve in the military for two years when 
they reach the age of 18. College students serve a shorter term after they graduate. Article 
57 of the Constitution provides for the right for alternative civil service (ACS), but in 
practice	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 implement	 this	 right	 because	 there	 is	 no	 law	 specifically	
on ACS. Young men who insist on alternative civil service based on their religious or 
other convictions are persecuted by the Ministry of Defense, treated as conscientious 
objectors, put on trial, and even sentenced to prison terms. In a sociological poll 
conducted in 2009, more than 70 percent of respondents declared that they would opt 
for the right for alternative civil service, if they had the opportunity to do so. 

In February 2010, Alexander Lukashenka ordered the government to develop a law 
on alternative service in Belarus. For this task, a special state interdepartmental group 
was established the following month. The process of development has lingered, however, 
and the text of the new law has yet to be presented to the public. At the same time, those 
recruits who attempt to invoke their right to alternative civic service continue to be 
persecuted.

Objective: To create the conditions by which Belarusian citizens can realize their right 
to alternative civic service by the preparation and adoption of a corresponding law. 

Organizational structure: Leader of the campaign, two lawyers, a designer, a reporter 
and volunteers (a total of eight people). 

Activities: The campaign primarily focused on lobbying for the development and 
adoption of a draft ACS law. In order to popularize the idea, a special website was created 
in October 2009 to report on the campaign’s progress, offer news regarding ACS and 
publish materials to assist those compelled to serve. The design of the site was bright 
and catchy in order to attract the attention of young Internet users. In addition, the 
ACS campaign’s team successfully utilized online social networks, including Facebook 
and Vkontakte. Up to 70 percent of clients learned about the campaign through social 
networks. More than 950 approached the campaign for help in 2011 alone. 

During the September-October 2010 period, the activists of the campaign forwarded 
inquires on behalf of the Center for Legal Transformation to more than 100 social 
service institutions (centers of the social protection of citizens, hospitals, hospices, etc.) 
with a question, asking whether they needed extra personnel such as those performing 
alternative service. The replies indicated that such institutions are always in need of 
“extra	hands”	and	that	those	performing	alternative	servicemen	could	help	to	address	
this need. In addition to studying public opinion in Belarus, campaign activists 
analyzed the experiences of foreign countries and prepared a publication Alternative 
Civil Service: Standards and Approaches to Reforms. 

The guidebook was presented at an international conference on “Civil Service in the 
Countries of Europe and the CIS Region: History, Models, and Standards. The Prospects 
of	 Promoting	 Civil	 Service	 in	 Belarus,”	which	was	 held	 in	Minsk	 on	May	 25,	 2010.	 

http://ags.by
http://www.facebook.com/pages/%D0%90%D0%93%D0%A1-%D0%90%D0%BB%D1%8C%D1%82%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%B2%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%8F-%D0%B3%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B6%D0%B4%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%8F-%D1%81%D0%BB%D1%83%D0%B6%D0%B1%D0%B0-%D0%B2-%D0%91%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%83%D1%81%D0%B8/256867307776?ref=mf
http://vk.com/ags_by
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The participants of the conference, organized by the Center for Legal Transformation 
with support of the London School of Economics and Political Science (Great Britain), 
included leading experts on alternative civil service from European and CIS countries, as 
well as representatives of Belarusian state bodies (Chamber of Representatives, Ministry 
of Labor and Social Protection, Ministry of Health, National Center for Legislative and 
Legal Studies, social and health institutions, and members of recruiting commissions), 
religious organizations, and the third sector. During the conference, a civil society 
working group was established which outlined recommendations for developing a draft 
law and introduced them for consideration to the state interdepartmental working 
group established to develop an ACS law. The civil society working group included  

International conference on “Civil Service in the 
Countries	of	Europe	and	the	CIS”	in	Minsk	
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the legal advocacy organizations Center for Legal Information and Belarusian Helsinki 
Committee;	 the	 youth	 organizations	 “Rukh	 Buduchyni”	 (Movement	 of	 the	 Future),	
Young Democrats, Public Forum, Young Front; and activists of the campaign “For ACS 
in	Belarus”.

At	the	initiative	of	“For	ACS	in	Belarus”	and	by	the	invitation	of	the	Center	for	Civil	
Service in Moldova, representatives of the state interdepartmental group and of the “For 
ACS”	campaign	went	on	a	study	visit	to	Chisinau	in	August	2010.	The	visit	was	designed	
to study the experiences of how ACS was put into practice in another post-Soviet state. 

At the same time, the campaign’s activists began conducting educational work 
about ACS among Belarus’ population. For secondary school and university students, 
they held a series of lectures on the issue of ACS. In March 2010, they organized four 
lectures	at	 the	Medical	University	and	five	meetings	with	secondary	school	students	
of Minsk’s Lenin District as part of obligatory classes on pre-service training. As a 
result of these events, young people obtained introductory knowledge about ACS. On 
May 15, 2010, International Day for Conscientious Objection, the campaign’s activists 
organized a street action, greeting the students of Minsk universities on this special 
occasion	 and	 providing	 them	with	 informational	 flyers	 about	 ACS.	 In	 addition,	 the	
campaign’s coordinators participated in a number of panel discussions as well as radio 
and television programs focusing on the issue. 

Other priority activities of the campaign were monitoring and providing legal 
assistance at important trials against recruits who had demanded their right to 
alternative civil service. Their stories and cases are covered on the campaign’s website 
at http://ags.by/?p=14145, http://ags.by/?p=14125, and http://ags.by/?p=14105. 

In August 2011, the campaign extended its activity to help all recruits whose rights 
have been violated, whether they seek ACS or not. The campaign’s activists attend 
recruiting	offices	during	enlistment	campaigns	and	inform	recruits	about	their	rights.	
Lawyers of the campaign provide legal help to those recruits whose rights were violated 
by the Ministry of Defense. In order to expand the reach of the legal aid, a telephone hot 
line for recruits was made available each Tuesday. 

Based on the ongoing monitoring of the issue and information received from 
various sources, campaign coordinators prepare analytical reports at the end of every 
recruitment	campaign,	which	happens	twice	a	year	–	in	the	spring	and	fall.	Lawyers	
document violations of rights and submit complaints to state bodies in order to prevent 
future	violations.	As	a	result	of	the	campaign,	the	“Center	for	Recruits’	Rights”	began	
operating in 2011.  

In February 2012, campaign activists organized an informational Internet action. On 
February	23-24,	social	network	users	received	from	the	“For	ACS”	campaign	an	electronic	
notification	indicating	that	recipients	must	report	to	recruitment	offices.	The	statement	also	
indicated	that	e-notifications	were	valid	for	such	summons.	By	clicking	on	a	link provided 
in	the	notification,	users	reached	a	special	webpage	where	it	was	clearly	explained	that	a	
notification	can	only	be	considered	legal	when	a	recruit	receives	the	summons	personally	
(by hand) and signs it. Thus, the campaign activists reminded recruits about one of their 

http://ags.by/?p=14145
http://ags.by/?p=14125
http://ags.by/?p=14105
http://www.goarmy.ags.by/
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main rights, of which many are unaware and which is frequently violated when recruitment 
offices	send	recruits	postcards	or	summon	recruits	by	telephone.	As	a	result	of	the	action,	
more than 1,000 people visited the webpage and 24 phone inquiries were received, as well as 
several requests via email and social networks. 

Achievements: The	main	achievement	of	the	first	stage	of	the	campaign,	when	activists	
raised the issue of alternative service, was that, after years of silence, the authorities 
resumed developing a law on ACS. The third sector managed to formulate and present 
to	state	bodies	their	vision	of	fulfilling	the	right	of	ACS	and	even	to	take	the	lead	on	
this	issue.	Although	the	law’s	development	lingered,	it	was	finalized	and	is	now	being	
reviewed by the Council of Ministers, from where it should be forwarded to the Chamber 
of Representatives. 

Another	 important	 achievement	 of	 the	 first	 stage	 was	 that	 those	 recruits	 who	
demanded ACS did not serve in the army. Thanks to the campaign, they managed to 
obtain suspensions. They are waiting for the adoption of the new law and the possibility 

Street actions on the International Day for Conscientious Objection
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to undertake alternative service. Victories were won at the trials of Ivan Mihailau and 
Zmicier Smyk, who were originally convicted for evading military service but were later 
exonerated. 

During the course of the campaign, more than 800 people addressed its lawyers. 
More than 100 recruits and servicemen received legal aid and managed to avoid illegal 
recruitment. Informational and educational activities enhanced knowledge about ACS 
among people both those of service age and the general public. 

The main achievement of the second stage of the campaign was the launching of 
systemic monitoring of the situation regarding recruits and the military as a whole. 
For	 the	 first	 time,	 statistics	 on	 hazing	 and	 other	 casualties	 are	 regularly	 collected,	
violations	of	recruits’	rights	are	documented,	and	the	work	of	recruiting	offices,	medical	
commissions and recruiting commissions is being monitored. 

Mistakes: Having	analyzed	the	results	of	the	campaign’s	first	two	years,	its	coordinators	
have concluded that they should have operated in a more systemic way, so that activists 
and lawyers could comprehensively answer each question from servicemen and recruits, 
and explain the core of the problem and the ways by which it could be solved. 

Future plans: The initiators and activists of the campaign plan to establish a broader 
structure which will conduct all work related to defending the rights of recruits (starting 
with pre-service rights through those of reservists), as well as proceed with developing 
legislative initiatives on ACS, public control over the process, reductions in recruiting 
terms, etc. In the nearest future, a special section for the Center for Recruits’ Rights will 
be created on the campaign’s website at www.center.ags.by.

http://www.center.ags.by
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Name of campaign: 

Duration:  April	2009	–	present
 
Place: Belarus

Initiator: Assembly of Belarusian Pro-Democratic NGOs, 
Center	“New	Society”	

Tools: Performances, appeals to the state institutions, 
printed	informational	materials	(leaflets),	video	spots,	
animated cartoons, cooperation with international 
organizations, sociological research (focus groups 
and interviews), online petitions, press releases, 
informational work in social networks, meetings with 
representatives of target groups, panel discussions.

Stop 193.1
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Background: Article 193.1 of Belarus’ Criminal Code makes it a criminal offense  
to perform activities on behalf of an unregistered public association, religions 
organization or foundation. The penalty for violating the Article can vary from arrest 
to a term of imprisonment from 6 months to three years. The State Security Committee 
(KGB) produced Article 193.1 as well as several other amendments to the Criminal 
Code to limit the work of independent organizations on the eve of the 2006 presidential 
elections. Despite broad resistance and negative reaction in Belarus and abroad,  
the amendments were reviewed and passed by both chambers of Parliament within 
record time. On November 23, 2005, the draft bill was introduced upon recommenda-
tion for urgent action by the President and approved by the Chamber of Representatives 
on December 2, 2005. The Council of the Republic unanimously approved the 
amendments. On January 2, 2006 the law was signed by the President and entered  
into force.  

Human rights defenders opposed the introduction of political articles into criminal 
legislation. Most experts stated that the main objective of the amendments was to 
intimidate independent civil society on the eve of the electoral campaign and restrict the 
activities of nongovernmental and political organizations by threatening their activists 
with criminal prosecution. Three months later, in March 2006, four representatives of 
“Partnerstva”	 (Partnership),	 a	 nonregistered	 organization	 established	 to	 observe	 the	
elections, were charged and imprisoned under Article 193.1. During the period of 2006-
09, 17 people were convicted under this Article. From 2010-11, at least 9 activists of 
civic and religious organizations whose registration had been repeatedly rejected by the 
state of registration received warnings based on the Article. 

In	combination	with	very	complicated	registration	procedures	and	the	unjustified	
rejection of registration requests, Article 193.1 is impeding the free development 
of civil society in Belarus, Moreover, it violates Article 36 of Belarus’ Constitution, 
which guarantees freedom of association. It also is against provisions of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
both	which	have	ratified	by	the	Republic	of	Belarus.		

Objective: Long-term objective: Eliminating Article 193.1 from the Criminal Code 
by	pressuring	 the	authorities	and	 influencing	 international	 institutions	 through	civil	
society actions and informing the public about it. 

Short-term objective: Involving civic activists and members of Christian 
communities	into	the	process	of	advocacy	and	building	a	wave	of	pressure	to	influence	
the authorities. 

Organizational Structure: The short-term objective was targeted within the framework 
of	 the	 “Right	 to	Believe”	 campaign	 run	 by	 the	Center	 “New	Society”	 in	 cooperation	
with the Executive Bureau of the Belarusian Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs. The 
founder of the Center coordinated the campaign. A legal advisor and information 
manager played an important role in the campaign’s implementation. 
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Activities:
First stage (2009-10)
At end of April 2009, the Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs announced the start 

of	the	campaign	“Stop	193.1”.	More	than	250	public	associations	joined	the	campaign.	
The	main	tasks	of	the	first	stage	included:	
•	- Informing the public about the existence of Article 193.1 and the negative 

consequences it has for the development of civil society in Belarus;
•	- Exerting pressure on the Belarusian  authorities to revoke the Article and stop its 

use in repressing civic activists;
•	- Putting the issue of the Article’s abolition onto the political agenda at the national 

and international levels.   

To inform people and focus public attention on the issue, an informational video 
about	 Article	 193.1	 was	 produced	 and	 a	 series	 of	 five	 satirical cartoons was created 
to demonstrate the absurdity of this piece of legislation . The videos were posted on 
YouTube and on the campaign’s website. They were also screened during events held 
within the frameworks of the campaign. Representatives of several nonregistered civic 
organizations	–	 the	Human	Rights	Center	 “Viasna”	 (Spring),	 “Malady	Front”	 (Young 
Front)	and	Belarusian	Christian	Democracy	–	recorded	video	addresses	in	which	they	
openly declared their intent to continue their activities for the good of society, despite the 
absence of state registration and the threat that the Article could be used against them. 

One	of	 the	most	memorable	 and	 interesting	 components	 of	 the	first	 stage	 of	 the	
campaign were street performances with the participation of well-known civic activists. 
The	first	happening	was	organized	on	October	15,	2009.	Fifteen	human	rights	defenders	
dressed	as	Santa	Clauses	and	Snow	Maidens	marched	to	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office	
and	 submitted	 an	 official	 address	 by	 hand,	 stating	 that	 they	 were	 acting	 on	 behalf	 
of an unregistered organization of Santa Clauses. “For many years we have organized 
the celebrations of Christmas and New Year in various localities in Belarus, distributed 
presents (including among kids), and made speeches at meetings and in the media 
congratulating	the	Belarusian	people,”	–	the	statement	read.	The	participants	of	the	action	
asked the General Prosecutor to assess whether their actions were illegal in the context 
of	Article	193.1.	On	their	way	to	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office,	the	Santa	Clauses	were	

Shots from the campaign’s video 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u_jQKmDtFz8&feature=BFa&list=UUahVtJWi03Se_J-Xro6_qYQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=riVxVV3G2Uk&list=UUahVtJWi03Se_J-Xro6_qYQ&index=4&feature=plcp
http://193.belngo.info/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SL-kNGA4nA&list=UUahVtJWi03Se_J-Xro6_qYQ&index=6&feature=plcp
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accompanied by a number of reporters from the independent media. The happening’s 
unusual format, unexpectedness (the action was prepared secretly) and presence  
of	 journalists	 forced	officials	 in	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office	to	accept	the	address	
for	 consideration.	 The	 participants	 were	 not	 arrested.	 One	 month	 later	 (the	 official	
term designed for consideration of citizen’s appeals and addresses to state institutions),  
on	November	13,	2009,	the	Human	Rights	Center	“Viasna”	received	an	official	response	
from	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office,	which	stated:	“In	the	case	of	confirmation	of	the	
information about the regular activities of a nonregistered organization, the group  
of	 Santa	 Clauses	 will	 be	 brought	 to	 justice.”	 The	 performance	 itself	 and	 reaction	 of	 
the	 General	 Prosecutor’s	 Office	 attracted	 great	 attention	 in	 the	 leading	 independent	
media and sparked a broad public discussion. 

In December 2009, a group of Snow Maidens and Christmas Bunnies made  
an attempt to submit a claim demanding the elimination of Article 193.1 in person  
to the Parliament. As activists approached the building, however, a group of unknown 
persons in civilian clothes stopped the participants of the happening. As a result, only 
one Snow Maiden managed to burst into the Parliament (a representative of the Assembly 
of	Pro-Democratic	NGOs),	together	with	two	human	rights	defenders.	Officials	at	the	
Parliament refused to register the claim according to the formal procedure. Therefore, 
activists had to leave their claim in a post box. An improvised press conference was 
held on Independence Avenue, where the participants of the performance once again 
announced their demand to abolish the Article and other legislative acts which forbid 
or limit the activity of civic organizations. 

October 2009 performance in Minsk



65

A similar performance was held in September 2010 in response to multiple promises 
made	during	the	2010	electoral	year	by	officials	of	the	Ministry	of	Justice	and	Deputies	
in Parliament to abolish criminal liability for activities on behalf of an unregistered 
organization,	which	were	never	fulfilled	in	practice.	This	time,	civil	activists	dressed	
up	as	characters	from	the	“Shrek”	movies	and	visited	the	Ministry	of	Foreign	Affairs	to	
remind the diplomats that “their attempts to whitewash the repression of the Belarusian 
authoritarian regime in the eyes of international community is the wrong and shameful 
thing	to	do.”	The	occasion	for	this	performance	was	a	document	sent	by	the	Ministry	of	
Foreign Affairs to the United Nations on September 15, 2010, stating that Belarus would 
not accept the recommendation to abolish the Article 193.1 because its purpose was to 
restrict the activities of extremist groups and organizations in the country. 

With the public actions, campaign organizers called on citizens to sign and send 
petitions to the Chamber of Representatives revoking Article 193.1 from the Criminal 
Code and abolishing the ban on unregistered public associations’ activity in all other 
Belarusian legislation. 

During the course of the campaign, the monitoring of the implementation of Article 
193.1 also took place. All cases of this article being used against civic activists were 
documented and analyzed. The Belarusian Helsinki Committee provided legal expertise 
and prepared an expert case review of how the Article fails to conform to the Belarusian 
Constitution	and	various	international	acts	ratified	by	Belarus.	

An important component of the campaign was attracting the attention of the 
international community to the Article. This process took place during the period of  
the	 so-called	 “liberalization,”	 during	 which	 there	 were	 intensified	 contacts	 between	
EU	 and	 Belarusian	 officials.	 Due	 to	 the	 campaign’s	 high	 quality,	 several	 foreign	

December 2009 happening near the Parliament 

http://193.belngo.info/view.pl/zvarot193
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organizations joined it. These groups sent petitions to their governments to inform 
them	 about	 discriminative	 legislation	 in	Belarus	 and	 called	 on	 their	 officials	 to	 use	
all available diplomatic tools to convince the Belarusian authorities to abolish Article 
193.1. The campaign was supported by leading European human rights organizations, 
including Östgruppen (Sweden), FrontLine Defenders (Ireland), Civil Belarus (Czech 
Republic), and the Human Rights House Network. Information about the Article and 
cases of its use to suppress civil society was presented at international conferences 
(including the annual OSCE Human Dimension Implementation Meeting and hearings 
in the EU parliament) and was regularly included into the monitoring reports on the 
situation in Belarus prepared by the Belarus International Implementers Meeting 
group). As a result, the issue of revoking Article 193.1 was repeatedly raised during 
official	negotiations	as	one	of	the	conditions	for	continuing	the	dialogue	between	the	
EU and Belarusian authorities. 

Second Stage (2011 – January 2012)
An	analysis	of	the	first	stage	of	the	campaign,	the	significant	worsening	of	the	political	

situation following the 2010 presidential election and changes in the international 
situation forced the organizers of the Stop 193.1 campaign to revise their tactics. It was 
decided to shift the focus from conducting events designed to attract the attention of the 
public to implementing more consistent work that would put pressure on the authorities 
and demonstrate greater civil support of the demand to abolish the Article. 

One of the main goals of the second state was to receive a clear reply from the 
authorities regarding the prospects for solving the existing issue and/or the mechanism 
of decision-making to achieve it. It was also decided to involve into the advocacy process 
a	 new	 stakeholder	 –	 active	 members	 of	 Christian	 communities.	 This	 decision	 was	
related to the fact that, in 2010, Article 193.1 was often used to intimidate and persecute 
believers of non-recognized and unregistered churches. Thus, the demand to abolish 
the Article has become a part of a larger campaign for freedom of religion in Belarus.

A sociological survey (both focus groups and in-depth interviews) was conducted 
among representatives of Christian communities in order to ascertain their motivation 
regarding freedom of association, readiness to defend their rights, and current 
organizational capacity to lead a campaign. The focus group included 12 people (5 women 
and 7 men) ranging from 18 to 65 years old from all regions of Belarus representing 
Orthodox, Protestant, Catholic and Greek Catholic confessions. The subject was the 
attitude of active members of religious organizations towards Article 193.1. The aim 
was to ascertain their interest in abolishing the Article, as well as understand what 
types of legal troubles believers face. The results were used for planning and adjusting 
the	 informational	 component	 of	 the	 “Stop	 193.1”	 campaign.	 In	 addition,	 in-depth	
interviews	 (each	 interview	 including	 19	 questions)	 with	 five	 representatives	 from	
Christian communities were conducted. The study revealed that active members of 
religious communities knew little about the possible consequences of acting on behalf 
of unregistered organizations and had only a very general understanding of the laws 
regulating the activity of their organizations.      

http://www.ostgruppen.se/
http://www.frontlinedefenders.org/
http://www.humanrightshouse.org/
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Concurrently, the campaign’s coordinators sought to gain a better understanding of 
the stance of corresponding state institutions regarding the revoking of Article 193.1. 
Activists sent appeals to the following bodies: 

1. Head of the Presidential Administration of the Republic of Belarus 
2. Prime Minister
3. State Security Committee (KGB)
4. Permanent Commission on Human Rights, National Relations and Mass Media 

of the Chamber of Representatives of the National Assembly of the Republic  
of Belarus 

5. Permanent Committee on Legislation and Judicial Issues of Chamber  
of Representatives of the National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus 

6. Permanent Commission on Security of the Chamber of Representatives  
of the National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus 

7. Permanent Commission on Legislation and National Building of the Council  
of Republic of the National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus

8. Department for Work with Public Associations at the Administration  
of the President 

9. Informational and Analytical Center at the Presidential Administration
10. Ministry of Justice
11.	General	Prosecutor’s	Office
12. Constitutional Court 
13. Supreme Court

Replies to the appeals were received from each state institution except the KGB, 
Presidential Administration, Informational and Analytical Center, and Department for 
Work with Public Associations at the Presidential Administration. Lawyers with the 
campaign	analyzed	the	replies.	A	number	of	state	bodies	(General	Prosecutor’s	Office,	
Supreme	Court,	Constitutional	Court	and	Ministry	of	Justice)	specified	that	they	did	not	
have the legal authority to introduce any legislation on the issue. However, the campaign 
activists had appealed to them as bodies with the legal competency to develop bills and 
introduce amendments (according to Article 44 of the Law “On Normative Acts of the 
Republic of Belarus). Responses from the National Security Committee and Human 
Rights Commission stated that the Article 193.1 was designed to enhance civil order and 
national security, and protect human rights and freedoms. The most substantial reply 
was received from the Commission on Legislation and Judicial Issues. 

As a result, lawyers from the campaign concluded that they should prepare another 
appeal	and	send	it	to	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office,	Supreme	Court,	National	Center	
of Legislation and Legal Studies and Permanent Commission on Legislation of the 
Chamber of Representatives. The second appeal called for these state institutions 
to again focus on the need to decriminalize the Article as was suggested in a legal 
conclusion by the Venice Commission.  
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In order to exert civil pressure on the authorities, campaign coordinators created 
an online petition “For	Freedom	of	Public	Associations!	For	Freedom	of	Religion!” with 
the demand to remove Article 193.1 from the Criminal Code and eliminate the ban on 
the activities of unregistered religious and public associations from all legislative acts. 
It also calls for the Belarusian authorities to “uphold the guaranteed rights of religious 
practice,	religious	belief	and	freedom	of	association.”

In order to inform religions communities about the campaign and encourage 
believers	to	sign	the	online	petition,	8,000	copies	of	informational	leaflets	and	booklets	
were printed. They were distributed among members of Christian communities by 
civic activists in 21 cities throughout Belarus. In addition, paid advertisements were 
rotated on the Belarusian part of Facebook (thanks to this strategy, over 3,000 people 
read the text of the petition) and on popular Christian web resources (www.wwjd.ru 
and www.news.invictory.org). Campaign banners were also placed on leading news 
and information websites (http://www.belaruspartisan.org and www.gazetaby.com). 
Special communities were created on Twitter and Facebook, where news and comments 
about the campaign were posted. This new media outreach helped to establish 
better communication between those actively involved in the campaign and provide 
coordinators with timely feedback from target groups. Based on requests from members 
of religious communities who were not Internet users but wanted to sign the petition, 
campaign coordinators also organized signature collections on printed petitions.

Great attention was paid to working with the media. During the second stage of 
the campaign, 14 press releases and informational materials were prepared and 
disseminated. They focused on the main events of the campaign, including the results 
of the correspondence with state institutions, collections of signatures on petitions, 
meetings with activists, round tables, etc.  As a result, 25 articles on the campaign and 
about its demand to abolish Article 193.1 appeared in leading Belarusian independent 
media, including the print newspaper Narodnaya Volya and the web portals Naviny.
by, Belaruspartizan.org, Belarusian Service of RFE/RL, Charter 97, Telegraf.by, and 
European Radio for Belarus, as well as on a number of other Belarusian, Russian and 
Ukrainian internet resources. 

To better inform activists of the target groups about the campaign and its objectives, 
meetings were organized in the regions. Meetings were also held with representatives of 
various religious communities in Minsk. More than 300 people participated in a total 
of 17 meetings. 

On January 30, 2012, a round table on the “Problems of Religious Freedom and 
Freedom	of	Association	in	the	Consciousness	of	Modern	Christians”	was	organized	in	
Minsk. Representatives of civil society, Christian organizations and independent experts 
took part. Participants discussed the practice of implementing Article 193.1, evaluated 
the potential of the Christian segment of society to advocate for the elimination of the 
Article from the Criminal Code, and exchanged views on strategies to further encourage 
Christian communities to defend their civil rights. 

http://www.change.org/petitions/belarusian-authorities-for-freedom-of-association-and-freedom-of-belief-in-belarus
www.wwjd.ru
www.news.invictory.org
http://www.belaruspartisan.org
www.gazetaby.com
https://twitter.com/#!/Stop193_1
https://www.facebook.com/Stop193.1
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Informational	leaflet	“For	Freedom	of	Public	Associations!	For	Freedom	of	Religion!”	
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Achievements: The	 main	 achievement	 of	 the	 campaign’s	 first	 stage	 (2009-10)	 was	
to inform and attract attention, both at the domestic and international levels, to the 
problem. Due to creative performances and active international work, the issue of 
revoking Article 193.1 made the political agenda at the highest level. Abolishing the 
article became one of the conditions for continuing the dialogue between the EU 
and Belarusian government. Unfortunately, the end of the dialogue, precipitated by 
a	crackdown	on	peaceful	demonstrators	after	the	flawed	December	2010	presidential	
elections and a dramatic increase in repression in 2011 ended any further positive 
dynamics in decriminalizing civic activism. 

The achievements of the second stage of the campaign included attracting and 
mobilizing a new target group (Christian communities) and implementing a well-
planned advocacy campaign by addressing and regularly communicating with relevant 
state bodies. Drawing on the results of a professional public survey of a new target 
group,	done	for	the	first	time,	a	clear	message	to	and	reasonable	demands	from	a	broad	
circle of Christian believers were formulated. As a result, by the middle of May 2012, 
680 people had signed the online petition for abolishing Article193.1; another 260 
people	 signed	 similar	print	petitions.	The	 campaign	 submitted	official	 appeals	 to	 13	
state institutions, most of whom responded. The combination of an awareness raising 
campaign, media coverage and direct engagement with state institutions, forced the 
later to treat the demands of the civic activists seriously and to begin communicating 
with them. 

Mistakes: Despite	all	the	activities,	the	campaign	“Right	to	Believe”	has	not	yet	reached	
its goal in collecting 1,500 signatures for the petition. During the course of the campaign, 
it became clear that the level of awareness and readiness to defend their rights among 
representatives of the target group (members of Christian communities) was much 
lower than anticipated by the campaign’s initiators. For the majority of believers, even 
signing	a	petition	is	often	considered	to	be	“oppositional”	or	“political.”	Such	actions	are	
still seen as too dangerous, even if believers agree that Article 193.1 violates their rights.

Future Plans: The organizers plan to continue the awareness raising campaign among their 
target groups (primarily representatives of Christian communities), which are affected 
by the Article. They will inform people by further distributing print materials as well 
as spreading information online, especially through social networks. In addition, more 
educational multimedia materials will be produced and creative public actions organized. 

In order to raise the level of legal knowledge among the target groups, additional 
educational meetings and seminars will also be organized 

Finally, campaign organizers plan to continue engaging with relevant state 
institutions and exerting public pressure on the authorities by collecting and submitting 
more signatures for the petition. 
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Duration: March	2011	–	January	2012

Place: Belarus

Initiators: Belarusian Assembly of Pro-Democratic 
NGOs and Center for Legal Transformation 

Tools: Development of recommendations to laws, 
collective appeals, messengers, negotiations with 
representatives of state institutions, meetings 
with international organizations, participation in 
conferences, monitoring, presentations, analytical 
reports, press conferences, press releases and public 
statements, TV talk shows, informational campaigns 
in social networks, creation of a specialized website.

Name of campaign: 

Promoting the Interests of NGOs 
During the Development of the Law 
“On	Nonprofit	Organizations”
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Background: In 2010, the Belarusian government initiated the development of a 
new	 law	 “On	Nonprofit	 Organizations.”	 This	 law	 would	 regulate	 the	 work	 of	 public	
associations,	political	parties,	trade	unions,	religious	organizations	and	other	nonprofit	
organizations (NPOs). During 2010-11, a number of civil society organizations tried to 
influence	the	content	of	the	future	law.	Each	faced	the	same	problem:	despite	attempts	
to obtain information about this new legislative initiative, NGOs were denied access to 
the concept and text of the draft law. In 2011, the legislation was not introduced to the 
Parliament as planned and was sent back to the developers for further improvement. 
It has become clear that the revision may last thru 2012. Nevertheless, NGOs remain 
excluded from the process and the draft law has not been made public. 

The problem was further compounded by the fact that the majority of civil society 
organizations, whose future could depend on the new legislation, were not aware of its 
importance and consequences. A majority of Belarusian public associations, political 
parties,	trade	unions,	religious	organizations,	and	nonprofits	expressed	little	 interest	
in	getting	involved	in	advocacy	work	to	influence	the	content	of	the	future	law.	At	the	
same time, some NGOs believed that behind the scenes lobbying of the Parliament 
and government would be more effective in promoting their interests than a public 
campaign. 

The Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs, Center for Legal Transformation and a 
number of other organizations viewed the new law as a common cause for all NPOs, 
which should unite and advocate together for their interests. More than 110 civil society 
organizations with over 270,000 members shared this approach and signed a collective 
appeal regarding to law on NPOs, which was submitted to the government and 
Parliament in spring 2011. They also made the decision to carry out a public campaign 
in	order	to	influence	the	development	of	the	law	and	other	legislation	on	civil	society	
during the process of revision and after the bills were introduced to Parliament.  

Objective: To	influence	the	content	of	the	draft	law	“On	Nonprofit	Organizations”	for	the	
benefit	of	Belarusian	civil	society	organizations.	

Tasks: 
•	to	reflect	in	the	content	of	the	law	“On	Nonprofit	Organizations”	the	interest	of	those	

organizations, which it will affect; 
•	to make the text of the law and discussion about it known to the public. 

Organizational Structure: 
•	The Executive Bureau of the Belarusian Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs was 

responsible for planning and coordinating the overall campaign.
•	The Center for Legal Transformation was in charge of coordinating legal expertise 

and legal support for the campaign. 
•	Messengers (two designated individuals) served as representatives of civil society, who 

were authorized to lead negotiations with state institutions on behalf of the campaign. 
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•	Three	 human	 rights	 organizations	 –	 “Rukh	 Za	 Svabodu”	 (the	 Movement	 “For	
Freedom”),	 Human	 Rights	 Center	 “Viasna”	 (Spring)	 and	 Belarusian	 Helsinki	
Committee	–	joined	the	campaign	during	its	second	stage	in	October	2011.

•	112 nongovernmental organizations took part in different actions in the campaign’s 
second stage, including signing petitions, working with the media, declaring the 
initiative’s position on new laws, meeting with MPs, etc. 

Activities: In September 2011, the campaign’s coordinators and lawyers worked out  
a concept of coordinating public interests during the process of making laws. This 
concept was based on earlier research done on the work of public councils in Belarus. 
The core idea was the creation of a permanent public council at the Parliament to initiate 
public discussions on legislative changes affecting the interests of NPOs. In December 
2011, this concept was submitted to the Ministry of Justice and introduced to Deputies 
in the Parliament. 

On September 29, 2011, the campaign’s leaders held a side event at the OSCE Human 
Dimension	Conference	in	Warsaw.	This	annual	forum	gathers	official	delegations	and	
representatives of civil societies from the OSCE member-states, who spend two weeks 
discussing the most important aspects of assuring fundamental human rights and 
freedoms.	At	the	plenary	sessions	and	side	events	state	officials	and	civic	activists	are	
given equal opportunities to express their opinions and exchange views. At a side event 
dedicated to the new law on NPOs, Belarusian activists presented the international 
audience with a report on the registration of public associations in Belarus with detailed 
statistics and analysis of legal practice. The rapporteurs also discussed the experiences 
of cooperation among various Belarusian NPOs in defending their interests in the light 
of the new law. In addition, Belarusian speakers shared their propositions on how to 
improve the legal environment for the registration and activities of Belarusian NPOs, 
which included abolishing the infamous Article 193.1 of the Criminal Code (see previous 
campaign). The event was attended by over 20 people, including civil society activists 
from Belarus and other OSCE countries, representatives of the US and Belarusian 
official	delegations,	journalists,	etc.	

At the same time, campaign’s activists developed a specialized website on “The 
Rights	of	NPOs	in	Action”,	dedicated	to	the	most	important	aspects	of	reforms	in	the	
field	of	NPO	legislation.	This	website	 is	planned	to	become	a	virtual	platform	where	
civic	 activists,	 media	 representatives	 and	 other	 interested	 people	 can	 easily	 find	
detailed information about advocacy campaigns promoting the interests of NPOs, both 
past and current (i.e. campaign against the urgent adoption of a new law on NPOs, 
campaign against Article 193.1 of the Criminal Code, campaign on charity legislation, 
campaign against changes to the law on the KGB, etc.) The description of each campaign 
includes information and comments on the legal aspects of the changes proposed  
in the corresponding laws, expert conclusions and common position of NGOs regarding 
the new legislation, information about joint actions such as petitions, and possibilities 
to join the campaign. It will gather together information on and legal analysis  

http://nmnby.eu/news/analytics/3366.html
http://ngobylaw.org
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of all legislation on civil society as well as the various campaigns to defend and promote 
its interests. In the opinion of the campaign’s coordinators, this format will allow the 
website to become the main online resource for advocacy in Belarus

Unexpected Turn: The Chronicle of One Campaign
Unexpectedly, at 8 pm on October 12, 2011, the campaign’s activists received 

information that, without any public discussion, the Chamber of Representatives had 
adopted	a	number	of	laws	which	significantly	limited	the	possibilities	for	civic	activism	
in Belarus. Information on the provisions of the new laws, which were later called  
“an	anti-revolutionary	package,”	incited	alarm	over	the	future	of	Belarusian	civil	society	
and called for immediate action.

Initial efforts focused on informing the public about what happened. Information 
about the newly-adopted laws and their possible harmful consequences were immediately 
disseminated through the online social networks of the Assembly of Pro-Democratic 
NGOs and Center for Legal Transformation, as well as on the private blogs of campaign 
activists. That same evening, information on the new laws with added commentary 
from the campaign’s messengers and lawyers was sent via Skype to independent media 
(BelaPAN, RFE/RL, Nasha Niva, Belaruspartisan.org, and European Radio for Belarus). 
For one week, news about the restrictive laws, their legal analysis, and the reaction 
from civil society remained among the most popular articles on Nasha Niva (the most 
popular Belarusian-language news and information website with over 20,000 unique 
visitors per day) and many other popular portals.

At the same time, campaign coordinators called for an urgent mobilization  
of civil society organizations to defend their interests. On the evening of October 13, 
the Center for Legal Transformation emailed news about the new legislation and legal 
commentary to hundreds of Belarusian NGOs, using existing email groups. More than 
100 responses with expressions of readiness to join the campaign were received. Based 
on legal consultations and comments received from other NGOs, a joint public statement  
on behalf of Belarusian civil society was prepared. It was signed by the representatives 
of ten leading civic organizations (both registered and unregistered) and sent to the 
Parliament, Council of Ministers and Constitutional Court. 

On October 13, a press conference was organized in Minsk by NGOs leaders, 
including representatives of the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, Viasna, Assembly 
and Center for Legal Transformations. Participants issued a statement highlighting 
the threat to fundamental freedoms and human rights posed by the new legislation. 
Reporters	from	fifteen	media	outlets	attended	the	press	conference.	

The same day, representatives of the Assembly and Viasna visited the embassies  
of the European Union states and USA, where they reported on the new repressive laws. 
One week later, the issue was discussed at the meeting of the heads of all EU diplomatic 
missions in Minsk. 

On the evening of October 13, NGO lawyers gathered for a meeting to plan further 
joint activities in response to the repressive laws. They decided to prepare an analytical 

http://lawtrend.org/ru/content/about/news/preskonfpravozachitnikov/?lawtrendorg=klooccuxx
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note and collective appeal to the Constitutional Court. Two days later, both documents 
were ready and posted online. These documents were also translated into English and 
sent to foreign partners in order to initiate an international solidarity campaign with 
Belarusian civil society. 

The campaign’s main efforts, however, focused on activating civil society 
organizations in Belarus and exerting pressure on the Belarusian authorities. The 
campaign’s coordinators and lawyers prepared an appeal to the Council of the Republic 
(the upper chamber of Parliament) calling for it to refuse to adopt the new legislation. 
Over the course of several days, national and regional coordinators of the campaign met 
with their NGO colleagues to collect signatures for the appeal. As a result of intensive 
action without precedent, undertaken in an extremely short amount of time, the appeal 
was signed by more than 30 organizations. On October 18, it was forwarded to the 
Council of the Republic. 

In addition, a special legal brief (amicus curiae) was prepared and submitted  
to the Constitutional Court. In it, the applicants called for the Constitutional Court 
to invoke its right to review and veto the new law due to its violation of constitutional 
rights and freedoms before it was adopted by the Council of Republic and signed into 
force by the President. The brief was accompanied with detailed legal analysis and 
examples of how new laws contradicted the OSCE norms and the provisions of the 
International	Covenant	on	Social	and	Political	Rights,	which	was	ratified	by	Belarus.	
The signatories of the brief called for the Constitutional Court to acknowledge that the 
Law “On the Introduction of Amendments and Additions to the Law of the Republic of 
Belarus	‘On	Mass	Events	in	the	Republic	of	Belarus”	and	the	Law	“On	Introduction	of	
Amendments	and	Additions	to	Some	Laws	of	the	Republic	of	Belarus”	as	contradictory	
to the Constitution of Belarus. The address was signed by the representatives of 26 
NGOs and forwarded to the Constitutional Court on October 24. 

On October 27th another press conference was organized during which the 
campaign’s leaders reported on the coordinated efforts of human rights defenders and 
opposition politicians regarding the repressive amendments in the new Law. 

On October 28, despite the heightened public debate and severe criticism from 
the international community, the Constitutional Court ruled in favor of the new 
laws as being in accord with the Constitution. On November 14, President Alexander 
Lukashenka signed the amendments to the law on mass events and other laws on civil 
society, bringing them into legal force. 

http://old.eurobelarus.info/content/view/23491/53/
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Совет Республики 
Национального Собрания Республики Беларусь 

220016, г. Минск, ул. Красноармейская, 4 
 
 

Коллективное обращение 
 

Мы, представители некоммерческих организаций, граждане Республики Беларусь, 
призываем Совет Республики отклонить принятые Палатой представителей: 
 
1. Проект Закона Республики Беларусь «О внесении изменений и дополнений в Закон 
Республики Беларусь «О массовых мероприятиях в Республике Беларусь».  
 
2. Проект Закона Республики Беларусь «О внесении дополнений и изменений в 
некоторые законы Республики Беларусь, внесенные Постановлением Президиума Совета 
Республики Национального Собрания Республики Беларусь «О внесении дополнений в 
повестку дня седьмой сессии Совета Республики Национального собрания Республики 
Беларусь четвертого созыва» в повестку дня  седьмой сессии Совета Республики.  
 
Мы считаем, что данные законопроекты противоречат Конституции Республики Беларусь 
(статьи 25, 33, 35, 36), а также  Всеобщей декларации прав человека и международным 
обязательствам Республики Беларусь, в частности, Международному пакту о гражданских 
и политических правах, Руководящим принципам ОБСЕ по свободе мирных собраний, 
направлены на чрезмерное ограничение прав и свобод граждан, препятствуют 
нормальному общественному диалогу  в Беларуси. 
 
При принятии решения об одобрении или отклонении текстов законопроектов 
предлагаем вам руководствоваться также мнением общественности по данному поводу. 
В связи с этим прилагаем к настоящему обращению Анализ изменений и дополнений, 
предлагаемых к внесению в законодательство Республики Беларусь, подготовленным 
правозащитными организациями Республики Беларусь.  
 
Просим вас информировать членов Совета Республики о настоящем обращении и о 
содержании Анализа изменений и дополнений, предлагаемых к внесению в 
законодательство Республики Беларусь, подготовленного правозащитными 
организациями Республики Беларусь, на заседании сессии Совета Республики при 
рассмотрении данных законопроектов. 
 
Просим вас дать обоснованный ответ по существу данного коллективного обращения на 
адрес Просветительского учреждения «Центр правовой трансформации», ул. 
Нововиленская, 38-10, г. Минск, 220053. 
 

Приложение:  

1. Анализ изменений и дополнений, предлагаемых к внесению в законодательство 
Республики Беларусь, подготовленный правозащитными организациями Республики 
Беларусь 17 октября 2011 года на 13 листах. 
 
Подписи и печати: 

Text of the collective appeal to the Council of the Republic 
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Law “On Nonprofit Organizations”: Campaign Resumes
Despite	 devoting	 all	 of	 the	 campaign’s	 resources	 to	 the	 fight	 against	 the	 new	

repressive laws for a few weeks, due to the extraordinary circumstances, by the end of 
October coordinators again took up their work of engaging the public in discussions and 
development	of	a	new	Law	“On	Nonprofit	Organizations”.	On	October	24-25,	a	campaign	
representative spoke about the new law at	the	Belarusian	social	forum	“Power	–	Business	
–	Society:	Improving	the	Quality	of	Life	Together”	in	Gomel.	A	the	meeting,	state	officials	
informed representatives of the civil society that the law on NPOs was still under revision 
and most likely would be again introduced for consideration in 2012. 

In December, campaign coordinators, together with the international social-economic 
fund IDEA, presented an initiative to introduce into Belarusian legislation the possibility 
to	 deduct	 one	 percent	 of	 income	 tax	 to	 benefit	NPOs.	 The	 objective	was	 to	 promote	
discussion on changes in legislation regarding charitable donations and organizations. 
On December 6, a lawyer and coordinator of the campaign, Volha Smalyanka, took part 
in a talk show	on	this	issue	on	Belarus’	largest	online	TV	station	“TUT.BY-ТV”.	

In early January 2012, several leading Belarusian NGOs forwarded an appeal 
to the new Minister of Justice, Aleh Slizheuski, in which they outlined actions which 
could improve coordination of the law-making process with NPOs. This appeal and an 
invitation to the new minister to meet with representatives of civil society for further 
discussions were made public at a press conference. 

On January 14, Volha Smalyankoa took part in a talk show (broadcast on January 16) 
on the National TV channel (ONT), during which she presented the views of independent 
civil society on what should be contained in legislation on charities. That month she 
also met with a member of the state Legislative Center to discuss the content of the 
amendments	to	be	introduced	into	the	law	on	“Public	Associations.”

In January, a collection of monitoring and analytical materials on the state of NPOs 
and freedom of association in Belarus in 2011 was published. The presentation was 
held	on	January	23,	2012.	The	publication	was	distributed	among	Belarusian	nonprofit	
organizations and civil initiatives.

Over the course of the campaign, coordinators focused heavily on informational 
work. All major actions were accompanied by press releases, petitions and appeals. The 
campaign published all responses received from state institutions, as well as statements 
and the reactions of public leaders on the issue. Press conferences and public presentations 
were regularly held. In addition, campaign activists often provided the media with 
commentary, which helped to maintain public interest in the issue. As well, analytical 
articles	 by	 Yury	 Chavusau	 (“Antirevolutionary	 package”	 and	 “Fleur	 of	 Legitimacy”)	
explaining the provisions of the new laws, as well as suggestions for progressive changes 
to the legislation on charitable donations and public associations, were published in the 
November and December 2011 issues of The Assembly magazine.

Campaign activists also utilized the potential of social networks, especially at the stage 
of opposing the introduction of the repressive amendments in October 2011. Information 
and breaking news from the campaign were rapidly spread via the Assembly’s Facebook 

http://www.belau.info/stat_i/52.html
http://www.belau.info/stat_i/52.html
http://news.tut.by/tv/262648.html
http://www.ngobylaw.org/en/manitoryng-pravavoga-stanu-2011
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page (459 Belarusian and Russian speaking users and 124 English speaking users) and 
the	personal	Facebook	profiles	of	the	campaign’s	messengers	and	coordinators	(together	
reaching more than 1,900 users). Informational materials were also posted on the website 
of the Center for Legal Transformation and spread via the email networks of the Eastern 
Partnership National Platform which has more than 90 subscribers from across Belarus.  

In January 2012, a specialized website was launched to monitor the situation with 
freedom of association, track the status of NPOs and accumulate information on various 
advocacy campaigns. 

Achievements: In addition to tradi-
tional methods of advocacy, a new 
form of representing the interests 
of civil society was utilized in the 
form of the messengers authorized 
to represent the campaign. This 
tool	 allowed	 the	 personification	
of the campaign and enabled it to 
act	 more	 quickly	 and	 efficiently,	
when circumstances demanded, 
on behalf of the entire sector 
without losing time to bureaucratic 
procedures. 

The	campaign’s	coordinators	and	activists	showed	flexibility	and	adaptability,	when	
they had to alter the campaign at short notice to deal with the emergency situation 
regarding the repressive amendments to a number of laws on civil society in October 
2011. Despite failing to prevent the new laws from being adopted, campaign activists 
managed to quickly mobilize dozens of NGOs in order to defend common interests and 
effectively utilize all possible legal mechanisms at the national and international level.

While	focusing	on	the	process	of	preparing	and	adopting	the	new	law	“On	Nonprofit	
Organizations,”	 the	 coordinators	 of	 the	 campaign	 used	 every	 opportunity	 to	 attract	
attention to the issue by introducing new initiatives and touching upon adjacent issues, 
such as legislation on public councils and charitable donations. This strategy helped to 
raise public attention to the issue of reforming legislation regarding public organizations. 
Despite	all	of	this,	the	campaign	has	not	yet	succeeded	in	achieving	its	strategic	goal	–	
the procedure for developing the new law on NPOs, and the draft itself, have not been 
made public. 

The intensive informational component and actions within the frameworks of the 
campaign did catch the media’s attention. As a result, one of the coordinators and legal 
advisors was invited to participate in talk shows on leading state and online TV channels. 
This provided her with a unique opportunity to spread the ideas of the campaign  
to millions of viewers, including those who, until then, knew little or nothing about  
the existence of independent civil society in Belarus. 

Volha	Smalianka	(third	from	the	left)	and	Yury	Chavusau	(first	on	the	
right)	together	with	other	“Champions	of	Civil	Society	2011”

http://www.ngobylaw.org/bel
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Following the results of the 2011 part of the campaign, it was awarded the title 
“Campaign	of	the	Year”	by	the	annual	contest	known	as	the	“Champions	of	Civil	Society.”

Mistakes: Plans to use online social networks as a means for the long-term mobilization 
of civic activists proved to be unrealistic. In the course of the campaign, coordinators 
came to the conclusion that social networks better serve to quickly distribute information 
and organize short-term actions. 

Future plans: At the moment the campaign is not active, because the adoption of the 
law on NPOs is suspended and it is unlikely to be adopted in the near future. The 
experience of the campaign (including the rapid response and gathering signatures for 
appeals in record time) can be used when the need arises for initiating new advocacy 
actions. Based on past experience, the activists believe that such actions must become 
pro-active instead of being reactive to governmental initiatives, so that civil society 
organizations themselves can take the lead in formulating, presenting and promoting 
legislative actions.
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Duration: January	2011	–	present

Place: Belarus, Lithuania

Initiator: Public association “Belarus	Watch”, also 
known	as	“BYWatch”	(Lithuania)	

Tools: Broad coalition of Belarusian and EU-based 
public organizations, informational campaign, public 
performances, essay contest, video diaries, online 
manifesto, addresses and statements, work with 
volunteers. 

Name of campaign:  

VISA-FREE Travel Campaign 
“Go	Europe,	Go	Belarus!”	
(“Visa	Free!”campaign)

http://www.belaruswatch.org/


83

Background: One	key	reason	that	Alexander	Lukashenka,	“Europe’s	last	dictator,”	has	
been able to stay in power for 18 years has been Belarus’ relative isolation; the country 
is	often	known	as	“Europe’s	black	hole.”	This	isolation	has	been	Europe’s	response	to	
the Lukashenka regime’s deplorable human rights record. Through its anti-EU policies, 
the regime has played its part in reducing people to people contacts. It has a vested 
interest in playing down the attractiveness of its former communist neighbors to the 
west, which are today prosperous democracies, in part because of their membership in 
the	EU	and	NATO.	Belarus	remains	separated	from	Europe	by	a	“Schengen	fence.”	A	trip	
to a neighboring EU country is a complicated and expensive procedure as a Schengen 
visa costs 60 Euro. As a result, according to the December 2008 national survey, 67 
percent of Belarusians have never been to the EU states and 51 percent have never met 
a foreigner. Only 8.3 percent of respondents applied for a Schengen visa in 2008; 81 
percent of those who applied said that visa application process was very complicated 
or complicated. 57 percent of those who applied blamed Belarusian authorities for the 
difficulties	with	 the	visas,	while	22	percent	 said	 that	EU	states	were	 responsible	 for	
their problems with another 21.6 percent blaming EU Embassies. Nevertheless, more 
than 50 percent of the population would rather integrate with the EU than with Russia. 
And this pro-European trend is growing.

Unfortunately,	the	crackdown	that	began	after	the	flawed	December	2010	presidential	
election has further cut off Belarus from Europe. To offset the regime’s diplomatic 
isolation,	 the	EU	 is	 trying	 to	 enhance	people-to-people	 contacts.	As	a	Polish	official	
put it, “The reason that we were able to defeat communism in the 1980s is because so 
many Poles traveled to the West and saw for themselves what normal life could be like. 
This	 is	what	we	 should	be	doing	with	Belarus.”	The	EU’s	 chargé	d’affaires	 in	Minsk	
declared	that	the	simplification	of	the	EU’s	visa	regime	with	Belarus	is	a	priority	for	
Brussels.	Audronius	Azubalis,	Lithuania’s	foreign	minister	chairperson-in-office	of	the	
OSCE, believes that EU visa facilitation would be “the greatest support for civil society 
in	Belarus.”		

In February 2011, the EU Council gave the green light for the European Commission 
to begin negotiating with Belarus on visa facilitation. The regime is, however, dragging 
its feet. Lukashenka is afraid of visa facilitation because he understands very well that 
citizens who favor greater integration with Europe also want a more open and free 
Belarus. Visa facilitation is an important human rights and political issue, especially 
during election years, and can be used to mobilize citizens to be more active. Freedom 
of movement is a fundamental right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. People to people contacts 
across borders have also been recognized as an important force in opening up closed 
societies. To continue advocating for progress on and holding the regime accountable for 
this issue, the Vilnius-based Belarus Watch launched a visa-free awareness campaign. 
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Objective: 
Long-term Objective: Cancellation of visa regime between the EU and Belarus (for 
both sides). Medium-term Objective: Liberalization of the visa regime; reduction or 
cancellation of visa fees; improvement of service quality provided by EU country embassies 
for Belarusian visa applicants. Short-term Objective: Attracting international attention to 
the visa issue, raising public awareness, involving new activists in Belarusian civil society.

Organizational Structure: This international campaign is being implemented by a broad 
coalition of public organizations and initiatives from Belarus and EU member states. 
The coalition’s participants include members and stakeholders. 

Members are NGOs and informal civic initiatives operating in Belarus which 
are actively involved in the campaign. The votes of the members are decisive in the 
coalition’s decision making process. 

Members of the Coalition: 
1. Belarusian Assembly of Pro-Democratic NGOs 
2. Belarusian Institute of Strategic studies (BISS)
3.	 “Nash	Dom”	(Our	Home)
4.	 Consortium	“EuroBelarus”
5. GayBelarus 
6.	 “Our	Generation”	(Association	of	Pensioners)
7.	 Rukh	“Za	Svabody”	(Movement	For	Freedom)	
8. Center for European Research / New Europe
9. Center for Legal Transformation
10. Center for Social Innovation 
11. Belarus Watch (Lithuania)
12.	Office	for	a	Democratic	Belarus	(Belgium)

Stakeholders: 
1. Belarusian Human Rights House in Exile (Vilnius, Lithuania)
2. Belarusian Schumann Society (Poland)
3. Belarus House in Warsaw (Poland) 
4. Vilnius Association of Belarusian Political Prisoners and Exiles (Lithuania)
5. Free Belarus (Poland)
6. Third Way (Estonia) 
7. Stefan Batory Foundation (Poland) 
8. German-Belarusian Society (Germany)
9. Kutur Aktiv (Germany) 

The	public	association	“Belarus	Watch”	is	the	initiator,	coordinator	and	a	member	
of the campaign.
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Activities:
Building the Coalition 

In March 2011, Belarus Watch organized a working meeting of organizations from 
Belarus and EU states which were interested in the visa issue. 23 people representing 
16 organizations from Belarus, Czech Republic, Poland and Estonia participated in 
the meeting and pledged to work together. Participants approved the coalition’s name, 
objectives	and	tasks	for	the	campaign,	as	well	as	identified	the	main	target	groups.	

A second working meeting was held in June 2011 in Minsk and included 
representatives from seven leading Belarusian NGOs. During this meeting, participants 
discussed joint actions and problems facing the campaign. Attention was focused on 
enhancing the work of Belarusian NGOs in the coalition, which had expressed their 
desire to popularize the idea of visa liberalization. As a result, members developed rules 
for the Coalition, its strategic objectives and possible ways of cooperation. During the 
meeting, they also agreed on the next joint activities, including producing a specialized 
website “Europe	Without	Visas”. 

In	 the	 fall	 2011,	 the	 “VISA	 FREE!”	 campaign	 started	 to	 organize	 trainings	 for	
volunteers, willing to join its activity. The announcement was posted on the Coalition’s 
website.	 Those,	 who	 wished	 to	 take	 part	 in	 the	 training,	 could	 fill	 an	 electronic	
application form. 

Informational and Awareness Raising Component
A special media coordinator is responsible for contacts with the media, preparation and 

distribution of press releases, posting informational materials on the campaign’s website, 
and monitoring publications on the visa issue in the Belarusian and foreign media. 

The media strategy of the campaign includes two main directions: 
-- Distribution of information about the campaign in mass media by emailing press 

releases	with	news	of	the	campaign	to	leading	information	agencies	(“BelaPAN”	
and	 “REGNUM-Belarus”)	 and	 the	 TUT.BY	 web	 portal.	 Press	 releases	 were	
dedicated	 to	 the	most	 important	 campaigns	 events:	 official	 launch	 (including	
the	press	conference	in	Vilnius),	concert	of	the	rock	band	“Lyapis	Trubeckoy”	in	
Vilnius	to	support	the	campaign,	main	stages	of	the	photo	action	“VISA	FREE!”	
and the essay contest. 

- Topical pieces including analytical articles and personal stories. Analytical 
materials were dedicated to the political aspects of the visa issue; possible 
scenarios in the development of relations between Belarus and the EU in the 
area of visa liberalization; changes in the travel life of Belarusians after Poland, 
Lithuania and Latvia joined the Schengen zone, etc. These materials expressed 
the	 views	 of	 independent	 experts	 and	 state	 officials	 from	 both	 sides	 of	 the	
Schengen border. Personal stories were written by ordinary people, prepared 
by professional reporters and published in the form of essays and articles. 
These included stories describing how visa limitations had negatively affected 
Belarusians seeking to study, work or obtain medical attention in Europe.

http://eng.novisa.by/
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In	April	2011,	a	contest	for	the	best	essay	on	“My	Visa	Story”	was	announced	in	cooperation	
with Belarus’ largest Internet portal TUT.BY. More than 80 essays were submitted. In August, a 
jury of professional editors and reporters chose the six best stories and posted them on TUT.BY. 
Each	finalist	received	a	tee	shirt	with	the	“VISA	FREE!”	campaign	logo.	The	winner	-	Aleh	Babets	
–	was	awarded	with	a	multiple	entry	Schengen	visa	as	first	prize.	Due	to	bureaucratic	delays,	the	
visa application process lasted for four months. Nevertheless, the winner was granted the visa and 
went on a visit to Lithuania at the invitation of the campaign’s coordinators. 

Informational materials, posted on TUT.BY, were read by more than 30,000 people. At least 
5,000 people viewed campaign’s press releases, distributed by BelaPAN and posted on its website 
Naviny.by. These articles were republished by at least 11 other media outlets and cross-posted 
by more than 50 online news and information resources. Altogether, more than 140,000 people 
viewed campaign’s materials online. 

http://news.tut.by/society/228819.html
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On	May	7,	a	“VISA	FREE!”	photo	action	was	launched	in	Vilnius	to	support	visa	
liberalization. The action’s idea was to gather as many photos as possible of people 
expressing their views on the current visa regime between the EU and Belarus. This 
action sought to attract the attention of the European community to and to provide an 
opportunity for Belarusians to publically express their views on the visa issue. About 
400 photos of young people with anti-visa posters were taken in different places. The 
individual approach and unique presentation made this action quite popular among 
users	of	social	networks.	It	became	a	virtual	flash	mob	and	helped	to	increase	public	
awareness about the campaign among youth. 
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In order to reach out to as many people as possible, especially representatives of the 
target groups who do not use the Internet, Belarus Watch and coalition member Nash 
Dom prepared a special issue of the newspaper Nash Dom dedicated to the visa issue. 
140,000 copies of the special issue were distributed in Belarus. In addition to topical 
articles, the issue outlined and demanded the steps needed to be taken in order respect 
citizens’ right of freedom of movement. Each reader was asked to cut out the text of the 
appeal, sign it and mail it to the Council of Ministers of Belarus and the Presidential 
Administration. 

“Visa Stories” Video Diaries and the “Pamezzha” (Borderland) Movie
In March-April 2011, the scenario of a video spot was developed which aimed to 

illustrate how complicated the visa issue is by focusing on the story of one family. 
The shooting was done in Minsk and Vilnius and the editing of “Razbitaya	Syamja”	
(Broken Family) was completed in May. Simultaneously, the team shot another movie, 
telling	the	story	about	young	artists	and	students	from	Belarus	who	face	difficulties	in	
communicating with their Lithuanian colleagues due to the absence of visas. This video 
was designed to demonstrate that visas can hold young, talented Belarusians hostage to 
the	regime.	As	a	result,	many	Belarusians	are	forced	to	realize	opportunities	to	fulfill	
their dreams in Russia rather than in Europe. The shooting of the video took place in 
May	in	Polotsk;	editing	was	finished	in	June.	A	third	movie	featured	interviews	with	
famous Belarusian reporters, researchers, photographers, etc. Filmed in Minsk in July 
2011, this video	was	produced	to	kick	off	the	“VISA	FREE!”	promotion	campaign	and	
encourage ordinary people to make their own visa shorts. All three videos were ready 
by the end of August 2011 and were posted on the Belarus Watch page at Vimeo.com. 
Presentations of the movies were held in Lithuania (at the Belarus Human Rights House 
in	Vilnius	and	at	the	“Sea	Festival”	in	Klaipeda),	Poland	(at	the	“Zachęta”	Art	Gallery),	
and Belarus (in Minsk and Grodno). 

Belarus Watch also worked together with the independent Belarusian satellite TV 
channel Belsat  to produce a short documentary titled “Pamezzha”	(Borderland).	The	film	
highlights the absurdity of living on a state border which suddenly comes into existence 
in a place where it had never previously existed. This actually happened to citizens 
on the Belarus-Lithuania borderland after the EU’s inclusion of Lithuania into the 
Schengen zone. Because of new visa barriers and the unwillingness of the governments 
to remove them, people cannot visit their families which live on the other side of the 
border.	The	movie	spotlights	the	problems	which	originate	from	artificial	obstacles	and	
the	 inefficient	policy	of	 the	European	Union,	which	only	serve	to	strengthen	current	
situation in Belarus. 

Events and Actions: The	coalition’s	first	public	event	took	place	immediately	after	the	
initial working meeting. On April 28, 2011, the campaign organized a public debate 
at the European Information Center of the Lithuanian Parliament. It was hosted by 
the	well-known	Lithuanian	politicians	Petras	Auštrevičius	and	Vytenis	Andriukaitis.	

http://vimeo.com/29884958
http://vimeo.com/28453237
http://vimeo.com/37121673
http://vimeo.com/search?q=Belarus+Watch
http://www.belaruswatch.org/by/film-quot;pamjezzaquot
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About 50 people participated in the discussion, including politicians, representatives of 
Belarusian and Lithuanian NGOs, business associations, EU embassies and the mass 
media. The participants discussed bureaucratic obstacles to developing contacts and 
relations between state institutions in Belarus and the EU, reasons for Belarus’ isolation, 
how these problems could be overcome, and possibilities for visa liberalization. Those at 
the debate welcomed the idea of launching a broad civic campaign for visa liberalization, 
although many expressed concern that not much can be done in the current situation 
and were quite pessimistic about achieving the campaign’s goals. The discussion was 
broadly covered by the Belarusian and Lithuanian media. 
Together with the Belarusian exile European Humanitarian University, a concert 
featuring	one	of	Belarus’	most	 famous	bands,	 “Lyapis	Trubeckoy,”	was	organized	on	
May	14,	2011	in	Vilnius	to	support	the	“VISA	FREE!”	campaign.	The	entrance	and	lobby	
of the music club where the concert took place were decorated with the campaign’s 
posters. More than 600 people attended the concert, 300 tee shirts with the campaign 
logo were distributed, and more than 200 concert photos were posted online. 
On June 5, 2011, a roundtable and master classes, as well as a concert of Belarusian 
and Lithuanian musicians, were organized by ByWatch and the Belarusian concert 
agency	“BoPromo”	in	Minsk.	During	the	discussion,	musicians	expressed	their	attitude	
towards visa limitations and discussed possible ways to overcome them. A presentation 
of	the	“VISA	FREE!”	campaign	also	took	place.	Musicians	noted	that	one	of	the	most	
unpleasant aspects of cultural exchanges was securing visas for the foreign participants 
of joint projects. Many Belarusian organizations involved in international cultural 
projects	are	not	legally	registered	and	therefore	cannot	officially	invite	their	Lithuanian	
or	Polish	partners	 to	 visit	Belarus.	Other	bureaucratic	 and	financial	problems	make	
it even harder for Belarusian independent cultural initiatives to be integrated into 
the European cultural space. Among the participants of this exchange were famous 
Lithuanian, British and Ukrainian DJs, including Mark Splinter, Vaiper and Younnat, 
as well as the Belarusian musicians i/dex, East Soul Person and Deech. The concert was 
attended by more than 300 people.
On	May	12,	2012,	Belarus	Watch	and	“StudAlliance”	organized	a	performance	in	support	

Symbolic	“customs	office	at	the	Belarusian- 
Lithuanian	border”	(Vilnius)	
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of visa liberalization that was held 
near the main train station in Vilnius. 
The action accompanied the opening 
of the art installation “Together For 
Centuries,	 and	 Now…”	 symbolizing	
the current status of the borders 
separating Belarus and Lithuania. 
The	 volunteers	 of	 the	 “VISA	 FREE!”	
campaign organized a happening 
in which participants had to pass 
through	a	symbolic	“customs	office	at	
the	 Belarusian-Lithuanian	 border”	
specially	built	at	the	square	near	the	station.	They	were	offered	the	“opportunity”	to	
experience all the hassles through which Belarusians and Lithuanians must go when 
crossing the actual border. During one hour of this interactive performance, more than 
50	people	took	part	and,	after	crossing	“the	border,”	shared	their	impressions.	At	the	
same	 time,	 volunteers	 collected	 signatures	 for	 the	 campaign’s	 “Anti-Visa	Manifesto”.	
In addition, people could sign postcards calling for visa liberalization. These postcards 
were later mailed to the relevant state institutions in Lithuania and Belarus. On the same 
evening, a concert by the Lithuanian musician of Belarusian origin Markas Palubenka 
took	place	at	the	“Tamsta”	music	club	in	Vilnius.	

Addresses and Manifesto: In	March	2012,	on	the	behalf	of	the	campaign	“VISA	FREE!”	
campaign, a collective appeal was prepared and forwarded to Minister of Foreign Affairs 
of	Lithuania	Audronius	Ažubalis.	Nongovernmental	organizations	and	initiatives	from	
Belarus, Lithuania and other EU countries proposed a number of practical steps that 
could be made to promote people-to-people contacts and visa liberalization between 
Lithuania and Belarus. More than 40 organizations signed the appeal. 
The Belarus Watch website also contains an electronic “Anti-Visa	Manifesto”, which can 
be signed by every visitor. By early June 2012, the manifesto had been signed by over 
860 citizens of Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine, Sweden and other states. 

Promo Materials: More than 500 branded tee shirts and over 3,000 various promo 
materials	 (stickers,	 pens,	 balloons,	 flyers,	 etc.)	 have	 been	 produced	 and	 distributed	 
in Belarus.

Poster for the concert of Markas Palubenka (Vilnius)

http://www.belaruswatch.org/en/news/coalition-of-ngos-calls-for-relaxing-visa-restrictions-for-belarusians
http://www.belaruswatch.org/en/manifesto
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Achievements:
- A broad coalition of public associations from Belarus, Lithuania and other EU 

states was established. 
- The campaign achieved a high level of recognition among its target groups due 

to a successful logo (it was developed and chosen within a contest called by the 
campaign), awareness raising activities (including a well thought out media 
strategy),	interesting	online	and	offline	actions,	and	creative	promo	materials.	

- The visa problem was regularly covered by the media in Belarus and EU states 
(mostly Lithuania and Poland). 

-	 Collective	appeals	on	behalf	of	the	“VISA	FREE!”	campaign	to	EU	embassies,	
Ministries of Foreign Affairs, and other state institutions attracted the attention 
of	government	officials	and	politicians,	who	in	turn	made	public	statements	on	
the prospects for visa liberalization and/or abolishment. 

- The campaign has engaged volunteers who were not previously involved in civic 
activism. These volunteers helped to organize several public events in Minsk, 
Grodno, Brest, Vitebsk, and Mogilev.

- Campaign coordinators established contacts and exchanged best practices with 
NGOs from Ukraine and the Balkans which had experience in working on visa 
liberalization issues.

-	 Consistent	pressure	was	put	on	politicians	and	officials.	The	visa	issue	has	been	
put and maintained on the political agenda.

- Thanks to the joint efforts of the coalition’s members, the dedicated website 
http://bel.novisa.by has been developed and promoted.

Mistakes: At the current stage of the campaign, it is too early to analyze and evaluate 
mistakes.	However,	 certain	difficulties	 can	be	 identified.	The	 coordinators	note	 that	
they	are	facing	difficulties	with	building	the	coalition.	It	has	sometimes	been	hard	to	
come to mutual agreement on the campaign’s objectives and forms of joint activities. 
Over the course of the campaign, it has also become clear that not all of the coalition’s 
members are ready for active participation in the campaign. Many members have not 
been able to come up with their own initiatives and expect that the coordinators will 
simply tell them what to do next. 

Future plans: During the next stage of the campaign, the organizers plan to continue 
and intensify their work with volunteers (education, search and engagement of new 
volunteers, greater involvement in public activities, etc.) Targeted and regular coverage 
of the visa issue in the mass media will continue. In fall 2012, the campaign’s initiators 
hope to reach the goal of collecting 50,000 signatures on an appeal to Belarusian state 
institutions pushing for real actions towards liberalizing the visa regime. 

http://bel.novisa.by
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Iryna Vidanava 
Agnieszka Komorowska

Advocacy campaigns
Section 2. Local campaigns
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Duration: January 2008 - present  

Place: Barysau (Minsk Region)

Initiator: Civic initiative 
“For	a	Clean	Barysau!”			

Tools: Informational	flyers	and	
newsletters, door-to-door collection of 
signatures, collective and individual appeal 
of citizens to the municipal administration. 

Name of campaign: 

Traffic	Safety
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Background: The city of Barysau and the surrounding area is the location of the greatest 
number	of	traffic	accidents	in	Minsk	region.	The	most	dangerous	place	in	terms	of	vehicle	
accidents involving pedestrians is Gagarin Street, a thoroughfare that crosses the entire 
city from one end to another and passes through the most densely populated districts 
with	their	markets,	a	municipal	football	field,	large	stores,	the	“October”	movie	theater,	
Barysau State Polytechnic College and a number of other educational institutions. 
50 percent of the city’s population lives in this area. Because of the high number of 
fatalities,	 local	 reporters	 called	 this	 route	 a	 “death	 street”.	To	make	 it	 safer,	 the	 city	
administration eliminated several pedestrian crosswalks and added speed bumps along 
Gagarin	Street.	While	these	reduced	the	number	of	traffic	fatalities,	they	also	worsened	
the	ecological	situation	due	to	growing	traffic	jams	and	increased	pedestrian	congestion	
on the remaining crosswalks. For example, the density of pedestrians on the crossing at 
Gagarin	and	Halitsky	Streets	near	“The	Stadium”	market	reaches	almost	3,000	people	
per hour and grows to more than 5,550 people during the morning and evening rush 
hours and on weekends. With problems being compounded, local activists decided to 
develop their own suggestions and involve residents of the neighborhood and municipal 
authorities in the process of improving the situation.

Objective: To assure the security of pedestrians and improve the city’s quality of life by 
pushing	for	the	construction	of	five	underground	crossings	on	Gagarin	Street.

Organizational Structure: Campaign is initia-
ted and implemented by the activists of the 
civic	initiative	“For	a	Clean	Barysau!”	in	close	
cooperation with the local independent news 
and information website Barysau.by.

Activities: Before launching the campaign, 
activists of the initiative “For a Clean 
Barysau!”	 carefully	 researched	 the	 problem.	
As residents of and pedestrians in the area 
themselves,	 the	 activists	 first	 of	 all	 sought	
to alleviate pedestrian congestion. They also 
investigated the fatal accidents on Gagarin 
Street to determine what caused them and 
what could be done to improve pedestrian safety. The initiators of the campaign studied 
available documents to ascertain the city’s layout. Unfortunately, the local authorities 
refused	 to	make	 the	 official	 city	 plans	 public.	 The	 Barysau	 city	 administration	 only	
shared general aspects of the city plan without providing any details or explanations 
regarding how it was implemented. But even this information was enough to determine 
that	 the	 local	authorities	did	not	 to	utilize	 the	best	solution	–	underground	crossings	
–	on	Gagarin	Street.	This	was	 confirmed	by	official	 responses	 to	 individual	 requests	 

Civic	initiative	“For	a	Clean	Barysau”	calls	
for	the	construction	of	five	underground	passages	
on Gagarin Street 

http://Barysau.by


98

on future development submitted to the authorities by the campaign’s activists. Instead 
of constructing the more expensive underground passages, the local administration 
hoped	to	solve	the	problems	by	installing	more	traffic	lights.	

The next stage of preparation for the campaign was to perform a stakeholder analysis, 
which helped to identify the main interested parties. These included the Barysau City 
Administration,	 City	 Council,	Department	 of	Architecture	 and	Construction,	 Traffic	
Police Department, Financial Department,  Education Department, private housing 
company	 “Zhyllio”,	 Barysau	municipal	 stadium,	 Institute	 “Barysauproject,”	 Barysau	
public	 “Bus	 Park	 #3”,	 civic	 initiative	 “For	 a	 Clean	 Barysau,”	 residents	 adjacent	 to	
Gagarin Street neighborhoods, vehicle drivers, and the local mass media, including the 
state	newspapers	Barysau	News	and	Adzinstva	(Unity),	the	private	TV	channel	“SKIF”,	
and  independent websites. Using investigative journalism methods, campaign activists 
obtained and evaluated the opinions of different stakeholders regarding the issue of 
pedestrian safety and congestion. All stakeholders agreed that the problem existed and 
should be addressed. 

Based on this information and analysis, 
campaign coordinators concluded that a broad 
public campaign would be the most effective 
way of pushing the city administration to take 
real steps towards addressing the problem. 

During	 the	 first	 stage	 of	 the	 campaign,	
activists	 distributed	 informational	 flyers	
describing	the	challenge.	The	first	wave	covered	
apartment houses adjacent to the municipal 
stadium on Gagarin, Gorki and Vatutsin Streets; 
1,200	flyers	were	distributed	by	placing	 them	
into	individual	mail	boxes.	The	flyers	explained	
the essence of the problem and its consequences 
for residents while announcing that a door-to-
door signature collection campaign would be 
launched in a few days to collectively appeal to 
and	pressure	the	city	administration.	The	flyer	

also contained the phone numbers and emails of the campaign’s coordinators for those 
who sought additional information or to join the team. In the next several days, 30 
people contacted the coordinators, with only one call being negative. 

The preparatory informational campaign produced results. In February 2008, 
during	two	hours,	activists	from	“For	a	Clean	Barysau!”	were	able	to	collect	over	600	
signatures for an appeal demanding the construction of an underground crossing near 
the stadium, which was forwarded to the city administration. The signatures were 
collected using the door-to-door method. 

Local authorities could not ignore such a public reaction. In January 2009, the 
Committee	on	Traffic	Safety	of	 the	city	administration	held	a	meeting	during	which	

Informational	leaflet	distributed	before	
gathering signatures for a petition 
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the question of constructing an underground 
crossing	was	discussed.	Local	officials	decided	
that they needed to study public opinion on this 
problem using an online survey posted on the 
city	 administration’s	 official	 website.	 By	 July	
2011, 91 percent of respondents had indicated 
that they preferred an underground passage 
for Gagarin Street.  

Meanwhile, campaign activists continued 
to correspond with local authorities. Following 
the signature collection campaign, two more 
individual requests with clarifying questions 
were forwarded to the city administration. 

After the successful signature collection 
effort,	 another	newsletter	was	prepared	by	 “For	a	Clean	Barysau,”	 to	 inform	citizens	
about the number of collected signatures and call for the continued sending of individual 
appeals to the city administration. This time, 15,000 copies of the newsletter were 
distributed in all neighborhoods adjacent to Gagarin Street. 

A	third	 leaflet,	 titled	“Your	Problems	is	a	Vicious	Circle,”	 informed	area	residents	
that district authorities refused to satisfy citizens’ demands and had decided against  
constructing	underground	crossings.	The	print	run	of	this	leaflet	was	also	15,000	copies.		

One	 additional	 informational	 flyer	with	 an	update	 on	 the	problem	and	with	 the	
same print run was distributed in spring 2009. It contained statements on the Gagarin 
Street issue made by the country’s Minister of Internal Affairs and Deputy General 
Prosecutor,	after	they	visited	Barysau.	The	newsletter	also	quoted	official	responses	to	
the individual requests submitted by residents to the city administration. Once again, 
all copies were distributed exclusively through mail boxes in order to make sure that 
they reached the target group. 

Informational	leaflet	distributed	after	
collecting signatures 

Crowds of pedestrians on the Gagarin Street intersection, which was closed by the Barysau city administration 
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Sometimes	external	factors	influence	the	course	of	campaigns.	In	this	case,	it	was	the	
visit of President Lukashenka to Barysau in November 2010. Following this visit and criti-
cal	remarks	on	traffic	problems	made	by	the	head	of	state,	the	city	administration	finally	
decided that Gagarin Street should be reconstructed. In addition to new lanes, an under-
ground crossing would be built. In response, independent experts associated with “For a 
Clean	Barysau,”	began	developing	alternative	concepts	to	relieve	traffic	congestion	on	this	
main artery. The alternative concept was to be prepared and submitted in spring 2012. 

Achievements:
•	The	campaign	attracted	significant	public	attention	to	the	problem	of	traffic	safety,	

congestion and pollution on Gagarin Street. It forced municipal authorities to treat 
the problem more seriously, agree to launch a public discussion, and put the search 
for possible solutions onto the political agenda. 

•	After mass signatures on petitions, numerous citizen appeals, and spontaneous protest 
actions, the city administration agreed to study public opinion, which demonstrated 
the need to build an underground crossing. Campaign activists learned that the 
construction of a pedestrian underground passage to be located near the stadium 
was added to the city’s development plan. 

•	  The campaign, complexity of the problem, and decision by the authorities to solve it 
by reconstructing Gagarin Street encouraged independent experts associated with 
the campaign to develop and submit their own alternative concept for improving 
safety and reducing congestion on the city’s main artery. 

Mistakes: Campaign coordinators concluded that the awareness raising component of the 
campaign lacked consistency. It should have informed and appealed to the public more 
regularly while giving clearer suggestions about what each citizen could do at every stage 
of	the	campaign	in	order	to	help	with	solving	the	problem	of	traffic	safety	in	the	area.	The	
newsletters should have been prepared and distributed at least quarterly in order to keep 
the problem at the center of public attention.  

Activists	 of	 “For	 a	 Clean	 Barysau!”	 conducted	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 efficiency	 of	
correspondence with the municipal authorities and concluded that collective appeals 
are more effective than individual citizen requests in the current political environment. 
In comparison with collective appeals, individual requests have fewer chances to 
succeed.	Without	the	engagement	of	the	broader	public	–	including	signature	collection	
campaigns, the mass distribution of informational newsletters, the use of the Internet, 
and	the	personal	contacts	with	stakeholders	–	individual	addresses	in	most	cases	result	
only in formal runarounds from the authorities. It was the collective appeal with more 
than 600 signatures that forced the city administration to react to the problem.

In addition, more effort should have been put into insisting on organizing public 
hearings with participation of all stakeholders. 

The potential for using the Internet to reach out to the broader public and make 
the	campaign	more	efficient	was	not	fully	utilized.	A	special	webpage	dedicated	to	the	
campaign would have allowed active citizens to be better informed and more involved. 
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Future plans: In the future, the campaign will focus on organizing more signature 
collection actions. 

In order to make the campaign’s informational component more effective, organizers 
plan	to	prepare	and	distribute	informational	materials	targeting	specific	social	groups,	
i.e. taxi and bus drivers, parents of pupils having to cross dangerous streets every day 
on the way to and from school, car owners, etc. 

The alternative concept of reconstructing Gagarin Street, prepared by independent 
experts, will be presented to the Barysau city administration in summer 2012. It will also 
be reproduced and distributed among residents of the area. Local leaders and activists 
are preparing for the next stage of the campaign, which will pressure the authorities to 
start constructing an underground crossing near the city stadium. 

Siarhei	Salash,	coordinator	of	the	civic	initiative	“For	a	Clean	Barysau!”

“Signature collection campaigns are probably the most efficient way to promote the 
interests of local communities. All such campaigns carried out by our organizations 
have always produced positive results. Together with local residents, our activists ran 
informational campaigns and door-to-door signature collection actions. As a result, 
the road in the Prybory District was reconstructed, patching was done on Hrechka 
Boulevard after years of neglect, the former military district of Pechy was finally included 
in the city of Barysau communal system resulting in the beginning of  renovations to the 
apartment houses there.   

The main criteria of success is, of course, the complete achievement of the objectives set 
by the campaign; unfortunately, this is not always possible. In the case of our campaign 
for the construction of an underground crossing on Gagarin Street, we achieved our 
short-term objective by launching a public discussion of the problem. But there still is 
a long way to go until we will fulfill the main goal. Yet, each such advocacy campaign 
empowers and encourages civic initiative among citizens, which is important in itself, 
especially in non-democratic countries like Belarus.”
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Duration: 2008	г.

Place: Horki, Drybin and Mstsislau districts  
of Mogilev Region 

Initiator: Pyotr Malanachkin (1960-2010), 
pastor of the Protestant Church in the town  
of Horki. Under his initiative an “Anti-Nuclear 
Group”	was	established,	which	brought	together	
local civil society organizations, independent 
media and local residents.

Tools: Informational campaign, signature 
collection for petitions against the building  
of a nuclear plant.

Name of campaign: 

Stop the Nuclear Power Plant! 
(Stop AES!)
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Background: At the end of 2007, the Belarusian government announced its intention 
to build a new nuclear plant on the territory of Belarus. The village of Kukshynava, 
15 kilometers from the town of Horki was named as one of possible locations for the 
plant. Worried local residents came to local NGOs to request that they take action. Also, 
members of the Protestant community addressed the local coalition of civic groups 
with the idea of launching a public campaign against the proposed plant. Years ago 
their leader, Pyotr Malanachkin, work on the construction of the Ignalina Nuclear Plant  
in Lithuania, which was recently closed down due to EU safety concerns. Apart from the 
fact	that	Kukshynava	is	an	agricultural	research	center	with	many	experimental	fields	
and farms, the main concern of citizens was that the decision to build a nuclear plant  
in a country still suffering from the consequences of the 1986 Chernobyl disaster was 
made without any public discussion. Moreover, the construction of the plant near 
Horki	could	completely	alter	the	economic	profile	of	this	agricultural	region	and	cause	
irreparable damage to the environment.

Objective: To inform citizens about advantages and risks of building a nuclear power 
plant in the area and to involve local residents in public debates and the decision-making 
process on this issue. 

Form: The campaign was implemented by a broad civic coalition, which was formed  
in in Horki for the 2006 presidential elections. The coalition included the: 

•	Drybin Information Center (no longer in existence);
•	Horki Information Center (no longer in existence);
•	Women	Initiative	“Ahata”	(formerly	“Lyubava”);
•	Local	activists	of	the	“Belarusian	Association	of	Disabled	People”	(the	official	state	

union of the disabled);
•	Civic	initiative	of	teachers	and	students	“Children	of	the	Future”;	
•	Local branch of the Belarusian Students Association (no longer in existence); 
•	“Anti-Nuclear	Group”	(joined	the	coalition	in	2008;	ceased	functioning	 

at the beginning of 2009);
•	Local independent journalists;
•	Political	activists	from	the	local	branches	of	“Rukh	Za	Svabodu”	(Movement	“For	
Freedom”),	the	Belarusian	Popular	Front	and	Belarusian	Christian	Democracy.	

Informational support for the campaign was provided by the independent bulletins 
Horatski Vybar (Horki’s Choice), Drybinski Vybar (Drybin’s Choice) and UzHorak.  
The events and developments of the campaign were covered on the coalition’s website 
Horki.info.

http://Horki.info
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Activities: This campaign was an emotional reaction by the public to the blunt 
announcement of the government regarding its plans to build a nuclear plant near 
Horki. This explains why campaign’s actions were often spontaneous and its planning 
less than systematic. Forms and methods were developed in the course of the campaign’s 
implementation.

As part of the informational component, local independent newsletters launched a 
public discussion about nuclear power issues and governmental plans to build a new plant. 
This discussion continued throughout the entire campaign. About 100 various materials, 
expressing	a	variety	of	views,	scientific	data,	analysis	and	information,	were	published	
within a year. The total print run of all informational materials was 20,000 copies. 

Additionally, a special section dedicated to the nuclear power plant issue was created 
on the coalition’s website. Here articles by local activists and journalists were regularly 
published and materials related to nuclear power from other resources were reprinted. 
Campaign organizers tried to present the public with a diverse set of perspectives on the 
issue	–	both	its	advantages	and	risks.	A	video	vox	populi	was	conducted	on	the	streets	of	
Horki to learn what local residents knew and thought about the idea of building a nuclear 
plant in their region and to engage them in a public discussion. The video with the citizen 
interviews is available here. 

At the same time, campaign activists began collecting signatures for a petition 
against	 the	 nuclear	 plant.	 In	 the	 Law	 “On	 Addresses	 of	 Citizens”	 the	 formal	
requirements	for	such	petitions	are	specified.	Each	signatory	must	write	his	or	her	full	
name, home address and sign the petition in person. The text of the petition should 
clearly state the problem, which citizens want to be solved, and a state institution, which 
they are addressing. The petition should contain the name and home address of the 
person	to	whom	the	official	response	should	be	sent	by	a	responsible	state	institution.	 
The organizers of the campaign did not know if the authorities would attempt to verify 
the signatures they collected (as is the case with signatures collected to nominate a 
candidate prior to an election), but they were keen on making sure that every petition 
form	was	filled	out	properly.	

The signatures were gathered through a door-to-door campaign conducted by more 
than 40 activists. While opposing the nuclear plant was an important goal for the petition 
campaign, the door-to-door initiative was also used to inform citizens about and get them 
involved in debating the issue. Such discussions also helped citizens to reconsider the 
role of local communities should play in decision making processes, especially on such 
important issues as the role of nuclear energy.

In six months, over 3,000 signatures opposing the construction of a nuclear plant 
in Kukshynava village were collected in the Horki, Drybin and Mstsislau districts. In 
order to achieve this goal, activists visited about 4,000 houses and apartments. In some 
cases, people refused to sign, either being for the plant or afraid of being persecuted for 
giving their signature; in other cases, entire families signed the petition. 

The petitions were submitted to Tatsiana Asmalouskaya, the Deputy to the 
Parliament from the Horki District, during a meeting with voters that took place  

http://horki.info/aes.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irjIlqC7RJg
http://horki.info/content/view/249/9
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on March 1, 2008, in Horki. Copies were also forwarded to Uladzimir Syamashka, 
Deputy	Prime	Minister.	In	both	cases,	official	replies	were	received	in	which	the	state	
officials	 sought	 to	 reassure	 the	 signatories	about	 the	need	 for	and	safety	of	building	
a nuclear plant. The texts of the replies were published in the newsletters and on the 
campaign’s website. 

When it became known in autumn 2008 that the government had chosen another 
location to build the nuclear plant (in the Astravets area, close to the Lithuanian 
border), the campaign was reformatted. Together with other NGOs, the Horki activists 
launched a signature collection campaign in the entire Mogilev region. The objectives 
of the new stage of the campaign remained the same: to provide Belarusian citizens 
with comprehensive information on the nuclear plant issue and involve them in a public 
discussion and the decision making process. Another 3,000 signatures were collected 
in Drybin, Mstsislau, Shklou, Chavusy, Krychau, and Mogilev for a petition against the 
construction of the plant in Astravets. Besides using a door-to-door strategy, this time 
activists also gathered signatures on commuter trains. These were forwarded to the 
Presidential Administration and Chamber of Representatives. Copies were also sent to 
Syarhei	Kiryenkau,	 the	Head	of	“Rosatom”	(the	Russian	state	company	that	won	the	
tender to build the nuclear plant in Belarus).

Achievements: During the campaign’s two stages, over 6,000 signatures were collected 
for a petition against constructing the nuclear power plant. The campaign stimulated 
a broad public discussion, which was well covered in the independent print and online 
media. BelaPAN produced a video report with activists from the campaign. Even state 
media	was	forced	to	react	and	engage	in	the	discussion.	On	February	2,	2009,	the	official	
newspaper Leninski Shlyakh (Lenin’s Way) published an article by Mr. Yurkou, one of 
the local leaders of the coalition, in which he demanded the canceling of the decision to 
build a nuclear plant in Belarus. 

The campaign further strengthened the civil coalition in Horki and made local 
independent media initiatives more professional. One of the active samizdat newsletters 
was transformed into a regional newspaper Uzhorak, which was registered by the 
Ministry of Information in April 2009. 

Activists collecting signatures for the petition 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvGTg7GqLy4
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With the help of independent experts, local activists prepared and distributed 
several informational and educational brochures on environmental problems and local 
policies, which were used by anti-nuclear activists in other regions of Belarus. The 
publications included: 

•	   “Please	Meet	Radiation” 
•	  “Protect	Yourself	and	the	Environment”
•	  “How	to	Save	Water,	Heat,	Power	and	Money”
•	  “The European Union: Environmental Protection  
and	Renewable	Sources	of	Power”

•	  “Myths	about	the	Peaceful	Atom”

Mistakes: One of the mistakes was a lack of informational materials targeting various 
social groups. The informational materials published as part of the campaign were 
too general and not very appealing to youth. As a result, only a few students joined 
the campaign, despite the fact that Horki is a college town due to the Belarusian State 
Agricultural Academy, which has a student body of over 5,000. 

Illya Zaronak, one of the campaign’s coordinators and editor of Horki.info, noted:

“The campaign really united local activists. When the government chose a different 
location for building the  nuclear plant, local citizens saw with their own eyes that they 
could influence the decision making process. All of this helped to build the trust and 
respect of the local population towards civil society organizations. People started to 
believe that they can and should participate in the decision making process at the local 
and national level.”

Signed petition forms 

http://horki.info/issues/save.zip
http://horki.info/issues/rights.zip
http://horki.info/issues/economy.zip
http://horki.info/issues/EU.zip
http://horki.info/issues/EU.zip
http://horki.info/issues/booklet.zip
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Name of campaign: 

Duration: 2008

Place: Horki (Mogilev region)

Initiator: Horki Civic Coalition

Tools: Collecting signatures for a collective appeal; 
organizing a meeting of the Horki MP with her 
constituents to discuss the Law “On Status  
of	a	Deputy	of	the	Chamber	of	Representatives.”

Deputy of Parliament   
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Background: In May 2007, the Deputies of the Chamber of Representatives voted to 
cancel	social	benefits	to	certain	parts	of	the	Belarusian	population	(only	one	Deputy,	
Volha Abramava, voted against the motion). This decision proved to be especially 
unpopular among the students of Horki Agricultural Academy and town’s general 
public. The following year, in 2008, the government announced that it planned to build 
a nuclear plant near Horki. While these events, which directly impacted on voters, were 
taking place, Tatsiana Asmalouskaya, the pro-government MP elected in Horki in 2004, 
remained silent and ignored the issues. On the eve of the 2008 parliamentary election 
campaign, civic activists decided to invite their MP for a meeting with constituents to 
discuss her legislative record. Since the MP had not bothered to visit her district during 
her	four	years	in	office,	activists	planned	to	remind	her	about	her	obligation	to	report	to	
voters	as	outlined	in	the	Law	“On	Status	of	a	Deputy	of	the	Chamber	of	Representatives.”

Objective: To encourage active civic participation, stimulate public discussion on 
important issues, and ensure that the interests of voters are properly represented by 
effective implementation of existing legal norms. 

Organizational Structure: The campaign was implemented by a broad civic coalition 
in Horki with the informational support of independent newsletters and the website   
Horki.info.

Activities: The decision to launch this campaign was stimulated by a number of weighty 
factors: a growing number of unresolved social problems in the area, the elimination of 
social	benefits,	governmental	plans	to	build	a	nuclear	plant	near	Horki,	and	the	upcoming	
parliamentary elections. The term of Ms. Asmalouskaya was coming to its end and she 
was planning to run again, but her voters knew nothing about what she had done for 
her constituency during four years of being its representative. The activists had no 
fundamental methodological approach towards planning and organizing the campaign; 
as a result, they often had to improvise during the course of its implementation. 

The campaign’s activists tried to arrange the meeting with the deputy by calling 
to her. They were prepared to handle all organizational aspects, including renting a 
conference hall, informing the public about the time and place, and preparing questions 
for her to address. During the telephone conversation, however, the MP refused to visit 
Horki, claiming that she was too busy in the capital. She said that she would meet with 
her constituents only if the Chamber of Representatives ordered her to do so. 

As a result, local activists decided to utilize the Law “On Status of a Deputy of the 
Chamber	of	Representatives.”	According	to	Article	26	(“Report	of	a	Deputy	of	the	Chamber	
of Representatives to Voters, Meeting with Them) a deputy is accountable to his or her 
voters and must report to them at least once a year. This Article states that 300 voters 
living in an electoral district can summon their deputy for a meeting. 

Civic activists prepared special signature forms to collectively appeal to their MP 
and remind her about the law making her accountable to her constituency. They de-

http://www.Horki.info
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manded	that	she	fulfill	her	legal	obligation	and	come	to	Horki	with	a	report	about	the	
work	she	has	done	during	her	four	years	in	office.	The	signatures	were	collected	through	
a	door-to-door	campaign.	Since	there	was	insufficient	time	for	a	detailed	informational	
campaign, activists explained the issue in the process of collecting signatures. In one 
week, 20 volunteers collected 400 signatures from voters. The appeal with the signa-
tures was forwarded by mail to the Chamber of Representatives. Tatsiana Asmalous-
kaya was compelled to accept the invitation and agreed to hold a meeting in Horki on 
March 1, 2008. 

The Horki municipal administration provided a conference hall for the meeting 
at no charge. The activists prepared 1,000 invitations to the meeting and distributed 
them to the district’s voters. Most were placed in the mail boxes; some were posted as 
informational stickers on the streets. On the day of the meeting, the conference hall was 
completely full. 

During	the	meeting,	the	voters	asked	the	MP	about	the	cancellation	of	social	benefits,	
poor state of local infrastructure and whether the government plans to pay back their 
bank	 savings	 lost	 due	 to	 inflation	 at	 the	beginning	of	 the	 1990s.	People	 complained	
about	flooded	basements,	leaking	roofs,	and	constant	trouble	with	sewage	systems	and	
heating in their houses. Social dissatisfaction with local problems was also expressed 
to representatives of the local authorities, who were present at the meeting. Someone 
in the audience commented that all of these issues have existed for decades, but the 
authorities, including the MP, had simply ignored them. 

When	they	touched	upon	the	issue	of	the	social	benefits,	MP	Asmalouskaya	admitted	
that	 she	 had	 voted	 for	 the	 cancelation	 of	 benefits	 for	 students,	 pensioners,	 disabled	
people and victims of the Chernobyl disaster. But she claimed that she had a right to 
make this decision without discussing it with her constituents because they elected her 
and delegated their voices to her. 

At the end of the meeting, the coordinator of Horki Anti-Nuclear Group, Pyotr 
Malanachkin, handed the Deputy more than a thousand signatures on a petition 
against the building of a nuclear plant near Horki. “I respect your work. I accept these 
signatures,	 although	 I	 personally	 do	 not	 see	 any	 alternative	 to	 nuclear	 energy,”	 –	 
MP Asmalouskaya said in concluding the meeting. 

MP Tatsiana Asmalouskaya meeting with constituents in Horki 
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Achievements:
•	Effective implementation of existing legal norms to represent voters’ interests; 
•	Success of the campaign helped to increase the popularity and respect for local civic 

initiatives among citizens;
•	Activists united and gained motivation for further civic work as they saw that they 

could achieve success;
•	Activists gained experience in working with citizens by collecting signatures and 

developing relations with authorities; 
•	The campaign attracted the attention of the media and was well covered by 

indpendent and state outlets.

Mistakes: A major miscue was that the campaign did not have an extensive informational 
component to explain how it worked and what it was trying to achieve. This mistake was 
somewhat	mitigated	by	the	fact	that,	in	a	small	place	like	Horki	(population	–	34,000),	
information can be quickly spread by word of mouth. 

Plans for Future:  The	campaign	proved	to	be	efficient	in	mobilizing	voters	to	defend	their	
rights. The same model can be used again in the future. 
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Name of campaign: 

Duration: June	2011	–	present

Place: Pershamaisky District, Minsk 

Initiator: Civic Initiative “European 
Perspective”

Tools: Initiation of a local referendum, 
publication of a newsletter, appeals to state 
institutions, meetings with local residents, 
roundtable discussion, and collection of 
signatures. 

Defending Sevastopol Park 

http://ep-by.org/
http://ep-by.org/
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Background: Located in Minsk’s Pershamaisky district is Sevastopol Park, a unique 
recreational and environmental landmark. The 73-hectare area containing more than 
28,000 trees is an important green space not far from the capital’s developed downtown. 
The	park	is	not	only	a	recreation	center,	but	also	an	ecologically	significant	site.	It	 is	
both	the	“lungs”	of	the	district	and	location	of	artesian	wells	that	produce	enough	fresh	
drinking water to supply 500,000 of Minsk’s residents. Since 1996, there have been 
numerous attempts to illegally build in the park. For more than 15 years, local residents 
have successfully opposed unsound and unsightly construction. In 2003-05 alone, 
construction	was	stopped	no	less	than	five	times.	In	2009-10,	the	park’s	artesian	wells	
were summarily blocked to pave the way for development.

European Perspective decided to carry out an advocacy campaign to alert local 
citizens to this new threat and to mobilize them for to defend their interests.

Objective: To preserve Sevastopol Park by stimulating civic activism, mobilizing local 
residents, pressuring the Minsk city authorities, and organizing a local referendum. 

Organizational Structure: The campaign was implemented by the civic initiative 
European Perspective and the local residents of the Pershamaisky district of the capital. 
The campaign was coordinated by two people. 

Description of Activity: In July 2011, the activists of European Perspective started 
an informational campaign to attract public attention to the issue of Sevastopol Park. 
First, they established contacts with leading independent mass media, explaining the 
importance of the problem and assuring that media would be interested in writing about 
the campaign.  Coordinators met in person with the editors and reporters of print and 
online publications, information agencies and radio outlets. During the meetings, they 
presented the mission of European Perspective, challenges facing Sevastopol Park, and 
ways in which they planned to defend it from being destroyed. As a result, partnership 
agreements were reached with virtually all important independent media. Personal 
contacts helped the editors and journalists to better understand and get more involved 
in covering the issue. As a result, Belarusian independent media was soon writing about 
Sevastopol Park and the advocacy campaign in its defense. 

At the same time, campaign communities were created in the popular online 
social networks Facebook and Vkontakte. Regular updates on the situation with 
the Park and developments in the campaign were immediately posted, producing 
better communication with local residents. A former chief architect of the project for 
reconstructing Sevastopol Park also joined the social networking discussions. 

Publishing	a	 local	newsletter	–	The	Sevastopol	Herald	–	was	another	 important	
component	of	 the	awareness	raising	campaign.	 	The	first	 issue	was	prepared	 in	July	
2011;	 it	contained	an	article	on	“Searching	for	Truth”	by	a	 local	activist,	Valyantsina	
Shalejnikava, who told the story of residents’ decade-long struggle to preserve their park. 
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The publication also included a history of Sevastopol Park, described the chronology and 
consequences of harming the space, made the case for its preservation, and highlighted 
plans by European Perspective to save the landmark. The print run of the newsletter’s 
first	issue	was	50,000	copies,	which	were	distributed	by	placing	them	into	individual	
mail boxes of the apartment houses in Pershamaisky district in mid-August 2011.  
As a result, about 30 local residents called the listed phone numbers of the coordinators 
to express their desire to join the campaign. Three people said they wanted to become 
members of European Perspective. The newsletter was read by some residents in other 
Minsk districts, inspiring them to launch their own local campaigns. Thus, a group  
of	 activists	 from	 the	 “Uruchcha-2”	 district	 started	 an	 initiative	 to	 defend	 the	 green	
space in their neighborhood, using some methods that proved to be effective in the case 
of Sevastopol Park. They have established contact with European Perspective, which  
is consulting with them on how to organize and mobilize a local community. 

On August 23, 2011, an interdepartmental state commission, which included 
representatives	 from	 the	General	 Prosecutor’s	Office,	 State	 Control	 Committee,	 and	
other ministries, inspected the state of the wells in Sevastopol Park in the presence 
of	 civic	 activists.	 The	 inspection	was	 initiated	 by	 the	General	 Prosecutor’s	Office	 in	
order to investigate the facts behind the sealing of several water wells back in 2009. 
The decision to undertake a high-level state inspection had been forced by numerous 
individual	and	collective	appeals	submitted	to	the	General	Prosecutor’s	Office	by	the	
district’s residents. The conclusions made by the interdepartmental commission were, 
unfortunately, inconclusive and confusing. The botched inspection and contradictory 
conclusions were highlighted in the independent media.

In order to keep Sevastopol Park at the center of media attention, campaign 
coordinators organized a series of newsworthy activities. On October 1, 2011, 20 
volunteers gathered in the Park to clean it. Several days earlier, local residents had 
received	informational	flyers	in	their	mail	boxes	inviting	them	to	join	the	community	
action. The participants signed appeals to the Minsk city communal service 
“Minskzelenstroy”	and	the	Pershamaisky	District	administration	with	the	demand	that	
municipal services clean the Park on a regular basis. Photos displaying piles of garbage 
in	the	Park	were	attached	to	the	letters.	On	the	same	day,	“Minskzelenstroy”	sent	a	team	
of workers to clean the Park. This story was reported and discussed in many independent  
media outlets.  

Another important initiative of the campaign was establishing contacts and 
cooperation with other civic initiatives, environmental organizations, experts and 
lawyers. On October 7, 2011, European Perspective held a roundtable on “Sevastopol 
Park:	Problem	2020.”	15	people	took	part	in	the	discussion,	including	representatives	
of	community	initiatives	from	two	Minsk	districts,	the	environmental	NGO	“Ecodom,”	
Movement	 “For	 Freedom,”	 and	 experts	 from	 the	National	 Academy	 of	 Science.	 The	
discussion focused on the civic, environmental and legal aspects of advocating for 
the preservation of unique green zones in Minsk. At the end of the panel discussion,  
a resolution was adopted in which participants: 
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1. Demanded that the municipal authorities consider public opinion when making 
a decision regarding the future of Sevastopol Park and other green spaces in Minsk’s 
Pershamaisky District; 

2. Suggested that the only way to solve the problem is to conduct a local referendum 
in which Pershamaisky District residents can vote and decide on the future of the 
Sevastopol Park; and 

3. Encouraged citizens to join the initiative group promoting the local referendum. 

In October 2011, the second issue of The Sevastopol Herald was prepared, printed 
and distributed. This edition focused mainly on the importance of and preparations for 
the local referendum. The newsletter encouraged local residents to join the initiative 
group, which is required by law to launch the local referendum procedure. Campaign 
coordinators engaged in active work with the population, answering phone calls, 
meeting with residents, and explaining the objectives and procedures regarding the local 

Local residents cleaning Sevastopol Park  
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referendum. Three meetings with citizens who wished to join the initiative referendum 
group, took place in the yards of the apartment houses of Pershamaisky District in 
November 2011. This was followed by a larger community meeting to announce the 
decision about the creation of the initiative group and build support for the resolution 
adopted	at	the	roundtable.	Informational	flyers	about	the	meeting	were	distributed	in	
the mail boxes of residents. The authorities were also aware of preparations for the 
meeting and attempted to stop it from happening. On November 27, police issued an 
official	 warning	 to	 the	 coordinator	 of	 campaign,	 Viktar	 Yanchurevich,	 stating	 that	
the meeting would violate the law on mass public events and that he would be held 
personally responsible. 

In spite of the pressure and threats, the meeting still took place. About 70 people 
living in the neighborhood took part, discussed the situation with the Park, and signed 
up for the initiative group of the local referendum. Ironically, the meeting took place on 
the same day in which new repressive amendments regarding mass demonstrations were 
signed by the President and came into force. Attempting to follow legal requirements 
and reduce the risk of persecution, campaign coordinators applied to the Minsk city 
and Pershamaisky district administrations for permission to organize another two 
community meetings in order to form the initiative group. Both applications were 
denied. 

In November 2011, a new problem which required a quick response emerged in 
the same neighborhood. City authorities decided to destroy a kindergarten and build 
a luxury apartment house in its place. Over the course of several days, European 
Perspective, with the help of local residents, collected 1,200 signatures for a petition 
against this construction project. As a result, the district administration was forced to 
recommend that the building company to cancel the project.   

Roundtable	on	“Sevastopol	Park:	Problem	–	2020”
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At the same time, European Perspective was preparing documentation to 
obtain	 official	 registration	 to	 legitimize	 its	 work	 with	 local	 communities	 in	Minsk.	 
In November, European Perspective submitted the documents to the Ministry of Justice. 
On December 1, 2011, the registration was denied. 

Due to its quick reaction to sudden challenges, ability to mobilize and self-organize, 
and decisive actions, European Perspective has won the recognition, trust and respect 
of local citizens. In spite of all the obstacles imposed by the authorities, 63 residents  
of the district signed up for the referendum initiative group, which is many more than 
the minimum number required by Part 7 of the Electoral Code (initiative groups for 
local referendums should consist of at least 10 people for a village; 20 for a town, district  
or a city district; and 50 people for Minsk or Minsk region). 

Next steps: In summer 2012, when the weather is warmer and people can gather outside, 
European Perspective plans to hold a meeting of the initiative group in order to formulate 
the precise question to be asked during the referendum and prepare the application for 
registering the referendum initiative group. The application will be submitted to the 
Pershamaisky district administration, which has 30 days to grant or deny registration. 
If	 registered,	 members	 of	 the	 group	 will	 receive	 official	 certificates	 and	 signature	
lists. They will have one month to collect signatures in favor of conducting a district 
referendum (at least 10 percent of the voters residing in Pershamaisky district must 
provide their signatures). The lists will then be submitted the district administration, 
which will have ten days to verify them. After the signatures are validated, the Minsk 
City Council will have 30 days to make a decision about and appoint a date for the local 
referendum.	The	announcement	should	be	published	on	the	official	websites	of	the	city	
and district administrations, as well as in the media. 

Achievements: The campaign managed to raise public awareness about the situation 
regarding Sevastopol Park, mobilize local citizens, and put pressure on the city 
authorities. 

Numerous and various actions were used to force the authorities to respond and 
take	action.	The	General	Prosecutor’s	Office	had	to	form	an	interdepartmental	group,	
which inspected the condition of the wells in the Park. Since the results of the inspection 
were contradictory, specialized state agencies were ordered to prepare detailed reports. 
The Ministry of Nature established a special working group with the participation of 
representatives of environmental NGOs. The group will be dealing with the preservation 
and problems of green areas in Minsk. 

Thanks to The Sevastopol Herald and other forms of interaction with local 
communities, more people joined the campaign and sought the assistance of European 
Perspective with other problems facing their neighborhoods, such as the lack of parking 
space, destruction of green areas due to development projects, etc. European Perspective 
has become an organization known for helping people to solve the problems of local 
communities in the capital. It has contacted and established cooperation with citizen’s 

http://ncpi.gov.by/elections/eng/legal/code.htm
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Residents	of	Minsk’s	“Ushod-2”	join	the	local	
referendum initiative group 

initiative groups from other districts in the capital. The activists are sharing experience 
and helping each other.  

The initiative group for preparing the local referendum was successfully formed. 
Many of those who joined the group had not previously participated in civic or 
political activities. The idea of using a local referendum as a mobilizing tool to enhance 
participation in decision making process is an important piece of know-how for 
Belarus. If the campaign succeeds in getting the initiative group registered, collecting 
the signatures and holding the referendum, it will set a unique precedent. 

Mistakes: Since the question of the local referendum remains pending, it is too early to 
evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	the	campaign.	The	first	test	will	be	the	registration	of	the	
initiative group. 

While campaign’s activists were successful in activating local communities, they 
overestimated the role of social networks as a mobilizing tool. One of the reasons for 
unreasonable expectations was a change in the rules for forming virtual groups in 
Vkontakte. Originally, a moderator had the right to invite anybody to join the group, 
using different geographic and demographic parameters. After the rules were changed 
in the summer 2011, a moderator was allowed to invite only his/her personal virtual 
friends or via a paid advertisement of the group. As a result, it took much longer to 
build the campaign’s group in this popular social network and mobilize local citizens 
for	action.	Therefore,	the	campaign’s	profiles	in	social	networks	were	mainly	used	as	an	
effective and urgent informational tool. 








