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1.“Thirtyyearssince Soviet collapse, why didn’tallrepublics become like Baltics? -
interview.” levaZvinakyté. LRT,2021.

2.“Democratic Changesin Centraland Eastern Europe”,1989-90. European Parlia-
ment Research Service. European Parliament, 2015.

3.“WhyBelarusis called Europe’s last dictatorship.” The Economist, 2021.

4.“Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.


https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1570815/thirty-years-since-soviet-collapse-why-didn-t-all-republics-become-like-baltics-interview
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1570815/thirty-years-since-soviet-collapse-why-didn-t-all-republics-become-like-baltics-interview
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/EPRS/EPRS_STU_538881_Democratic_change_EN.pdf
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2021/05/25/why-belarus-is-called-europes-last-dictatorship
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
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1.“UnderstandingBelarus: Belarusian Identity.” Europe-Asiastudies 55.8 (2003):
1241-1272. Grigory Loffe. Web.

2.1bid.

3.“Peopleof Belarus.” Britannica.


file:///F:/Kar/0%20TAAVANA/31%20%d8%a8%d9%84%d8%a7%d8%b1%d9%88%d8%b3%20NEA5/Britannica,%20https:/www.britannica.com/place/Belarus/People
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1.“Belarusreferendum approves proposalto renounce non-nuclear status-agen-
cies.” Reuters,2022.

2. “LukashenkaRams Through Changes To Belarusian Constitution, Extending Power,
Allowing Russian Nukes.” Radio Liberty, 2022.

3.“Belarus Governmentandsociety.” Britannica.
4.“Belarus Jails, Fines Scores After Antigovernment Protests.” Radio Liberty, 2011.

5.“Belarus-Judicial system.” Nations Encyclopedia.


https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lukashenka-constitution-nukes/31727695.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lukashenka-constitution-nukes/31727695.html
https://www.britannica.com/place/Belarus/Government-and-society
https://www.rferl.org/a/scores_fined_jailed_in_belarus_after_protests/2456365.html.
https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Europe/Belarus-JUDICIAL-SYSTEM.html
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1.“RightsWatchdog Slams Belarus’s Politically Motivated Crackdown On Lawyers.”
RadioLiberty,2021.

2.“Belarus: ‘Unprecedented level of repression’ must end, say UN rights experts.”
United Nations, 2023.

3.“Womanisfined £650 for wearing red and white socks: Pedestrian punished in Bela-
rus because herfootwear matched colours of banned opposition flag.” Chris Jewers.
MailOnline,2021.


https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lawyers-disbarment-hrw/31532418.html
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/05/1137167
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9553553/Woman-fined-650-wearing-red-white-socks-Belarus.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9553553/Woman-fined-650-wearing-red-white-socks-Belarus.html
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1.“Belarus.” Freedom House,2023.
2.“Belarus.” HumanRights Watch, Last Updated 15 December2022.
3. “Belarus.” Reporters Without Borders (RSF).

4.“Belarusaccused of ‘hijacking’ Ryanairflight diverted to arrest blogger.” The Guard-
ian,2021.

5.“Belarus: Unprecedented Crackdown.” Human Rights Watch, 2021.


https://freedomhouse.org/country/belarus
https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus
https://rsf.org/en/country/belarus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/belarus-diverts-ryanair-plane-to-arrest-blogger-says-opposition
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/belarus-unprecedented-crackdown
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1.“Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.
2.“Belarus.” Human Rights Watch, Last Updated 15 December2022.

3.“Belarus.” Freedom House, 2023.


https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus
https://freedomhouse.org/country/belarus
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.“Asof June 8, 1490 personsin Belarus are considered as political prisoners.” Viasna.

.“Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

w N =

.“Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

4.“Belarusbrings new charges against opposition leader’sjailed husband.” Reuters,
2023.

5.“Belarusopposition leader: Dozens disappeared after protests.” Jacob Barigazzi,
Politico,2020.

6. “Former Belarusian Police Officer Says He Was Involved inKilling of Lukashenko
Critics.” VOA, Lastupdated 17 December2019.

7.“Lukashenko plotted to murderdissidents, exilesin Lithuaniafeel safe.” Andrew
Rettman, LRT,2021.

8.“Belarus.” Amnesty International,2022.

9.“Belarusmustend systematicrepression, release detainees, UNHuman Rights
Chiefsays.” UNHROHC.


https://prisoners.spring96.org/en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/belarus-brings-new-charges-against-opposition-leaders-jailed-husband-2023-01-16/
https://www.politico.eu/article/belarus-opposition-leader-dozens-disappeared-after-protests
https://www.voanews.com/a/europe_former-belarusian-police-officer-says-he-was-involved-killing-lukashenko-critics/6181203.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/europe_former-belarusian-police-officer-says-he-was-involved-killing-lukashenko-critics/6181203.html
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1312092/lukashenko-plotted%20to-murder-dissidents-exiles-in-lithuania-feel-safe
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/belarus-must-end-systematic-repression-release-detainees-un-human-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/belarus-must-end-systematic-repression-release-detainees-un-human-rights
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1.“Belarus: Growing crackdown on humanrightsahead of presidential election.”
Amnesty International.


https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur49/2620/2020/en/
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1.“MORETHAN 1,000 PRISONERS INBELARUSARENOTENOUGH FORREGIME ME-
DIA.” EUvsDisinfo, Last Updated 17 February 2022.

2.1bid.


https://euvsdisinfo.eu/more-than-1000-prisoners-in-belarus-are-not-enough-for-regime-media
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/more-than-1000-prisoners-in-belarus-are-not-enough-for-regime-media
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1.“AlesBialiatski.” Britannica.

2.“Belarus: Trialagainst Nobel Peace Prize laureate Ales Bialiatskia ‘shameful pre-
tense’ of justice.” Amnesty International, 2023.

3. “Belarus: Sentencing of humanrights defendersa ‘blatantretaliation’ for their
work.” Amnesty International, 2023.

4.1bid.
5.“Tell Belarusianauthorities to free Marfa Rabkova.” Amnesty International.

6. “Belarus: Humanrights defender Nasta Loika sentenced for the fourth consecutive
time.” OMCT, World Organization Against Torture.

7.“Belarus.” Amnesty International,2022.

8.“BELARUS: HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERARBITRARILY DETAINED.” Amnesty Interna-
tional,2022.


https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ales-Bialiatski
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/01/belarus-trial-against-nobel-peace-prize-laureate-ales-bialiatski-a-shameful-pretense-of-justice/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/01/belarus-trial-against-nobel-peace-prize-laureate-ales-bialiatski-a-shameful-pretense-of-justice/
http://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/03/belarus-sentencing-of-human-rights-defenders-a-blatant-retaliation-for-their-work/
http://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/03/belarus-sentencing-of-human-rights-defenders-a-blatant-retaliation-for-their-work/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/petition/belarus-marfa-rabkova-viasna
https://www.omct.org/en/resources/urgent-interventions/belarus-human-rights-defender-nasta-loika-sentenced-for-the-fourth-consecutive-time
https://www.omct.org/en/resources/urgent-interventions/belarus-human-rights-defender-nasta-loika-sentenced-for-the-fourth-consecutive-time
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/urgent-actions/human-rights-defender-arbitrarily-detained
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1.“Belarusbringsnew charges againstopposition leader’s jailed husband.” Reuters,
2023.

2. “ProfessorYury Bandazhevsky - Prisoner of Conscience.” Amnesty International,
2021.

3.“IrynaKhalip.” Freedom Now.

4.“Belarus.” Tatsiana Ziniakova and Artyom Shraibman, Freedom House, 2023.
5.“KANSTANTSIN ZALATYKH.” Viasna.

6.“YULIYAMUDREUSKAYA.” Viasna.

7.“YURYIHLADCHUK.” Viasna.

8.“MARYIAKALESNIKAVA.” Viasna.


https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/belarus-brings-new-charges-against-opposition-leaders-jailed-husband-2023-01-16/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur49/008/2001/en
https://www.freedom-now.org/cases/iryna-khalip/
https://freedomhouse.org/country/belarus/nations-transit/2023
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en/person/kanstancin-zalatykh
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en/person/julija-Mudreuskaja
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en/person/juryi-hladczuk
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en/person/maryja-kalesnikava
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seph Golder, Newsweek, 2022.

5.“Belarus: Journalist Andrzej Poczobut sentenced to 8 yearsin prison.” International
Federation of Journalists.

6. “Belarusjails: Stories of fearand violence.” BBC, Last updated 27 May 2021.
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Following the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the declaration of
independence by the Soviet Union republics, there was a sense of
optimism regarding the establishment of democratic and liberal
states by the newly independent nations.! It was widely believed
that the principles of the rule of law, equality, and human rights
would usherin a new era of prosperity and freedom for those who
had lived under an authoritarian regime. Many of those countries
have made significant progress in achieving more democratic and
transparent governance, however there are a few countries that
have departed from thattrend.?

Belarus, which is often referred to as Europe’s last dictator-
ship,3isan exceptionto the optimistic projectionsforademocratic
transition. The country has experienced significant political ine-
quality, suppression of political and civil activists, and gross viola-
tionsof humanrightsundertheleadership of Alexander Lukashen-
ko, a self-proclaimed authoritarian leader*. There are important

1.“Thirtyyearssince Soviet collapse, why didn’tallrepublics become like Baltics? -
interview.” levaZvinakyté. LRT,2021.

2.«DemocraticChangesin Centraland Eastern Europen, 1989-90, European Parlia-
ment Research Service, European Parliament, 2015.

3.«WhyBelarusiscalled Europe’s last dictatorship.n The Economist, 2021.

4. (Belarus.n Amnesty International, 2022.


https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1570815/thirty-years-since-soviet-collapse-why-didn-t-all-republics-become-like-baltics-interview
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1570815/thirty-years-since-soviet-collapse-why-didn-t-all-republics-become-like-baltics-interview
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/EPRS/EPRS_STU_538881_Democratic_change_EN.pdf
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2021/05/25/why-belarus-is-called-europes-last-dictatorship
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus

lessons to be learned from the Belarus case that can be applied to
other countries that are experiencing authoritarian regimes and
politicalimprisonment, in particularIran. Iran’s Islamic revolution
occurred afterits leaders promised its citizens that after the over-
throw ofthe monarchy the country would be governed on the basis
of freedom, justice, and equality. However, as in Belarus, the new-
ly imposed rulersin Iran pushed the nation into a state of tyranny,
with thousands of citizens arrested for political reasons.

Throughout this case study, numerous reports and real-life ex-
amples of these practices are examined, focusing on the situation
of political prisoners in Belarus, in order to gain valuable insights
into possible approaches to mitigate political imprisonment and
to contribute to the discourse regarding human rights and advo-
cateforchangein Belarusand elsewhere.

Belarus Government and the Judicial System
Belarus, a former member of the Soviet Union, has been significant-
ly shaped by Sovietization policies and the legacy of World War II.
These policies, implemented by leaders like Joseph Stalin and Niki-
ta Khrushchev, involved the appointment of Russian officials and
the imposition of Soviet cultural dominance. The war witnessed the
emergence of various partisan movements, including Jewish, Polish,
and Soviet partisans, who played avitalroleinresisting German occu-
pation and influenced the formation of Belarusian national identity.*
Following the war, many former partisans held positions in the Bela-
rusian government.?

In the early 1990s, Belarus embarked on a path toward auton-
omy, issuing the Declaration of State Sovereignty. However, the
country implemented policies reminiscent of the Soviet era, with

1.“Understanding Belarus: Belarusian Identity.” Europe-Asia studies 55.8 (2003):
1241-1272. Grigory Loffe, Web.

2. Ibid.
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extensive governmentcontrolovertheeconomy, asindustriesand
agriculture largely remain under state ownership.*

Belarus was originally intended to be a presidential republic
with a separation of powers, as outlined in its western-influenced
1994 constitution. However, the constitution has undergone sev-
eral amendments, concentrating power in the hands of the presi-
dent. 2 The constitutional amendments faced international scru-
tiny due to concerns about the lack of independent oversight and
transparency.3Thejudiciary systeminBelarusincludesaSupreme
Court, lowercourts, the Supreme Economic Court, lowereconomic
courts,and the Constitutional Court. The government’s autocratic
nature and concentration of power haveresultedin adisregard for
principles like separation of powers and an independent judiciary.
The government also monitors internet users and uses facial rec-
ognitiontechnologiesto gatherevidence.*®

Pro-democracy movements and protests face severe penal-
tiesandrepressionfromtheregime. Governmentforces, including
plainclothes agents, have suppressed protests, resulting in vio-
lence, arrests, and lengthy prison terms for participants. in 2011
protests, plainclothes agents violently attacked peaceful student
protests. Several students were expelled, arrested, and sentenced
to lengthy prison terms, forcing some to flee to neighboring coun-
tries.®Thejudicial systemin Belarus exhibits an exceptionally high
conviction rate, with trumped-up charges and absurd pretexts

1.“PeopleofBelarus.” Britannica.

2. “Belarusreferendum approves proposal to renounce non-nuclear status-agen-
cies.” Reuters,2022.

3. “LukashenkaRams Through Changes To Belarusian Constitution, Extending Power,
Allowing Russian Nukes.” Radio Liberty, 2022.

4. “Belarus Governmentandsociety.” Britannica.
5. uBelarus-Judicial system.y Nations Encyclopedia.

6. “Belarus Jails, Fines Scores After Antigovernment Protests.” Radio Liberty, 2011.


file:///F:/Kar/0%20TAAVANA/31%20%d8%a8%d9%84%d8%a7%d8%b1%d9%88%d8%b3%20NEA5/Britannica,%20https:/www.britannica.com/place/Belarus/People
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/launchpad-russias-assault-ukraine-belarus-holds-referendum-renounce-non-nuclear-2022-02-27/
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lukashenka-constitution-nukes/31727695.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lukashenka-constitution-nukes/31727695.html
https://www.britannica.com/place/Belarus/Government-and-society
https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Europe/Belarus-JUDICIAL-SYSTEM.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/scores_fined_jailed_in_belarus_after_protests/2456365.html.

used to prosecute individuals engaged in journalism, civil activ-
ism, oreven sharing jokes and emojis on social media.*

Government harassment extends beyond detentions and un-
fair trials. The Ministry of Justice has disbarred lawyers defending
civil activists, and the government plans to prosecute political ac-
tivists living in exile. Oppositions and activists who criticize or op-
pose the state’s policies and decisions face intimidation through
various means.? The Ministry of Justice disbarred several lawyers
and advocates who defended civil activists in 2020.3 The judicial
system has an exceptionally high conviction rate* and has been
described as a Stalinist system.> People may be prosecuted for
trumped up charges oractivities or unusual criminal charges, such
aswearing white socks with ared stripe ordancing.®

1. «Belarus: <Unprecedented level of repression> mustend, say UN rights experts.y
United Nations, 2023.

2. «Belarus Governmentand society.y Britannica.

3. “RightsWatchdog Slams Belarus’s Politically Motivated Crackdown On Lawyers.”
Radio Liberty,2021.

4. «ThecrimerateinBelarusincreasesforthe secondyearrunning.n Belarus Security
Blog,2021.

5. “Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

6. “Womanisfined £650 forwearingred and white socks: Pedestrian punishedin Bela-
rus because herfootwear matched colours of banned opposition flag.” Chris Jewers,
Mail Online, 2021.


https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/05/1137167
https://www.britannica.com/place/Belarus/Government-and-society
https://www.rferl.org/a/belarus-lawyers-disbarment-hrw/31532418.html
https://bsblog.info/the-crime-rate-in-belarus-increases-for-the-second-year-running/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9553553/Woman-fined-650-wearing-red-white-socks-Belarus.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9553553/Woman-fined-650-wearing-red-white-socks-Belarus.html
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Alexander Lukashenko, the President of Belarus since 1994, alongside
Vladimir Putin, the President of Russia, and Hassan Rouhani, the former
President of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Alexander Lukashenko assumed the presidency of Belarus on July
10, 1994. Initially, his tenure was limited by the constitution, but
an amendment in November 1996 removed these limitations, al-
lowing him to run for the presidency without any time restrictions.
This amendment also granted the president significant authority
overthe National Assembly. Subsequent legislative elections were
dominated by pro-Lukashenko candidates, but international ob-
servers criticized these elections for failing to meet democratic
standards . Belarus, under Lukashenko’s centralized control over
politics and the economy, became known as the last dictatorship
in Europe.

Freedom and Human Rightsin Belarus
Belarus consistently ranks poorly in terms of freedom, democra-
¢y, and human rights. International organizations such as Free-



dom House,! Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch,? and
Reporters Without Borders® categorize the country as “not free.”
The government severely restricts press freedom and freedom of
expression, targeting journalists, critics, and citizens who express
dissenting political beliefs. Media activists and independent news
sitesareparticularlyvulnerable to governmentattacks. In May 2021,
for example, a popular news site called tut.by was blocked,* and
its journalists were detained. The 2020 protests against President
Lukashenko’s re-election resulted in a coercive crackdown,’ with
extensive human rights violations, including fatalities caused by
the abusive use of force. The freedom of association has also been
attacked, with arbitrary arrests and detentions of various groups,
including non-governmental organizations, media outlets, and
ethnic and religious groups,® especially after Russia’s conflict in
Ukraine.” Belarusian authorities have labeled citizens as terrorists
and extremists, leading to the closure of civil society organizations
and media outlets. There have been reports of disappearances of
opposition leaders and journalists, as well as plans to assassinate
dissidentsabroad. The country has a history of arbitrary arrests, tor-
ture andill-treatment of political prisoners,® with instances of harsh
conditions, denial of rights, and mental torture. The Belarusian gov-
ernment rarely accepts responsibility for these actions and often
deniesill-treatment, accusing victims of lying and conspiracy.

. “Belarus.” Freedom House, 2023.
. “Belarus.” Human Rights Watch, Last Updated 15 December 2022.
. “Belarus.” Reporters Without Borders (RSF).

. “Belarusaccused of ‘hijacking’ Ryanairflight diverted to arrestblogger.” The
uardian,2021.

. “Belarus: Unprecedented Crackdown.” Human Rights Watch, 2021.
. “Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.
. “Belarus.” Human Rights Watch, Last Updated 15 December 2022.
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. “Belarus.” Freedom House, 2023.


https://freedomhouse.org/country/belarus
https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus
https://rsf.org/en/country/belarus
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/23/belarus-diverts-ryanair-plane-to-arrest-blogger-says-opposition
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/belarus-unprecedented-crackdown
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus
https://freedomhouse.org/country/belarus
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Minsk, Belarus - August 23,2020: Peaceful protests on Niezalieznasci streetin
Minsk about the latest Belarus election result.

In recent years thousands of citizens, especially critics of Belaru-
sian involvementin the Ukraine conflict, have faced prosecution,*
including bloggers, members of presidential campaigns, and
protesters.2 According to Amnesty International, at least 250 civil
society organizations and media outlets have been labelled as ex-
tremist by the regime have been shut down.? As an individual, the
country president Lukashenko and other officials have displayed
oppressive and inhumane rhetoric towards political activists and
oppositionfigures, referring tothem as “opposition scum”.*

. “Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

.“Asof June8,1490 personsin Belarus are considered as political prisoners.” Viasna.

1

2

3. “Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

121. “Belarusbrings new charges against opposition leader’sjailed husband.” Reuters,


https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://prisoners.spring96.org/en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/belarus-brings-new-charges-against-opposition-leaders-jailed-husband-2023-01-16/

There have also been reported cases of disappearances! and
abductions?including kidnapping dissidents abroad? by the Bela-
rusian government. Experts from the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights have documented hundreds of instances of torture
and sexual abuse againstincarcerated protesters. Mental torture,
such as threats of rape, has also been reported.*,’ Belarusian gov-
ernment officials rarely accept responsibility for these actions and
accuse victims of lying and conspiracy, often in an effort to justify
theviolencethey have endured.

Belarussharessignificantsimilarities with otherundemocratic
regimes, such as the Islamic Republicin Iran, in terms of violating
citizens’ rights. Both regimes exhibit an unbalanced power distri-
bution within their structures, granting the ruling group consid-
erable authority to manipulate and intimidate political and civil
activists. Themethodsandtechniquesemployed by theseregimes
also bear striking resemblance. Consequently, examining the ex-
periences of political prisoners and human rights advocates in Be-
larus can provide valuable insights and lessons for advocates and
activistsinlran.

1. “Belarusopposition leader: Dozens disappeared after protests.” Jacob Barigazzi,
Politico, 2020.

2.“Former Belarusian Police Officer Says He Was Involved in Killing of Lukashenko
Critics.” VOA, Last updated 17 December2019.

3. “Lukashenko plotted to murder dissidents, exilesin Lithuaniafeel safe.” Andrew
Rettman, LRT, 2021.

4. “Belarus.” Amnesty International, 2022.

5. “Belarusmustend systematicrepression, release detainees, UN HumanRights
Chiefsays.” UNHROHC.


https://www.politico.eu/article/belarus-opposition-leader-dozens-disappeared-after-protests
https://www.voanews.com/a/europe_former-belarusian-police-officer-says-he-was-involved-killing-lukashenko-critics/6181203.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/europe_former-belarusian-police-officer-says-he-was-involved-killing-lukashenko-critics/6181203.html
https://www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/1312092/lukashenko-plotted%20to-murder-dissidents-exiles-in-lithuania-feel-safe
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/europe-and-central-asia/belarus/report-belarus
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/belarus-must-end-systematic-repression-release-detainees-un-human-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/03/belarus-must-end-systematic-repression-release-detainees-un-human-rights
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Violent crackdown led to hundreds behind barsin 2020, Photo: AP

Political Prisoners

During the 2020 Belarusian presidential election and the subse-
guent protests, the number of political prisoners recognized by
Human Rights Centre Viasna increased dramatically and reached
tomorethan 1,000 citizens.!Inrecentyears, Belarus hasseen asig-
nificant number of its citizens detained on politically motivated
charges, resulting in at least 1446 prisoners arrested for political
reasonsin 2022, including more than 160 women. While in deten-
tion, these individuals are subjected to various forms of ill-treat-
ment and abuse. Belarusian government officials have effective-
ly banned the operation of all legal human rights organizations
within the country, by means such as judicial prosecution, and in-
timidation tactics such as constant monitoring of their activities,

1. “Belarus: Growing crackdown on humanrights ahead of presidential election.”
Amnesty International.


https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur49/2620/2020/en/

further exacerbating the lack of oversight and accountability for
these prisoners.

These individuals were arrested and incarcerated on charg-
es such as extremism, terrorism, insulting officials,* discrediting
state institutions and symbols, and violating public order, which
arecommonly used by states with political prisonerissues, such as
Iran.2Several notable casesshed light on thesituation faced by po-
litical prisonersin Belarus under President Lukashenko’s regime.

Ales Bialiatski behind bars, Photo: AP

1.“MORETHAN 1,000 PRISONERS INBELARUSARENOTENOUGH FORREGIME ME-
DIA.” EUvs Disinfo, Last Updated 17 February 2022.

2. Ibid.


https://euvsdisinfo.eu/more-than-1000-prisoners-in-belarus-are-not-enough-for-regime-media
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/more-than-1000-prisoners-in-belarus-are-not-enough-for-regime-media
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* Ales Bialiatski is a prominent example of a Belarusian politi-
cal prisoner. ANobel Peace Prize laureate and pro-democracy
activist, he co-founded the Viasna humanrights center.1lInre-
sponse to his activism, Bialiatski, along with his fellow human
rights defenders, was subjected to a retaliatory trial, resulting
in histen-yearimprisonment.2 Valiantsin Stefanovich, deputy
chair of Viasna and vice president of the International Feder-
ation of Human Rights, received a nine-year sentence, while
Viasna’s lawyer Uladzimir Labkovich received a seven-year
sentence.3 Bialiatski’s resilience and his ability to stay in-
formed abouttheeventsinthe countryaswellasinternational
attention helped hisenduranceduringhistimein prison, made
itpossibleto continuehisactivitieswhileincarcerated. Human
rights defenders Marfa Rabkova and Andrei Chapyuk, along
with eight co-defendants, were sentenced to lengthy prison
termsin 2022 for fabricated criminal offences4. Following the
disputed presidential election in August 2020, they were arbi-
trarily detained for documenting human rights violations.5

* Nastaloika,ahumanrightsactivistand educator,wascharged
with organizing unlawful activities and incarcerated pending
trial in 2021.5 There have been concerns raised regarding her
well-being, with reports suggesting that she may have been

1. “AlesBialiatski.” Britannica.

2. “Belarus: Trialagainst Nobel Peace Prize laureate Ales Bialiatskia ‘shameful pre-
tense’ of justice.” Amnesty International, 2023.

3.“Belarus: Sentencing of humanrights defendersa‘blatant retaliation’ for their
work.” Amnesty International, 2023.
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5. “TellBelarusianauthorities to free Marfa Rabkova.” Amnesty International.
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time.” OMCT, World Organization Against Torture.
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tortured.},? She was again arrested in 2022.3 Nasta Loika is a
partner of Amnesty International in Belarus and human rights
educator.

*  Well-known blogger Syarhei Tsikhanouski, husband of oppo-
sition leader Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, well-known blogger
Syarhei Tsikhanouski, was arbitrarily detained in 2020 and
sentenced to 18 years in prison on trumped-up charges. He
was accused of new chargesin2023.*

*  ProfessorYury Bandazhevskywasimprisoned oncharges of brib-
ery, though Amnesty International believes his conviction was
the result of his criticism about the government policies regard-
ingthe Chernobyl contamination problem.®

e In 2010, journalists Iryna Khalip, Natalya Radina, and Pavel
Sheremet were arrested for their journalistic work during the
post-election crackdown. Khalip, a journalistand editor at No-
vaya Gazeta, was sentenced to two yearsin prison.®

« Journalists Katsyaryna Andreeva and Darya Chultsova were
sentenced to eightyearsin prisonin 2021 on bogus “state trea-
son” charges, with their trials widely believed to be politically
motivated.” Further arrests of journalists and media activists
happened in 2022 including Kanstantsin Zalatykh,® Yuliya

1.uBelarus.n Amnesty International, 2022.

2. uBelarus: Furtherinformation: Human rights defenderfaces criminal charges:
Nasta Loika.n Amnesty International, 2023.

3. “BELARUS: HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERARBITRARILY DETAINED.” Amnesty Inter-
national,2022.

4. “Belarusbrings new chargesagainstopposition leader’sjailed husband.” Reuters,
2023.

5. “ProfessorYury Bandazhevsky - Prisoner of Conscience.” Amnesty International,
2021.

6. «lrynaKhalip.n Freedom Now.
7.“Belarus.” Tatsiana Ziniakova and Artyom Shraibman, Freedom House, 2023.
8. “KANSTANTSIN ZALATYKH.” Viasna.
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Mudreuskaya,! and Yuryi Hladchuk,? who faced charges rang-
ingfrominciting hatred toviolating public order.

Member of the Coordination Council, Maryia Kalesnikava, was
kidnapped and imprisoned in 2020. She faces a 11-year pris-
on sentence.? Founding member of the Coordination Council,
Maxim Znak, was sentenced to ten yearsin prison, while exiled
members, including Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, face numer-
ouschargesin absentia.

In September 2020, Ksenia Lutskina, who was arrested after
pro-democracy protestsin 2020, was sentenced to eight years
inprison. She was charged with “conspiracyto seize state pow-
er”.*

On May 23, 2021, President Lukashenko personally ordered
the forced landing of Ryanair Flight 4978, which was carrying
opposition journalist Roman Protasevich.> The Belarusian
authorities arrested Protasevich due to his involvementin an-
ti-government protests.®
DanutaPeradnyawasimprisonedforsixandahalfyearsin July
2022. The offense she committed was reposting a message
critical of President Lukashenko’s rolein the warin Ukraine.”
Andrzej Poczobut, a respected Belarusian-Polish journalist,
was sentenced to eight yearsin prison on false charges on Feb-
ruary 8. Poczobut was targeted for covering election-related

1.“YULIYAMUDREUSKAYA.” Viasna.
2.“YURYIHLADCHUK.” Viasna.
3.“MARYIAKALESNIKAVA.” Viasna.
4. “KSENIYALUTSKINA.” Viasna.

5. “Belarusaccused of ‘hijacking’ Ryanairflight diverted to arrest blogger.” The
Guardian,2021.

6. “Belarus pardonsdissident blogger Roman Protasevich, state mediasays.” Eurone-
ws,2023

7. “Belarus Sentences Young Woman to Prison for Opposing Ukraine Invasion.” Jo-
seph Golder, Newsweek, 2022.
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protests, advocating for peaceful dissent, and advocating for
therightsofthe Polishminorityin Belarusas partof hisjournal-
isticduties.!

Prisons and detention centers in Belarus provide severe and deplor-
able conditions for political prisoners. The Okrestino pre-trial deten-
tion centerin Minsk has along history of housing civil rights and polit-
icalactivists. There have been numerousinstances of prisoners being
physically beaten, injured, and even sexually abused at Okrestino.
Duringthe post-protest period in August 2020, many individuals were
arrested andimprisoned inthat notoriousfacility.?

Okrestino detention centerin Minsk, Photo: svoboda.org

According to Viasna, over 40 prisons and detention centers
throughout Belarus are holding hundreds of political prisoners, in-
cludingin Minsk, Brest, Zodzina,and Homiel. Reportsindicate that

1.“Belarus: JournalistAndrzej Poczobut sentenced to 8 yearsin prison.” Internation-
al Federation of Journalists.

2. “Belarusjails: Stories of fearand violence.” BBC, Last updated 27 May 2021.
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Belarusian prisoners are exposed to various forms of harassment
and danger, including the risk of sexual violence, which start upon
entering the facility. Prisoners are subjected to various forms of
humiliation and dehumanization. Yan Auseyushkin, for example,
described entering a Belarusian prison while squatting before be-
ing placed inacramped cell with 16 other prisoners through along
tunnel.?

As demonstrated by these examples, political prisoners in
Belarus face grave hardships, including imprisonment, mistreat-
ment, and unjust legal proceedings. A climate of fear and suppres-
sion of dissent is fostered by the lack of accountability, the denial
of humanrights organizations, and the arbitrary use of charges. As
many human rights advocates and organizations have frequently
pointed out,in orderto addresstheseviolationsand ensure the re-
lease and protection of political prisoners in Belarus, urgent inter-
national attention and efforts arerequired.

The activities of Belarusian political prisoners and the resil-
ience techniques they employ can serve as clear examples for oth-
er advocates of freedom and democracy around the world. One of
their strategies is to inform international pro-democracy and hu-
man rights defenders of the situation and use their assistance. In
recent years, international organizations, states, and individuals
have been concerned about the issue of political prisonersin Bela-
rusand the overall state of humanrightsin the country. Reports by
Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, the Office ofthe Unit-
ed Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), and
Reporters Without Borders have highlighted violations of human
rights, including torture, ill-treatment, and repression of political
activistsin Belarus. Forits violent crackdown on peaceful protest-
ers and allegations of electoral fraud, the United States, Canada,
the United Kingdom, the European Union, Norway, and Japan

1.1bid.



have all condemned Belarus and imposed sanctions. Belarus has
alsobeen removed from the Council of Europe’s list of observers.

Through organized activities, Belarusian activists have also
employed a major strategy that can serve as an example. This is
the act of uniting and supporting one another and other citizens
againsttheregime’s unjust practices. Founded in 1996, Viasna is a
prominent human rights advocacy organization that works to pro-
tectand promote humanrightsin Belarus. The organization metic-
ulouslydocumentshumanrightsabuses, provideslegal assistance
to victims, and raises public awareness about human rights issues
on a national and international level. Viasna focuses on a number
ofissues, including freedom of expression, assembly, association,
and the prevention of torture and ill-treatment. Viasna remains
committed to shedding light on the situation in Belarus and striv-
ing for a more just and inclusive society despite facing challenges
and pressure from the Belarusian authorities.?

In response to supports, condemnation, requests, and pro-
tests, the Belarusian government has generally denied or coun-
ter-accused. A few sporadic releases of political prisoners before
presidential elections may give the impression that things are
changing, but such actions have remained rare and inconsistent,
indicatingthat the regime’s overall attitude towards humanrights
and civil activities has notchanged.?

Former political prisoners have also reported that they were
denied medical care and subjected to constant exposure to bright
lightsand propagandaspeeches by Lukashenko?®. Tragically, there
have also been cases of unexplained deaths in these facilities. One
such example is the case of political and ecological activist Vitold

1.“HumanRights CenterViasna.” OMCT, World Organization Against Torture.
2. “Belarusinthe21stcentury.” Britannica.

3. “GlaringLights, Lukashenka Speeches: Former Belarusian Political Prisoners De-
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Ashurak, who died under mysterious circumstances.! in May 2021
while serving in a penal colony in the town of Shklou. Typical of
its behavior, Lukashenko’s government denies all accusations of
abuseandwrongdoing.?

Lessons the experiences of political imprisonment in Be-
larus

The examination of political prisonersin Belarus reveals a mul-
tifaceted set of factors that contribute to the curtailment of free-
dom and civil activities. Similar to other authoritarian regimes,
Belarus has experienced manipulation and deviation fromitsonce
ostensibly democratic constitution. This pattern of centralized
controlis notexclusive to Belarus, asevidentinthelranian regime,
which was initially framed as a democratic state with independ-
ent government branches and rotational leadership. However,
through the cultivation of a ruling cult, both state institutions and
public sentiment have been manipulated to maintain a firm grip
on power, effectively stiflingany alternative voices. Consequently,
the emergence of political prisoners in such regimes is an unsur-
prising consequence when individuals begin to demand substan-
tive changesin leadership but are met with non-democratic meas-
ures.

A significant lesson derived from the Belarusian case is the
importance of an empowered international community and hu-
man rights advocates in free nations. However, these efforts must
evolve and become more effective in order to counter the expand-
ingreach of unlawfulactivities by authoritarian regimes, by which,
forexample, theyfeelsafetoforceaninternationalflighttoland so
they can apprehend an opposition leader. Supporting independ-
ent and unrestricted media is also imperative, given the gradual

1.“OntheSentencingof Political Prisonersin Belarus.” US Embassy in Belarus.

2. “Belarusjails: Stories of fearand violence.” BBC, Last updated 27 May 2021.
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suppression of media activities and journalism in these regimes.
Multiple examples provided by this case study prove that a secure
way of international and national communication is one of the
mostimportanttoolsforcivil activists. Furthermore, international
observers must remain vigilant and not be deceived by superficial
displays of freedom under such regimes. Both Iran and Belarus,
for instance, occasionally release some incarcerated citizens or
activists under the guise of issuing pardons. However, it becomes
apparent that these actions serve to deceive observers or feign
changesinregimebehavior, particularly before elections.
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