Action on Belarus!

Conference hosted by Norwegian PEN, Human Rights House Foundation and Norwegian Helsinki Committee. Oslo, March 22, 2012

Welcome by William Nygaard, Norwegian PEN board member

Last year a delegation of Danish and Norwegian PEN was stopped on the boarder to Belarus, and denied visa. This is a small incident, but it gives a larger picture of what is wrong in Belarus, and it inspired us to start a larger 'Action on Belarus'.

We need to ask the larger questions about what the truth in Belarus is, and what attitude Norway should have towards Belarus. Does our relationship with Russia undermine a distinct and harsh policy? 

With this action we want to raise awareness in Norway about what is happening in Belarus. We want The Norwegian policy towards Belarus to be clearer. And most important we want to help Belarusian civil society in its work against the regime.

Part 1: Understanding Belarus

Moderator: Per Anders Todal

Torbjørn Jagland, Secretary General, Council of Europe.

Belarus is the only country in Europe that is not a member of the Council of Europe. Belarus belongs to Europe geographically, and it should also do so politically.

Lukashenka is a classic dictator. And a dictators first thought will always be to survive. It is important to remember that Lukashenka never will reform himself out of power. Changes in Belarus will have to come from the civil society.

Belarus is a country with strong attachments to the eastern part of Europe and Russia in especial. This is because of the country’s historical attachments to Russia and the Soviet Union. Also because of the language, there is a Belarusian language, but most people in Belarus use Russian as main language. Belarus and Russia have the same church, and the church stands very strongly in Belarus. Lukashenka is playing on the differences between the east and the west, and he uses these differences in a geopolitical game.

Because of Belarusias strong attachments to Russia it is important to get Russia on board on a united international strategy in our approach to Belarus.

Lately the Belarusian relationship with Russia has not been that strong, and Lukashenka says he is 'looking for happiness in other parts of the world'. This means he is trying to build up relations with Venezuela and Iran. But Belarus will not be able to leave Russia completely as they are economically depending on Russia. Belarus is heavenly depending on Russian gas, 48% of Belarusian export goes to Russia. And Belarusian industry depends on Russian raw material.

The European community has tried different kinds of strategies towards Belarus. The Council of Europe tried an engagement policy that goes back to 1992. A part of this strategy was offering a guest status membership. This offer was withdrawn in 1996 as the Council of Europe cannot have any formal relation with a country that exercises the death penalty. The engagement policy is now over, and the remaining policy of the Council of Europe is to take steps to re-inform contact with the civil society. For instance the Council of Europe has participated in opening a school of political studies. This school was not allowed to register in Belarus and is therefore registered in Kiev. The Council of Europe has also established a platform of support of independent media.

Torbjørn Jagland closes his speech arguing why he does not believe in economic sanctions alone, because this will only lead to negative consequences for the population in Belarus. But that EU now has isolated Belarus as much as possible is a necessity.

Facts on the ground - Four voices from Belarus.

Adam Globus, writer.

Globus is concerned about terrorism in Belarus after the explosion on the metro last year. In this terror attack 15 people was killed, and over 100 got injured. What has happened after this is that the Belarusian peoples attitude towards death penalty has changed. The whole nation was against the execution of those accused for this terror attack. Globus has a final appeal to the participants of the conference to talk about these executions, and to make them known in Europe.

Tatiana Reviaka, Human Rights Centre Viasna

The founder of Viasna, Ales Bialiatski, is in prison accused of tax evasion. This is the first time in Belarus that a human right activist is a political prisoner. All together the number of political prisoners in Belarus is 15, and one year ago there were over 50. The release of 25 of these prisoners happened because of a proactive position from the European community who claimed that it is not possible to have an economic dialogue with a country who holds political prisoners. Tomorrow in Brussels an issue of economic sanctions against Belarus will be heard. 

Reviaka sees symptoms of the situation in Belarus not approving, but getting worse. The latest sign of this is that politicians, activists and journalists are no longer allowed to leave the country. This occurred ten days ago, and no reasons are given.

When Ales Bialiatski was imprisoned it was because Viasna is not a legally registered organization and the bank account was shut down. The organization had to open a private bank account. The authorities found a possibility to sentence some of the members of the organization. Reviaka makes a clear point that no one should believe in the formal accusation, and that this was a situation they were forced into.

Natalie Radzina, Journalist 'Charter 97'.

Radzina speaks about freedom of speech, and says there is no freedom of speech in Belarus at all. All freedoms have been methodically removed. In the beginning with black spaces in newspapers, the censorship cut out unwanted material. State TV and radio became a voice of the dictatorship, and the access to TV and radio stations was closed for the opposition. Then started the killing of journalists who conducted independent investigation. Radzina talks about the recent killing of tree journalists. The last victim Olig Bebebin, the founder of Charter 97, was found hanged just one week before the presidential election in 2010.

The remaining independent press in Belarus is permanently under treat of being closed. Mass media broadcasting from abroad cannot reach the majority of the population because the authorities hinder them on a technical level. Internet is the safest and most effective way of delivering information, and it is developing. The example of 'Charter 97', who at this point have over 120.000 visitors every day, shows a dynamically development. But also the authorities understand this, and they are intensifying their internet attacks. One year before the presidential election 'Charter 97' met with five searchers who confiscated 25 computers. Radzina was put to jail on the charge of organizing protests. After 6 weeks in the KGB prison she was forced to flee the country. 

Yury Zisser, owner of the Belarusian online resource  HYPERLINK "http://www.tut.by/"www.tut.by
Zisser starts with pointing out that he is not a political person, he is a businessman. He runs the web site tut.by where they have the policy of deliver information without giving marks about what to publish. 

In Belarus 51% of the population uses the internet. This is more than Russia and Ukraine, but less than Lithuania, Latvia and Poland. On the ranking list of the 50 most visited websites in Belarus 20 sites are local, and 9 of these are media pages. The most visited is tut.by that is on 5th place, interfax is on 21th place, komsomol pravda is on 36th place, charter 97 on 38th place and naviny.by on 39th.

In Brussels tomorrow it will be decided if the EU are going to have economic sanctions towards targeted people in Belarus. 7 of the most active businessmen are considered as target of these sanctions. According to Zisser there is no evidence that these men support the regime, or that the regime supports them. 

International challenges - Europe

Andres Herkel, Special Rapporteur on Belarus, Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly

Herkel has been special rapporteur on Belarus since 2011, and was recently re-elected to this position. Still, the last time he visited Belarus was in 2006, due to the difficulties on getting permission. Herkel refers to a rapport made on Belarus in January 2012. This rapport is composed of two parts, the resolution and the recommendation. The recommendation is an appeal to the committee of ministers in the Council of Europe, something that gives this rapport a stronger political weight.

In the recommendation the assembly urges the committee of ministers to call on Council of Europe states to be a part of the EU regime of targeted sanctions until the release and full rehabilitation of all political prisoners. The resolution also calls on EU to maintain and consider strengthening the regime of targeted sanctions specially against state owned enterprises connected with president Lukashenka and other senior officials who continue to repress the Belarusian people,  until release and full rehabilitation of all political prisoners. And the end of harassment of the political opposition, independent media and human right defenders.

These parts of the rapport are the strongest and most controversial parts of the document. The rapport also repeated traditional positive ideas like developing channels of communication with the civil society and work with scholar programs and universities.

This recommendation was adopted by most members of the Council. The Russian federation, Armenia and some other countries in the Council of Europe were negative to the rapport, and especially the part about possible economic sanctions.

Activities involving high level contact with Belarusian authorities are still on hold, and the suspension of the special guest status of the parliament to Belarus will be maintained until they stop having death penalty, there must be some progress in terms of respect for democratic values, and there must be free and fair elections.

Personally Herkel believes that the question about death penalty is weighted too much, but he also cites the recent execution of the two charged with the terror in the metro last year as a wrong.

Herkel says Lukashenka is now weaker than ever. He is in urgent need of loans. He has received some loans from Eurasian Union and also probably from China. But a loan from the EU is always attached with prerequisites.

International challenges – the Nordic Countries

Dagfinn Høybråten, MP – Christian Democratic Party, Nordic Council of Ministries

Dagfinn Høybråten was head of Norwegian delegation to Nordic Council from 2009-2010. The Nordic countries cooperated a lot with the Baltic countries and were a part of their way to democracy after the fall of the Berlin wall. Built on these experiences the Nordic countries had a vision that they, together with the Baltic countries, could play an important role to support democratic development in Belarus. Therefore the Nordic Council took the initiative in 2007 to start a dialogue with the leaders of the opposition parties in Belarus and also representatives from the regime. They continued with these conferences 3-4 years. The topics of these conferences were human rights, democracy, the parliaments function etc. This came to an end in December 2010 because the president put all the leaders of the opposition parties in jail.  The hope that Lukashenka’s regime was softening up then disappeared.

Questions from the floor.

If someone in the panel could comment on the Russian election, and the relationship between Belarus and Russia.

Radzina: Lukashenka’s regime has always been supported by Russia. By loan and cheap energy. Per today we see the relationship is worsening, but this gives no reason for optimism as Russia wants to buy Belarusian enterprises cheap. The goal for Russia is not free elections or democracy in Belarus. Belarus is a strategic aim for Russia, and unfortunately it is not a strategic aim either for Europe, or for the US. 

Reviaka: During last year, after the events of 19th of December 2010. We have experienced a lack of dialogue between Belarus and the European community. Belarus was this way pushed towards Russia. Not only in the economical point of view, but also political. A new customs union has been established between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. This union implies that if EU makes sanctions we will see a reaction from Customs Union. Belarusian relationship with post-soviet states are growing stronger.

To Adam Globus: What can the international organizations do to help writers and journalists?

Globus: I believe all organizations in Belarus are controlled by authorities. Therefore you should support writers individually.

To Yuri Zisser: How much do you pay to the KGB police to be able to be a businessman?
Zisser: I pay nothing. To keep being a businessman in Belarus you have to keep some censorship, and some limitation, we cannot write in the same tone as 'charter 97'. There are no events we don't write about, but we don’t evaluate the events we write about. 

To Dagfinn Høybråten: What kind of sanctions did you have in mind when you said that sanctions are an important way of influence?
Høybråten: Most important with sanctions is that they are clear and consistent over time. I believe some of the problems who led up to the setback in 2010 was unclear communication. Not only economic sanctions, but also political sanctions. Individual sanctions against leadership.

Jagland: I very much support the EU strategy with targeted sanctions against people in the regime. Wider sanctions will put the burden on the neighboring countries. Sanctions should be very targeted, and we should also remember to think about what will happened afterwards, after the end of this regime. 

To Globus: How can we support individual writers, we are used to work with organizations?

Globus: Work with individuals that you know yourselves and whom you trust. I don’t see any other way out.

To Reviaka and Zisser: Last year we saw the burden of the lawyers who defended the opposition. Many of these lost their jobs and licenses. Tatiana: how can we help? Zisser: does the Belarusian business society know that they can’t get help from independent lawyers?
Reviaka: Some of them have regained their licenses. We offer them positions in human rights organizations. We also apply to international lawyers associations to help these people.

Zisser: This is not a problem for businessmen, it is a politically problem.

Part 2: Solutions.

Moderator: Per Dalgård

Looking at the different angels

From the Norwegian government: Torgeir Larsen, Deputy Minister, ministry of foreign affairs

Belarus represents one of the biggest political challenges of today’s Europe. This is referred to as the last dictatorship in Europe, and nothing seems to change. On the contrary, Belarus seems to enter to more isolation. 

Norway has no close relationship with Belarus. Norway has supported the EU strategy of sanctions of individuals. Norway also very strongly condemns the use of death penalty. Norway has a clear policy on what we do not accept, but lack the tools to engage for progress. Norway has increased the support to civil society organizations inside and outside Belarus. And we will continue to support these organizations.

Larsen admits that it is hard to find ways of engaging closer. He does not have a clear answer to what should be done. It is important to support agents of change present in Belarus and around, mainly civil society and NGOs. We can also work internationally through the UN and the OESCE where Belarus is a member.

Larsen puts Russia as a key factor in dealing with Belarus, he claims that Russia and Belarus is becoming closer. Economically that is an important factor. In Norway’s bilateral connections with Russia, we do touch upon the case of Belarus, that is always an item when negotiating with Russia.

From the young politicians of Belarus: Andrej Kim, blogger and youth activist

 During the last 15 years the hope for changes has always been related to young people. The last years we have seen a very serious crisis for youth organizations. None of the organizations are now able to collect more than a hundred persons to take to the streets to demonstrate. Despite of the fact that most of the the population support these organizations. An organization such as Youth Front for example is supported by 15% of the population. People support the organizations, but they do not sign up for them.

This situation is possible due to a very targeted and longlasting youth policy conducted by the authorities. Instead of getting loyalty from the young generation to Lukashenka’s regime, the authorities try to create a passive majority. Concerning those who do not agree -  the active youths - the authorities tries to isolate them and not let them influence the society. Leaders of youth organizations are imprisoned, and not only political organizations, all kinds of organizations. Since 2010,  the number of young people who do not care about who rules the country has grown with 10-13%. They are now 70%. This concerns not only the political situation, but the whole situation of how Belarusians live. The majority of young people do not care what is going on in their country. The most active group of people are from 25 years old and upwards, people who remember Belarus without Lukashenka.

From the Norwegian opposition: Peter S Gitmark:

The opposition in Norway strongly urges our government to have a clearer, a broader view on how to help, how to strengthen and how to be a player when it comes to civil society and the opposition in Belarus. The opposition wants a renewal of the Norwegian strategy on Belarus.

Norway has a free trade-agreement with Russia. Russia brought Kazakhstan and Belarus into that agreement, and we were told that this was impossible to avoid. Gismark means this could be avoided if it was put in the agreement between EFTA and Russia a prerequisite that the agreement only would be effected by those countries that are members of the WTO.

Questions from the floor:

Larsen: Russia, against Norway´s wish, included Belarus in the EFTA –negotiations. The negotiation between EFTA and Russia are not yet concluded. Economic activity with Russia is very important for Norway. We have to relate to Russia, and have no wish to have more economic relationship with Belarus. We are at the moment trying to maneuver this situation.

To Kim: What is it like to be a blogger during today’s regime?
Kim: We have great challenges in the internet community. Belarus has claimed to be an enemy of the internet. Internet spaces are controlled. I believe that future activities of  civil society in Belarus will be connected with and supported by bloggers and the social network like Facebook and twitter. During the protest wave in Russia this was the case, and I believe we will see the same situation in Belarus.

To Larsen: There is not a single mention of human rights in the EFTA negotiation. If you could comment on that? 

Larsen: The human right situation has been part of the negotiations.  It is true that it is not mentioned in the free trade-negotiations because as an EFTA agreement with many countries it is not a part of the framework. And the agreement is not yet finished, so the human right situation will still be an issue in the process.

Gismark: Human rights should have been a questions in these negotiations even if it were only Russia and EFTA, when Belarus is a part of the negotiations it is even more important.

To Kim: The fact that many foreigners uses the European identity, and link it very closely to the Belarusian opposition is that an advantage? 
Kim: Historically Belarus and Ukraine are divided in the eastern and the western part. Today the situation has improved, because more and more people support a Belarusian membership in the EU over being a part of Russia. But this problem is not a concern for today’s youth.

From the Human Rights perspective

Anna Gerasimova, director, the Belarusian Human Rights House in exile, Vilnius.

For years Belarus has had a rather weak political opposition and civil society. This was further weakened after the wave of repression following the election in 2010. Gerasimova have noticed one positive side effect to this. The human rights organizations started to work closer together as a response to the repression.

Human rights organizations are now working to develop some common principals that the whole human rights society can all share. The hope is that this will make a stronger human rights community, who can work more effectively with the human right challenges in Belarus.

Lukashenka’s support is low, only around 20%, on the other hand the opposition does not have much higher support, as well around 20%. A lot of people have stopped supporting Lukashenka, but without supporting the opposition or the civil society. The human rights organizations must try to gather support from this group.

When looking at potential solution Gerasimova mentions the international remedies. She sees the importance of establishing a UN special rapporteur on Belarus. She also finds it important to continue the targeted sanctions. But it is important that the terms and the goals for the sanctions are clearly communicated to the Belarusian people. 

There is also a problem that the price for a visa from Belarus to EU is so high, 60 euros. Because of this many Belarusians has never been out of the country and experienced how  people in other countries in Europe live. 

Gerasimova also thinks it is important to talk with the authorities, but before any cooperation with Belarus is possible all political prisoners should be released and fully rehabilitated. The criminalization of unregistered NGOs should stop. The criminalizing of donating money to organizations should stop, and there should be a repeal of capital punishment.

From the OSSE-perspective

Morten Høglund, vice-chair, Norwegian delegation to the OSCE

The OSCE is one of very few western international institutions where Belarus is fully seated and accredited. The OSCE is the only western institution who expects to be invited to observe the parliamentary election in Belarus in 2012. Høglund met with the ambassador of Belarus last week, he spoke much of dialogue and cooperation. But as long as the working group is not invited to Minsk to talk with the relevant players, as they have not been the last couple of years, the cooperation between Belarus and OSCE cannot happen.

Høglund is concerned about the recent statement of the head of the central election commission that there will be no changes in the legislations ahead of the elections. Several OSCE institutions have pointed to the fact that some of the reforms needed in elections concern political party registrations and condition for representation in election commissions.  Internet should not be regulated, media freedoms, freedom of assembly, freedom of association to name a few, should exist.

Høglunds finishes with commenting on the 2014 world championship in ice hockey which will be held in Belarus.  The international society should use this event to enhance interest and effort around the human right and the democratic situation in Belarus.

From the EU-perspective

Erika Ellamaa-Ots, Deputy Chair of the EU Eastern European and Central Asia Working group, EEAS

EU has tried the engagement policy. Between 2008 and 2010 EU tried to get better connections with Belarus. And leading up to the elections in 2010 they had hopes of improvement. After the 2010 election there were voices in the EU who wanted to give Belarus some time to reverse their actions, but at the end of January the same year all of EU stood together on a new policy. They reopened sanctions that had been suspended. Expanded the list of people who were on the visa ban list. EU wants to make it clear that these sanctions are not against Belarusian population, they are against the authorities. It is not the mandate of EU to give punishment, the sanctions are tools to affect the policy in the future.

EU focuses very much on the youth. When youth activists were expelled from universities in Belarus, EU gave financial help to the university in exile situated in Vilnius. EU has supported several programs with NGOs, and are determent to increase this work if necessary.

At the moment there are 236 individuals on the visa ban list. EU has imposed arms embargo, and embargo on materials that can be used on repression. EU has adopted a restrictive approach to loans from the European investment bank. In the autumn EU froze the assets of certain companies controlled by people close to the regime. EU is determent to continue this policy.

From the Russian perspective

Pavel Sheermet, journalist

Sheermet starts with defending independent media in Belarus after Zissers speak earlier, and shows slides over the most visited pages in Belarus where Belarus partisan (sheermet is the founder of this site) is in 8th place and charter 97 is in 1st place

Sheermet was stripped of Belarusian citizenship several years ago, as political enemy of Lukashenka’s regime. And he now lives in Moscow. 

When talking about Belarusian relationship with Russia we are very much under the influence of stereotypes. Political experts will tell us that Lukashenka is doing anything Putin tells him to do. Sheermet believes this to be a mistake, and that Lukashenka is fully independent in making his decisions. Lukashenka continues to play on the contradictions between Moscow and Europe. This game gives him economic dividends, and allows him to retain in power. 

Sheermet thinks that Putin has a plan to build a Russian empire, not like the USSR, but an economic empire with Belarus, Kazakhstan and Ukraine. Economic proposals from EU will never be able to break the link between Russia and Belarus, because Russia will always offer more than Europe for Lukashenka. Most of the Belarusian elite will never agree to breaking the link to Russia, as long as most of Belarusian products are targeting Russian market. 

The symbol of Lukashenka being alive because of Putin, does not tell the truth, Lukashenka can stay alive because the Russian market is open for him. In Moscow there is a strong idea of liberation of Belarusian regime. If democratic changes starts in Belarus and we see a democratic revolution, Moscow will not try to defend Lukashenka, as they are ready for a new Belarus.

Questions from the floor

To Sheermet: How do you see a new president of Belarus?
Sheermet: In Moscow there are some politicians who can change Lukashenka. Leaders from the Belarusian opposition will not get the necessary support from Russian oligarchs and authorities.

To Ellama-Ots: What are the prospects for tomorrow? How possible will it for EU be to be more transparent?

Ellama-Ots: I cannot predict what will happen tomorrow. EU does not only work with the sanctions, they also constantly work with alternative options.  

To Sheermet and Gerasimova: How can we from international community address issues that has to do with the Belarusian public sector?
Sheermet: I believe in economic sanctions, targeted sanctions like rejection of the hockey championship in Belarus is a good idea, and will be painful for Lukashenka.

Gerasimova: We do not look into private and public sectors, we look more into those who are not with Lukashenka, and not with the opposition. The main challenge is how to reach out to these people. And to try to build stronger local communities, which we don’t have in Belarus.

Ales Mihalevich, independent presidential candidate from 2010.

It is important to remember that Belarus was the most privileged part of the Soviet Union. And Belarus was, during the soviet time, and still is, a relatively well developed country with good infrastructure.

Why were Belarusians so loyal to Lukashenka during the first elections? Because Belarusians have never lived with such high standards of life. Belarus suffered much from the first and second world war. 

Belarus economy consists of three main parts: Oil and chemicals, machine building industries, and collective farms. While the oil and chemicals and the machine industry give quite a good profit the collective farms are totally unprofitable. The economy of Belarus was relatively well functioning before the economic crisis last year. People gave Lukashenka their loyalty in change for political stability. This was working until the beginning of last year when huge economic crisis started.

According to Mihalevich,  2011 was the first successful year of Belarusian civil society. There were various campaigns run by the civil society, and Lukashenka did not know how to react.

The biggest problem in Belarus is what will be after the government of today is dismissed. Therefore it is important to build a strong civil society within the country, and with those who were forced to leave the country.

Panel discussion with Erika Ellama-Ots, Andres Herkel, Natalia Radzina and Ales Mihalevich

Erika Ellama-Ots:

Ellama-Ots agrees in Belarus being a well-developed country. Therefore EUs expectations are higher to Belarus than to other dictatorships. We see the potential of Belarus turning in to a modern democratic country

Andres Herkel:

We should discuss what a post-Lukashenka era will be like and how it will come. It seems to me that it is a kind of prerequisite from Russia that a new leadership in Belarus should be suitable for the authorities in Russia. As I see it the best opportunity for a new leadership in Belarus is the combination of previous opposition, and responsible leaders from today who are ready to move on.

Natalia Radzina:

I am glad so many have said that it is necessary with targeted sanctions against the regime. I also agree that Norway cannot be negotiating with Belarus (referring to the free trade agreement mention earlier by Peter Gismark).

Ales Mihalevich:

There is a big difference of how to see politicians in Europe and in Belarus. The only way to work with Lukashenka is the strategy of 'good cop, bad cop'. Norway, because it is a country with limited economic contact with Lukashenka, should play the role of 'bad cop'.

Questions from the floor

To the entire panel: Can you give some comments on how Europe and Russia can find commonalities when it comes to Belarus?
Radzina: Until now Russia has not been very uncomfortable with supporting Lukashenka’s regime. If we see a gathered strong position from US and EU, Russia will have to abandon the support to Lukashenka.

Ellama-Ots: EU does not cooperate with other countries for a regime change, this is not how EU works.  Belarus is not the object of EU – Russian relationship.

To Mihalevich and Radzina: If sometime in the future, after Lukashenka, Russia tries to integrate Belarus in its empire, will the population of Belarus have enough national identity to resist such a development?

Mihalevich: I believe that there is a strong majority who is in favor of independence. But I also think it is important to work on people’s national identity. Building up projects of national identity will also help building up democracy.

Radzina: As long as we have Lukashenka the Russian influence will be strong. If we get a pro-Russian new government in our country we will be unstable. Like it is today under Lukashenka.

To Mihalevich and Radzina: How can we meet the problem that the support of Lukashenka is decreasing dramatically, but the support of the opposition is not raising at the same level?

Mihalevich: I believe 20% of a population are in favor of any government just because they are government. The most popular opposition member has around 15% support. The most important is to be active and creative for the opposition. And to survive with the political leaders against Lukashenka’s attacks.

Radzina: Belarus experienced so much violence in the last election and that makes it very hard to be a member of the opposition. We have to keep giving information to people. This numbers shows that people do not trust the regime, but the opposition is not visible.

To the European participants: Can you abolish Visas for Belarusian citizens and make this a sanction against the president?

Herkel: We are working with the point of reducing, or eliminating the visa fees for Belarusian citizens.

Ellama-Ots: EU submitted a request to Belarusian government to start a visa facility agreement. When we have the agreement we could reduce the visa fee, but the authorities in Belarus never answered. Without the agreement the visa fees can only be cut in each nation. It is a common will among the countries in EU to do something about this.

Summary and conclusion v / Bear Engesland, Secretary General of the Norwegian Helsinki Committee

When I began working in the Norwegian Helsinki Committee in 1995, there were ongoing armed conflicts in Bosnia and Chechnya. But that year we also had our first delegation to Belarus in connection with a referendum on constitutional amendments, one of several steps the newly elected President Aleksandr Lukashenko took towards transforming Belarus towards legalizing the dictatorship we are talking about today.

We then warned against what has been a feature of the Belarusian regime, an odd tendency that repression should take place on legal terms. Goerning  pr. decree by one man, but by virtue of a home-made adapttion to the Constitution.  President for life, according to the law.

Since then we have returned to Belarus, until today we are denied entry.  In June 2001, we warned about a dangerous political experiment going on in the country. "Belarus may not be considered as the last dictatorship in Europe" we wrote, "but as a new type of totalitarianism under development, a combination of the Soviet legacy of a liberal-democratic window-dressing".

Lukashenko was labelled “Europe's village idiot”. There has been a tendency in the West to focus on his colorful remarks, most recently he said “he would rather be dictator than gay." One has perhaps overlooked the fact that Belarus has been a political laboratory, or display  window, as Mr. Dagfinn Høybråten said, and that Lukashenko's formula has been used by other countries in the region who have developed in the direction of so-called “soft authoritarianism”.

Since 2001, Europe has entered the field against Belarus to a greater extent, and Norway has also gradually followed up. Initiatives, conferences, reports and measures have gradually brought us to the current situation with targeted sanctions by the EU, diplomatic crisis and the failure of negotiations with the IMF.

Together with the Norwegian PEN and HRHF, the Helsinki Committee has, over the years, worked on several levels to strengthen the human rights situation, but today we must recognize that the situation is worse than ever. Our friends and colleagues are in prison, many of them are grossly mistreated, while others are held captive in a Belarus that resembles a prison.

As Tatsiana Reviaka stated, we stand at a kind of zero level.  And just now, it is important to maintain pressure against the Belarus dictatorship. The situation is unlikely to be altered by a single ingenious action from outside. It is the sum of the continuous cooperation with the liberal forces in Belarus, and various measures against the regime, that in time may contribute to the emergence of democracy.

Therefore this conference is important.

Therefore we must take with us the conclusions and suggestions from today, for example:
1. Yury Sissers graphs showing a fast-growing Internet population in Belarus.

2. Andreas Herkels and the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly's recommendation to maintain targeted sanctions until political prisoners are released and the regime takes meaningful steps toward softening, (including the need for access to Belarusian prisons).

3. The reminder that Russia must be included. They may even benefit from playing along with Europe here. Also other Belarusian neighbor countries  have important roles to play.

4. Natalia Radzinas reminder of the three journalists have been killed or died under unclear circumstances.

5. How the World Icehockey Championship in 2014 can be utilized to promote the focus on human rights.

6. We hear with concern about how young people are afraid of the consequences of getting involved. More important to show solidarity with those who do not give in to fear - and dare to get involved.

7. About the need for a clear and strong Norwegian vote.

The fact that we are now actively discussing what measures will be effective, is in itself an expression of something positive! An expression for a stronger commitment.

Therefore, I wish to thank William Nygaard for the initiative for this effort, and the Norwegian PEN and HRHF for cooperation in the implementation.

We have now started a campaign together and will continue our cooperation.

I would also like to thank the Council of Europe Secretary General Torbjorn Jagland, Rapporteur Herkel and Foreign Ministry State Secretary Torgeir Larsen for critical perspectives, in addition to input from members of parliament Dagfinn Høybråten, Peter and Eric Gitmark Høglund.

And most of all I want to thank our brave Belarusian partners who are still fighting for democracy and human rights. A fight that “keeps alive the embers through the night”,  as Sakharov once put it!

