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(2020–2023)
Detained and released without a record 
Good that it’s only for three days, but no fine 
Good that there were no beatings 
Good that it’s a fine, and not 24 hours [in custody] 
Good that it’s 24 hours in custody, but at least with a mattress 
Good that it’s 15 days, and not 30 
Good that there were no beatings 
Good that it’s 90 days, and not criminal charges 
Good that it’s criminal charges, but no beatings 
Good that it’s house arrest and not forced labour 
Good that it’s forced labour, and not years of imprisonment 
Good that it’s 2-3 years, and not a decade 
Good that it’s in ‘SIZA’ [detention centre], and not a penal colony 
Good that it’s a general security level, and not a maximum security 
Good that there are letters, even though it’s a maximum security 
Good that it’s a penal colony, and not a ‘PKT’ [a cell-type punitive facility] 
Good that it’s ‘PKT’, and not ‘SHIZA’ [punitive isolation cell] 
Good that it’s in ‘SHIZA’, but in good health 
Was beaten, but still healthy 
Good to be released, now planning health treatment

Still in prison, but at least alive

Taciana Niadbaj
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As of the end of June 2024, there were 1,413 po-
litical prisoners in Belarus and the human rights 
situation in which Belarus finds itself after the 2020 
presidential election continues to deteriorate. Ac-
cording to1 human rights centre “Viasna”, courts 
have issued at least 5133 politically motivated ver-
dicts in criminal cases in the four years of repres-
sion since the detention of political activist, blog-
ger, and cultural manager Siarhiej Cichanoŭski, 
who became the first political prisoner for the 2020 
events; at least 36,418 people have been subject-
ed to administrative prosecution; more than 400 
Belarusians are on the list of “terrorists”, 4,100 
are labelled as “extremists”; 1,012 people had al-
ready served their sentences and were released; 
6 people died behind bars…

Repression affects people of all ages, gen-
ders, levels of health, wealth, status, social activ-
ity, and professions – cultural figures, journalists, 
lawyers, athletes, medical personnel, academics, 
workers, believers and many other profession-
al and social groups of people, as well as entire 
communities, are persecuted.

In October 2019, PEN Belarus started mon-
itoring violations of rights in the cultural sphere, 
initially aimed at identifying, recording and ana-
lysing cases of violations further to discuss the 
state of affairs in the professional environment, 
interact with state bodies and remedy the situa-
tion in the cultural field of Belarus. The reality of 
the 2020 socio-political and legal crisis led to a 
different discourse and nature of violated rights 
against cultural workers and the impossibility of 
dialogue with the state authorities; in response, 
monitoring was reformatted into recording and an-
alysing repression against cultural figures. Thus, 
for four years, we have been collecting cases of 
politically motivated persecution of cultural fig-
ures – arbitrary detentions, arrests, administra-
tive and criminal prosecution, and facts of censor-

1 As of 29 May 2024.

introduction

ship and restricted access to audiences, ban on 
profession occur in Belarus every day, and more 
and more cultural workers fall under the millstone 
of repression.

In this material, we will:

 ► check international and national indices to see 
how the human rights situation in Belarus, in 
general and cultural rights in particular, has 
deteriorated over the past four years;

 ► see the minimum number of cultural figures 
already affected by the crackdown;

 ► analyse how persecution has changed over time;

 ► see the absurdity of what is happening in the 
country where people are imprisoned for “emoti-
cons” on social media, and the leading “experts” 
in organising cultural and entertainment events 
are curators from the State Security Commit-
tee: “Every cultural institution has its own KGB 
supervisor who is in charge of the programme 
and knows what it is about. Our management 
used to tell us: “The supervisor came and said: 
do not do this, do not sing that”2.

2 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in 
the spring of 2024.

https://spring96.org/be/news/115386
https://spring96.org/be/news/115386
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According to the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights report, “numerous vio-
lations of international human rights law contin-
ued to be committed in Belarus between 1 May 
2020 and 31 December 2023, mainly on grounds 
of real or perceived political opinion. Assessing 
the cumulative whole of evidence collected over 
the three years of the present mandate, OHCHR 
has reasonable grounds to believe that the crime 
against humanity of persecution may have been 
committed.”

How have four years of repression affected 
a country that has never been at the top of the 
rankings of political rights and civil liberties? Let’s 
look at the dynamics of international ratings and 
national indices.

freedom in the World
Freedom House researchers assess the extent 
to which a country’s residents can enjoy each of 
the political rights and civil liberties mentioned in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For 
each of the ten indicators of political rights and 
15 indicators of civil liberties, a country can re-
ceive from 0 to 4 points, resulting in the maximum 
possible number of freedom points in the rating – 
100. In 2019, Belarus scored 19 points out of a 
possible 100 in the freedom ranking. In the last 
three years – 2022, 2023, 2024 – it has already 
scored 8 out of 100 points: 2 out of 40 possible 
for political rights and 6 out of 60 for civil liber-
ties. Today, Belarus ranks last in the freedom 
rating of European states.

WorldWide press freedom index
The international non-governmental organisation 
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) produces a rank-
ing of the state of press freedom in each coun-
try worldwide. The index ranks states on the de-
gree of press freedom in scores ranging from zero 
(the worst possible level) to 100 (the best). Be-
larus dropped from an index of 51.66 and “bad” 

the human rights situation in Belarus 
in general and in the cultural sphere 
in international and national indices

status in 2019 to 37.17 and “very bad” in 2023. 
It is currently ranked 157th out of 180 coun-
tries in the world.

other international indices
freedom to Write index. PEN America pro-
vides an annual report that tracks the detention 
and imprisonment of writers, scholars, and intel-
lectuals worldwide who have been imprisoned or 
detained over the past year because of their writ-
ing or exercise of freedom of expression. Belarus, 
which was not even mentioned in the 2019 Index, 
has been consistently present in the Top 10 
countries with the highest number of impris-
oned writer(s) since 2020 and ranks sixth in the 
Index for 20233.

press freedom in europe. According to the 
report of the partner organisations of the Council of 
Europe’s (CoE) Platform for the Promotion of the 
Protection of Journalism and the Safety of Jour-
nalists in 2024, Belarus ranks first in Europe re-
garding the number of imprisoned journalists4.

According to the 2024 ituc global rights 
index, a ranking of the International Trade Un-
ion Confederation, Belarus is among the Top 10 
worst countries regarding respect for work-
ers’ rights globally5.

national studies

Belarus human rights index
A group of civil society experts under the overall 
coordination of the Belarusian Helsinki Commit-
tee creates the National Human Rights Index in 
Belarus, which is an assessment of the human 
rights situation in three categories: civil and po-
litical rights; social, economic and cultural rights; 

3 According to the report, 16 people.
4 According to the report, as of 31 December 2023, at 

least 37 journalists were imprisoned because of their 
professional activities.

5 According to the report, 42 union leaders and mem-
bers are in detention.

https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/ahrc5561-situation-human-rights-belarus-run-2020-presidential-election
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world
https://nonews.co/directory/lists/countries/worldwide-press-freedom-index
https://pen.org/report/freedom-to-write-index-2023/
https://mycloud.coe.int/s/7JR26fGmMwytB69?dir=undefined&openfile=14699275
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/2024_ituc_global_rights_index_en.pdf
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/2024_ituc_global_rights_index_en.pdf
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and general measures. Experts assess the cur-
rent situation and how it compares to the ide-
al situation. Based on this, a score is given on a 
10-point scale, where 1 – reality does not corre-
late in any way with the perfect state of affairs, 

and 10 – the ideal state of affairs and reality co-
incide. In 2019, the National Human Rights In-
dex was 4.1 points; in 2023, it is estimated 2.4 
out of 10 points.

One of the areas where the deterioration is 
most substantial is the right to participate in cul-
tural life. This index assesses four components: 
participation in cultural life, access to cultural life, 
contributing to cultural life, and the protection of 
cultural diversity. The right to participate in cul-
tural life dropped from a score of 4.6 in 2019 
to 1.4 out of 10 in 2023.

monitoring the implementation 
by the republic of Belarus 
of the unesco convention 
on the protection and promotion 
of the diversity of cultural 
expressions
The Centre for European Transformation stud-
ies the cultural sphere in Belarus to monitor the 
implementation of the UNESCO Convention on 
the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions by the Republic of Belarus. 
The assessment is made on five practical dimen-
sions, which reflect the goals and principles of 
the UNESCO Convention, as well as changes in 
the deployment of cultural policy to achieve these 
goals and principles: conditions for the develop-
ment and manifestation of cultural diversity, the 
impact of the cultural sector on the development 
of society, internal resources and the potential 
for the development of the cultural sphere, the 
development of intercultural interaction and con-
tacts, and the interaction of cultural policy actors. 
The assessment scale is distributed from 0 to 30 
points, where zero corresponds to the complete 
absence of development in this dimension, and 
30 points – almost fully realising all the goals and 
principles set out in the UNESCO Convention. In 
2019, the scores ranged from 9.7 to 13.4 out of 30 
points (low to medium levels) and in 2022, from 
5.4 to 8.4 (shallow to low levels). In 2019, the av-
erage value of the five dimensions assessing 
the implementation by the Republic of Bela-
rus of the principles set out in the  UNESCO 
Convention was 11.5 out of 30 possible points. 
Still, in 2023, it was only 6.6.

https://belhelcom.org/be/news/nacyyanalny-indeks-pravou-chalaveka-adznaki-za-5-gadou
https://belhelcom.org/be/news/nacyyanalny-indeks-pravou-chalaveka-adznaki-za-5-gadou
https://index.belhelcom.org/
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As of the end of June 2024, there were 1413 po-
litical prisoners in Belarus, including at least 105 
cultural figures. At least 164 cultural workers are 
imprisoned, or their freedom is restricted to home 
confinement6 [6].

At least 69 cultural workers have been re-
leased, having fully served their unjust sen-
tences. These, as well as all the figures be-
low, are only the lower limit of the number 
of cultural figures who have been persecut-
ed in one way or another: some of the repres-
sions remain out of sight of human rights de-
fenders and the general public, not all cases 
of persecution can be personalised, and not 
all persecuted cultural figures are currently 
known to us.

According to the monitoring data, at least al-
most 1,900 representatives of the cultural sphere 
have been subjected to politically motivated per-
secution and censorship since 2020.

 ► At least 5 cultural figures died at the hands of 
the regime. There is no reason not to consid-
er the deaths of historian and director of the 
Vaŭlkavysk Museum Kanstancin Šyšmakoŭ in 
August 2020, artist Raman Bandarenka in No-
vember 2020, political prisoner activist and his-
tory promoter Vitold Ašurak in May 2021 as vi-
olent. Callous treatment and improper and un-
timely provision of medical care in places of 
confinement led to the death of political pris-
oners – cultural manager and blogger Mikola 
Klimovič in May 2023 and artist Aleś Puškin 
in July 2023.

 ► At least 960 cultural workers were arbitrarily 
detained (one or more times), 645 were ad-
ministratively prosecuted (two or more times), 
and 370 were criminally prosecuted (one or 
more times).

6 Monitoring of violations in cultural sphere. Belarus, 
January – March 2024.

persecution of cultural figures: 
statistics

 ► At least 295 criminal convictions (includ-
ing five in absentia) were carried out against 
281 cultural

 ► At least 208 cultural figures have been 
searched, while 137 have had their prop-
erty confiscated.

 ► It is known that 26 people’s property was 
arrested, and special (in absentia) proceed-
ings were initiated against 17 cultural figures 
who are outside Belarus.

 ► The regime included at least 209 cultural 
figures in the “List of citizens of the Republic 
of Belarus, foreign citizens or stateless per-
sons involved in extremist activities” and 31 
in the “List of organisations and individuals in-
volved in terrorist”

 ► Information was recorded about 450 dis-
missed and 32 expelled from educational 
institutions, 8 cultural figures were deported.

 ► At this stage, it is impossible to estimate how 
many cultural workers:

 ► ► were (and are) being prosecuted for mak-
ing cash donations to funds supporting 
the repressed in 2020 (and were forced to 
transfer hundreds of thousands of dollars 
to the state in exchange for the dismissal 
of a criminal case against them for alleg-
edly “financing extremism”);

 ► ► have been (and continue to be) subjected 
to procedures of extensive searches and 
interrogations when crossing the Bela-
rusian border;

 ► ► were (and are) censored and banned from 
distributing the products of their creativity;

 ► ► have been (and continue to be) insulted 
and vilified in the state media;

 ► ► went underground, resorted to self-censor-
ship or left the country for personal secu-
rity reasons.

https://penbelarus.org/en/2024/05/06/bel-manitoryng-parushennyau-kulturnyh-pravou-i-pravou-chalaveka-u-dachynenni-da-dzeyachau-kultury-belarus-studzen-sakavik-2024-goda.html
https://penbelarus.org/en/2024/05/06/bel-manitoryng-parushennyau-kulturnyh-pravou-i-pravou-chalaveka-u-dachynenni-da-dzeyachau-kultury-belarus-studzen-sakavik-2024-goda.html
https://www.mvd.gov.by/ru/news/8642
https://www.kgb.by/ru/perechen-inf-ru/
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Since the aftermath of the 2020 presidential 
election, more than a dozen independent publish-
ing houses have been liquidated or forced to relo-
cate. Significant art spaces, international centres 
(Goethe Institute, Polish Institute in Minsk, Ameri-
can Centre in Belarus, and others), and commer-
cial shops that built their business on selling goods 
with national (white-red-white) symbols have al-
so been closed.

Every fourth non-governmental organisa-
tion, including dozens of the oldest public asso-
ciations in Belarus, was liquidated. On 9 Au-
gust 2021, the Belarusian PEN Centre, an or-
ganisation founded back in 1989 and at the time 
of liquidation headed by Nobel laureate in litera-
ture Sviatlana Aleksievich, was forcibly liquidat-
ed. According to Lawtrend monitoring, by the end 
of June 2024, the losses in the non-governmen-
tal sector amounted to at least 1,686 institution-
alised non-profits, 1,051 of which ceased to ex-
ist due to forced liquidation, including about 249 
NPOs dealing with the development of the cul-
tural sphere in Belarus.

The emigration of individuals and families and 
the relocation of companies and organisations con-
tinues to this day. The Belarusian Association of 
Journalists estimates that at least 400 independ-
ent journalists have left the country.

https://www.lawtrend.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Likvidatsiya_graficheskie_karty_3_str_poslednyaya_redaktsiya.pdf
https://mycloud.coe.int/s/7JR26fGmMwytB69?dir=undefined&openfile=14699275
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The state’s primary goal is to suppress dissent 
and strengthen control over all aspects of socie-
ty. The general conclusion regarding repression 
tendencies is that the boundary of what is per-
missible is being pushed further and further away.

“What was unacceptable before, some actions 
on the part of the authorities or functionaries, is 
now acceptable, and this boundary is being pushed 
further. What was impossible three years ago be-
came possible two years later. Step by step, the 
situation is deteriorating.”7

mass persecution and increase 
in the numBer of repressed 
(fROm 103 CRImINal CONvICTIONS 
IN 2020 TO 5133 aT ThE ENd Of may 2024)

“I even think that 30% of all 
Belarusians are convicts.”8

Repressions do not stop, and today, they affect not 
only opponents of the political regime – but some-
times their supporters as well. Last year alone, at 
least 1,603 people were convicted on politically 
motivated charges.

The number of criminal cases on charges of es-
tablishing, leading and participating in extremist for-
mations, facilitating and financing extremist activi-
ties has increased noticeably; the number of crimi-
nal cases for participation in street protests and for 
statements on the Internet has remained significant.

At least 4,466 administrative rulings were issued 
during the year. According to the Viasna Human 
Rights Centre, a minimum of 5133 political sen-
tences were passed in criminal cases – of which 
at least 2466 people were convicted for partici-
pating in protests (under Articles 342 and 293 of 
the Criminal Code). At least 36,418 people were 
subjected to administrative prosecution – in 2020-

7 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in 
the spring of 2023.

8 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in 
the spring of 2024.

repression: trends in general 
and in the cultural sector 

in particular in 2020 – june 2024

2021, mainly for peaceful actions, pickets and use 
of white-red-white symbols (under Article 24.23 of 
the CAO, formerly 23.34), in 2022-2024 – for sub-
scriptions, reposts of independent media materials 
(under Article 19.11 of the CAO, formerly 17.11).

An example from the cultural sector:

The number of cultural figures affected by re-
pression is also growing. If 470 people were re-
corded in the monitoring in 2020, as of June 2024, 
their number is already approaching 1,900.

increased liaBility (fROm 30 TO 100 
BaSIC UNITS Of fINE, fROm 15 TO 30 
dayS Of aRREST; fROm admINISTRaTIvE 
TO CRImINal pROSECUTION, ExTENSION 
Of TERmS Of ImpRISONmENT)

“They have made the punishment 
more painful for any manifesta-
tion of civic stance.”9 [10]

Since 1 March 2021, authorities have significant-
ly toughened punishment for administrative of-
fences under “political” articles:

 ► Article 24.23 of the Code of Administrative Of-
fences, “Violation of the order of organising 
or holding a mass event” (formerly 23.34), in-
creased the maximum fine from 30 to 100 ba-
sic units (~ €1175) or 15 days of arrest, and in 
case of repeated prosecution within a year – 
from 50 to 200 basic units (~ €2350) or 30 days 
of arrest (previously – up to 15). This modifica-
tion has made this offence the most “danger-
ous” – for example, “more dangerous” than il-
legal entrepreneurial activity, intentional inflic-
tion of bodily harm, destruction, or damage to 
historical and cultural values.

 ► Under Article 24.3 of the Code of Administrative 
Offences (Disobedience to a lawful order or re-
quest of an official in the exercise of its official 

9 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in 
the spring of 2023.

https://penbelarus.org/en/2024/07/11/4-years-of-repression-in-belarus-in-general-and-in-the-cultural-sector-in-particular-2020-june-2024.html?preview_id=16145&preview_nonce=e3d7f4024c&_thumbnail_id=16197&preview=true#:~:text=spring%20of%202023.-,%5B8%5D,-Convicted%20in%20criminal
https://spring96.org/ru/news/113976
https://spring96.org/be/news/115386
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powers), the punishment until 2021 was a fine 
of 2 to 50 basic units or administrative arrest; 
after 2021, it was from 2 to 100 basic units, 
community service, or administrative arrest.

If, in 2020, Belarusians were subjected to ad-
ministrative prosecution for participation in peace-
ful protests (under Article 23.34 of the CAO), then 
since the end of 2022, there has been a practice 
of criminal prosecution (Article 342 of the Crimi-
nal Code) of those who were previously convict-
ed under Article 23.34 of the CAO and went out 
on the roadway during the protests. Since de jure 
double prosecution for the same offence is inad-
missible, the prosecutor’s office protests against 
bringing citizens to responsibility for an admin-
istrative case and thus creates a legal possibili-
ty for getting the citizen to criminal responsibility 
(cases of compensation for illegal administrative 
prosecution are not known) – de facto there is a 
double prosecution for one “offence”.

Since 2022, there has been a systematic effort 
to extend prison sentences – particularly by ini-
tiating new criminal cases for formal offences (un-
der Article 411 of the Criminal Code, “Malicious 
disobedience to the requirements of the admin-
istration of a correctional facility”).

An example from the cultural sector:

On 11 July 2023, publicist and activist Dzmitry 
Daškievič was scheduled to walk free on the expi-
ry of his 1.5-year sentence. However, that day, it 
became known that his transfer to a remand pris-
on was based on a new prosecution under Arti-
cle 411 of the Criminal Code.

stricter conditions 
of confinement of political 
prisoners (fROm COmmUNICaTION 
aNd CORRESpONdENCE 
TO INCOmmUNICadO)
Imprisonment in Belarusian prisons causes sig-
nificant (sometimes irreparable) damage to peo-
ple’s health, leading, in some cases, to hospital-
isation and even death.

The very first reports on the conditions of con-
finement of political prisoners contained informa-
tion about callous treatment: placing them into a 
punishment cell, punitive confinement and cell-type 
room, deprivation of parcels or packages, meet-
ings with relatives and lawyers, and many others.

In 2021, the public became aware of the visu-
al segregation of such prisoners – a yellow tag 
on their clothing (meaning putting them on a pre-
vention register).

Since 2022, there have been reports about 
changing the prison routine from the penal 
colony to the prison regime, which provides for 
the maximum number of restrictions for the pris-
oner and confinement in a cell – staying all the 
time within four walls.

Since 2023, some political prisoners have been 
held incommunicado for a lengthy period. The 
deaths in custody as a result of ill-treatment and 
failure to provide proper medical care (Mikalaj 
Klimovič, Aleś Puškin – in 2023; Vadzim Chrasko, 
Ihar Lednik, Aliaksandr Kulinič – in 2024).

An example from the cultural sector:

In August 2022, it became known that blogger 
and history promoter Eduard Palčys, initially sen-
tenced to 13 years in a medium-security penal col-
ony, was sentenced to a stricter punishment and 
was transferred to prison – the trial was held via 
Skype and lasted 5 minutes.

the criminalisation 
of any manifestation 
of solidarity (fROm COURTROOm 
dETENTIONS TO pROSECUTION 
fOR dONaTIONS aNd fOOd aId 
TO ThE REpRESSEd pEOplE)
Persecution for helping victims of repression: from 
non-admission to court hearings and detentions in 
the courtroom of those who came to support the de-
fendants; persecution for supportive comments in 
social media, spreading the news about the life of 
political prisoners, to mass persecution since 2023 
for donations* made in 2020 to funds to help vic-
tims of violence and persecution of Belarusians (BY_
help, BYSOL, “Honest People”, “Country for Life” 
and other initiatives later designated as “extrem-
ist formations”); and in 2024 – for providing food 
aid to repressed families (social initiative INeed-
HelpBY) and letters to political prisoners (Facebook 
community “Letters of Solidarity Belarus 2020”).
<?>* At the beginning of 2024, the Investigative Committee 

shared the work results on implementing the mechanism of 
“exemption from criminal liability of persons who financed 
extremist activities but confessed and made amends for 
the harm caused.” By the end of 2023, the amount of 
“charitable” donations paid to the state budget already 
exceeded 37 million Belarusian rubles (~ € 11,000,000).

https://www.sb.by/articles/gora-ozvuchil-kolichestvo-ugolovnykh-del-ekstremistskoy-napravlennosti-peredannykh-v-sud-v-2023-godu.html
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An example from the cultural sector:

On July 2, 2024, librarian Irina Pogodaeva was 
sentenced to 3 years in prison for helping politi-
cal prisoners – money transfers of 4-5 rubles for 
a total amount of 188 rubles (~ 54 €).

expansion of the geography 
of repression and increased 
pressure on those Who left 
the country (pROCEEdINgS 
IN aBSENTIa agaINST pOlITICal 
EmIgRaNTS, INaBIlITy TO ExChaNgE 
paSSpORTS, dESIgNaTION 
Of dIaSpORaS aS “ExTREmIST 
fORmaTIONS”)
The Belarusian authorities take measures to sup-
press dissent inside and outside the country. The 
practice of defamation and discrediting opponents 
of the regime who left the country and continue to 
speak out about the situation in the country, which 
already took place in 2020, has been supplement-
ed by such forms of persecution as searches at 
the place of residence and destruction of flats, 
initiation of criminal cases and putting the crit-
ics on the international wanted lists.

In mid-2022, the Law “On Amendments to the 
Criminal Procedure Code of the Republic of Bela-
rus” came into force, introducing the institution 
of special (in absentia) criminal proceedings 
against defendants located outside Belarus. These 
norms, particularly the practice of their applica-
tion in Belarus, contradict the basic international 
standards of criminal proceedings.

In 2023, amendments were made to the Law 
“On Citizenship of the Republic of Belarus,” which 
set forth the possibility of depriving Belarusians 
of citizenship for “extremist” activity; Belarusians 
from abroad are also deprived of the possibil-
ity of exchanging passports outside Belarus 
and selling immovable property and vehicles by a 
power of attorney issued outside Belarus.

The beginning of 2024 was marked by the des-
ignation of Belarusian diasporas as “extrem-
ist formations”, several criminal cases against 
groups of defendants, and a surge in reports from 
the Investigative Committee about the initiation of 
criminal cases in the framework of special pro-
ceedings. As of 21 June, criminal cases were ini-
tiated against 108 persons (the property of these 

persons has been seized, subsequently it can 
be sold by the state against the will of citizens). 
The links between those who left and those who 
stayed in the country are also becoming increas-
ingly criminalised, and persecution is being ex-
tended to the relatives of political emigrants.

An example from the cultural sector:

The first sentence under the special proceed-
ings – trial in absentia against a cultural figure – 
was carried out on 6 March 2023. Pavel Latuška, 
political and public figure, Minister of Culture of 
Belarus (2009–2012), Permanent Representative 
of Belarus to UNESCO (2012–2019), and Director 
General of the Janka Kupala National Academic 
Theatre (2019–2020), was sentenced in absen-
tia to 18 years in prison.

restriction on the exit 
from the country / stricter 
Border checks Border 
(fROm ThE pROCEdURE Of 
addITIONal INSpECTION “aCCORdINg 
TO ThE pROTOCOl” TO maSS ChECkINg 
Of phONES)
Since 2021, the Belarusians, kept in the data-
base of the Ministry of Internal Affairs under the 
name “Riots” (information about those arrested 
under Article 24.23 of the Code of Administra-
tive Offences – formerly 23.34 – and some oth-
ers), have been subjected to a rather humiliat-
ing procedure of additional inspection at bor-
der checkpoints when crossing the state border 
when returning to Belarus. In some cases, such 
an inspection is quite tactful; in others, it goes as 
far as turning over belongings and stripping the 
inspected person. At the beginning of 2023, in-
formation about the stricter checks at the bor-
der began to appear. Added were “conversations” 
with representatives of law enforcement agencies 
and mobile phone checks for subscriptions to in-
dependent media and other communities from 
the list of “extremist materials”, examination of the 
contacts in the phone book, browser history, and 
photos. Such a check affects a much more com-
prehensive range of people. According to the Vi-
asna Human Rights Centre data, in 2023, at least 
207 people were detained after border checks.

It is known that the exit of former political pris-
oners from Belarus has been restricted since autumn 
2022. Law No. 268-3 of 11 May 2023 allowed the 

https://president.gov.by/ru/events/aleksandr-lukashenko-podpisal-zakon-ob-izmenenii-ugolovno-processualnogo-kodeksa-respubliki-belarus
https://www.defendersbelarus.org/specproizvodstvo
https://president.gov.by/ru/events/vneseny-popravki-v-zakon-o-grazhdanstve-respubliki-belarus
https://www.belta.by/society/view/gora-ugolovnye-dela-v-porjadke-spetsproizvodstva-nachaty-v-otnoshenii-bolee-100-lits-642721-2024/
https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9A%D0%B8%D0%B1%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BF%D0%B0%D1%80%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%BD%D1%8B
https://spring96.org/ru/news/113903


13© PEN BELARUS

State Security Committee to prohibit the exit from the 
country for up to six months for persons whose de-
parture “contradicts the interests of national security.”

An example from the cultural sector:

Bard Aliaksandr Bal, dismissed in 2021 for po-
litical reasons from the Mahilioŭ Regional Drama 
Theatre after 26 years of work, was detained in 
June 2023 at the border after checks on his mo-
bile phone. He received 15 days of administra-
tive arrest for “distribution of extremist materials.” 

further legalisation 
of repression and increasing 
the scale of censorship 
(“There is no place where 
one can speak ouT. people 
are afraid To speak ouT even 
in Their kiTchens”10)
Since 2022, the practice of suppressing dissent 
through the application of anti-extremist legisla-
tion against opponents of the regime has become 
widespread. The lists of persons allegedly involved 
in extremist or terrorist activities, the lists of extrem-
ist formations and extremist materials are regular-
ly updated with new names and titles. The regime 
persecutes the dissent “according to the law.”

According to the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, 
to justify repression, more than 30 laws and oth-
er normative legal acts were amended in Belarus 
in 2023 alone. The “correct” civil society, parties, 
public and religious organisations are legally es-
tablished. The possibility of establishing separate 
schools and preschool institutions and teaching in 
a minority language was abolished; the rights of 
Belarusians abroad have been restricted; amend-
ments now also include a possibility of banning 
the activities of foreign mass media in Belarus; 
the death penalty for state treason committed by 
a government official or a military serviceman has 
been introduced; and other changes.

The same is happening in the cultural sphere: 
in 2022, the Code of the Republic of Belarus on 
Culture was substantially updated, with every sec-
ond article (126 out of 257) modified. In particular, 
the Code initiated the creation of registers of or-
ganisers of cultural and entertainment events and 
the National Register of tour guides and guides-
10 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in 

the spring of 2024.

interpreters, the certification of which contains in-
herently discriminatory mechanisms.

During 2023, there was a further increase in 
legislated censorship and discrimination, which 
affected tour guides and guides-interpreters, arti-
sans, agritourism estate owners, publishers, am-
ateur aerial photographers, and organisers of cul-
tural and entertainment events. The regulation of 
the latter illustrates well the process of establishing 
control over the independent11 cultural sector and 
increasing the scale of censorship: thus, in August 
2023, one year after the introduction of the “Reg-
ister of Organisers of Cultural and Entertainment 
Events”, there were 706 organisers (737 titles, of 
which 31 were marked “excluded”), after the tight-
ening of the requirements in autumn 2023 –  4512 
(56 titles and 11 “excluded”). There are only 45 
organisers allowed by the ministry of Culture in 
a country with more than 9 million inhabitants.

An example from the cultural sector:

“When it comes to the situation inside the coun-
try, I would say that the law on the register has a 
decisive impact because it has become an addi-
tional hurdle in access to viewers.”13 

negative trends are also seen 
in such tendencies as14:

 ► stigmatisation of Belarusan national symbols 
and denigration of national culture;

 ► strengthening Russian influence, anti-Westernism;

 ► persecution for an anti-war stance and any 
form of expression different from the ideology 
of the state; militarisation;

 ► intimidating the population and encouraging 
denunciation;

 ► prosecution of former political prisoners;

 ► limiting the publicity of trials;

 ► economic pressure on the population;

 ► prohibition of the profession;

 ► other.
11 Organisers of state bodies and state organisations do 

not require inclusion in this register.
12 As of the end of June 2024.
13 From an interview with cultural figure(s) in the spring 

of 2023.
14 Human rights in Belarus: the main trends of public pol-

icy’23.

https://www.canva.com/design/DAGFYPf6XVs/YxCNqyRsjB4JNDRo9YuS3g/view?utm_content=DAGFYPf6XVs&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=editor
https://zviazda.by/ru/news/20230222/1677081035-cifry-i-lyudi-o-chem-govorili-na-itogovoy-kollegii-ministerstva-kultury
https://www.kultura.by/reestr-organizatorov/
https://www.kultura.by/reestr-organizatorov/
https://www.canva.com/design/DAF8CfS-vFI/TUxrybYjzgny3LXT0q3hqA/view?utm_content=DAF8CfS-vFI&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=editor
https://www.canva.com/design/DAF8CfS-vFI/TUxrybYjzgny3LXT0q3hqA/view?utm_content=DAF8CfS-vFI&utm_campaign=designshare&utm_medium=link&utm_source=editor


14 © PEN BELARUS

The following facts of persecution are arranged 
in chronological order.

1. pERSECUTION fOR CREaTIvITy, 
paRTICIpaTION IN pEaCEfUl 
gaThERINgS: “hoW’s your heart?”
Dzmitry Strojcaŭ, one of the most public poetic 
voices of the Belarusian protests, went out of his 
house into the street on 21 October 2020 and dis-
appeared. It later became known that he was de-
tained not far from his home, loaded into a mini-
bus, handcuffed, and a bag over his head. “One 
leaned over to me and asked sympathetically: 
“How’s your heart?” They took me to the central 
KGB department (!), then to a district police sta-
tion. The court ruled to arrest me for 13 days un-
der Article 23.34 of the Code of Administrative Of-
fences (participation in unauthorised events) for 
participating in one of the October peaceful rallies 
of dissent and protest15: “On October 4, 2020, in 
the period from 15:00 to 15:15 … moved together 
with other participants in the specified street pro-
cession, who were holding white-red-white flags 
in their hands and shouting slogans: “Long live 
Belarus!” and “Go away!” [Lukashenka]…” (ex-
cerpt from the arrest report).

2. haRaSSmENT fOR CREaTIvITy: 
“he Was playing music”
Jazz musician Paviel Arakelian was detained on 
the evening of 7 November 2020 after his perfor-
mance at one of the backyard concerts in Minsk: 
a group of riot police officers jumped out to the 
car, in which a friend drove the musician after the 
performance, and started pulling the door handles 
and shouting that they would break the windows. 
Then, they put both face down on the asphalt and 
shoved them into a silver minibus. Paviel Arake-
lian was taken to the Maskoŭski district police sta-
tion and then to the isolation centre on Akrescina 
Street.16 On 9 November, the court ruled that the 
15 Dzmitry Strojcaŭ was detained.
16 Paviel Arakelian was detained.

ten aBsurd examples of violations 
of cultural rights and human rights 

of cultural figures

musician should be arrested for participating in 
a courtyard concert for 15 days – with the word-
ing in the police report that he was playing mu-
sic and expressing disagreement with the cur-
rent government.

3. CENSOREd: “understood”
In autumn 2020, relatives of lawyer, poet, and 
bard Maksim Znak17, since 9 September 2020 im-
prisoned for his professional activities, received 
a letter from the pre-trial detention centre, which 
contained a small poem, almost entirely scrawled 
in pen – the prison censor left in it only the last 
word “Understood.”

4. pERSECUTION fOR NaTIONal 
SymBOlS: “hoW Was the tour? 
did you like it?”
On 21 March 2021, Jury Kuŭšynaŭ, a junior re-
searcher at the Museum of the Great Patriotic 
War, was detained in the centre of Minsk and 
arrested for 15 days. Earlier that Sunday after-
noon, he had given a tour of the museum to the 
Faculty of Internal Troops of the Military Acade-
my cadets, where, among other things, he spoke 
in detail about the white-red-white flag – “they 
seemed to be listening with great attention.” Lat-
er, the same cadets and their superiors were re-
turning to their unit by metro, where they saw a 
badge with “Pahonia” on the background of the 
white-red-white flag on the backpack of one of 
the passengers – and called the OMON (riot po-
lice) detachment on him. The passenger turned 
out to be Juri Kuŭšynaŭ.18

5. haRaSSmENT fOR ExpRESSINg 
aN OpINION: “he Was defending 
himself and his family”
The name of music teacher Aksana Kaspierovič 
is listed under No. 818 in the “List of Organisa-
tions and Individuals Involved in Terrorist Activi-
17 People of word_ Maksim Znak.
18 Detained for wearing a badge with “Pahony”.

https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-55018451?fbclid=IwAR1CmT899xzutfUQjelCmIYNJFm0EAAPgvWOM1qdfBj-TOsZRC_F0qZMNpk
https://udf.name/news/society/220710-licom-v-asfalt-kak-omon-zaderzhival-dzhazmena-pavla-arakeljana.html.
https://penbelarus.org/2024/03/12/maksim-znak.html.
https://nashaniva.com/?c=ar&i=271022&lang=ru.
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ties”, a KGB list containing the names of interna-
tional terrorists. Aksana Kaspierovič’s comments 
on Instagram, for which she served a sentence of 
1 year and two months in prison and is listed as 
a “terrorist” in Belarus, concerned the high-pro-
file murder of IT specialist Andrej Zeltser by KGB 
officers19 and were as follows: “I watched the vid-
eo of the flat seizure and realised: another act of 
lawlessness! What a pity for a guy who was de-
fending himself and his family”, “The officer knew 
what he was doing. He is paid much money for 
this; it’s his job. And if I were the guy with the gun, 
I would be scared for myself and my family ((.”20 

6. CONdITIONS Of CONfINEmENT 
IN ClOSEd INSTITUTIONS: 
“When do We have a liBrary 
time?”
Publicist, blogger, and anarchist Mikalaj Dziadok21 
was detained for his civic activism in November 
2020 and later sentenced to 5 years in a penal col-
ony. He went through beatings, tasers, punishment 
cells, punitive confinement, cell-type rooms and 
other tortures. For example, in April 2022, Mikalaj 
was held for nine days in punitive confinement for 
asking prisoners from a neighbouring cell in the 
exercise yard, “When do we have a library time?“ 
 
 

19 On 28 September 2021, KGB officers burst into the 
Minsk flat of IT specialist Andrei Zeltser, the owner of 
the flat and KGB officer Dzmitry Fedosiuk were killed 
in a shootout.

20 “Political prisoners are treated worse than murderers”.
21 People of word_ Mikoła Dziadok.

7. pROSECUTION fOR dISSEmINaTION 
Of INfORmaTION: “the country 
in tears”
In July 2022, Aksana Kolb, editor-in-chief of the 
Novy Čas (New Times) newspaper, in June 2021 
sentenced to 2.5 years of home confinement for 
participating in the 16 August 2020 rally as evi-
denced in one photo, was awarded another 13 
days of arrest for reposting on her Facebook page 
in May 2021 the song Country in Tears posted on 
Belsat’s YouTube channel.

8. REpRESSIONS IN ThE BOOk SECTOR: 
“liBerated and imprisoned”
In April 2023, the registration certificate of the sole 
entrepreneur, Dzmitry Kolas, thanks to whom, dur-
ing more than 30 years of activity of the publishing 
house “Zmitser Kolas”, the book market of Bela-
rus was enriched with world literature in the best 
Belarusian translations, was terminated based on 
the suit of the Ministry of Information. The reason: 
the book by Doctor of Historical Sciences Aliak-
sandr Smaliančuk Liberated and Imprisoned – a 
collection of historical documents from the state 
archives of Belarus. It was published in 2021 and 
was not on sale anywhere. In 2023, it was includ-
ed in the list of “extremist materials.”

9. pERSECUTION fOR dONaTIONS: 
“i’m not the first, 
i’m not the last”
These are the words of one of the cultural activ-
ists, spoken after a KGB officer called her and “in-
vited” her to a conversation about her donation of 
$15 to one of the funds for the victims of repres-
sion (later designated as “extremist formations”) 

https://www.voiceofbelarus.org/ru/belarus-novosti/k-politzaklyuchennym-otnosyatsya-huzhe-chem-k-ubijczam/
https://penbelarus.org/2021/11/09/mikola-dzyadok.html.
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made in 2020. Using the threat of criminal pros-
ecution, since 2023, security forces have sum-
moned Belarusians to the KGB and the Finan-
cial Investigations Department (FDF) en masse 
and offered them to pay off: to transfer to one of 
the bank accounts suggested by an investigator 
the amount 10-1000 times higher than the dona-
tion made several years ago: $500 – in exchange 
for a $5 donation, 1000-2000-5000, etc. – for do-
nations of $10, $23, $48, etc. Such donation is 
non-procedural and does not guarantee that crim-
inal prosecution under Article 361-2 of the Crim-
inal Code (Financing extremist activities) will not 
be re-initiated.

10. WIThOUT ThE RIghT TO CREaTE, 
WIThOUT ThE RIghT TO lIvE: “canvas, 
oil”
On the night of 11 July 2023, political prisoner art-
ist Aleś Puškin died as a result of brutal condi-
tions of detention and inadequate medical care for 
a perforated ulcer. In March 2022, Aleś Puškin22 
was sentenced to 5 years of imprisonment in a 
maximum-security penal colony – for his portrait 
of Jŭhien Żychar* (“2014, canvas, oil, installation-
frame, ~ 140×120 cm“)**.

22 Joint Statement from Belarus human rights defenders’ 
community on the death in prison of artist Aleś Puškin. 

* Anti-Soviet partisan.
** From Aleś Puškin’s letter “Why I wrote a portrait of 

Jaŭhien Żychar”.

[She voluntarily reported one monetary transfer to the extremist organiza-
tion “BYSOL” in the amount of [amount] US dollars (confession was 
taken), provided detailed explanations, attached screenshots with in-
formation about the specified transfer (account statement), informa-
tion about transfers from her account on the internet resource “Face-
book,” as well as a copy of the card check for the donation of funds to 
the charity account of the State Institution “RNPCT of Pediatric Oncol-
ogy, Hematology, and Immunology” in the amount of [amount] rubles, 
as a voluntary compensation for damage and desire to atone for guilt.]

Photo: Janak Kouzel

https://penbelarus.org/en/2023/07/12/supolnaya-zayava-pravaabaronchaj-supolnasczi-belarusi-z-nagody-smerczi-u-znyavolenni-mastaka-alesya-pushkina.html
https://penbelarus.org/en/2023/07/12/supolnaya-zayava-pravaabaronchaj-supolnasczi-belarusi-z-nagody-smerczi-u-znyavolenni-mastaka-alesya-pushkina.html
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“There was a time when there was some lull before the begin-
ning of the war. But after the outbreak of the war, they started 
to arrest people for anti-war statements. When there were lo-
cal elections in February 2024, a new wave of arrests and fines 
came because there was no money in Belarus. Silaviki needed 
their wages. They started to take money from people’s pockets 
to pay them high salaries. All of them. Now, they are waiting 
for Lukashenka’s re-election and pressing people badly.”23 [24]

On 5 May 2023, blogger and cultural manager Mikalaj Klimovič 
died in the Viciebsk colony. In February, he was sentenced to 
a year in a penal colony despite a Grade II heart disability. The 
crime he committed was a “funny” reaction to a satirical depic-
tion of Lukashenka in the Odnoklassniki social network’s news 
feed. This tragic story is just one of hundreds and thou-
sands of cases of systematic and purposeful suppression 
of dissent and civil liberties.

The Lukashenka regime continues to hold onto power through 
repression and total fear. To justify its actions, the illegitimate 
government changes laws, and the dependent judicial system 
actively participates in repression, ignoring the standards of a 
fair trial.

The human rights situation in Belarus is catastrophic, as not-
ed by authoritative international organisations, and the prob-
lem is worsening, as confirmed by international and national 
indices and ratings.

We call on the international community to pay close atten-
tion to what is happening and to take action to protect human 
rights in Belarus. Recommendations from cultural organisa-
tions can be found here.

23 From a non-public interview with a cultural figure(s) in the spring of 
2024.

conclusion

https://penbelarus.org/en/2024/04/08/rekamendaczyi-i-dobryya-praktyki-ad-kulturniczkih-arganizaczyj-2.html
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