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        United Nations Human Rights Council 
         Topic: The Rights and Freedoms of Belarus 

 
 

Introduction to UNHRC 

The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) was created for “strengthening the promotion and protection of human 

rights around the globe and for addressing situations of human rights violations and make recommendations on them.”  It focuses on 1

maintaining the basic human rights and freedoms of people globally. The United Nations General Assembly created the United 

Nations Human Rights Council in 2006. The UNHRC replaced the Commission on Human Rights that began in 1946 and ended in 

2006. The United Nations (UN) elected 47 people to be a part of the council. The Council monitors violations of human rights and 

looks for solutions that promote giving more freedoms. The council holds both Regular Sessions and Special Sessions were they 

ensure that basic human rights are being maintained globally. The Regular Sessions occur at least three times a year and work as 

checkups on human rights issues that are currently taking place. When Special Sessions are held they are to discuss urgent human 

rights issues.  2

Introduction to the topic 

The United Nations defines human rights as “rights inherent to all human beings, regardless of race, sex, nationality, ethnicity, 

language, religion, or any other status”.  Human rights include the right of life and liberty, freedom from slavery and torture, freedom 3

of opinion and expression, the right to work and education, etc. The UNHRC has deemed Belarus as a country where the political 

system seems to be incompatible with the concept of human rights, because all efforts made to engage in constructive dialogue were 

fruitless and the situation constantly deteriorated.  The United Nations Human Rights Council is concerned about the lack of human 4

rights and freedoms in Belarus. Belarus’ government has on multiple occasions violated freedoms such as the freedoms of the press, 

expression, assembly, ect. The death penalty is a violation of basic human rights, and Belarus provides it as a punishment for certain 

crimes. In order to follow the UN charter and preserve human rights and freedoms, the UNHRC has decided that this is a grave matter 

that must require discussion. 

History of the topic 

The rights and freedoms of the people of Belarus are very limited by the government. They risk being fined or arrested for 

exercising freedom of expression and freedom of the press. Authorities have prevented the public from informing themselves about 

political issues that are occurring by shutting down websites whose goal is to inform. Capital punishment is carried out despite being a 

breach of basic human rights. It is believed that more than 400 people have been executed do to capital punishment in Belarus since it 

gained its independence from Russia.  Even when the UN decided to take action, Belarus authorities have executed 13 people whose 5

cases were being reviewed by the United Nations.   6

1 https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/pages/aboutcouncil.aspx 
2 https://ijrcenter.org/un-human-rights-council/ 
3 https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/human-rights/ 
4 https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights_in_Belarus#Position_of_major_human_rights_organizations 
5 https://www.rferl.org/a/european-council-strongly-condemns-secret-execution-in-belarus/30004120.html 
6 https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/12/1028351 
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In 1994, Aliaksandr Lukashenka was elected President in the first presidential election of Belarus. In the December of that 

year, because of a report about the corruption of Lukashenka, newspapers were prohibited from printing the report. This marked the 

beginning of Belarus’ war on freedom. In 1995, Lukashenka successfully held a referendum to increase his powers by throwing out 

the members of the opposition parties with troops. On August 17, the employees of the Minsk metro went on strike because the 

administration violated their collective labor and rate agreements. They were violently suppressed, and 56 people were fired. In 

September, the Belarusian Air Force shot down a hot air balloon with 2 American pilots. On the 10th anniversary of the Chernobyl 

Nuclear Power Plant disaster in 1996, the riot police beat dozens of demonstrators, including women and teenagers. The opposition 

party leaders was also forced to leave the country. The mass protests against a union between Belarus and Russia during March and 

May of that year sparked clashes with the police, but later succeeded in forcing the authorities to abandon the plan. Later in the year, 

an independent radio station was shut down, and the parliament was dissolved after a referendum held to continue practicing capital 

punishment. Thus a regime of unlimited power was established. At this point, the constitution that was created in 1994, which was 

supposed to provide a ground for democracy couldn’t be held on anymore.  Lukashenka couldn’t resist the urge to change the 7

constitution and make it a tool for him to increase his power further. Two journalists were wrongfully detained in 1997, and in 1998 

Lukashenka started nationalizing properties and forcing diplomats to leave. An opposition minister, Yury Zakhanranka, disappeared 

without a trace in Minsk in 1999, and an updated criminal law included “insulting the president” to arrest advocates of freedom of 

expression. More officials disappeared later in the year, and a Freedom March was shut down in October.  

The start of the 21st century did not signal any changes to this suppression of human rights and freedom. Lukashenka won 

reelection in 2001, gaining a second term as president. A new revision of the Law “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious 

Organizations” reinforced the inequality of religion. In 2003, the Belarus court ordered a massive campaign shutting down youth and 

human rights non-governmental associations. During that year, 51 non-governmental associations were closed and over 800 received 

warnings from the Ministry of Justice. From 2003 to 2007, more than 200 organizations were banned. The only school that taught 

Belarusian was shut down in 2003 in order to reinforce the use of Russian, and a university was also shut down in 2004 for inculcating 

Western values and freethinking. Lukashenka’s plan to run for a third term caused activists to go on hunger strike, but it proved 

unsuccessful as Lukashenka wins the right to run for president an unlimited number of times in October. The House of 

Representatives adopted an array of “anti-revolutionary” laws in 2005 to convict unregistered non-governmental organizations and 

sentenced at least 18 people to sentences. Over a thousand people were arrested in the election campaign in 2006 protesting alleging 

falsification of the election. In 2007, opposition supporters from universities were expelled and then drafted. In 2008, entrepreneurs 

staged mass protests against government pressure on business. In 2010, Lukashenka signs Decree No. 60, reducing online speech 

immensely. A peaceful protest against the presidential election in December resulted in many people beaten and tortured, and a 

blacklist of foreign musicians and actors prohibited from entering the country was leaked in 2011. Amendments on the law that 

banned mass actions were adopted by the state authorities in July after several organized “silent protests” over the Internet. The leader 

of the banned Viasna Human Rights Center, Ales Bialiatski was arrested and charged with crime in August. In October, criminal 

sanctions are established for violating procedures for obtaining foreign non-refundable aid. Belarus’s annual Business Internet 

conference published a blacklist of websites on the same day. In 2012, several human rights defenders and civil society activists are 

banned from leaving Belarus. Near the end of the year, courts began to enforce federal amendments that were passed in 2011 to 

broaden the definition of high treason. In December the Presidential Decree No. 9 was passed, introducing regulations similar to slave 

labor. The police raided Belarus Free Theatre, a cultural center,  and fined the organizer of a bicycle ride called “Hipsters on Bikes” 

7 https://belarusdigest.com/story/belarusian-constitution-an-obituary-on-democracy/ 
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in 2013. 2 Food Not Bombs activists and 5 homeless people were arrested in 2014. More opposition party members were arrested that 8

year, as usual, and more advocates disappeared as time went on. Up until the year 2014, the government of Belarus has abused human 

rights for 20 years, and this tragedy still goes on, even at present. 

Past UN Actions 

In the past, many actions have been taken in an attempt to improve the human rights and freedoms of the citizens of Belarus, 

because the rights of the citizens are very limited and they don’t have a lot of freedom in regards to expressing themselves. 

In 2012, the Human Rights Council established the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in 

Belarus.  Because the government continued to refuse to cooperate, the UNHRC renewed the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on 9

Belarus for another year in June, 2019.  In February of 2019, the European Union member states extended the EU’s restrictive 

measures in response to human rights violations for one year, including an arms embargo and targeted sanctions against four 

individuals. The UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination recommended the government to investigate all cases of 

racial discrimination, take measures to prevent discrimination against Roma, and promote independence of the judiciary in its 

concluding observations to Belarus. A rapporteur of PACE (Primary, Alternate, Contingency, and Emergency means of 

communication) visited Belarus in March and condemned the March escalation of violence in their April resolution in 2018. They also 

urged Belarus to respect freedoms of assembly, association, and expression. The European Parliament deplored the locking of 

websites and the persecution of politicians, journalists, and bloggers. In the 2019 June review of the UN Committee against Torture 

(CAT), they suggested Belarus to implement a moratorium on executions and called for an end to the use of torture in detention. The 

United Nations have been working towards ending the death penalty which threatens the basic human rights of the people of Belarus 

by examining and reviewing cases of those who have been sentenced to death row in Belarus. The UNHRC also emphasized that 

Belarus should ratify the Second Optional Protocol to the Covenant, and commute all pending death sentences to imprisonment. The 

UN has set these procedures in motion to prevent the denial of basic human rights, but Belarus has ignored these procedures 

immensely.  

Current Situation 

The human rights and freedoms of the people of Belarus are harshly restricted and therefore the United Nations (UN) has 

continued to try and work towards a solution. The United Nations plans to improve the human rights in Belarus has led to the HRC’s 

review in its 41st session June 24 through July 12, 2019.  In the 41st session, the HRC discussed the breaches of human rights in 10

Belarus and created draft resolutions. During this session, a resolution was created which focuses on improving human rights and 

fundamental freedoms of Belarus.  

The freedom of expression is one of the many freedoms that are restricted today by the Belarusian government. Freedom of 

expression is defined as the people’s freedom “to express their beliefs, thoughts, ideas, and emotions about different issues”.  The 11

United Nations strongly believes in promoting and maintaining the rights and freedoms of people around the globe. On several 

accounts in the last couple years, Belarus’ government has punished those who use freedom of expression. In 2017, during the 100th 

anniversary celebration of Belarus’ independence, 100 people were arrested.  This is one of the many examples of how the 12

government of  Belarus limits the rights of their citizens. They aren’t allowed to express themselves in many forms such as political 

protests. Known as Freedom day, because it’s the day Belarus claimed independence from Russia, it’s usually used by the public as a 

8 https://freedomhouse.org/fair-play-beyond-sports/timeline-20-years-human-rights-abuses-belarus 
9 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/CountriesMandates/BY/Pages/SRBelarus.aspx 
10 https://www.lths.net/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=37444&dataid=35688&FileName=Background%20Guide%20DISEC.pdf 
11 https://www.freedomforuminstitute.org/about/faq/what-is-freedom-of-expression/ 
12 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23264&LangID=E 
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day to protest the current government.  Along with everyday citizens, the media isn’t allowed to report on certain topics prohibited by 13

Belarus’ government and leaders. A chief editor, Anatol Bukas, of Naviny.by was fined and jailed for “writing about an unauthorized 

rally in Minsk.”  Media platforms serve the purpose of informing the public about political matters and other important matters. It is 14

important for people to be well informed about the political events that take place. The United Nations chief stated, “when journalists 

are targeted, societies as a whole pay a price”.  Belarus made new amendments to its Media Law in June 2018 that are made to 15

“codify the government’s control over the internet”.  Belarusian authorities have been blocking dozens of websites and social media 16

groups. It is known that “at least 35 websites and 12 social media groups from January to May 2018” have been blocked by the 

authorities.  These websites and groups may serve as sources of information to the Belarus public and by shutting them down 17

freedom of expression of these groups is breached. It also prevents the public from informating themselves about current events. 

“Television is forced to work almost in underground conditions that are making journalists to be on the front line.”  said Mikhas 

Yanchuk who is a representative of Belsat television channel.  Journalists are forced to risk themselves and work in dangerous 18

conditions in order to keep the public informed about the government and the everyday news. People have the right to be able to 

inform themselves with the resources the media provides, but they are unable to because the government prevents the media from 

writing about important events. On August 8, 2018, eighteen journalists were detained in Belarus. The authorities claim that the 

journalists were “unlawfully obtaining information from the state news agency”.  Media outlets continue to have their information 19

muzzled by the regime. The media cannot completely report the truth as long as the government continues to censor the news. 

However, that is difficult for journalists to accomplish without being detained. On February 12, 2019, the Committee to Protect 

Journalists told Belarus to release Maryna Zolatava. She is the editor-in-chief of Tut.by and was accused of illegally accessing a state 

news outlet.  Many accounts of journalists being arrested in Belarus are similar to this particular situation. They are accused of having 20

hacked their way into state news outlets to gain information. 

        The death penalty can also be considered a breach of basic human rights. In fact, Belarus is known as the only country in Europe 

that enforces this type of punishment. The United Nations has described the death penalty “as a form of cruel and inhuman 

13 https://www.rferl.org/a/dozens-arrested-in-belarus-opposition-freedom-day/29122547.html 
14 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/belarus 
15 https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/02/1033552 
16 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2018/belarus 
17 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2018/belarus 
18 https://humanrightshouse.org/articles/belarus-recognized-as-one-of-the-worst-countries-in-terms-of-freedom-of-speech/ 
19 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/08/world/europe/belarus-journalists-detained.html 
20 https://cpj.org/2019/02/tut-editor-in-belarus-court-on-charge-of-illegally.php 
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punishment”.  On January 9th, the first death sentence of the year 2019 was issued.  Resolutions created during the 41st session of 21 22

the UN Human Rights Council call on Belarus to abolish the death penalty because the European Union doesn’t support the use of the 

death penalty.  They claim that “Death penalty is not a factor to decrease crimes, and mistakes inevitable in any justice system 23

become irreversible”.  If someone is falsely found guilty and they receive capital punishment nothing can be done to reverse the 24

effects. It is speculated that at least six men are currently awaiting capital punishment. According to Belarus’s laws, women cannot 

receive capital punishment.  Criminals on death row are only allowed to be visited by a family member once a month. They are kept 25

extremely isolated from the outside world and are not told when their day of execution has arrived. Families of criminals on death row 

also experience emotional damage they are deprived of the right to bury their executed family. The knowledge of where the executed 

criminals’ bodies are buried are withheld from their families. The inmate’s family is denied the right to visit their graves and pay their 

respects.   26

        Religious freedom in Belarus is surprisingly tolerated. All major Christian churches enjoy a relatively high level of social trust in 

Belarus; however, The Belarusian Orthodox Church, has a more privileged position and is more influential than others. As such, 

Belarus has significantly lower human and financial resources of other Christian confessions. The Religious Freedom Report 

commissioned by the United States portrays Belarus as a country which has limited religious freedom and it especially targets 

minority organizations. The government selectively allows registration certain religious groups, suppressing the right to practice 

religion. Many religious communities are reluctant to report these abuses towards them, according to the report. In order to conduct 

missionary activities, religious groups must get special permission from the authorities. However, the Belarusian Orthodox Church is 

exempt from such requirements.  27

 

Women’s rights in Belarus has taken on a non-feminist approach. Non-governmental women’s rights organizations are under 

the control of the government like the others. With the funding from the government, the Belarusian Union of Women help the state 

monopolies the sector by promoting traditional family values. The first female presidential candidate presented herself as a motherly 

figure, instead of a women’s rights activist. There are about 40 non-governmental organizations for women’s rights, but because they 

21 https://www.hrw.org/news/2012/03/19/belarus-abolish-death-penalty 
22 https://belarusfeed.com/belarus-first-death-penalty-2019/ 
23  http://un.by/en/un-news/human-rights/4776-results-of-the-41st-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council 
24 https://www.rferl.org/a/eu-calls-on-belarus-to-abolish-death-penalty-after-latest-sentencing/29705162.html 
25 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-43799280 
26 https://www.fidh.org/en/issues/death-penalty/treatment-of-death-row-prisoners-in-belarus 
27 https://belarusdigest.com/story/religious-freedom-in-belarus-worse-than-in-ukraine-better-than-in-russia/ 
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all have different goals and visions, there’s no unified movement for this cause.  On the other hand, minority groups struggle to 28

receive proper representation in Belarus. The Polish population in Belarus have fallen victim to the state’s attempts to restrict minority 

rights in education and religion over the past several years. The government continues to decrease the number of subjects taught in 

Polish in the Polish schools of Hrodna and Vaukavysk. Today there are two Unions of Poles in Belarus, one of which is loyal to the 

authorities and one of which is independent. Currently these two organizations coordinate with two different governments, with one of 

them being with the Belarusian government and the other “indecent” one being with the Polish government. The Polish minority faces 

severe restrictions as not only are Polish schools being shut down, but church services can’t be conducted in Polish. The authorities 

are also preventing brain drain and labour migration to Poland by enforcing Russification of the education system and restrictions for 

certain groups.  29

         In regards to economic freedom, Belarus’s stagnating economy proved to be an obstacle in implementing liberal approaches. The 

violation of private owner’s rights continues, meanwhile, and as of 2018 the state share of the economy reaches approximately 70 per 

cent. The number of corruption crimes in Belarus has grown due to these conditions, with 1922 cases of bribery in 2017. The state still 

participates and controls the Belarus economy to this day.   30

 

Questions to consider: 

1. How can the UNHRC ensure that Belarus complies with the procedures set in place to protect basic human rights of the people 

of Belarus? 

2. What protocols can be put in place to ensure that the people and journalists in Belarus can exercise their freedom of expression 

and the freedom of the press? 

3. What steps can be taken to effectively prevent protests being handled violently by officials? 

4. What other basic human rights are abused by authorities? 

5. What are some recommendations for improvements can be made towards religious freedom, economic freedom, women's 

rights, and minority rights? 

6. What are some human rights that can be provided to inmates? 

7. How can we work towards abolishing the death penalty in Belarus? 

8. Are there any other procedures that can be implemented other than the current procedures in place? 

 

Your Chairs, 

28 https://belarusdigest.com/story/womens-activism-in-belarus-towards-the-real-gender-equality/ 
29 https://belarusdigest.com/story/the-polish-minority-in-belarus-resisting-russification/ 
30 https://belarusdigest.com/story/shrinking-economic-freedom-and-milk-war-with-russia-belarusian-economic-digest/ 
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