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Resolution
of the Conference on Democratisation of the Mass Media in Belarus,

Warsaw, 6-7 June 2008

1. Having held a hearing on the situation of the media in Belarus, the Conference on Democratisation of the Mass Media in Belarus (hereinafter: the Conference) discussed on 6 and 7 June 2008 the challenges to media freedom in Belarus in respect to international assistance to independent media coverage, the situation of broadcasting, the printed media, Internet legislation, and the role of civil society and human right defenders of the media. 

2. The Conference deeply regrets that there is no overall improvement of the media situation and freedom of expression in Belarus. The pressures on and persecution of structures of civil society, including independent press and journalists, continue. The authorities preserve a monopoly on the majority of printed and electronic media as well as the system of press printing and distribution. State-owned mass media receive financial support from state and local budgets and are used for propaganda of the ideology of the authorities.

3. The Conference recalls that the policy of the Belarusian authorities towards independent media remains severe. The core of this policy is the exclusion of independent media from the information sector, primarily by economic discrimination and limitation of journalists’ access to the sources of information. Two years ago a prohibition on distribution of non-state press was introduced. 13 non-state newspapers were excluded from the national subscription catalogue, 16 newspapers faced problems with free retail distribution.

4. The Conference expresses concerns that the court system, law enforcement and police forces are used for the persecution of media and journalists. Searches in journalists’ flats and office premises on 27 March 2008 provided further evidence of the interference of Belarusian special services in the activities of media. During the searches computers, equipment, documents, printed materials and journalistic archives were confiscated. The searches were allegedly “justified” by the criminal investigations concerning defamation of the President of Belarus initiated in 2005. At the same time, representatives of the Belarusian Ministry of Foreign Affairs said the searches were held in the flats of journalists who worked for foreign media without MFA accreditation. It is to be noted that after the searches, the MFA of Belarus refused accreditation of a journalist of Radio Racyja.

5. Belarusian legislation still contains provisions that stipulate criminal and administrative liability for defamation. At the same time, the authorities of Belarus declare their intention to introduce regulations of the Internet, the only media field that remains more or less free.

6. The participants of the Conference recalled that the Republic of Belarus undertook to guarantee the right of everyone to freedom of opinion and expression including the freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media regardless of frontiers (according to Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights).

7. The Conference welcomes the support by the European Union and by a number of European states  in establishing and supporting independent TV broadcasting, radio stations and printed media for Belarus.
8. The Conference welcomes the Council of Europe Plan of Assistance activities for Belarus and its initiatives to support democratic NGOs and independent media in Belarus. The representatives of civil society and independent media in Belarus declare their strong will for further active co-operation with the Conference of INGO of the Council of Europe in its communication platforms, including new partnerships between human rights, journalists’, youth and women’s organisations. 
9. The Conference proposes establishing a European Monitoring Council on Media in Belarus with different European organizations and bodies represented. The European Monitoring Council on Media in Belarus shall be composed of experts from international non-governmental organizations. This Council will concentrate on monitoring and expert analysis of the media situation and the freedom of expression in Belarus, reacting to the steps of the Belarusian authorities in this field and on recommendations for the improvement of the situation in Belarus. The Conference invites the Belarusian Association of Journalists to organize the Council and contact the partners.
10. The Conference calls on the Belarusian authorities to:

10.1. stop using unduly the Criminal Code to restrict the right to seek, receive and impart information;

10.2. reform national media legislation and bring it in accordance with international standards; abrogate or place a moratorium on applying five articles of the Criminal Code, specifically Article 367 «Calumny in relation to the President of the Republic of Belarus», Article 368 «Insult of the President of the Republic of Belarus», Article 369 «Insult of the representative of the authorities», Article 369-1 «Discredit of the Republic of Belarus», and Article 193-1 that deals with activities on behalf of non-registered organizations;
10.3. cease the administrative persecution of journalists covering public activities and rallies, especially before and during elections;
10.4. ensure full and free access of all media to information regarding the pre-election process and the holding of the elections; 
10.5. abolish the state monopoly in the fields of media, printing, distribution systems, radio and TV broadcasting ;
10.6. abolish the prohibition of the distribution and printing of independent newspapers and return printing of Narodnaya Volia and Tovarishch newspapers to Belarus;
10.7. provide equal economic conditions for media outlets of different types of ownership, promoting the development of a fair media market;
10.8. return immediately the belongings confiscated during the searches in journalists’ flats on 27 and 28 March 2008;
10.9. guarantee freedom of accreditation of correspondents and the opening of offices of foreign media and introduce the principle of accreditation upon request ;
10.10. discuss with media organizations its new legislative initiatives concerning media and the Internet;
10.11.  guarantee the right of freedom of association that allows journalists to organise
and join independent journalists’ unions to promote their professional rights without fear of intimidation or harassment;
10.12.  co-operate with national and international civil society initiatives for monitoring
the situation in the media field and freedom of expression in Belarus.
11. The Conference calls on the Council of Europe, the OSCE and the European Union to:

11.1.  support the establishment of the European Monitoring Council on Media in Belarus;
11.2.  extend support to current projects and encourage new initiatives, including joint programmes, towards the development of civil society, the provision of independent information and the promotion of European values among the Belarusian population;
11.3.  contribute to an efficient legal defense system for journalists who are working for independent media;
11.4.  continue with efforts for the training and support of journalists with regard to European media standards.
